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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 – a covert intelligence gathering and counter-insurgency unit. 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 they considered a hero.

      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 four 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. 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 Europe. 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. Winston had 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 said. ‘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 later on.’

      ‘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.’
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      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.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

        

      

    

    
      Martini had been waiting at Milan Bergamo airport for just under one hour when his phone rang. ‘Ciao,’ he said, re-positioning the left ear-pod as sweat inside his ear had caused it to dislodge.

      ‘Mr Martini, you have arrived?’ A deep voice spoke Italian in a local dialect.

      ‘Just stepped off the plane.’ He looked around, searching for the caller’s vehicle. There were too many vehicles to land on, and none of them stood out.

      ‘I’m just coming into the pickup area now.’

      The call ended.

      He stood watching a queue of fifteen passengers wait patiently to get aboard the coach with Terravisione Milano Centrale along the side in bold red letters. All of the commuters looked eager to get onboard and out of the oppressive summer sun.

      His attention was quickly snatched away from the queue by the sound of a black Maserati Granturismo, roaring along the narrow pick up area.

      Seeing the driver fill out every inch of the seat, dressed in a red shirt, donning black shades, Martini knew that was for him.

      The front passenger was Donatello Bianco, a member of the crime family of the same name that had followed the Martini family from New York back to mainland Italy where more money could be made.

      Martini made his way towards the car, approaching the passenger side; it was a three-door coupe. Bianco had to get out, pull his seat forward to allow Martini to climb into the back. Bianco was a couple of inches shorter than Martini and a few inches wider, but more round than muscular. He had grey, thinning hair, with a scar cutting through the temple. He offered Martini a civil nod, getting one in return.

      ‘Welcome to Italy,’ the driver said, smiling at Martini as he offered his hand. ‘Paolo Bianco.’

      ‘I know who you are, Paolo,’ Martini responded, accepting his hand out of common courtesy. Looking at the man next to him on the back seat he said, ‘Federico Bianco.’

      ‘How’ve you been, Eamon?’ Federico Bianco looked at Martini, his long thin face looked unwell. His black hair was shiny, with a greasy complexion. His navy suit and red tie looked like a poor choice, given the weather, but Martini wasn’t going to start giving fashion tips, and or constructive criticism to a man known as a psychotic killer who’d been born into a family with too much power and no idea of the difference between right and wrong.

      ‘I’m well,’ Martini said, trying to get himself comfortable in the back of the car. Donatello slid his seat back into place and got back in. ‘Could you not have gone with a bigger car than this one?’

      Federico laughed. ‘Yes, my brother Paolo here likes these sports cars. They are nice, luxurious and fast, but they are not good for travelling in.’

      ‘Unless you’re five and a half feet tall,’ Paolo joked, as he put the car in drive and took off. He looked across at Donatello. ‘Where do we go now?’

      ‘Let’s grab some breakfast at the club,’ Federico interrupted, craning his head forward between the two front seats. He pulled out a box of cigarettes. ‘Are you hungry, Eamon?’

      ‘I could eat,’ Martini said, looking at his phone. The time was ten thirty-three in the morning. ‘But perhaps we can get on with the job of why I’m here, you need help with a little problem. Let’s get that sorted out first before I think of switching off and putting my feet up.’

      ‘Breakfast is the most important meal of the day. We will eat first. Don’t worry, there is plenty of time to discuss our business,’ Donatello said. He took a cigarette from Federico and lowered the front passenger window.

      Martini was offered a cigarette, but he refused. ‘I gave them up a long time ago.’

      ‘Good for you,’ Federico said, resting one on his lip and lighting it. ‘Me – I love smoking. I know it will kill me one day, but I’m going to die of something, right? At least this way it’ll be from my own vices.’

      Martini nodded, looking down at his phone. He’d received a text message. It was Director Goodall.

      Eamon, I don’t agree with you meeting Bianco family members and members of Camorra to resolve disputes between them and your family. But I’m happy to let you proceed if it leads us somewhere. Bianco cannot know we’re onto the Iranians. As long as you’re close to Federico, Dorian can use your phone as a jumping off point to hack his phone. All you need to do is get close to him.

      Martini looked out the window, watching as the hedges, lampposts and passing cars went by in the opposite direction. He replied to Goodall.

      My cousins will welcome me using this opportunity to try and deal with a problem they’re having over here at the moment. Kill two birds with one stone. I’ll keep you updated.

      He switched his phone off and put it back into his pocket.

      Federico looked across at him, then lowered his gaze to the pocket he’d just deposited the phone into. ‘Problem, Eamon?’

      He shook his head. ‘Just my cousin worried about me.’ He spoke humorously.

      Paolo laughed as he slowed the vehicle, gradually coming to a stop behind a bin lorry. ‘That’s very sweet.’ He spoke mockingly.

      ‘In fact, he’s more worried about your welfare than mine,’ Martini was quick to say.

      ‘And why is that?’ He looked at Martini in the rear-view mirror, then across at his brother.

      Federico sighed, flicking the cigarette out the window. ‘Just drive, Paolo.’ He looked at Martini. ‘How confident are you that we can broker a deal with them?’

      ‘The Camorra are known to be tough negotiators. But if our proposition is appealing enough, then I’m very confident we can have a deal set up which all parties can benefit from.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Besides, these sons of bitches have only recently branched out into the northern part of Italy. So, them moving up from the south is no different to New York Italians wanting to set up a shop in Italy again, just after a century long vacation to the states. About sixty billion euros pass through criminal hands every year in Milan alone. There’s plenty to go around.’

      ‘Always the diplomat,’ Federico said. ‘Would you ever consider going into politics?’

      He grunted in amusement. ‘My father’s side of the family spent their lives in one of the most politically charged cities in the world. The topic of politics usually leaves a bitter taste.’

      ‘Belfast is not like it was for your father’s generation,’ Federico said. ‘Be the change you want to see in the world.’

      ‘Quoting Ghandi?’

      ‘He was a great man, a man of his people.’

      ‘That I don’t disagree with, but I’m no politician.’ He wanted to change the subject. ‘So, where are we going for breakfast?’

      ‘Our family has a lovely little café and restaurant just outside Monza. A picturesque part of this beautiful country. There we can make you the finest breakfast from here to Ireland.’

      ‘I’ll be the judge of that,’ Martini said. He looked at Paolo. ‘Does the air conditioning work in this thing? I’d hope so given the price tag on something like this.’
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      After a thirty-five-minute journey south west via the A4 and E64, the Maserati made its 4.7 litre presence known on Monza’s Via G Marconi. They travelled along the dual carriageway for another three miles, passing the Vendesi Fratelli Manufacturing plant on the right-hand side, a Fiat dealership on the left and finally a cluster of high-rise apartments before turning right onto Via Sant’Alessandro – a more built-up area just a few miles from Monza’s city centre. The road was narrow, with vehicles parked on either side. The area was built up with typical Italian styled houses, each being of a different design and colour. From yellow, to peach, to red, to cream. The speed limit was thirty kilometres per hour, but Paolo’s heavy foot ignored the regulations, the car flying along the road until it reached the junction with Via Mogadiscio. Their destination was number twelve.

      Nero e Bianco – Italian for Black and White – was a modern styled café. Hidden behind dense hedgerow, it gave less commercial effect and more of a relaxing, well-kept family garden vibe.

      ‘Nice place,’ Martini said, respectfully admiring the business, giving credit where credit was due. Feeling grateful that the car had stopped and the two front doors had opened, he was quick to get out and stretch his legs. He noticed two middle-aged men in suits leaving the café, both looking over at them. ‘I can smell police a mile off.’ He watched as the two suits got into a grey Range Rover. As the driver took his jacket off, his white shirt was decorated with a brown leather holster, the stainless-steel pistol cradled inside caught in the blistering sunlight sending a reflection bouncing momentarily off Martini’s eyes.

      ‘Relax, they just come here because they like the food,’ Federico said. He looked at Paolo who’d just got back in behind the wheel, glaring at his phone. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘We’ve got to go. We’ll be back later.’

      ‘What do you mean we?’

      ‘I’m going with him,’ Donatello said, getting back into the front passenger side.

      Paolo pulled the door closed and looked at Martini as he lowered the window. ‘Was nice to finally meet you.’

      Martini nodded his head. ‘Next time bring a bigger car.’ He followed Federico towards the entrance.

      A young lady no older than twenty was bringing the garden furniture outside, a black wooden chair in one hand and a white one in the other. She wore a black t-shirt with the café’s name in bold white lettering across the chest. She smiled at Martini, following him with her eyes as he approached.

      ‘Buongiorno,’ he said.

      She set the chairs down then pushed them beneath a black table and smiled, her pearly white teeth illuminating her already pretty face. ‘Ciao, buongiorno.’

      Federico stopped and held the door open for the girl and Martini. ‘Eamon, this is my eldest daughter, Francesca.’

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Martini said, as he stepped inside, the smell of fresh coffee bringing with it a homely aroma.

      They sat at the corner table, directly below a painting of local Formula One hero Stefano Libri who was stood next to the Ferrari that had won the local Grand Prix and overall championship for the past two years.

      Martini admired the photo. ‘It’s about time an Italian was the driver of a Ferrari again, it’s been too long.’

      Federico looked at the painting. ‘Yes. I remember when he was just a kid, used to have the hots for Francesca.’ He looked back at his daughter who was cleaning the tables down.

      Martini shook his head, ‘Until he found out who her father was.’

      Federico nodded, then a silence fell over them. He cleared his throat, ‘Let’s address the elephant in the room, shall we?’

      ‘Our families have a history,’ Martini said. ‘Some of that history bloodier than any of us would have wanted.’ He was referring to James Bianco, Federico’s cousin. Born in Belfast, James Bianco became a member of the Provisional IRA during the Troubles. He served under Martini’s father, Damien Cleary Jnr. Bianco was Cleary Jnr’s Intelligence Agent, but when the IRA became riddled with MI5 informants in the eighties, Cleary Jnr. re-structured the Provos into smaller, four-man Active Service Units or ASUs, so that each solider in their four-man unit never came into contact with anyone else outside of their own ASU. Once the Provos were re-structured, being harder to infiltrate, Cleary Jnr. tasked James Bianco to lead a group of IRA internal investigators that quickly earned themselves the name: “the nutting squad” as Bianco sniffed out the IRA’s informers and executed them with a bullet in the head or nut – “nutting” them. While all this was going on, James Bianco was acting as a double agent, leading the IRA’s nutting squad while informing MI5 and British Army Intelligence of IRA operations. It wasn’t until the double agent reported back to his Bianco family in New York what he was doing, including a plan to assassinate Cleary Jnr., that word of his work was fed back to the Martini family in New York. Seventeen-year-old Eamon Martini heard of the joint MI5 / British Army plan to assassinate his father in Belfast and set about concocting a plan to reverse the plot, resulting in James Bianco and high ranking officials within British defence being left red-faced. James Bianco met a gristly end by an elite squad of IRA hitmen and Martini became known as the lad who’d outsmarted MI5.

      Federico studied Martini for a moment. ‘Yes, but as long as we know it’s in the past, and we’re here for a common goal, then our past can be left where it belongs: in the past.’

      ‘It’s important you understand that Camorra is an enemy we shouldn’t underestimate.’

      ‘Which is why you’re here: to use those negotiating skills.’ Federico was interrupted as his daughter approached, carrying a tray with two cups, milk and a Moka pot. ‘Grazie, Francesa.’

      Martini smiled up at her, ‘Grazie.’

      ‘Any food?’ she asked.

      ‘Two breakfasts,’ Federico said.

      ‘And an orange juice, please,’ Martini added.

      ‘Eamon here is from Ireland,’ Federico said. ‘Well, his father’s Irish.’ He looked up at her then down at Martini. ‘My daughter is fascinated by Irish culture and wants to go and study there.’

      Martini nodded, ‘It’s a beautiful country. And safer now than it was in the past.’

      ‘Now that the IRA is no longer fighting a guerrilla war with the British army.’ She spoke as if reading from a textbook.

      He cleared his throat. ‘That’s right.’

      ‘You know, Francesca, Eamon here was known as the man who outsmarted MI5, at the young age of….’ Federico looked at Martini.

      ‘Seventeen, Federico,’ Martini looked up at her again, feeling like he was on display. ‘I was seventeen.’

      ‘How did you do that?’ Her eyes widened, looking like she was about to begin taking notes for an exam.

      ‘It’s a long story, maybe another time.’ He smiled and cleared his throat, reaching for the Moka.

      ‘Yes, of course,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring the food over when it’s ready.’

      ‘Grazie.’ Martini smiled at her as she walked away. Looking at Federico as he poured the coffee, he said, ‘So, where has this meeting been set for tonight?’

      ‘On neutral ground. Safer for us all. Not far from here.’

      Martini handed a cup of coffee over to Federico then took one himself.

      ‘Do you still have contacts within the Irish Republican Army?’

      ‘I wouldn’t call them contacts, but I’d be able to contact them. Although they’re no longer fighting a war, instead using the only skills they have to make a living.’

      ‘Why didn’t you bring them into your family?’

      ‘A lot of them became global assassins, gifted at only one thing: war, death, shooting and bombing.’ He looked into his cup as he spoke, distant for a second.

      ‘They may come in handy one day if we ever needed extra help,’ Federico said.

      ‘I’m here only to help my cousins who want to continue to do business in Milan, that’s all. I’m becoming less interested in this life and more interested in living a quieter existence. In peace.’

      Federico laughed. ‘I don’t think you’d be able to live a quiet life, Eamon. What are you going to do, take up poetry?’

      He smiled, nodding his head. ‘Maybe. But after we’ve negotiated a truce with Camorra and agreed on a mutually beneficial deal, then I’ll be looking to take a long overdue holiday.’ He looked over Federico’s shoulder as Francesca came towards them, a plate in each arm.

      ‘Buon appetitio,’ she said, setting the plates down in front of them.

      Just as they both got started into their breakfast, the noise of the Granturismo’s engine roaring outside grew louder as it pulled up to the shop. The engine died out and a few seconds later, Paolo entered, shouting over to Francesca to bring him a coffee.

      He sat down at their table.

      Federico looked at his brother. ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘There’s been a fire at the location for tonight, apparently two kids were seen running away. I’ve spoken to Sonny Pitrelli of Camorra. They’ve changed the location to another place.’

      Martini looked at Federico, then at Paolo. ‘This is not happening. The meeting’s location has been changed? Well, we’re changing it again. Call them and tell them. I don’t believe in coincidences.’ He looked at the two brothers. Neither of them spoke. ‘Come on, anyone can smell something dodgy. Whatever caused that fire had something to do with them wanting to change the location at the last minute. Tell them we meet at another place. Otherwise, the deal’s off, and the negotiations leave this country with me.’

      ‘Paolo, tell them we’ll have the meet in Milano. City centre. Nice and public. Nowhere to be set up.’

      ‘In fact, give me his number, I will call him now,’ Martini said, sounding inconvenienced. ‘One thing I don’t like is to have my fuckin’ time wasted. I didn’t come all the way to Italy to be messed around.’
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      Via Paolo Sarpi, is known as Milan’s epicentre for the Milanese Chinese community. Located in the city’s eighth district, the area provides a range of services from silk and leather stores, hairdressers to libraries, travel agents to fashion boutiques. Having spoken to his cousins – Pietro and Paolo, Martini had found their new place to meet.

      Café Americano was a fresh face in the city’s Chinatown, wide-open front window, sat at the junction with Via Messina. It provided a panoramic view of the street, but more importantly it had a rear exit and an anonymous vehicle waiting to get away – if needed.

      Martini knew his cousins needed him there to negotiate for them. Not because they couldn’t deal with the situation themselves, but he had earned the respect of everyone with some leverage in the world of Italian organised crime, both in Europe and North America. He was not only gifted with his hands – a trained killer from his time fighting the Taliban in the US Special Forces, but he was also his family’s best businessman for a generation. He’d learned to make positive connections with influential people on both sides of the law – often arguing that both sides were more often than not intertwined. He’d bought the Martini family their freedom and a chance to move away from criminality and go legit. He was both feared and respected. But he knew he wasn’t invincible, which meant putting measures in place to make sure his life wasn’t going to be cut short, like specific locations of meetings, with spare cars in case a quick getaway was needed.

      They left the Maserati at Nero e Bianco. Paolo Bianco drove them to the meeting in a silver BMW. Martini occupied the back seat and Federico was in the front passenger seat. As the car pulled into the parking bay just outside Café Americano, Martini checked his phone was on vibrate.

      Seeing Martini fumble around with his device, Federico asked, ‘Problem?’

      He shook his head. ‘Just checking I haven’t missed anything.’ He craned his head around the driver’s seat. ‘Paolo, you stay in the car, keep the engine running. They’ll think it’s our only way of getting away and will overlook the car out the back.’

      Paolo nodded and grunted his agreement.

      Martini looked at Federico. ‘Let’s go.’ He got out of the car and buttoned his suit jacket closed, scanning up and down the street. There was a steady footfall in the area. June in Milan: perhaps an even number of tourists and locals.

      ‘Here, Eamon,’ Federico said, as he rounded the front of the car, discreetly slipping a Sig Saur to Martini. ‘Fully loaded.’

      Martini took the weapon and slipped it down behind the rear of his waistband. ‘Thanks.’ He’d already instructed his cousins to leave him a weapon in the toilets, but Federico didn’t need to know that.

      Stepping into the café, Martini went straight to the toilets. ‘Grab a seat. I’m just checking we have no surprises waiting in there.’

      The toilets were not split into male and female. Instead, there were two individual rooms with facilities in each to cater for one person at a time, of either sex. As instructed by Pietro, Martini entered the first room he came to from the shop and lifted the galvanized stainless steel cistern lid, noting the lid would be a handy weapon in itself. A watertight plastic bag was taped to the inside of the lid. Inside it was a black Beretta Nano, a three-inch barrelled, four-inch-tall hand pistol that packed an eight shot, nine mm magazine, more than enough to get him out of a tight space. Opening the bag, Martini took the pistol out and replaced it with Federico’s.

      He’d more reason to distrust Federico than to trust him. Should he trust a weapon he’d been given by his associate in the kill-or-be-killed world he found himself in, or go with the one his cousin provided? It didn’t take a genius to work that one out.

      He’d noticed a message outside when he got out of the car. He took the opportunity to check who it was from. It was Dorian Chance – the CIA’s tech specialist.

      Eamon, I have accessed Federico Bianco’s mobile phone. Plenty of data for me to sift through. Don’t get yourself in any trouble over there.

      Hearing low voices coming from outside the toilets, emanating from the shop floor, he pocketed the phone, flushed the toilet, then made his way back out.

      As the door opened, he had all eyes in the shop on him. A man of similar age to Martini, was sitting at the table facing Bianco. His brown eyes were cold and calculating, watching Martini make his way across the shop floor. His eyes locked on Martini. It was as if he’d been challenged to a staring contest. Martini, feeling relaxed and fully aware of the consequences of showing any sign of weakness in this world, held the guy’s stare.

      The guy stood up and offered Martini his hand. ‘I’ve heard a lot about you.’ He was a few inches taller than Martini and just as athletic. In this world, being physical wasn’t a requirement for being a leader or a boss, but this guy, being the leader, or at least the one doing the talking for Camorra, was physically acceptable. ‘Marco Pagina.’

      Martini shook Pagina’s hand and they both sat down.

      ‘Before we get started, let’s get some coffee,’ Federico said. But before anyone had a chance to reply, flashing red lights illuminated the street outside.

      ‘Boss, police!’ One of Pagina’s men shouted from the door, then disappeared into the street. The sound of car engines starting was mixed with the screeching of tyres and voices shouting stop.

      Martini sprang up off the chair, sending it tumbling backwards, then rushed towards the rear. He cut through the kitchen, out the evacuation door and into the rear passage. He found himself in a fenced off area, lined with industrial bins, all chained together. Boxed in. He approached the back gate, it was also chained and padlocked. He pulled his gun out and went to shoot the lock but decided against it. Wiping his prints off the weapon, he dropped it into the blue bin. He then climbed on top, the plastic lid denting under his weight and leapt over the fence out into the back pathway.

      Federico came right behind him. ‘Who the fuck has set us up?’ he shouted, following Martini over the fence.

      A blue Alpha Romero sat fifty yards to their right. Martini ran for the driver’s door, Federico quickly taking the passenger’s side. Martini found the key under the seat, started the engine and took off.

      ‘That’s what I want to know,’ Martini said. ‘Someone set us up, and we’re going to find out who the fuck it was.’ He turned a sharp left onto the Via Aristotile Fioravanti, sped up for one hundred yards and then a right onto Via Aleardo Aleardi. He cast a glance in the rear-view mirror, seeing two marked vehicles with “Polizia” across the bonnet, both in pursuit. The thunderous drum of a helicopter’s propellors above was accompanied by a blinding search light. Looking at the fuel gauge, he sighed. They had a three-quarter-full tank.

      ‘When I get my hands on the stronzo responsible for this, I’m going to chop them up,’ Federico shouted, shifting in his seat, continually looking over his shoulder through the window at their pursuers.

      ‘If it was Camorra that set us up, they’ve just given us their answer as to whether or not they’re interested in peace.’ Martini increased the distance between them and the two police vehicles, but not outrunning the chopper. ‘Where’s the closest nightclub?’

      ‘You want to party now?’ Federico laughed without humour.

      ‘No, but we’re not going to shake off that police helicopter anytime soon. We need a crowded place. Somewhere we can blend in.’

      Federico pulled his phone out. Looking through it, he said. ‘The university is holding an event there this evening, one of the local musicians is doing a charity event out in the student’s football stadium.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘Keep going straight.’ He made a call, putting the device to his ear. ‘Paolo, where are you?’ He paused for a moment. Martini could hear scratches of a voice coming through the other end. ‘Okay, see you later.’ He hung up. ‘Paolo got away.’

      As they approached a set of traffic lights, a leather-clad biker straddled a Honda CBR1000, the superbike idling at the stop line. Martini looked in the rear-view mirror. There was a couple of hundred yards between them and the police. He put the foot down, creating more distance, the car eating up the road. ‘We’re taking that bike, be ready to jump out.’ He looked across at Federico. ‘Give me your gun.’ Federico obliged. ‘Hold on.’ Approaching the bike, he pulled the handbrake, sending the car into a skid. Turning the vehicle in front of the bike, he almost hit the traffic light. He had his gun pointed at the guy on the bike before the biker had a chance to do anything, but gasp at the stunt. ‘Get off the bike.’ Martini threw the door open and jumped out, the biker was about to take off when Martini fired a shot in the air. ‘Get off the fucking bike!’ The biker didn’t resist. Martini jumped on and indicated for Federico follow him, but he’d already opened fire on the police. The helicopter circled them above. Another two police vehicles came from ahead and the two that had been in pursuit had caught up. ‘Federico, get on the fucking…’ Before he had a chance to finish, Federico took a shot in the chest by one of the officers, then a second, and a third. Martini spun off in the direction they were headed, the bike negotiating the roads with ease. He turned down a narrow alley and let the bike make easy work of the distance, eating it up in seconds. The helicopter was still overhead. As he emerged from the alley onto the Via Festa Del Perdono, he saw the sign for the university. Universita Degli Studi Di Milano, or known colloquially as: UniMi or Statale was swamped by a sea of people. With around sixty-thousand enrolled students, one of the largest universities in Europe was, at that time, hosting a substantial percentage of those on the register.

      The thumps of the chopper’s propellors from above hunted him down like a giant metallic eagle, giving chase to its prey, following him all the way to the campus. He entered the crowd: young men and women, drinking, singing and cheering; emulating that carefree attitude radiated by students the world over – every bit the opposite of Eamon Marini at the moment who was as serious as a heart attack. He needed to get inside and shake the pursuit.

      Pulling up just short of the access barrier, people filtering through the metal detector, the closest security guard to him was a six-and-a-half-foot-tall black male, first admiring the bike, then admiring Martini’s suit.

      ‘Nice bike.’ The guard spoke with an accent. With Martini’s experience around the world on various clandestine CIA missions, he was sure Nigeria, or somewhere thereabouts.

      Martini tossed him the key. ‘Would you hold this until I get money to pay for my access?’

      The guard caught the key, initially taken off his stride, his line of sight jumping to the chopper up above that was now shining a light down on them. He quickly composed himself and looked at Martini. ‘That’s for you?’ He indicated the bird in the sky.

      ‘I don’t have time to explain. My daughter’s in there,’ he lied, ‘and she’s not well. I need to get in there, now.’

      The second guard approached, standing a few inches shorter than his colleague, but still taller than Martini. He looked more Italian but just as defensive, just as serious. ‘Is there a problem?’ He spoke with a New York accent.

      ‘Sounds like we’re from the same part of the world.’

      ‘I know you – Eamon Martini.’

      ‘You know the Martini family?’ Martini felt like he was in luck.’

      ‘I’m with the Bianco family, now you can fuck off.’

      ‘Well, let me be the first to tell you, Paolo Bianco is a chicken-shit and his brother Federico was just shot dead by those police officers coming up this street.’ The two guards looked over Martini’s shoulder towards the sound of three police vehicles heading their direction.

      ‘You’re not getting in, now fuck off.’ The African guard tossed the bike key back at Martini. Martini caught the key, squeezed it tightly in his fist then through a right hook to the jaw, sending the guard into his partner. The Bianco member stepped out of the way as the African fell to the ground unconscious. The Italian grabbed Martini by the throat, but Martini head-butted him on the nose, side kicking him in the inner leg, collapsing the hinge joint. He fell to the ground, screaming in agony. A group of students all stood back, creating more distance between them and Martini as he ran in through the metal detectors, shoulder barging a drunken guy to the ground. The music got louder the closer he got to the inside; the deafening thud of the base caused every bone in his body to vibrate, trembling even the marrow in his bones.

      Taking his jacket, tie, and waistcoat off, Martini threw them in the bin. He unbuttoned the top button of his shirt and followed the signs towards the rear of the campus. The exit to the car park was clearly signed in bright green, with a cloakroom next to it. He went to the cloakroom, indicated to the guy on the other side of the desk that he’d lost his ticket, but the long coat to the far left was his. Initially taken off guard, the guy eventually gave the coat over. Martini put it on and exited through the rear of the building.

      The car park was full. He had the pick of many cars. He chose a black Audi A5, fast but not attention grabbing. Putting his elbow through the driver’s window he accessed the vehicle and got in. Ripping the casing off the steering wheel, he hotwired the car. The petrol tank was only a quarter full, but that was enough to get him to where he needed to go.

      Putting the car in first, he followed the one-way system, approaching the exit. The chopper was still circling above. As he exited the car park, he turned left onto Via Francesca Forza and kept within the inner-city speed limit, not wanting to attract attention. He drove straight for one mile, then turned right onto Via S. Damiano for fifty yards then a sharp right onto Via Mozart where the Apostles were the named proprietors of a family run restaurant. Pulling into the rear car park of the building, taking the now stolen car out of view, he shut the engine off and got out.

      As he stepped inside La Casa Famiglia, he saw Pietro behind the counter taking a payment from a young couple. Pietro acknowledged his arrival and indicated for him to go into the back office.

      ‘Un café lungo?’ Martini asked for a coffee as he walked through the main seated area, towards the manager’s office.

      ‘Ciao, Uncle Eamon,’ Maria Martini said, as she cleared one of the tables.

      ‘Ciao, Maria.’ He offered her a smile. On the surface he was cool and calm, but on the inside, he was full of rage; his heart racing, pulse throbbing in his ears.

      He stepped into the office, the other apostle, Paolo, was sitting on the edge of the desk, on the phone. As soon as Martini walked in, he told whoever it was on the other end he’d call them back, then abruptly ended the call.

      ‘Eamon, what the hell happened?’

      ‘That’s what I’d like to know.’ Martini took the coat off and sat down on the sofa beneath the window. ‘Some bastard set us up.’

      ‘If Camorra want a fucking war,’ Paolo shook his head, his nostrils flaring, ‘they’ve fucking got one.’

      Martini sat forward, resting his forearms on his thighs, his breathing beginning to slow down. ‘Calm down, Paolo.’ Pietro entered the office, a tray of drinks in his hand. ‘We don’t know if it was them or not.’ He stood back up and walked to the window, looking out onto the street. ‘Who was that you were talking on the phone to?’

      ‘Leonardo, he just wanted to know if we’d heard anything about the meeting.’

      Martini turned and grabbed one of the cups of coffee. ‘Well now you know.’ He blew on the coffee then took a sip, looking at Pietro. ‘The meeting didn’t go ahead.’

      ‘You think it was the Bianco family?’ Pietro asked.

      Martini went back to his seat and sat down, shaking his head. ‘Federico’s dead and Paolo Bianco’s too stupid to act alone.’

      ‘So, what now?’ Pietro asked.

      Before Martini said another word, the door was kicked in. Three uniformed officers of the Polizia di Stato, (the state police) had their guns on each of them. Two plain clothes officers entered the room. One was a male around mid-forties. His smug grin advertised he’d caught a big fish today. The other plain clothes was a female of around early thirties, successful enough to wear plain clothes, the way she took her job with textbook precision meant she was new to the post and still working to impress those who’d hired her. She was more interested in the Apostles, whereas the male was looking directly at Martini.

      ‘Turn around and put your hands behind your back,’ the male officer ordered.

      Martini took another sip of his coffee then set the cup down, doing what he was told. ‘What’s the charge?’

      ‘Just shut your mouth, before I slap you around this room.’

      ‘I wouldn’t advise that,’ Pietro said.

      ‘You shut up, before I make you all suffer on your journey to Ferroviaria.’ The male officer spun Martini around. He pressed his pointed nose directly into Martini’s face. ‘You got something to say, tough guy?’

      Martini tilted his head to the left and looked past the officer at Maria who stood at the door. Her expression of concern bothered him more than getting arrested. He looked at the male officer again shaking his head.

      Pietro and Paolo were taken out first, leaving Martini in the office with the two plain clothes. The male officer looked back at his female colleague. ‘Elisabetta, you know who this is?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘Eamon Martini.’

      ‘The Irishman?’

      ‘Irish when it suits him. Italian when that suits him.’ The male officer grabbed him, dragging him in front to lead them out through the door.

      Martini looked at Maria as he passed her and said, ‘Don’t look so worried.’
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      Martini and his cousins were placed in cells six, seven and eight. Martini was last to be interviewed. He’d hoped the Italians would have contacted CIA Director Goodall and gotten him let out before his interview, but as he sat looking at the clock on the wall of interview room three, that was obviously not the case. The room he was in was a twelve by eight-foot box, two walls painted in grey and the other two in black – styling a black, grey, black, grey effect. The carpet was boring – a blueish, green mix and at the heel of his right foot beneath the table, were droplets of blood. The room felt stuffy and reeked of body odour. The last person to be interviewed either hadn’t washed in a couple of days, or their interview was lengthy, heated and without any ventilation. The wall to his right hosted a one-way heavily tinted mirror which ran the entire length from corner to corner. Directly above the door, in the corner opposite the windowed wall, was a Bascom Surveillance Camera, the buzz of the motor-driven actuators sweeping left and right told Martini that whoever was watching the feed was getting a complete view of the room. Two cold metal seats with grey padding sat on one side of the table. Martini occupied the single seat on the opposite side which had a slight rock depending on how he distributed his weight. Muffled voices could be heard outside the door. They sounded passionate – either a debate or a celebration. He couldn’t figure out which, but as he watched the door handle slowly lower with what sounded like the conclusion to the discussion, he knew it wouldn’t be long before he found out.

      The handle ceased, remaining in its lowered position, then after a few seconds, the door opened inwards and the plain clothed cop who had arrested him entered. He stopped, allowing the door to close behind him, waiting for the click of the electronic lock to engage, then strolled across the room towards the table. Even his walk was arrogant. He glared at Martini, holding his gaze as he pulled one of the chairs out and sat. He took his jacket off and slung it over the back of his chair.

      ‘Eamon Martini.’ He smirked, shuffling in his seat, finding the most comfortable position. ‘I am Detective Marrone. Never in my life have I’ve been so happy to get my hands on a villain.’

      ‘You seem happy about this situation?’ Martini looked at Marrone, his head turned a fraction to the left.

      ‘I’ve just contacted the British. It appears they’re very excited that you are in custody. Apparently, it isn’t just us that think you’re a major pain in the ass.’ He smirked.

      ‘Did you call the Americans?’

      ‘I’ve allowed my colleague make that call. But what good is that going to do? And what is your nationality, Mr Martini? Are you American, Italian, British or Irish?’

      ‘That’s a discussion for another day, Detective.’ Martini said, rolling up his shirt sleeves. ‘Any chance of a cup of coffee?’

      ‘Sure, of course. Is there anything else you’d like? A hooker perhaps, foot-rub, night out on the town?’

      Martini smiled.

      The female officer entered the room, clearing her throat. ‘Mr Martini, you’re free to go. And I am sorry for the inconvenience.’

      Martini remained expressionless, fixing his gaze on Marrone as he stood up, grabbing his jacket off the table. ‘Guess if I hurry, Maria’s dinner might still be warm.’ He tapped Marrone on the shoulder as he passed, the Detective sat there, gobsmacked. ‘Thanks for your help, Detective.’ He offered his hand to the female.

      ‘Detective Rosa,’ she said, accepting his hand. ‘Your belongings can be signed out at the front desk.’

      ‘Hold on one dammed second!’ Marrone shot up from his chair, sending it to the ground. He turned to face Martini. ‘Who the hell are you?’

      ‘That, my friend, is a story for another day. But right now, I’m simply a man who needs some good home cooked food in his stomach.’ He stepped around Detective Rosa, exited the room and followed the interview suite’s corridor, through a set of double doors and out into the signing in suite. Both Paolo and Pietro were at the desk, collecting their belongings.

      ‘Do we have a lift back to the restaurant?’ Martini asked the other two. ‘I’m starving.’

      ‘Maria’s on her way,’ Pietro said, putting his cigarettes and lighter in his jacket pocket. ‘Said she’d be here in ten minutes.’

      Great.’ Martini stepped up to the desk and signed his watch and phone back out. He looked at the overweight officer and smiled at him. ‘Have a lovely evening.’ He put his watch on and pocketed the phone, leading the way out, his cousins following him, like a couple of bodyguards.

      ‘Eamon,’ Paolo said, the moment the doors closed behind them. ‘How the hell did you get us out?’

      ‘CIA Director Goodall had sent me here to look into something.’

      ‘And you didn’t think to tell us?’

      ‘My work with the CIA and favours I’ve done for them is the reason you’re all walking free.’

      ‘What are you talking about? Paolo said.

      ‘Never mind.’

      A white Maserati Levante pulled up alongside them. The driver’s heavily tinted window lowered, revealing Maria behind the wheel. ‘Andiamo.’ She shouted, telling them to get in. Martini took the front passenger seat, the others got in the back.

      Paolo sat forward, craning his head around from behind the driver’s seat. ‘Who’s at the restaurant?’

      ‘Mamma,’ she said, fiddling with the radio. ‘They’ve been talking about you, Uncle Eamon.’ She looked across at him. ‘You were caught on CCTV taking out those two guards at the university.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Technology – nothing’s kept secret today. I’m sure they’ll have a stream of YouTube videos uploaded later.’ He put his window down. ‘But that’s the least of our worries. We need to find out who set us up, and deal with them. You don’t want a war breaking out on the streets. There’s enough business for everyone.’

      ‘But those greedy bastards in Camorra are not happy about us Yanks coming over here a taking a piece of their pie,’ Paolo said.

      ‘American and Italiano.’ Pietro was quick to correct him. ‘Our blood traces back here, so we’ve as much right to be here as the rest of them. We’ve just been overseas for a couple of generations.’

      ‘I don’t think they see it that way,’ Paolo argued.

      ‘Well, we’ll just have to go to war with them, then,’ Pietro shouted. ‘We’ll take the fucking streets back off them.’

      Martini looked across at Maria who was looking anxious, a tremble of her hand as it moved from the gearstick to the wheel, her white knuckles showing her grip was tighter than necessary. ‘Look,’ he sighed, ‘nobody wants a war. Pietro’s right, this is as much our country as it is theirs, but if the shoe were on the other foot, I’d be just as pissed off if they were the ones coming over here and taking some of our business.’ He looked out onto the deserted streets. ‘Nobody wants a war, because nobody wants to die. So we just have to keep calm, find out what went wrong and go from there.’ He looked across at Maria. ‘But right now, I just want to have some warm food and a nice cup of coffee.’

      She glanced across at him and smiled.
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      Cahil Sloane was the first, and only, half Turkish half Irish – or Northern Irish, brigadier in the organisation. In his eyes, his “wee” country was nothing to do with the separate free Irish state. To him, the Republic of Ireland was a foreign land and one his organisation was, once again, preparing to fight to the death to remain separate from. Sloane was from the British, Orange state that was proudly separate to the south of Ireland, remaining a loyal part of the Queen’s union. He liked to believe that he and his younger brother, Kaan, had not only brought the best chain of Kebab shops to Belfast, but had also rejuvenated the public face of the UDA’s brigadier ranks.

      With his six-foot tall, athletic figure, clothed in a slim fitting Armani suit, he looked every bit the Hollywood mafioso. With his untouchable swagger, straight and confident walk, he saw himself as just that – the Godfather. A don. But in reality, he was living off the notorious reputation of his organisation that had fought alongside the British Army in the recent guerrilla war against the Irish Republican Movement.

      It was lucky for Sloane that, like many of his current comrades within the ten-thousand-strong organisation, that he’d been born on the right side of the Troubles, when military operations against the Provisional IRA had ceased.

      His role as North Belfast’s UDA brigadier had been, to date, less about gun battles on the streets and more about dealing drugs, operating protection rackets and generally draining money from honest, hard-working Protestants of Northern Ireland. They were feeding the men who were ready to fight and die for Ulster, that was their justification. And that made him sleep well at night.

      Strolling along Oxford Street in the city of Westminster, set on the West End of London, he felt like a paramilitary on tour. He loved the looks he got: the women loved him, and the men envied him – or so his inflated ego led him to believe.

      He was in the city, sent by the UDA’s chain of command, to discuss a job that would bring cash to re-build an arsenal like the one they had during the height of the Troubles. The current situation at home demanded it, they believed. Many loyalists believed the terms of the Good Friday Agreement were now obsolete, increasing tensions in all communities, resulting in what most people in Northern Ireland feared: a return to violence.

      The UDA was ready to begin its offensive, planning on picking off Catholics as they roamed the streets at night. The New IRA, learning of this, had started its propaganda machine, taking advantage of the situation and re-declaring its war on the British security forces. Its military campaign was ready to be stepped up – aspiring to assassinate as many members of the police force and prison service – both of which were, in their eyes, legitimate targets: employees of the Crown. Officers within the Police Service of Northern Ireland were, to the New IRA, the same as the RUC before them: anti-Catholic and anti-Irish. In the last two months, police had seized military grade weapons, some that appeared to be from the old Gaddafi regime, which were previously the property of the Provisional IRA: half a ton of Libyan Semtex, 100 AK-47 assault rifles and two dozen surface-to-air missiles.

      In addition to republican caches, a number of UDA weapon stashes had been found in various dumps in East Belfast and Portadown. It appeared that both the suits in Stormont and local law enforcement were losing control of the situation. The pot of Irish sectarianism was full to the brim, and was about to boil over.

      The New IRA and the UDA had both issued public statements – images of old: three masked men sat at a table in a dark room, dressed in military fatigues with their faces covered by black woollen balaclavas, small firearms resting on the tables as their statements were read out in front of a camera.

      It was getting real.

      At the corner of Oxford Street, where it merged with Regent Street, Sloane noticed he was being watched by a group of three youngsters, perhaps early twenties.

      One of the three was waving a Union Jack, which had Britain First stitched into the middle. All three were dressed like the old neo-Nazi Combat 18 thugs from the old days: all wearing Doc Martins, stonewash jeans and black bomber jackets. They even had their heads shaved right to the scalp. The one holding the flag held his stare with Sloane, turning his head one-eighty degrees to maintain the gaze.

      Sloane stopped with only a few feet between them. ‘You after something, kid?’ His accent stood out as much as the thick white-gold bracelet on his left wrist.

      ‘Just admiring your suit, pal,’ the lad replied dryly, his accent heavily inner-city London.

      Sloane nodded and walked on, making his way down Regent Street, passed a Nike superstore and an Apple outlet, then quickly cut down a side street – a cobbled entry called Pottinger’s. Fifty yards along the narrow, rundown passageway that acted as the rear door for many of the business on the other side of the block, he heard the metallic clatter of a can being kicked along the entry. Sloane turned. Behind him, the three skinheads were following. He shook his head, knowing the way it was about to go. He could smell their thoughts a mile off.

      ‘Hold up a second, pal,’ one of the other two called. This one had a more northern accent. ‘We want to ask you something.’

      ‘Yeah, like where’s all the money that helped you buy that nice suit?’ the third said, his accent was local like the first’s.

      Sloane turned on his heel and stopped. Pulling his left sleeve up a few inches, he arrogantly produced his shiny white gold Rolex. ‘Suppose you’re interested in this, too. Or how about this…’ He reached into his trouser pocket and pulled out his car key. ‘You fancy a go in my Porsche?’

      ‘Depends on what model it is?’ the one with the flag said. The three approached him.

      ‘But before the three of you go too far, it’s important you look at this.’ He pulled his driver’s licence out of his phone cover’s card holder and handed it over to the one with the flag.

      The lad looked at it. ‘Cahil Sloane? So?’

      ‘Hurry up, I haven’t got all day, and if you make me late, I won’t be happy. I’m giving you a chance here, lads because my people have supported Britain First and C18 in the past.’

      One of the other two pulled their iPhone out and searched the name. He paused for a moment, then looked up at his two mates. ‘Give him back the licence.’

      Sloane retrieved it and slipped it back into his wallet. ‘Now…’ he looked at each of them in turn. ‘Fuck off.’ He put his phone back in his pocket and turned, continuing on his way. He didn’t even bother to look back, just laughed to himself quietly as the mumbles of the three faded with the ever-increasing distance between them. He pulled his phone back out of his pocket, realising there’d been a text alert. He opened the text from his wife Gina.

      Where are you, Cahil? We’re waiting.

      He didn’t bother replying. He was just a five-minute walk away. The Loyalist Arms was a backstreet pub that attracted people like his would-be attackers. The UDA being the largest loyalist paramilitary group in Northern Ireland had, on many occasions, received funding from the Arms and had also used it to host meetings when eyes were on them in Belfast. Since the paramilitaries had been on ceasefire, the business that used to supply funds for weapons were simply lining the pockets of the brigadiers of the old days. But this wasn’t a collection of one of Belfast’s hard men. What Sloane was doing in London was meeting with representatives from an anti-American nation, who were looking for someone local to take on a job; a job that would pay the UDA handsomely, giving them more money to buy much needed arms.

      As he rounded the corner of the street where the Arms was situated, the pub was buzzing both outside and by the looks of it inside, too. A crowd of five lads wearing England football jerseys stood smoking at the table next to the door, one of them whistling at Sloane as he passed.

      ‘Nice suit, son!’ the guy shouted, holding his pint up in salute. The crowd that drank in the Arms were all pro-British and anti-Irish, many of them had emptied their pockets for the loyalist cause against those Irish bastards who were killing their troops a few hundred miles west of London. They were as anti-IRA as the UDA, and Sloane would be welcomed here as a hero.

      He offered a nod to the smoker who shouted the compliment and walked on in.

      As he stepped inside, he was almost deafened by the sound of football supporters singing the English team’s ballad. As many Northern Ireland shirts sang along, equal measures of support for both sides in their friendly game. Looking through the sea of white England jerseys mixed with Northern Irish green and white, he spotted Gina waving him over.

      As he crossed the floor, weaving through the crowd, bumping shoulders with every step, he saw she was sitting with two males of Middle-Eastern origin. When they caught sight of him, he cocked his head in the direction he was headed, indicating for them to follow.

      He stepped in behind the bar, saying hello in the manager’s ear, indicating that he was about to use his office.

      Billy, the manager, just nodded his head and carried on with what he was doing.

      Holding the door open, the men entered first, Gina following them in. She winked at him in passing. Cahil and Gina weren’t long married and the way she was acting around him, the raw attraction and flame still burned intently. She was the kind of lady who spent most of her day making herself look good for her husband. Early morning gym sessions, followed by twenty lengths of the Shankill Leisure Centre’s pool was why her five-six frame was toned, with curves in all the right places. She was dressed in a white jacket and tight blue jeans with white heels. Her blonde hair was tied in a bun and her fingernails looked as if they could claw the face off anyone who got on her wrong side.

      She stood next to the visitors as Sloane closed the door. ‘Cahil, this is Ghazi Azrael, and Iman Hojaji.’

      ‘Pleasure,’ Sloane said, stepping further into the room.

      ‘Thank you for making the trip,’ Azrael said, his accent foreign, but his use of English appearing good.

      ‘Have a seat.’ Sloane gestured towards the sofa next to the filing cabinet to his desk’s right.

      ‘And we appreciate your help. We wanted to be sure this would be taken care of by a reputable organisation and well, the UDA are…’ Hojaji was interrupted.

      ‘We haven’t taken any job yet,’ Sloane was quick to say. ‘I’ve been sent here by the UDA chain of command to speak to you in person and find out more about the job. Once we have an idea, we can discuss the fee.’ He looked up at Gina, then back down at the two as he took a seat behind the desk. ‘First, can we offer you lads a beer?’

      ‘Is this meant to be an offence?’ Hojaji said sharply. ‘Mr Sloane, we are devout Muslims. And our fast of Ramadan is quickly approaching.’

      Sloane held his hands up, ‘Sorry, lads. My mother was Turkish Muslim, but we were raised in a Christian household. No offence intended.’ He looked up at his wife. ‘Can you get me a pint of Magners, love?’

      ‘You want ice?’ she asked, making her way towards the door.

      ‘Aye, please.’ He smiled at her as she stepped outside the office and pulled the door closed. He took his jacket off and hung it over the back of his chair, then proceeded to unbutton his cuffs and roll his sleeves up, quite meticulously. ‘So, what’s the job you boys are looking done?’

      Azrael sat forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. ‘Iran, as you know, lost one of its great military heroes earlier this year. General Omid Mousavi was a great man, loved by the Iranian people.’ He lowered his head for a moment as if in silent prayer. ‘We know that if an open attack on the US president were to take place on Iranian soil, we would simply get more innocent Iranians killed. But if the attack were to take place in a country like this, then the world would be left wondering who was to blame. The Americans have made enemies all over the world. It could easily be blamed on the Russians, the North Koreans, the Chinese or even a radical Islamic cell that of course would have the capacity and weaponry to do so.’

      Sloane sat back in his chair and regarded them both for a moment. ‘You want me to organise an attack on the US president during his visit?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Sloane laughed and shook his head. ‘You’ve got some balls coming all the way over here and asking something like that.’ He clapped his hands sarcastically.

      The Iranians didn’t get the joke.

      He stopped clapping and sat forward. ‘You’re both fucking crazy.’

      ‘That may be so, Mr Sloane,’ Hojaji said. ‘But Washington believes it can do anything it wants. It’s time it realises it can’t.’

      ‘And what about you, and your organisation?’ Azrael added.

      ‘What about my organisation?’

      ‘Come on, Mr Sloane. The UDA has always lived in the shadows of the Provisional IRA. The funding that came from America; the good old Irish Americans helping the Provos bomb their way to the table which they never sat at, a table that for a long time only unionists occupied. What does the UDA look like in the history books? A little outfit that doesn’t even have the Union Jack flag flying at Belfast City Hall anymore? A former IRA commander now the First Minister, bringing in a referendum that will unify Ireland.’ Azrael knew what words to use to get to Sloane. And it was starting to show – Sloane’s face turning red. ‘We’re willing to pay your organisation forty million British pounds for the successful execution of President Sheeran. Twenty million will be wired to an account of your choosing before the job and the rest to be released on completion. All you have to do is arrange the hit and use the weapons we supply. Nothing would be traced back to you. The world will be left wondering who’s responsible.’

      ‘Well, given the fact our people have just told the US president that he’s not welcome for his support in the Irish referendum – it’s almost like a smoking gun.’ He swivelled in the chair, regarding them both. ‘And why wouldn’t Iran want to take responsibility? Surely that would make a lot of your people happy.’

      ‘We will when the time is right,’ Azrael said. ‘Are you interested?’

      ‘Of course.’

      ‘We have a deal, then?’ Hojaji pressed.

      The room fell quiet, leaving a heavy atmosphere.

      Sloane took a deep breath, then said, ‘I’ll need to talk to the other brigadiers.’

      ‘We leave England in a few days,’ Azrael said, pouring the pressure on. ‘With your answer.’ He stood up, pulling a card from his pocket. ‘This is my business card. You can reach me on the +44 number. It’s the one I use when I’m in the UK. Whatever your answer, it’s been a pleasure, Mr Sloane.’ He handed the card over then offered his hand.

      Sloane accepted, and shook his hand, then shook Hojaji’s. He walked them to the door then opened it. ‘I suspect the answer will be a yes, but I just need to confirm.’

      Hojaji patted Sloane on the shoulder in passing. ‘Good.’

      ‘Salaam,’ Azrael said.

      ‘Salaam,’ Sloane replied, closing the door and making his way back to the desk.

      Gina entered. ‘Well?’ she said, her voice low and secretive, as if she knew the news was going to be big.

      ‘Forty million to kill President Sheeran.’

      ‘Fuck,’ she gasped. ‘With forty million we could sail off into the sunset and not think about depressing old Belfast again.’

      ‘Is that what you want, love?’ he asked, fixing his brown eyes on her blue gems that sat nicely above her little button nose.

      ‘Come on, Cahil – fuck the UDA. They’d quickly sell you out for a few quid.’ She rounded the table and sat on the edge, swivelling him left and right as her feet rested on the edge of the chair. ‘Let’s take the job and live a life of comfort. Remember the dream we always wanted? The house by the beach, we can make it happen. What’s the alternative? Back to war again? You can get killed.’

      He grinned, looking at her figure. ‘You do look good in a bikini.’ His smile dropped into a frown. ‘But the way things are back home, the UDA needs the money for arms. If Sinn Fein gets the referendum, that’ll be the end of Northern Ireland. We’ll be a part of the Irish Republic. This kind of cash, we could sustain an intense war for quite a while.’

      She didn’t reply, just looked at him.

      ‘What?’ he asked.

      ‘I love you, Cahil. I don’t want to lose you.’

      ‘You’re not going to lose me.’

      ‘If we go back to war, the chances are much greater. And for what? Look how many people have died over there and many of them won’t be remembered. I don’t want that for you, love. Not for us.’

      Sloane was caught between a rock and a hard place. He was a loyalist at heart. He’d often said he’d be proud to die for something, and fighting in the UDA would be a worthy cause. For God and Ulster, as their motto goes. Yet, on the other hand, he was with the woman he loved, a beautiful lady who loved him back, begging him to take the Iranian’s millions and sail off into the sunset with her. He blew out his cheeks and scratched the side of his head.

      ‘Come on, Cahil. Let’s forget that life and disappear.’

      He thought for a moment, then stood up. ‘Okay, let’s make it happen.’ He kissed her. ‘I’ll call the brigadiers. Then accept the offer.’

      She smiled, pulling him in again, planting her full lips on him. ‘I’m going into town. I think we should celebrate tonight. I’ll book us a room in one of the best hotels in the city. May as well have fun while we’re here.’ She stood up off the desk and smoothed the creases out of her jeans. Leaving the office, she turned and blew him a kiss.

      Sloane sat back down at the desk and made the call back to Belfast.
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      Sean McMichael sat in the manager’s office of Fiddler’s Bar on North Belfast’s Antrim Road, waiting for the other six members of the New IRA’s ruling army council to arrive. McMichael was sixty-four and had grown up in the urban working-class New lodge Estate, a residential area that branched off from the mainly Catholic Antrim Road. Following two years of internment in the early nineteen seventies, he’d joined the Provisional IRA and commanded one of North Belfast’s Active Service Units, until breaking away from the Provos in 1986.

      McMichael, along with all other PIRA commanders, had attended the Provisional IRA’s General Army Convention in September 1986, which was set up by the Provos’ supreme decision-making body, to discuss one of the most contentious topics within the movement at the time: abstentionism. A two third majority vote of all those at the convention passed the motion for members of the PIRA to run for office in the Dail Eireann – the Parliament of the Republic of Ireland – which, until then, had been forbidden by the movement. McMichael, being part of the one third that had opposed the decision, split from the PIRA and formed the Continuity IRA.

      Despite setting up its own ruling army council and seeing a few thousand active Provos move over into its ranks, the CIRA didn’t become active until the PIRA ceasefire in 1994. It was thought that the CIRA’s formation was a tactic by the Irish Republican Movement to move the Provos into politics, whilst having the CIRA armed and ready, should the need arise for more guerrilla tactics.

      McMichael had maintained contact with the leaders of Sinn Fein, including Northern Ireland’s First Minister Declan Meehan since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement and had recently been brought to Stormont to meet with Meehan in what was to become perhaps the most crucial meeting of, not only his life, but the lives of everyone in Ireland.

      He got up and crossed the room, passed the meeting table that was in the middle, and entered the ensuite bathroom in the corner near the door. He looked at himself in the mirror. His grey hair was well kept and short, running into a full-blown beard. His eyes were the coldest blue, pitiless and uncompromising. His thick rimmed glasses sat perched on his boxer’s nose that was slightly bent to the right, looking like it had been broken and never fixed. His navy suit was brand new – as if wanting to look his best for an occasion. He centred the knot of his matching navy tie against the collar of his white shirt, pulled the cuffs out from under the jacket sleeves and sprayed some after shave on his neck.

      His Samsung vibrated on the desk next to where his cup of tea was going cold. He returned to the desk and unlocked the device. It was a message from First Minister Meehan.

      Sean – I’ve a zoom video conference with the British PM in the morning. We’re discussing the topic which I spoke to you about last week. We’ll get this referendum, and it’ll be in the bag. United Ireland, here we come. Just make sure the lads don’t get too complacent. The UDA is arming itself.

      He set the phone down and finished his tea, hearing muffled discussion getting louder just outside the door. He recognised one of the voices. It was Daryl Murray – one of the other members of the army council.

      The door opened. Murray walked in, followed by the other five: Conor Boyle, Malachy Jones, Liam Sep, Chris Knowles, and Brian Moreland.

      ‘Alright, lads,’ McMichael said, approaching the door.

      ‘Well, Seany,’ Murray said, crossing the office towards the table. He was five-eight, stocky and had receding grey hair. He was dressed in a charcoal suit with a black shirt and tie. Murray was two years younger than McMichael and was one of the founding members of the CIRA.

      McMichael shook Murray’s hand then motioned in the direction of the table before turning to the others. ‘Come on in, lads and grab a seat.’ He went to the door, closed it and turned the key, engaging the lock. He returned to the table and sat down. ‘Got some news about the meeting with Meehan.’ He cast his eyes around the table. Except for Murray, the rest of the army council were young enough to be their sons. The next generation. Conor Boyle was thirty-five, thin with ginger hair. He was the organisation’s Intelligence Director and was known as the tech genius – using modern technology to get information that was deemed vital to the movement’s progression towards a United Ireland.

      Malachy Jones, Liam Sep, Chris Knowles and Brian Moreland were all early thirties who’d served in the Irish Army, before taking their skills and transferring them into the New IRA. The decision to send them into the Irish Army was made as a long-term strategic move. The old activists in the last war were not foot soldiers anymore and needed young, fresher men to take over the army.

      ‘Now, we all know that the loyalists are crying about the Good Friday Agreement being defunct and are threatening to break their ceasefire. According to Meehan, they’re also arming themselves ready for another war.’

      ‘If it’s a war they want, it’s a fucking war they’ll get,’ Boyle said.

      ‘The bastards know we’re getting the country back, that’s why they’re nervous,’ Moreland added. ‘My da’ was shot by the fuckers on Boxing Day when I was eight. I’ve been waiting for a chance to fire an RPG right at them.’

      ‘Just take it easy,’ McMichael said. ‘According to Meehan, we may need to defend ourselves from attacks from the UDA while we push this referendum over the line. From what Meehan’s telling me, the discussion he’s having with Prime Minister Pears isn’t whether or not to have the vote, but when and how to go about getting it.’ He cast his eyes around the table again, landing on each of them. ‘If we can get this without firing one bullet, then we go that way. But if anyone makes a move on our community, then we hit back at them.’ He looked at Moreland. ‘And you’ll get your chance to fire a rocket at them. But for now, you’ll have to wait.’ He sat back in his seat, opening the table up for further debate.

      Murray cleared his throat. ‘There’s been a lot of talk about shifty looking cars patrolling up and down the Falls Road the last couple of nights. I think they’re scoping the place out to see where to hit.’

      ‘We need to get word out to the pubs and clubs, tell the door security to keep their eyes out for anything that doesn’t look right,’ Knowles replied. ‘Knowing the UDA’s history of targeting just any Catholic civilian, it’ll likely be a non-combatant who they’ll target.’

      McMichael nodded his head. ‘I’ll leave that up to you, then, Christy. But other than that, we wait and see what Meehan feeds back to us from the meeting with Pears.’
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      Victoria Greenwood sat at her desk on the third floor of London’s Ministry of Defence. She’d recently taken over from her old mentor, Commander James Falkner – the man who’d set up and led the group widely known as the British Government’s Secret Group created to fight a shadowy, dirty war against the Provisional IRA in the mid-seventies. She’d already been involved in some historical events including the British government’s involvement in the assassination of the heir apparent to the throne, Prince George in 1982 because of his involvement with the IRA. What had made her new post more intriguing was the fact that she’d been helped by the man who was known to have outsmarted her mentor in the nineties, being no older than seventeen at the time. But now, Eamon Martini was a man she’d grown to respect. Learning his side of the story, she had to admire his brilliance. She was grateful she had him on her side. An ally, the best she could have, who’d helped her discover that her former boss was knee-deep in corruption, and who was one of the men responsible for Prince George’s untimely death.

      Her phone rang. Gina Sloane flashed across her across screen.

      ‘Greenwood.’

      ‘Agent Greenwood, I’ve got something I think you should know. An attack on President Sheeran is about to take place. Two Iranians, Ghazi Azrael and Iman Hojaji have met with my husband. They’ve offered forty million to the UDA for taking the job.’

      ‘Since when have the UDA become assassins for hire?’

      ‘Since the growing tensions in Northern Ireland and the chances of an all-Ireland referendum. You’ve watched First Minister Meehan’s statement I’m sure, and the loyalist reaction. The UDA are planning on building their arsenal.’

      Greenwood grunted, ‘Well, taking that job and getting paid that kind of money would certainly help them with that,’ she spoke in mock humour. ‘Has your husband accepted the job?’

      ‘He’s calling the other brigadiers back at home. But that’s just a formality. It’ll be a yes. The Iranians want the attack to take place this week in London when President Sheeran arrives. Throw off the scent of who’s to blame.’

      ‘Okay. If you have any further details, let me know.’

      Greenwood ended the call. She now felt like having Gina Sloane as her inside mole was paying off. Gina’s intel had been responsible for the recent weapons seized in Belfast and Portadown. She fed the intel to Greenwood who in turn passed it on to the relevant agents in MI5 who then forwarded it to the Police Service of Northern Ireland.

      Looking at her laptop screen to quickly gather her thoughts, she scrolled through her phone, finding Eamon Martini. Knowing he had POTUS’s ear, she thought best to get the message passed on ASAP, without having to go through a series of diplomatic channels.

      She felt her heart rate increase as she listened to the phone ring.

      ‘Victoria, how’s life back in London?’ Martini answered quickly and humorously.

      ‘Wet and cloudy, as usual for London through much of the year,’ she said, smiling, her face lighting up at the sound of his accent – a strange mix of New York and Belfast, depending on what he said. ‘Where are you in the world?’

      ‘Italy. Checking something out for the president.’

      ‘I’ve had some information passed on that I think you need to get to him. Two Iranians are planning an attack on President Sheeran during his visit to London.’

      ‘Who’s your source?’

      ‘You heard of a Cahil Sloane?’

      ‘UDA brigadier in the Mount Vernon area of North Belfast. Half Turkish half Irish. He’s feeding you intel?’

      ‘No, his wife, Gina. The Iranians are offering the UDA forty million.’

      ‘That would certainly fund the UDA’s plans to go back to war if there’s a referendum. You want some help with this?’

      ‘I should be alright.’ She tried to play down the fact that she wanted to see him again.

      ‘I was hoping you’d say yes. I’d like to see you again. You owe me dinner anyway. And I intend to collect.’

      She laughed, feeling her face flush as she brushed a lose strand of hair out her eyes. ‘You make me laugh, Eamon. Yes, you can buy me dinner if you come to London.’

      ‘I’ll speak to Bill. Think Air Force One leaves for England in a couple of days, so I’ll make sure he’s informed. Have you spoken to the PM?’

      ‘I just received the call from Sloane’s wife before I called you. I’m going to speak with her now.’

      ‘I’ll see you in the next few days.’ He ended the called.

      Greenwood set her phone down and lifted her laptop, sliding it into her carry case. She went to the window and looked out over the Thames, appreciating the view she’d been gifted since taking on the new role as the head of MI6. Making her way back to her desk, she called her driver.

      ‘Aunt Vic, I’m just getting the car washed. Is everything okay?’

      ‘Josh, can you pick me up when you’re finished? I need to get over to Number Ten. I’ve some important news for the PM.’

      ‘I’ll see you in thirty minutes.’
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      Eamon Martini had just parked himself on a stool at the bar in Costa Bella, a beach bar on San Vito Lo Capo in the city of Trapani. Located on the north-western fringes of Sicily, San Vito was considered one of the most beautiful beaches on the island. With it’s crystalline water and soft white sand, the area hosted flocks of visitors each year. He’d just spent the last two hours blending into the dense crowds on the city’s streets whilst locals and tourists alike enjoyed what was considered the largest festival of the season: Il Carnevale Egadino. The event hosted impressive street parades and traditional dancers, all to be enjoyed with local cuisine. Martini had arrived in the city the night before and was woken early by the celebrations, so chose to enjoy the local entertainment whilst killing time.

      After receiving the call from Greenwood, he chose this place as it had less noise. He sat at the bar, admiring the beach which was almost completely empty; most people had moved further inland towards the city centre to join in the celebrations. He looked out over the clear blue waters of the Tyrrhenian Sea, the intense sun causing a blinding reflection off the water’s surface. He could stay forever. Perhaps he’d come back. But he had work to do. He finished his drink at the bar, grateful for the waitress, Sofia, who’d kept him company with small-talk, telling him stories about the locals. With his Italian features from his mother’s side, his dark hair and olive complexion, he blended in well; and with his Irish father’s piercing blue eyes, one simple touch of eye-contact usually intrigued enough people to want to know more.

      He stepped outside and called President Sheeran.

      ‘Eamon, how was an Italian lockup for you?’ POTUS was quick to ask.

      ‘Very funny. But I think you should be more concerned about the plan to attack you in London this week.’ There was a silence. ‘You there, Bill?’

      ‘I’m here. Was just connecting my phone to the earphones.’ Muffled voices faded away with the sound of a door closing. ‘So you caught up with the Iranians?’

      ‘Not quite. But according to Victoria Greenwood of MI6, Azrael and Hojaji have offered forty million to a sub-contractor.’ Martini laughed. ‘It’s a good thing I like you, Bill.’

      POTUS sniggered. ‘Forty mil? Is that all I’m worth these days?’

      ‘I’m coming to London to meet with Greenwood. She sounded like she wanted some support but didn’t want to ask.’

      ‘And you’re going over because you care about this threat or that Ms Greenwood has a fine ass?’

      ‘We both know the answer to that, sir.’

      ‘Did you find anything useful in Italy?’

      ‘I know the Bianco family will be looking for someone to pay for Ferderico’s death in Milan. But regarding the Iranians, Dorian Chance managed to hack Federico’s phone. Hopefully he can find something useful.’

      ‘Keep me posted.’

      ‘I’ll update you when I see you in London. I’ll be joined at your hip.’

      ‘You don’t have faith in my security?’

      ‘The Secret Service agents you have are some of the best in the world…’

      ‘But?’

      Martini sat down on the three-foot-high white wall that lined the edge of the beach, continuing to enjoy the view. He took his sandals off and let his feet sink into the warm sand. ‘I’d just feel better knowing I’m there.’

      ‘You know who’s carrying out the hit?’

      ‘According to Greenwood, it’s the UDA. We both watched the public statement issued by them. They won’t agree with a referendum. Especially after Declan Meehan, a former Provo, being voted in as the First Minister. Meehan talking about unifying the country in a referendum. This is all on the back of the UDA stating the Good Friday Agreement was broken. On top of that, the loyalists know that the New IRA have access to the Provos’ weapons and they’re looking for ways to generate some funds to go back to war.’

      ‘The Iranians are exploiting this.’

      ‘It’s a vulnerable time over there. All it takes is for the wrong person to get killed and it’s back to the way it was.’

      ‘Over my dead body, Eamon. I’ve never turned my back on my Irish roots, and I never will. This is one of the things I want to discuss with Prime Minister Pears when I’m in London. I want to know what she’s doing to stop the situation from getting out of hand.’

      ‘I’ll see you in London.’
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      Martini landed at London Heathrow less than forty-eight hours after his conversation with POTUS. Stepping off the Avianca operated Boeing 787, he appreciated the cool English air hitting his face. After a three hour and two-thousand-mile journey, he needed a bed. He went straight through Terminal 2 to the Avis desk for his pre-booked rental. A silver E Class Mercedes.

      After signing for the vehicle, he headed for Chelmsford, Essex: a sizable city a short drive east of London. Having only recently gained the status of a city, Chelmsford had everything he needed, without the hustle and bustle and traffic mayhem of inner-city London. He liked to be close to the action, but not too close.

      The Essex Inn was a four-star hotel, a short walk from the train station that would bring him right into the heart of London without having to drive. Signing for the key to room eight on the ground floor, he thanked the overly joyful receptionist, and took his bag to the room. Swiping the electronic lock on the room’s door handle, he accessed the suite, threw his bag on the bed and sent a text to President Sheeran.

      Just arrived in London. I’ll be making my way into the city tomorrow to meet up with Greenwood. Will have a bite to eat then get some sleep. Safe trip. Eamon.

      He put the phone on charge, left it on the bedside cabinet and went for a shower.
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      ‘Anything important, sir?’ Diane Shuffle, President Sheeran’s chief of staff asked.

      He looked up at her, locking his phone and sliding it into his inner jacket pocket. ‘Just an update from Eamon. He’s arrived in London.’

      ‘You sure he should be getting involved with something of a British matter, sir?’

      ‘No, but he insisted he be in London to try and sniff out this threat. He’s developed a close working relationship with the new head of MI6, so he’ll have access to more than anyone else.’

      ‘I think it might help you more to keep your distance from him, sir. You’re not even half way through your first term in office. You’re considered the most respected president this country has had in generations. The American people need a man like you. You can’t have any controversy surrounding your time. Eamon Martini could be bad for you.’

      The president looked at her for a moment, considering her remarks. ‘Eamon Martini is many things, Diane, and regardless of what you think of him personally, he’s the best operative our security services have ever had.’

      ‘What makes you respect him so much?’

      ‘I’ve known the Martini and Cleary families from the time I grew up in New York. I respected Eamon’s father. Damien Cleary Jnr. and I are both the same ripe old age of fifty-eight. I followed and supported Irish Catholics in their wish to fight for freedom. I think about it every year on July 4th. We fought for our independence, we celebrate it every year. Why wouldn’t I respect Eamon’s father in leading his people to something similar. And as for Eamon, he had the chance of going to Harvard, being a doctor, lawyer or anything he wanted. If he even wanted to work. His family was one of the most powerful families in New York…’

      ‘Criminal,’ she interrupted.

      ‘He was born into that family. His mother saw the error in her father’s way, and slowly moved the Martini family out of that way of life, when usually the only way out was in prison or a body bag. Eamon was born into a bad environment, but that wasn’t his fault.’

      ‘Was he guided into the ranks of the Provisional IRA.’

      POTUS shook his head. ‘Damien never wanted Eamon involved. But Eamon decided to go to Belfast and get involved anyway. That choice went against both his father and his mother. Eamon learned his father’s men were being double crossed by a double agent. This double agent was helping set Damien up for assassination by MI5.’

      She looked at him, her forehead crinkled.

      ‘This was in ninety-seven, one year before the signing of the Good Friday Agreement. Had Damien been assassinated, peace talks would have collapsed. We had to prevent that from happening.’

      ‘What do you mean we, sir?’

      ‘I was governor of New York at the time. I heard of this plot, and was told who the double agent was. I fed the intel to Maria Martini for her to get it to Cleary Jnr. Young Eamon over-heard and, well the rest is history.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Being seventeen at the time, do you realise the amount of courage it took for a kid of that age to go over there, Belfast, a place he’d never been before?’ POTUS shook his head. ‘And what’s more amusing is the fact that he was brilliant at it. A natural. Suppose it’s different if you know your father is about to be killed.’

      ‘There are a lot of talented people out there who could probably have done the same thing.’

      ‘That was just the beginning. Eamon did something no man should have been able to achieve, to save his mother’s family. The Martini family had gotten on the wrong side of the Provisional IRA. Eamon’s uneducated cousin, Antonio, tried to negotiate a weapons deal with the UDA, the New Yorker knowing nothing about the situation in Ireland. New York was about to be painted in blood. Not even Eamon’s father could have talked the rest of the army council out of it. But Eamon offered himself up to the Provos, in exchange for a pardon. The IRA set Martini a task. A task that should have gotten him killed. A job that nobody within the republican movement would ever have taken on. But he did.’

      ‘So, he risked his life to save his family.’

      ‘At seventeen. Imagine the guts it takes to do that. And like I said, what made it funny – he was a natural.’

      ‘It’s just a shame he was born into such a messed-up family.’

      ‘I don’t expect you to like him. Just don’t make his life any more difficult than it is. You could one day be grateful for having him on your side. Agent Victoria Greenwood certainly was when he was standing over her in the Schuster estate in Berlin.’ POTUS allowed himself a slight grin. ‘I think he has the hots for her, though. He needs to just grow a pair and make his move.’

      ‘Christ.’ She laughed. ‘A match made in heaven.’
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      Greenwood had just finished showering when her phone rang on top of the windowsill next to the sink. Wrapping a towel around herself and another tying her hair up, she looked at the screen before lifting it. Eamon Martini flashed across the screen.

      ‘Evening, Mr Martini.’

      ‘Mr Martini?’ He was amused. ‘Sounds formal.’

      ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘I’m wondering when you’re going to let me in. I’ve been standing outside your front door for ten minutes.’

      ‘What makes me think you’re not used to having a woman leave you waiting outside their house for too long?’

      ‘Well, most woman I know are actually decent people and treat others with at least a minimal level of courtesy.’

      ‘Keep your hair on. I’m just out of the shower. I’ll be out in a second.’ She ended the call and rushed into her bedroom, quickly dropping the towel to her feet and lifting her cream bathrobe that hung on the inside of the door. Rushing out to the hallway, she put the porch light on and there he stood, looking as if he was ready to go out to dinner. His navy suit clung to his athletic figure. She opened the door. ‘Going anywhere nice?’ She looked him up and down.

      ‘Depends, where’d you like to go?’

      She paused for a second.

      ‘It’s okay, I know the perfect place.’

      ‘Where?’

      ‘It’s a surprise. Go and get ready. And bring a weapon.’

      ‘That kind of place?’ She took a step back, opening the door more so he could enter.

      ‘I thought we could pay a visit to the place Cahil Sloane met the Iranians.’ He stepped inside, taking his jacket off.

      ‘You know the place?’

      ‘The Loyalist Arms. Wouldn’t be caught dead in it, but needs must, and it’s the best place to start if we want to get our hands on Sloane before he makes his move.’

      She shook her head and closed the door, passing him, making her way along the hallway. ‘Yes, an attack on President Sheeran wouldn’t be good for anyone.’

      He followed her into the kitchen.

      She filled the kettle. ‘Here, make yourself useful and make the tea. I’ll go and get dressed.’
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      British Prime Minister Michelle Pears had just received a text from Greenwood. Aware that Eamon Martini was in the city and was willing to lend a hand in the capture of Sloane, she called President Sheeran.

      ‘Michelle, Air Force One has just entered British airspace. It’s a little late in the evening, and I know I said I’d come to Number Ten, but can we perhaps postpone our meeting until tomorrow?’

      ‘Yes, of course, Bill. I was just calling to inform you that I’ve received a text message from Victoria Greenwood confirming that Martini’s arrived in London. He’s accompanying her on a trip somewhere to find out more about these Iranians.’

      ‘Does it bother you, Eamon taking an active role?’

      ‘His history would raise a few eyebrows, that’s for sure. And with the situation as it is in Northern Ireland, it’s hard to ignore his role in the recent conflict over there.’ She took a breath, feeling herself become tense. ‘But it’s not the first time he’s assisted Greenwood, and I doubt it will be the last. And given the fact the threat is on you, it makes sense to have one of your guys here to help. Have a good evening and I’ll see you in the morning.’

      ‘Good night, Prime Minister.’

      The PM ended the call and clicked on her emails. One was from the Queen’s newly appointed secretary – Oliver Corbin. He was requesting confirmation that she and POTUS would be arriving at Buckingham Palace. Instead of typing, she gave him a call.

      ‘Good evening, Prime Minister.’

      ‘Mr Corbin, I’ve just read your email. I’ve been informed Eamon Martini is in the city. He’s been brought in at the request of President Sheeran. It is believed this threat is coming from the Iranians, but they’ve out-sourced the job to someone capable, but more local.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The UDA.’

      ‘I’m not surprised. We all watched them deliver that statement regarding the president’s support of the Irish referendum.’

      ‘They’ll be looking for a payday to purchase weapons.’

      Corbin grunted, ‘The situation’s deteriorating over there.’

      The prime minister nodded. ‘The Good Friday Agreement is, in loyalist terms, obsolete. And after Declan Meehan was voted in as First Minister and his speech about the upcoming vote for Northern Ireland to leave us and rejoin the Republic of Ireland, it’s no surprise that the UDA are looking to build their arsenal. Therefore, they’ll need money to do so.’

      ‘How much?’ he sounded curious.

      ‘Why does that matter?’

      ‘I’d just like to know how much President Sheeran’s worth,’ he said in a humorous tone.

      ‘Forty million pounds.’

      He gasped. ‘Prime Minister, the Iranians are clearly angry at the recent killing of one of their military commanders. The timing couldn’t be better for them to take advantage of the Irish paramilitaries. I can speak for Her Majesty the Queen when I say – clean up this mess before it goes too far. We can’t have an international catastrophe on the streets of London.’

      ‘I’ve got the head of MI6 looking into this as we speak.’

      ‘Commander Falkner’s replacement? How is Agent Greenwood? You think she’s up to leading this?’

      ‘She’s the best. Although she’s taking a more supervisory role, she still wants to be out in the middle of it all and not be confined to a desk. Says she’s far too young to remain on the side-lines.’

      ‘Okay, well keep me updated.’

      ‘I will.’

      ‘Good night, Prime Minister.’

      ‘Good night, Mr Corbin.’

      She ended the call and sighed. She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Fuck.’ She made another call. It was answered after a few rings.

      ‘Prime Minister,’ First Minister Meehan said, his tone civil and no more.

      ‘You haven’t discussed our conversation with anyone, have you?’

      ‘I’m not stupid, Michelle.’

      ‘Keep it that way.’

      ‘Enjoy your week with President Sheeran. Send him my warmest regards.’

      ‘I will.’ She ended the call and massaged her temples.
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      Martini and Greenwood pulled up outside the Loyalist Arms. Inner city London was a sea of football supporters. On Regent Street and Pottinger’s, white England and green Northern Ireland jerseys were all that could be seen. A crowd of twelve England football fans stood outside, mixed with a handful of Northern Irish supporters, clasping pints, singing victoriously. Northern Ireland had been beaten by England. Three goals to nil. But the NI supporters looked just as much at home amongst the English as they would have had their match been played five hundred miles north west across the Irish Sea. The gathering wasn’t just to show support for their football teams, these weren’t just normal English and Northern Irish football fans – this was a coming together of hard-lined pro-British anti-Irish loyalists, showing solidarity for their cause. Good, honest English and Irish people wouldn’t be caught dead here. Ulster loyalists had, since the beginning of the Troubles received support from English extremist groups such as Combat 18 and other neo-Nazi organisations. The general feeling in the area was a royal fuck you to Irish Republicanism. The six counties of Northern Ireland would remain British, or the vast number of people here would have something to say about it.

      ‘Sorry we beat you three nil by the way,’ Greenwood joked, looking across the roof of the car as she got out of the driver’s side.

      ‘My team wasn’t playing,’ he corrected her.

      ‘Northern Ireland,’ she said, puzzled.

      ‘Catholics north of the Irish border generally support the Republic of Ireland.’

      She shook her head. ‘Why?’

      ‘Look around you – the Northern Ireland football team is a squad, a support network of Ulster Loyalism, supporters of the UDA and other groups that sing songs about killing Catholics. Why would I support that?’ He buttoned his suit jacket closed as he crossed the front of the car onto the footpath. ‘Anyway, I’m not a big fan of soccer. Baseball was my game growing up. Yankees fan all the way.’

      As they walked past the supporters towards the front door, it opened from the inside, heavy bass that would vibrate the marrow in the bones spilled out along with another two supporters. The smell of lager and cigarette smoke was thick. Their shoes crunched over broken glass where someone had lost half of their pint. Martini held the door open to let Greenwood go in first. The inside was like a sardine can. Jam-packed with sweaty supporters who probably wouldn’t leave until they were tossed out at closing time. The place was in good spirits, good vibes all around. Martini thought it better to take their questions to a quieter place. A happy crowd could easily turn into an angry crowd, and despite how good Martini and Greenwood were, this was a crowd they didn’t want to antagonise. If word circulated who Martini was, the atmosphere would change in a heartbeat.

      Two women, around early twenties, along with a man of similar age, rushed back and forward along the bar, getting drinks for the dense queue waiting to be served.

      ‘You know who we’re looking for?’ Greenwood spoke loudly in Martini’s ear.

      He nodded and turned to respond in her ear. ‘The manager’s not on the floor. I’m guessing he’s in the back counting the daily cash takings before he empties the evening tills.’ He looked at the clock. ‘It’s nine now, so it won’t be long before he makes an appearance out here.’ He made his way towards the bar, then spotted a door in the far corner next to a gambling machine, saying Manager’s Office. ‘Follow me.’ He nudged her with his elbow and cocked his head.

      The door was oak, gleaming with varnish. Martini knocked on it, hearing complaints from the inside, sounding like the person inside wasn’t happy with having to get up and answer. He looked back at Greenwood who was right behind him, then turned back to the door. He watched as the handle lowered, then without even letting it open, he put his shoulder into it, forcing it open, sending the person on the other side tumbling to the ground.

      They entered quickly, Greenwood shutting the door behind her, engaging the lock.

      ‘What the fuck is this?’ A middle-aged male lay on his back.

      Martini reached inside his jacket and removed a Desert Eagle from its holster. ‘This, William Davidson, is me pointing a gun at your head.’

      ‘Eamon Martini, what the hell do you want?’ Davidson slowly got back to his feet, not taking his eyes off the pistol. He was a few inches shorter than Martini’s six foot and heavy. His white shirt was wrinkled and stained yellow below the armpits. His black trousers looked like they were pressed with the same iron he used on his shirt. His hair was mousy brown and styled to the side. ‘You know, all I have to do is shout and tell that room full of loyalists out there who’s just walked into their pub and you’ll be torn apart. There aren’t enough bullets in that gun to stop them all.’

      Martini pulled a silencer out and fitted it to the pistol. ‘Why wouldn’t we just quietly leave your body here and make use of that fire door next to the trophy cabinet behind your desk?’

      ‘What do you want?’ Davidson turned and made his way back to his desk. Bank notes were organised in neat stacks of different denominations.

      Greenwood stepped up to Davidson’s desk, glaring at him. ‘Two Iranians were here to offer the UDA a job. A forty-million-pound job to Cahil Sloane to take out the US president. Start talking.’ She produced a Glock 17, then took a seat, casually sitting back and crossing her legs.

      Davidson looked up at Martini then back down at Greenwood. ‘Fuck you, bitch. You won’t get a word out of me.’ He laughed. ‘You’ll have to kill me.’

      Martini began laughing along with Davidson, as if joining in on the joke. He walked around the rear of Davidson’s seat, Davidson following him with uncertain eyes. Martini sat on the edge of the desk, looking at Greenwood’s gun.

      ‘You won’t shoot me. So let’s not waste anymore of each other’s time. Now get the fuck out of my office. You’re starting to get on my nerves.’

      Martini grabbed Davidson’s right wrist, pinning it to the table on top of an A4 sized notepad. Davidson struggled but Martini overpowered him. He pressed the end of his pistol to the back of his hand.

      Greenwood jumped up, ‘Eamon don’t. This isn’t the way to…’

      ‘Stay out of it, Vicotria,’ Martini hissed. ‘You’ve got three seconds before you find out what damage a Desert Eagle can do at close range.’

      ‘Eamon,’ Greenwood said, ‘Stop!’

      ‘One.’

      ‘Eamon don’t fucking do it.’

      ‘Two.’

      ‘Eamon!’

      ‘Three…’

      ‘Okay, okay,’ Davidson shouted.

      ‘Talk.’

      ‘The Iranians are staying in the Grand Hotel just off Oxford Street. Room twenty-seven. Third floor. They said they’re leaving tonight.’

      ‘And Sloane?’

      ‘I might be able to get more information about Sloane’s location,’ Greenwood said. She holstered her pistol. ‘Let’s go.’
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      Cahil Sloane was sitting in the Winged Dragon just a few streets away from the Loyalist Arms when his phone buzzed. A text came through.

      You were right, the government was on to you. They know about everything: the Iranians, you, the job, even the forty mil. I did what you told me. Sent them to room twenty-seven in the Grand. But you won’t guess who was there – Eamon Martini.

      Sloane looked up at Gina who was facing him on the opposite side of the table, eating from her plate. ‘It worked. This idea of yours to lure Greenwood into the trap has worked.’ He looked at the message again, grinning. ‘And it looks as if we’ve got a bonus with this one.’

      She looked at him, her eyes narrowed, shaking her head.

      ‘Eamon Martini’s accompanying her.’

      She shrugged her shoulders and smiled, appearing more interested in her beef chow mein.

      He replied to the text.

      Great work, Billy. You’ll be remembered for this. And paid handsomely.

      He locked the phone and set it down next to his plate. Lifting his pint of lager, he smiled, ‘Cheers.’

      She set her knife and fork on the plate and lifted her glass of wine. ‘Cheers.’ They touched glasses, celebrating as if they’d already received the money.

      ‘With Greenwood – the head of MI6 – dead, pieces of her being collected amongst the rubble, that will give us the right amount of police distraction to attack President Sheeran; at least that’s the story the Iranians will get tonight. A goodwill gesture to encourage them to make the payment.’

      She smiled then sipped from her glass, gazing at him across the rim of the glass, her eyes glazed, enticing. She set the drink down. ‘How are you hitting them?’

      ‘Well, you know I like to make things hit the headlines and shake up the place when I work. You remember Simon Murphy, my former UDA commander?’

      ‘The guy who was exiled?’

      ‘He’d written himself into the archives of recent Irish history after firing an RPG at Sinn Fein’s HQ in West Belfast. So…’

      ‘You’re going to use an RPG?’ She shook her head.

      ‘Well, like I said, I like to hit the headlines.’

      She took a drink then set her glass down again. She sighed, ‘You’ve got the right man in place?’

      He regarded her for a moment, then said, ‘You don’t sound enthusiastic.’

      ‘I just don’t want your last job to be the one after the one that should have been your last.’

      ‘You’re worried I’m going to get hurt?’ He reached across the table and took her by the hand, squeezing it softly. ‘We’ll be okay, sweetheart. Knight’s in position as we speak. He’ll be more than happy to know Eamon Martini will be there, too.’ He smiled. ‘Once Greenwood and Martini are dead, I’ll contact the Iranians and tell them that the job has begun. Then I’ll ask for payment.’
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      Martini and Greenwood got to the Grand Hotel shortly after ten. The Victorian era building formed a part of Northumberland Avenue’s iconic structures. Located in the city’s West End, it was just steps away from Trafalgar Square and a short walk from many of London’s major attractions, including the Golden Jubilee Bridges which crossed the River Thames. The street was quiet, in stark contrast to what it was like three or four hours ago: a bustling inner-city street welcoming a footfall of tens of thousands. The afternoon had been warm and sunny, leaving the evening chilly. The black canvas above stretched on as far as the eye could see, speckled in stars.

      Martini got out of the passenger side, tugging on his shirt collar, then buttoned his suit jacket closed. He looked across the roof of the car at Greenwood as she closed the driver’s door. ‘Think we should actually have something to eat after this, I’m starting to get hungry.’

      ‘I’ll treat you to a kebab after, can’t say any better than that.’

      He led the way towards the hotel’s entrance. A man looking slightly passed retirement age, perhaps early seventies, held the door open for them. He was a few inches shorter than Martini and dressed in a black suit, with a purple shirt and tie. ‘Thanks.’ Martini waited for Greenwood to go in first. The foyer was quiet. Clean and well kept. The lady behind the reception counter was young, attractive and punctual, maintaining eye contact with them as they approached. Her smile was soft and genuine. A class act for a classy hotel.

      ‘Good evening,’ she said. ‘Have you guys booked a room?’

      ‘No,’ Greenwood adopted a more stiff, professional tone. ‘I wonder can you give me the names of the people booked into room twenty-seven?’ She took her ID out and showed it to the girl.

      The receptionist’s face stiffened to match Greenwood’s body language and tone. ‘Just one second.’ Her eyes nervously scanned the screen of the computer as she tapped on the keyboard. ‘Just one name: a Mr Iman Hojaji.’

      ‘Has he checked in?’ Martini was quick to ask.

      She tapped on a couple more keys and looked closer at the screen. ‘According to this, he checked in yesterday morning at ten thirty.’

      ‘And how long is he staying for?’

      ‘He’s due to check out at eleven thirty tomorrow.’ She looked at Greenwood, then at Martini. ‘What is this about?’

      ‘It’s a matter of national security,’ Greenwood said. ‘Can we get access to the room?’

      ‘I’d have to get authorisation from my manager.’ She lifted the radio next to her computer and called through. The crackling response of a man’s voice came through saying he’d be out in a minute, but she told him it was urgent and needed him out now.

      A moment later, a middle-aged man, wearing a similar suit to the doorman came from the office to the rear of the reception. ‘How can I help you?’

      Martini quickly explained the situation and without protest the manager handed over the electronic swipe card for the room. He looked slightly inconvenienced, perhaps concerned about where this was going to lead, but he acted without protest.

      As they approached the room, Martini listened closely, checking that there was nobody inside. He knocked the door, mumbling room service then quickly placed the palm of his hand over the door’s spy glass at head height. After about ten seconds, he took out the key and swiped it across the mechanism. The light on the console changed from red to green, followed by a satisfying click of the lock. They were in. He looked over his shoulder, ready to tell Greenwood to get her pistol out, but she already had it, ready and waiting. He opened the door, slowly. The room was in darkness. He swiped his hand in the air, crossing the light sensors. The lights came on and he stepped inside. Greenwood followed, closing the door behind her.

      ‘Check the bathroom,’ she said.

      He unclipped his Desert Eagle from the shoulder holster and did as he was told. He crossed the room, getting to the ensuite. He opened the door and activated the lighting with another wave of his arm. It was empty. The room was spotless. Next to the shower cubicle, two large cream bath towels hung neatly over the brass railings. The complimentary shampoo and soap products were still neatly set on the porcelain tray on the sink. The end of the toilet paper role was still folded at the corners. The place was untouched. ‘I don’t think they’ve been here today.’

      ‘I’ve found a bag under the bed. Something in Persian written on the side.’ She paused a moment.

      Martini approached a utility bag left on top of the wall-mounted mirror cabinet.

      ‘The bag’s bloody empty,’ Greenwood said.

      ‘Whatever it is, they haven’t put it in yet,’ Martini replied absentmindedly, walking towards the window. He went back into the room. Greenwood was checking the side pockets of the bag.

      ‘Why have they stuffed this bag with paper?’

      He approached her. ‘Unless it’s a…’ Before Martini realised what was going on, he watched as a red dot appeared on Greenwood’s chest. ‘Get down!’ He pushed her to the ground, going down with her, feeling the force of a bullet hitting him in the left shoulder. The sound of glass shattering was followed by another two shots, ripping into the bed’s mattress. Martini lay on top of Greenwood. ‘Bastards have set us up.’ He winced as the pain in his shoulder burned. They both lay there for a moment. He pulled a spare pillow out from under the bed and slowly raised it up from behind the bed. It was struck by a bullet. He quickly pulled his hand back down again.

      ‘Jesus, Eamon, you’ve been shot. I’m calling an ambulance.’ Greenwood pulled her phone out and made the call.

      Martini clasped his pistol tightly in his right hand. ‘I’m not waiting for the shooter to reload or go onto the next weapon. He pointed at the lamp on the bedside cabinet and shot the bulb. He then did the same with the bulbs in the ceiling, hopeful the bullets weren’t going to enter the floor of the room above them and hurt someone, but they needed darkness to get out. He crawled under the bed, towards the window and adjusted the blinds. The view from the outside became blocked. Another shot came, ripping through the blinds.

      ‘Victoria, go for the door. If they’ve planned to take us out in here, the chances are, they’ll destroy this entire building and won’t be long until they start using heavier stuff.’

      Greenwood crawled towards the door. Martini followed. She pulled the door open and they both ran out into the hallway, just as the manager approached.

      ‘Excuse me, but I’ve had complaints about a disturbance.’ He sounded as if he were about to give them an earful, until he saw the weapons and Martini clutching his shoulder, his suit jacket becoming darker with the increasing amount of blood coming from the wound. ‘God, are you okay? What on earth’s happened?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ he said, looking at Greenwood. ‘That piece of shit Davidson won’t be though when I get my hands on him.’

      She nodded, her face reddening with fury. She looked at the manager. ‘We need a first aid kit. I’ve called for an ambulance.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Martini said, ‘It’s just a scratch.’

      They made their way along the corridor, as other people staying on the floor emerged from their rooms to see what was going on. An explosion came from room twenty-seven, blowing the door out into the hallway along with a cloud of smoke and dust, pieces of rubble splintering the wall across from it.

      Martini hit the evacuation alarm at the double doors that led out into the lift area. He looked at the manager who was in shock, ‘You need to evacuate this building right now.’

      ‘But… what…’ the guy didn’t know what to say as screams and hysteria hit the other people on the floor, floods of people rushing down the corridor towards them.

      ‘You’ve been trained on building evacuations before, right?’

      The manager nodded.

      ‘You’ll be fine, now go, get to the reception area and implement your evacuation procedure. Don’t panic, just stay calm.’

      The manager rushed on ahead of them.

      ‘I’ll need a copy of CCTV from the last forty-eight hours,’ Greenwood said. ‘I want to see who’s been coming and going from that room. But I’d imagine the Iranians won’t be back there, if they ever were there in the first place. If they do, I’ll be putting a bullet between their eyes.’ She looked at Martini. ‘That should’ve been me.’

      ‘It’s just a flesh wound,’ he spoke humorously, ‘It was aimed right at your heart. Think it’s worked out much better than it may have otherwise.’

      ‘If that wasn’t a bomb inside the room, it’s come from a fucking RPG!’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘Told you the bastards would be bringing out the heavier stuff if they weren’t able to confirm a direct hit.’
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      Cahil Sloane was in the Horny Devil strip club on the opposite side of London to the Grand Hotel. Michelle Hoy was his favourite dancer, and she was on the stage wearing nothing but a red bra, red panties and matching stockings with suspenders. She was an Australian student at London University and had no problem paying her way through law school by selling her body for tips that a bar or restaurant waitress could only dream of. Bubbling up with excitement, most people would have thought Sloane’s grin was due to the fact he was watching the six-foot blonde with naturally tanned skin earn her money. But it wasn’t. Sending the UDA’s top hitman to take out, not only Victoria Greenwood, but Eamon Martini, had almost given him a full-blown hard-on. He sipped on a cold whiskey, the ice cubes rattling against the side of the glass as he looked over the rim directly at the wall-mounted wide-screen TV behind the bar. A BBC News report came on. Recognising the hotel in the background, he stood up, crossed the room, and approached the TV to get a closer view.

      A female reporter looked into the camera and said, ‘This evening at Central London’s Grand Hotel, a shooting and what appears to be a bomb attack has destroyed one of the rooms as you can see behind me. One man and one woman have been taken to hospital. It is not clear whether their injuries are life threatening. A number of guests have also been taken to hospital to be treated for shock. Emergency services are searching through rubble for any bodies. This attack has taken place just a few streets away from where US President Bill Sheeran is due to visit in the next couple of days. A spokesperson for Scotland Yard wants to assure the public that everything is being done to catch the perpetrators. It is unclear why this attack has taken place, but it is a worrying reminder of the kind of weapons that are still on our streets, and in the hands of people who would wish to use them. Security measures have been stepped up. President Sheeran’s security advisors in the Secret Service are currently in London to liaise with local security services in preparation for the president’s visit to the city. They will be stepping up security in the area, which is likely to cause disruption to traffic.’

      Sloane pulled his phone from his pocket and went to call Knight to confirm the kill, when Iman Hojaji called. ‘Mr Hojaji.’

      ‘Can you confirm the head of MI6 has been killed in the attack.’

      Sloane swallowed, thinking of the money. ‘My guy has confirmed both Victoria Greenwood and Eamon Martini have been killed in the explosion. It’ll be a while before emergency services are able to identify who they were.’

      ‘Mr Martini’s death will certainly upset President Sheeran. Now, you have everything in place for the attack on the president?’

      ‘London’s going to be explosive when President Sheeran gets here.’ He cleared his throat. ‘But the UDA has ordered me to request payment before we carry out the attack.’

      ‘Half before and half after.’

      ‘I’ll expect twenty million British pounds in my account in the next twelve hours. Once I see that, we’re officially in business.’

      ‘I will be in touch.’

      Sloane pulled the phone away from his ear, his eyes still focussed on the TV.

      Michelle approached him, a slight grin on her face, biting her lower lip. ‘Are you okay, Mr Sloane?’ She rubbed his shoulder softly. ‘You look distracted.’

      He looked at her then turned and walked away, crossing the room towards the exit.
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      Fifteen hundred miles south of London, Alberto Agnello, the boss of the Agnello crime family, was sitting at the head of the twelve-seater table in his expansive garden, having dinner by the pool with a few of his closest associates, some of the very few people that formed his inner circle – including members of his second family: the family one needed to draw blood from a fingertip and swear over a Bible to join; the family which provided food for his biological first family. Cosa Nostra, Italian for “this thing of ours” had built their empire in New York, spanning across the entire twentieth century, and while there were still traces and business interests of theirs in the Big Apple, Alberto had taken a leaf out of the Martini family’s book and returned to their native land. They were of the opinion that the Italian government was a lot more tolerant to their way of life – as long as the right people had their palms greased.

      No RICO Act over here.

      Since the eighties, RICO indictments in New York saw members of that life go away for stretches of one hundred or more years. New York was too risky to do business now. Guys were turning informant amidst fears of spending their lives in prison.

      Initially, the Agnello family had returned to where they’d originated: Sicily. But since there was more money to be made on the mainland, they began slowly making their way up through Southern Italy, stopping off at the capital. Rome was their new stomping ground.

      Breaking bread with Alberto this evening was: Father Paolo Agnello, Alberto’s younger brother who’d always said he would never go down the same road as the rest of the family, instead taking it to the extreme – becoming a man of the cloth. Alberto’s wife of just one year: Violetta Agnello-Bianco, was sitting at the opposite end of the table, facing the boss. She was the family’s consigliere – equal in rank to Domenico Terra, the underboss, who was sandwiched between the priest and Mario Verde: one of the caporegimes.

      Alberto was thirty-nine, six foot three and built like a rugby player. He always wore a grey suit and enjoyed the flash lifestyle which the money from his criminal enterprise brought. His eyes were brown and cold, sitting above his pointed nose which was lined with a thick red scar: a daily reminder of the knife fight in a Hell’s Kitchen bar at the time of the family war that raged during the turn of the century, seeing eight of the lower ranking members and one caporegime perish.

      Looking at the TV mounted to the feature wall adjacent to the table, Alberto scoffed and ran his fingers through his jet back hair. ‘Eamon Martini, you fucking stronzo.’ He pointed at the flatscreen. RAI Uno, Italy’s news channel, was showing Martini involved in a chase with la polizia in Milan where Federico Bianco had been shot dead by officers. He looked at Father Paolo, then to the other three sat at the table.

      The priest wiped the sides of his mouth with a napkin. ‘This is the man responsible for the death of Violetta’s cousin?’

      ‘The infamous Eamon Martini,’ Verde said mockingly, fishing a box of cigarettes out of his suit jacket pocket. He lit one and smirked. He was forty-four. Standing five-foot-five, and thin, he was not the most intimidating of the six caporegimes within the Agnello family, but he was smart and that was what the mafia needed in the new world. Leaders with brains, not muscle. He took a lungful of smoke, angled his head and exhaled up into the air. ‘Despite what you think of him, he’s got some balls.’

      ‘Shut up, Mario,’ Alberto said, taking a sip of his beer, still watching the screen. He looked along the table towards his wife, who was looking at him, shaking her head, as if discreetly asking him not to fly off the handle.

      ‘They say he played a pivotal role in bringing about peace to Ireland with his support for the IRA ceasefire,’ Father Paolo said.

      Violetta took a sip of her wine, set the glass down next to her empty plate and sat forward, resting her thin arms on the table. ‘But do you remember how he made that name for himself? He’d uncovered the double agent in Belfast. My cousin James who was born in Belfast. James had joined the IRA and rose through the ranks, becoming the self-proclaimed judge, jury and executioner for anyone that was feeding information to the British.’ She looked around the table, all of the ears in the room appeared to perk up when she spoke. She was not only intelligent, but beautiful. She was thirty-nine, six-foot-tall and slim. Her figure clung to the evening dress she wore. Her jet-black hair ran down each side of her face, curling in beneath her chin, like a pair of shiny silk drapes. She could have run the Agnello family, many believed she should have been at the helm instead of her husband, but Alberto was a fifth generation Agnello, and these families liked to keep the control in house. She shook her head and gestured at the TV. ‘A member of my family was a double agent, being the IRA’s agent and the British Army’s agent at the same time. The piece of shit was executing IRA men and women who were believed to have been giving intel to the British, all while he was doing exactly that. A double agent with so much blood on his hands. And Eamon, being so young at the time, became his worst nightmare. He quickly became loved by many, but equally hated. Whatever side of the fence you find yourself – he’s a brilliant man.’ Alberto looked as if he was struggling to keep his mouth shut. He hated Martini. Not only because he’d moved away from the life – but also because he and Violetta had once been lovers, cutting off their engagement for reasons unknown to anyone other than the two. Alberto Agnello couldn’t get his head around the fact that, as he saw it, he’d gotten Martini’s scraps after he was done with her. He smiled and looked down at his empty plate, shaking his head as she continued. ‘You know how our family feels about rats. And it’s a shame to say someone with my blood was such a person.’

      ‘Be that as it may, he’s responsible for the death of Federico, Violetta,’ Alberto said. ‘Forget that rat bastard James. You’re right, he’s a shame to your family name. But not Federico. And Martini needs to answer for that.’

      ‘We don’t know for sure if he’s the one that informed the police of the meeting,’ she argued. ‘There’s no proof that he did. He went to the meeting with Camorra as a representative of the Martini family. Federico was with him, and instead of getting away, Federico decided to be his usual trigger-happy self and opened fire on the police.’

      ‘You sound like you’re trying to defend him.’

      ‘Not at all, Alberto.’ She lifted her glass again and took another sip, holding his gaze as the wine flowed through her lips, then said, ‘But until we find out, we can’t risk starting a war with the Martini family.’

      ‘Violetta’s right,’ Father Paolo said, ‘And don’t forget this guy’s Irish family, too.’

      Agnello grunted, looking back at the TV. ‘The IRA has long since gone to sleep. Killing Eamon Martini would not bring any heat from them, they’re not as powerful as they once were.’

      ‘I wouldn’t be so sure,’ Father Paolo said, then took a drink from his iced tea.

      Alberto sat back in his chair, looking at his brother. ‘You seem to know more than we do. Care to enlighten us?’

      ‘We’ve heard the Irish loyalists are now arming themselves in preparation for a return to war. An upcoming referendum will see Northern Ireland leave the UK and rejoin the rest of Ireland.’

      ‘Yes, we know that, Paolo, thank you.’ Alberto sighed. ‘We just watched the news report. I don’t see that war starting again.’

      ‘I’ve a feeling it’s going to,’ the priest replied.

      ‘If you know something, Paolo, spit it out, for Christ’s sake.’ Alberto was losing his cool.

      ‘I’ve found myself in the unique position of being a confidant of Cardinal Moretti. And what most people don’t know is that the Catholic Church has always played a key role in Irish politics.’ He set his glass down. ‘During partition in Ireland, the Irish and British governments at the time agreed that after one hundred years, Northern Ireland would be given to the Republic. The entire island of Ireland would be governed by Dublin, not Belfast. No British rule whatsoever. The Pope at the time had agreed with the King of England and the Irish and British leaders. They believed in doing so, the agreement would save the lives of many Catholics and Protestants, Irish and British, that would otherwise have perished. Had the Irish War of Independence in the 1920s continued, many more people would have lost their lives, therefore it was important to accept whatever offer was on the table.’ He took another drink of his tea. ‘But in the nineteen seventies, when the Troubles had erupted, an agreement had been agreed that the country should be given back early. The Pope had a visit from the Irish and British secretaries of state, wanting to re-write the agreement with the Pope’s acceptance. The Queen of England agreed, secretly. But the secretaries were killed during their trip to the Vatican.’

      ‘What happened to them?’ Alberto asked.

      ‘Of course, it was before my time,’ Father Paolo said, ‘But I’m pretty sure, someone, somewhere didn’t want that document to be altered.’

      ‘You think loyalist paramilitaries made sure that those two didn’t return with the document?’ Violetta asked.

      The priest shrugged.

      ‘Did they ever get to see the Pope?’ Alberto pressed.

      ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘You have proof of this?’ Verde asked.

      Father Paolo shook his head. ‘I’d imagine only a few within the Vatican know about it. Like I said, I’m in the fortunate position of being close with Moretti.’

      ‘You can find out more about this, can’t you?’ Alberto asked. ‘The Vicar General of Rome – Cardinal Moretti, he’s the Pope’s closest advisor.’ He looked at Terra then Verde, a grin stretching across his face. ‘You say he likes to drink, and is always trying to impress with stories about how close he is to the Pope.’ He looked at Violetta, then back at Father Paolo, ‘He’d taken a shine to you when you were younger – inspired by the fact you were the only one in our family not to go down the road we are all on.’ He took a drink then continued. ‘It seems we may have found good use, finally, for the fact our brother made his vows.’

      ‘What does it matter if I can find out more?’ Father Paolo asked.

      ‘Imagine how valuable proof of this would be?’ Alberto rubbed his hands together. ‘A lot of people, I can imagine, would pay a lot of money for it to never see the light of day. The loyalists in Northern Ireland would pay quite a lot to see that it becomes scrubbed from existence. And I’ve got a contact in the UDA who I’ve sold guns to in the past. I could make a quick call to him.’

      ‘Alberto, what are you saying?’ Violetta said. ‘We can’t get involved in anything political in Ireland. Don’t be stupid.’ She looked at Father Paolo, then back at her husband.

      Alberto ignored her. ‘You think you can get more information from Moretti? Have a drink with him, give him one too many glasses of that lovely wine he likes. Loosen his lips a little.’
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      His Eminence Giovanni Moretti, Society of Jesus, had been Cardinal and Archbishop Emeritus of Rome for three years. Orphaned at eight years of age after his father and mother had died in a tragic car accident just outside Rome, led him into the Catholic Church – first as an orphan, then as a fully-fledged patron of the cloth. Growing up without his parents provided a young Giovanni with a resilience and steadfast resolve, equipping him with character and leadership traits that saw him quickly rise through the ranks of the church, becoming a close advisor to His Holiness the Pope. He was a true man of God. Devoted to the way of life, having been, as he saw it, saved by the church way back when he was a boy. Abruptly left alone in the world without his two guardians, now – his only guardian was God. And as long as he had God on his side, he would be okay.

      He was relaxing in the living room of his house, sipping from a glass of Prosecco whilst catching up on the news on his smart phone. Halfway through reading the local report from RAI Uno, about the upcoming election when an incoming call interrupted the news feed. Father Paolo flashed across his screen.

      ‘Ciao, Paolo. Come stai?’

      ‘Your Eminence,’ Father Paolo said, ‘I am well, thank you. How are you?’

      ‘Very well, thank you.’

      The priest cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been thinking of coming to see you. I felt an urge and thought not to waste time, not putting off until tomorrow what I can do today.’

      ‘How about a late lunch tomorrow, say three?’

      ‘Great. I will see you then. And I will bring a nice bottle for you,’ he said humorously.

      ‘Va bene, a domani,’ the cardinal said. ‘See you tomorrow.’

      The call ended and the cardinal went back to reading the news report. Finishing his glass of wine, he reached onto the table and grabbed the bottle. He filled the glass, emptying the bottle. He stood up, the late evening sun rays catching his face as he sauntered towards the window. As he took a sip of the wine, he said. ‘Lord forgive me, this is going to be the death of me.’ He downed the glass as if it were about to go out of fashion.
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      Martini stepped into the hospital waiting room, finding Greenwood glued to her phone. He approached her, clearing his throat for her attention. ‘Are you okay?’

      She looked up at him. ‘Am I okay? It should be me asking you that question, Eamon.’ She stood up, smoothing the creases out of her skirt, looking at his left shoulder in a sling. ‘Did the doctor give you anything for the pain?’

      ‘I’ll be alright, it’s not the first time I’ve been shot, and it’s just a tiny flesh wound. No real damage.’ He fumbled in his right trouser pocket and fished his phone out. He’d three missed calls from President Sheeran. He looked at Greenwood. ‘He can wait. I’m starving. Let’s go and grab something to eat.’

      ‘Who was it?’

      ‘The president.’

      ‘I’ve told the PM you’re alright, so she’s probably filled him in anyway.’

      They followed the directional signage, along three corridors, passed the A&E waiting room and out into the fresh air of the evening. It was dry and warm with a slight breeze making it more comfortable. Greenwood’s grey Jaguar XK was parked in bay number twenty-eight. She got behind the wheel, Martini got into the front passenger seat. He put his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes. ‘So, where are we going?’

      ‘I know a nice kebab shop on the way home.’

      ‘Home?’

      ‘You can stay at mine tonight.’

      ‘You mean it only took me to absorb a bullet for you to score a proper date?’

      ‘You’re sleeping in the spare room, I’m afraid.’ She looked across at him as the interior lighting of the car slowly dimmed, leaving them in darkness, nothing but two silhouettes. ‘I’ve had DCI Monroe from Scotland Yard pay Davidson a visit at the Loyalist Arms. Of course, he wasn’t there, and nobody knows where he is. But I’m sending Harper Black over to have a look around. She’s a little better at drawing stuff out of people than Monroe.’

      ‘It won’t matter. Sloane will soon give the rest up when we get our hands on him.’ He turned the dial on the AC then looked across at her. ‘Anything on the Iranians?’

      ‘Agent Black’s scanning the system for them now. I think you should get the CIA to look into them, see if they have anything.’

      Martini closed his eyes again. ‘I’ll pay Bill a visit in the morning. See what he wants to do. But I doubt he’ll want to cancel any of his plans. He’s stubborn, and would see any changes to his schedule as giving in.’ He smirked. ‘In fact, he’s likely to be even more out in the open because of it. That’s the kind of president we have.’

      ‘That’s one way to respond, I suppose.’ She lowered her window, fed the parking ticket into the console and waited for the barrier to lift.

      Martini noticed a slight tremble of her hand as she moved it from the indicator stick to the steering wheel. ‘Are you okay?’

      She cast a glance at him, then back ahead as the barrier began to lift with a rattle. ‘That’s the second time you’ve asked me.’
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      Father Paolo joined Alberto in the kitchen, the dinner plates hadn’t yet been cleared away, scattered around the table and worktops, the remnants of the homemade Spaghetti Bolognese still lingering in the air. Alberto was thumbing rounds into the magazine of his Beretta 92X pistol, a cigarette dangling lazily from the left corner of his mouth, his eyes no more than tiny slits as the smoke rose up past them. He looked up as the priest cleared his throat to get his attention.

      ‘Looks very therapeutic,’ Father Paolo said sarcastically. ‘I’m having lunch with Cardinal Moretti tomorrow.’

      Alberto slid the magazine home and set the pistol down on the table next to the Moka pot. He gestured for Paolo to sit down across from him. ‘Join me.’ He passed him a cup across the table, lifted the pot and filled it. Refilling his own cup with the steaming coffee, he raised his cup. ‘Salute.’

      ‘Salute.’

      ‘You look unsure.’

      Father Paolo shuffled in his seat. ‘I’m fine.’

      ‘I’ve known you since you were born, Paolo,’ Alberto shook his head. ‘I know something’s on your mind.’

      The priest looked at him.

      ‘Spit it out.’ Alberto took a drag of his cigarette then set it in the ashtray next to the Moka.

      ‘You’re asking me to deceive a cardinal. A high-ranking member of the church which I’ve devoted my life to.’ He shook his head. ‘You expect me to be enthusiastic about it?’

      ‘Need I remind you that he’s used church money to fund his own lavish lifestyle, money that should have gone to help the poor.’ Alberto massaged his forehead and took a drink. He shook his head, looking at his younger brother. ‘He’s a hypocrite. But now he is of use to us. He can get closer to the Pope than anyone else. And he will do as we say.’ He downed the rest of his coffee, then lifted the cigarette. ‘This could be something that can help us a lot. Imagine the amount of money those good for nothing loyalists in Ireland would pay to ensure their pathetic little country of six counties remains its own self-governed corner of Ireland.’

      Father Paolo sighed, shaking his head. ‘You’ve supplied them with weapons to protect their pathetic little country.’ He took a sip of the coffee then set the cup down, holding his brother’s intimidating stare.

      ‘Those weapons were for them to run their business operations over there, not to kill Catholics, that was the deal.’

      ‘We’ll all have to answer to the same person one day – when our time comes.’ He looked deeply into his brother’s eyes. ‘I pray you will one day turn away from your sins.’

      ‘Who knows.’ Alberto’s phone rang. He looked at it before answering, then looked back at his brother. ‘Pronto, Bruno?’ He paused. ‘Yes – you and Stefano will be escorting my brother to his lunch with the cardinal tomorrow afternoon. You have the evidence of Moretti’s transgressions?’ He paused, looking across at his brother, who was growing red with fury, his nostrils flaring. ‘Beautiful.’ He ended the call.

      The priest got up, sending his chair screeching behind him. ‘I pray for your soul, Alberto. But sometimes I feel it is too late for you to turn away. But – I’ll pray for you all the same.’

      ‘Thanks, I’ll pray for you, too,’ Alberto replied sarcastically, watching as Father Paolo left the kitchen.
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      Greenwood and Martini arrived at her two-month-old house just after midnight. Number twelve, Westover Road was just a five mile and fifteen-minute car journey from the HQ at Millbank, Vauxhall Cross. A tree-lined residential street, offering generously sized, detached houses with six bedrooms each, and front and back gardens that provided the seclusion and nature unimaginable so close to London city centre.

      Greenwood retrieved a credit-card-sized remote control from her handbag, pressed one of two buttons on the device and watched as the black iron gates separated, then guided the vehicle through into the white gravel covered driveway. ‘Let’s go around the back and eat by the pool in the garden.’ She shut the engine off, leaving the vehicle outside one of the three garage doors. ‘It’s a nice evening and for some reason I feel the need to appreciate the things I have.’

      With the takeaway bag in his hand, Martini got out. ‘It’s funny how coming so close to death can slightly alter your view of the world around you.’ He closed the door and looked at her as she rounded the front of the car, making her way towards the gate joining the garage block to the house, leading to the back garden. ‘You ever been close to anything like that before?’

      ‘Of course, I have, what kind of question is that? I’ve been an MI6 agent for over twenty years.’

      ‘No offence,’ he said, following her through the gate.

      She held the gate open, closing it after him. ‘Have a seat by the pool, I’ll go and get us a couple of drinks. What would you like?’

      ‘Just a coffee, please. And bring your laptop out, we can look up these two Iranians to see if we can find anything more about them.’

      ‘I’ll have a look and see if there’s anything more from Monroe.’ She disappeared inside the house.

      Martini sat at the table by the pool, scanning the garden, looking into the hedges that surrounded the perimeter, half expecting someone to jump out and start shooting. Perhaps paranoia was beginning to set in. He opened the plastic bag and removed the food. The smell of the takeaway quickly made his mouth water. He removed his pistol from the holster and set it on the table next to his phone. Noticing the tiny green light on the Galaxy was flashing, he unlocked it and opened the message. It was from the president.

      Call me the moment you get this. Bill.

      He pressed the call icon at the top of the screen. It rang once before POTUS answered. ‘Mr President, just got your text.’

      ‘Eamon, are you okay?’

      ‘I’m fine. The shot was aimed at Greenwood’s chest so it’s turned out better than it might have.’

      ‘You know who the shooter was?’

      ‘No, but I’m pretty sure they won’t be hard to find. I’m going to enjoy taking out these Iranians and Cahil Sloane.’

      ‘You’re sure it’s coming from them?’

      ‘Sloane’s associate, William Davidson, runs the Loyalist Arms in London. He sent us to the hotel. He told us that’s where we’d find the Iranians. Clearly, once we left the Arms, he let them know we were on our way.’ He looked towards the kitchen. Greenwood was making her way towards the table, a tray in her hand. ‘I’ll need your schedule for tomorrow. I’m taking the lead on your security.’

      ‘Eamon, you’ve got a wounded shoulder.’

      ‘It’s a scratch, sir.’

      ‘Just you worry about catching these bastards. My security detail is fine. As for my schedule – I’m meeting Prime Minister Pears at Number Ten tomorrow morning at nine.’

      ‘Victoria and I will be there.’

      ‘You just take it easy, and get some rest, kid.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood as she approached the table. ‘Good night, Mr President.’ He ended the call and set the phone down.

      She sat down, leaving the items she’d brought out and grabbed one of the kebabs, unwrapping it from the paper. ‘I can’t believe you’ve talked me into eating one of these things. But I’m starving.’

      ‘You’ll thank me after, don’t worry.’ He unwrapped his and took a bite then washed it down with some water. ‘Anything from Monroe?’

      She shook her head while chewing, then swallowed the food, washing it down with water. ‘I’ll give him a call after.’

      Martini noticed her hand shake again as she brought the food up to her mouth. He ignored it and continued with his food.

      ‘So, you’re close to the president, Eamon. How long have you known him?’

      ‘I’ve known Bill for over thirty years. Long before he was even New York governor. I met him through my father. He was very much involved in the peace negotiations in Belfast during the late-nineties. He was always very vocal about the Irish topic, long before the ceasefire. His family originates from Ireland. He was aware of who my Italian family were in New York. He grew up there, but he grew up in the Irish part – Hell’s Kitchen. He knew how my father met my mother. He even knew about the plan to assassinate him by your old boss when he was the head of FRU.’

      She smirked, wiping her mouth with a napkin. ‘I remember that story.’ She glanced over to him, her eyes glazed. ‘So, he took a shine to you.’

      ‘Actually, the president at the time had me brought in. With me all over the news at the time, it shed a light on my mother’s family, too.’

      ‘The Martini family. One of New York’s five families.’

      He nodded. ‘He gave me a job. He knew my mother was trying to move our family away from the criminal world. She wanted us to be completely legit. And he had evidence that would contradict our legitimacy, but he gave me a job. A job that would make all of my family’s previous transgressions disappear, if I were to do what he asked.’

      ‘What was it?’

      ‘He’d made a mistake in his younger years. Something he wanted to make disappear, before the day came that he would run for the presidency. It went away and he was then able to sleep again at night, knowing it would never come to light.’

      She looked at him, thoughtfully chewing her food. ‘You’ve had quite an interesting life.’ She took another drink. ‘Lots of stories to tell.’

      ‘I’d rather I hadn’t. To be honest with you, I’d love to have had a normal life. But that’s wishful thinking, and it does no good to think about it.’

      She gestured towards the sling. ‘How’s your shoulder?’

      ‘It’s fine. I’ll be alright.’ He recognised the tremble again as she brought her hand up to her mouth for another bite. ‘But I continue to see your hand tremble.’ He took another bite of his kebab, leaving the comment open for her, if she wanted to respond.

      ‘It’s not the events of today that are the problem, Eamon. It’s what happened in Berlin.’ She cleared her throat and looked at him. He finished chewing and stopped.

      ‘You’ve been in sticky situations before, Victoria. You said so yourself.’

      ‘Yes,’ she agreed. ‘But nothing like that. Being kidnapped has a completely different impact on someone. I’ve been in gun fights, had bullets come at me. But I’ve never been as frightened as I was then. When someone takes away your freedom, you’ve no control over your future. And that’s a terrifying thing to experience.’

      ‘But surely British agents go through the training to cope with it.’

      She nodded. ‘Of course. But nothing can completely prepare you for that until you actually go through it for yourself.’ She looked at him softly. ‘Then to have you being the one to walk into the room and get me out of there. I was sent there to assassinate you. And I would have carried out my orders.’

      He looked at her. ‘Try not to think about it.’

      She reached over and took his hand, holding it softly. He pulled her towards him. She got up off her seat and walked around the table, straddling him. He looked into her eyes and moved in to kiss her. She kissed him back, quickly becoming more intense by the second. He grabbed her passionately by the face, standing up. She wrapped her legs around his waist, and he carried her towards the kitchen while still kissing. He pinned her to the wall. She went to pull his jacket off when he groaned in pain as her hand grazed his shoulder. They both stopped.

      ‘Sorry!’ she said, through a smile.

      He looked at her, smirking. ‘That was nice.’

      She nodded as she placed her feet back down on the ground, fixing her blouse, and pulling the creases out of her skirt. ‘It was, but clearly your shoulder didn’t like it too much.’ She looked at the wounded area. ‘Let’s just call it a night. I’ll get up early in the morning and see if Monroe has anything for us.’

      He pulled her in for another kiss, then separated. ‘Okay, show me to the room.’

      She led him down the hallway. The third door on the right was a large room with a king-sized bed, made of solid oak. A sliding wardrobe ran along the left wall with an inner door leading to an ensuite bathroom. She stepped into the room, walking over to the window, opening it a crack. ‘I’ll be upstairs.’ She turned and made her way towards the door, looking at him. ‘Good night.’ She spoke softly, pushing a strand of hair out of her eyes.

      ‘See you in the morning,’ he replied, taking his jacket off. He hung it over the corner post of the bed and sat down, taking his phone out. He opened his messages. One was from his cousin, Paolo Martini in Milan. He was reading the message, when the sound of his door closing snatched his attention away from the device.

      Greenwood crossed the room and straddled him again. ‘I want to sleep here tonight,’ she whispered this time, before kissing him.
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      Martini’s alarm went off at six the next morning. Consciousness slowly crept in, along with the light, as his heavy eyelids parted. He sat up, rubbing the sleep out of his eyes. He was alone in the bed. Greenwood had gone. It had been at least three when he finally went to sleep with her beside him. She must have gone to bed after he drifted off. Still in a semi-conscious state – which would remain until he’d had his coffee – he over-reached with his left arm for the half-empty bottle of water on the bedside cabinet, forgetting his shoulder. ‘Fuck.’ He winced.

      ‘Careful,’ Greenwood said, emerging from the ensuite, dressed in nothing more than a purple silk night gown. ‘You don’t want another trip to the hospital, do you?’ She slid back into the bed, her round, firm breasts half on show as she crawled towards him, lowering her head onto his. She kissed him, then lay down next to him, resting her head on his bare chest. ‘Last night was amazing.’

      ‘It was,’ he agreed, running his fingers slowly through her hair. ‘Did you sleep?’

      She nodded. ‘Woke only ten minutes ago. I had a call from Monroe.’

      ‘Anything?’

      ‘No. He just wanted to know if I needed him today, or if he could go home to sleep,’ she spoke humorously. ‘Poor guy’s been up all night trying to find something on Davidson. Nothing. Nothing on Sloane either. Or the Iranians.’

      ‘You said you have contact with Sloane’s partner?’

      ‘I’ve tried her. No answer either.’

      ‘Okay, so we’ve got nothing to go on today, then.’

      ‘You think you can talk the president into laying low for the day, given the fact there’s a threat to his life? At least until we find out where the attack is going to come from?’

      ‘I can try, but like I said last night, I don’t think it’ll do any good.’ He kissed her on top of the head. ‘But I’ll bend his ear.’

      ‘All you can do is try.’ She sat up again, stretching her long, toned arms up into the air. ‘What do you want for breakfast?’

      ‘What have you got?’

      She gasped, enjoying the feeling of relief from the stretch as she brought her arms back down to her sides. ‘A full English.’

      ‘Great. I’ll jump in the shower and get ready.’
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      Cahil Sloane had spent the night in his two-bedroom apartment purchased under the assumed name of Ian Coulter. He continued to check the news for any updates on the attack at the Grand Hotel. He felt sick to the stomach not knowing if Knight had a confirmed kill, or had he missed an opportunity to take out not only the head of British Intelligence, but someone Northern Irish loyalists hated as much as Eamon Martini. A hit on Martini would deliver as much punch as a hit on his father: Damien Cleary Jnr.

      Cursing the situation, and Knight for not checking in, he tried to eat, but just the thought turned his stomach. Hearing a knock at the door, he got up thinking Gina had forgotten her key. He opened the door. James Knight stood there. The man thought to be the best sharpshooter in the UDA – nicknamed Top Gun for so many kills – now looked ruffled and, worse for a man in his position, nervous and unsure of himself.

      Sloane shook his head, clenching his jaws. ‘What the fuck happened, Jim? Why haven’t you been in touch.’

      ‘I dropped my phone getting away. But I got that bastard Martini. I’m not sure if he’s dead or not.’

      ‘Get in here, for fuck sake.’ Sloane grabbed Knight by the arm and dragged him into the hallway. He peered outside, left and right. ‘You weren’t followed?’

      ‘Fuck away off, Cahil. I was sniping people out when you were still learning your times tables. So don’t treat me like a dick.’ Knight was a few inches taller than Sloane and fifty pounds heavier. His eyes were icy blue, intimidating to most. He dressed just like Sloane: flash suit, and shiny shoes. It was rumoured that he’d killed someone with the solid gold tie pin he always wore, spearing it into the victim’s carotid multiple times. Despite his age – fifteen years Sloane’s senior –  he could have put Sloane through the wall, but Sloane was a brigadier, and Knight, despite the respect he had from the organisation, was still rank and file.

      ‘Okay, okay. Just tell me what the hell happened.’

      ‘I missed my mark, there’s nothing else to say.’ He shrugged, not showing a man of his notorious reputation. A sniper with a knock in confidence was a sniper at the end of their career.

      ‘Why didn’t you just blow the room?’

      ‘I took the decision to use the rifle first. Like I said, I had Greenwood in my sights, but Martini pulled her away. They both went to the ground. Then I fired the rocket and got the fuck out of there.’

      ‘Well, it’s kind of messed up our plans today.’

      ‘Don’t be so dramatic, kid. You can still take out the president.’

      Sloane had no plans in taking out the president. His plan was to receive the funds then disappear. But he couldn’t let anyone other than Gina know that. ‘The plan was for you to take out Greenwood. And Martini as a bonus, which would cause confusion. A distraction.’

      ‘It was a shit plan, anyway, Cahil. You fucked up on that one. You’ve gone too far.’ Knight shook his head. ‘I mean – taking jobs from Iranians to assassinate the most powerful man in the world?’ He smirked. ‘You’re confident and smart, kid, but I think all that coke you’re snorting is inflating your ego a wee bit.’

      ‘Okay, okay, calm down,’ Sloane said. He gestured for Knight to go into the kitchen. When Knight’s back was turned, Sloane grabbed the brass lamp from the hallway table, swinging it at Knight’s head, hitting him full force on the crown. Knight’s knees buckled beneath him, and he went down. Sloane followed up with two more blows in the same spot, blood splattering the wall next to him. Knight was unconscious, but not dead. Not that Sloane was all that worried. He sank two good kicks into the back of Knight’s head. His phone rang from the living room.

      He rushed in to see who it was. Azrael flashed across the screen. ‘Christ.’ He took a steadying breath, trying to calm himself down before answering. Flying off the handle at the Iranian wasn’t going to do him any good.

      After ten seconds, the call still hadn’t ended. He pressed the button to answer. ‘Mr Azrael, good morning.’

      ‘Money has been transferred into your account. The UDA is now twenty million pounds richer. Once the job is complete, we will have the other twenty wired over.’

      Sloane stood up straight, maintaining his composure. ‘Don’t worry about a thing. The job will get done.’

      ‘Then I won’t waste any more of your time, you have a lot to do. Good day, Mr Sloane.’

      The line went dead.

      Sloane logged into his account in the Caymans. There was now twenty million, three hundred and twenty-three thousand pounds in his account. He smiled.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Gina’s voice came from the hallway. ‘Cahil, are you okay?’ she shouted into the living room. ‘Jim, Jim, wake-up. Jesus Christ, there’s blood everywhere. Jim!’ she shouted this time.

      Sloane stepped back out into the hallway. Knight was coming around. Sloane reached for his pistol, a Desert Eagle .50 and fitted a silencer. ‘Get out of the way, love. I’ll explain in a minute.’ He pulled her behind him and put a bullet in the back of Knight’s head, painting the walls of the hall a dark shade of red, fragments of grey brain matter mixed among the blood.

      ‘Cahil, what the fuck are you doing?’ she shouted.

      ‘Keep your voice down. We need to get out of here – now. Grab whatever’s yours. We’ll not be coming back here, so don’t leave anything behind that you can’t live without.’

      He rushed into the bedroom. Grabbing his gym bag from beneath the bed, he went to the wardrobe and snatched his week supply of clothes off their hangers and bundled them into the bag. A shoe box on the floor had another two Desert Eagles and a couple of pre-loaded magazines. He stuffed them into the bag then rushed to the bedside cabinet. Emptying the top drawer, he collected his phone charger, a bag of cocaine, a Rolex and a white gold bracelet.

      ‘That’s me, I didn’t bring much,’ she said from the door, her voice trembling.

      ‘Are you sure?’ He turned and made his way back out. ‘We won’t be back, love.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Good.’ He forced a smile, his usual cocky expression being replaced by a look more vulnerable. The Iranians easily wired twenty million, seemingly without breaking a sweat. How powerful were these people? ‘Let’s go.’ He took her by the hand and led the way through the door, along the corridor, stepping over Knight’s body, being careful not to step in the blood. He grabbed the car key that was next to the lamp he’d used to floor Knight with, then pulled the front door open and stepped outside. Gina stepped out, looking back at Knight’s body. Sloane closed the door and locked it. ‘Long story short –  Jim fucked up last night. The Iranians think we’re still on for the job. They’ve already wired half of the money.’ He pulled his phone out of his pocket. He quickly thumbed in the four-digit combination, his hand trembling.

      ‘Cahil, you’re shaking.’ She grabbed his hand, smothering the trembles.

      ‘It’s not every day you see twenty mil in your account.’

      ‘What?’

      He handed her the phone, watching as her eyes widened. She gasped. ‘Oh my God.’

      He took the phone back. ‘Look, we stay here, we’re dead and lose the money. We won’t get the forty mil. But half of it is now, at this moment in time, ours to do with whatever we want.’

      She looked at him, her eyes darting from his left to right. ‘I’m scared, love.’

      ‘Let’s go.’
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      Father Paolo Agnello’s morning was spent in silent prayer. He liked to spend his free time in solitude. His only company being his espresso and long coffee whilst listening to the joyful melody of the birds in the trees next to his kitchen window. This was his way of being. He’d been like it all his life. Long before he’d even considered a life as a priest, during his pre-teen years, he found the church a place to go when he wanted to avoid his family. Searching for solace. They were criminals. Many things they’d done were nothing short of evil. But despite their way of living, they were still devout Catholic, so if a young Paolo wanted to spend his time at the chapel, they didn’t think any less of him for it. This led to the inevitable – finding himself talking to God. Young and impressionable, he believed a life devoted to Jesus was his path. The Lord had steered him away from the life of his brother Alberto and the others.

      He stood looking at himself in the mirror. He was, like his brother, a physically imposing person. At six-foot-three-inches, he was taller than the average man. His time was spent without many of life’s vices – a non-smoker and drinking only a glass of wine on occasion, he believed the body was God’s gift and needed to be treated as such, which was why he spent five or six days of the week at the gym, taking part in anything from cardio to low weight, high rep weight-lifting. His hair was black and had been receding since his late twenties. Now at the age of thirty-seven, all but the sides were bald. His beard was bushy. His eyes were brown and soft, thoughtful and intelligent. Violetta often teased him that his life choice was one many females who’d known him found regrettable.

      A low thud rattled his front door. He looked at the clock on the wall: just after midday. Time to go. He rolled down the sleeves of his black shirt and buttoned the cuffs. ‘Forgive me, Father.’ He whispered, blessing himself as he turned and downed the remains of his coffee.

      Bruno and Stefano, both well over six and a half foot in height, caused a dark shadow over the hallway, blocking out most of the sunlight that would have come in through the window.

      The priest could hear them both joking with each other. He’d known them both for as long as he could remember. Both grew up in the same neighbourhood in New York. Loyal dogs and nothing more was how Paolo saw them. Big and strong. Would sit, jump, roll over, and even kill if Alberto ordered them to do so. And as Father Paolo sighed, lifting his jacket off the hook behind the door, he realised the drive was going to be mentally taxing. He opened the door.

      ‘Buongiorno,’ Bruno said, pulling two inches of cuff from under the left sleeve of his suit jacket. He was dressed in a navy three-piece with a black shirt beneath. He had been ex-special forces before realising that the government and all its servants were no cleaner than Cosa Nostra. But the mafia appeared to pay better. The black Ray-bans and diamond encrusted watch and bracelet meant he’d quickly gotten used to the pay a life of crime was giving him. He took his shades off. His left eye was brown, but his right was a glass replacement giving an intimidating look; running through the glass eye was a three-inch scar. A memory of a fight in which the other man paid with his life. He was the type that didn’t have to say much to get people to do what he asked.

      ‘Buongiorno, Bruno,’ Father Paolo replied, offering no more than a civil reply.

      ‘Giorno,’ Stefano mumbled. He at least had the sense to wear a grey suit with a white, open neck shirt. His head was shaven, just the same as Bruno, but both his eyes were brown and he had no visible scars. He was the more arrogant of the two, many believing it was because he had Bruno beside him. But in reality – he was a psychopath with a death wish. He’d always been that way, for as long as Father Paolo could remember. ‘No invitation to come in and have coffee?’ he asked, as the door was closed with an aggressive slam.

      ‘Let’s just get there already.’ Father Paolo locked the door then passed them, thrusting his arms into his jacket sleeves aggressively and pulling the garment onto his back. ‘I can travel by myself. I don’t see why you need to come.’

      ‘The boss said so. Just in case. We’re option B, if the cardinal begins to show any reluctance to play along,’ Bruno said, trailing behind the priest as he rushed along his tree-lined drive-away.

      Aventino Hill was one of seven hills in which ancient Rome was built, around 640 BC. A highly sought-after part of the Italian capital, the priest had just moved in three months ago, and having Bruno and Stefano come anywhere near the place, he felt, brought the standards down drastically. The house was owned by the church and allowed Paolo just a five-minute walk to the Chiesa di Sant’Anselmo all’aventino, where he said mass every Sunday morning. What would the neighbours think of him being associated with these two? He shook his head, cursing his brother for sending them.

      When they got to the street, Bruno’s grey Audi Q7 was parked half on the road and half on the footpath, looking every bit as menacing as he did.

      Father Paolo got into the rear passenger’s side, Stefano took the front passenger seat and Bruno got behind the wheel.

      ‘Let’s stop off at il Grottino. I haven’t had my daily caffeine dose yet,’ Stefano said, lowering his window. The car was stuffy. The sky was blue and cloudless, advertising a warm afternoon.

      As Bruno started the engine, a car roared alongside them, stopping him from pulling out from the kerb. Initially, they all thought it was a drive-by, both Bruno and Stefano had removed their weapons; Stefano with a gleaming Beretta, Bruno with a Glock 17, both pointed out the window.

      The tinted window of the black Maserati Granturismo lowered. Violetta smiled at them from behind her shades.

      ‘Fuck sake, Violetta. You almost got yourself shot,’ Stefano shouted, holstering his weapon.

      ‘My brother-in-law will ride with me.’

      Father Paolo got out of the car. He crossed the front of the car and got in. ‘He’s right, you know – you gave us all a jumpstart.’

      She pulled away, creating some distance between them and the Audi, making her way north on the Via Marmorata, then looked across at the priest. ‘It’s a new car. I didn’t mean to frighten you. Bought it last week. Haven’t taken it for a drive yet, so I told Alberto I would take it out today.’

      She stopped at a set of traffic lights at the junction with Lungotevere, the Q7 catching up, looking like an oversized bully. As the light went green, she put her foot down, again leaving the Audi in the distance, making her way across the Ponte Sublicio bridge, looking out at the Tiber river, admiring the enthusiasm of the three canoes seemingly racing along the river. ‘I didn’t want you going up to see the cardinal alone.’

      ‘You don’t agree with what I’m doing?’ he asked her. ‘You should have backed me up in the kitchen last night. Why didn’t you?’

      ‘I don’t agree with our family’s tactics, but I also don’t feel sorry for scamming a member of the church. Cardinal Morelli has indulged himself in many things that go against the church. Yet he speaks out about organised crime being the work of the devil. You know he was into us for a lot of money before.’

      ‘I know, Violetta. It was me who asked Alberto to wite off the debt.’

      ‘It’s not just his gambling problem; his drinking, and we both know his life of celibacy ended a lot time ago.’

      He looked at her. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘Come on, Paolo. You know he’s a crook.’

      ‘The man has sinned, but it’s not your place or anyone else’s to hold him accountable. Everyone needs a second chance – if they repent.’

      ‘I don’t disagree, but don’t beat yourself up over deceiving him.’ She brushed a strand of hair out of her mouth and repositioned her sunglasses that had slid down her nose, her face coated in a thin film of sweat. She adjusted the air-conditioning. ‘There’s very little which my husband does that I agree with, but one thing I do agree with is that Moretti is as crooked as the rest of us.’ She quickly glanced across at him, took his hand, giving it a squeeze. ‘Why do you think I’m here now?’

      ‘Because you know how much I detest those two goons who’re still struggling to keep up with us back there.’ He cocked his thumb towards the tinted rear window, the Q7 one hundred yards behind. ‘It’s good you’re here, though. I’m glad.’

      Her smile dropped. ‘I love you, Paolo. I knew you’d be nervous about this. And spending the journey with those two assholes would not have been a pleasant experience for you.’ She raised the window of her side and put the foot down, sending the revs jumping to the other side of the counter. The car took off, eating up the Via Aurelia Antica country road with nothing but fields around them, taking them to over one hundred sixty kilometres per hour. ‘And I’ve been able to truly test this car out.’
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      Martini and Greenwood arrived at Number Ten Downing Street later than planned. Shortly after eleven thirty, they approached the door of the prime minister’s office. Greenwood knocked on the door and was about to knock a second time when it was pulled open.

      ‘Good morning, Victoria. Come in.’ The PM left the door open and turned, making her way back to her desk.

      Sat facing the PM’s desk was The Rt Hon Dominic Checker MP, the current secretary of defence. He looked up at Greenwood and Martini nodding his head. ‘Good morning to you both.’

      ‘Morning,’ Greenwood said.

      ‘Help yourselves to some coffee, there’s some in the pot.’

      Martini closed the door. The prime minister looked up at him and offered him a civil nod. ‘Mr Martini.’

      ‘Prime Minister,’ Martini replied, his tone civil and nothing more, but matching hers. He looked at Checker, ‘Good morning, Mr Checker.’

      The PM cleared her throat. ‘How’s the shoulder?’

      ‘Won’t be throwing a baseball for a while,’ he joked, strolling across the room, towards the coffee table. ‘But I’ll be fine.’

      ‘It seems we’re indebted to you, Eamon,’ Checker said. ‘It would not have been good to have the current MI6 director killed in a London hotel. Which leads me to my next question, Victoria: why do you continue to be on the ground and not in your office? My secretary continues to fail in her attempts to reach you. You’re never in your office.’

      Greenwood spoke frankly. ‘I have taken the role as MI6 Director in an unrestricted basis. I have explained to the prime minister that I would prefer to be operational, and not confined to a desk.’

      ‘And I’ve told you, Victoria, that I want you in the director’s position,’ the PM said. ‘If you can remain operational and still maintain your post, I am happy for that to continue.’

      Greenwood handed Martini a drink. ‘I appreciate your confidence, ma’am.’ She looked at Checker, ‘And my apologies for being unreachable, Dominic. I will make it my priority to be more available.’

      Martini sat down. ‘This is not somewhere I’d ever expected to find myself.’

      ‘That’s not surprising,’ the PM spoke bluntly, ‘Given your track record, and who your family was.’

      ‘You mean my father? The guy a government working out of this office tried to assassinate – something which they’d never have admitted to, had it not been for a seventeen-year-old smart ass?’ He crossed his legs. ‘But the past is the past.’

      The PM brushed a loose strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘Yes, let’s forget the past. Everyone’s done something wrong over there. I’m still grateful you helped Victoria yesterday.’ She sat back in her seat and took a drink of her coffee. ‘Have you found anything on the people who have planned this?’

      Martini shook his head. ‘Afraid not.’ He looked back at Greenwood. ‘But I’m not sure they’ll go ahead with the attack today.’

      ‘How can you be sure?’ The PM sat forward again, resting her arms on the desk.

      ‘Well, I can’t.’ He shuffled in his seat. ‘Especially after the public statement the UDA delivered only this week. They’ve made it clear that President Sheeran isn’t welcome. POTUS has always supported First Minister Meehan and Sinn Fein’s push for an all-Ireland referendum. An attack on a political leader would have to come from an organisation that’s politically motivated. The troubling thing is, it seems that they’ve got theirs.’

      ‘Like your father’s Provisional IRA,’ Checker mumbled.

      ‘Domonic,’ Greenwood said in Martini’s defence. She sat down on the seat next to him, crossing her legs, her entire body turned in his direction.

      ‘Like the Provos of the old days, yes,’ Martini agreed. ‘If they weren’t signed up to the peace agreement.’

      The PM looked at Martini then at Greenwood. ‘Neither of you can prove the threat has been neutralised, can you?’

      ‘Has a threat on the life of a White House occupant ever been neutralised?’ Martini replied, ‘But that’s why we’re here. I’d like to speak to President Sheeran about maybe staying behind closed doors during his stay, at least, as much as possible.’

      A knock came at the door. The PM looked at the security monitor. The camera outside was showing President Sheeran flanked by two Secret Service agents. She went and opened the door. POTUS walked in, his security remaining outside the door.

      ‘Morning all,’ POTUS said, strolling across the room. He shook Greenwood’s hand. ‘Lovely to see you again, Victoria.’

      ‘Morning, Mr President.’

      He shook Checker’s hand. ‘Nice to meet you, Dominic.’

      ‘And you, Mr President.’

      Martini got up and made his way over to the coffee table. ‘Brew, sir?’

      ‘Please,’ POTUS said. ‘Jesus, Eamon. If you didn’t want to play against me in that round of eighteen on Pebble Beach next month, you only had to say so.’

      Martini smiled, allowing him the joke, then brought him over a drink.

      The prime minister took her seat again. POTUS stood. He was known for demanding total command of a room, and unless it was going to be a long meeting, which this one wasn’t, he’d prefer to stand, maintaining, if even on a subconscious level, psychological control of the room.

      ‘So,’ he said, standing next to the PM’s desk, on her right side, both leaders looking across the desk at Martini, Greenwood and Checker. ‘What have you found?’

      Greenwood proceeded to expand on what Martini had just said, referring to the threat as still live, but not as severe. Recommending both leaders taking precautionary steps over the coming days.

      ‘I understand where you’re coming from,’ the president said, ‘But America will not show any fear. I’m almost tempted to do the opposite.’

      ‘Come on, sir, this isn’t a rally for another election,’ Martini said, uncrossing his legs and sitting forward. He set his cup on the PM’s desk. ‘I know where you stand, and it’s likely this attack will not go ahead. But…’

      ‘But you can’t be sure,’ POTUS finished for him.

      ‘Correct.’ He sat back in his seat.

      Greenwood continued. ‘For all we know these Iranians could have already contracted someone else to do the job.’ She looked at Martini, gesturing towards his wounded shoulder. ‘Given the failed attempt to kill us last night, I’m pretty sure they will be losing confidence in the UDA’s ability to carry out an attack.’

      ‘I wouldn’t underestimate them,’ Martini said. ‘Forty million in the UDA’s account will buy them a lot of weapons if they’re planning on going back to war with the New IRA. But I’m more concerned about why the Iranians would choose them. Forty mil is a lot of money to throw around. One would have to be very sure about the people they’re willing to pay that much.’

      POTUS sighed. ‘Okay, what do you want to do, Michelle?’

      The PM looked at Greenwood, then Martini. ‘Well – we’re employing them for something, so I guess we should take their advice.’

      ‘Okay,’ POTUS said, his body angling towards the PM. ‘Now, Prime Minister, while we’re on the topic, I’ve been following events in Belfast. Have you managed to speak with the Stormont executive about tying down a date for this referendum?’

      The PM looked slightly taken aback, she stiffened up until the question’s impact faded away. Her shoulders lowered again and she cleared her throat. ‘I’ve had a zoom call with First Minister Declan Meehan this week and I’m due to have a quick twenty-minute call with Deputy First Minister Janet Arlington this evening.’ She forced a smile. ‘It’s hard to get them both on the same call.’ She rubbed the back of her neck.

      Martini watched the PM as she spoke. She looked uncomfortable, which was unusual for her. She was known for being very sure of herself. A female who’d rose to the very top of her profession. But the flushed complexion on her face and trembling vocal cords left an awkward silence lingering in the office. POTUS was known for being down to earth and putting people at ease, but Martini had also witnessed him become a more dominant figure, making even the most confident of people feel intimidated – another reason why he liked to remain standing while others sat: he had the psychological edge over people.

      ‘I think it’s important that your government does everything in its power to ensure this referendum is swiftly brought in. We’ve no time for delay.’

      ‘My government is doing all that it can, Bill, I can assure you.’ She looked across the table at Martini, then at Greenwood.

      ‘Good,’ POTUS said, folding his arms. ‘And given the fact the UDA has just become forty million pounds richer, has security on Irish streets been made a priority?’

      ‘We’ve held an emergency Cobra meeting first thing this morning with our Secretary of Defence,’ she nodded towards Checker, ‘Along with the Chief Constable of Northern Ireland. I can assure you, we’re doing everything we can.’

      POTUS smiled, ‘Good.’ He looked at Martini. ‘Eamon, you and Victoria find out who these Iranians are and deal with them.’

      The PM concluded the meeting.
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      Violetta Agnello parked the car on the street around the corner from the cardinal’s house. She shut the engine off, removed her sunglasses and looked at her brother-in-law. ‘You okay?’ She could tell he was nervous. He’d been silent for the last thirty minutes, only laughing falsely to alert her he’d heard her sarcastic comments regarding the two trailing behind them.

      ‘Si,’ he said, smiling at her. He turned and looked through the rear window. The SUV had just pulled in behind them, the closest Bruno had been to them since they’d set off. ‘Thanks for coming.’ He turned back to her. ‘You want to come in and meet the cardinal? It’ll be better than sitting out here.’

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘If I met him, I’d probably air a few home truths – tell him he’s no more God’s favourite than we are.’ She spoke with a tone of humour in her voice. ‘It’s better that you go in yourself. I’ll take Stefano and Bruno for some food. We’ll be a few streets away.’ She took him by the hand. He squeezed her hand. She pulled him closer. ‘Come here.’ She kissed him on both cheeks. ‘Call me when you’re ready to be picked up.’

      ‘Ciao.’

      He pushed the door open and got out. Quickly glancing at Stefano and Bruno before heading towards the cardinal’s house: number twenty-four on the Via Biglietti. The rusted gate looked like it had seen better days. And those days were long since gone. The narrow pathway of cobbled stones was lined with overgrowth, trees and bushes. He had to bat branches and leaves out of the way to prevent himself from getting a mouthful. As he got to the door, he knocked, looking around as Violetta sped off, followed by the others.

      A dog barking on the inside of the cardinal’s house was followed by a man’s voice telling the dog to be quiet. The door opened and there he stood. A seventy-two-year-old man with a perfect head of white hair. His beard made him look more like Santa Clause than the Pope’s closest advisor. His deep set, mahogany eyes enlarged at the sight of Father Paolo.

      ‘Paolo,’ his smile stretched from ear to ear.

      Father Paolo shook his hand. Moretti pulled him in for a hug, an embrace that lasted longer than a few seconds, and certainly long enough to make Father Paolo feel at least a little uncomfortable.

      ‘I’m glad you came.’

      ‘Thanks for having me,’ he replied, ‘A new companion?’ He nodded towards the dog standing between the cardinal’s feet, looking up at the stranger, barking with a glass shattering creak.

      ‘Sebastian, vai a letto,’ the cardinal ordered the dog to go to bed. ‘Yes, he’s a rescue dog I picked up from an elderly friend. He was reaching the end of his battle with cancer and wanted to find a new home for little Sebastian here, so I offered to take him.’ He shut the door as Father Paolo followed the dog along the hallway towards the kitchen. ‘I like the company, too.’ He followed them into the kitchen.

      ‘What are you cooking?’ Father Paolo asked quizzically, as he approached the hob where two pots sat steaming.

      ‘Your favourite. Spaghetti alla bolognia.’ He lifted two glasses from the stand next to the fridge. ‘Have a seat, it will be ready soon.’

      Father Paolo took a seat at the kitchen table. A six-seater oak effect with the places already set.

      ‘How’s your family?’ the cardinal asked, as he set down the glasses and picked up a bottle of Prosecco.

      ‘The same, you know.’

      ‘They still haven’t turned away from their sin?’ He poured Paolo a generous glass, then filled his own and sat down. Raising his glass he said, ‘Salute.’

      ‘Salute,’ Paolo said, taking a drink. He sucked the wine through his teeth, looking at the glass admiringly. ‘My family are my family. I pray for them every day. I have faith that the Lord will get through to them one day. It’s just a matter of when.’ He set the glass down. ‘How are things going in the Vatican?’

      The cardinal shifted in his chair and looked at the table. ‘This Pope doesn’t seem to have a lot of support from the other cardinals. I think his appointment was rushed and wasn’t the correct move for the church. We needed someone to step in, this one was the best of a bad bunch at the time. With the abrupt exit of his predecessor, the church was in turmoil, and we needed him. Anyone. A leader.’

      Father Paolo looked at the cardinal. ‘You don’t like this guy?’

      ‘He’s not good for the church. The man and his new world plans of reviving the church is nothing new. Every Pope that has been given the chance has always tried to make the world a better place, but then the power goes to their head, and they become just like everyone else in a position of such power. They become greedy. That’s why our world is in such a mess, Paolo.’

      ‘Come on, you must believe he’s there to do some good.’

      ‘I’ve sat with him privately once a week for the last three months. I am his closest advisor, and the things I’ve heard him say – well, let’s just say they make me sick.’ He downed his wine hungrily and reached for the bottle, filling himself up again. He set the bottle down and got up. ‘The food should be ready now. I hope you’re hungry, I’ve prepared a lot.’

      Father Paolo felt a tingle. It wasn’t the wine, as he’d only had one sip, this was more a ping of excitement. The cardinal’s feelings towards the Pope might making convincing him to dig through the Pope’s valued church documents a little easier. ‘I was watching a documentary on the Discovery Channel a few weeks ago, I can’t remember the name of it. But it talked about how much power the Pope actually has.’ Father Paolo spoke casually, taking another sip of his wine, conscious he wasn’t a big drinker and the worst thing he could do would be to allow the booze to go to his head, sending his inhibitions back home while he stayed here and got himself into more trouble.

      ‘The Pope has always been one of the most influential men in the world. Not as much today as in the past, but still enough to have the ear of some of the world’s most powerful. At least those of Europe and further west.’ He lifted the pot of spaghetti off the ring and brought it to the sink, draining the water from it, the steam rising as the water escaped.

      ‘The documentary did talk about the fact, or better the idea, that the Pope had influence on wars – when and where to stop a war from getting out of control.’

      The cardinal wasn’t really paying attention, just sort of humming every few seconds to show he was listening. Once the spaghetti was drained, he brought the pot to the table, emptying a small mountain of the stuff onto Paolo’s plate, then doing the same to his own. He returned the pot to the sink and retrieved the pot of Bolognese, pouring some over the top of each plate then set it down on the far end of the table. ‘There is plenty more if you want some.’ He sat down, looking approvingly at his work. ‘It’s not often that I eat like this. I think the company gives me reason to cook. Otherwise, it’s microwaved food and takeaways.’

      ‘Buon appetito,’ Paolo said. He lifted his knife and fork and tucked in.

      ‘So, this programme you’ve been watching, about the Pope, what was it about?’

      He knew his story had so far fallen on deaf ears. He finished his mouthful and washed it down with some wine. ‘It was a series about corruption in the world. Corruption throughout the years and how certain acts have shaped the world we live in today.’ He cleared his throat. ‘And troubled countries that are heavily supportive of the Catholic church have always sought support from the church to resolve such issues.’

      The cardinal twisted some spaghetti onto his fork, then had a taste, nodding his appreciation. He swallowed. ‘Yes, the Pope has always had an influence within many Catholic countries during troubled times. Of course, it’s always been human nature for a member of our species to seek solace from the higher power they’ve believed in. Be that Jesus, Mohammad, Alla, God, or whoever the higher power is; when we humans have faced serious problems, troubles that we cannot find a way of solving ourselves, we often turn to the higher power for direction.’ He took a sip of his wine. ‘And of course, that is no different for the Vatican.’

      Paolo lifted the wine and topped his glass up, then gestured towards the cardinal’s glass.

      His eyes widened enthusiastically, as he finished the rest of the wine in his glass, then reached across the table for another refill. He took another drink before setting the glass down.

      Paolo was being clever, he took another sip, a small drink, doing no more than wetting his lips. ‘So, have you ever considered stepping into the Pope’s robes and taking over?’ He took another mouthful of the food and watched as the cardinal took another drink.

      ‘Of course,’ the cardinal said. ‘My dear Paolo, it is the dream of most men of the cloth to one day wear the Pope’s robes. When this one steps down, or leaves this world, then it’s the wish and a dream of men like us.’ He took another drink of the wine. Now three glasses ahead of Father Paolo, if his pace kept up, then his loose lips would be likely to sink the ships of the Catholic church’s involvement in the treaty during the partition of Ireland.
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      The president’s first day in London had gone smoothly and without any issue. The time was just after five thirty, and there’d been no attacks. After a day of talks at Number Ten, and an afternoon tea with the Queen and other members of the royal family at Buckingham Palace, the PM had asked for an end of day update and brief from Greenwood, with POTUS and Martini being invited to join them.

      Back at Number Ten, the PM had the usual press photos taken outside the most famous front door in the world, along with the president, while Greenwood and Martini stood in the hallway, outside her office.

      As the prime minister approached her office, POTUS alongside her, she looked at Greenwood with a wide-eyed smile more of relief than anything else, then glanced at Martini, no more than a nod of approval at the fact he was there.

      Martini smiled at Greenwood, feeling like they were stood outside their principal’s office.

      ‘Good day, then, Eamon,’ POTUS said, patting him on the shoulder as he passed him into the office.

      ‘Well, you’re still alive so I guess that’s something,’ he replied, following POTUS into the office. He closed the door behind him. ‘So, it looks like somebody hasn’t earned their forty million pounds.’ He spoke sarcastically, as he crossed the office to the coffee machine. He looked at the PM. ‘Mind if I?’

      ‘Help yourself,’ she said. ‘I’ll have a black coffee, please. I have a nasty headache and I’m tired.’

      ‘Perhaps skip the coffee and head to bed then, Michelle,’ POTUS suggested.

      ‘No.’ She quickly brushed off the idea, ‘I’ve still a few emails to send. A phone call to be made to the Queen’s advisor and…’ she moved the mouse of her computer, waking the screen up, ‘A selection of new emails from various ministers that need replying to before tomorrow.’ She paused as she read an email. ‘One particular message from the First Minister of Northern Ireland.’ She sat back in her chair, rubbing her temples.

      Martini handed a cup of coffee to POTUS, one to the PM and another to Greenwood, then went back and lifted his own and sat down next to Greenwood. ‘Look at it this way, the President’s still alive, so that’s good.’

      ‘Yes, but the threat is still out there,’ she was quick to say before taking a sip of her coffee. ‘An Iranian threat at that.’ She sat forward on her seat. ‘Victoria, do we have any agents over in Iran that can help shed some light on these guys?’

      ‘Agent Cummings had been over there for the past two years, but we’ve recently had to pull him out when his cover was blown. I can try and find out if he still has any assets over there that can give us anything.’ She took a sip of her coffee. ‘Are you thinking of sending someone over to find out who’s involved in this?’

      ‘What’s the alternative?’

      ‘The Iranians attack the western powers and we have World War Three.’ Martini quickly summed up the worst-case scenario as if it were nothing more than a boxing match.

      ‘Thanks for being all “glass half empty”, Mr Martini,’ the PM said.

      ‘Call me Eamon, and it’s not about being positive or negative. It’s the fact that there are people out there who don’t like the president very much and are willing to pay people a lot of money to kill him. Which, if it were to happen, a whole new shit storm would kick off between the western world and the already unstable Middle East.’

      ‘Eamon’s right,’ Greenwood said, ‘We need to nip this in the bud before it gets worse.’

      The PM looked at the president. ‘You’re a little quiet over there, Bill.’

      POTUS shifted a bit in his seat and said, ‘I like to listen. Let the other people in the room have their say and analyse it. Think before I say something, because as you know, Prime Minister, every single word we say can be scrutinised, and interpreted in a million and one different ways. Therefore it’s better to be sure what I am going to say is the best thing for everyone.’ He took a sip of his coffee, looking at Greenwood then Martini. ‘If this pair have recommendations, then I’ll go with what they suggest, unless I seriously disagreed with them.’

      ‘So, you want to send someone to Iran?’

      ‘I’m not sure we need to do that right now,’ Martini said.

      ‘Why not?’ POTUS asked.

      ‘If these Iranians are recruiting locals to carry out the job, be that attacking you here in London, or across the pond in Washington, it’ll be local people with the skills to do it. Like the UDA.’

      Greenwood added, ‘I think if we can get our hands on Cahil Sloane or anyone else in the UDA – they’ll soon give up the information that’ll help us track down Hojaji and Azrael. Today was about making sure you were safe. We’ve accomplished that. Now we’ll get to work finding these fuckers.’

      The PM looked at the president. ‘What are you thinking, Bill?’

      ‘I’m happy to let Victoria and Eamon go and do what they do best in order to sniff out these sons of bitches.’ He looked at Greenwood then at Martini. ‘I’m going to get some rest now. It’s been a long day. Eamon, can you walk with me?’ The president stood up, buttoning his suit jacket closed. He stepped up to the PM’s desk and shook her hand. ‘Good evening, Michelle.’ He turned to Greenwood and did the same.

      ‘Good evening, Mr President,’ Greenwood said, then looked at Martini. ‘What are your plans this evening?’

      ‘We need to get to work.’

      ‘I just need a quick word with you, Eamon,’ POTUS said, ‘Come, walk me to the car.’

      Martini opened the door, and let the president leave first.

      ‘Eamon,’ Greenwood called after him, ‘I’ll meet you outside in five minutes, we’ve pretty much wrapped it up for the evening here.’

      Martini nodded then looked at the PM, ‘Good evening, Prime Minister.’

      ‘Good evening, Mr Martini.’ There was an awkward throat clearing.

      ‘Call me Eamon.’ He closed the door and followed the president. ‘Wow, if she’s here she must have left one of her minions to run hell.’

      The president laughed, shaking his head. ‘Eamon, you’re the guy who brought a tremendous amount of shame to their entire government by publicising the dirty tricks they were playing against republicans in Ireland. Somehow you, once one of the most wanted men on MI6’s hit list, is in her office, dealing with matters of national security. The cold shoulder is better than a cold pistol being pressed into the back of your head.’

      ‘You didn’t bring me out here to talk about this, did you, sir?’

      The president stopped a few feet from the black Range Rover waiting to take him away. ‘No, I didn’t. You and Victoria, what’s the story there?’

      Martini smirked, ‘You didn’t bring me out here to talk about that either, did you?’

      ‘I want to know if you two are going to become a problem for one another.’ The president’s tone was now more serious. ‘We both know passion can have deadly consequences in this game.’ Martini didn’t reply. He looked distracted. ‘I’m telling you this because I care. You’re not fucking superman. You can be killed.’ He looked down at Martini’s arm in a sling. ‘Evidently.’

      ‘What are you getting at, Bill?’

      ‘Just be careful. And don’t go getting yourself or Victoria killed.’

      Again, Martini didn’t respond. The president tapped Martini affectionately on the cheek. ‘Now go and have a fun evening. Keep me posted about these Iranians.’

      ‘I’ll call you tomorrow, sir.’

      He watched as POTUS got into the back of the SUV and waved him off. He stepped back inside just as Greenwood was approaching the door.

      ‘Let’s go and grab a bite to eat.’
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      Cardinal Moretti and Father Paolo had left the kitchen and moved into the sitting room. The cardinal, showing off his new sound system, controlled by the simple command of his voice was amusing to Father Paolo. It was as if the cardinal had discovered fire and was childlike in the way he repeated the same trick, almost the way a toddler repeatedly finds the same act of their carer saying ‘boo’ makes them giggle in excitement.

      ‘What’s your next request?’ Moretti asked, as the late Luciano Pavarotti’s Nessun Dorma came to an end. The globally recognised Italian tenor had kept them company for a little over one hour and thirty minutes and Moretti was in great spirits. Not just because of the music, but because he’d now demolished the best part of two bottles of wine, with Father Paolo remaining in a controlled state having just wet his whistle with two, almost three glasses, sipping slowly enough to stretch the glasses out over the span of the evening, which was not in the slightest an issue to the cardinal – he was more than happy to drink the lion’s share.

      Father Paolo set his glass down on the coffee table. ‘How about some Andrea Bocelli? Perhaps a little Con te Partiro?’

      Moretti nodded. ‘Perfect.’ He gave the device the orders. The song came on and he closed his eyes, as if he were at a live performance, taking in the air from the would-be atmosphere. ‘You know he’s such a nice man, Signor Bocelli.’

      ‘You’ve met him?’

      ‘Yes, a few times. Once in Milan and a couple of times he’s played private sessions for the Pope. Usually during Christmas or Easter.’ His tone took a slight dip, more scornful. He opened his now bloodshot eyes that were glazed like frosted ice, squinting to keep his sight on Father Paolo. ‘I really don’t like the man, you know.’

      Paolo nodded. ‘I’ve noticed.’ His tone dropped into one that matched that of the cardinal. There was a silence for a second.

      ‘I’m sorry, Paolo,’ Moretti said, swaying in his seat, like a ship in unsettled waters.

      The priest sat forward, resting his forearms on his thighs. ‘For what?’

      ‘You know what for.’

      Father Paolo scratched his chest, making sure the recording device was still in place. He was told by the boss to touch the wire, cause it to make a rustling sound on the listener’s end, giving a signal that the conversation was worth listening to. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t.’

      ‘That’s why you’ve come here, isn’t it?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’ve got questions. I know you know about me. Taking church money, my gambling addiction, my drinking, the women whom I’ve had in my bed.’ His head dropped in shame. ‘I’ve asked the Lord for forgiveness many times, Paolo.’ Moretti got up from his seat and stumbled as he walked around the coffee table. Dropping himself onto the sofa next to the priest. He placed his hand on Father Paolo’s knee.

      The sound of the front door opening and closing was followed by the claps of shoes off the tiled floor, getting louder. Paolo got up from his seat and created some space from Moretti.

      Violetta, stepped into room. ‘Are you okay, Paolo?’

      ‘Si,’ he said, looking at Moretti. ‘Forgive me…’

      ‘Don’t ask him for forgiveness, Paolo,’ Violetta said. She walked closer to the sofa, glaring at the cardinal. ‘You’re a fraud. And we’ve got everything you’ve just said.’ She pulled her phone out and played the recording.

      Moretti was speechless. He appeared to have sobered up slightly. His tanned complexion had now gone as white as the angelic white walls of the room. He sat forward, his head bowed in shame. ‘What do you want from me?’

      She gave him the information about the Irish treaty and how he was going to obtain any proof and bring it to them in exchange for an all-round bout of memory loss regarding the recording he’d just listened to.

      Feeling light-headed, Father Paolo left the room and went into the kitchen, splashing some cold water on his face. He filled himself a glass of cold water from the drink dispenser on the fridge door and stood looking out into the garden, dark with tiny green lights dotted around the outer perimeter. Hearing Moretti plead in the living room, he closed his eyes, begging God for forgiveness.

      The back door opened. Bruno entered, followed by Stefano. Stefano approached the hallway, asking Violetta what she wanted them to do with the cardinal.

      Bruno approached Father Paolo. ‘Did you have a nice time getting all cosy on the sofa with…’

      Paolo turned, swinging his right fist full force at Bruno’s jaw, sending the bigger man stumbling back into the kitchen counter, then to the floor, out cold. The man of the cloth, a fraction of the man mountain’s size, proved size and strength wasn’t always needed in order to generate a forceful blow. ‘You speak to me in any other way than respectfully again and by God I will embarrass you in front of the rest of my brother’s hired apes.’ He stood over Bruno, glaring down at him, making fists with both hands, his right hand red, trembling against his leg.

      ‘I think you’ve already embarrassed him,’ Stefano joked, as he and Violetta entered the kitchen, the cardinal with them. ‘Bruno, how’d you let him…’

      ‘You shut your mouth you son of a bitch before you get it, too,’ Paolo shouted, his face reddening. He reached down, offering his hand to Bruno, helping him back up again.

      Violetta pushed the cardinal towards Stefano. ‘Put him in the back of the Audi. He’s coming with us. Cardinal – do what we tell you and you can forget all about this and get on with the rest of your life.’ She pulled a packet of tissues out of her inner jacket pocket and tossed it at Bruno. ‘Go and clean yourself up. And wait by the car. I want to speak to Paolo.’ She looked at Paolo as she passed Bruno. She looked over her shoulder, watching as Bruno stepped out through the back door, then looked back at the priest. ‘Are you okay?’

      He smothered the trembles of his hand with the left and looked at her. ‘I felt so much rage, I could have killed him. My God, I’ve not lost my temper like that in a long time, if ever.’

      ‘You’ve had a traumatic day.’ She looked at his right hand as he massaged it with his left. ‘And you’ve put Bruno and Stefano in their place.’ A smile stretched across her face. He didn’t seem to share in the humour. Her smile dropped again. ‘I’m sorry you’ve been put through this, Paolo.’

      ‘Let’s just get back home.’

      ‘Here.’ She tossed him the keys to the car. ‘You can drive. That is if your hand isn’t too sore to hold the steering wheel.’
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      Martini and Greenwood had just arrived at Greenwood’s house with their Chinese take-away from the Ho Wah, or as Greenwood called it: London’s best takeout, when her phone rang in her handbag.

      ‘Here take this.’ She handed him the bag of food as she reached into her pocket. She looked at the caller ID. Monroe flashed across the screen. ‘Greenwood here.’ She looked at Martini, a hopeful expression on her face. She fed the key into the lock, accessed the property and stepped inside. ‘When did this happen?’ She stood back to let him in. ‘Okay, let me know if you have any more updates before I get into the office in the morning. I don’t care if you have to wake me up.’ She paused for a second, listening to more info from on the other end of the call. ‘Okay. Good night.’ She ended the call and followed Martini into the kitchen. ‘Monroe’s just told me a dead body has been found at a flat not far from the Loyalist Arms. The body of the man found fits the description of a James “Top Gun” Knight.’

      Martini sat at the island. ‘That would make sense. Knight was one of the UDA’s top gunmen in Belfast. Old enough to be Sloane’s father. A diehard loyalist, locked horns with my father’s men many times.’

      ‘So, Sloane’s killed him for messing up the job he was tasked to do.’

      He opened the takeaway bag and lifted out his beef chow mein then handed Greenwood her king prawn fried rice. ‘That sounds about right.’ He opened his and gave it a good sniff. ‘You can’t beat a good Chinese.’ He lifted a plastic fork from the bag.

      ‘I’ll get us some proper forks.’ She got up and went to the cutlery drawer, lifting out two stainless steel knives and forks. ‘What do you want to drink?’

      ‘Just water will do,’ he said, before taking a prawn cracker out of the complimentary bag given to Greenwood for being a regular customer.

      ‘You mind if I have a glass of wine?’

      He shook his head.

      She lifted a glass and a bottle of the red stuff from the bottle stand next to the fridge. She came back to the table, handed Martini his glass of water and took a seat. ‘Monroe’s put two plain clothed officers outside the flat overnight just to see if anyone else pays the place a visit. It’s a crime scene now, but given the level of threat here, we’re not making people aware of what’s happened in there, at least until tomorrow.’

      ‘If Sloane did kill him, he isn’t stupid enough to go back there.’ He took a sip of water, washing down his food. ‘But if we were to get our hands on someone linked to his business in London, then we very well might have an opportunity to get our hands on both Sloane and the Iranians.’

      Greenwood poured herself a glass of wine and took a sip. She looked at his shoulder. ‘How’s the wound?’

      ‘Painkillers can work wonders,’ he was quick to reply.

      ‘How well do you know Sloane?’

      ‘Well enough to know that he was out of his depth when he took on this job.’ He removed the sling from his left arm then took his suit jacket off, spots of blood coming through his white shirt. He unbuttoned the cuffs of the sleeve, tutting and shaking his head. ‘Finest Italian fabric, that’s what I’m more worried about.’

      ‘You have more shirts, you’ll survive.’ She took another sip of the wine then got up from her seat. ‘Take your shirt off. Let’s have a look at the dressing. I can change it for you.’

      He stood up, unbuttoned the shirt and took it off. He hung it over one of the other stools, then sat down again. Blood had seeped from the dressing, down the outside of his arm, pooled at the elbow then carried on down the forearm to the side of his hand.

      Greenwood went to the cupboard above the oven and pulled out a large green bag with the universal first aid logo in thick white stitching on the side.

      He continued with his food one handed. Greenwood removed the dressing, the blood stain getting darker with each layer unravelled. She reached into the first aid bag, gently cleaned the wound down with an antiseptic wipe, causing Martini to wince and instinctively pull away. ‘Sorry,’ she said. She wrapped it up in a fresh bandage. ‘There you go, as good as new.’ She looked at his chest. A five-inch-long scar in the central abdominal area caught her attention. ‘When did that happen?’

      He looked down at the scar. ‘A long time ago. Spent a while in hospital for that little scrap.’

      ‘Little scrap.’ she shook her head, sitting back down and lifting her fork. ‘Lucky they didn’t hit an organ.’

      He redressed, buttoning the shirt half way up before going back to work on the plate. ‘Thanks, Dr Greenwood.’

      She smiled, pierced a prawn with her fork, then put it in her mouth.

      ‘So, why’ve you never married?’

      She washed the mouthful down with some wine. ‘Work seemed to get in the way. I’ve had boyfriends before, but eventually we drifted apart. My work and their work never seemed to be compatible.’ She swirled some noodles onto her fork. ‘You?’

      ‘Was engaged twice. First time when I was twenty-three. A nice Irish lady.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘I was involved in too much controversy back then. She was this quiet, timid lady – very intelligent. She was studying her Ph.D. at Queens University in Belfast.’ He paused and looked at his dinner plate, smiling. ‘Criminal Psychology.’

      She laughed. ‘You think she was going to use you as a subject for her research?’

      He cleared his throat. ‘I came from a family who operated on the wrong side of the law. My mother’s family were organised crime. My father’s family… well, you know the story. But my mother’s last wish was for me to move our family away from its illegal businesses and go down a solely legitimate path.’

      ‘That’s why the Martini family had the New York war in the late nineties with the other families?’

      He nodded. ‘They thought I was crazy to try and move the family away from Cosa Nostra, but the mafia over there had been set up as a support network for Italians who were receiving a raw deal. This dated way back to the early twentieth century. They’d long since moved away from that to an entire different entity. It became more about power and wealth than helping out their own people.’

      She was listening intently. ‘And the Ph.D. student didn’t want to get involved with someone linked to any of that?’

      He shrugged. ‘I was a distraction she didn’t need.’

      ‘That’s sad.’

      ‘That’s life. Sometimes you’ve got to do what’s right and not what feels best.’ He took more of his food, then washed it down with more water. ‘Your family still around?’

      ‘Just my sister. Parents both dead. They had both of us in their forties. My mother, she passed away three years ago. Cancer. My father passed a year after her. Doctors say it was a heart attack in his sleep, but Katherine and I both agree that he died of a broken heart.’

      ‘Where’s your sister now?’

      She smirked, ‘Can I trust you enough to give out info about my family?’

      ‘Well, you know all about mine – all you have to do is look at the records MI6 hold.’

      She laughed, brushing a strand of hair out of her eyes. ‘She lives in Oxford. A university lecturer.’

      He nodded and continued with his dinner.

      ‘She’s always wanted me to step away from this line of work and hand the field stuff over to someone else.’

      ‘She’s got a point. You should. You’ve taken over from Falkner. Why not spend more time at his old desk?’

      ‘I’ve been a field agent for the past twenty years. I need to do this. It makes me feel alive. If I were to spend my days at the desk instead of being out there, I’d be climbing the walls.’

      ‘Yeah, but I’d rather be climbing the walls than having a red dot pointed at my chest.’

      She sighed and took another drink. ‘Perhaps once we’ve found these Iranians, I’ll consider taking a step back.’ She looked at his wound. ‘But as you said, that bullet was meant for my chest, so this one’s personal. And I intend to make sure I’m the face they see when they know they’ve been caught.’

      He nodded and continued with the food.

      ‘What about the other one?’

      He looked at her. ‘What other one?’

      ‘You said you were engaged twice.’

      He smiled then washed his food down with another drink of water. ‘She was part of the Bianco family.’

      ‘As in James Bianco?’

      He nodded, screwing more noodles onto his fork.

      She lifted her glass of wine. ‘Jesus, it’s all connected. All your lives. Mafia, IRA. It’s the most complex thing I’ve ever heard.’

      ‘It is what is it.’
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      Cahil and Gina Sloane arrived at Birkenhead Docks shortly after ten thirty in the evening; and after the four-hour car journey via the M1 and M6 from London, both were in need of a bed. The MS Stena Line operated superferry named Embla – a title appointed by its Swedish designers – was at full capacity. With facilities for 1000 passengers and 120 vehicles, their car had been booked in just two hours ago as number 120. One of only two sailings per day across the Irish Sea, theirs was the night sailing which was scheduled to leave England at one in the morning and dock in Belfast eight hours later at nine. The eight-hour journey west across the Irish Sea would get them to their home city in time for breakfast – but their visit to Belfast was not one they’d be taking at a leisurely pace. It was a simple in and out. A grab and go. Undetected. Despite the fact that Sloane was a high-ranking member of the UDA, he’d still killed another highly respected and loved member; and without the killing being sanctioned by the collective chain of command, he would be tried by the other brigadiers for a crime punishable by death. Knight was loved by many of the other brigadiers and had been in the organisation long before Sloane had made a name for himself.

      Sloane, being the man directing the North Belfast Brigade, would now have to worry about the reaction from the West, South and East Belfast Brigades – and those were just the brigades within the city. There was also the South East Antrim Brigade, the South Armagh Brigade and also a number of brigades in England and Scotland. Turning his back on the organisation was drastically narrowing down the number of places he could go. Certainly, in the British Isles he would be marked for death. He’d not considered the problems Knight’s killing would bring. And now he’d no other choice. He had to take the money and run. Forget his loyalty and his men and start over.

      James Knight was from the west of the city, being one of the old school Shankill Road gunmen who’d taken the war to the IRA’s front door during the height of the Troubles. Now, going home for Sloane was simply a necessity – neither he nor Gina had documentation to fly.

      They sat in the middle of queue 7 at 12 Quays Terminal of the docks, with the windows down. They had a couple of hours to kill before boarding, but it was hard to relax with the overwhelming feeling of being surrounded. The car sat like a sardine in a can, surrounded by a sea of vehicles, all being tightly packed into the loading area in preparation for MS Embla’s arrival from Belfast. They had the air conditioning on, pumping cool air into the cabin with their heads resting against their seat’s headrests, trying to get a couple of hours sleep, but it was a losing battle. Noise came from all around: car doors opening and closing, kids rushing excitedly to the service hut to use the toilets or purchase refreshments from the vendors, lorries hissing from compressed air actuating the breaks, the distant shouting from the dockworkers communicating with one another, guiding newly arrived vehicles into line, while others transported items around with the use of fork trucks.

      The place was alive.

      Buzzing.

      Gina sighed, giving up trying to drop off. ‘Are you sure you want to go to Panama?’ she asked, as she pulled her brown leather jacket off and tossed it onto the back seat. ‘It’s a long way.’

      ‘We’ve just taken twenty million pounds for a job we didn’t finish,’ Sloane said, lighting up a cigarette. He blew a lung full of smoke out the window and turned to look at her. ‘We take the money and run. That’s the only option. We have to go back to Belfast. We need our passports. Once we get them, we fly across the Atlantic and never return.’ He took another smoke, looking at her softly and lovingly. ‘It’s now or never, babe.’

      ‘What about our families?’

      He watched as she shuffled in her seat.

      ‘Look, love, I get you’re worried. Christ, I am, too. Every time I check my account, I expect the money to be gone and find this all to be a dream. But it’s not and we should take this chance. You were right – the life of a UDA brigadier is likely to get me killed or put in jail for the rest of my life. And if the Trouble’s do start again, the chance of death or prison is much greater.’

      She didn’t respond, instead lighting a cigarette, her hand trembling as she struck the wheel of the lighter, bringing the flame to the cigarette.

      ‘The UDA, as much as I love every one of our lads, since we’ve been in peace times, it’s become more about money and power. Camaraderie has been replaced by treachery. Everyone fighting for the high life. Christ, I don’t think half of our members would even have the balls to go back to war with the New IRA.’

      She took a long draw of her cigarette, held the smoke in for a moment, then blew it out the window, shaking her head.

      ‘Look – tomorrow, we get to the house, grab the papers and sail from the south coast of Ireland into France. We’ll lie low down there for a few days, then we’ll jump on a plane over to Central America.’

      ‘Okay, love,’ she conceded.

      He squeezed her hand. ‘It’ll be fine.’ He put the radio on. BBC Radio Liverpool was playing an advertisement for Martini beverages. He listened, shaking his head. ‘Eamon fucking Martini, you fenian bastard.’

      Gina laughed, then she said, ‘Let them all kill each other, love. We’re going to disappear into the sunset and forget about them all. We’ll be sipping on sweet Martini’s on a Central American beach in no time.’

      He took another drag of the cigarette and dropped it out the window just as a family rushed past their car, making their way back to a green Volkswagen campervan parked four cars ahead. ‘One of those vans would be great – make our way up the West Coast of America, California sunshine.’ He took her by the hand and kissed her on the knuckles.

      A BBC News report came on the radio. Sloane was about to turn it over when he heard the top story.

      ‘We have a live broadcast from Belfast this evening. There have been further developments in the growing tensions in Northern Ireland,’ the BBC’s Belfast correspondent said. ‘The New IRA has issued a statement shortly after nine thirty this evening. In the statement, their spokesperson confirmed their support for First Minister Meehan and Sinn Fein’s drive for the referendum.’

      Sloane looked at the radio, turning the dial of the volume.

      The reporter continued, ‘Chief Constable James Sheridan issued a statement just after ten saying that Police Constable Jack Grimes, a twenty-eight-year-old Protestant from the Ballycraigy estate in Antrim Town, who’d joined the police just last year, has been gunned down at his front door, just as he arrived home from work. There has been mass condemnation from both nationalist and unionist politicians. Mary Johnson, Sinn Fein’s MP for North Belfast, said that she is outraged that these people would try and bring Northern Ireland back to the old days. Michael Gleeson, the DUP’s North Antrim MP, said that this is a barbaric attack on a young man trying to go about his daily life, just to have a bunch of thugs take his life away from him. Chief Constable Sheridan is due to meet with First Minister Meehan and Deputy First Minister Arlington for a detailed security meeting at Stormont first thing in the morning. Meehan and Arlington have both asked for calm from their communities. Neither have condoned the attack and said that they will not be dragged back after all the hard work that has been done to restore peace.’

      Sloane turned the station over and lit another cigarette. He took one long lungful then yelled as he exhaled. ‘Dirty bastards.’ He made a fist and punched the steering wheel, sounding the alarm, drawing some stares from other cars around him.

      ‘It’s really about to take off.’

      Sloane looked across at her, his nostrils flaring. ‘Jack Grimes isn’t just a police officer. He’s one of us.’

      ‘He’s in the UDA?’

      Sloane nodded, taking another drag of the cigarette. A man in the silver Nissan parked directly in front of them was looking at Sloane in the rear-view mirror of the car. ‘What the fuck are you looking at?’ he shouted, holding the man’s gaze. The man’s eyes flicked away and didn’t look back.

      ‘Calm down, love. Don’t attract any attention.’

      ‘I’ve got a bad feeling.’
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      Father Paolo had managed to simmer down since leaving Cardinal Moretti’s house. He’d floored a much bigger man who was known as a vicious killer; but in a fit of rage, the priest had lashed out, and made Bruno look like a child. The guilt of losing his temper, along with the act of deceiving Moretti, had slowly slipped away, leaving him emotionally drained. Numb.

      Since leaving Moretti’s house, Violetta had provided Paolo with plenty of superficial small talk to take his mind off what they’d just done. But it was only a matter of time before the emotions came flooding back.

      She drove towards the gates of their property which was located in Rome’s affluent Olgiata district. Waiting for the gates to  part, she looked at him and said, ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to take you home?’ She watched as he caressed his hand where he’d punched Bruno. ‘It might be better if you keep your distance from him. We can take it from here.’ She led the car through the gates towards the house, coming to a stop outside the garage.

      ‘I’m fine,’ he was quick to reply. He unbuckled his seatbelt and got out. The air was warm and sticky. The sky had covered over in cloud, keeping an oppressive hot atmosphere in the air.

      The night was quiet.

      Almost peaceful.

      He almost felt relaxed.

      Almost.

      As Violetta got out and locked the car, Bruno led the Audi through the gates, parking the SUV behind her car. She approached Stefano’s side of the vehicle and pulled the rear door open.

      ‘Out you get,’ she said to the cardinal.

      He slowly complied. His facial complexion made him look as if he’d been sick the entire journey. ‘Couldn’t keep all that wine down, then?’ His hands were bound with cable ties. She dragged him out, holding him up straight until he found his footing. ‘Don’t worry, you’re not going to be harmed. We just have a little job for you. Once we’re done with that, you’ll be free to go. Besides – don’t they say God only takes the good? And you don’t seem to fall into that category, so you know deep down he won’t possibly ask to see you just yet. A little redemption first might help.’

      ‘Unless the devil calls for him instead,’ Stefano joked as he followed them along the darkened driveway.

      The security lights came on, and the nine-foot-tall black gate was opened, sending more light out from the back garden. Alberto stood there, biting on a cigar, his eyes tiny slits as smoke rose past them. ‘Good job, Paolo,’ he said, as he stood back allowing them all to enter the garden area. He made his way back to the garden table where he’d been sitting in front of his laptop. ‘Have a seat, Cardinal.’ He gestured with his hand. The Moretti did as he was told, sitting next to him, looking at the laptop. An audio recording was on pause. ‘I’m not going to beat around the bush. So, listen to this.’

      Violetta and Paolo sat on the other seats at the table. Violetta helped herself to some coffee from the pot, offering some to Paolo who looked as unsettled as the cardinal. The audio played. The most incriminating three minutes of the discussion.

      ‘Cardinal – there is enough evidence to ensure you spend the rest of your life trying to explain yourself,’ Alberto said, a smirk curling up the edges of his mouth. ‘Best case scenario: you’d be stripped of your title and labelled a disgrace by those you love. It’s safe to say that what we’ve got here would simply kill you. Your natural death, whether sooner or later would simply be a formality.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Moretti said, his face pointed downwards, looking at his fidgeting hands.

      ‘The Pope – he has many documents. Copies and originals, signed and proofed, certain agreements that have been made between political parties throughout the centuries. Or at least those countries where a Catholic influence was strong. Including Ireland. It has come to our attention that during the 1921 signing of the Irish Peace Treaty and the separation of the north of the country, it was agreed that for one hundred years, Great Britain would maintain control of the six counties of the north also known as Northern Ireland. Any Catholics in that part of the country would have to live in the second-class shite which the Protestant government would give them, until twenty-twenty-one when an Irish referendum would be held and rigged, resulting in Northern Ireland becoming part of a Dublin ruled free state. A thirty-two-county socialist republic.’

      ‘Thanks for the history lesson,’ Moretti said, ‘But what has this got to do with me?’

      Violetta took over. ‘You, Cardinal, are the Pope’s closest advisor. He trusts you.’

      ‘He’s a pathetic excuse for a Pope. We should never have given him the seat,’ the cardinal spoke with venom.

      ‘That, I can agree with you on.’ She continued, ‘So, maybe this won’t be so hard for you.’ She finished her coffee and set the cup down. ‘You’re going to retrieve this document and anything else that supports it. We have people who can prove this is an original and not a forgery.’

      Moretti looked at Father Paolo, his eyes glazed and bloodshot, then at Violetta. ‘What good will this do you?’

      ‘I guess there are a few Protestants in Northern Ireland who would like to see this document. Perhaps erase it from existence.’

      ‘I see where this is going,’ Moretti replied, ‘Some Irish loyalists may be willing to pay a lot of money to have this document destroyed.’

      ‘We want you to get the Pope talking about it,’ Violetta said, ‘We’ll be recording you. Ask to see it. Show a real interest. Then you are to take this document from the Pope and give it to us. We know you have a meeting with him at the Vatican tomorrow, so this couldn’t have been timed better.’

      ‘Simple enough?’ Alberto said, re-lighting his cigar.

      Moretti nodded. ‘I will pray for you.’ He looked at Father Paolo. ‘I will pray you all see the error in your ways and turn from your sin. Before it’s too late.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Alberto spoke sarcastically, sitting back in his chair, looking up at the sky while taking a puff of the cigar. ‘We’ll pray for you, too.’ He looked at Bruno and Stefano. ‘Take him to the safe house.’ He looked at Moretti. ‘Hopefully this works out the best for us all, Cardinal.’
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      Cahil Sloane was asleep in his cabin on the ferry when his phone’s alarm woke him. The time was just after six thirty in the morning. Rays of sunlight bled through the curtains, promising a scorching hot day. He de-activated the alarm and noticed he’d had a missed call and a text message from the same number. It was a +33 number which he knew to be Italian. Initially, he thought it had something to do with Eamon Martini. Perhaps his injuries were more severe than he’d initially thought, and Martini’s family were delivering a message.

      It wasn’t.

      He opened the text message.

      Cahil Sloane – I believe my associates have supplied your organisation with products in the past. It has come to my attention that Irish unionists, which your organisation claims to represent, is about to be sold out. Call me and we can discuss this further. By the end of today, I will have evidence that this betrayal is due to go ahead, very soon.

      He re-read the message, then set the phone down and went to get washed.

      After a shower, he started to feel more awake. A cup of strong coffee would finish to job. Gina came into the cabin just as he sat down on the bunk. ‘Where’ve you been?’ he asked, stirring his coffee.

      ‘Couldn’t sleep,’ she said, crossing the room towards him. She kissed him on his shirtless back, running her fingertips across the tribal tattoo that snaked from his left shoulder, around the back and up the neck. ‘Make me one of those, would you?’

      ‘Here.’ He handed his cup to her and prepared himself another one. He picked up his phone as he waited on the kettle to boil. ‘Have a read of this.’ He opened the text message and handed the phone over.

      She read it while he made his drink. ‘What a load of bollocks.’ She handed it back over.

      ‘When I spotted the +33 area code, I thought it was something to do with Eamon Martini. But after reading it, I don’t know whether it’s a joke or something to be concerned about.’ The phone vibrated in his hand. It was the same number. He looked at her and answered, ‘Hello.’

      ‘Cahil Sloane?’ a male’s voice spoke with a New York Italian accent.

      ‘Who’s this?’

      ‘Alberto Agnello. You’ve received my message?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘So, you’re willing to become ruled by Dublin? Happy to accept that all your dead comrades have died for nothing.’

      The loyalist within Sloane was buried deep, beneath all the glitz and glamour of the contemporary loyalist gangster, but it appeared the man knew exactly how to bring the Ulster loyalist to the surface, just by adopting a few choice words. ‘What is this evidence?’ He sat down, looking at Gina.

      Agnello went on to discuss the details of the Treaty, signed by both parties and counter-signed by the King of England and the Pope of the day.

      ‘When was it signed?’

      ‘You don’t even know your own history?’

      ‘Just answer the fucking question.’

      ‘It was written in 1921 and passed by the British the following year.’

      Sloane began to feel like he should at least find out more. ‘2022 is not that far away.’

      ‘Yes. And unless the UDA want to be saluting an Irish tri-colour, I think it’s important such an agreement doesn’t come to light; that this agreement made by the British, the Irish and the Catholic church is nothing more than a bad dream for Ulster loyalism.’

      ‘Let’s talk more once you have some physical evidence. I’ve got a busy day ahead. And Mr Agnello – don’t waste my fucking time. It won’t be good for your health.’ He looked at Gina and ended the call.

      She set her cup down. ‘What was that all about?’

      ‘You remember the Agnello family?’

      ‘No.’ She shrugged.

      ‘We’ve done business with them in the past.’

      ‘I know the name. Rings a bell.’

      ‘Violetta Agnello, maiden name Bianco. Her cousin was a Belfast-born Catholic named James Bianco, the double agent for the Provos. He was basically the IRA’s judge, jury and executioner for anyone within their ranks who was giving intel to the British…’

      ‘But at the same time, he was feeding it all back to the British,’ she said, ‘That’s right. I remember that was all over the news in the late nineties. Wasn’t he scooped by some young lad, whose da’ was in the IRA?’

      ‘That young lad was Eamon Martini, who’d quickly became the guy who’d outsmarted them all.’ He shook his head. ‘And what are the chances that it’s not a coincidence that Eamon Martini’s name begins to circulate at the same time we have a random phone call from this guy.’

      ‘So, this guy wants to start up the Troubles again?’

      ‘Well, I’m no genius, but I’m guessing if there’s any truth to this, then he’ll be wanting to sell this document to the highest bidder. Let’s just wait and see what he says. If there’s any truth to the matter, then we can plan what to do next.’

      ‘We should forget all about it and do what we’ve planned. We’ve enough money to support ourselves for the rest of our lives.’

      He looked at the ground, then noticed the bullet scars on his two ankles. He’d been caught on the Falls Road destroying a monument of the ten IRA hunger strikers who’d died in prison whilst fasting for political status. The IRA had taken Sloane away and because he was young, drunk and full of drugs, they let him live, dumping him outside the Mater Hospital with both ankles shot out. Being shot was one of the reasons he’d joined the UDA. ‘Let’s just wait to hear what else he has to say.’ He stood up and walked to the window. Belfast harbour could be seen in the distance.
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      Eamon Martini had been awake for three hours by the time his alarm sounded at eight thirty. Going to bed late the night before, he’d adjusted his wakeup call, allowing a lie in. But the wound on his shoulder had been throbbing and the painkillers were not doing much to help.

      He was sitting in the kitchen, looking at the news on his phone, when the alarm sounded. Shutting it off, he continued with the story he was reading. Prime Minister Michelle Pears was due to fly to Belfast in a month’s time to agree a date for the all-Ireland referendum. But the killing of PC Grimes last night, along with public statements from the UDA and the IRA, had prompted the PM to re-shuffle her diary and join Secretary of State George Allen on a visit next week. Sinn Fein had been calling for an all-Ireland referendum and believed it was a right for the people of the entire island to decide on the future for them all. Of course, the Democratic Unionist Party was totally opposed to the vote, especially if it were an all-Ireland vote. Protestants were still the slight majority, perhaps not even half a percentage in Northern Ireland, but including the Republic of Ireland in the vote – Catholics would outnumber the Protestants five-fold or more. It was obvious why the DUP didn’t want to vote when the odds would be stacked against them.

      Greenwood entered the kitchen yawning, her red silk robe flapping around carelessly, her toned figure on display. The relationship between the two had changed like night and day. Greenwood, the former number one British assassin, sent to kill Martini, was as comfortable with him as someone she’d known forever. ‘What are you reading?’

      ‘The prime minister’s going to Belfast next week to meet with the suits at Stormont. She wants a date for the referendum nailed down.’

      ‘I know, I received a message from her in the middle of the night. It’s becoming quite tense over there.’

      ‘If the New IRA are behind the killing of PC Grimes, they will have given the UDA the motivation to build their army again. That’ll have wound the loyalists up. Doesn’t help with Declan Meehan being the first minister either. It seems like everything over there is playing right into republican hands.’

      ‘And how does that make you feel?’

      ‘Doesn’t change my life in any way.’

      ‘Really?’ She looked at him as she placed the kettle under the tap. ‘The old republican in you not wanting to see a united Ireland after all these years?’

      He shrugged. ‘As long as there’s peace over there, I don’t care who’s in charge of running the country. Don’t forget, I only got involved because your old mentor was plotting to kill my father.’ He looked at the report again. ‘But what’s going to add more fuel to the fire, is that this PC Grimes was a known sympathiser for loyalists, might even have been a member of the UDA. And I’m pretty sure the New IRA would have been aware of that. I wonder how Sloane’s reacting to it all.’

      ‘Talking about him, how’s the shoulder?’ She put the kettle on and approached him at the island.

      ‘It’s been throbbing all night, couldn’t get much sleep.’ He caressed it. ‘Pain killers aren’t really helping.’

      She smiled at him affectionately. ‘Thanks again for what you did.’

      ‘Maybe it’s time we both re-evaluated our lives.’

      ‘Like I said, after we’ve got the Iranians and Sloane, then I’m going to take a long holiday. Re-assess things.’

      ‘I’ve a job to finish in Colombia for the president. After that, I’d be tempted to join you.’

      ‘Or I could come with you to Colombia, re-pay the favour. And spend some time on those beautiful beaches.’

      ‘Colombia’s not a holiday spot – not the part I’m going to anyway. It’s not really the place you should be switching off, you know?’

      ‘Can’t you take a hint?’

      He smiled at her. ‘Anything from Monroe yet? What about the apartment where Knight was found?’

      She shook her head.

      ‘How about we go and check it out?’

      ‘Why not.’

      ‘I want to see the bastard who’s caused me to sit up all night nursing a sore shoulder.’

      ‘Okay, we’ll go and have a look.’
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      They arrived at the apartment shortly after ten thirty. The news crews had arrived, and the apartment block was now cordoned off, access being granted only to other residents. Two PCs who looked no older than mid-twenties, fresh faced and enthusiastic, stood guard at the entrance.

      Greenwood flashed her ID, then led Martini up the flight of stairs to the apartment. As they entered, the outline of the body was right in front of them. Stepping around the markings, Greenwood led the way into the living room. The room felt empty. Lifeless. It had all the appliances and furniture that would make it a home, but it didn’t have that lived in feel to it. No indents on the sofa where people would have spent hours sat watching the fifty-inch plasma on the wall. No family photos. No pet’s toys. No scuffs on the wooden floor. It was more like a show room – perfect condition. A make-shift home. Like one seen inside one of the many stores up and down the country.

      ‘Is this a tenancy or mortgaged?’ Martini asked, approaching the window. He looked out, a view of the rundown car park below, a haven for junkies and car thieves. He spotted a group of five youngsters standing below the doorway of a derelict house with iron shutters on the windows and door, seeking shade from the sunlight. They wore hoodies and were huddled into a circle. Martini guessed a joint was being rolled and about to be passed around.

      ‘Ian Coulter is the named owner.’

      ‘That would make sense.’

      ‘What would?’

      ‘Ian Coulter was a name used by the UDA in Belfast to set up different illegal enterprises: businesses for laundering money, purchasing cars, houses and anything else Cahil Sloane felt the need to purchase.’

      ‘So Coulter doesn’t exist?’

      ‘Well, not really – but he does exist in the form of Sloane’s alias.’

      She left the living room. ‘I’m guessing we’re not going to find much here.’ Stepping back out into the hallway, Martini followed her towards the bedroom. As they stepped inside, the sliding doors of the imposing wardrobe displayed nothing but a collection of hangers, some of them tangled as they hung from the cross bar. ‘Looks like someone left here in a hurry.’ She approached the wardrobe, looking down along the side of it, checking for anything. Nothing.

      ‘I think they’ve gone back to Belfast,’ Martini said.

      ‘I’ll get us some transport then.’

      Commotion came from outside the entrance. It sounded like the two officers had raised their voices. Martini rushed out of the room, passing Greenwood along the hallway and exited the apartment. The voices got louder and more familiar as they descended the stairs and exited the building. Three men were being held at gunpoint. Martini produced his Desert Eagle, Greenwood right behind him.

      The female officer looked Martini and said, ‘These three are known to be linked to Mr Sloane.’

      ‘Where’s Cahil?’ Martini said.

      ‘No idea, mate,’ one of them said. He was around the same height as Martini, hovering around six foot tall, a similar build with jet black hair and tanned complexion. He was dressed in a pair of grey trousers with a matching suit jacket. His white gold chain sparkled off the navy shirt that was unbuttoned halfway down, revealing too much chest for any climate cooler than the Costa del Sol.

      ‘Kaan Sloane,’ Martini said. ‘You mean to tell me you don’t even know where big brother is?’

      ‘I’m here on a stag weekend with these two, and a few others who’re on their way on the ferry this morning.’

      Martini lowered his weapon, ‘That’s convenient.’

      Kaan smirked, looking at Graeme Murray.

      Murray was a few inches taller than Sloane, with a shaven head, piercing blue eyes, wearing a Northern Ireland football jersey that clung to his steroid pumped torso. His denim shorts exposed the Union Jack flag on his right calve. He was known in Belfast as “action man”, since he’d spent ten years in prison for membership of the UDA and for bludgeoning a young Catholic almost to death with the wheel brace of his BMW. He was an all-round menace and capital pain in the ass for anyone that wasn’t within his inner circle. He glared at Martini with a set of raging eyes.

      ‘What about you, Murphy?’ Martini spoke bluntly.

      ‘Here for a stag weekend, just as he said.’

      Martini looked at the third. Known as “the quiet man”, if ever there was a psychopath in the UDA, it was him. Davy Miller was almost like a modern-day Lenny Murphy: the head of the Shankill Butchers, who’d butchered innocent Catholics. Miller had been known to crucify his victims. Strip them naked, beat them senseless, then nail them either to a tree or a garden fence.

      ‘Who let you out, Miller?’

      Miller didn’t reply, just looked at Martini with a kind of emotionless expression, as if his mind was somewhere else. He was around five foot eight, thin and wiry. He wore a tweed suit and a matching farmers cap, pulled down over his emotionless eyes. His thick rimmed glasses made him look like a university professor. And he had the intelligence to play the part. But he’d chosen to use his brain for more destructive purposes.

      Martini looked at Kaan again. ‘Where’s Cahil?’

      ‘Told you, haven’t seen him.’

      Martini looked at him, sizing him up. ‘So, you’ve just arrived here for a stag weekend, then? That’s nice. Well, you can’t go in there, the apartment’s now a crime scene.’

      ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Somebody’s been killed up there, and if you give a shit about Cahil, you’ll tell me where he is.’

      ‘Told you, Martini, I don’t know. We’ve just arrived in England.’

      ‘Why’d you all try to run then?’ the male officer said.

      ‘Instinct. In Belfast, we tend to get a lot of stick from the peelers,’ Kaan spoke out of the side of his mouth, still looking at Martini. ‘You know how it is, Martini.’

      ‘I do,’ Martini agreed quickly. ‘And I also know a crazy son of a bitch like the quiet man over here wouldn’t leave the house without something to protect himself with. In fact, it wouldn’t surprise me if the dead body found up there was your doing.’ He walked closer to group, circling the three. ‘Paranoid schizophrenia was one of your diagnoses am I right?’

      Miller smiled but remained quiet.

      ‘Empty your pockets,’ Martini said.

      ‘Fuck you, Martini,’ Kaan said. ‘You have it coming to you, don’t worry about that.’

      ‘Fair enough.’ Martini holstered his weapon. With a quick break of the sunlight, a tiny shadow, caused by Miller reaching into his pocket, crossed Martini’s face from the rear, Miller produced a flick knife. The blade came towards Martini’s throat. Martini side-stepped to the left and spun around towards Miller, the blade swinging down in a chopping motion. He stepped inside the downward arc, caught Miller’s wrist and quickly reversed the momentum of the assault, sending the blade into Miller’s shoulder. He dropped to the ground, screaming, dark red blood seeping through the wound.

      Murray grabbed Martini but Greenwood fired a shot into the ground, shocking the bigger man out of his attack. ‘Don’t fucking move,’ she shouted.

      Martini produced his pistol again and created a bit of distance from the other two, training his pistol on them. ‘You pair carrying weapons, too?’

      They both shook their heads.

      A second marked police vehicle arrived, then a third. The female officer called an ambulance for Miller as the male officer administered first aid. Kann and Murray were arrested, cuffed and taken away.

      After a quick chat with one of the officers, bringing them up to speed with what happened, Martini and Greenwood got back into their car.

      Martini looked at Greenwood as she started the car. ‘They’ll know where we should be going next. Can you get me a few minutes alone with them before the investigating officers start asking them questions?’

      ‘What are you thinking of doing?’

      ‘We could get the location of the Iranians, or the whereabouts of Cahil Sloane.’ He fastened his seatbelt. ‘If anyone knows how to contact Cahil Sloane, it’ll be his only sibling. And if we find Cahil Sloane, then we’ll find the Iranians.’

      ‘Try and keep things within the parameters of the law, Eamon.’ She started the engine, put the car in gear then took off.

      ‘That story about them being here for a stag weekend is bullshit.’

      ‘I know.’ She followed the police vehicles. ‘They were here to help out with the hit on President Sheeran.’

      ‘I’ll get Kaan Sloane to talk.’
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      The Apostolic Palace, known as the official residence of His Holiness the Pope is set within the Vatican City. Also known as the Papal Palace or more locally as the Palace of Pope Sixtus V, in honour of the pontiff credited for the building’s construction which began in the mid-sixteenth century. Built with Renaissance styled architecture and consisting of roughly a thousand rooms, it is a complex web of facilities including a number of papal apartments, museums, the church’s government offices, libraries and a number of private and public chapels. In addition to being home to the pontiff, the building is also the government buildings for the Vatican State. Similar to the White House being, not only the home of the US president, but also a government administration hub. Most Popes who’d lived here were known to enjoy holding more intimate meetings in one of the many gardens the palace had to offer; and this was where Cardinal Moretti would be meeting with the Pope. This weekly meeting, in particular, was in preparation for the Pope’s visit to various part of the world the following year. Ireland was due to host His Holiness in the spring of 2022, with the beginning of Lent mass being said by him in the church of Dublin. This was scheduled to be a monumental occasion: marking the centenary year of the formation of the Irish free state. The timing of the Agnello family’s request and the calendar events of the next eighteen months would be nothing of a coincidence. Perhaps the Pope was there to deliver the signed document with a stamp of approval for its execution. Cardinal Moretti would be in no doubt that only those of the highest levels of British and Irish society would be aware of the document and the real reasons for the upcoming referendum.

      ‘How was your lunch, Giovanni?’ His Holiness asked Moretti as they both strolled slowly through the garden. The sun was high in the sky, with a few wisps of white cloud scattered here and there.

      ‘It was fine, thank you. And yours, Your Holiness?’

      ‘Perfect. I sometimes have to remind myself not to take the little things in life for granted; like a nice, home cooked meal with friends.’ The Pope sat down at the desk in the garden gazebo. ‘You know, you have been one of my most trusted advisors for as long as I can remember, long before I was pope. You were one of the first to show support for me when not many others did.’

      ‘I’m just doing the Lord’s work.’

      ‘How’s the battle with the wine?’ His tone deepened, his expression hardening.

      ‘I wake up every morning grateful that the Lord has given me another day. I always ask for the strength to face it, like a man.’

      ‘Alcoholism is an illness that effects a man as much as cancer. Perhaps more. There is no shame in it, Giovanni.’ The Pope sat forward. ‘You know if you’re struggling, all you have to do is ask for my help.’

      Moretti forced a half smile, showing himself as vulnerable, a good mask to wear. ‘Thank you, Your Holiness.’ He sat forward in his seat. ‘How are you finding the leadership of the church.’

      The Pope sighed and broke eye contact, his gaze falling to the table. ‘Like your problems, my dear friend – it’s a daily struggle. There is a lot of evil in the world, this church included. There are many damaging links in the chain of command. The world changes, day by day. I feel more and more people are falling to the darkness.’

      ‘Satan resides as much as the Holy Father,’ the cardinal said. ‘I’m reminded of that every day when I see a bottle of wine.’

      The Pope nodded.

      ‘Is there anything I can help you with? I want more responsibility, if you trust me enough. I think it might be a good thing if I were to keep myself busy.’

      The pontiff smiled, joining his hands. ‘It’s not about trusting you, Giovanni. It’s whether or not you’re up to the task?’

      ‘I feel that I am.’

      ‘You’re sure? We posted you in a small parish, somewhere quiet for you to get a grip of this addiction that has plagued you for so long.’

      He didn’t reply, he just looked at the Pope with a steely look of determination.

      ‘Why don’t you spend a couple of days here? We can spend some time in prayer and meditation. We’ll see how you feel. If after a couple of days, you feel strong enough to take on some more responsibility, we can talk about moving you back in here again.’

      Moretti nodded, hopeful it wouldn’t take longer than the day to get his hands on whatever Agnello needed. The fear of his recorded conversation with Father Paolo being made public plagued his already troubled mind. He’d long lost faith in the church. His endless nights lying alone, begging for help to give up the booze, left nothing more than a bitter taste in his mouth – and not just from the wine.

      ‘Great,’ the pontiff said. ‘We can have dinner in the garden. Just us. We’ll talk more about what you would like to do.’

      ‘I’d like to spend more time helping you with your annual engagements. You have a busy year planned. A calendar that would make the US president’s job look like a vacation.’

      ‘Very well. This evening, after dinner, we’ll look at the next twelve months and see how we should organise ourselves.’ He stood up. ‘Now, let’s go and get your room set up.’ He walked around the desk, offering his arms out in an embrace. The cardinal stood up and accepted. The Pope released him, looked into Moretti’s eyes and smiled. ‘It’s wonderful to have you back, my old friend.’
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      Violetta and Paolo had spent the first half of the day around the Vatican acting as tourists. They’d spent most of their lives in New York before re-locating to the “old country”, so in a sense that’s what they were. Their blood may have been traced back to Italy, but their thick New York accents made them stand out as much as any of the tourists in the area.

      They were waiting on a call from Cardinal Moretti. It was mid-afternoon and they’d walked around with the blazing hot sun high in the cloudless blue sky. Conditions were fine for Violetta – dressed in an airy white dress, most of her olive-coloured skin kissed by the slight breeze that came and went. Father Paolo, on the other hand, was dressed in the traditional black trousers and black clerical shirt. The sweat was pouring from him, and he’d consumed at least two litres of water, replacing the fluid that had escaped through his pores.

      They drew some strange looks from people who couldn’t have known they were brother and sister-in-law. Violetta – an incredibly attractive, perhaps even seductive lady, alongside a man of the cloth.

      They entered Gelato di Roma on the Via Mocenigo for an ice-cream and cold drink.

      ‘You grab a seat and I’ll be over in a second,’ she said, nodding towards the empty booth at the window. ‘You want your usual?’

      He nodded.

      She approached the counter. A young lad around late teens or early twenties, with thick black hair and mahogany brown eyes looked at her, his sight quickly falling to her revealing chest. She smiled. ‘Can I have two cans of cola, one strawberry ice cream and one mint with chocolate chips?’

      He nodded, flushing a little. ‘Anything else?’

      ‘That’s it, thank you.’

      ‘That will be nine euros and fifty-nine cents, please.’

      She flashed her debit card then swiped it against the metallic strip on the card machine.

      ‘Have a seat. I’ll bring it over to you in a moment.’ He ripped the receipt from the card machine. ‘Would you like your receipt?’

      ‘No, grazie.’ She waved her hand dismissively and went to sit down. Father Paolo was reading from his phone. She slid into the booth facing him. ‘Who’s that?’

      He looked up at her then handed her the phone. It was a message from Moretti.

      This evening I am working with His Holiness on his schedule for the next year. His trip to Ireland next year is, I suspect, related to this document. I hope to get my hands on it this evening after the dinner, but I am not sure how much time I will get to take it without him realising.

      She replied.

      I can get you something to slip into his drink, something that will put him to sleep for a while. Find out more about the Irish trip – why he’s going, lead him into the document’s existence, and once he gets talking about it, tell him you’d love to see it. When you know it’s whereabouts, slip what I give you into his drink and wait for it to work. Once it goes to work, get the document and we’ll meet you. You can return to the Pope’s company before he wakes up. He won’t know what happened.

      She handed the phone back to the priest and he read it as the barista came over with their order. She smiled up at him, her white smile charming enough to seduce most men.

      ‘Enjoy,’ the barista said.

      ‘Grazie.’ She lifted one of the drinks and took a sip before lifting the strawberry ice cream and taking a tiny spoonful, allowing it to melt on the edge of her lips before being consumed.

      Father Paolo set the phone down and picked up his ice-cream. ‘So, you’ve got something we can put him to sleep with?’

      She nodded as she put another spoonful in her mouth. ‘I can get something.’

      His phone vibrated on the table. He lifted it and read the message. ‘He wants to know where to meet him and what time?’

      She looked at her watch. ‘Tell him here, at six-thirty.’

      He replied then set the phone back down again.
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      Martini and Greenwood arrived at West Hampstead Police Station right behind the three detainees. The Serious Crime Suite appeared not in the slightest intimidating to any of the UDA men. They looked relatively unfazed by their detainment; more inconvenienced. Kaan Sloane had even managed to joke on the walk from the vehicle to the signing in desk.

      Greenwood’s position was able to get her into the station and the interview suite, but a request for some alone time with Kaan Sloane was refused. Martini nor Greenwood were in the mood to mess around, and as a matter of national security, they’d need to speak to the person in charge – and quick.

      Greenwood had a debate with Detective Chief Superintendent Harry Sparks and had finally negotiated some privacy with Kaan Sloane before he was questioned about Knight’s murder. Martini had suggested breaking the rules a little for the greater good, and despite an initial bout of reluctance, she agreed.

      ‘Here.’ Greenwood handed Martini a brass lamp that was taken away as one of the potential murder weapons.

      He studied the item contained inside a concealed plastic bag, then broke the seal and removed it. ‘Give me five minutes with him. Did you get his mobile phone that was confiscated?’

      She pulled it out of her inside jacket pocket.

      ‘Nothing’s being recorded when I go in there?’

      ‘I’ve explained the situation. Just get him to talk.’

      He approached the grey door of Interview Room One, composed himself then went in, closing the door behind him. The room was warm and smelled of weed. Dealing drugs was one of Kaan’s revenue streams in Belfast, and he was known to get high on his own supply. As he approached the desk, Kaan disregarded him, looking at the table, playing with his fingers. ‘You look nervous.’ He stepped up to the table. The moment Kaan looked up at him, Martini lobbed the lamp across the table towards his face.

      Kaan, acting on instinct, caught the lamp and set it down on the table. He smiled, ‘Good try, Martini, but you’ve just been caught on camera trying to get my fingerprints on a weapon.’

      ‘Cameras are off.’

      Greenwood walked into the room.

      Martini handed her the lamp. ‘This has his prints, put it back into evidence. And you can turn the cameras on now.’

      ‘Will do,’ she said, making her way back out of the room.

      Martini produced Kaan’s phone. ‘I’m sure you can understand what’s about to happen. So, let’s not waste time. What’s the passcode to this?’ Kaan didn’t reply. Martini looked at him. ‘Unless you want to go down for murder?’

      ‘I can’t believe you’re working with the British. Your father would be ashamed of you.’

      ‘I’m here as a favour to President Sheeran. Nothing more. Now, if you want to walk free, you’ll play ball. I doubt you would enjoy prison. Your lifestyle’s too flamboyant.’

      ‘That coming from a man who doesn’t leave the house without the finest Italian suit?’

      ‘You’re right. I wouldn’t enjoy prison. Who would?’ He tapped his fingers on the phone. ‘Last chance.’

      Kaan sighed. ‘1690.’

      Martini smirked. ‘Christ, I should have known.’ He thumbed the digits in and accessed the device. He went to the message inbox. Cahil’s name dominated the list of messages. The most recent one was yesterday, telling them the plan to attack the president. He looked up at Kaan. ‘Jesus, it’s all here. You’re going to go away for a long time. Unless you help me get my hands on the Iranians. They need stopping. Quite frankly I don’t give a shit about what happened in the past. Catholic, Protestant, IRA, UDA, British, Irish, we’ve all done bad things. I don’t carry any hatred in my heart. But if I have a chance to save some lives, then I will. These Iranians need stopping. If it’s not you lot, it’ll be someone else.’ He sat back in the chair. ‘Now, where are they? And where’s your brother?’

      Kaan sighed, his facial expression softened, perhaps realising he was out of options. No time to play the hardman, keeping quiet and doing thirty years. Martini was right, the Sloane brothers lived flashy lifestyles and prison wasn’t something either of them would cope with. He cleared his throat. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you. From what I can tell, he’s disappeared. We’ve literally just arrived in London. We don’t know where the Iranians are either.’

      ‘Okay,’ Martini said, sitting forward in his chair. He thumbed in the 1690 again and set the phone down on the desk between the two of them. ‘When Cahil answers, you want to know what the hell’s happened and where he is.’ He pressed the call button and looked at him watching the phone as it continued to ring. It rang for about ten seconds then the line went dead. Martini lifted the device and tried a second time. This time the call was ended after the second ring. A text message came through.

      Can’t talk, Kaan. Something’s happened. Get out of London and stay away from the Iranians. I’ll call when I can explain more. Don’t go near the apartment in London.

      ‘Well, looks like you’re no more in the loop than I am,’ Martini said. He quickly replied saying that he, being Kaan, would need an update soon. ‘You don’t mind if I hold onto this for a while, do you?’ He dropped it into his inner jacket pocket and stood up, sending the chair screeching behind him.

      He stepped out into the hallway. Greenwood was talking to Monroe. Monroe looked at Martini with a look of disapproval. Martini approached them. ‘He doesn’t know anything. I think what’s happened is that the Knight incident happened so fast that Sloane and his wife left London quickly and haven’t even informed the three that were coming over to London.’

      ‘Sounds messy. And unprofessional,’ Greenwood said.

      ‘Doesn’t make sense. The UDA leaders are organised and disciplined.’

      ‘Like your father and his Provo comrades during the Troubles,’ Monroe was quick to say.

      ‘Sure – why not.’ Martini responded, acting as if he wasn’t really paying attention, and certainly not impacted by the dig. ‘But it doesn’t feel like a job sanctioned or organised by the leadership.’

      ‘You think Cahil took the job and the money for himself?’ Greenwood suggested.

      ‘How about accompanying me on a trip to Belfast? See if we can find out.’

      ‘Sure, if you think it will be of any help?’

      ‘If Kaan Sloane doesn’t know where his brother is, and or the Iranians, then we can’t just sit around and wait for them to pop up.’

      ‘Have you tried tracking their phones?’ Monroe suggested.

      ‘I’ll put an agent on it,’ Greenwood said. ‘It might work for Cahil Sloane, but I’m guessing the Iranians will be too smart to allow themselves to be monitored. This is coming from the Iranian government. They’ll know how to keep themselves hidden.’

      ‘What if they’re back in Iran?’ Monroe said.

      ‘Then we’d better send someone over to Iran.’

      ‘Next stop: Belfast,’ Greenwood said. She looked at Monroe. ‘If Kaan Sloane or the other two give you anything on the whereabouts of Cahil Sloane or the Iranians, call me straight away. And keep them in as long as you can, just in case Kaan tries to contact big brother.’ She looked at Martini. ‘Let’s go.’
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      Father Paolo was sitting in the ice-cream parlour watching Violetta outside, pacing up and down the shop front, her phone glued to her ear. She was talking to a friend who was trying to move her away from the life she was involved in. Lorenzo Vialli was a decorated police officer in the area and had become fond of Violetta ever since he’d first laid eyes on her. An honest officer of the law, a decent man, who could do nothing about the attraction. They’d met during an investigation into one of the largest drugs and weapons seizures by the Italian police. The Agnello family was one of the organisations under investigation. Violetta, being the female face of the family, despite not being the head of the family, still had her own persuasive ways. And Lorenzo had made sure those she cared about would not be harmed – but what he got in return was a pat on the shoulder and a peck on the cheek. No different than a kick in the balls, Lorenzo believed.

      Father Paolo stood up off his stool and walked towards the door, seeing Moretti across the street, waiting on a gap in the passing traffic to cross. As he stepped outside, Violetta spotted him, too, and ended the call. They both stood watching the cardinal cross the street, looking at them both, an expression of sheer distaste on his face.

      ‘Here.’ Violetta produced a credit-card-sized white tub with Valium Diazepam on the label. She pulled the lid off, revealing white powder at the bottom. ‘Already crushed so it’ll dissolve quicker. Pour this into his drink. He’ll feel the effects after ten to fifteen minutes. Once you’ve got what we need, call me and we’ll be done with each other.’

      Moretti put the tub in his pocket. ‘I’ll call as soon as it’s done.’ He looked at Father Paolo and shook his head.

      ‘On your way, Cardinal,’ Violetta said through gritted teeth.

      Moretti turned and made his way back across the road.

      She looked at her bother-in-law who was watching Moretti get further away. ‘Paolo,’ she said, clicking her fingers, snapping him out of his trance. ‘Don’t feel guilty for what you’ve done. He’s a crook just like the rest of us.’

      He sighed, shaking his head. ‘I’m thinking of stepping down from my post. I feel like a contradiction in this uniform.’

      She looked at him, taking him by the hand. ‘Paolo, your uniform or your occupation does not define you as a person. This bloody church is no less corrupt that any government that has run this country. And these documents might prove that.’ She squeezed his hand. ‘Power and greed always go hand in hand.’ He snatched his hand back and made his way back into the shop. She followed him in. ‘Let’s go for some dinner. I’m hungry and so are you. You always get grumpy when you haven’t got any food in your stomach.’

      He looked at her, shaking his head. ‘I love you, Violetta. I know there’s more good in you than bad. But the ways of our family have not helped you. Or your soul.’
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      Cahil and Gina Sloane had made it back to Belfast. The journey was a quiet one. She’d spent half of the journey from Belfast docks to their home in the Mount Vernon estate trying to convince him that they should just get their stuff and go. The other UDA brigadiers would soon find out how much the digits in Sloane’s bank account had increased and would be looking for an equal share: divided out between the rest of the organisation. But she was human, and a human that had become accustomed to the flash lifestyle a brigadier in the UDA provided. Cahil Sloane wasn’t just a hard man, feared by many in the city, he’d provided her with a lifestyle of fast cars, fancy clothes and shiny jewellery. What was worrying her was the fact that deep down inside Sloane was a loyalist who, if the Italians had any truth to their claim, could put Northern Irish loyalism in a position it had fought and died to prevent: direct rule from Dublin.

      As they parked outside the driveway, Sloane switched off the engine and looked at her. ‘I know what you’re thinking. We get the passports and get the hell out of here.’

      ‘And what are you thinking?’

      ‘I agree. But if what these Italians say is true, I’d never forgive myself if I were to let it happen. Too many of our men have died to save Ulster from the Irish republic.’

      She looked out the window, gazing thoughtfully across the field that sat in the middle of a roundabout, acting as the cul-de-sac’s traffic flow system. A collection of bikes and toys had been left, perhaps to be collected by parents before locking the doors for the day. A mural of a masked gunman, wearing army fatigues, crouching down on one knee taking aim with an SA80 assault rifle, covered the entire thirty-foot side wall of number eighteen. A stark reminder that armed militants walking the streets was still very much the present and with a potential to be more common in the future. ‘I understand, love.’ She looked back at him.

      ‘We’ll go in here, grab everything we need, and get out of Belfast. We can check into a hotel for the night. Wait to hear from the Italians. Once we’ve heard from them, we’ll disappear. If there is any truth to this, then I’ll pass Agnello onto the other brigadiers and they can take it from there. Okay?’

      She nodded.

      He quickly scanned the street, looked at her and forced a brave smile. ‘Let’s go.’

      Locking the car, they went into the house – a terraced house, just like most other houses in Belfast. Industrial era, red-bricked and compact. Built to house tens of thousands of dock workers who’d worked at the shipyard when it was an industrial powerhouse, building colossal vessels such as the infamous Titanic. This type of house was lived in by most guys in his position. A mansion up in the hills of the city would have been far too difficult to explain – how could someone afford the fancy stuff when their only legit source of income was working in a club? Of course, jobs like the club was just a front for all of their other operations: money laundering, extortion, drugs and prostitution.

      As they entered the house, he appeared less sentimental than Gina. She was stopping and looking at photographs, perhaps reliving the memories they brought, whereas he went straight for the writing bureau in the corner of the living room. He grabbed their passports from the top drawer and looked at her. She was stood staring at a photo of her at her sister’s wedding where she’d met Sloane.

      ‘We can make more memories together, somewhere else.’ He slowly took the photo from her. ‘Is there anything you want to get before we leave?’

      ‘I’ve a few things upstairs.’ She turned and left the room, climbing the stairs, Sloane behind her.

      ‘Just think of what we can do with all that money,’ he reminded her. ‘We just need to be smart and get away from here until we can put our heads together.’ He stood on the landing, just outside their bedroom, checking his phone while she entered the room.

      ‘Cahil, come quick.’ She hissed, snatching his attention away from the phone. He went into the room. She was standing at the edge of the window, peering out from the side.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Davy Black’s just had a nosy at the car.’ She paused. ‘Shit, he’s coming to the door.’

      ‘Fuck.’ He went to the chest of drawers. Pulling open the bottom drawer, he rummaged through the socks, finding a Beretta M9 pistol. ‘Just get your stuff, I’ll go down and see to him.’

      Davy Black was Sloane’s third in command, after Kaan, and was taking care of the businesses while Sloane was in London. He was Belfast-born and bred. His father was a part time member of Her Majesty’s Ulster Defence Regiment and a UDA member who was killed in a sniper attack by the PIRA in the early nineties, causing his son to grow up thirsty for Catholic blood. He’d spent eight years inside the Maze prison and while inside had found a love for two things: steroids and bodybuilding; and judging by the way his Lacoste shirt clung to his torso, that passion hadn’t faded.

      Sloane got to the front door just as Black was about to press the doorbell. Black was on the phone when he spotted Sloane, his expression one of surprise. Perhaps confused as to why Sloane was in Belfast and not in London for the “big job”. According to Sloane’s last check of the news, Knight had not been named as the person found in the flat in London. He still had time to cook up a story. He opened the door. ‘Thought you’d be at the club, Davy?’ Sloane said, ‘Come on in, mate.’

      Black stepped inside. ‘What’s happening, Cahil? What about the job?’ He stepped further into the hallway. ‘That was Brigadier McKenzie, he’s…’ before he finished, Sloane clocked him on the side of the head with the handle of the pistol. Black fell to his knees, his hands reaching up to protect his head. Sloane followed up with a second blow, then a third, finally knocking the bigger man unconscious.

      ‘Cahil what the fuck?’ Gina shouted from the bottom of the stairs. ‘This is getting out of hand. You can’t keep picking off other members.’

      ‘What, you’d prefer me to try and wrestle with this guy?’ He rushed into the kitchen. Opening the top drawer next to the oven, he pulled out a bundle of cable ties. He rushed back into the hallway, crouched down and bound Black’s wrists behind his back. After doing the same with his ankles, he dragged him into the living room. He pulled the curtains closed and switched the light on. He lifted one of the cushion covers and tore it in half. Rolling the piece of fabric into a ball, he shoved it into Black’s mouth. He turned to Gina. ‘Run out to the kitchen and grab a roll of tape from the DIY box.’

      She did as she was told, quickly, and rushed back in. Sloane took the roll and ran the tape around Black’s head a few times, securing the gag. He tossed it on the sofa and looked at her. ‘What?’

      ‘You can’t leave him like this?’

      ‘It’s too late now. It was too late the moment he spotted the car.’ He passed her, making his way towards the door. ‘Once we’re away, I’ll make someone aware he’s here.’ He looked back at her. ‘Let’s go.’ He pulled the door open and went for the car. She followed him. He quickly dropped himself into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

      ‘Where are we going?’

      ‘We’ll go to the Coastal Hotel. Hopefully we’ll hear more from the Italians soon. I’m not leaving here until I’ve heard more from them. My life in the UDA is over, but I’m not ignoring these claims.’

      ‘If we don’t hear anything from them by tomorrow, we need to disappear. Change our numbers and be gone.’

      ‘We’ll deal with that when we come to it.’
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      Martini was in Greenwood’s living room, waiting for her to finish a conversation with Prime Minister Pears and her secretary of defence. Greenwood wanted to know how the negotiations about the Irish referendum were going to play out and should British intelligence establish increased levels of surveillance. Loyalists were not going to be happy at the idea of leaving the United Kingdom and being governed from Dublin. He was beginning to realise the severity of what was going on in his father’s home country. He reading through the BBC News report on the body of a man found at an apartment in London. A man. Not Knight. Not a notorious member of the UDA’s North Belfast Brigade. A John Doe. The British government didn’t want people, especially those in the UDA, to know what had happened until Sloane was caught and more importantly the Iranians. Hojaji and Azrael, on behalf of the Quds, were willing to pay forty million to take POTUS out on British soil. Forty million was enough to cause the PM to lose a night sleep. POTUS, on the other hand, was more gung-ho with life; ex-US special forces, he’d returned to civvy street with a chest full of medals and still a young man. He’d quickly stepped into politics, realising that many of the problems America was facing were domestic and the country that he’d always felt so patriotic about was something he wanted to improve. Now at the highest level of government, he was in a position to make those changes, but still, he was a solider at heart and carried himself in a way that communicated that to people.

      Confident and courageous.

      Greenwood stepped into the living room. ‘Our lift’s on the way. Should be here any second.’ She snatched Martini’s attention away from his phone. ‘You look engrossed.’

      ‘Just the news.’ He locked the phone and set it down on the sofa next to him. ‘What did the PM say?’

      ‘She’s…she seems a bit off.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      She sat down on the chair facing him. She crossed her legs and looked at him, ‘I don’t know. She usually talks with a lot of conviction. But this thing with the referendum, she seems like she’s more on the fence, just going with the flow.’

      ‘To be remembered as the PM who re-united Northern Ireland with the republic can be good or bad depending on your perspective. Guess she’s looking at it in the wrong way.

      ‘I’ve contacted Harper Black. Asked her to track Sloane’s phone. She’s said he’s in Belfast. You know his neighbourhood?’

      He nodded. ‘But I don’t think he’ll be there for any length of time. We can find out if he’s returned and if he’s not around, we can go knocking on the door of the other brigadiers. They might be able to help us find out where these Iranians are.’

      ‘Maybe you should stay here, and I’ll go to Belfast.’

      ‘You don’t know the streets over there like I do.’

      The sound of a car horn beeping outside alerted them both that it was time to go. Martini got up and lifted his phone, dropping it into his pocket, following her out.
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      Cardinal Moretti arrived back for his dinner feeling increasingly anxious about the thought of doing what he was about the do. But the alternative – being ousted for things he’d done over the years was more than enough to propel him forward. After meeting Agnello’s demands, he would have a tremendous weight lifted off his shoulders. God help me, he thought.

      ‘Did you have a nice walk around town?’ The pope asked, approaching the table, his slow pace showing his age and the weight of his role within the largest faith community in the world.

      Moretti nodded. ‘It was lovely. There’s something about an evening stroll that makes me feel more relaxed. It’s exactly what I needed. Hopefully I will sleep well tonight.’

      The pope studied him for a moment, nodding his head. ‘Yes, you did look quite on edge earlier. I’m glad you’re feeling better now.’ He sat down. ‘Dinner will be ready in a few minutes. How’s the urge?’

      ‘Taking it one day at a time. A constant battle, but with the Lord’s help, I’ll find the strength.’

      ‘Yes, you will.’ He looked at his cardinal reassuringly. ‘And you know all you have to do is ask for help. Any time you need it. You know that, right?’

      ‘Si, grazie.’ He smiled, reaching for the jug of water that sat in the middle of the table. He poured himself a glass of water, watching as two ice-cubes dropped into the glass, splashing a few droplets of water out onto the table. ‘Water?’

      The pope nodded, watching Moretti. ‘It’s good to have you back here again.’

      Moretti smiled as he filled the pope’s glass. ‘It’s good to be back.’

      The chef wheeled the dinner in on a trolley. A group of stainless-steel restaurant styled cloches mimicking church bells, were removed from the plates, revealing a mixture of steamed veg, chicken, duck, potatoes and various sauces.

      ‘We can help ourselves, Pietro, grazie,’ the pope said, getting up, patting the young chef on the shoulder. He lifted two white plates off the warming shelf below and began tipping vegetables on before moving onto the potatoes.

      Moretti retrieved one of the plates and said, ‘I’ve been thinking of going on holiday.’

      ‘Where to?’ the pope asked, taking his seat again.

      ‘I haven’t been to Ireland for a long time. With the civil unrest that is on the increase over there, I pray that the country doesn’t go back to the way it was. It’s such a beautiful country. And I want to see more of it.’ He sat back down, smothering his potatoes in gravy before passing the pourer over to the pope.

      His Holiness began smothering his plate with the brown stuff. ‘It’s funny you should mention Ireland.’

      Moretti took a fork-full of potatoes along with a cut of chicken and said, ‘Why?’ He put the food in his mouth and began slowly chewing.

      ‘Ireland is one of the topics which I’d like to speak to you about tonight. I have recently spent time talking with the British prime minister and Her Majesty the Queen of England about Anglo Irish relationships. Our discussions were not light-hearted; and that is putting it mildly, Giovanni.’ He pierced a cut of duck with his fork and ran it across the gravy before taking a mouthful.

      The cardinal nodded, before washing his food down with some water. Forgive me.
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      Gina and Cahil Sloane arrived at the Coastal Hotel on the Torr Road, just a mile outside the small seaside village of Cushendun. A minute’s walk from the sheltered harbour which lies on the mouth of the River Dun and Glendun – one of the nine Glens of Antrim – they were met in the car park by a family of Americans: two kids with mum and dad, who were over to watch the local Irish Open golf tournament. The wind coming in from the Irish Sea was refreshing, bringing with it the smell of salt and seaweed.

      Sloane retrieved their bags from the boot and locked the car. He offered a nod of courtesy to the family of Americans and followed Gina towards the entrance.

      As they entered the building, they suddenly came to the realisation that the twelve thousand plus five-star reviews on Trustpilot did not come without merit. The foyer was modern. Italian marble lined the floor, ceiling and walls. Chandeliers dangled thirty feet high in the air. The reception desk extended out from the grey brick feature wall facing them. An elderly couple sat in the lounge area to the right with their suitcases next to them. The restaurant was through a set of oak doors to the left and was still busy. The smell of fresh emulsion was the first thing that hit Sloane’s sense as he approached the reception. He looked at Gina. ‘The booking’s gone through?’

      She nodded. ‘Just received the confirmation email. Room thirty-five.’

      The man behind the reception was tall and thin, wearing a white shirt with a black tie. He looked no older than early twenties. His posture was straight and attentive. He was punctual – almost as if he were being watched by his manager from the lens of the camera on the top right-hand corner of the rear wall. ‘Good evening, have you booked a room?’

      ‘Yes,’ Gina said, ‘Mr and Mrs Sloane?’

      Darren was on the man’s name badge pinned to the right breast of his shirt. ‘Your room’s ready. Would you be dining in the restaurant or visiting the bar this evening?’

      Sloane quickly looked at Gina. She nodded. He turned back to Darren. ‘It’s been a long day, I think so – once we’ve left our stuff in the room.’

      ‘No problem at all. You can run up a tab and we’ll charge it to the room if that makes things easier for you?’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      Darren printed off the receipt and set it down on the black marble desk. ‘Just a signature here, please.’

      Sloane signed and past the receipt back.

      ‘Two access cards.’ He held them up then slid them across the desk. ‘Is there anything else I can help you guys with?’

      ‘No that’s great, thanks,’ Sloane was quick was say.

      ‘The stairs and lift are just around to your left, then through the set of doors.’

      ‘Cheers.’ Sloane picked up the bags and led the way.

      Standing at the lift, he looked at Gina. ‘Let’s hope we have a call from the Italians tonight.’

      ‘I need a drink.’

      The bell rang for the lift then the doors slowly parted, revealing an empty cabin. They stepped inside and pressed the button for the first floor.

      ‘I keep thinking something’s going to happen,’ She said. ‘Everywhere I look, I expect the police to jump out and grab us.’

      ‘We’ll be alright, love,’ he said. ‘We’ll get a bite to eat and just pretend we’re on holiday, enjoy the coast, who knows when we’ll be back here again.’

      Stepping out onto the first floor, a long, narrow corridor was before them. Quietly counting down the numbers of each room, door thirty-four was directly facing them. They swiped into room thirty-five, set their bags on the bed and left to go back down to the restaurant.
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      The pope and Cardinal Moretti had finished their dinner and moved into the study. His Holiness had an undying love for books and would spend hours upon hours in here, buried inside a novel. He, like many people in his position, sought the quiet life where silence and the ability to ponder over an idea were as desirable as eternal life. Three of the four walls hosted floor to ceiling bookcases. He had an impressive collection of classic and contemporary thrillers, each novel in a selection of the four different languages he could speak.

      ‘Have you read every book in here?’ Moretti asked, strolling along the bookcase to the left of the desk, his hands in his pockets.

      The pope nodded. ‘Some I have read more than once.’ He approached his desk. Passing it, he came across the portrait of the Saint John Paul affixed to the wall directly behind his desk. It was as if the late leader of the church was watching over the current pope as he sat at his desk. ‘But let’s talk more about my duties for the next year. Then you can select a book of your liking and take it back to your room.’ He lifted the painting off the wall, revealing a safe. He turned the dial, back and forth a number of times before lowering the handle and pulling the door open. He lifted out set of multi-coloured document holders, each colour filled with paper. He brought it to his desk and sat down, looking at Moretti.

      ‘Come and take a seat, Giovanni.’

      He did as he was told and sat on the opposite side of the desk. The pope flicked through the thick wad of documents in the green holder which was marked Ireland, many of them contained within plastic packaging. He came across a laminated document in amongst the stack, took it out and slid it across the desk, saying, ‘This could be a big problem, and needs to be treated delicately. You are free to change your mind if you don’t wish to deal with it.’

      Moretti took it and read.

      ‘The 2021 Centenary Agreement is about to be disclosed. Signed by the heads of state who were involved in the settlement at the time it was created: His Holiness Pope Pius XI, King George V of England and finally, agreed and counter signed by the British prime minister along with Irish Republican Army representatives: Michael Collins and Arthur Griffith.’ The pope sat quiet for a moment, watching the cardinal scan the document.

      ‘How come I have never heard of this?’ He looked up at the pope. ‘I studied Irish Politics and History in Dublin. There was never any mention of this.’

      ‘That’s because, Giovanni, it was never spoken of. It was a silent agreement between all parties involved. Pope Pius, King George, the British prime minister and the heads of the Irish Republican Movement at the time all believed partition was the only way Britain was going to give Ireland its own government. In 1921, Michael Collins had tried to bargain for fifty years instead of a century of rule for Northern Ireland. Had that been agreed, then in 1972 the semi-centenary, would have had the six counties of Northern Ireland re-united with the rest of the island, and Britain would have left that country and never returned. But Mr Collins’ bargaining failed, and they had accepted the centenary agreement.’

      Moretti shook his head. ‘Catholics north of the Irish border had suffered discrimination by the protestant state for all those years. Which was the reason the Troubles began in the late nineteen sixties. And you’re saying catholics of the north were sold out by the Irish Republic and our church?’

      The pope nodded. ‘We all know Pope Pius was a shame to our faith for many reasons – his support for that tyrant Mussolini, never condemning what that fascist dictator did. He was happy to accept some financial benefit. His love for money over-ruled his love for our Lord; and the monetary advancement offered by the British monarchy was too much for him to refuse.’ The pope lowered his head, as if in shame. He cleared his throat and continued. ‘Our Irish brethren have suffered great discrimination by the Northern Irish government. The British monarch and the British government were, and perhaps always will be, reluctant to give away control of Ireland, not solely for financial purposes, but for the security of Britain. Now their time is up, and it is my duty to see that this is brought into effect. I have held secret meetings with the Queen of England, and all political parties involved.’

      ‘You can’t just go to Ireland and say, “sorry about all that conflict, it could have been avoided had we produced this document in the seventies.”’

      His Holiness sat back in his chair and scratched the back of his head. ‘There was an attempt to re-write the agreement and see that Collins got what he wanted: Irish unity after fifty years.’ He looked at the green holder. ‘It is all in here. In nineteen seventy-four, after a year of absolute horror in Ireland, the British government had conceded to the Irish Republican Movement and were planning on giving the country back. It was to give the assumption of a democratically voted referendum, but it would have been fixed in favour of an all-Ireland vote. That was the deal. It was being given back, even if it meant the votes were rigged.’

      ‘Why didn’t this happen?’

      ‘The British had backed out at the time, and the deal was off. They even assassinated the Irish and Northern Irish secretaries of state who’d travelled to see His Holiness for the approval. They were assassinated in Rome by agents of MI6. Our own investigation led to the capture of this assassin, and he’d disclosed the names of who’d sent him and why.’ He looked at Moretti. ‘How does the prospect of being involved in this make you feel?’

      Moretti blew out his cheeks, his eyebrows raising slightly. ‘I believe Catholics have suffered enough in Ireland. But if this were to get out, that the southern Irish sacrificed the quality of life for northern Irish catholics for all these years just so that they could have their taste of freedom, this would infuriate an already unstable country. Northern Irish catholics would feel betrayed, and on the other side, protestants would be enraged at the prospect of being betrayed by the union. Either way, both sides lose.’

      The pope sighed. ‘I believe I must enforce this, Giovanni. I…the Catholic church owes it to all those who have died because of this.’

      Moretti didn’t look at all supportive. ‘I don’t know. But you must give it a lot of consideration before you make any irrevocable decisions. This information will start another war over there.’

      ‘Let’s sit by the fire and talk more.’ The pope stood up. ‘I would like a glass of wine – do you mind?’

      ‘No, it’s fine.’ The cardinal stood up. ‘I must allow myself to be around people who have a drink on occasions.’ He made his way across the room and sat on one of the leather armchairs facing the roaring flames of the fire and continued to look at the document.

      The pope came over with a bottle of wine and a glass. He sat down on the other chair and poured himself a drink. Taking a sip, he set the glass down on the floor and said, ‘Excuse me, Giovanni, can I get you a drink? Coffee perhaps?’

      The cardinal nodded. ‘Si, grazie.’

      The pope got up from his seat. ‘I’ll go and ask the assistant to fetch one for you.’

      Moretti watched as the pope slowly made his way across the room towards the door. He discreetly took out the tiny bottle of crushed pills Violetta had given him. He pulled the cap off and tipped some into the pope’s glass, then emptied the rest into the bottle. He quickly popped the cap back on again and sat back down, overcome with guilt, but still, believing it was the only thing he could do.

      The pope came back. ‘One coffee and a packet of biscuits on the way.’ He smiled, sitting down. ‘So, you now know the secrets men in my position have had to keep for all these years.’ He reached down and lifted his glass. Moretti watched as he took a generous drink, then gasped. ‘Beautiful.’
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      Martini and Greenwood arrived in Belfast shortly after nine in the evening. A thunderous rainstorm that had lasted only a couple of minutes had left the runway slick, water chasing itself off the tarmac and into the drains.

      Following the other sixty-eight passengers, Martini and Greenwood rushed towards the terminal as drizzle threatened to get more aggressive again. Short and rapid showers were forecast for the evening and into the morning.

      The squeak of wet rubber echoed throughout the quiet terminal as they all progressed towards the baggage area.

      With nothing but carry-on luggage, they went straight to the Avis desk and got the key to a pre-booked silver Mercedes.

      Greenwood got behind the wheel and started the engine. She looked at Martini as he got into the front passenger seat. ‘No point in wasting any time, we’ll go straight to Sloane’s house.’

      ‘There’s only one reason they’ll have come back to Belfast. That’s for something they need. I’m pretty sure whatever he’s come back for will be there, but if he has gone to his house, it’ll be a short visit. In and out.’

      ‘You know these streets better than I do, but until that shoulder of yours is back to full strength, you’re going to be co-pilot, I’m afraid.’ She fastened her seat belt and took off, guiding the vehicle onto the Sydenham By-pass, the main artery that joined east Belfast with the city centre. Despite being a few hours after rush hour, there were still too many vehicles on the road to call it quiet. A steady flow of traffic occupied both lanes of the carriageway. But with the city airport on one side of the road and Palace army barracks on the other, the road seldom experienced quiet.

      Greenwood carried on along the motorway, the car being rocked by the wind that had just arrived with the rain, the windscreen wipers swiping back and forth in a struggle to keep the windscreen clear.

      She merged onto the M2 Northbound before taking the next slip road onto the more residential Shore Road. It was eye-watering location, fringing the coast where ships sailed in from the Irish Sea and aircrafts drew lines across the sky, reminding the residents that Belfast was a city with plenty of traffic flowing in and out every day.

      ‘This place is beautiful,’ she said, in honest admiration.

      He nodded and hummed his agreement. ‘The civil tensions have always disguised the true beauty of this place.’ He indicated for her to turn right, guiding the Merc into the infamously loyalist Mount Vernon housing estate, home to the 3rd Battalion of the North Belfast Brigade of the UDA. Following the roundabout, she stopped outside Sloane’s house.

      ‘How do you know this is where he lives?’

      ‘It pays to know your enemies.’ He produced his Desert Eagle, removed the magazine and checked it was loaded, then slid magazine home and re-holstered.

      She shut the engine off.

      He looked at her. ‘You want to wait here and…’

      ‘No chance.’ She quickly cut him off before getting out. She waited for him to get out, then looked across the roof at him.

      Martini held his hands up as if in submission. ‘You’re the boss,’ he conceded.

      They made their way along the path, approaching the front door. Looking through the window, there was no sign of life, not a sound coming from inside, the house in complete darkness.

      ‘We can break in, but I’d suggest doing it around the back. This is still a UDA brigadier’s home and I’m pretty sure eyes are on us,’ he said. He cast a glance around the street. ‘I mean there’s a reason why he chose to stay here, it’s a perfect circular street. Everyone can see everyone else’s house without a problem.’

      ‘You go around the back. I’ll keep an eye out.’

      He descended the two steps and turned left, following the stone-covered path that ran along the side of the house, towards the flimsy wooden gate that led into the back garden. He reached up over the gate, slid the bar across and opened it. He quickly stepped into the garden then closed the gate again. As he stepped up to the back door, he looked in. Nothing. Trying the door, it was locked. He took a step back, sized up the door, then planted the heel of his right foot into it, directly below the handle. The door flew open with a crack, splitting the framing. ‘There goes not attracting any unwanted attention,’ he mumbled to himself.

      He produced the pistol and stepped inside, switching on the light. He heard muffled groans coming from the living room. He crossed the kitchen and opened the only door in the room, leading him into the hallway. His pistol was up, trained on everything in front of him. White banisters ran along the stairs on the left, the door to the living room was on the right. He opened the living room door.

      Davy Black was on the ground, rolling around trying to get to his feet.

      ‘Davy Black? Wasn’t expecting to find you down there.’ Black mumbled what sounded like Fuck Sake. Martini closed the door again and went to the front door. A key hung on the wall next to the door. He opened it and let Greenwood in. ‘Found someone tied up in the living room. But it’s not Sloane.’

      ‘What?’ She passed him and rushed along the hallway, taking her pistol out. She opened the door and walked in. Martini followed. She looked at Black, then at Martini. ‘Who the hell’s this?’

      ‘This is Davy Black, third in command of the UDA’s 3rd Battalion, reporting to the Sloane brothers.’ He lifted the scissors off the mantel above the fire and crouched down, cutting the tape.

      Black spat the cloth out of his mouth. ‘Where’s that bastard Cahil?’

      ‘He did this to you?’ Greenwood asked.

      ‘Well, I didn’t do it to myself.’

      Martini smiled at her. ‘Always was a smart ass.’

      ‘Eamon Martini? What the fuck?’

      He pulled Black to his feet and sat him down on the sofa. ‘When did this happen?’

      ‘Couple of hours ago.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. She was on her phone. ‘Who are you calling?’

      ‘Police.’ She sat down on the white leather recliner, the seat in the corner of the room, below a painting of the Queen.

      ‘Looks like we both want a word with Cahil. But I’ve no idea where he is.’

      Martini stuffed the rag back into Black’s mouth and taped it up again. ‘He’s no use to us. If Sloane did this, then there’s no way he’s going to know where he’s going. They’ve probably just got what they came back for and disappeared again.’ A piercing knock, like a ring hitting glass, came from the front door. Then a tump, followed by a second, then a third.

      Martini went to the window and pulled the curtain to the side. A lady was stood at the door. He looked at Black. ‘You’re still married to Leanne?’

      Black nodded.

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘His wife’s at the door.’ Another three thumps came. ‘I’ll get the door. But we should get going, it could turn aggressive around here.’ He left the room.

      Leanne Black was an attractive lady around ten years younger than Martini. A lady in her late twenties, but the amount of plastic surgery she’d had done, she’ll never look any older. Her eyes, the brightest shade of blue Martini had ever seen – almost as if they were contacts. Her lips looked as if they’d been pumped up with air and her over-sized firm breasts made her look like a real-life Barbie doll.

      He opened the door. ‘Leanne, how’s tricks?’

      She took a moment, as if wondering were her eyes deceiving her. ‘Eamon Martini? What the hell are you doing here?’

      ‘Just having a word with Cahil Sloane, catching up on old times, you know?’

      ‘That’d be hard, I just watched him leave with his missus. They looked in a hurry.’

      ‘Then why the visit?’

      ‘Davy said he was on his way over and hasn’t come back yet.’

      ‘Davy’s in here, too.’ He turned and made his way back into the living room. She followed him. ‘She’s confirmed the Sloanes left here a while ago. Let’s go.’

      Leanne Black passed Martini into the living room. ‘Hold on a second, what the fuck’s happening here?’ She ran over to the sofa, pulling the tape off her husband’s mouth. ‘Davy, what have they done to you, love?’ She looked at Martini. ‘What the fuck’s going on?’

      ‘It was Cahil, love,’ Black said, ‘It’s got nothing to do with them.’

      ‘Police and ambulance are on their way, Mr Black.’ Greenwood pulled the curtains open. Opening the window, the sound of a siren pierced through the air. ‘Here they are.’ She made her way towards the door. ‘Eamon, we’ve got to go.’

      ‘Get yourself look at,’ Martini said to Black. ‘You’ve taken a nasty bang to the head.’ He followed Greenwood outside. A crowd was forming, people coming out of their houses, all looking in their direction. Four PSNI officers jumped out of their car and rushed down the garden.

      Greenwood showed them her ID, explained they needed to get going, but described how they found the scene. One of the officers tried to get them to stay, but Greenwood quickly pulled rank and told them that she and Martini were going after Sloane and time was of the essence.

      She started the car and took off.

      ‘I think we’re wasting our time,’ Martini said.

      ‘I think you’re right.’ She guided the vehicle around the roundabout and exited to go right, back onto the Shore Road, just as an ambulance flew past, indicating to enter the cul-de-sac. Greenwood led the car south on the road, towards the city centre.

      Martini pulled Kaan Sloane’s phone out of his inner jacket pocket as Greenwood stopped at a set of traffic lights. He laughed through a sigh and pointed at the mural on the wall across the street. A mural of King William of Orange with 1690 written above his pose on the back of a white horse. ‘Fancy that being the four-digit combination to his phone.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Fancy a coffee?’

      ‘Sure, why not.’

      ‘Cahil’s sent Kaan a text asking where he is? And asking him to call him when he can.’ He thumbed in a reply.

      Cahil, what the hell happened at the flat? We’re hiding. Can’t talk at the moment, just text.
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      Violetta and Father Paolo were sitting in their family run restaurant, just a five-minute walk from where they’d met Cardinal Moretti earlier. La Bella Cena was Violetta’s place. Her baby. She’d tried to keep the rest of the family away from it. Most of the family’s businesses were used to launder money or as a hangout for the soldiers: the “made men” who worked on the streets and kicked money up Alberto Agnello.

      She’d opened the restaurant three years ago on the anniversary of their mother’s death. The theme was black and white. Spotless white Italian marble floors, walls and ceilings; with the furniture of a matt black finish. During the construction phase prior to opening, a lot of the family thought the matt appearance wouldn’t look good, but from the comments made from the patrons, it had caught on quite well.

      ‘Here he is,’ Violetta said, seeing the cardinal approach. She got up from her seat and walked towards the door, stepping outside. ‘You got it then?’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t be here if I hadn’t now would I?’ He handed her a black Kappa backpack. ‘There’s a lot of reading in there, but it’s what you wanted. Now – I walk away and you never come near me ever again.’

      ‘That was the deal.’ She glanced back inside at Father Paolo, then turned back to him. ‘Goodbye, Cardinal.’

      He shook his head, then turned and walked away, making his way back the way he came. She watched him walk off, then looked down at the bag. From what Paolo had described, it was a simple agreement between couple of heads of state, but it was much more than that. Much more than she realised. People would be willing to kill for the contents. It had the power to change a lot of lives and she had to be very careful with it.

      She pulled her phone out, found Stefano in her contact list and pressed call. It rang twice before he answered. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Just having a bite to eat.’

      ‘We’re at La Bella Cena. We’ve got what we needed from the cardinal. I want you and Bruno to come and escort us back home. We’re now in possession of something quite valuable and need some protection.’

      ‘We’ll be there in twenty minutes.’

      ‘Make it five. Your food can wait until you get us home.’

      She could hear him saying something under his breath then his throat cleared. ‘Okay. See you in a few minutes.’

      She ended the call and stepped back inside. Father Paolo was looking more casual. His standard white-collar, worn by priests, lay on the table as if it were nothing more than a used napkin, and the top two buttons of his shirt were open. He was rolling his sleeves up as she approached. She sat down and nodded at the collar. ‘Is that your resignation?’

      ‘Like I said earlier, Violetta, I feel ill-equipped to do the job.’

      She cocked her head towards the window, ‘He isn’t equipped to do the job.’ She lifted the collar. ‘You know how I feel about the church. But it’s been your one and only love since you were a young boy, running around the house with that wide innocent smile, splashing us with your holy water.’ She smiled. ‘Don’t give that up for someone else’s wrongdoings.’ She handed him the collar back. ‘You’re the only one in this family that’s truly good, Paolo. It’s not the church that makes you good, but if it’s what you truly love, then don’t ever give it up for anyone.’

      He looked at the collar thoughtfully.

      ‘Don’t let the family change you, Paolo, please.’

      He looked up at her. ‘Not everyone is bad, Violetta. I see good in you. Don’t tell my brother this, but I don’t think he is good for you.’

      ‘I guess we all have a little bit of both,’ she said, trying to shrug off the comment. She looked down at the bag. ‘Moretti said there’s a lot of reading in here.’

      ‘I fear this is going to bring us a lot of problems. These Irish paramilitaries will not play around when it comes to something like this.’

      ‘I know. That’s why we need to be smart. We’ll just make it a simple cash transaction. If your hot-headed older brother tries to play games with this, I will step in and see that it stops.’

      He nodded his head.

      ‘Other than your Irish colleague, Father Bradley, have you ever heard any mention of this before?’

      He shrugged. ‘Just from the cardinal. All gossip. Usually drunken dribble coming from his intoxicated mouth. But if it’s as important as people seem to think it is, then it’s no surprise that it’s been kept a secret.’
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      Alberto Agnello had just finished his second glass of Brunello di Montalcino, a red wine produced in the Tuscany region. Made with Sangiovese grapes, he’d first tasted it at the age of fourteen when he and a friend had stolen it from the Church of St Anthony of Padua in New York’s Lower Manhattan. From that young age, stealing from the church was his first sin and led him on the path to where he was now.

      Sitting in the back garden of the family home, he felt like a king. The Agnello estate was spacious, luxurious and secure. With an eight-foot-high perimeter white wall, the rear garden provided the privacy a man in his position demanded. Like many people who’d reached high positions in this world, protection was paramount. A lot of people had suffered, be that financially, socially or physically for the business to flourish. It was a simple fact, accepted by all his position, that protection would be what helped people like him sleep at night. So the surrounding construct, the heavily armed guards on the gate, and the Beretta on the table next to his ashtray would have to do.

      He poured himself another glass of the red stuff, watching the inflatable crocodile drift slowly along the garden pool. The electronic gates at the front of the house opened. Violetta’s car made its way towards closer. He allowed himself a private smile, knowing she’d retrieved the documents. He was overcome by an inner-childlike excitement, like the day he and Domenico Trielli first tasted St Anthony di Padua’s stolen wine. His family was not only going to be in a greater position of power, a financial advancement that could be used to fund the lifestyle he’d become so accustomed to, but he was also going to, albeit indirectly, fire off a middle finger salute to that obnoxious piece of shit Eamon Martini. Whatever was taken from the Vatican could finally free the entire country, or not. He felt in control of the future of the Irish. Again, like a king. Feeling proud, he sucked a mouthful of wine through his teeth then re-ignited the cigar he’d stubbed out earlier.

      ‘Any of that wine left?’ Violetta asked, approaching the table. Father Paolo disappeared into the house through the back door.

      He nodded, lifted another glass and poured her one. She sat down facing him, setting the bag on the table and slid it over to him. He exchanged the bag for her drink. ‘Salute.’

      She took a sip and watched as he opened the bag and took out the contents.

      He flicked through the papers, found the laminated document. He scanned his eyes across it then looked up at her. ‘Bravo.’ He raised his glass, showing how impressed he was.

      ‘This is going to upset a lot of people. We’ll need to be very careful.’

      ‘This might do exactly that. But this is something many people, including governments, will do a lot to ensure it doesn’t become public knowledge.’

      ‘Is this about money to you, or is it you trying to get one over on Eamon Martini and what he’s supposedly done to my family?’

      He set the document down, took a drag of the cigar and exhaled, looking at her through the smoke. ‘Eamon Martini walks around like he’s untouchable. A man worth more alive than he is dead. This belief gives him an inflated ego.’ He smiled. ‘But this little document here, is going to do both – make us very wealthy and fuck over his entire Irish republican family, many who’ve died for Ireland to be united. This could ensure their deaths weren’t in vain. It just depends on who’s offering the highest bid.’ He lifted his phone. ‘It’s now eleven thirty in Ireland and I told Mr Sloane I’d provide him with more evidence as soon as I had it. The auctioning begins now.’ He made the call and placed the device on loudspeaker, then set it down on the table, between the two of them. The call was answered.

      ‘You’ve got it?’ Sloane said.

      ‘I do. A stack of documents that were in the Pope’s possession.’

      ‘How the fuck did you manage to take something from him?’

      ‘A close friend just happens to be the closest advisor to His Holiness, and our friend owed us a favour.’ He smiled at Violetta. ‘I have it sitting in front of me. I will send you a photograph of the document and if you still wish to talk more, call me tomorrow. I’m setting the bid at twenty million of your British pounds. I’ll be making our mutual friend, Eamon Martini, aware of this. I’m guessing he will inform your enemies in the IRA of this, and we can let the bidding commence.’

      ‘Send it over,’ Sloane spoke sharply then ended the call.

      Violetta sat forward. She finished her glass then slammed it down on the table. ‘You’re playing them against each other, Alberto. Just because you want to get at Eamon. Making enemies out of the UDA and the IRA, Alberto. Are you fucking insane?’

      ‘And getting rich at the same time. We’ll see who’s the smartest now.’ He lifted the cigar that was smouldering in the black ceramic ashtray. ‘Let’s see who wants it the most.’

      ‘Have you contacted Eamon and made him aware of it?’

      ‘I thought I would leave that up to you – you do have a history with him, after all.’

      ‘A history?’ She scoffed, sitting back in her seat, folding her arms. ‘We were engaged to be married, Alberto.’ She took a drink, shaking her head as she swallowed.
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      Sean McMichael was in the back garden of his house on the private, tree-lined Salisbury Street, just off the Cavehill Road in north Belfast. He’d just finished a swim in the pool and was now sitting on the three-piece garden sofa that formed an L shape. Wrapped in his bathrobe, he dried his hair and face with a towel while waiting for his wife, Sharon, of twenty-eight years to bring him out a cup of tea.

      She’d called out to him that his phone had been ringing on the kitchen table a couple of times while he was doing his lengths in the pool. He knew it was Meehan. He’d been expecting a call from the first minister.

      She emerged from the kitchen with two cups of tea and his phone which had just stopped ringing again as she got closer.

      ‘Same number?’ he asked, gesturing towards the phone.

      She nodded. ‘It’s Declan, love.’ She handed him the phone and set the cups down on the table.

      He returned Meehan’s call and lifted the cup, taking a sip as he waited for it to answer.

      ‘Seany, thought you were hiding from me.’

      McMichael smiled and set his cup down. ‘Just finished a few laps of the pool.’

      ‘Christ, you’re on a health kick now.’

      ‘How’d the meeting with Prime Minister Pears go?’

      ‘She’s not overly enthusiastic about this referendum, but I think she’s got to the point where Northern Ireland is a headache she can do without.’

      ‘So, what kind of time frame are we talking about here?’

      ‘Three to six months. She’s suggested the referendum before the centenary of the free state.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      ‘I have some news which is going to sting because we have good men within our ranks.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘The PM told me someone high up in the New IRA has been feeding intel on our operations to British Intelligence.’

      ‘How do you know she’s not trying to cause a rift?’

      ‘That’s what I thought. But she’s given me intel gathered by MI5.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Barney McMullan?’

      ‘What about him?’

      ‘He’s been with us for thirty years. A highly respected volunteer. He’s not as loyal as you think. He may well be a modern day James Bianco. Remember James?’

      ‘How could I forget. Damien Cleary’s son came over from New York and sniffed him out – the teenage mafioso who nobody knew anything about.’

      He grunted. ‘Eamon Martini was a surprise to all of us.’

      ‘The kid saved a lot of lives. Had he not discovered the plot against his father, the war would have continued with no Good Friday Agreement.’ He shook his head and thought of McMullan. ‘And you’re telling me Barney has betrayed us?’

      ‘All those bombs that never went off when you placed them under the cars of various high ranking police officers? How do you think they knew about those?’

      McMichael clenched his jaws, his nostrils flared. ‘Enough said.’

      ‘This is important, Sean. We can’t have anyone around we don’t trust.’

      ‘Leave it with me.’ McMichael ended the call, then sent a text to Daryl Murray.

      I’ve heard back from Meehan. Both good and bad news. Inform the army council. We meet in Fiddler’s tonight at ten.
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      The next morning, Violetta Agnello awoke at seven thirty. Despite tossing and turning until after three, she was fully awake with only a few hours of sleep. But her alertness was down to one thing and was the same reason she’d struggled to sleep the entire night. Eamon Martini. Her ex-fiancé. Many believed they were perfect for each other. Others had different opinions. The Bianco family could never forgive Martini for silencing a Belfast-born member of their family. James Bianco was every bit the Belfast Catholic as Martini’s father – Damien Cleary Jnr., rising through the ranks of the Provisional IRA, becoming one of their most valued soldiers, a true brother in arms. It was a surprise to everyone that Bianco, the IRA’s internal investigator, executioner for any of its members caught giving information to the British, was the one feeding the most intel to MI5 and British Army Intelligence, whilst at the same time, putting a bullet in the head in any of the IRA’s own rank and file traitors.

      It was a tremendous story that dominated the headlines at the time – how this youngster, a young Eamon Martini, was able to go within the Bianco family in New York to gather evidence on Bianco. Martini had outsmarted many people, including British Intelligence, one of the most sophisticated intelligence organisations in the world, second only to the CIA. As impressive as the story was to many people, a bitter taste was left in the mouth of the Bianco family, who now had a loved one to bring home and bury. And like all Italians, family was family. There is nothing more sacred.

      Of course, to Violetta, Eamon Martini had managed to break through the tough, Italian feminine exterior, finding her heart and devotion. Slowly over time, she started to see Martini as a man who acted to save his father, and at least respected him. She often said it was his Irish side that charmed her.

      Yes, definitely his Irish side, she thought to herself.

      She sat up and rubbed her eyes, not wanting to get started with the day. She looked at the empty side of the bed next to her. Alberto really knew how to anger her. She clenched her jaws, then got up and walked to the window, hearing splashes in the garden. He was doing laps of the pool.

      She lifted her blue silk robe and made her way down the stairs. Lifting a bottle of water from the fridge, she made her way out into the garden, standing on the edge of the pool, feeling the early morning rays from the sun in the cloudless sky. She watched him make a speed dash from one length to the other.

      ‘Your technique it awful,’ she said.

      He fought to catch his breath. ‘Let’s see you do better.’

      ‘And since when have you taken up exercise? Usually you like to sit and watch the pool. What’s wrong with you – health scare?’

      He pulled himself out and lifted the towel next to his phone and watch, drying his head. ‘I’m just in a good mood today. I’m excited. Have you contacted that old flame of yours yet?’

      ‘Not yet. I will after breakfast. I need something in my stomach.’

      ‘We’ll have Bruno make something. You know he’s been taking cookery lessons.’ He laughed, lifting his bottle of water. ‘Thinks he’s a master chef now.’ He downed the water, making his way back towards the kitchen.

      Violetta followed him. ‘He’s definitely something, but I wouldn’t necessarily describe him as being that.’ She pulled her phone out of her pocket. ‘Actually, I’d rather enjoy my breakfast, better get this over with.’ She searched through her contacts list, finding Eamon. She pressed call and put it on loudspeaker, then set the phone down on the kitchen table.

      The phone rang for about ten seconds before it was answered.

      ‘Violetta – is everything okay?’

      ‘I’m well, Eamon. How are you?’

      ‘Good. I’ve been meaning to contact you. We should meet to discuss what happened with Federico in Milan, but I’m kind of busy at the moment.’

      ‘He isn’t the reason for this call.’ She lifted the phone, took it off loudspeaker and made her way back out into the garden. She strolled towards the poolside table. ‘What do you know about Cahil Sloane?’

      ‘Enough, but why are you asking about him?’

      ‘Alberto has made him aware of a document that could be disastrous for the people of Ireland.’

      ‘What document?’

      ‘A secret agreement which the Pope has been in possession of for the last ninety-nine years. A Centenary Agreement, re-uniting the six partitioned counties of Northern Ireland with the Republic of Ireland as a complete thirty-two county sovereignty.’

      ‘Sounds like you’re reading from a text book.’ She didn’t reply. ‘And Cahil Sloane wants to know more about this?’

      ‘The Agnello family has managed to retrieve the document from the Pope.’

      ‘How’d you pull that off?’

      ‘That’s a story for another day, but I thought to at least give the Irish Catholics a chance to see what’s in the document and perhaps bid for it, or at least counter-bid against whatever Sloane and the UDA will give for it.’

      There was no response.

      ‘Eamon, are you there?’

      ‘I’m here,’ he was quick to say. ‘But I’m not sure whether I believe this or not.’

      ‘Sloane said the same thing.’ She spoke humorously through the side of her mouth, casting a glance back towards the house to see where Alberto was. ‘I’m not doing this to have a dig at you, Eamon. I’m making this call because I have respect for you and will always care about you.’

      There was a momentary silence. ‘I know, Violetta. We just didn’t have a chance. Your family could never allow you to marry a man who’d taken the life of one of their own. Which is why things had to end.’

      ‘James was a two-faced bastard, a traitor to your father’s men. A rat. And we both know people like that don’t live for very long in our world.’

      ‘You said it.’ There was another pause, then a throat clearing. ‘Listen, Violetta, Cahil Sloane is someone I need to get my hands on. And not because of some agreement. It just so happens that I’ve had a recent altercation with him.’

      ‘How? I thought you didn’t have anything to do with Irish republicans anymore?’

      ‘Call it a really big coincidence. But…’ He paused for a moment. ‘You know what, I’m getting a flight to Rome. Can you meet me?’

      She was slightly taken aback. The thought of seeing him again, all those feelings coming back, she didn’t think it was a good idea. Then she heard Alberto singing to himself in the kitchen. She listened to him with a growing sense of discontent. ‘I’ll pick you up from the airport.’

      ‘No surprises, Violetta.’

      ‘I’m not even going to dignify that with a response, Eamon. Text me your flight details and I’ll see you when you arrive.’

      ‘It’s good to hear from you.’

      She ended the call and went back into the kitchen. Alberto was seated at the island, glued to the widescreen TV that was showing a live broadcast from the Vatican. ‘Have we made the headlines?’ She sat down next to him.

      ‘No, actually – we’ve been fortunate. There has been no mention of the documents going missing. Maybe the Pope hasn’t realised.’

      ‘We’d better hope he doesn’t.’

      He looked at her. ‘What did the “golden boy” have to say?’

      ‘I’ve made Eamon aware. He’s coming to Rome. I’m going to meet him at the airport.’

      ‘Does he have a death wish? I know he’s not stupid.’

      ‘I don’t believe what happened to Federico was anything to do with him. I think it was Camorra. He seemed like he wants to explain more about it when he gets here. He also said he needs to know the whereabouts of Cahil Sloane.’

      ‘Does His Royal Highness expect us to be waiting with the red carpet rolled out for him?’

      She got up and made her way towards the door leading into the hallway. ‘I’ve got to go out. I’ll see you later.’

      ‘What about breakfast?’

      ‘I’ll eat out.’
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      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘You ever heard of a document known as the Centenary Agreement?’

      She shook her head and looked at him quizzically, ‘Why?’

      ‘That just happened to be my ex-fiancé – Violetta Agnello, maiden name: Bianco.’

      ‘Bianco, as in the Bianco crime family?’

      He nodded, setting the phone down next to him. ‘I’m going to Rome to meet with her. She said her family, the Agnello family, have intercepted a document that a lot of hard-lined loyalists and republicans would kill to get their hands on. And it just so happens Cahil Sloane, being one of the faces of the UDA, has received a call from Violetta’s husband, Alberto, and has been made aware of its existence.’

      ‘And what exactly will this document do?’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to speculate, but from what she’s described, it’s something worth looking into.’

      She shook her head. ‘Why has something like this never been brought to light before? It’s a pretty big secret to keep, and to keep for almost a century.’

      ‘Again, not wanting to speculate, but it is believed that the Pope, the head of the Catholic church – direct heir to St Peter’s throne – has always been in possession of some very influential information. Perhaps the history of Ireland had always been in his control. And from what we were taught at religion class in elementary, the Pope at the time was a bastard. It wouldn’t surprise me if he’d benefitted financially from being involved in it.’

      ‘I’m going to contact the PM. If she knows about this, then I’ll be pissed that I haven’t been made aware of it.’

      ‘Leave the PM for now. Don’t tell anyone until they need to know. It’s not going to do anybody any good if everyone knows about it.’

      ‘Better to have solid facts before bringing a topic to those higher up the chain of command. Northern Ireland is already at tipping point; the place could descend into chaos if there is a referendum and people find out it’s been rigged.

      ‘Look,’ he said, sitting forward. ‘I want to see what this is, and then I’ll decide what to do with it.’

      ‘If Sloane knows about it, then the chances of the UDA finding out is highly likely.’

      ‘Perhaps we could use it.’

      She looked at him, shaking her head.

      ‘What if we were to use it to draw Sloane in. If we can get our hands on him, I’m pretty sure we can get our hands on the Iranians, too.’

      ‘How do you know this lady in Italy is not setting you up?’

      ‘Because I know Violetta. And regardless of who her family is, she wouldn’t.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘You’re worried about me?’

      ‘I just don’t want to miss an opportunity to get our hands on Sloane. The bastard’s assassin was aiming for me, don’t forget.’ She looked at his shoulder. ‘Thanks again.’

      ‘I’ll book an afternoon flight, then you follow on the evening flight. Violetta’s picking me up from the airport when I land, and a female companion might very well…’

      ‘She might get jealous?’

      ‘There’s nothing between us now, but if she were to feel at all alienated, that could run the possibility of her losing the will to be on our side. I trust her, but I don’t trust her husband. We’ve never gotten along, even as kids growing up in New York.’

      ‘You really think she’s on your side, or is she being used by her husband to get to you?’

      Martini didn’t respond. He didn’t want to believe Violetta would do such a thing. Their breakup was on good terms. They at least both cared for each other. But Greenwood could have a point.

      ‘Perhaps you don’t want to believe it, if you still care for this lady, Eamon. But if she’s playing you – clearly her family don’t like you, and obviously they’ll know how connected you are to the republican movement in Belfast. Perhaps they want you to inform the New IRA of the document? A little bidding war between republicans and loyalists, see how much this document is worth to both sides.’ She sat back in her seat and crossed her legs. ‘It’s a genius idea – let the republicans and loyalists tear chunks out of each other, all while the Agnello family cashes in.’

      ‘You’ve got a point.’

      ‘I wasn’t given my position because I have a great ass.’ She spoke humorously.

      ‘You do have a great ass.’

      ‘Thanks, built it myself.’

      ‘I’ll get to Rome first. Spend a bit of time with Violetta. I’ll get a car and pick you up when you arrive. Perhaps we can spend a bit of time together in the city.’

      ‘Just because you complimented my ass, doesn’t mean I want you to romance me in the Italian capital.’

      He got up smiling, ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’
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      Cahil Sloane had been up for almost thirty-six hours, conflicted about the previous few day’s events: the Iranians, James Knight, the money, and now the conversation with Alberto Agnello. Despite having all that money just sitting in his account, he was a true loyalist. He knew that the other UDA brigadiers would eventually click on to what he’d done. The altercation with Davy Black did nothing but dig him deeper into a hole he’d struggle to get out of. The organisation would be gunning for his blood. If they couldn’t get their hands on him, they’d likely use his younger brother to try and draw him in. He couldn’t leave Kaan behind. How could he ever enjoy the money?

      He sat at the beach, just a short walk down from the hotel. He watched the waves glide up the beach towards him, the cold water leaving bubbles as it hissed in its retreat back to sea. He looked out into the vast expanse of water, somewhere out there was England. And in England, there was Kaan. He couldn’t leave him to carry the load. He’d rather die. Why the hell did he act so impulsively? He dropped his head into his hands and then heard the only voice more soothing than waves.

      ‘I was wondering where you’d got to,’ Gina said. ‘I woke up and you were gone. Your phone was vibrating. Wouldn’t stop.’ She sat down beside him. ‘I’m guessing it’s the Italians.’ She handed the phone over.

      ‘Couldn’t sleep.’

      ‘You’re thinking about Kaan?’

      ‘We rushed out of London, not even thinking of him or the others.’

      ‘I know, but we can’t go back, they’ll kill us – even if we try and turn back. It’s too late, love.’

      ‘I can’t leave him holding the bag like that. Twenty million or not. I’d rather give the money back to the bastards.’ He thumbed in the pass code and opened the call list. Five missed calls from Alberto Agnello. A WhatsApp media message was also received. He opened it. A photograph of the document. “The Centenary Agreement”. He zoomed in, reading the document. ‘Those dirty bastards, I can’t believe it.’ He handed the phone over to Gina.

      She read it, her perfectly trimmed eyebrows raising. ‘Jesus, that’s next year. It can hardly happen.’ She handed him the phone back. ‘What do you want to do, love?’

      ‘Nothing yet, but I think we should get to Rome and arrange a meet with this clown and see this thing for real before we go any further.’ He forwarded the image to a person in his contacts named Big Ivan and then closed the phone. ‘Let’s go back to the hotel and book a flight to Rome.’ As they stood back up again, the phone rang. He looked at the caller ID. Agnello flashed across the screen. ‘Mr Agnello.’

      ‘Mr Sloane, I see you have received the evidence. We have other people interested in this.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Members of the New IRA.’

      ‘Do not give that document to the IRA or any other republican group. If you do, the UDA will blow your entire family out of existence; both blood and Cosa Nostra.’ His face and neck burned with fury. ‘Do I make myself clear?’

      ‘No need for making threats, Mr Sloane. I’m just making you aware. You don’t want to threaten people for no good reason.’

      ‘It is a promise. If that document falls into the hands of the IRA, the UDA will consider that an act of war. As your declaration of war on Ulster Loyalism…You’ve been warned.’

      ‘Perhaps we can talk this through instead?’

      ‘I’m coming to Rome. I want to see this document for real. If it is what you say it is, then my organisation will need to acquire it from you.’

      ‘Let me know when you get to Rome, and I will have someone pick you up. And Mr Sloane, don’t take this personally. This is just business.’

      Sloane ended the call and gripped the phone tightly, as if his hand was gripped around Agnello’s throat. ‘That bastard better not be playing games.’

      ‘What did you mean by an act of war? What does the IRA have to do with this?’

      ‘He said they’ve expressed an interest in the document, too.’

      She sighed. ‘Look, loyalism or republicanism, when has it really helped us?’ She shook her head. ‘I mean really?’

      ‘Gina – a lot of my comrades have died in the name of God and Ulster. If we let this happen, I may as well go and piss on their graves.’

      ‘Yeah, they died for God and Ulster, but they’ll hardly be remembered for it. Will they?’

      ‘Can’t let the IRA get their hands on that document. I’d never forgive myself.’

      She pulled him in closer as an ice-cold gust of wind swept in from the sea. ‘Let’s get back to the hotel and book a flight.’

      ‘I’ll give Big Ivan a call if he doesn’t call by then. But I’m pretty sure once he sees the photo, he’ll be on the phone.’
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      Brigadier General Mohammed Fallahzadeh had just arrived at the headquarters of the Islamic Revolutionary Guard Corps in Tehran. His office was on the fourth floor and an essence of his predecessor still lingered in the air. A portrait of the late General Mousavi had been erected on the week of Fallahzadeh’s appointment with a message inscribed:

      General Mousavi – A Hero and Protector of Iran.

      The IRGC’s new leader was beginning to lose his patience. The call from Hojaji and Azrael had not yet come. They were under strict instructions not to contact him until the Americans had received their message, loud and clear. But there had been no news in the world about any attack on President Sheeran, and as time went on, he was beginning to think President Sheeran’s trip across the Atlantic was going to go without incident.

      He removed his suit jacket, hung it over the back of his chair and sat behind the desk. He looked at Mousavi’s portrait whilst massaging the knuckles of his left hand, a habit he often developed when things felt out of his control.

      Had he assigned the mission to the best operatives?

      Twenty million British pounds had already been deposited from Iran’s funds, its black-ops budget used for military and paramilitary covert assignments.

      He knew Hojaji and Azrael were as keen about returning the serve to the White House as he was. Both men had personally worked alongside the late General Mousavi. They loved him – both heart broken when the Americans took out their beloved leader.

      His phone rang on the desk next to a framed photograph of his family. He looked at the screen. It wasn’t them. He sighed then answered. ‘Hello, Minister.’

      Minister Seyed Yazdi had been a politician and cleric for the last twenty-five years and had recently taken up the position as Iran’s Minister of Intelligence. ‘I see the United States president is still alive and well.’

      ‘Did you call to remind me of something I’m fully aware of, or was there something else?’

      ‘One of our analysts have made me aware of something that might be of use to the men you have sent to avenge General Mousavi.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘Let’s say we had the British in our pockets, willing to bend to our needs. Would it be easier for us to get closer to President Sheeran.’

      ‘You mean blackmail?’

      ‘I mean help Downing Street keep a secret private in return for a favour.’

      ‘Get to the point. What do you have?’

      ‘Conversations between Prime Minister Pears, Her Majesty the Queen of England and His Holiness the Pope. From what I’ve gathered, the pope is not happy with something he has uncovered from Vatican archives regarding Britian’s involvement in Ireland.’

      He looked up at Mousavi’s portrait. The wheel’s were beginning to turn. ‘President Sheeran is a proud Irish American. He would certainly not like to hear of anything that would be detriment to his Irish roots.’

      ‘I will send you across everything we have.’
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      Ivan Williams aka Big Ivan was the UDA’s West Belfast brigadier living on the Shankill Road. Known as the Shankill’s loyalist godfather, he’d used the notorious name of the UDA to instil fear into people of his own community and the rest of Northern Ireland. Most protestants had supported the organisation during the Troubles, seeing a membership of thirty thousand, thousands of gunmen ready to kill to remain part of the United Kingdom. But since the signing of the Good Friday Agreement, they’d became more of a cancer for their own community – pushing drugs, prostitution and racketeering. Today it was more of a mafia and less of the private army it once was.

      Williams was sitting in the Windsor pub on the Shankill Road when he received a message from Cahil Sloane. It was shortly after midday, and he was already on his second pint of the day. But being six-foot-eight-inches tall and built like a rugby player, he downed a pint like he was drinking from a baby’s cup.

      He opened the message, read, and thought it was some sort of joke. Some strange photo of something Sloane had found while in London. But as he looked closer, he set the drink down. ‘What the fuck?’ He zoomed in and re-read the document. ‘The Centenary Agreement?’

      ‘What was that?’ Billy Agnew shouted from behind the bar. Agnew had worked in the Windsor for almost forty years, serving members of the UDA and other loyalist groups, becoming their best mate often when they were drunk, but never getting so close that he would be drawn into their world. ‘What’d you say, Ivan?’

      ‘Ever heard of the Centenary Agreement, Billy?’

      ‘The what?’

      ‘Guess not,’ Williams mumbled, sending a reply to Sloane saying very funny and asked what was happening in London. He set the phone down and finished his pint.

      ‘You want another one?’ Billy asked.

      ‘No, mate – that’s me done for now. Maybe later. The Rangers game’s on tonight so I’ll be in then.’ He got up off his stool and lifted his phone as it started to ring. He answered, waving goodbye to Agnew. ‘Where’d you come up with that idea, Cahil, you rocket?’ he laughed, stepped outside, the afternoon sun blinding.

      ‘No joke, Ivan.’ Sloane was quick to respond. ‘Apparently this thing’s been in the possession of the Vatican since partition, and it’s fallen into the hands of someone who’s thinking of giving it over to the IRA.’

      ‘What?’ He walked to his silver Subaru Impreza that was parked just across the street. A traffic warden had just studied it. Despite it being illegally parked on double yellow lines, he knew who the car belonged to, and he wasn’t being paid enough for the aggravation giving a UDA brigadier a ticket would bring. Williams offered him a nod as he unlocked it, approaching the driver’s door.

      ‘I’m on my way to Rome to meet the bastard who sent me this photo. He’s going to try and squeeze money out of us for it.’

      ‘Rome? I thought you were on the job for the Iranians?’

      ‘Christ, where’ve you been, Ivan? The job in London went tits up.’

      ‘Me and the other brigadiers are meeting in the Windsor tonight to talk about this referendum. I’m hoping you’ve been paid by the Iranians?’ He got into the car and started the engine. ‘When are you for Rome?’

      ‘On my way now.’ Sloane fell silent for a second then said, ‘Ivan, there’s something I need to tell you, mate. You know how long we’ve been mates. I don’t know who else to turn to.’

      Williams left the key in the ignition without starting the engine. ‘What have you done?’

      ‘Knight’s dead.’

      ‘What?’

      There was no response.

      ‘You killed him?’

      There was another silence, then a throat clearing. ‘We argued, he started it and I finished it.’

      ‘For fuck sake, Cahil.’

      ‘We can deal with that later. I’ll call you later when I know more about what these Italians have.’

      ‘It would be a big fuckin’ coincidence something like this pops up when Declan Meehan’s singing all over the news about an all-Ireland referendum.’ Williams felt the old loyalist inside bubble to the surface, one that had been sleeping since the Good Friday Agreement. ‘I’ll inform the men at the meeting tonight. Just you find out what these Italians have then feed back to us the moment you can verify it’s real of not.’
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      Ghazi Azrael and Iman Hojaji sat in their rental, watching as Cahil Sloane paced back and forth outside the hotel he’d checked into the night before. They’d tracked him from London, north through England to the docs of Liverpool, across the Irish Sea, into Belfast and now to the north eastern coasts of Ireland. Where was he going and what was he doing? Didn’t he realise that the IRGC had resources including sophisticated intelligence capability to follow his every move? They’d watched him slip into Belfast undetected from the rest of his organisation. He’d not met with anyone else, save for the man who’d unexpectedly entered Sloane’s house. Had he not told the UDA that twenty million had allocated as a downpayment for the job?

      ‘Who do you think he is on the phone to?’ Azrael asked.

      Hojaji shook his head. ‘I do not believe he has informed his organisation about the job. What do we tell the General?’

      Azrael looked at his comrade. ‘It seems this loyalist isn’t completely loyal. Twenty million has clouded his patriotic duty to his country. But…’ He was interrupted by the ringing on his phone. The device tethered to the car’s sound system, but when he realised who was calling, he deactivated Bluetooth, and answered. ‘General.’

      ‘Ghazi, there has been a slight change of plan. I have just received some intelligence from Minister Yazdi. We may have a way to get Prime Minister Pears eating out of our hands which could place us in a better position to attack President Sheeran. We could cause irrevocable division between the Americans and the British. This could be even more beneficial than just killing the US president.’

      ‘Go on.’

      ‘We have recordings of Prime Minister Pears and Her Majesty the Queen of England debating with the Catholic Pope on the Irish issue. Westminster prides itself on being a beacon of democracy.’ His last few words were laced with mock humour. ‘What I have just listened to would suggest otherwise.’

      ‘What should we do about Sloane?’

      ‘Find out where he goes, and follow him there.’
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      Violetta was sitting in the living room waiting on her husband to come in. Being the family’s consigliere, the smoothest negotiator with the coolest head, she was going to advise Alberto to move the document to a safer, more neutral location. Her mind kept wandering, landing on the memory of her ex-fiancé: the man she was due to pick up from the airport. She was strong minded, the will of a lioness, but Eamon Martini had always been able to break through that tough exterior and get to a part of her that not even her current husband could. For the first time in a long time, she felt vulnerable. Not in control. This angered her. There had only ever been one man who could make her feel that way. Why had she agreed to call him? And worse – to pick him up from the airport. She should have left it to Alberto. She cursed her husband for giving her the task of contacting him.

      Alberto stepped into the room, humming to himself. ‘The UDA brigadiers are a fiery bunch,’ he said, sitting down on the sofa. ‘I think we’re going to make quite a bit of money from this information.’

      ‘Don’t be getting too greedy. That will be what gets us all killed.’

      ‘By who, the UDA?’ he shook his head.

      ‘Yes, by the UDA. Or the IRA. Jesus fucking Christ, Alberto. These groups will blow our entire family out of existence. Cosa Nostra is a crime syndicate, our bread and butter is making money through criminal enterprise. We don’t go to war with organisations whose bread and butter is urban warfare. I mean have you completely lost your fucking mind?’

      His eyes narrowed. ‘What the hell’s gotten into you?’

      She took a steadying breath, allowing herself to simmer down. ‘I just don’t think you should be playing games with these paramilitaries, that’s all.’ She stood up. ‘Where are these documents?’

      ‘In the safe.’

      She walked past him, making her way towards the door.

      ‘Where are you going?’

      ‘I’m moving them somewhere else. The longer they stay here, the more danger we’re in.’

      He got up and followed her out of the room. ‘It should be kept close. We can’t trust anybody with this.’

      ‘I’m not stupid.’

      He stopped in the hallway, watching as she got further away. ‘I’ll send Stefano and Bruno with you.’

      She stepped into the office and went straight for the safe. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. The man consuming her thoughts was the one she’d expected it to be from. The message read:

      Flight’s booked. I should land in Rome around five thirty. Eamon.

      She replied. Have a safe flight and see you later X. She sighed. ‘What are you doing, Violetta?’ She crouched down and thumbed in the combination for the safe. Opening it, she retrieved the stack of documents then lifted the Beretta M9 that sat next to a bundle of bank notes and a cluster of jewellery. She released the magazine; it loaded with ten rounds. She closed the safe again. As she stepped out of the room, Alberto was coming down the hallway.

      ‘Stefano and Bruno are waiting outside.’

      ‘Great,’ she said, lifting her handbag from the coat rack and deposited the pistol inside. ‘I’ve borrowed your gun, too. Just in case.’

      He stopped, looking at her, shaking his head in confusion. ‘Violetta, are you sure you’re okay?’

      ‘I’m fine, it’s just talking to Eamon again has touched a nerve. I’m picking him up from the airport later. I’ll take him somewhere to see what we have and let him decide what he wants to do with it.’ She approached the front door. Pulling it open, she turned and forced a smile. ‘I’m sorry for snapping at you.’

      He shrugged his shoulders. ‘You’re right, I shouldn’t be playing games with these people. We’ll just treat this as a simple business transaction. Valuables for money. Come here.’ He walked up to her and pulled her in for a kiss. ‘Be careful.’

      She pecked him on the cheek. ‘Ciao.’

      She stepped out onto the porch and pulled the door closed.

      The Audi was ticking over next to her car. Both Stefano and Bruno looked more like security for the Pope. She approached them, Stefano lowering the front passenger window. She smiled sarcastically. ‘Try to keep up, you two. And when I tell you both to disappear, I don’t want to see you again, is that understood?’

      ‘But the boss said we have to stay with you until we get back.’

      ‘There’s been a change of plans. I’m leaving these documents somewhere else. Once that’s done, I’m making my way to the airport. I won’t need you to accompany me there.’ She unlocked the car and got in behind the wheel. Starting the engine, she removed the pistol from her bag and placed it under the passenger seat then took off.
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      Big Ivan had sent a message out to the other brigadiers that their meeting was being moved forward to the afternoon before the pre-arranged meeting in the Windsor pub. He’d reiterated at the end of his text that this was an “emergency” meeting and that attendance wasn’t optional.

      He’d simply given them all one hour to get to the Gladiator’s Gym.

      The gym was where many weightlifters and martial artists from the Shankill Road and surrounding area congregated to develop their physical potential. The place was empty by the time all the brigadiers had arrived.

      Shortly after three in the afternoon, Robert Wing, Stephan Page, Willy Harris and John White all walked in within a couple of minutes of each other.

      Robert “Bobby” Wing was tall and athletic, his angular structure, pointed nose and chin, along with the rest of his pale face was overshadowed by his shoulder length curly hair that dropped down the sides of his face like the greasy curtain drapes of an old Victorian era house.

      Stephan Page or “Stefano” as he liked to call himself, tried to adopt a real-life New York Italian mobster persona. He was average height of five-eleven, medium build, and his dark hair and olive complexion supported his desire for a more Mediterranean look. His suits were Armani, and his watch was as expensive as the Mercedes SUV he’d parked outside.

      Willy Harris was in his late sixties and still wore the same styled suit as he did at the Ulster Worker’s strike in nineteen-seventy-four. His hat and walking stick were as much a part of him as his arm or leg.

      John White also known as “White Boy” on account of his bright clothing: blinding white tracksuits was what he preferred to wear. He was known to appear in court dressed as such. White was from the seaside town of Bangor and stood out more than the expensive yachts that sometimes sailed into the town’s marina. The sparkling white gold chain hanging from his neck and wrists were what gave him his nickname – he looked like a grown man popped into a flamboyant rap star’s video. The other brigadiers teased him, saying he looked like something out of an Eminem music video. It bothered Willy Harris, who was more of an old school loyalist and thought that the appearance took away from what the brigadiers were supposed to display. White and Harris didn’t see eye to eye, which was why Harris decided to sit on one side of the twelve-seater round table, facing White on the opposite side next to Page.

      ‘Where’s Cahil?’ Harris asked, looking around the room at the others.

      ‘He hasn’t got back from London yet,’ White said. ‘Anyone know what job these Iranians were offering?’

      Page shook his head. ‘He was told to meet with them and contact us the moment he’d spoken with them.’

      ‘He better have negotiated a good price for whatever it is,’ White said. ‘We need to arm ourselves. You’ve all watched Declan Meehan harping on about the referendum. If Sinn Fein get the vote, if those IRA fuckers think they can take us into a united Ireland, I’ll have something to say about that.’

      Big Ivan closed the door to signal the meeting’s commencement.

      ‘So, Ivan,’ Harris was first to speak, taking his jacket off and hanging it over the back of his chair. ‘We’ve all got the image you send us. This Centenary Agreement. Some sort of joke?’

      Ivan sat down next to Wing and said, ‘Do you see me laughing?’ He looked around the table at them all, massaging his temples. ‘We’ve got two problems: the referendum and now, Knight’s death. Something went wrong over there and Cahil’s killed him.’

      ‘What?’ Harris shouted. Being Knight’s oldest friend in the organisation, his reaction was expected. ‘And why the fuck would Cahil be killing one of our own? Sure he was only over there to discuss a potential job.’

      Ivan sat back in his chair and blew out his cheeks. ‘It appears Cahil may have taken the initiative, accepted the job and something went wrong. I’ve tried to contact Kaan, but he’s not answering.’

      ‘What about the other two who went with him?’ Wing asked.

      ‘None of them are reachable. Nobody’s answering their phone.’

      ‘What the fuck’s happening?’ White asked, nervously playing with the bracelet dangling from his wrist. His anxiety wasn’t out of fear – he’d probably gone more than a couple of hours without a line of coke. Out of respect for the other brigadiers, he’d agreed not to come to army council meetings under the influence. They didn’t care what he did on his own time, as long as he didn’t bring the organisation into disrepute.

      ‘From what I’ve gathered, Cahil’s taken an assassination job in London.’ Ivan cleared his throat. ‘But this job wasn’t sanctioned by the UDA.’

      ‘Well clearly,’ Harris said, ‘Otherwise we wouldn’t be sitting here like a bunch of dicks looking at each other. So, he’s taken jobs outside the organisation?’

      ‘Stop your fucking moaning, Willy,’ White said, ‘All you do is complain. Don’t bad mouth another brigadier when he’s not here to defend himself.’

      ‘Shut up, you junky prick. You’re a shame to the badge.’

      ‘Both of you shut up,’ Wing hissed. He looked at Ivan, ‘Who’s the target?’

      Ivan scratched his head. ‘Well, the good news is,’ his tone was sarcastic, ‘This will be a good payday. The bad news is, the target’s President Sheeran.’

      ‘What?’ White said, ‘Has he lost his fucking marbles?’

      ‘I knew he had ambitions above his station,’ Harris added. ‘If this brings trouble to our door, I’ll kill the bastard myself.’

      ‘Well President Sheeran is still alive and well, so let’s not worry about that just yet. I’m more concerned about this Centenary Agreement,’ Wing said.

      ‘Cahil’s on his way to Rome to see these documents. Apparently, it’s the real deal and it’s going to return the six counties of our beloved Ulster back to the Republic of Ireland. We’ll be governed from Dublin, lads.’

      ‘This is what all this talk from Declan Meehan getting a referendum was about,’ Harris said, slamming his fist on the table. ‘How many of our comrades have died over the past forty years to ensure that didn’t happen?’

      ‘Well, if this agreement is legit, it’s been gathering dust in the Pope’s office for ninety-nine years,’ Ivan said.

      ‘You’re very quiet over there, Stephen,’ Wing said to Page.

      Page shook his head, bewilderment on his face. ‘I don’t know what to say. If Cahil has brought us trouble, then he needs to be dealt with, especially at a time like this when we need to rebuild our army. We need to be united, not going rogue. And if he has killed Knight, that’s grounds for execution. But as it stands right now, he’s more use to us alive than dead. So, we wait and see what he finds in Italy. Once we know more about this Centenary Agreement, we get him to bring it back to us and then we’ll deal with him. It can’t be coincidental that this agreement surfaces a couple of weeks after Sinn Fein goes public about their discussions with Westminster about bringing Northern Ireland back in with the Irish Republic.’

      ‘I’m going to London to bring Knight home. He’s not being left over there to rot.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ White said, ‘He’ll be kept for investigation. It’s not like you can just rock up to London and take him home.’

      ‘Shut up, dick head.’

      ‘Both of you wind your necks in,’ Wing said. He looked at Harris then White. ‘You’re both brigadiers. At least try and act like it. You’ve both got hundreds of men under your leadership – lead from the front, for fuck sake.’ He looked across the table at Page. ‘Stefano, you’ve always fancied yourself an Italian mobster, have you ever picked up the language?’

      ‘Enough to get by, why?’

      ‘Right, if Ivan here can find out where in Rome Cahil is, you and I are going there after him.’

      ‘He’s meeting with the head of the Agnello family,’ Ivan said.

      ‘Even better,’ Wing said, ‘We know the Agnello’s have that family business in the city. We can soon find out more about this by going there ourselves.’

      ‘I’d stay away from Italy at the moment. We don’t want to bring ourselves any closer to Cahil if he’s wanted for Knight’s murder,’ Ivan said, ‘And if this plot to take out the US president has any legs, the last thing you want to do is have any ties with him. This is a job he’s taken on himself. If more of us are spotted with him, we’ll be pulled into it just for being there.’

      ‘Our public statement last week telling President Sheeran that he wasn’t welcome here after his support of the referendum would tie in well with that,’ White said.

      ‘Let’s just sit tight for now. I’ve got to go.’ Ivan stood up. ‘But all of you stay close to your phones. If Cahil feeds back that these documents are real and Sinn Fein/IRA are using it to get their united Ireland, then we’ll go from there.’
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      Eamon Martini landed at Leonardo da Vinci Airport shortly after five thirty in the afternoon. Built in the sixties, in the town of Fiumicino – a commune which forms a slice of the Metropolitan City of Rome – the facility hosts five impressive terminals. Considered the largest airport in Italy and fifth largest in Europe, it welcomes around forty-five million visitors per year, most of whom would be travelling the short thirty-five-kilometre drive to the three-thousand-year-old city of Rome.

      The heat was oppressive, caused by both the thirty-two degree temperature and the footfall currently passing through Terminal 3.

      Martini was sweating profusely, his suit jacket draped over the crook of his left arm. He’d unbuttoned the top two buttons of his white shirt, the fabric clinging to his skin, dark patches forming under the arms.

      As he stepped outside, the rays of the afternoon sun kissed his skin. He was grateful that he wasn’t travelling via the Leonardo Airport Express which had scores of increasingly impatient commuters lining up and down the waiting area, all eager to board and get into the shade.

      He tried to ignore the smell of cigarette smoke, but it appeared that in Rome, like many other European cities, smoking was still a popular habit; with a few vapers mixed in between. Luckily, he’d never indulged in the habit. He’d watched his “nonno Martini” fight a losing battle with lung cancer, leaving Martini’s mother at the helm of one of New York’s five families.

      Despite the heat and the smoke, he felt a sense of home, mixing into the culture. He’d grown up in a household of proud Italian Americans, one of the most notorious families in New York, and their native tongue was what was spoken in the house. He’d developed an understanding and impressive comprehension of many languages, but standing here, listening to a young family of four: two young boys, a mum and a dad talk about what they were going to have for dinner was a fond memory, casting him back to times at home with his late mother.

      Being abruptly snapped out of his thoughts, Martini watched as a glossy metallic black Maserati Granturismo roared up to just a few feet away from him. The black tinted windows hid who was inside, until the driver’s window slowly lowered, revealing Violetta’s face. She smiled at him.

      He lifted his travel bag and slung his suit jacket over it, making his way towards the car. He crossed the bonnet towards the passenger side and got in, grateful for the refreshing cool air being pumped into the cabin. He set his bag and jacket on the back seat and quickly admired the white leather interior. ‘Bella.’ He reached across and kissed her on the cheeks.

      ‘It’s not my car, it’s…’ she paused.

      ‘Alberto’s?’

      ‘Si.’ She put the car in drive and took off, passing two coaches that were loading up with tired, heat exhausted passengers. ‘So, how’s life?’

      ‘Busy, trying to keep my family out of trouble.’

      She smiled, quickly glancing across at him before turning back to the road. She passed two police vehicles with their blue lights flashing outside the Hilton Roma hotel; five officers were across the road at the entrance to the Europcar Roma, a white Land Rover being blocked in by another police vehicle. ‘Which family are you keeping out of trouble – Irish or Italian?’

      He took his attention away from the scene with the police, smiled and shrugged his shoulders. ‘The Irish family can look after themselves. Since the ceasefire, they’ve been busy trying to support Sinn Fein in Stormont.’

      ‘How long has the IRA been stood down?’

      ‘The Provisionals put their weapons away in two thousand and five.’

      ‘Fifteen years.’

      ‘There are still the breakaway groups. The Real IRA, the Continuity IRA and RAAD.’

      ‘What’s RAAD?’

      ‘Republican Action Against Drugs. They deal with any drug dealers in Catholic areas. They get expelled from the country if they’re lucky, or if they’re repeat offenders, they get a bullet in the head.’

      ‘What about this new group that’s making all the noise over there at the minute – the New IRA?’

      ‘They’re a coming together of all three republican groups. And from what we’re all seeing in the news, they’re ready to go back to war if the loyalists do anything to oppose this referendum.’

      She cast a quick glance at him, then slowed down, indicating left then joined the Viale Coccia di Morto. The car ate up the single carriageway that left the airport behind. She overtook the Roma Express then passed a tractor trimming wild hedgerow on the right hand.

      Martini looked out across the Laghetto Del Pesce Luna, the lake spilling out onto the Tyrrhenian Sea. The sun cast a blinding reflection off the surface. ‘I forget how beautiful this place is,’ he said, looking out to sea.

      She nodded, allowing herself a quick glance at the view. ‘Does this New IRA have the arsenal to start the war over?’

      He nodded as he lowered his window. ‘They’ve got plenty of arms left over from the last conflict. But it’s something I hope won’t be any more than a few shots fired. Nobody over there wants a return to war.’

      She looked at him, offering something of a hopeful smile. ‘Don’t you get involved in it, regardless of what happens.’

      ‘So, these documents you’ve gotten your hands on, let’s see them.’

      ‘I’ve put them somewhere safe. I thought we could go and have something to eat before getting straight down to business.’

      ‘Does Alberto know you’re with me?’

      ‘It was his idea for me to contact you. He has a bit of a twisted sense of humour.’

      ‘Sounds like he’s testing you. See how loyal you are.’

      She shook her head and smirked, turning onto the Via Portuense which ran along the river Tiber. ‘It wouldn’t surprise me.’

      ‘How is your family? The Biancos not the Agnellos.’

      ‘Pretty pissed off with you because they don’t know what happened to Federico.’

      ‘We were set up.’ He adjusted the air conditioning, lowering it a couple of notches. ‘It certainly wasn’t from my end. So, it either came from your side or from, and which I think is the most likely story, those Camorra animals.’

      ‘Those Camorra animals are pissed because our Sicilian family has made a return from New York and used the wealth we’ve accumulated in America to muscle in on their turf.’

      ‘And that was the reason we’d arranged the sit down with them, to try and come to an agreement.’

      She gradually slowed on approach to a roundabout.

      ‘Where are you taking us?’

      ‘I thought an ice-cream would cool you down a bit.’ She glanced across at him then took the second exit, carrying on straight through the roundabout.

      ‘A shower and a change of clothes would be better.’

      ‘Have you got a place to stay?’

      ‘I’ve booked a room in the Colosseum.’

      ‘Okay, we can go there first and get you freshened up.’
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      The ice-cream parlour was a five-minute drive – or a fifteen-minute stroll from the hotel. Martini and Violetta had regretted not leaving the car in the hotel’s secure underground car park and making use of the good weather and of their legs. The drive took as long as a walk would have. Inner city Rome was bustling – traffic was bumper to bumper, a daily commuter struggle to get out of the city and go home after a long, hot day at work. The heat appeared to make people more agitated, sporadic toots of car horns displaying the stress of tired workers done with the day.

      Violetta appeared on alert as she got out of the car, her eyes scanning the road, studying every car.

      ‘You look like you’re expecting to bump into someone,’ Martini said.

      ‘Well, how dangerous is the UDA?’

      ‘Why do you ask?’

      ‘My intelligent husband who is now the head of this family has made his UDA connection aware that the New IRA are going to make a bid for this document.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘I knew he wasn’t the most intelligent guy in the world, but I wouldn’t have thought of him as suicidal.’

      ‘I’ve already made him aware of his stupidity, Eamon.’

      He looked at her. ‘Has he contacted the New IRA?’

      ‘He’d be expecting you to make contact with them.’

      ‘I don’t think that would be wise. I’m not exactly on good terms with them.’

      ‘Like I said, Alberto is not the sharpest knife in the drawer.’

      He looked at her for a moment, studying her. ‘You should have been the one to take over the family, Violetta.’

      She smiled, dropping her head slightly, then pushed a strand of hair out her eyes. ‘Not many women could lead a family like ours.’ She touched his arm softly. ‘Apart from your mother, may she rest in peace.’

      ‘The Queen of New York.’ He spoke with a clear disregard for the title his mother had been given by the heads of the other families. ‘She took on the role simply because my Nonno Martini didn’t have any boys. “God would only ever bless him with two girls” was what he’d always say.’

      ‘But those two girls were as able to lead the family as well as any would-be son.’

      ‘Try and tell that to an old-school mafioso like my grandfather.’

      Violetta stopped and pointed at the shop. ‘Remember this place?’

      He smiled. ‘How could I forget our first holiday to Rome. A walk around the city, then here for a coffee and ice-cream.’

      Gelateria di Roma was situated on Via di S. Giovanni in the Laterno district. A small shop with old-fashioned styled décor. A guy wearing a brown apron with the ice-cream cone logo across the chest was singing to himself while preparing a collection of cones for a lady and her three young children. The face of the shop was directly below an apartment balcony where an elderly lady sat reading a newspaper; every few seconds, she looked down at the barista, shaking her head disapprovingly at his Pavarotti imitation.

      Violetta led the way inside, ‘I thought about taking you out for dinner tonight, but this is much better fun.’

      ‘You made the right decision,’ he assured her. ‘Grab a seat and I’ll place the order. You still have the same?’

      ‘If it ain’t broke...’ she said, weaving her way through the scattered tables towards the corner.

      Martini went to the counter. A young man with Domenico on his name badge was wiping down the coffee machine after serving a group of six youngsters who were now leaving the shop, their boisterous behaviour standard for any group their age.

      Domenico looked at Martini. ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘Two cappuccinos, one mint chocolate chip ice-cream and one strawberry and vanilla, please.’

      The lad thumbed the order into the touchscreen and said, ‘Seven euros eighty, please.’

      Martini flashed his card and when directed, he swiped it across the card machine.

      ‘Have a seat and I will bring it over.’ He handed Martini a cup sized wooden block in the shape of number six.

      Martini went to the table and sat down. Violetta was staring at her phone, looking lost. ‘Anything interesting?’

      She set the phone down and looked up at him, shaking her head. ‘The boss, wanting to know what you’ve said about the documents.’

      He shrugged, ‘I haven’t seen them yet.’

      ‘It’s shocking to be honest.’

      He looked across the shop, seeing Domenico load their drinks onto a tray while sharing a joke with the older, more entertaining barista. ‘How’d you get your hands on it?’

      ‘The Pope’s closest advisor retrieved it.’

      ‘I’m sure you didn’t just ask for his help.’

      ‘We didn’t. He’s had, let’s just say, a past. Paolo was able to get close to him.’

      ‘I understand. I remember when Paolo went to Rome when we were teenagers. He spent a couple of summers with Moretti, didn’t he?’

      She nodded.

      ‘And Moretti is now?’

      ‘Cardinal of Rome. We all knew the church was riddled with crooks. It’s just become fortunate that Paolo has such a close relationship with him. Of course, now Paolo is riddled with guilt.’

      ‘I always liked Paolo. Much more than Alberto.’

      She laughed.

      ‘The mint ice-cream?’ Domenico stood looking at them both.

      ‘That one’s mine,’ Martini said.

      ‘Here you go, sir.’ He set the ice-cream down in front of him. He then set Violetta’s in front of her. ‘And two cappuccinos.’ He gave one to Violetta, then the other to Martini. ‘Is there anything else I can get for you?’

      ‘No, grazie,’ Violetta said.

      Martini shook his head.

      ‘Enjoy.’ The barista took the tray and made his way to one of the empty tables close by, clearing away the crockery before wiping it down.

      ‘So, are you going to set the record straight with your family and make them aware I had nothing to do with Federico’s death?’ Martini asked, a spoon full of ice-cream in his hand.

      ‘They probably already know. I know it’s not your style. You had no reason to do it. But I guess perhaps the rest of the family are still caught up on the fact you were responsible for the death of James all those years back, and just having you involved in the death of another family member, they see red when your name comes up in conversation.’

      ‘James Bianco was a dirty bastard who’d fed information to MI5 and British Army Intelligence – getting many people killed. He even pulled the trigger himself on many occasions. All the time he was doing the same.’

      ‘You don’t need to remind me, Eamon.’ She lifted her coffee, looking at him over the rim of the cup as she took a sip. ‘It’s likely to be Camorra.’

      He lifted his cup and took a drink. Setting his cup back down, he said, ‘I’d say it was the Camorra.’ He looked at the door, seeing two men walk in. He could spot trouble a mile off.

      ‘What?’ she said.

      ‘I think we’ve got some unwanted guests.’ He followed them with his eyes. One of them was wearing a black hoodie and stonewash jeans with a blocky looking pair of black boots. He had an angular face, with more hair on his goatee than on the top of his head. The other was wearing the same styled boots, darker jeans and a Roma football jersey that was tighter around his gut than anywhere else on his torso. His jet-black hair glistened under the fluorescent lighting, the amount of time he looked to spend on his hairstyle was perhaps his way of trying to take the attention away from the scar that ran from the left side of his mouth out towards his ear. It looked as if someone had tried to give him a permanent smile.

      ‘Maybe they’ve just came in for something.’

      ‘Who knew you were meeting me?’

      ‘Nobody, other than Alberto. I think you’re getting paranoid, Eamon.’

      He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. They looked straight over at us the second they set foot inside the shop; and they’re still looking over.’ He took another drink of his coffee then lifted his ice-cream again, smiling at Violetta. ‘Trouble seems to follow me everywhere.’ He took a scoop of the ice-cream and put it in his mouth.

      ‘If they are looking for us, then how did they know we were here? That’s what I’d like to know.’

      ‘Let’s just finish our coffee and go.’

      She looked over Martini’s shoulder through the window. ‘Shit. There’s a couple of them hanging around the car.’

      He looked over his shoulder. Two men and one woman were standing next to the Maserati. The lady had short hair, almost cropped, with pink spikes rising up the centre; she was wearing a black hoodie and jeans, similar to the pair that had entered the shop. The two men were more elegantly dressed: one was wearing a slim fitting grey suit and the other was dressed the same only in navy blue. They had that slick model look – their jet-black hair was fixed into place and the only things shining brighter under the sunlight were the expensive watches they both wore. Martini turned back to Violetta. ‘Any idea who the suits are?’

      Violetta finished her ice-cream. ‘Pietro Spalla’s associates. The grey suit is Lorenzo Vitalli and the one in navy is Alessandro Strada. Hurry up and finish your ice-cream. Let’s see what they’ve got to say.’

      He did as he was told then lifted their drinks. ‘I’ll get these in cups to go.’ He stood up and made his way towards the counter.

      ‘Is there something wrong with your drinks?’ the barista asked.

      ‘No, they’re fine, we’ve just got to go. Can we have them in paper cups?’

      ‘Sure.’ The lad grabbed two paper cups.

      Martini set the cups down on the counter and looked at their guests. Both were looking at him. ‘You both after something?’

      ‘You know what it’s about, Martini. We’ll see you outside,’ the one with the Roma jersey mumbled.

      ‘Fair enough.’ He looked over his shoulder, Violetta was approaching him.

      They lifted their drinks and stepped outside, crossing the street towards the car.

      Martini peeled the plastic lid off his cup and took a sip. ‘Nice and warm.’ He took another sip, looking at the three by the car.

      ‘Martini, you need to come with us,’ the lady said, running her fingers through her hair. She looked at Violetta. ‘But I’d like it if this hot piece of ass joined us, too.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Martini said.

      Violetta unlocked the car and crossed the bonnet, approaching the driver’s door. ‘And the next time you refer to me as that, you’ll have the tread marks of these tyres on your face.’ She pulled the door open and set the cup on the roof as she tossed her bag onto the back seat. Before she could get in, the woman kicked her door closed again, sandwiching Violetta between the door and door frame. Violetta lifted her cup, turned and tossed the steaming drink into the lady’s eyes. The lady screamed, instinctively bringing her hands up to her eyes. Violetta reached back into the car, lifting her pistol out of the handbag. The woman paced around, screaming. Violetta buried the pistol into the back of her head, rendering her unconscious. She looked at the two suits. ‘Now, you two fuck off.’

      The two suits looked at Violetta.

      ‘You know that’s not going to happen, Violetta,’ Vitalli said, a small pistol discreetly sliding down from under his left sleeve. Martini closed the passenger door and came to the other side. ‘You’re coming with us, Martini.’

      A black Ford Ranger pulled up alongside the Maserati, blocking it in. The thugs from the shop were now crossing the road.

      Vitalli raised his left hand, pointing the pistol at Martini’s face. ‘Let’s not cause a bigger scene. We don’t want…’

      Martini side-stepped the weapon’s trajectory, grabbing Vitalli’s left wrist, stepping in under his arm, and pulling the arm down over his shoulder, pulling Vitalli’s shoulder out of its socket. Vitalli screamed in agony, dropping the pistol. His knees buckled. Martini lifted the pistol.

      Strada pulled a Desert Eagle out from his waistband, but Violetta shot him in the arm, then in the leg. He dropped to the ground beside Vitalli. The two from the shop ran around the car.

      Martini pointed the pistol at the two from the shop. ‘Before this goes any further, you’d better get those three off to the nearest hospital.’

      ‘Get them both in the fucking car!’ the driver in the Ford shouted.

      The guy in the Roma jersey made his move for the suits, but Strada shouted, ‘Not us, them. Get them both in the car.’

      ‘Eamon get in the car,’ Violetta shouted. ‘Any of you come near us, and the next bullet will be between your fucking eyes.’

      The two from the shop produced Beretta M9s. One of them fired a shot into the air. ‘You’re outnumbered. Now get your skinny little ass in the back of the car.’

      Martini pulled Violetta behind him, slowly backing away, pointing the pistol at the two from the shop, Strada and Vitalli fighting to suppress their pain. ‘You’re starting something that’s not going to end well for you.’

      Bruno’s Audi roared along the road, screeching to a halt directly behind the Ford. Stefano jumped out, followed by Bruno, both brandishing Glock G18s.

      Martini approached Vitalli, pressing the pistol to his forehead, Vitalli baring his teeth, breathing rapidly, ‘You come near either of us again, a broken wrist and a dislocated shoulder will be the least of your worries. It that understood?’

      Stefano took the guns from the two hoods from the shop. He looked at Violetta and said, ‘You okay?’

      ‘I’m alright, Stefano, thank you.’

      Bruno looked at Martini. ‘Don’t get too carried away, Eamon. We’re only saving your ass because you’re with Violetta.’

      ‘Fuck off, Bruno. Keep your mouth shut!’ Violetta shouted.

      ‘You two get out of here,’ Stefano said, ‘We’ll deal with them.’

      Violetta got into the Maserati and started the engine. Martini got into the passenger seat. Bruno ordered the Ford Ranger to move and let them out.

      Violetta pulled away, looking in the rear-view mirror.

      Martini lowered the window. ‘Let me see these documents. The longer I’m in Italy, the more trouble there’s going to be.’
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      Greenwood was sitting in the Starbucks at Belfast International Airport’s departure lounge, waiting to board her flight. The time was just after seven thirty and her flight was due to board at eight. But the schedule updates on the screens had suggested the flight would be at least thirty minutes late due to a fuelling delay on the other side. She bought herself a large latte and settled into one of the soft seats, lazily following the news broadcast. There was now a report on the body found in the flat in London. She’d made Prime Minister Pears and DCI Monroe aware that revealing the name of the deceased would potentially impact her investigation and therefore asked for a few more days before revealing Knight’s name. She was happy there hadn’t been any.

      Yet.

      She drank her coffee indulgently, then got up and went to Madden’s Airport Bar right next to the coffee shop, ordering herself a glass of red wine. She wasn’t one for drinking on the job, but was feeling anxious which the caffeine from her previous beverage wouldn’t have eased. As the liquid washed through her mouth and ran down her throat, she realised the feeling of being tipsy was something she’d both missed and forgotten. It had been forever and a day since she’d last let her hair down. Memories of more innocent times, when life wasn’t full of the troubles she was involved in now.

      She received a text message from her nephew and driver: Josh. He was telling her to be careful in Italy. After he’d been kidnapped by the IRA in Belfast and almost lost his life, she was reminded that, despite the excitement Eamon Martini brought into her life, being involved with him usually meant danger was just around the corner. And flying to Rome to meet with him, on a trip that was likely to involve guns, she conceded and reasoned that she’d need to stay level-headed. She set the glass down, still half-full and got up, making her way towards the bar again.

      ‘Another one, love?’ the barman asked.

      ‘No, thanks. Can I have a double espresso and a pint of iced water, please?’ She pulled her card out and handed it across to him. Her phone rang in her bag. She pulled it out and saw that Martini was calling her. She nodded to the barman as he indicated he was about to use the card’s touchscreen, then answered the call. ‘Eamon, how’s it going over there?’

      ‘Just making the journey to the documents’ location. What time do you expect to be here?’

      ‘The flight’s been delayed half an hour. I’m guessing it’s going to be after ten, perhaps ten thirty Italian time. I’m just waiting in the lounge at the airport.’

      ‘Text me when you’re boarding and when you land. I’ll be there to pick you up.’

      ‘See you later.’

      ‘Safe journey.’

      She ended the call and took her card back from the barman. ‘Thanks. Are you still serving food?’

      ‘What would you like?’

      ‘Something light, perhaps a fish salad?’

      ‘We have a king prawn pasta salad?’

      ‘That’ll do.’ She handed him back the card.

      ‘Off to Italy on holiday?’

      ‘I wish. Business.’

      ‘What kind of business?’

      ‘We deal in priceless artifacts, things you’d find in museums.’

      He nodded, at least pretending to be interested. ‘You found something down in Italy worth a few bob then?’

      ‘Hope so.’ She smiled and took her card back.

      ‘I’ll bring the food over to you, love.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She went back to her seat. The news was now showing the current results from the football. She’d grown up with her father being a crazed football fan, and being of Scottish decent, his chosen team was the one on the TV. Rangers Football Club, a team coming from Glasgow, were being beaten three goals to two against Aberdeen, another top team in Scotland’s premier division. She sat down and smiled softly to herself, thinking of how her late father would be screaming at the TV if he were still alive.
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      The evening’s atmosphere in the Windsor pub was heavy. A heavy silence lingered like a bomb waiting to go off. The main room was stuffy, the sound of the football on the TV drowned out the angry muffled voices of the patrons, watching on in disgust as Rangers tried to pull back the score.

      Big Ivan Williams was sitting at the end of a ten-seater row of cushioned seats that ran along the wall adjacent to the window, the other brigadiers alongside him. Most of them wore expressions that supported the feeling inside the building. But the sombre faces of the UDA commanders were perhaps, at least partly, due to Sloane and this Centenary Agreement – and the likelihood that this was something that has cemented Sinn Fein and the IRA winning their united Ireland.

      Having checked his phone on numerous occasions for an update from Sloane, Ivan had finally received a response.

      We’ve just checked in at the airport. Meeting Alberto Agnello in Rome tomorrow. If I have confirmation this document is real, I won’t be leaving Italy without it.

      Ivan forwarded the text to the other brigadiers, all of them responding almost in synch to their vibrating phones as they sat together in what looked like a UDA show of strength. The pub was filled with at least two hundred people, most of them supporters of the UDA, perhaps forty to fifty were active members who’d access to various arms from AK47 assault rifles to smaller side-arms, and would fire a bullet if directed by Big Ivan or one of the others. And given the current social and political climate in Northern Ireland, they were all expecting the prospect to present itself at any moment.

      Ivan looked around at them all and said, ‘I’ve got a bad feeling about this document the Italians have.’ He shook his head, cast a glance around the pub, landing on the TV then turned back to them, focussing on Page who was next to him. ‘We need to get to Italy. Tomorrow. Us – the brigadiers. We get there and take this document off these bastards. I know we’ve done business with the mafia before, but if they want to cross a political line into our world, it’ll be their mistake.’

      Page nodded. White followed. Then Harris.

      ‘I don’t think it’s any coincidence that bitch Prime Minister Pears is discussing an Irish referendum with Sinn Fein and this document just happens to pop up,’ Harris said.

      ‘She’ll be the first to have an RPG fired at her if that happens,’ White said, taking a puff of his vape. ‘The protestant government for the protestant people was sold out when those Sinn Fein / IRA fuckers joined us in the power-sharing executive. This country was ours until those scumbags started crying about their equal rights.’

      ‘It should never have been considered a protestant state for protestant people. We’re only half of the population,’ Ivan said. ‘That was our government’s biggest mistake.’

      ‘We’ll be going down there without any protection, Ivan,’ Page was quick to highlight.

      ‘If we need weapons, we can get them,’ Wing suggested, taking a drink of his pint of Magners. He gasped as he swallowed the beverage. ‘The Spalla clan in Rome are pissed off with the Italian Americans muscling in on their turf. And from what I hear, they’re looking to see Eamon Martini dead. The fact his da’ and granda’ were both on the Provos’ army council throughout the Troubles, we can join Spalla, our brothers in arms. If we bring enough cash, and manpower, we can make the Agnello family regret they ever got their hands on that document.’

      ‘All of you book a flight to Rome for tomorrow,’ Ivan said, raising his pint to his mouth.

      White downed his pint in one gulp and stood up, ‘I’ll get the next round in.’

      Ivan stood up, finishing his pint. ‘I’m going to make a call to Spalla, put him on notice we’ll be arriving tomorrow.’ He followed the meandering line through the occupied tables across the bar, just as the rest of the pub erupted into cheers. Rangers had scored and levelled the playing field, the game now sitting at three goals to three. He looked at the screen, then smiled as he stepped out into the street. He scanned his contact list, finding Pietro Spalla and made the call.

      ‘Buona sera, chi parla?’ the voice said.

      ‘Pietro – Ivan Williams, from Belfast. How have you been?’

      ‘What a coincidence. I am in the hospital waiting room after two of my brothers had an altercation with another person linked to your war in Belfast.’

      Ivan felt himself heat up, ‘Not Cahil Sloane?’

      ‘No, Eamon Martini. That son of a bitch has just declared war on my family.’

      ‘Your friends in the UDA might be able to help with that. A number of our men will be accompanying me to Rome tomorrow and we might need some weapons.’

      ‘Why is your organisation visiting my part of the world? And why will you require weapons?’

      ‘It appears that we have a mutual enemy. The UDA is of the opinion that Eamon Martini may get involved with something that’s going to upset a lot of our people in Ulster. We have been led to believe that the Agnello family are involved in this, too.’

      ‘I can confirm your suspicions. Martini has been seen with Violetta Agnello, formerly Violetta Bianco, in Rome. Personally, with my own eyes. So, it appears you’re in luck, my friend. We will supply you with anything you need while you’re here.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      ‘If you need transport, I will have you picked up from the airport when you arrive. Text me confirmed flight schedule when you have everything booked and we shall see you in Rome.’

      Ivan ended the call, turned, and made his way towards the door again when he heard the sound of a siren piercing through the air. He flinched, the sound delivering an unexpected shock. He swore at the sound and turned to see three police armoured Land Rovers being led up the Shankill Road by an unmarked BMW estate. The vehicles lined up outside the pub. Ivan was about to go back inside, but stopped and looked into the lead vehicle.

      A male and female, both in navy suits, got out of the BMW.

      The male offered Ivan an apologetic smile, lined with sarcasm, as he closed the driver’s door and crossed the front of the car, stepping onto the footpath. ‘Well, Ivan – what trouble have you gotten yourself into now?’

      Initially he thought it was related to what had happened in London. ‘What are you talking about, Hopkins?’

      Detective Hopkins was well known to the UDA leadership. He was from the area. He’d grown up on the Shankill Road, went to the same school as Ivan and even went to the same Free Presbyterian church on Sunday mornings. He’d arrested him on numerous occasions, on weapons charges over the years, never following through with any convictions. Hopkins was in his early fifties and instead of joining the ranks of the UDA, like many of those he grew up with, he joined the RUC after finishing school before the police force was re-named the Police Service of Northern Ireland in November 2001.

      ‘We have a warrant to search the pub, and the offices.’

      ‘What for?’ Ivan said, sounding defensive.

      ‘We found the body of a man in the entry around the corner this morning. According to forensics, he’d been there since last night. A bullet in the back of the head, execution style. His phone records show the last two calls made were to the Windsor.’

      Heavily armed officers disembarked the Land Rovers, slamming the doors with a metallic clunk and giving themselves a once over before approaching the pub.

      Ivan looked at Hopkins. ‘Any need for all those weapons?’

      ‘Come on, Ivan. The climate over here warrants our officers to be protected. The whole world has watched the UDA’s public statement about the referendum.’ He jabbed his index finger at him. ‘Was that you reading out the statement? Sounded a bit like you, but can’t be sure behind the mask.’

      Ivan didn’t reply.

      Hopkins made his way inside. Ivan followed.

      The pub fell eerily quiet as the uniformed officers filed inside. Hopkins retrieved the television’s remote control from Agnew at the bar and muted all of the TVs.

      He turned to address the patrons. ‘Sorry for the interruption folks, but these premises are now part of a murder investigation. We need to search the place before we can let you get back to the match.’ A couple of punters made an attempt for the door. ‘Sorry, lads, nobody gets in or out until we say so.’

      Ivan went back to his seat, not feeling at all concerned. Why would he? They had nothing to do with it. The UDA army council hadn’t sanctioned any executions, and all its members knew better than to bring any unnecessary attention to the organisation. He felt more inconvenienced than anything else. The other brigadiers looked at him, expecting a report.

      ‘What the fuck’s that prick Hopkins playing at?’ Harris complained.

      Ivan took a drink of his pint, then sighed, looking at the silent football playing on the TV. ‘A body was found around the corner this morning. Apparently, whoever the guy was, he made his last calls to this place.’

      ‘Do you know who it was?’ Wing said.

      Ivan shook his head, put the pint glass to his lips, and took a drink. He looked at Wing, about to invite him to the bar for another round of drinks when two officers crashed through the front door.

      ‘Everyone, get on the floor, now!’ the first officer shouted.

      The second officer slammed the door closed and shouted. ‘We’re under attack!’

      An explosion shook the ground, like a low thud, then a boom, rattling the bottles and glasses on the tables. A giant ball of yellow and orange flames flashed through the pub’s privacy tinted windows. Ivan watched in awe as one of the armoured vehicles sat in mid-air for a split second, engulfed in flames, before coming back to the ground with a crash. A second explosion was followed by a third, the other two Land Rovers were taken out. The windows of the pub blew in, shards of broken glass raining down on the room. Everyone in the pub took cover under the tables, or wherever they could. Some jumped over the bar for cover, others made for the toilets. The police officers had their weapons drawn, approaching the door when it became riddled with bullets.

      ‘Everyone stay down!’ one of the officers shouted, trying convey a message that they were in control, but they were as much in control of the situation as anyone else in the pub. Whoever was doing the shooting and bombing outside had the entire pub at their mercy. There was frantic shouting from different pockets of the room, people calling out to other people, others shouting all sorts of profanity. The crack of automatic gunfire ceased, replaced by the sound of a lorry’s hydraulics being manoeuvred outside, coming to a halt directly outside the front door. A fourth explosion shook the ground. It sounded like a war zone outside.

      Ivan was crouched down close to the ground, peering out from behind the table he was taking cover behind. For a split second, everything outside went quiet. Officers were shouting into their radios, demanding backup. The sound of liquid splashing was followed by the sound of glass smashing. A petrol bomb had been tossed into the lorry, sending it up into an inferno. Thick clouds of black smoke started to spill in through the window and holes in the door.

      ‘Everyone out, now!’ Hopkins ordered. ‘The place is about to go up. Out the back, now! Let’s go.’

      There was a stampede for the double doors at the far end of the pub that led out into the toilets and staff area. The emergency exit was kicked open, and the crowd flooded the drinking garden. A moment of uncertain silence was broken by the crack of a single shot. Then a second. Then a third. Then a fourth. It was coming from one of the houses in the street behind. Two officers and two of the pub’s punters took a hit and went down.

      Then it ceased.

      Officers and some of the punters rushed to administer first aid to those who’d been hit. The sound of tyres screeching on the other side of the building faded into the distance.

      Ivan and the other brigadiers stood looking at each other, gasping. All of them in shock.

      ‘Who the fuck has was that?’ Harris shouted.

      ‘Bastards are dead, whoever it was,’ White shouted, his trembling hand feeding a cigarette into his mouth.

      Ivan’s eyes were darting all over the place, trying to comprehend what had just happened.
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      Martini and Violetta hadn’t spoken for the past fifteen minutes. She’d been busy making use of the Maserati’s four hundred and fifty horsepower, negotiating the sharp bends and doglegs of the country roads that the vehicle ate up like a stallion. The Macchia del Cadinale was the steep, almost vertical, gradient that led to the house. The property was nestled amongst four acres of oak trees with a breath-taking view of the Lake Bracciano Anguillara.

      Martini lowered his window, taking in the welcoming aroma of wood, leaves, grass and the assortment of wildflowers that grew in the area. ‘Nice location.’

      ‘Peaceful,’ she replied, climbing the hill with ever-increasing force of the vehicle.

      ‘Why’d you take the documents here?’

      ‘Because not many people know about this place, and even fewer know where to locate the safe where I’ve hidden them.’

      Approaching two towering white pillars, supporting two eight-foot-tall black wooden gates, she indicated to turn right off the track and drew the car to a stop. She reached into her door’s side pocket and fished out a black remote control no bigger than a cigarette lighter. She pointed it at the gates, pressed a button, and the gates slowly began to part, revealing the inside. She led the vehicle across grey cobbles, towards the front of the house and stopped, switching the engine off.

      She looked at him, her expression vulnerable.

      ‘What’s wrong, Violetta?’

      ‘Nothing.’

      He took her by the hand, stopping her from getting out. ‘What’s the matter?’

      ‘It just feels strange having you here instead of Alberto.’

      ‘I’m simply here to see what these documents are all about. I’m not here to cause any problems between you and him. This is not a romantic trip.’

      She regarded him for a moment, then said, ‘If only things had been different between us.’

      ‘Then we’d be living in a different world.’

      She stroked his face. ‘Let’s go.’

      As they approached the front door, the sound of the entrance gates closing grabbed their attention. They looked at each other, recognising they were both expecting an unwanted surprise. She opened the seven-foot-tall black door that matched the gates and stepped inside. She de-activated the alarm system and kicked off her shoes, leaving them against the wall. ‘These heated floors make this a home.’ She smiled, leaving her keys and phone on the table next to the coat hanger.

      ‘That must burn a lot of energy, leaving them on all the time.’ He took his jacket off and hung it on one the hooks.

      ‘I put the heating on half an hour ago, from my phone.’ She led the way across the white marble tiles, towards the kitchen. ‘You want something to drink?’

      ‘Before we get too comfortable, are you sure nobody knows we’re here?’

      ‘Eamon…’ She looked back at him as she stepped into the kitchen, ‘I know how to get around without being followed.’

      ‘Well in that case, I’ll have a latte.’ He followed her into the kitchen, the lights coming on automatically.

      She pressed the button on the coffee machine and said, ‘Let’s get these documents while we wait on the water boiling.’ She passed him again, heading back out into the hallway. The staircase was thirty foot high, and twisted snake-like, slithering up the left side of the entrance. Martini admired the artwork from the Renaissance period decorating the wall during his ascent.

      The first floor was a long stretch of what looked like untouched wooden flooring, the smell of varnish reinforced the fact that it was a brand-new residence. The second door on the left was locked. She inserted a key and entered. An office was inside. A bookshelf lined the left wall. A desk was in the middle with a laptop open.

      ‘Looks like too honest an office to be a real place of work for the Agnello family,’ he joked.

      ‘You’d be surprised.’ She walked over to the bookshelf and crouched down, pulling out the bundle of ten novels that occupied the corner of the lowest level, revealing the safe. Thumbing in the combination, she lowered the handle and pulled the door open. Lifting out the stack of documents, she handed them up to him.

      Martini took it and sat down at the desk. As he looked over the stack, he was both impressed and shocked. He was holding an official, laminated for preservation, document on the Anglo-Irish Peace Treaty of 1921. It read:

      SECRET – Articles of the Agreement: Ireland shall have the same constitutional status in the community of nations known as the British Empire as the Dominion of Canada, the Commonwealth of Australia, the Dominion of New Zealand, and the Union of South Africa. With a parliament having powers to make laws for the peace order and good government of Ireland and an executive responsible for that Parliament and shall be styled and known as the Irish Free State.

      Below the article was a list of signatures, including that of the British Prime Minister, Michael Collins, Arthur Griffith, Gavin Duffy, Lloyd George, the King of England, and finally His Holiness the Pope.

      ‘You want to look at the next one,’ Violetta said, as she sat on the edge of the desk with her arms folded.

      He did so. The next document was styled with the same paper in the same font, also laminated. It read:

      SECRET – Articles of the Centenary Agreement. All who have come to this agreement, have unanimously assented that the publication of this treaty will do nothing but inflame the country of Ireland once again. It is therefore the case that this document shall remain in the possession of the two overpowering institutions: the British Crown and the Roman Catholic Church. For one hundred years, Northern Ireland shall remain as part of the Union with Britain. On the date of 21st December 2021, the six counties of Northern Ireland shall be re-united with the twenty-six counties that make up the Irish Free State.

      Below the article statement, it was again signed by the same names that signed the original treaty.

      Martini looked up at Violetta, his eyes wide in shock. ‘Fuck.’

      She nodded, accepting he’d realised the gravity of the situation.

      ‘So, the Queen of England would be in possession of the other one?’

      She shook her head. ‘There’s a second one there, the exact same, with the royal stamp of approval.’

      He shuffled through the stack – a bunch of letters, some in Italian and some in English, finding the second. At the bottom, across the signatures was the royal stamp, dated May 1974. He shrugged his shoulders, ‘Approval for what?’

      ‘I’ve had a read through the letters, a back and forward correspondence between the Pope and the Queen. The Queen, apparently with the agreement of the British Prime Minister and the Irish Prime Minister, urged the agreement to be brought forward to 1974, when conflict in Belfast was becoming too hard to contain.’

      ‘So why wasn’t it?’

      ‘You can read through the letters yourself, but from what I’ve taken from them, the Northern Ireland Secretary of State and his Irish counterpart both came to Rome in 1974 to speak to the Pope and were never seen again. Disappeared.’

      ‘Somebody didn’t want them to bring this agreement forward.’

      She nodded. ‘The only people I can think of are the ones who’d obtained both documents.’

      Martini looked at the two agreements, trying to work it out. ‘Why would the Catholic church not have wanted this to come into effect? It would have saved a lot of lives and brought an end to the conflict in Ireland. That would have been seen as doing God’s work, surely.’ Then the penny dropped. ‘Sold out.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The Pope sold out the Catholics of the north. And the last thing the oldest institution in the world can afford is for the Catholics of the world to know that this has happened.’ He sat back in the seat and looked up at Violetta. ‘This could destroy the Catholic institutions. And after the child abuse scandals, this would all but bring an end to them. They knew that in the seventies, and they know that now – but the difference is now, the damage would be much greater. Because they’d allowed the Troubles to continue. Not only allowed it, but prevented the politicians from stopping the war. So not only have they betrayed Irish Catholics, they’ve also prevented something that could have brought in the ceasefire twenty-five years earlier.’ He shook his head. ‘Christ, Violetta, you realise how much damage this could cause? And you’re worried about winding up the UDA – this will upset a lot more people than them.’

      ‘So, what do you want to do with it?’

      ‘I’m going to call First Minister Meehan and see what he knows about this.’ He pulled his phone out, found Meehan in his contact list and made the call.

      After a few rings, the call was answered. ‘Eamon, how’s life treating you, kid?’

      ‘Better than the way life is treating people over in Belfast.’

      Meehan grunted to agree. ‘You’ve been following the news, then?’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘You’ve heard what happened tonight, down on the Shankill?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘RPG and gun attack on the Windsor.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘The New IRA has issued a statement saying it was in retaliation to one of their own men being found dead on the Shankill. Execution styled bullet in the head.’

      ‘Who was it?’

      ‘Barney McMullan.’

      ‘What did they kill him for?’

      ‘No idea, kid. But things are getting very hairy over here. I’ve heard stories of the UDA issuing a recruitment notice.’

      ‘Jesus, this is because of all the talk of an all-Ireland referendum.’

      ‘Prime Minister Pears is planning to have the vote in the coming months. I’m on my way to London to meet with her in a few days. Could be what we’ve all fought for.’

      ‘I need to ask you about something.’

      ‘What is it, kid?’

      ‘You ever heard of a Centenary Agreement? A one-hundred-year treaty agreed between Collins and other republican negotiators at the time of partition?’

      There was a pause.

      ‘Declan?’

      Meehan came back. ‘Never heard of it, Eamon. Why?’ He cleared his throat.

      Meehan was lying. Martini felt it in his gut. He’d spent countless hours interrogating insurgents during his time in CIA black ops, and could smell a lie a mile off. ‘I just heard some fool in a bar in Rome going on about some agreement called the Centenary Agreement where the Pope, the King of England and the others involved in the peace treaty of 1921 had agreed that after one hundred years of British rule in Northern Ireland, the six counties of the north would go back to the south, unifying the entire island of Ireland.’

      ‘Sounds like a load of shite, Eamon. Never heard of anything like that.’

      ‘He also speculated that it was the reason for the political unrest over there now.’

      ‘Load of bollocks, kid.’

      ‘I thought so.’

      Meehan laughed, with a sense of relief, as if his interrogation was over. ‘It’s funny you mention the Pope. We’d received an email from the Vatican a couple of weeks ago. His Holiness would like to meet with the political leaders at Stormont to discuss a visit.’

      ‘Coincidence,’ Martini said.

      ‘I don’t think the Pope planning a visit here would be wise, not until we’ve gotten control of these streets again. The Shankill was just turned into a warzone this evening.’ Meehan sighed. ‘It’ll all settle down soon.’

      ‘I’ve got to go, Declan. Next time I’m in Belfast, I’ll let you know and we can meet up.’

      ‘Sounds good, kid. Keep in touch.’

      Martini ended the call and looked at Violetta. ‘He’s fucking lying. He knows something and isn’t saying. He did mention the Pope’s office contacting the Stormont MPs to discuss a meeting.’

      ‘Sounds like His Holiness is planning on bringing this to light.’

      He nodded. ‘It would certainly sound that way.’ He sat back in the chair, swivelling back and forth, trying to make sense of it all.

      She was looking at her phone, her eyebrows raised.

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Reports from Belfast.’ She handed him the phone.

      He looked at the report from the BBC showing a burned-out lorry resting up against the front of the Windsor pub. Three heavily armed PSNI Land Rovers wrecked. It read:

      RPG attack on a known UDA hangout during the Rangers football match. Two police officers and two locals killed by a sniper as they all rushed through the back door to escape the fire coming from the inflamed lorry at the front.

      She lifted the stack of documents. ‘These mean nothing to me. You can have them.’

      ‘That’s an understatement, but Alberto will be expecting something for his efforts.’

      ‘My husband has enough to make him happy, he doesn’t need any more power going to his head. Ever since his father died, he’s gotten worse. He’s an embarrassment, quite frankly.’

      ‘Like I told you before, Violetta, you should be the one running that family. Not him.’ He took the documents from her. ‘You mean to tell me you’re not even going to protest at me getting up and leaving with these?’

      ‘I told Alberto we shouldn’t be antagonising any paramilitary groups, especially people who’re politically motivated right now.’

      ‘I’ll make sure nothing happens to you.’

      ‘You can’t promise that, Eamon.’
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      First Minister Declan Meehan had been in the office located at the rear of his house when Martini had called. He’d set his alarm as a reminder to go off at two minutes to ten, wanting to watch the evening news. When the alarm went off, he de-activated it, lifted the remote control for the widescreen TV on the other side of the office and pointed the device. He got up and walked across the room as the programme came on, sitting himself down on the more comfortable cream leather sofa slotted against the wall opposite to the TV. Sitting back, he casually crossed his legs, interlocked his fingers and placed his hands behind his head, as if tuning in to his favourite Thursday night drama series.

      Reporter Mary Slater from UTV Live’s studio headquarters in Belfast began the programme. ‘Good evening. The Windsor pub on West Belfast’s Shankill Road has been attacked this evening. The venue had been packed with Rangers Football supporters. Two local men and two police officers have been killed. The attack took place at eight fifteen, thirty minutes into the second half of the game. Our Belfast correspondent, Mark McNeil is at the scene. Mark?’

      The camera shifted to the wreckage.

      ‘Mary, yes – from what you can see here behind me, fire fighters are still battling to get this fire under control, preventing it from spreading to the adjoining properties. Ambulance crews have just left. A number of the pub’s customers, who were inside when the attack took place, have been taken to hospital for suspected smoke inhalation and shock. One of the Rangers supporters, a thirty-three-year-old Shankill Road resident John Courtney, who came out here tonight to watch the game with friends, is one of the four fatalities. Along with Mr Courtney, Jack Short – also a local – died instantly when a sniper fired on them from a distance. PCs Rory Cummings and Mark Daven of the PSNI also died at the scene. From what we know, the sniper began picking people off at random as the building was evacuated through the rear in a frantic attempt to get away from the fire that had been started at the front.’ He glanced over his shoulder as a group of six individuals, all dressed in white forensic suits, covered from head to toe, swept the area. He turned back to the camera. ‘As you can see from behind me, the PSNI’s Tactical Support Team are searching the area for any evidence.’

      ‘Has anyone claimed responsibility for this attack yet?’

      ‘Yes, Mary. The New IRA has issued a statement in the last thirty minutes, claiming that it was in retaliation for the execution of one of their members. I have with me now, DCI Hopkins who was in the pub at the time, leading an investigation into the discovery of a man’s body just a few streets away.’ He turned to his left, the camera swivelling with him, landing on Hopkins. ‘Detective?’

      ‘It was like a bloody war zone. All of our vehicles were destroyed by what we believe to be Rocket Propelled Grenades. The attackers then barricaded us inside with a lorry and doused the lorry in petrol before sending it up with a petrol bomb. From what I can gather, what happened here at the front, was a way to push people out the back door so that the sniper could take their shot.’

      ‘We know the New IRA has issued its statement claiming responsibility. Any thoughts on who the individuals involved might be?’

      ‘I wouldn’t like to speculate, but our team are following a few enquiries. But I want to assure the public that people will be brought to justice.’

      Meehan turned the TV off. ‘Aye, you will my bollocks, Hopkins.’ He uncrossed his legs and got up from the sofa, making his way back to the desk where his phone was vibrating. He looked at the caller ID and cleared his throat before putting it to his ear. ‘Good evening, Prime Minister. I trust you’ve watched the news?’

      ‘Jesus Christ, Declan, you’ve turned Belfast into a bloody warzone.’

      ‘Well, isn’t that what you wanted? Now when we meet on your visit to Belfast, we can all discuss the referendum.’

      ‘My job as prime minister will be much better without having Northern Ireland to worry about.’

      Meehan nodded. ‘At least we’re on the same page.’

      ‘It’s not funny.’

      ‘I know it’s not funny. Britain should have left here a long time ago.’

      She didn’t reply.

      ‘And I’ve just had Eamon Martini on the phone to me a little earlier. He was asking about the Centenary Agreement that your royal family and the Pope were meant to be holding onto until next year.’

      ‘Christ, you’re not serious?’

      ‘Do you hear me laugh?’

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘You need to ensure this whole thing doesn’t come out.’

      ‘From what the Queen tells me, the evidence this agreement even exists is in the hands of the Vatican. And unless Eamon Martini’s better than any of us believe, he won’t be able to prove our plans are any more than hearsay.’

      ‘For all our sakes, you’d better be right, Prime Minister. Spending the rest of our lives in prison for war crimes is not what any of us want.’
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      Greenwood was standing in the queue of sixty-eight anxiously waiting passengers, all eager to board the Ryanair operated Boeing 737. Everyone wore the same expression: tired and frustrated. The arrival time in Rome would now be closer to midnight. She was fifteenth in the queue and was fast approaching the security desk.

      With her passport and boarding ticket held inside the leather flap of her phone cover, she thumbed a text to Martini.

      Eamon – just about to board. See you around midnight.

      His response was swift.

      Safe trip and see you when you get here.

      The phone vibrated in her hand. She thought it was him. But it wasn’t. It was Prime Minister Pears.

      She stepped out of the queue and created some distance from the other passengers. ‘Ma’am, I’m just boarding a plane to Rome.’

      ‘Victoria – can anyone else hear this conversation?’

      ‘No, Ma’am.’

      ‘What has Martini found in Rome?’

      ‘That’s what I’m on my way to find out.’

      ‘But he has got something?’

      ‘Yes. He’d received a call from Violetta Agnello of the Agnello crime family. Apparently the Agnello family has acquired documents from the Vatican.’

      ‘What documents?’

      ‘Some agreement relating to Irish partition.’

      ‘Victoria – listen to me very carefully. You need to retrieve anything Martini has got his hands on, and…’ she paused for a moment.

      ‘Ma’am?’

      ‘I’m sorry Victoria, I know you’ve grown to like Martini, but as a matter of national security, he needs to be eliminated.’

      Greenwood looked up at the queue, there were six more passengers before she was due to go through. ‘I’m sorry, Ma’am but what do you mean eliminated?’

      ‘You know exactly what I mean, Victoria.’

      ‘Explain to me exactly how you’ve arrived at this conclusion? I need something less vague than “national security”.’

      ‘I don’t have time to explain myself. Just do it. That is an order.’

      Greenwood looked at the queue. The steward was calling her forward.

      ‘What am I employing you for?’

      ‘To keep Britian safe.’

      ‘Then don’t question me, just do it. Call me when it’s done.’

      Greenwood ended the call and approached the gate. Her credentials were checked and was given passage. She stepped outside and approached the plane. Her mind was reeling. She couldn’t settle. What had Martini done?

      She called him.

      ‘You’re running a little late,’ he was quick to say. ‘I’ve viewed the documents. It’s everything the Agnello family are claiming it to be, and more.’

      ‘Right, we need to get it back to London, the PM will need to be…’

      ‘Hold on a second, Victoria.’ He was quick to jump in. ‘With all due respect, I’m not handing this over to the PM for it to potentially disappear. You know how things of an Anglo – Irish nature have tended to be manipulated by the ones in power. I’m not sure what to do about this yet.’

      She was slightly taken aback. She sensed something in his voice, like he was her opposition. Did he not trust her? Should she trust him? Was all this in her head – had the call from the PM clouded her?

      She cleared her throat. ‘So, what do you plan on using it for?’

      ‘We’re going to use it to find Sloane and get him to tell us where those two Iranians are.’

      She composed herself and ascended the steps to the cabin. ‘I’m about to board. I’ll call you when I…’

      ‘There’s something else.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘There’s another reason why I don’t want PM Pears to know about this yet. I think there’s a political scandal here. I questioned Meehan about these documents earlier and he lied about his knowledge of it.’

      ‘How do you know he’s lying?’

      ‘I’ve interrogated enough people to know when someone’s holding back. If I give you Meehan’s number, can you get Black to find out who he’s been speaking to? Get a copy of his call records. If Meehan’s involved in something related to this agreement, I want to know who else is.’

      ‘Send the number over. I’ll get Harper onto it right away.’

      ‘See you soon.’
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      Just as Martini sent Meehan’s number to Greenwood, Violetta entered the living room, this time with a tray of tea. He regarded her as she came in – the lady he’d once planned to marry. She was just as beautiful as the day he’d made the proposal, getting down on one knee on the wind-swept coast of Antrim. It was her first time in Ireland, and had he not been required to return to New York, she would have bought a little cottage and stayed there. As he looked at her, it was clear those feelings hadn’t completely gone. But she was married, and he would never put her in an uncomfortable position by making any advances. He could allow himself to enjoy her company. That and no more – not while Alberto Agnello’s sparkling diamond ring still glistened on her left hand.

      She noticed him watch her. ‘I’ve tried to adopt your Irish traditions, but tea is something I’m struggling to get used to.’

      ‘That’s because we were drip-fed coffee from the time we could walk.’ He lifted one of the cups off the tray and then the stainless-steel teapot. Lifting the lid of the pot, he quickly stirred the tea, pressing the bag against the inside.

      ‘Squeeze every last drop out, do you?’ she joked, watching him carry it out with the focus and precision of a surgeon performing open heart surgery.

      ‘It’s the only way I’d drink tea, anything weak just makes me want to throw it back up again.’ He closed the lid and poured his cup.

      ‘Maybe that’s where I’ve been going wrong, then,’ she joked, handing her cup over to him. ‘Who was that on the phone?’

      ‘A former British assassin who was sent to kill me.’ He passed her cup back.

      ‘That’s still a regular occurrence for you?’

      ‘There was recently a plot to take out the British Prime Minister. President Sheeran’s grandson was kidnapped and held as ransom. POTUS sent me to get the kid back while pretending to take the job. PM Pears found out about the job and sent her to stop me.’

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘We got the boy back without carrying out the hit. She got herself apprehended by the person behind it all. I got her out of there at the same time as the boy and since then we’ve been on better terms.’

      ‘You’re involved in some amount of controversy.’

      ‘Had I taken over from my mother as the boss of the Martini family in New York, I probably would have had an easier life.’

      ‘And you and this assassin are both on civil terms now?’

      ‘Since then, yes. And if they need any support with anything of an Irish nature – I’ll lend a hand, where I can.’

      ‘So, you’re working with MI6 now?’ She looked surprised. ‘Your father wouldn’t be too happy.’

      ‘I’m working with them no more than First Minister Declan Meehan and the rest of Sinn Fein. Just this week, there’s been a plot to assassinate President Sheeran in London. So our worlds are interlinked.’

      ‘Do you know who it was?’

      ‘A couple of Iranians: Hojaji and Azrael hired the UDA to carry it out in London. Cahil Sloane was the one who’d negotiated the deal.’

      She paused mid-sip, lowering the cup from her face. ‘Were they in New York recently?’

      ‘You’ve been speaking to Luca?’

      ‘Federico, before he met with you, told me Luca passed on a message from a couple of Iranians. Offering a massive amount of cash to hit President Sheeran.’

      ‘Did they meet?’

      ‘No. Federico said they hadn’t heard from them. But if they’ve gone to the UDA to carry out the attack, then they obviously thought they were better equipped to carry out something like that.’

      ‘Can you get your hands on their contact details? Anything? Maybe the CIA can track them.’

      ‘I’ll make a call and see what I can find out.’
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      Greenwood stood outside Leonardo da Vinci Airport, waiting for Martini to arrive. She’d wrestled with the order she’d been given by the prime minister: obtain whatever evidence he’d acquired from the Vatican and kill him. Why would such an act be the only option? Was the prime minister being erratic? Reckless, perhaps? Greenwood knew how President Sheeran felt about Eamon Martini. Their relationship was something close to paternal. She knew the blowback from the White House regarding something like this would be catastrophic. And she knew Prime Minister Pears knew that.

      She found herself in a position she did not want to be in. Was her loyalty to the prime minister and the UK’s national security, or would she sway towards a man whom she’d grown fond of?

      The air was warm, much warmer than Belfast where she’d just left. A gentle breeze enveloped her. She sat on the uncomfortable metal seating beneath the shelter of the short stay pick-up area. A line of taxis idled, waiting to take commuters to their next destination. A middle-aged man wearing a suit with a cigarette in his left hand got out of his white Hyundai hybrid and went to the vending machine next to her. He fed a couple of euro coins into the mechanism and purchased a bottle of coke and a bag of crisps. He turned to go back to his car but caught her looking at him.

      ‘Are you waiting for a lift, or do you want one?’ he spoke in Italian.

      She had a moment to think of what to say. It had been a while since she’d needed to speak the language, but it seemed to come back naturally – or at least she got the gist of what he’d said. She smiled. ‘My lift’s just coming. Should be here any moment. But thank you.’

      He smiled and went back to his car, just as the sound of a car engine roared through the night air.

      Greenwood watched as a black Maserati sat impatiently behind the access barrier, just fifty yards away from where she sat. She watched Martini’s head crane out of the driver’s window, pressing the access button on the gate’s console. She stood up and walked towards the kerb, behind the Hyundai. Martini pulled up and reached across the cabin, pushing the door open for her as she approached.

      ‘Very discreet,’ she said, as she dropped herself into the front passenger seat. She slung her bag and jacket onto the back seat, pulled the door closed and fastened her seat belt.

      ‘It’s the car I was given.’

      ‘So, these documents, can I see them?’

      ‘I’m taking you there now, but I’ve got something else you might find interesting.’ He put the vehicle in drive and pulled out from the kerb, overtaking the taxi driver who was gawking at the Maserati.

      ‘What have you been told?’

      He fed the ticket into the exit barrier and waited for it to rise. ‘Violetta’s aware of Hojaji and Azrael meeting with her cousin Luca Bianco in New York.’

      ‘Can she set up a meet with them?’

      He shook his head, ‘She did say Federico was approached by Luca to meet with them. When he didn’t hear from them,  he must have assumed they’d gone with someone else.’

      ‘Timed perfectly with the UDA’s statement saying President Sheeran wasn’t welcome in Ireland.’

      ‘My guess is they’ve say that statement and decided to use the UDA instead.’

      She grunted, ‘They’d certainly be more motivated to pursue that kind of attack.’

      He nodded as he watched the barrier rise with a mechanic whine, then led the vehicle out of the car park. ‘She’s going to make a call to New York and see if she can find out any more about them.’

      ‘For all we know they could still be in London. But they’re part of the Revolutionary Guard Corps. They’ll be aware of counter-surveillance. Especially with something like this.’

      ‘But they’ll want to know what’s happened with Sloane. He’s our best chance of getting close to them.’

      She looked across at him. ‘What about this Centenary Agreement.’

      He cast a quick glance at her before turning back to the road. ‘It’s very real. And quite shocking to read. You think things at Stormont are unstable now? If this were to get out, a lot of heads would roll. Downing Street, Stormont, Buckingham Palace and the Vatican.’

      She was starting to understand why she’d received the call from PM Pears. She had to protect the UK and the royal family. This was where her loyalties lay. ‘What about First Minister Meehan’s involvement?’

      ‘As I said on the phone, I know he lied to me about it. Have you asked Harper Black to check his phone records?’

      ‘She’s on the case. She’s gone to the office now to see what she can find out.’
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      Cahil and Gina Sloane arrived at Leonardo da Vinci Airport on the day’s final flight from Dublin. Touching down on Italian soil shortly after midnight, they followed the rest of the flyers through the security gates, flashing their passports at the security team who all looked as if they’d fallen asleep two hours earlier. Sloane was first to go through security and stood on the other side of the automatic doors waiting for Gina to come through. He de-activated flight mode on his phone and within ten seconds, a stream of messages and emails flooded through. He’d also received a missed call and a voicemail from Ghazi Azrael. He clenched his jaws and swore under his breath thinking about returning the call, but he didn’t. He didn’t even listen to the message. Opening his message inbox, he scrolled along the list of texts. A few were from Big Ivan, and one from each of the other brigadiers, and, as he’d expected, one from Azrael. He didn’t bother to open the Iranian’s text, but he clicked on Ivan’s.

      This document must not leave Italy without you. We’re on our way to Rome tomorrow. I’ve connected with our friend Spalla from Camorra. He’s agreed to supply us with weapons if necessary. You need to get a rental and be ready to meet us on first command. I’ll text you again when we’re boarding. Watch your back, kid. Ivan.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Gina said. ‘Bloody security guard checked everywhere but up my ass.’

      He pocketed the phone. ‘Doesn’t surprise me, love. With that ass, and that chest hanging out, what else do you expect?’ He led the way across the arrival’s terminal. The place was deserted, save for the few on his flight and a handful of cleaners running vacuums and mops across the floor. ‘You’ve booked the car, haven’t you?’

      She nodded. ‘Got a Five Series BMW, black. The email said to collect the keys from the Hertz desk in arrivals. I’ve got us a nice room in the Colosseum Hotel in the city centre.’

      They went to the Hertz desk. It was the second from last booth, next to the exit doors. The man at the desk looked like the fresh air coming in every time the censored doors opened was doing just about enough to keep him awake. Sloane handed him his driving licence and bank card. His phone rang again. He looked at Gina. ‘Here, love, deal with this, and I’ll take the call.’ He answered, making his way towards the exit. ‘Hello?’

      ‘Mr Sloane, you’re hiding from us?’ It was Ghazi Azrael.

      ‘I need more time.’

      ‘We are in London. Where are you?’

      ‘I’m in Belfast. I need to meet with the rest of the army council.’

      ‘I want an update from you by midday tomorrow.’ The call ended.

      Sloane felt his stomach sink.
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      Iman Hojaji and Ghazi Azrael stood just beyond the security gates, watching as Cahil and Gina Sloane exited the terminal.

      ‘What did he say?’ Hojaji said.

      ‘That he’s in Belfast.’ Azrael searched through his contact list, found Brigadier General Fallahzadeh and pressed call. They made their way across the hall towards the exit as he listened to it ring.

      It was finally answered. ‘What is your update?’

      ‘General, we have just arrived in Rome. It appears Mr Sloane could lead us to where we want to go.’

      ‘Stay on him.’

      ‘What should we do with him?’

      ‘Once he is of no use to us, get rid of him.’

      ‘Yes, General.’ He ended the call and they made their way outside.
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      Martini and Greenwood arrived at Violetta’s house, finding it in complete darkness. Violetta had gone back into the city, to the home where she lived with her husband. The family boss had been complaining that she was acting peculiar and wanted to speak to her. Martini was given the house to stay in and the car to get around in. As the vehicle approached the front porch, the security lights came on. He swung a full lock on, turning the vehicle to face towards the gates then reverse parked, a habit he’d formed over the years, always preferring to be in the best position to get out in a hurry if he needed to.

      ‘Nice house,’ Greenwood said. She lifted her jacket and bag from the back seat and quickly got out.

      Martini watched as she got out. She’d been quiet since picking her up at the airport. She seemed preoccupied. Something was bothering her. He shut the engine off and got out. ‘Are you okay? It seems like you’re somewhere else.’

      ‘Got a ready bad migraine. Started before I boarded the plane and can’t seem to shake it off.’ She crossed the rear of the car and followed him up the steps of the porch.

      He opened the door and silenced the alarm. Holding the door open for her, he pointed towards a door at the far end of the entrance hall next to a piano. ‘Kitchen’s in there, make yourself at home, I’m just going to nip upstairs.’

      ‘I’ll make us a drink.’

      He went up to the office, opened the safe and grabbed the Centenary Agreement and all other documents. As he exited the room, Kaan Sloane’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out as he descended the stairs, Cahil flashing across the screen. He didn’t answer. The call ended after five rings, Sloane appearing impatient and not wanting to spend all night waiting for his brother to answer.

      Martini entered the kitchen and handed the documents to Greenwood. She was stood next to the coffee machine. She bent over the work top, looking at the Agreement. Martini strolled across the kitchen to the central island, planting himself down on one of the stools. He opened Kaan’s phone and was about to send a text to Cahil when a text came through.

      Kaan, call me back as soon as you can. We’ve got a big problem. Don’t go back to Belfast. And stay out of public. Whatever you do, don’t go near the Iranians.

      Martini replied.

      Cahil, my phone’s fucked! I’ve dropped it and can’t hear anything when I’m trying to make a call. What’s happened?

      He set the phone down and waited for a reply. He looked over his shoulder at Greenwood. ‘Interesting read, isn’t it?’

      She hummed and nodded to acknowledge what he’d said, but didn’t look up at him, just kept reading.

      Kaan’s phone buzzed again.

      We’ve made a balls up of the job. The Iranians had already wired me the first twenty mil. Gina and I have made a run for it, but the Iranians aren’t the type to let something like this go. Christ, Kaan, we’re in a mess here.

      Greenwood joined Martini at the island. She set the documents down between them and set his drink down next to him. ‘Do you have a pistol?’

      ‘Of course.’ He regarded her again. ‘You’re definitely not yourself. Is there anything I can do for you?’

      She looked at him, gazing into his eyes. Those blue eyes that first looked down on her when she’d been detained in Germany and faced certain death. ‘I feel out in the open here. Can I have your pistol? Can you get another.’

      He removed his pistol from the holster and passed it over. ‘Violetta has one in the safe upstairs.’

      She took the weapon and nodded towards the documents. ‘That’s quite a shocking discovery. You realise if the wrong people realise something like this exists, a lot of people will be gunning for it.’ She looked at him, watching as he was texting on the phone. ‘Who’s that?’

      ‘A man I think might be able to help us clean this mess up and move on.’ He handed the phone to her and lifted his coffee. He took a sip, while watching her read the thread of messages.

      ‘Cahil Sloane’s reaching out to his brother because he’s realised the shit he’s in.’ She paused for a moment, reading more. ‘He’s just said he’s afraid he’s just pissed off the UDA as well and doesn’t know who to turn to.’ She looked at Martini. ‘He’s beginning to panic. Maybe we can convince him to give up the Iranians and…’ She paused again, reading another message. ‘You’re kidding me.’

      ‘What?’ He set the cup down. She handed the phone back. He read the message.

      I’ve just arrived in Italy. I’ve got something that might at least smooth things over with the UDA. I’m hoping anyway. At least I’ll have some form of protection until we can smooth things over with the Iranians.

      ‘What would Kaan Sloane say in response to that?’

      She shrugged. ‘You should know how people in Belfast talk more than me.’

      ‘I spent most of my life in New York.’ He took a sip of the coffee and replied to the text.

      For fuck sake, what did you do that for, you dick? Where are you? I’ll come and meet you.

      He set the phone down, waiting for a reply. Taking another drink, he looked at Greenwood. ‘We can get Sloane tonight – he’ll realise sending a sniper to take you out was the wrong choice.’ He gestured towards his shoulder. ‘And he’ll regret giving me another scar.’

      ‘That bullet was meant for me.’

      ‘You would have done the same for me.’

      She turned and walked away, towards the sink.

      ‘Something’s not right with you.’

      ‘I’m fine, just a sore head that’s all.’

      ‘Well, let’s finish this then you can get some rest. Sloane’s come here for what we’ve got in front of us. And I’m guessing this is what he’s going to use to win over the hearts and minds of the other brigadiers.’

      ‘We get him, and we can get our hands on the Iranians,’ Greenwood said, making her way back to him. She took another drink of her coffee. ‘And that leaves the little matter of an Anglo / Irish agreement that could start a lot of trouble off between the two countries.’

      He nodded. ‘British and Irish relations are better now than they’ve ever been, certainly since the signing of this agreement. Why rock a boat that can easily topple over?’

      ‘You’re suggesting we keep this from public knowledge?’

      ‘I’m suggesting we do something that prevents a return to the old days before the Good Friday Agreement.’ She held his gaze, both looking into the other’s eyes. ‘Victoria, you haven’t mentioned this to the prime minister, have you?’

      She brushed a strand of hair out of her eyes and shook her head. The phone buzzed. Cahil Sloane had responded.

      I’m in Rome. Staying at the Colosseum Hotel. But the other brigadiers are joining me first thing tomorrow. They’re adamant the UDA are not leaving here without this thing.

      ‘Christ,’ Martini said, through an astonished laugh. ‘He’s staying at the same hotel I’d booked into before Violetta gave me the keys to this place. And the UDA are on tour.’

      ‘What?’

      He handed her the phone and got up off the stool, taking his coffee towards the patio doors. He took a sip, looking out into the garden, watching as an inflatable lounger floated carelessly across the pool towards the sparkling stainless-steel steps.

      ‘We need to get our hands on him before he meets up with the other brigadiers. If they know the damage this will cause they’ll be ready to create a fuss to get it.’

      He finished his coffee and made his way back to the island. ‘That would work out lovely, wouldn’t it?’ he said sarcastically, as he sat back down again. ‘Because the Camorra will be looking to blow the Agnello family out of Italy for muscling in on their turf. And the UDA would have the capability and wiliness to do it.’ He lifted the phone and looked at her.

      ‘Okay.’ She stood up and took the phone back. She replied to Sloane.

      When are you meeting the brigadiers? Are you sure it’s safe?

      Sloane quickly responded.

      I’ve to meet them tomorrow. Spalla has arranged to aid them while they’re here. I’ll have to meet them. I’ve no other choice, Kaan. I’m sitting with twenty million of the Iranians money and need the UDA’s backing if we’re to put things right.

      Greenwood handed the phone back to Martini. He read it, then said, ‘Spalla’s helping the UDA. And Sloane’s meeting with them tomorrow. We need to get him before then.’

      ‘Let’s get him now.’ She lifted the documents.

      ‘I’ll put those back in the safe.’

      ‘I’m not sure about that, Eamon. Is it safe here?’

      ‘Apart from us, Violetta’s the only person that knows they’re here. She took them off her husband, the boss of the family, because he’s so power-hungry that he’s made the UDA aware of it and has also told them the New IRA has shown an interest.’

      ‘He’s not the smartest guy in the world, is he?’

      He shook his head. ‘I told Violetta that she should have been the head of the family.’

      They left the kitchen.

      ‘I’ll leave these back in the safe.’

      ‘I’ll go and start the car.’

      Martini climbed the stairs, two steps at a time. He quickly left the documents in the safe, lifted a Beretta that was next to the bundle of notes and grabbed two fully loaded magazines. He rushed out of the room and descended the stairs as fast as he could. The sound of Greenwood starting the car pierced through the silence of night. He quickly pulled his own phone out and called Violetta. She answered almost immediately. ‘Violetta, we’re going to the Colosseum Hotel to get Sloane. Can you provide us with another vehicle?’

      She sighed, ‘Eamon you’re so demanding, you realise the time?’

      ‘I’m doing this to help you as much…’

      She cut him off. ‘I know, I know. God you’ve lost your sense of humour.’

      He replied sarcastically, dropping himself onto the passenger seat. Greenwood had set the location on her sat nav and the second Martini closed his door, she put the vehicle in drive and took off.

      ‘I’ll see you in thirty minutes.’ Violetta ended the call.

      Martini lowered his window and fastened his seatbelt. He set his phone in the central console. ‘Even now she’s giving a me headache.’

      Greenwood nodded, waiting for the access gates to open. ‘Perhaps there’s still something there between the two of you.’ She guided the vehicle through the gates, turned right and head down the country track, descending the hill, Rome’s picturesque lights visible from the distance.

      ‘Not a chance,’ he was quick to say. ‘It didn’t work out the last time, so what makes you think it would be any different a second time?’

      She nodded. ‘I’ve been there.’

      ‘Besides there’s an incredibly attractive English lady I’d like to take on another date sometime.’

      She cast a quick glance at him, ‘You never know.’
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      Martini and Greenwood were parked on the Via Sforza at the junction with the Via dei Quattro Cantoni, fifty yards from the entrance of the Colosseum Hotel. They’d been sat here for ten minutes when a set Bi-Xenon headlights reflected off the rearview mirror. Violetta had told Martini she’d be arriving in an Audi Q7. The four rings of the Audi logo crept slowly up behind them, coming to a stop a few feet from their car’s rear bumper. The headlights fell into darkness with the engine shutting off. He got out and lowered his head into the cabin of the Maserati. ‘I’ll be back in a second.’ He closed the door and approached the Q7. Violetta lowered the tinted window as Martini approached. ‘Thanks for coming.’

      ‘The documents?’

      ‘I’ve left them back at your house.’ He opened the door and got in. ‘Are you sure nobody knows they’re there?’

      She looked at him. ‘Eamon…’

      ‘Okay, okay.’ He held his hands up in submission. ‘We’ve found something out.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Cahil Sloane is just the first of many UDA commanders making their way to Rome.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean the entire fucking UDA army council will be here tomorrow. And if they think the Agnello family has taken possession of a document that could prove the current discussions about an all-Ireland referendum are less than democratic, if there’s any inkling that your family will give this document to the New IRA, then they’re going to do everything in their power to stop you.’

      ‘But we haven’t even made an offer to the republicans. You’re the only Catholic with any roots to Irish republicanism that knows of its existence. Where the hell would they get such an absurd…’ She paused, looking away from him, through her window. ‘My husband, that fucking ass hole and his male testosterone. Trying to take over the fucking world. I told him this would put us all in danger.’

      ‘Don’t worry, they’ll have to get through me first.’

      ‘So, we get Sloane. Then what?’

      ‘We need him to find out where these Iranians are…’

      ‘I made a call to New York earlier. Luca has nothing. He said the contact number is inactive.’

      ‘They’re Iranian Intelligence. They’ll not be easy to track. That’s why we need to get Sloane, see if he can lead us to them.’

      ‘And then? You catch the Iranians, while we have a herd of hardened loyalists planning to blow up Rome to get their hands of this document.’

      ‘That’s not going to happen. I told you – I’ll protect you. I’ll use Sloane to bring the UDA leaders together, and then we’ll have a word with them. I’m going to use the documents to ensure nothing happens in Ireland. As far as Irish citizens are concerned, the agreement never happened. Things in Ireland will stay the same as they are.’ Martini turned and looked through the front windscreen, across the road towards the hotel. ‘So, Sloane’s the one person that’ll help stop this all from getting out of control.’

      ‘Okay, well you can’t go in there, they’ll know your face.’

      ‘They’re in hiding. There’s no way they’ll be hanging around in public. They’ll be holed up in their room until the other brigadiers get here.’

      ‘Your friend in the car, she’s British Intelligence?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Okay, then she can do the talking in here.’

      ‘You don’t have to get involved in this if you don’t want to, Violetta.’

      She shook her head. ‘My idiot husband has put us all at risk, and as you said, that guy in there might be able to help prevent a blood bath.’ She got out of the car. He got out and followed her towards the Maserati.

      

      Greenwood watched in the mirror as Martini spoke with Violetta in the SUV. Her phone buzzed in her pocket. She fished it out. It was a text message from Secretary of Defence Checker.

      Victoria, call me the moment you get this.

      She pressed the call button and waited.

      ‘Victoria, I’m calling to confirm your orders received from the prime minister earlier this evening.’

      ‘Confirmed.’

      ‘Have you collected whatever documents he has?’

      ‘I know where they are.’

      ‘He’s dead?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘What do you mean, not yet?’

      She didn’t reply.

      ‘Your orders were clear.’

      She clenched her jaws.

      ‘Are you loyal to maintaining the security of the UK?’

      She watched as Violetta and Martini got out of the car.

      ‘I’ve got to go, Dominic.’ She ended the call and got out. She approached Violetta. ‘Thank you for agreeing to help us.’

      ‘We will all benefit equally by stopping what’s going to happen.’ Violetta offered her hand to Greenwood. Greenwood accepted. ‘You have your ID? We may need it if the person on the front desk in here doesn’t feel the need to give away Sloane’s information.’

      ‘I do,’ Greenwood said.

      They made their way towards the entrance.

      The hotel emanated an air of history – the magical atmosphere of the “Rione Monti”, the oldest district in Rome. Situated on the top of Esquillino Hill, its elevated position provided breath taking views of the city, perfect for visitors to enjoy from their rooms. Surrounded by craft shops, restaurants and cafes which all added character to the narrow, cobbled streets; providing the locals and visitors with a relaxed, somewhat tranquil experience. Many people would spend their evenings either in one of the coffee shops or just strolling around, being part of the historic romance that central Rome provided.

      When they stepped inside, they found the foyer empty. A middle-aged man was standing behind the reception desk, shuffling through a wad of receipts. He had receding grey hair, a waxy complexion on his forehead and his shirt collar was damp with sweat. Given the temperature it wasn’t surprising. If there was an air conditioning system, it wasn’t being used. Perhaps it was as outdated as much of the other fixtures and fittings. It looked like it would have been brought up to date sixty years ago and had since been neglected any further work.

      ‘Good evening,’ Greenwood said, as she stood on the opposite side to the reception. ‘You speak English? My Italian is a little rusty.’

      The man smiled and set down the receipts, neatly placing them back on top of the stack, like he’d diligently placed them in a particular order, taking pride in his work. ‘Of course, how can I help?’ he said in English.

      ‘I need to know the location of an Irish couple who have checked in here this evening.’

      ‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but I’m sure you can appreciate we are not allowed to give out details of our guests.’

      ‘I thought so,’ she said. She took out her ID and set it down on the desk. ‘I’m afraid it’s not a request.’

      He picked up the ID and scrutinised it, as if he were on the security desk at Da Vinci Airport. He looked at Greenwood, then down at the ID again, then up at Greenwood. He slid the ID across the desk again, his smile this time more forced. ‘Let me check our system.’

      ‘Thank you.’ She pocketed the ID, and produced her phone, watching as the guy’s brown eyes scanned the screen. He tapped on a number of keys, then narrowed his eyes, looking more closely. ‘We have a Mr and Mrs Sloane booked into room twenty-two.’ He leant over the desk, looking to the right and pointed. ‘Through this set of doors, room twenty-two is towards the end of the corridor, if I remember correctly it’s on the right.’

      ‘Thank you so much for your help.’

      ‘What has this couple been suspected of doing?’

      ‘A lot of bad things. Do you know if they are in there or not?’

      He nodded. ‘They went out for a while and then came back about thirty minutes ago.’

      Greenwood turned to Martini and Violetta, then cocked her head in the direction of the corridor. She turned back to the receptionist. ‘When was the last time you had a fire evacuation?’

      ‘We have one every week.’

      ‘Okay. Are you in charge of the building tonight or do you have a manager we can talk to?’

      ‘I’m in charge, the last manager left at eleven.’ He looked at Martini and Violetta, then back to Greenwood. ‘You’re planning on setting off the alarm?’

      ‘It’ll be the best way to get them out of that room,’ Greenwood said, looking at Martini, then Violetta. ‘Either of you have a better idea?’

      ‘Evacuation’s the best option,’ Martini replied.

      Violetta nodded. ‘Brute force is the other way, and we don’t know if they’ve got any weapons on them.’

      ‘Sloane will already be on alert,’ Martini said. ‘Better to draw them out.’ He looked at the guy’s name badge and switched to speaking Italian. ‘Daniele, do you have a way of isolating the alarms, that way it doesn’t sound throughout the entire hotel?’

      ‘I don’t know if we have that option,’ Daniele was quick to say, sounding unsure in himself.

      ‘Okay, well then we’ll just have to evacuate the entire building,’ Greenwood concluded.

      

      Ghazi Azrael was reading a copy of Il Tempo, a complimentary local news paper which had been discarded on the table in the hotel’s lobby area. Hojaji had gone to the bathroom. Seeing who’d just walked in, he sent a text to Hojaji.

      Eamon Martini and Victoria Greenwood have just entered the hotel. They are in the middle of a debate with the man at the desk. When you come out, go the long way. Avoid passing the reception desk. Martini will know what we look like now. He will spot you crossing the lobby. I’m going to wait in the car, I doubt they will be here for long. Hurry up.

      He finished his text and stood up, angling his body so that he wasn’t recognised.

      

      ‘We’re going to have a lot of complaints tomorrow,’ Daniele said through a nervous laugh.

      ‘I’ll deal with the consequences,’ Greenwood assured him. ‘Your job’s safe, don’t worry.’ She looked at Martini and Violetta. ‘Do you both have weapons?’

      ‘I do,’ Martini said. He looked at Violetta. ‘There will be an evacuation door at the end of that corridor.’ He nodded towards the corridor leading to Sloane’s room. ‘If you have the Audi waiting outside the fire door, then…’ he looked at Greenwood, ‘We can get them outside and into the car.’ He turned to Daniele. ‘Any chance you could get us some cable ties?’

      ‘I could check in our plant room.’

      ‘Where is that?’

      ‘Between the male and female toilets, down that corridor.’ This time, the guy pointed towards the corridor to the right of the desk. ‘I’ll run down now quickly and get some.’ He rushed around the reception desk and jogged across the foyer, disappearing through the doors.

      Martini looked at Violetta. ‘Go and wait in the Audi. We’ll leave them at your new house. Once we’ve found out where the Iranians are, we’ll be out of your hair.’

      ‘You’re going to owe me for this,’ she said, making her way back towards the entrance.

      ‘So, she’s part of the Bianco family,’ Greenwood said, watching Violetta leave the building.

      He nodded. ‘But now she’s married into the Agnello family. Her husband Alberto isn’t the brightest guy in the world, and that’s putting it mildly.’

      ‘Can’t choose your family, right?’ She looked at him. ‘You should know that more than anyone.’

      ‘Here he comes.’ He nodded towards the corridor doors. Daniele rushed through, a bunch of cable ties in his hand. He handed them to Martini. ‘Thanks.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘Let’s go.’ He led the way across the foyer and through the doors into the corridor. They crossed the corridor, stopping at room twenty-two. Martini looked at Greenwood and whispered, ‘Go down to the fire door and open it.’ He listened closely, placing his ear against the door. He could hear snoring inside. He took his gun out, looked along the corridor towards the foyer. Daniele was standing at the door, next to the break glass point. Martini signalled with a thumbs up. Daniele activated the alarm. Martini stood back from the door. A few seconds later, visitors began to emerge from their rooms, Daniele directing them towards the door Greenwood had opened. An elderly man, pulling on his bathrobe over his green pyjamas, was complaining about the time. A few others followed his example. Martini could hear shouting from inside room twenty-two. The muffled voice getting closer to the door. He looked back a Greenwood. She made her way back in.

      Martini watched as the lock in the door was released and as the door handle lowered, he waited for it to open. Sloane was standing there rubbing his eyes with his knuckles, trying to adjust to the light. Martini swung the back of his gun at him, clocking him right on the nose, sending him back into the room. He quickly followed him in, pointing the gun at Gina.

      ‘Sit on the fucking bed and don’t move,’ he told her.

      Greenwood followed them into the room, closing the door behind her.

      ‘You’re in big trouble, Martini.’ Sloane got back to his feet, pinching his nose, blood seeping through his fingers, running down his hand and along his arm. ‘The other brigadiers are coming here tomorrow. And…’

      ‘You’re the one who’s in trouble,’ Martini cut him off, ‘Now sit down and listen.’

      ‘Fuck you. Who do you think you’re talking to?’

      Martini gifted Sloane a second blow with the gun, sending him tumbling back onto the bed, next to Gina.

      ‘Fucking leave him alone,’ She lunged up off the bed, face first into Greenwood’s pistol.

      ‘Sit back down,’ Greenwood said, calmly, ‘We need you both to listen.’

      Gina did as she was told.

      ‘We’ve got the Centenary Agreement. We’re going to take you to see it now. And if you cooperate, you’ll both walk away from this.’ Greenwood looked at Sloane. ‘I mean what’s the alternative? You might get away with the Iranian’s money, but they’ll make everyone you love pay for it. And if the UDA know you’ve killed James Knight, I wouldn’t hold onto much chance that they’ll protect you.’

      Sloane cleared his throat. ‘How’d you know we were here?’

      ‘That doesn’t matter,’ Martini said. ‘You’ve came here because of this agreement. And for once, can agree on something: this agreement was a “royal fuck you” to everyone. And it will do nothing to help any of the communities in Ireland.’

      ‘What are you saying?’

      ‘You help us catch the Iranians, and it’ll be as if the Centenary Agreement never existed.’

      Sloane looked at Gina, ‘What are you thinking?’

      ‘What is there to think about, love? They’re right.’

      ‘So, we’re going to take you both out of here, but we need to have your hands bound. We haven’t built up that level of trust yet,’ Greenwood said.

      ‘Stand up, turn around and place your wrists behind your back,’ Martini ordered Sloane. Sloane looked at Gina. ‘We’re the best chance you have of getting out of the mess you’ve managed to get into. If I wanted you dead, you’d already be.’

      Sloane stood up and turned to face the wall. Martini bound Sloane’s wrists together behind his back. He looked at Gina. ‘Stand up.’ She did so. ‘Turn around.’

      ‘Do you have any belongings that you want to bring with you?’ Greenwood asked. The alarm silenced. The sound of people could be heard making their way past the door, some still complaining.

      There was a knock at the door. Martini went to answer it. He looked through the spy hole. Daniele was on the outside. He opened it.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ Daniele asked.

      Martini nodded and offered his hand to him. ‘Thank you for your help.’

      He accepted, ‘There is an Audi SUV parked at the door, I guess that is for you?’

      ‘Yes.’

      Daniele nodded and went back to the reception.

      Martini grabbed Sloane. Greenwood took Gina. Both took a bag of luggage each and after they’d confirmed nothing had been left behind, they closed the door and led them along the corridor, out through the evacuation door.

      Violetta was leaning against the rear of the Q7, looking at her phone. Sloane and Gina were placed in the back.

      ‘Child-locks have been engaged on the inside. They’ll not get out,’ Violetta said.

      ‘I don’t think they would, even if they had a chance,’ Martini said. ‘They’ve really got nobody else to help them. The UDA, or at least some of its older members, will want him dead for killing one of their own.’

      ‘And the Iranians will soon want to know why President Sheeran is still breathing,’ Greenwood added.

      ‘Don’t forget he tried to have you killed,’ Martini said.

      ‘Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten.’

      ‘What about the rest of the UDA brigadiers coming here tomorrow?’ Violetta asked. ‘They’ll not give a shit about him. If he doesn’t appear before them, they’ll come for us. They know we’re the ones with this agreement.’

      ‘I may have an idea,’ Martini said, walking past Violetta towards the Audi’s driver seat. ‘You two take the other car. I’ll take this one.’ He got in behind the wheel.

      Violetta pulled the rear driver-side door open and lifted two black pillowcases from the seat pocket. She pulled one down over Sloane’s head and dragged a roll of tape around it to keep it in place. She went to the other side and did the same with Gina. ‘Sorry, but we can’t afford to give away the location of the house.’ She looked at Martini. ‘I’ll take the lead in the other car.’

      He waited for her to go on ahead then followed.

      

      Hojaji was behind the wheel of their rental, watching as the two cars headed north, passing the front of the hotel. He looked across at Azrael in the passenger seat. ‘Tracker working?’

      Azrael was looking at the screen of his phone, nodding his head. ‘Don’t get too close to them. If we play this right, we’ll be hailed heroes back in Tehran.’
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      It was shortly after two in the morning when they arrived at Violetta’s house. Martini parked the car at the front door, switched off the engine and got out. Opening the rear driver-side door, he used the key to cut the tape holding the pillow cover in place and pulled it off Sloane’s head, then assisted him in getting out. He walked him to the front of the car.

      Greenwood was just getting out of the Maserati when she said, ‘You hold him, I’ll get the good wife.’

      Martini stood with Sloane at the porch steps watching Violetta open the front door.

      ‘Where’d you leave the documents?’ she asked, holding the door open for them.

      ‘Back where I got them,’ he replied, leading Sloane across the entrance towards the kitchen. Greenwood followed with Gina.

      ‘I’ll be back in a moment,’ Violetta called, making her way up the stairs.

      Martini led Sloane into the kitchen and directed him onto one of the stools at the island. Gina sat beside him.

      ‘What do you want to drink?’ Martini said, offering a civil tone and nothing more.

      ‘Water,’ Sloane mumbled.

      Martini made his way across the room towards the fridge, retrieving five bottles of water.

      Violetta came back in, the documents in her hand. She set them down in front of Sloane. He looked closer at the one on top of the stack. The Centenary Agreement. Martini stood to the side of Sloane watching as his eyes scanned the document, seeing his brain slowly process the information it was receiving.

      Sloane finally stopped reading and looked up at Violetta, then over at Martini. ‘So, you mean to tell me you’re willing to just destroy this thing and pretend like it never existed?’ He looked at Gina, smirking, then shook his head. ‘You really expect me to believe that?’

      ‘Don’t give a shit whether you believe it or not, Sloane.’

      ‘We need you to tell us where the Iranians are,’ Greenwood said, ‘Once we get our hands on them, then you can go free.’

      ‘You really expect us to believe that you’ll just let us go free after attacking you?’ Gina said.

      ‘You don’t really have any other choice, do you?’ Martini said. ‘What’s your alternative? If the Iranians don’t kill you for failing to do the job which they’ve hired you to do, then the UDA will for killing Knight.’

      ‘You’ve nowhere else to go,’ Greenwood added, pouring the pressure on. ‘We can help you. But you need to help us.’

      ‘What do you want from us?’ Sloane asked.

      ‘We need you to give us the Iranians,’ Martini repeated, ‘But first, how many of the brigadiers are you expecting tomorrow?’

      ‘Four or five.’

      ‘I need your phone.’

      Greenwood cut in. ‘I bagged their phones when we cleared the hotel room. They’re in the car. I’ll go out and get them.’

      

      Greenwood stepped outside. Her phone had vibrated in her pocket. She thought it would be an update request from either the PM or Checker. It wasn’t. It was Harper Black.

      She pressed the call button and made her way towards the car, listening to it ring.

      Black answered. ‘Victoria, what the fuck is going on?’

      ‘You know?’

      ‘The PM and Checker have ordered you to kill Eamon.’

      ‘I’m sure as fuck not killing him. But my refusal will be considered my resignation. And I’m likely to be a target now.’

      ‘This is why I’m calling you.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘Checker pulled me into his office. He knows the fallout between the Americans if Martini were to be killed…’

      ‘They want me to take the fall for it.’

      ‘Yes, Ma’am.’

      ‘And where do you fit into all of this?’ She already knew, but wanted to hear it out loud.

      ‘Checker knows how ambitious I am – my desire to take over from you one day. But he didn’t bet on my loyalty to you being greater than his offer.’

      ‘He’s offered  you my job?’

      ‘After I help them set you up for killing Eamon, I’ve been ordered to kill you so you don’t have a chance to refute the accusation. Checker believes it’s the best way to remove Eamon and maintain diplomatic relations with the White House.’

      She retrieved the bag with the phones and made her way back inside. ‘Thank you for making me aware, Harper.’

      ‘You had faith in me when you brought me into your team, Victoria. I won’t hang out you to dry.’

      ‘I’ve got to go. I’ll speak to you soon.’

      

      Martini sat down on one of the stools across the table from Sloane. ‘It’s funny how life turns out, isn’t it?’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘Well, you’ve probably joked with your mates in the UDA about how you’d love to have gotten your hands on someone like me.’

      ‘You were slightly before my time.’

      ‘Yet we’re almost the same age.’

      ‘What’s your point?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Martini said. ‘But if Knight had been successful in the hit, you wouldn’t be here right now.’

      ‘You mean we wouldn’t have had you to help us now.’

      Martini nodded. ‘I mean, did you really think you were going to run off into the sunset and just leave Belfast behind?’

      ‘It’s funny what a bit of money can make a person do,’ Gina chimed in. ‘We weren’t all born into a family like yours. You and the so-called Queen of New York,’ she spoke out of the side of her mouth.

      ‘Watch it,’ Violetta said, taking one of the bottles of water, standing next to Martini.

      Martini set his arms on the table and leaned forward. ‘Mention my mother again and I’ll forget she raised me to be a gentleman.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ she shouted.

      Greenwood stepped back into the kitchen, one of the luggage bags in her left hand. ‘What’s going on?’

      ‘Mr “above it all” here flexing his muscles,’ Sloane said. ‘But be careful how you speak to my wife. I don’t care if I’m tied up, I will tear chunks out of you with my teeth if that’s all that I have to use.’

      Martini sat back and didn’t reply.

      Gina sniggered, quickly being silenced by Violetta punching her in the side of the face. ‘His mother may have raised him to be a gentleman, but that won’t stop me from slapping the shit out of you.’

      Greenwood pulled a Samsung Galaxy out of the bag. ‘What’s the pass code?’

      ‘Nine, zero, nine, one,’ Sloane said.

      She thumbed in the code. ‘You’ve got a few messages.’ She opened the inbox. ‘Who’s Big Ivan?’

      ‘Ivan Williams,’ Martini said, ‘One of the UDA brigadiers – Shankill Road Battalion. What’s he said?’

      Greenwood quickly scanned the message. ‘He said that you’re all meeting Mr Spalla as soon as they arrive. They’re apparently going to help with persuading the Agnello family to hand over the documents.’

      Violetta pulled her phone from her pocket and made her way towards the patio doors.

      ‘Who are you calling?’ Martini called after her.

      ‘My idiot husband needs warning.’

      ‘It’ll not matter if we get our hands on the other brigadiers. And regarding the Spalla family, after our little altercation with them yesterday, they’ll be happy to help take out your family. But now we’ve got an edge, we know about it.’ He looked at Greenwood who was still looking at the phone. ‘What else is there?’

      ‘Azrael and Hojaji are still in London.’

      Martini looked at Sloane. ‘Okay, you’re going to arrange a meet with them.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘Better to get them in London than let them slip back to Iran. I don’t fancy going over there after them.’

      Violetta came back in. ‘That’ll keep him up tonight.’

      Martini looked at Violetta, then at Greenwood. ‘I’m going to make a quick call to the president. Tell him what we know and find out what he wants us to do when we get the Iranians.’ He passed Violetta as she came back into the kitchen and made his way out into the back garden.

      The night was warm and sticky. He unbuttoned his top two shirt buttons and sat on the three-foot-high wall that separated the grass from the slabbed dining area.

      Greenwood followed him outside, closing the door behind her. ‘Eamon, we’ve got to talk. Before you speak to the president.’

      ‘What is it?’

      She told him everything. He clenched his jaws and shook his head. ‘This is why you’ve been acting strange.’

      She nodded.

      He called the president.

      POTUS answered after a few rings. ‘Eamon, this better be good, it’s been a long day.’

      ‘We’ve got a possible location of the Iranians. What do you want me to do?’

      ‘I want you to send a message.’

      ‘Are you still in London?’

      ‘I leave tomorrow night.’

      ‘Keep your head down.’

      ‘Don’t I always, kid,’ POTUS spoke sarcastically.

      ‘There’s something else I want to run by you.’

      ‘What is it?’

      ‘A Centenary Agreement on Irish partition. Signed ninety-nine years ago by the English King and the Pope along with the PM, Michael Collins and a few others in the republican movement.’

      ‘Never heard of it.’

      ‘Well, you wouldn’t, sir. It was written and signed in secret. The Pope didn’t want the Vatican to be seen selling out Irish Catholics. And the King of England at the time didn’t want to be seen agreeing to it, selling out the Protestants of Ulster.’

      ‘So, what – next year on the Republic of Ireland’s one hundredth birthday they just hand it over.’

      ‘There’s more. In seventy-four, the Queen of England agreed to bring the agreement forward a few decades. It should have been an end of the IRA’s war for total Irish independence. She’d sent the Irish and Northern Irish Ministers of State to Rome to meet with the Pope, but they were killed.’

      ‘The Vatican wasn’t completely sold on this idea?’

      ‘A lot of lives could have been saved had this been allowed to go through. But now, after all these years, I don’t see how the Vatican can afford something like this to be made public. Catholics around the world would certainly be left with a bitter taste in their mouths.’

      POTUS grunted. ‘You’re right, Eamon.’

      ‘I can’t be sure, sir. But my gut’s telling me that this is why all this trouble is kicking off over in Belfast now. I spoke to Declan Meehan – he was lying when I asked him about this agreement. He seemed nervous, as if he was under interrogation. I think there’s a chance that this is all a big set up, to push forward the referendum.’

      ‘With only one outcome.’

      ‘As good as a totally free Ireland would be, it’ll anger a lot of people – Catholics to know they were sold out, not only by the southern Irish, but the head of their faith. Then on the other hand, you have the Northern Irish Protestants being sold out by the monarch which they pledge allegiance to.’

      ‘Nobody wins if something like this got out.’

      Martini paused for a moment.

      ‘Eamon, why do I get the impression you’re seeking advice?’

      ‘Maybe because I am.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘I’m in possession of documentation that everything I just told you is true, and more. Evidence that incriminates the British, the Irish and the Vatican.’

      ‘Jesus, kid.’

      ‘And not only that – the UDA has been made aware.’

      ‘Christ.’

      ‘That’s why I’m in Rome. It just so happens that Cahil Sloane was the UDA brigadier notified of this agreement.’

      ‘The same guy hired by the Iranians?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘Okay, Eamon, just you focus on finding those Iranians. After that, we can decide what to do about this agreement. But if I find out everything that’s going on in Belfast is all set up to push a referendum that will be rigged, there’ll be fucking hell to pay.’

      ‘I’ll call you when I’m done here.’ He ended the call.

      ‘Why didn’t you mention the order from the PM?’ Greenwood said, looking intently at the documents.

      ‘Because I don’t want him knowing while he’s still in London. She could pick up on his change in attitude towards her.’ She flipped through the pages as if she’d lost something. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Have you read through all of these?’

      He shook his head.

      ‘Look at this.’ She handed him a report from the Pontifical Swiss Guard, dated June 1974. ‘This report says the Pope’s security apprehended a British agent who was sent to Rome to eliminate the Irish and Northern Irish secretaries of state. Under interrogation, the agent, unnamed, was caught in Rome slipping poison into the drinks of the MPs while they dined in La Locanda di Pietro. The guards found the Queen’s copy of the agreement, with the stamp of approval, in his possession as he left the building. Someone within MI6 sent him.’

      Martini scanned the report. ‘And the Pope’s had this in his possession the whole time.’

      ‘This conspiracy stinks to high heaven, Eamon. Both British and Irish governments and the Catholic church are equally guilty.’

      Martini nodded, looking at the document as she continued to talk.

      ‘I’ll ask Harper to dip into files dating back to that year.’

      Martini shook his head. ‘These documents prove that the British government and the Catholic church are responsible for the war that ragged on over there for so long.’

      ‘But why keep any of this? Why have proof, tangible evidence that could incriminate both.’

      ‘Leverage for whomever has it. But you know how this new Pope likes to think of himself as the man to re-shape the church. I’d say he was planning on making this public.’

      ‘But why? There are enough scandals within the church. He doesn’t need another one.’ She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘Let’s see what Harper can find out. You believe Meehan is holding back on something regarding this, well perhaps she can find out more.’

      He blew out his cheeks as they went back into the kitchen.

      ‘What did the president say?’

      ‘We make an example of them.’ He looked at Sloane and Gina. ‘Not you, don’t worry.’ He sat back down.

      ‘So, you assassinate them?’ Sloane asked.

      ‘No comment.’

      ‘All you have to do is cooperate,’ Greenwood said, sitting down next to Martini. ‘And this will all go away.’

      ‘Okay,’ Sloane said.

      ‘So tomorrow, you’re both going to stay here,’ Martini continued. ‘I’m going to play you, Cahil and use your car to pick up some of the brigadiers. Greenwood can pretend to be your lovely wife over there and pick up the rest. From there, we’re going to meet with Spalla and finish this beef that’s escalated between them, my family and Violetta’s family. We can all learn to live together in relative harmony.’

      ‘You make it sound easy,’ Sloane joked.

      ‘It’s only hard if you make it.’
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      Hojaji and Azrael parked just beyond the lip of a single track lane a couple of hundred yards south of the house where Martini and the others had entered. The location allowed them to remain inconspicuous, without sacrificing their view of the property’s comings and goings.

      ‘We don’t know how many of them are in there,’ Azrael said. ‘We can’t just go in. Martini and Greenwood will have planned for unwelcomed visitors.’

      Hojaji nodded. ‘Have you received the intelligence you requested?’

      ‘I have,’ he lifting his phone from the car’s central console. He unlocked the device and opened the files he’d been sent from Tehran. A collection of photographs of members of the Bianco crime family and the Spalla organisation. He skimmed through the photos, landing on the one marked Bianco family consigliere.

      ‘What are you thinking?’

      ‘According to what we’ve been sent, this lady here…’ he tapped the phone screen, showing the photo of Violetta. ‘She’s the family consigliere. She also has a history with Eamon Martini.’

      ‘You mean romantic?’

      He nodded, ‘They were engaged.’

      ‘What good is that to us?’

      ‘I’m thinking we can use this to cause division between her and Alberto Agnello. He can help us get these documents. From what we know, he hates Martini as much as we do.’
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      After Martini’s call, President Sheeran’s mind had become preoccupied for the rest of the evening. His anger at the Iranians had sent a surge in cortisol running through his veins. But this wasn’t what occupied his mind the most. He didn’t expect any less from them. The idea of this Centenary Agreement was what caused him to toss and turn. Although he was born and raised in New York’s Hell’s Kitchen, POTUS was raised in an Irish Catholic household. His parents had emigrated from Ireland in the 1960s when Catholics were marching for civil rights, adopting Dr King’s movement in the US. His father, Paddy Sheeran, was from Belfast and worked as an electrician. His mother, Margaret or “Peggy” was a high school teacher from Downpatrick. Both were proud Irish Catholics, with a hard work ethic and an unshakable faith in their religion. Long before President Sheeran moved into politics, he’d often daydream about the romantic idea of going back to Ireland and fighting for Ireland’s freedom – until NBC news reports at the time had introduced him to the harsh reality that was life in war-torn Belfast.

      Eamon Martini was like the son POTUS never had. But before his relationship with Martini had flourished, the president had been close to Martini’s father – Damien Cleary Jnr., whom he’d met while Cleary was in New York gathering support for the Irish Republican Movement during the mid-eighties.

      After fifteen minutes of tossing and turning, he’d conceded and got up, put his robe on and went to the kitchen. Standing over the pot of tea, watching steam rise, he felt the tiredness finally starting to seep into his head. He lifted the pot off the ring and set it on one of the other rings, then switched the hob off.

      ‘You okay, Mr President?’

      The president turned. Steve Dawn, his night shift security, was at the doorway. ‘Just had some news from Martini, Steve.’ POTUS lifted a mug. ‘You want some tea?’

      Dawn shook his head and stepped further into the room. ‘No, thank you, sir. I was just about to make myself a coffee. I’m on shift until seven so a caffeine boost is what I need.’ He spoke with a deep Alabama accent. He was a career soldier, ever since his days in primary school chasing his buddies through the trees with a tree branch, pretending it was the rifle which his father had used in the Gulf War.

      The president poured himself a cup and took a seat at the table.

      ‘So, what did Martini have to say?’ Dawn put the coffee machine on and began preparing the drink.

      ‘He thinks he can locate the two Iranians who’d planned the attack.’ He blew on the tea then took a sip.

      ‘It’ll not be their last, sir.’

      ‘That’s why I’ve told Eamon to put an end to it now.’

      Dawn brought his drink over to the table and sat down. His six-foot-four-inch frame filled out the tailored navy suit he was wearing. Dawn was, like many of the president’s close protection, an ex-Marine who’d moved into special forces before taking up employment in the Secret Service. And like many employees of the Secret Service, his presence was as punctual and as well-kept as his days of service to his country. He had intense blue eyes, bordered along the top by thick black eyebrows. His jet-black hair was shaved short around the back and sides, leaving a dense, shiny mop combed to the side on top. He had a scar, a tiny circle one inch in diameter, on his right cheek; a bullet wound that had given him the nickname of, “one lucky bastard”, a memento from his days in Afghanistan. ‘Hopefully he gets the sons of bitches, sir.’

      ‘I have every faith he will.’ POTUS set the cup down. ‘But how are you doing? How’s the family?’

      ‘Good, thanks.’ He didn’t look at all comfortable in talking about his personal life. But that was the way of this president, he was very personal. He often acted like he was just a normal guy, saying that’s what kept his sanity, away from the media. Despite being the most powerful man in the world, he often preferred to be just like any other guy on the street, which often made people who worked for him quite uncomfortable, as they didn’t know how to respond to it.

      ‘Your wife’s just had another baby, correct?’ he pressed.

      ‘Yes, sir. A little boy. Steve Jnr.’

      POTUS smiled. ‘Nice. Make sure you take it all in. Cherish this time. Trust me, you blink and they’re up and out.’

      ‘I will, sir. Thank you, sir.’

      ‘Do me a favour, Steve?’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      ‘When we’re sitting here like this, drop the sir. Just call me Bill. I appreciate you having to address me in front of others as sir or Mr President. But in times like this, I’m simply a middle-aged man in his robe, having a cup of tea with a pal in the middle of the night.’

      ‘Of course. Bill.’ Dawn laughed.

      The president finished his tea. ‘Now, I feel a little less pissed off about to Iranians. I’m going back to bed. I’ve got a hot date with the Queen of England tomorrow then it’s back home tomorrow night. Hopefully Eamon and Victoria Greenwood can deliver some good news.’ He walked around the table and tapped Dawn on the shoulder in passing. ‘Good night, Steve.’

      ‘Good night, sir.’

      POTUS turned.

      ‘I mean Bill.’

      ‘That’s better.’ He headed towards the door, ‘There’s no sir or Mr President here, just a man in his pyjamas.’
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      Just after one in the morning, Big Ivan was sitting in the kitchen of his family home on the Shankill Road, still wide awake. Despite the fact he’d had several pints at the pub during the match and two shots of whiskey to calm his nerves after the attack, he still struggled to nod off. His wife, Elaine, had just taken off on a trip to Spain for the week with her three sisters. A girl’s holiday. What was keeping him awake was the worry that the Iranians had come to Belfast to seek out Sloane. Dead or alive. If Sloane was not there, they’d make do with someone else. And who were these Iranians? Could the UDA go to war with them? Twenty million pounds was by no means peanuts. With that kind of money to throw around, one could purchase a lot of debt collectors. And what if the attack tonight was just the beginning? A warning. What would happen next? To avoid the aggravation, it would be easier to just hand Sloane over. That was the consensus that had been left amongst the other brigadiers. The problem was: Sloane had saved Ivan’s life during the loyalist feud of the early two thousands which saw six hundred families intimidated out of the Shankill Road area. Jack Brown and Malachy Pearce, two of the UDA’s brigadiers at the time, were shot dead by members of the LVF, a day which left O’Neill’s bookmakers on North Belfast’s Crumlin Road painted in their blood. The UDA had subsequently been sucked into a tit for tat feud with the LVF that had taken the lives of more than thirty members over a twelve-month period between the summer of 2000 and 2001. All of the loyalist paramilitaries once had the same objective: stand shoulder to shoulder with the British Army and prevent the Provisional IRA from winning the war and unifying Northern Ireland with the Republic of Ireland. But bigger decisions often came with bigger risks, and not everyone was going to agree: the Good Friday Agreement was a farce to many in Ulster Loyalism, being seen by many as the republican movement’s first step in its fight for unification. Amongst the loyalist groups, a disagreement soon became an argument, which quickly escalated into a pile of dead bodies, stacking up as the earliest weeks of the millennium lead up to an increasingly hot Irish summer.

      Sitting at the table, Ivan caressed the button scar on his shoulder. Had it not been for a young and eager to impress Cahil Sloane in May 2001, the bullet would have been a few inches to the right, piercing through the heart. Sloane had saved Ivan’s life. And Ivan had never forgotten it. Indebted by this act of bravery, Ivan had taken Cahil under his wing, helping him rise through the ranks of the UDA, from rank-and-file soldier on the ground, to a brigadier of equal standing. How could Ivan hand Sloane over to be executed? He knew the other brigadiers didn’t feel as sentimental, especially Harris, who’d already displayed his anger towards Sloane for what had happened to Knight. So, the worry of their current situation leading them into another divisive feud like the one Sloane had saved him from, while trying to deal with the Iranians, would only weaken the organisation. The UDA needed to stay together to stay strong.

      He finished his tea and went back to bed.
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      Big Ivan’s alarm woke him at eight. He’d eventually nodded off on the sofa. He had five text messages from the other brigadiers, check-in confirmations stating that they’d made their way to the airport. The flight wasn’t until ten, so he had time to shower and have some breakfast before leaving.

      After getting washed, he made himself a full Irish breakfast and waited on the taxi to pick him up and take him to Belfast International. As he made an egg and soda bread sandwich along with the remainder of the items on his plate, Ivan’s phone rang. It was Pietro Spalla.

      Ivan answered the call. ‘I hope this is important enough to disturb a man in the middle of his breakfast.’

      Spalla laughed. ‘This is just a call to confirm you’re still on your way to Rome.’

      ‘The other brigadiers are at the airport now. I’m just waiting on my taxi. We will be in Rome around midday.’

      ‘Do you require transport?’

      ‘One of our men is already in Rome. We have arranged for him to pick us up and take us to our meeting.’

      ‘Okay, very good,’ Spalla said. ‘The meeting will take place at La Linea Costale. It’s a beautiful restaurant and bar on one side, with a more private gentleman’s club on the other. We will be in the club all day. Call me when you arrive in Rome, and we will make arrangements for your arrival.’

      ‘See you in a few hours.’ The line went dead. His phone vibrated in his hand. It was a BBC News report. The heading:

      NEW IRA BEHIND SHANKILL PUB ATTACK

      He opened the story.

      The New IRA has claimed responsibility for the attack on the Shankill Road pub last night in which four men, including two police officers, were killed. The organisation said that it was in retaliation for the murder of one of its members. Prominent republican, Barney McMullan, was found dead on the corner of the residential Conway Street where it joined the Shankill Road. With rising tensions, and the UDA issuing its statement declaring that they were preparing a return to war if Belfast was to become governed by Dublin.

      Ivan stood up, lifted his plate and threw it at the wall, shattering the plate. He heard a horn tooting outside. The taxi had arrived.

      ‘If it’s a fucking war they want, it’s a war they’ll get.’

      He grabbed his bag, checked he’d packed everything, then left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            77

          

        

      

    

    
      Martini got up at nine thirty, went for a jog around the local country roads, and was back at Violetta’s house by ten thirty. Covered in sweat and with slight sunburn, he’d forgotten just how much warmer the morning Italian sun was in comparison to New York. As he entered the house through the front door, Violetta was making her way down the stairs, looking at her phone.

      ‘Buongiorno,’ he said.

      ‘Ciao, Buongiorno,’ she replied, still looking at her phone with a pained expression.

      ‘Something wrong?’

      ‘Paolo said he’s going to meet with Cardinal Moretti. Apparently Moretti has something he needs to show him.’

      ‘It that wise? It could be a trap to get these documents back.’

      She shook her head. ‘With what we know about Moretti, there’s no way he’d risk bringing that to the surface.’ She pocketed the phone and looked him up and down. ‘You’ve been out for a run? You know we have a gym here?’

      ‘I don’t want to make myself too comfortable,’ he joked. ‘I might not want to leave.’

      She made her way towards the kitchen. ‘You’re welcome to stay for as long as you want,’ she said, looking back at him as he followed her into the kitchen.

      ‘Somehow I don’t think your other half would be too happy about that.’

      ‘Let’s not talk about Alberto,’ she spoke through a sigh.

      ‘Trouble in paradise?’ He removed his hoodie, the garment weighing a kilo or two more from holding all the sweat his body had released.

      ‘I suspect he’s not happy that you’re involved in this.’ She shook her head. ‘Yet it was he who suggested that I be the one to contact you.’

      ‘Not the most intelligent move on his part.’ She didn’t respond. ‘So why are you here then? You don’t need to be. Why not go home and talk to him? Maybe talk it out.’

      She didn’t reply. Instead, she made her way towards the fridge. ‘You hungry?’

      ‘A morning run always works up a good appetite.’ He crossed the kitchen towards a bookcase that stood against the wall on the far end of the room. Sloane’s phone was resting on the bottom shelf, connected to a charger. The white light flashing on the top corner indicated a message had been received. He unlocked the device and opened the message.

      It was from Big Ivan.

      We’re all boarding now. Have two cars there to pick us up. We’re meeting with Spalla at La Linea Costale on the coast. He will supply us with weapons. Arrange a meet with Agnello. Tell him we’re here and will be ready to make an offer. Make sure when we meet, the documents are there.

      Martini set the phone back down. There was eighty-eight percent battery. ‘You know La Linea Costale?’

      ‘It’s a pub and club operated by Spalla.’

      ‘That’s where the UDA brigadiers are planning to meet.’

      ‘Who was that?’

      ‘Big Ivan Williams,’ he said, making his way across the kitchen. ‘We’ll get them at the airport, take them here and decide what to do with this meeting. He also said to arrange a meeting with Alberto, with the idea of buying these documents.’

      ‘What are the chances that they’ll actually pay for it and not just try and force us to hand it over?’

      ‘It doesn’t take five brigadiers and members of Spalla’s clan to check a document and make a payment. The UDA wouldn’t want anyone to know about this, unless they needed something from them – like weapons they wouldn’t have been able to bring onto the plane.’

      ‘Exactly what I was thinking.’

      Greenwood walked into the kitchen. ‘Morning.’ She sat down on a stool at the breakfast bar. ‘I’ve just checked on Cahil and Gina. The car he told his comrade in Belfast he’d be picking him up in is a BMW Five Series. I think for the good of the job, it’s better to use that one. You don’t want anything to spook them if we arrive in something else.’

      ‘You have the key?’ Martini asked.

      She pulled it out of her pocket and tossed it across to him. ‘Got it out of his bag.’

      Martini looked at the key then set it down. ‘Okay, here’s what we’ll do – you take the Audi, I’ll text Ivan with Sloane’s phone and tell him that Gina will be lifting a couple of them in the Audi, and I will be in the Beemer.’

      ‘As much as I don’t like using them,’ Violetta cut in, ‘I’m going to have Bruno and Stefano come along. It’s better to have them and not need them, than need them and not have them.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood. ‘After today’s finished, we need to get back to London before these Iranians get tired of waiting around for Sloane to contact them and…’ He paused for a second, then got up and went back to Sloane’s phone. ‘Why haven’t I contacted the bastards yet?’

      ‘Because clearly you’ve been out running.’
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      The Ryanair operated Boeing 737 touched down on the runway of Leonardo da Vinci Airport shortly after midday. The flight had been smooth. The take-off and landing were without issue. Minimal turbulence. The onboard service from Mario and Margarita was top class. Margarita had taken a liking to Wing – which wasn’t surprising to the other brigadiers. Wing was known for being a playboy, but his fiancé back in Belfast was attempting to change that.

      Having all flown with just light carry-on luggage, they simply went through security and out towards the arrivals area. Terminal 5 was at its busiest period of the day. The sun bled through the floor to ceiling windows that lined every wall, the heat oppressive.

      ‘Let’s have a drink while we wait for Cahil,’ Harris nodded towards the bar next to the exit.

      ‘Good idea,’ White agreed.

      ‘I’ll get the first round,’ Ivan said, looking at them all. ‘Stella?’

      They all nodded.

      ‘Just one drink,’ Wing said.

      ‘Well we’re not on holiday,’ Ivan replied, leading them into the pub. ‘Bobby, give me a hand with the drinks, the rest of you go and grab a seat.’

      ‘Can you imagine what something like this Centenary Agreement would do if it were to become public knowledge?’ Wing said into Ivan’s ear.

      Ivan looked at him. ‘Everything we’ve ever fought for – down the drain.’ He looked across the seating area at the other brigadiers. ‘A lot of our men have died for Queen and country. We can’t have their deaths be in vain.’

      ‘What will we do with Cahil once we get back to Belfast?’

      Ivan’s head lowered slightly, looking as if he’d been given the news to pull the plug on a terminally ill relative. ‘We’ll worry about that when we get back.’

      ‘If he’s the one who killed Jim, he’s going to have to go, Ivan.’ He didn’t respond. ‘If he doesn’t, it could cause another feud, and that’s something we don’t need.’

      Ivan looked up at him. ‘I know, Bobby.’ He sighed and shook his head. ‘I know, mate.’ He lifted one of the trays of drinks. Wing lifted the other. ‘Let’s just wait to see what happens today.’
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      Pietro Spalla was sitting in his reserved booth at the private club side of La Linea Costale, waiting for Ivan’s call, while watching the newest employee serve a customer. He watched her with lustful eyes, reminded of the benefits of being the one in charge of recruitment. She caught him watching her and smiled. He waved her over. As she approached, he followed her with his eyes, finding it easy to forget about the gold wedding band on his left hand.

      ‘Would you like another drink, Mr Spalla?’ she asked. Chiara Bonelli was twenty-three, a Rome native, and had worked in the restaurant part of the business before he’d offered her a lot more money to come to this side. She was five foot ten inches in the black heels she was wearing, and her toned figure was proof that she spent as much time working out in the gym as she did in here earning a living which the staff in the restaurant could only dream of.

      ‘What time do you finish, Chiara? You’ve been here since opening, right?’

      ‘I finish in just over one hour. Why?’ She brushed a strand of her black hair out of her sparkling brown eyes.

      ‘Come to my office once you’ve finished. I’d like to talk to you in private.’ He slid out of the booth, gently touched her upper shoulder in passing, and made his way across the club, towards the office. She was nothing more than an object of his desire. Something for him to play with. And he was going to play with her before the meeting later. Some people use alcohol to settle their nerves. Others use drugs. His vice was sex. He didn’t care who it was, they were simply a toy he could pick up and put down when he wanted. And Chiara was the updated version of his favourite toy.

      As he entered his office, he pulled his phone out and picked up a message from Alberto Agnello.

      We need to learn to work together, Pietro. I think, if you’re willing to listen, we can both be of benefit to each other. You’re a businessman. I’m a businessman. There is no need for our families to be antagonistic. I think we need to meet to discuss what happened in Milan. The Martini family, I believe were behind the set-up. My wife’s cousin Federico lost his life. I have a way that might hurt the Martini family. I look forward to hearing from you.

      Spalla sat behind his desk, swivelling in his chair. He thought for a second. Agnello was right. The two rival organisations had more to gain by coming together than going to war and fighting with each other. And given the fact Eamon Martini was in tight with the US president, his connections to government were something both the Camorra and the Agnello families needed to distance themselves from. The Martini family could never be a part of their world. They needed to be eliminated.

      Spalla was about to respond, but instead chose to make a call.

      ‘Mr Spalla, that is a quick response,’ Alberto Agnello said.

      ‘I don’t see any reason to waste time, do you?’

      ‘You’re absolutely right.’

      ‘Can you meet this evening to discuss the content of your text?’

      ‘Where do you have in mind?’

      ‘La Linea Costale.’

      ‘I can arrange to be there perhaps later in the evening.’

      ‘I am only ever a short drive from the club. If I’m not here at the time, then I can get here within fifteen minutes.’

      ‘I look forward to meeting you. Have a good day.’

      Spalla ended the call and reached into the bottom drawer of the desk. Lifting out a bottle of whiskey and a glass, he poured himself a generous measure. As he took a sip, he woke his computer screen. It displayed a live camera feed of the restaurant and bar on the left side of the split screen, the right side was a view the club. He watched her. The new recruit. He sipped his drink, watching her over the rim of the glass, like a predator. The things he was going to do to her. He couldn’t wait.
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      Violetta arrived home, feeling estranged from the place. The journey from the new build to here was spent mulling over what she was going to say to Alberto. He had a temper and knew he was going to be less than pleased when she told him about offering the documents to Martini. She had the argument that her husband had bitten off more than he could chew, and the fact Martini was in the country to take down Alberto’s UDA contact was all the ammo she had to justify why Alberto was going to be no better off from the discovery – but his life expectancy would be greater.

      She took a breath to calm her nerves and got out. She could hear laughter coming from the rear of the house. She followed the noise. Alberto was seated on his throne at the head of the table, watching as she approached. She sat down, Stefano glaring at her. ‘Problem, Stefano?’

      ‘I don’t understand how you can be around a man responsible for the death of not one, but two family members.’

      ‘Eamon’s not to blame for what happened to Federico. And we’ve already agreed that James was a rat. He’d conspired to have Eamon’s father killed.’

      ‘Anyway,’ Alberto said, removing a cigar from his inner jacket pocket. ‘What does he think of the documents?’ He lifted a lighter from the table and lit the cigar.

      ‘Eamon’s looked at them. I’ve told him he can have them.’

      He stopped puffing and set the cigar down in the ashtray. ‘Please tell me you’re joking?’

      She shook her head, holding his stare, knowing a barrage of insults were about to come.

      ‘Are you stupid, Violetta?’ Stefano said.

      ‘Watch your fucking mouth,’ she replied.

      ‘Violetta – please tell me you haven’t given them to him?’ Alberto said.

      She could see he was trying to stay calm, but his chest was rising higher than normal, like a volcano threatening to erupt. ‘Eamon’s got Cahil Sloane,’ she said. ‘He said he will make sure we’re all safe. So I told him he could have the documents if he wants them.’

      ‘Why would you do such a thing?’

      She just looked at him.

      ‘The UDA will come here looking for them. And when we don’t have anything we’ll all be dead. Eamon fucking Martini can’t help us. He’s one man.’

      ‘I told you not to fuck around with these people. From the beginning, I knew it was wrong.’

      ‘Yet you were happy to go along with it,’ Bruno said. ‘You even chauffeured Paolo to Moretti’s house.’

      ‘I went with Paolo because I wanted to be there for him.’

      ‘Are you sure you haven’t just met up with Eamon Martini and went weak at the knees,’ Stefano said.

      ‘Fuck you.’ She looked back at Alberto. ‘Eamon can help us.’

      ‘Where is he now?’

      ‘Alberto…’

      He pounded his fist into the table, rattling the crockery. ‘You need to get me those documents. Before I lose my temper with you.’

      ‘What’s going on?’ Father Paolo said, making his way towards them.

      ‘Everything’s fine, Paolo,’ Violetta said.

      He sat down next to her, ‘I’m meeting Cardinal Moretti in one hour.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘No, Violetta. I will go myself.’

      ‘Fuck the cardinal!’ Alberto shouted. ‘Violetta, you get those documents.’ He stood up, glaring at her. ‘And don’t come back here until you have them.’

      

      Alberto was growing frustrated. His anger was as much towards himself as it was towards his wife. Had he made a mistake asking her to contact Eamon Martini and make him aware of what they had? Had he allowed his greed to cloud his judgement? Violetta had been loyal to him and the Agnello family. She didn’t marry him for the power and the money. Her family was just as powerful. He had married her because he wanted to strengthen the bond between two of New York’s families that made up Cosa Nostra. Nepotism. This would be how he would continue to build his empire. But she had been strange ever since she made that call to Martini. She was acting out of character. And saying Martini could just take their goods without any remuneration? Cleary she wasn’t thinking along the same lines as he was.

      His phone vibrated on the table next to his smouldering ashtray. He didn’t recognise the number. Very few had his contact details, so he estimated a high probability that it was something related to the current situation. He lifted the phone and answered. ‘Hello.’

      ‘Mr Agnello, I am aware of your current predicament,’ the man had an accent. Alberto estimated Middle Eastern. ‘I think maybe we can help each other.’

      ‘What do you know?’

      ‘Your wife has left you, correct? Gone back with her former fiancé.’

      ‘Who the fuck is this?’

      ‘My name is irrelevant. But I can make you a very wealthy man.’

      ‘How did you get this number?’

      ‘The documents, Mr Agnello, the documents taken from the Vatican, I can offer you twenty million euros. All I ask is that you help my associate and I in their retrieval. We know that Eamon Martini will plan to leave Italy with them. I would prefer it if that didn’t happen. I would also prefer it if Eamon Martini didn’t leave Italy again, unless via US Air Force in a body bag.’
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      Greenwood was sitting in the back garden of Violetta’s new build, enjoying the early morning Italian sun, sipping from a glass of grapefruit when Martini emerged from the kitchen, a pot of coffee and two cups balanced on a wooden tray. He’d had just showered and shaved, and donned a grey suit.

      ‘It’s a different world from Belfast and London, isn’t it?’ he said, as he set the tray down. He sat down next to her, taking his jacket off and hanging it over the back of his chair.

      She looked at him, nodding her agreement. She was wearing a light summer dress in colours of peach and white. Her toned arms were getting some colour around the exposed areas, highlighting her athletic figure. ‘You still care for her, don’t you?’

      ‘Who?’ he asked casually, pouring her a coffee. He looked at her and passed the cup over.

      ‘Just don’t let your feelings for her cloud your judgement, Eamon.’

      He blew into his cup then took a sip, looking at her over the rim; her eyes looked directly into his. He set the cup down. ‘Violetta is of no threat to us. Despite my history with the Bianco family and the family she’s now married into, she would rather walk away from them than betray our history. But there’s no romance between the two of us.’

      ‘Why’d she end up with someone just because they were more accepted by her family? I thought Italians were romantic.’

      ‘She did choose me.’ He unbuttoned his shirt cuffs and started rolling his sleeves. ‘She chose me, but I told her I would eventually hurt her.’

      ‘So, you’re a cheating bastard?’ she spoke through a sarcastic laugh, but she meant it.

      ‘I mean hurt her in the sense that I’d eventually end up dead. I’d never wish that on her – to have that call in the middle of the night, or that knock on the front door with someone bringing her the news. I loved her too much.’

      ‘Don’t give me that,’ she scoffed. ‘You men always come off with that crap. You’re just afraid of commitment.’

      ‘I’m committed to my work. I’ve been committed to keeping my family safe.’ She didn’t reply. ‘Anyway, enough about us.’ He took another drink of the coffee, then fished Sloane’s phone from his inner jacket pocket. ‘I, or should I say, Cahil Sloane needs to arrange a meeting with the Agnello family to discuss this Centenary Agreement. I’ll just text Big Ivan and tell him the job’s been done. Violetta should be here soon.’

      He sent the text to Ivan.

      Ivan, we’re leaving soon. The meeting with Alberto Agnello is being arranged. See you soon.

      The moment he pressed send, they could hear Violetta’s arrival around the front of the house. ‘Looks like that’s us on our way.’ He stood up and downed the rest of his coffee. ‘Let’s go.’ He lifted his jacket and put it on, pocketing Sloane’s phone. They went back inside, through the kitchen and into the second living room where Sloane and Gina were sat.
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      Big Ivan received the text from Sloane while finishing his pint at the airport. The other brigadiers, although stood down since the ceasefire like the other paramilitary groups, all appeared to have re-kindled their sense of loyalism and that eagerness to fight, kill and perhaps even die for their cause. The political and civil landscape in Northern Ireland over the last couple of months looked as if it had gone back in time twenty years. Ivan read the text then set his phone down on the table.

      ‘Cahil’s picking us up in his hired beamer.’ He looked around at the others. ‘Gina’s coming along in a second rental – an Audi Q7.’ He stood up and lifted his bag and jacket. ‘Let’s wait outside, I need a smoke.’

      Wing was next to finish his drink and get up. Lifting his jacket, he said, ‘I thought you gave them up?’

      ‘I did,’ he replied, ‘But my nerves are going a mile a minute, since those bastards hit us last night.’

      ‘I’ve got a bit of spliff, here,’ White Boy said, finishing his pint. ‘A wee joint always settles my nerves when I’m worried about something.’

      ‘When are you ever worried?’ Wing joked.

      ‘Never, thanks to this.’ He held up a small plastic bag full of grass.

      ‘How the hell did you get on the plane with that?’ Harris said.

      ‘Same way we used to get it smuggled into the Maze before we were released, up the ass.’

      Ivan grunted. ‘Keep your shitty weed to yourself then. I’ll do with a cigarette.’

      White pulled out a cigarette tin and lifted the lid off, revealing a cluster of rolled cigarettes.

      Ivan took a cigarette and lit it as they got to the electronic doors. They passed two nuns wearing white uniforms. The nuns smiled at the brigadiers. Ivan smiled back and said, ‘Buongiorno.’

      ‘There’s the car,’ Ivan said, ‘And there’s the Audi right behind it. Page, you go in the Q7 with White Boy and Harris. Wing, we’ll go in the beamer.’
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      Martini was behind the wheel of the BMW. Greenwood was directly behind his seat, her pistol clasped tightly in her hand. Sloane was in the front passenger seat, tied down and unable to move. Ivan and Wing approached. Martini had Violetta patched through on the vehicle’s sound system, she was driving the Audi. Stefano was in the rear of the Q7. ‘Violetta, make sure Stefano understands that these guys are not to be harmed. He’s just there to assist in their transportation.’

      ‘Don’t worry,’ she was quick to reply, ‘Stefano knows the drill.’

      Martini looked at Greenwood in the rear-view mirror. ‘Hope so.’

      Greenwood ignored the comment, looking across the car, through the tinted window of the rear door as Ivan approached, with Wing right behind him. Page, White and Harris split off, making their way towards the Q7. Just as Ivan pulled the rear door open, Greenwood raised her weapon. ‘Don’t panic, this is just a precaution. Now get in. We’ll take you to the Centenary Agreement.’

      Ivan looked at Greenwood unphased. He peered inside the car and noticed Sloane in the front passenger seat. ‘Cahil, what’s the craic here, mate?’

      ‘Just get in, both of you,’ Sloane was quick to say.

      Ivan got in, sliding across the seat. Wing followed.

      ‘I’m going to need you to put these on, then the blindfolds.’ Greenwood handed Ivan packet of cable ties. ‘Again, don’t make this difficult. Just do as I say.’

      Ivan shook his head and obliged. Once he had a cable tie around each wrist, she handed Martini the weapon to hold as she bound the two ties with a third. She then followed suit with Wing. She pulled two thick black pillowcases out of her handbag and tied one around Ivan’s eyes then the other around Wing’s. She took the gun off Martini.

      Martini started then engine. ‘Violetta, everything okay back there?’

      ‘Ready when you are,’ she replied.

      ‘We’re ready.’

      ‘Follow me.’ The Audi overtook the BMW. Martini indicated to pull out from the parking space and followed.

      ‘Eamon Martini?’ Ivan said, ‘I’m surprised to see you here.’

      ‘Strange how things in life sometimes turn out, isn’t it, Ivan?’

      ‘So, what’s the deal, then?’ Wing asked.

      ‘Cahil Sloane here has been very greedy,’ Greenwood said, ‘Taking a very big job – one paying quite handsomely to take out President Sheeran. It appears he didn’t expect to hear from Alberto Agnello about a document that could shed some light on why Prime Minister Pears is so happy to push for an all-Ireland referendum. We’ve all witnessed what’s been going on over there the last couple of months. What we’ve got is evidence of why it’s been going on.’

      ‘This agreement is something all loyal Ulstermen will die to prevent,’ Sloane said. ‘It would erase everything we’ve fought and died for.’

      ‘And old Cahil here thought he would come down to Italy, confirm it was what Alberto Agnello claimed it to be, and get to redeem himself in the eyes of his comrades,’ Martini said. ‘I’m guessing using the UDA’s name to secure a job and not share in the money isn’t something that would be tolerated. Especially if you’re looking to build your arsenal again.’

      ‘Shut your fucking mouth, Martini,’ Sloane said. ‘I’ve watched friends, brothers and comrades die in front of me.’

      ‘I’m not here for a debate,’ Martini said. ‘In my opinion, everyone over there was given a raw deal. This Centenary Agreement proves just how corrupt the bastards were – on all sides.’ He looked at Wing in the rear-view as he turned off the city’s outer ring and onto a more rural road. ‘Catholics had been sold out by the south. Protestants had been lied to, given the six counties of Northern Ireland to run for a century – due to have it taken off them on or around the hundredth anniversary.’ He quickly glanced at Sloane then back to the road. ‘But if this document were to be brought out and acted upon now, it would help nobody. All it would do is piss off both loyalists and republicans, and more people would die. And why should more people die as a result of the decisions made by the bastards who aren’t alive today?’

      The car fell silent, just the sound of the engine’s revs jumping and falling as Martini went up through the gears, keeping a constant fifty-yard distance from Violetta ahead.

      ‘And you’re just going to give this over to us?’ Ivan asked. ‘Why would you do that?’

      ‘I’m not giving you shit. I’m going to destroy it so nobody but us will ever know it existed.’

      ‘But why would you do that? If this document agrees that Northern Ireland becomes a part of the republic.’

      ‘Well, Ivan, this document shows that the people making the decisions for Ireland’s future ninety-nine years ago sold out the Catholics who lived north of the border. Why the fuck would I want to alienate people more than they already have been?’ He put the window down in the car, letting the air out of the ever-increasingly tense cabin. ‘The Troubles were bad enough. Can’t go back to that again. The kids today deserve to live in a normal society.’

      After another ten minutes of following the Q7, they approached Violetta’s house in the distance. The gates were already open when they got there. Violetta quickly shut them once both cars were inside. Martini killed the engine and got out. He walked around the front of the vehicle, opened the front passenger door and pulled Sloane out. Once he’d assisted Sloane to steady himself, he pulled a pocket-knife out and cut the cable ties, freeing Sloane’s hands. ‘Guess we don’t need these anymore.’

      ‘You sure you can trust me?’ Sloane joked, caressing his wrists where the ties had cut into the skin, leaving red marks.

      Martini swung his right fist straight towards Sloane’s chin. The punch sent Sloane straight into the door of the car. ‘That’s for trying to take us out. If Knight weren’t already dead, I’d soon be sending him to his grave. Now let’s go.’

      Ivan dragged Sloane up off the ground. ‘Fucking twat, Cahil.’

      Greenwood and Wing approached. She lowered her weapon.

      ‘You sure you can trust us to not take that weapon off you and make you disappear, love?’ White Boy shouted, as he stood at the rear of the Audi with Harris and Page.

      ‘You’d have a good chance, love,’ Greenwood spoke in a tone that was equally condescending. ‘We have a handful of people watching this building with sniper rifles,’ she lied. ‘Now shut your mouth Mr White and get inside.’

      ‘Fuck you!’ White shouted at her.

      ‘White get in the fucking house, now!’ Ivan shouted.

      Martini waited until Violetta and Greenwood led them into the house. He approached Stefano who was getting back into the Audi. ‘Thanks for your help. Can you and Bruno hang around and…’

      Violetta cut him off mid-sentence. ‘Eamon.’ She ran towards him. ‘They’re gone.’

      Martini looked at her, ‘What do you mean gone? It was only us two who knew the location.’ He looked down the garden at the gates. ‘Those gates were open when we got here.’ He looked at Violetta then at Stefano. The moment he clocked eyes on Stefano, his eyes fell to the steering wheel he was gripping tightly. ‘You know something about this, Stefano?’

      Stefano shook his head. ‘No, of course not, I…’

      Martini grabbed him by the throat and pulled him out of the car, after a brief struggle with Stefano who was four or five inches taller and fifty pounds heavier – Martini put the bigger man on his back, took his pistol out and pressed it against Stefano’s forehead. ‘Who has it?’

      A gunshot shattered the glass of the Audi, then a second pelted the ground next to Martini. ‘Let him, up, Eamon!’

      Bruno was standing at the back of the Audi, clasping a Browning 9mm. He looked at Violetta. ‘We’ve known about this place for a long time.’

      ‘What are you doing, Bruno?’

      ‘What am I doing? I’m doing as I always do – following the boss’s orders.’ Stefano got up from the ground and took Martini’s gun. ‘I’m just glad we can see the great Eamon Martini fall into a mess of his own making, instead of being the great saviour of everyone.’ Violetta approached him slowly, but he shot the ground at her feet. ‘You come one step closer and I’ll blow that pretty little head of yours off, is that understood? Again, these are your husband’s orders. Stefano, tie her up and get her in the back of my car. The rest of you make your way inside.’

      They all entered the living room. A collection of chairs had been organised by the wall to the left, facing the bow window which had the blinds drawn. The brigadiers were already tied down to a chair each. All of them humming behind their gags.

      ‘Have a seat, Eamon,’ Bruno nodded towards the sofa. ‘You can sit here and watch while we set you up for the murder of the UDA leaders. This, I’m sure, will annoy a few people in Ireland.’

      Martini’s mind raced, trying to think of a way out. There was none.

      Pietro Spalla walked into the room, along with Alberto Agnello and Alberto’s underboss – Domenico.

      Martini watched Greenwood being tossed onto the sofa beside him. He looked at Spalla. ‘You know what will happen should this go the way you’re planning it.’

      Spalla laughed. ‘That is a risk Alberto and I are willing to take. It appears your people have angered some very powerful people.’

      ‘Let me guess – Hojaji and Azrael.’

      Spalla sat down on the armchair next to the sofa and crossed his legs. He produced the Centenary Agreement and all the other documents. ‘And these?’ He held them up for everyone in the room to see. ‘Our new friends have offered a nice sum of money for both me and Alberto to hand them over.’ He stood up, looking at Ivan, then at Wing. Then he turned to Sloane. ‘You should have taken the Iranian’s money and run.’

      He looked at Martini then Greenwood. ‘All the very best to you.’ He looked at Domenico. ‘As soon as I leave, do whatever you want with them. Just make sure nothing leads back to us.’ He walked across the room. Standing at the doorway, he looked at Stefano. ‘Go and start the car.’

      He looked back at Alberto Agnello. ‘You want Violetta or shall I…’

      Alberto cut him off. ‘Do whatever you want with the bitch. I only married her to connect with her family.’

      Spalla cast a glance towards Martini. ‘Take care, Eamon.’ He looked at Domenico. ‘Make sure Martini is the one who butchers the UDA men, or at least make it look convincing. Have footage to back it up.’ He looked at Greenwood. ‘She was never here. We don’t want British Intelligence over here sniffing around.’ He looked around the room. ‘All the best everyone.’
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      Martini sat on the sofa, looking across at the UDA brigadiers, half of whom had joined the ranks of the paramilitary organisation long after the ceasefire of ninety-four and the Good Friday Agreement four years later. White for example, Martini studied him – the white tracksuit, gold bracelet around his chunky wrist and matching chain around his neck. He was everything a paramilitary leader shouldn’t be. Page, too, was a post-war member, but at least he acted like a man in his position should. He was smart. He believed in his cause. Martini could at least respect him for that. Big Ivan, Wing and Harris on the other hand were involved in the UDA from the mid-eighties, at the height of the Troubles when the British Army and the IRA’s war had gotten dirtier. A time when British Intelligence began handing intel to the UDA to target Catholics and members of the PIRA. Jobs which Harris, Wing, and Ivan had actioned.

      ‘The fuck are you staring at?’ White mumbled behind the gag, just about comprehensible.

      Martini shook his head, but remained silent, not wanting to feed the fire.

      Alberto Agnello laughed and then said, ‘I’m not going to mess this lovely living room up. Maybe we can do this outside. The garden my bitch wife and I should have been sharing together.’ He looked at his underboss. ‘Domenico, go and get the plastic sheeting from the car.’ He pointed his automatic weapon towards the patio doors to the side of the room. ‘Off you go. Anyone tries to run and you’ll get sprayed with this.’ Greenwood got up first. ‘Just you wait until the rest of them go out first, sweet cheeks. I want you close beside me, just in case Martini tries to be a hero.’

      Martini got up, pulled his knife out again and cut them all free. As they stepped out into the garden, the swimming pool just ten feet away, Agnello grabbed Greenwood and forced her out through the door.

      ‘All of you over towards the pool. It’ll be easier to remove blood from the grass.’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘If you say so, genius.’

      ‘What?’ Agnello shouted. He put the gun to the back of her head. ‘Say that again?’

      ‘I said…’ Before she had a chance to finish, Father Paolo sprinted out through the patio doors, grabbing the gun from his brother. There was a struggle, a spray of bullets fired into the air, then down into the grass. The priest head-butted Alberto on the nose. Alberto stumbled back, blood running from both nostrils into his mouth.

      ‘Get down on the ground, before I send you to hell you piece of shit,’ Paolo said.

      Martini was astonished. ‘Paolo – Violetta.’

      Paolo handed Martini the weapon.

      Martini took the gun and looked at Greenwood, ‘You watch them. I’ve got to get after Violetta and the documents.’

      ‘My car is around the front, go!’ Paolo said. He handed Martini the key to a Ford.

      As Martini rounded the house, finding Domenico on the ground, looking like he’d had his neck broken. A black Ford Mustang was parked facing the gates. He opened the driver’s door and got in. He started the engine and was about to take off when the passenger door opened. Paolo got in.

      He dropped himself into the front passenger seat and said, ‘She may be your ex-fiancé, but I love her, too. I’m coming with you.’

      Martini gestured through the window at Domenico, ‘That was you?’

      ‘That was me.’

      ‘The lady in there – she’s okay?’

      ‘She’s got the rest of them waiting there with her. I’ve given her the combination to the weapon’s cabinet. She seems like a lady who can look after herself.’ He reached into his pocket and pulled out a USB stick, handing it over to Martini. ‘This is from Cardinal Moretti. There is more evidence to support the other documents. Recordings. Conversations between the Pope, Prime Minister Pears, the Queen of England, and Northern Ireland’s First Minister. The cardinal wanted to listen to it all before handing it over.’

      Martini looked at the device, shaking his head. ‘You’re full of surprises, Paolo.’

      ‘Let’s get moving.’

      Martini put the vehicle in drive and took off. ‘You know the place they’re going to?’

      ‘La Linea Costale? Yes, I can direct you there.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            85

          

        

      

    

    
      Pietro Spalla arrived back at the club just before three. The picturesque views of the south western coast of Italy were on full display. A swarm of people were out to catch the views, many with their phones out, taking selfies, others taking group photos; an elderly couple was having their photo taken holding their small dog with the breath-taking backdrop. The car park of Linea Costale club and restaurant was full. Just the three reserved spaces for the staff remaining vacant. Stefano and Bruno got Violetta out of the rear of the Audi. She was gagged and had her wrists and feet bound together. She was feisty, and the fresh cut that was still bleeding on Bruno’s left cheek was testament that she wasn’t the type who would go down quietly, hence the need for the ties.

      Francesco Marrone, the second in command of the Spalla gang, reporting only to Spalla, was standing at the rear exit to the club waiting for them to bring her in. As they carried her inside, her resistance started again, squirming and thrashing in their grip as they muscled her along the emergency escape route and into the manager’s office. They dropped her onto the black sofa and removed her gag.

      ‘Francesco, go and grab me a coffee, please,’ Spalla said. ‘And bring one in for Violetta.’

      ‘Yes, sir.’

      Spalla went to his desk and took a seat, taking out the documents. ‘The Centenary Agreement of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland.’ He read directly off the sheet, then looked up at Violetta. ‘I can appreciate how much this is going to upset people, but can you imagine how valuable something like this would be?’

      She shuffled in her seat. ‘You’re getting yourself involved in something that will only get you killed.’

      ‘I’ll take my chances.’

      ‘You’ll regret it, trust me.’

      He stood up, walking around the room towards her. He could see that her blouse had become ripped at the top. ‘Looks like Stefano and Bruno were a little rough with you during the journey.’ He sat on the arm of the sofa, leaning in close to her. ‘They didn’t do anything nasty to you, did they?’ He pulled on the rip, creating a longer tear, revealing more of her chest. A knock came at the door. He sighed. ‘Come in.’

      Lorenzo Vitalli and Alessandro Strada came in. Vitalli’s arm was in a sling, his wrist in a cast. Strada was in a wheelchair, his leg and arm bandaged.

      ‘I brought you two a gift,’ Spalla said. He got up from the sofa and went back to the desk.

      ‘We can play later,’ Vitalli said. ‘What time are the Iranians getting here?’

      ‘Within the hour. From what they’ve said, they need to get back to Tehran right away.’

      Marrone came in with the coffee and set the tray down on the desk.

      Spalla poured himself a coffee, looking a Violetta, ‘How do you take yours?’

      ‘Fuck you.’

      ‘I definitely want to fuck you.’ He grinned at her, ‘But I’m guessing you’ve realised what’s going to happen.’

      ‘You don’t have to do this. Please. You can have any of those girls out there. You don’t want me.’

      ‘You know how much money I’ve lost because of your family? You greedy New York Italians, coming back over here, trying to claim what isn’t yours?’

      ‘Fuck you,’ she repeated.

      ‘Pietro, are you sure people won’t come looking for her?’ Marrone said. ‘Maybe we should move her somewhere else.’

      ‘The only friend she has in this country right now is Eamon Martini. And he’s about to be killed and framed for killing the UDA brigadiers from Belfast.’

      ‘Still, I think it’s better if we go somewhere else.’

      ‘Once the Iranians get here and we’ve made the exchange, we can take her and party somewhere else.’
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      Martini arrived on the coastal road a quarter mile from the club. He pulled over onto the grass verge and looked at Paolo. ‘This is going to get very messy. Are you sure you want to be involved?’

      ‘Don’t ask stupid questions. Let’s go, Eamon.’

      Martini looked at the stone wall that lined the field to their right. ‘Okay. We’ll approach the club from two directions.’ He cocked his head towards the door. ‘You go over that wall. That field will take you to the club. Be invisible. There will be guards. Have you got a weapon?’

      Paolo reached under the front seat and pulled out a brown leather holster with a Beretta fastened to it. He took off his jacket, put the holster on and re-placed the jacket. He reached under the seat and grabbed a silencer. ‘Give me five minutes. I’ll text you when I’m there.’ He got out and ran across the road. After a quick glance back, he disappeared over the wall into the hedges, leaving the branches dancing freely.

      Martini called Greenwood. She answered within a few seconds.

      ‘Eamon, what’s going on?’

      ‘I’m at La Linea Costale. We’re just about to go in for Violetta. Is everything okay back at the house?’

      ‘Everything’s fine. Let me know when Violetta’s safe and you’re on your way back.’

      ‘Shouldn’t be long.’
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      Linea Costale’s car park was full. Not a space free. Not wanting Paolo’s car to be recognised, Martini backed out in reverse and parked in the roadside facility for tourists who wished to stop off and take photos of the coast. He killed the engine. Seeing a navy hoodie and a black cap with Titleist embroidered across the front on the rear seat next to a pair of golf gloves and shoes, he removed his suit jacket and dressed in the hoodie and cap. By the time anyone recognised him, it would be too late. He was going in there with one thing in mind: to get Violetta out of there – by any means necessary. He locked the car and called Paolo as he made his way towards the club.

      ‘Eamon?’

      ‘Are you there?’ Martini scanned the car park, approaching the entrance to the restaurant side of the business.

      ‘I’m at the rear of the building, next to the rubbish area. I can see Bruno and Stefano both sitting in the Audi with the doors open.’

      ‘Stay out of sight until I tell you. I’m going to have a look inside first to see what we’re up against.’ He recognised the Ford Ranger from the altercation at the ice-cream parlour.

      ‘We need to move on them now, Eamon.’

      ‘Paolo, just listen to me. Don’t make them aware of your presence until I’ve had a chance to see who’s inside. Wait for my call.’

      He pocketed the phone and pulled the door open. Stepping inside, he was welcomed by the usual clatter of dishes and hum of countless conversations taking place. Every table was full. The business was thriving. More people meant it was good for him to blend in. But it also made it harder for him to spot someone who didn’t look like they were just there to eat.

      He made his way towards the bar, scanning the room without locking eyes with anyone. Families, old and young. Couples. None of them stood out. Spalla’s men were likely to be in the strip club side of the business. That’s where Violetta would be.

      

      Violetta watched as her company began to celebrate being triumphant. Lorenzo Vitalli struggled with his inner jacket pocket, his one free arm wrestling until he produced a bag of white powder. He winced as he used his hand in the sling to open it, then tipped a small pile onto Spalla’s desk. Spalla slid a bank card across the desk. Vitalli lifted it and began chopping and sorting the cocaine out into neat lines.

      Spalla sat in his chair, staring across the room at Violetta. ‘Would you like to join us in the party?’

      She didn’t reply.

      Alessandro Strada gripped the wheels of his chair and propelled himself towards her. ‘You were asked a question.’

      She glared into his eyes. ‘Fuck you, I hope it rots your brain.’

      He looked across the room at Vitalli and Spalla. Spalla smiled, but appeared more interested in something on his phone. Vitalli laughed. Strada looked back at her and laughed in astonishment, then slapped her across the face with the back of his hand, his ring catching her lip, drawing blood.

      ‘Even now she’s defiant,’ Vitalli said, rolling a ten euro note. He placed one end against his left nostril, hovered over one of the lines, and drew the power up like a vacuum lifting litter. He repeated the act in the right nostril, then set the note down and snorted. ‘I’m going for a shit, then I’ll get us some stronger drinks.’

      ‘Coke always makes you shit,’ Strada said, as he wheeled himself towards the desk.

      ‘Check the restaurant for the Iranians,’ Spalla called after him. ‘In case they’ve arrived early.’

      Vitalli waved his acknowledgement and left the office.

      Domenico Verde stepped inside with three women in their early twenties, dressed in nothing but lingerie. He approached the console next to the door, pressed a few buttons and dance music sounded throughout the room.

      

      A waiter in his early thirties finished serving a lady who’d just ordered a round for her and her five friends then turned to Martini. ‘Good game today?’

      ‘What?’ Martini said.

      He indicated the cap.

      ‘Yes, below par.’

      ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘Actually, I was wondering what time the other side of the business opens to the public?’

      ‘The boss is having a meeting in there before we’re open to the public.’

      Martini nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted one of the suits from the ice-cream parlour rounding the bar from the area leading to the strip club. His arm was in a sling. Martini turned his head in the opposite direction. The suit asked for a bottle of whiskey and five glasses then said he was going to the toilet. Martini looked back towards the man, seeing him make his way towards the males. Martini thanked the waiter and made his way across the bar towards the toilets. He opened the door and stepped inside, engaging the lock. He pushed open the interior door, hearing the suit hum to himself as he used the urinal. Martini took his pistol out and pointed it at the suit’s head. He waited for the man to finish what he was doing. He continued to hum as his zipper was raised then turned, the edge of his nose just inches from the from gun.

      His eyes were glazed and flashed with instinctive fright.

      ‘How many are in there?’

      ‘How the fuck are you…’

      Martini buried the side of the pistol into the suit’s temple. His legs buckled beneath him and he fell, his head hitting the bowl of the urinal. Martini crouched down and pressed the pistol to the side of his head. ‘How many are in there?’

      ‘The boss and two others. The Iranians are on their way.’

      ‘And Violetta?’

      ‘She’s in there, too.’ He struggled to get to his feet.

      Martini hit him on the side of the head, knocking him out cold. He placed the gun on the floor and pulled the suit’s shoes off. He removed the laces and bound his wrists and ankles together. To took his belt off and looped it through the plumbing beneath urinal. It wouldn’t hold for long, but long enough for what he needed.

      He lifted the pistol and slipped it down the back of his trousers, covering it with the hoodie. He fished his phone out and called Paolo.

      ‘Eamon, what’s going on?’

      ‘I’m coming out the rear door now. Where are Stefano and Bruno?’

      ‘Same place.’

      ‘Get ready.’
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      Paolo stood behind the fenced-off rubbish area next to the rear door. He could hear music coming from the Audi. His heart was pounding against his chest. His right hand trembled as he gripped the pistol. The anticipation was becoming overwhelming. He thought for a moment what he was about to do. He was about to become a killer. Could he kill? Was he willing to sacrifice his soul? After devoting his life to the church. Would he ever be forgiven? He knew Eamon Martini had killed before, and would certainly kill again if he had to. He didn’t want to be that kind of man. Then he thought about Violetta. She came with him to the cardinal’s home just as moral support. He didn’t want to think about what she was going through right now. He’d heard stories about Pietro Spalla. He was a man who’d take pleasure in making someone suffer. Violetta didn’t deserve that. He clenched his jaws and resigned himself to the idea of what he was about to do. He would repent, but right now, the only thing he cared about was making sure she was okay.

      He turned his focus to the door, seeing it open slowly. Someone stepped outside, but it wasn’t Martini. Or was it? They were wearing a hoodie and a black cap.

      ‘Wait a minute…’ It was Martini, wearing his clothes. He watched him approach the Audi’s driver side and stepped out from behind the fence, running towards the passenger side of the car. As he got to the rear of the car, the front passenger window shattered, then the horn blared. He pulled the front passenger door open. Stefano was dead. Bruno was slumped up against the wheel, also dead. He looked through the cabin. Martini pulled Bruno off the steering wheel, silencing the horn.

      Martini looked across the cabin at Paolo, ‘Let’s move.’
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      Spalla’s phone rang. He looked at the screen. It was Hojaji. He ordered everyone to be quiet and told Domenico to lower the volume of the music. He cleared his throat then answered. ‘Mr Hojaji, we are in the strip club, awaiting your arrival.’

      ‘You have the items?’ Hojaji was blunt and straight to the point.

      ‘We do. The restaurant is busy so come around to the rear. Two men in a black Audi SUV will lead you into the club. My office is just off the dance floor.’

      ‘We will be with you momentarily.’

      Spalla ended the call and stood up, rounding the desk. He looked at his watch, then smiled. ‘In the next hour we will be twenty million euros richer.’ He sauntered across the room and sat down on the sofa next to Violetta. ‘And I think a lot of Cosa Nostra in New York will be happy to know Eamon Martini is dead.’

      ‘And held accountable for destabilising the peace in Ireland,’ Strada added. ‘Once news is circulated that he killed the leaders of the UDA, a lot of people will be upset.’

      

      Iman Hojaji and Ghazi Azrael arrived at La Linea Costale to find the car park full. Hojaji led the vehicle through the grounds, following the white arrows on the tarmac leading them to the other side of the restaurant where the strip club was located.

      ‘Looks like there is something going on in there,’ Hojaji said, as he approached an Audi Q7. Two bodies were in the front seats. The front passenger window had a hole in the centre, with tiny cracks extending out from it, like a spider’s web. Blood spatter had been sprayed around the glass. He put the vehicle in park and got out. Azrael followed him. They circled the Audi, both producing pistols. They made their way towards the rear door that was left open. As they got to the door, Hojaji put his hand out to stop Azrael. He looked inside, seeing two men making their way towards the double doors that would lead out into the strip club.
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      Martini led the way into the strip club, Paolo close behind him. The place was empty. The manager’s office was to the right of the fully stocked bar. The door was closed, but as they got closer, they could hear elevated voices inside. He looked back at Paolo whose face was gaunt; looking like a man being led to his death – like a man who was about to lose a part of himself. He was like a fish out of water, gasping for air in this foreign world he’d found himself in. Martini had known Paolo since he was a boy growing up in New York. Paolo hadn’t a violent bone in his body. It was not in his nature to inflict pain on another.

      Martini stopped, ‘Paolo, go back and wait in the car.’

      He shook his head. ‘No. I am here with you.’

      ‘This is not who you are. There’s no shame in turning back. You’re a better man than I will ever be, Paolo.’ He reached his hand out, ‘Give me your weapon and go and wait outside.’

      Paolo clenched his jaws, then reached a trembling hand up and gave over the weapon.

      ‘Stay out of sight until you see me coming with Violetta.’ Martini watched as Paolo hurried across the club and disappeared through the double doors again. Joyful cheers emanated from the manager’s office. If Vitalli was being truthful, there were now three in there – and Violetta. He approached the door and stood listening. He could hear Spalla and two others.

      He had no time for second guesses. With a pistol in each hand, he used his right forearm to lower the handle and his shoulder to shove the door open. He stepped into the room. Spalla was behind the desk, another man stood next to him, and the other suit from the ice cream parlour in a wheelchair next to Violetta on the sofa. The room fell silent as shock washed over everyone. Martini kicked to door closed with his heel then walked further into the room with both hands extended out. He shot both Spalla and the other man first, putting two shots each into their chests. The suit in the wheelchair pulled a gun, but before he could fire, Martini turned both guns onto him and shot him once with each pistol in the head. He looked at Violetta. ‘Are you okay?’

      She nodded, ‘Scissors on the desk. Cut me free.’

      Martini hurried to the desk, seeing the documents. He grabbed them and the scissors then returned to Violetta. He cut her ankles free, then her wrists. He handed her one of the pistols. ‘Follow me.’

      He led them out into the club, crossed the dance floor and through the double doors. He halted, seeing Paolo on his knees, two pistols pressed against the back of his head – execution style.

      Iman Hojaji called out to him, ‘Mr Martini – how much do you value this man’s life?’

      Martini and Violetta both pointed their guns at the two men.

      ‘Don’t do it,’ Martini said.

      ‘Lower your weapons,’ Azrael replied.

      Martini and Violetta didn’t budge.

      ‘Mr Martini, you know we will do it. Now – your last chance.’

      Paolo was trembling, his eyes closed, mouthing something that could only be a prayer.

      Martini lowered his weapon then set it on the ground. Violetta followed.

      Hojaji looked at Azrael and said, ‘Go and disarm them.’

      Azrael approached them, his pistol still pointed ahead. He lifted their pistols and removed the magazines, ejecting the bullets from the chambers. He looked at the documents in Martini’s hand. ‘We’re going to need those, too.’

      Martini handed them over. Azrael took the documents, then ploughed the side of his pistol into Martini’s temple, just above the ear. Martini went down, feeling blood soak through his hair. Violetta crouched down to help him up, but she was hit, too. Azrael buried the gun into Martini’s face once more.
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      Martini awoke on the rear seat of a car, exiting the club’s car park. His temple throbbed, feeling like it was beginning to swell. His ears were ringing and wet; he could feel blood trickling from the cartilage into the canal. Plastic cable ties bound his ankles together. His wrists were bound behind his back. Iman Hojaji was driving. Ghazi Azrael was in the front passenger seat. Martini had little concern about himself in that moment, and more for Violetta and Paolo.

      ‘Where are they?’ he said, swaying violently to the side as Hojaji whipped the car sharply to the left on exiting the car park.

      ‘They are of no interest to us, Mr Martini,’ Azrael said. ‘No value. You on the other hand, you are almost as valuable as these.’ He held the documents up in his hand.

      ‘Where are you taking me?’

      ‘That will depend on Brigadier General Fallahzadeh.’ Azrael took his phone from his pocket and made a call, tethering the device to the vehicle’s Bluetooth.

      Martini listened as the call rang. He felt up his shirt sleeve for the safety pin. It was gone. He clenched his jaws and struggled against the restraints, knowing his attempts would be futile. But what else could he do?

      The call was answered. The voice spoke in Farsi.

      ‘Brigadier General,’ Azrael replied in English, ‘To accommodate our guest, I will speak in English. We have the documents. You can make contact with the British – let them know what we have.’

      ‘Very good,’ the brigadier general replied in English. ‘Who is in our company?’

      ‘A man President Sheeran treats like his own son.’

      ‘Perfect.’

      ‘What would you like us to do with him, sir?’

      ‘If we kill Martini now, we make a martyr out of him. Bring him to Tehran. We can bleed whatever we can out of him then convict him for an offence punishable by public hanging.’

      ‘Very well, sir.’

      The call ended.

      Martini didn’t speak. Neither did the two in the front.

      Hojaji led the vehicle along the coastal road. Martini looked out to sea, taking in the breathtaking views. He tried to settle his mind, allow himself to construct a plan. He had a few hours to think of something. He knew if they got him to Iran, his chances of survival were next to zero – barring a miracle.

      He felt around behind him, finding the seat belt’s metal clip. He pressed the cable tie down over the top, trying to break the plastic. It was near impossible. The edging was smooth. He could saw all day and would have nothing but spent energy to show for it.

      Hojaji led the vehicle down a steep drop, then up an equally vertical gradient, rounding corners, left and right – like a rally driver fighting for first place.

      Martini watched the beautiful countryside pass by in a multi-coloured blur. He appeared more appreciative of the things around him. It was often said that people close to death: death row inmates, terminally ill patients, tended to see the beauty in everything around them.

      A loud bang coming from one of the tyres caused the vehicle to pull sharply to the left. Hojaji tried to steer into the turn, but overcompensated and the car rolled onto the roof, skidding off the road into the verge, colliding with the steel barrier that prevented them from going over the cliff. Screeching car tyres whined just meters away. The sound of boots beating off the ground got closer. An aggressive metallic rattle of automatic gunfire riddled the front passenger door. Azrael and Hojaji were both hit, painting the cabin in blood. A second volley peppered both men, their lifeless bodies juddering as the bullets ripped through them. Then a quiet. The butt of an automatic rifle smashed through the window next to Martini. Someone got on their knees and looked in.

      It was Greenwood. ‘Can you move?’

      ‘Wrists and ankles are bound.’

      ‘Shuffle across to me,’ she looked over her shoulder, ‘Ivan, help me get him out.’

      Ivan Williams approached and got on his knees next to Greenwood. They took a shoulder each and pulled Martini out through the window frame. Greenwood pulled a flick knife from her pocket and cut his ankles and wrists free, then helped him to his feet.

      ‘Get the documents – front passenger seat,’ Martini said, ‘How’d you know I was here?’

      ‘Violetta reached me through Alberto’s phone.’

      ‘Where is she?’

      The sound of Paolo’s Mustang roared around the corner, skidding to a halt. Violetta jumped out of the front passenger seat and approached Martini, wrapping her arms around him. Martini took her embrace, her head resting on his shoulder. He looked over her shoulder at Ivan Williams who’d retrieved the documents. He nodded, ‘Thank you.’

      ‘We need to move,’ Ivan said, ‘Peelers will be here soon and I don’t fancy trying to explain all of this.’

      ‘Hurry up, let’s go!’ Robert Wing shouted from the car.

      Martini got into the back of Paolo’s car. Greenwood followed him. Paolo indicated to manoeuvre and signalled for Ivan to follow him.
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      As they arrived back at the house, Violetta tried to cover herself up, her blood-stained blouse completely ripped open.

      Martini pulled the hoodie off and handed it to her. ‘Here put this on.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      They got out of the car just as the other vehicle pulled into the driveway. Big Ivan Williams got out, Robert Wing along with him.

      Martini looked at Greenwood, as he put his suit jacket back on. ‘Where are the rest of them?’

      ‘I left them here. Williams and Wing come across as the UDA brigadiers who aren’t sectarian. They wanted to help. They may have been on the other side of the war, but I can tell they have some kind of fairness in them. The others are keeping an eye on Sloane inside.’

      Martini watched Ivan and Wing approach.

      Ivan held the documents up and said, ‘Let’s go and have a chat.’

      They made their way inside, cut through the kitchen and out into the back garden where the other brigadiers sat with Gina Sloane.

      ‘Where’s Alberto?’ Martini said, as he approached the table, all of the brigadiers looking directly at him.

      ‘Tied up inside,’ White said, ‘Lucky he’s still alive.’

      Martini pulled a chair out and sat down. Ivan and Wing sat down next to Sloane. Martini looked around the table, briefly landing on each of them. White was looking at him with an expression like he wanted to rip his head off. Harris, being the old-school loyalist and knowing Martini was the son of Damien Cleary Jnr., seemed to match White’s expression of disdain. Ivan, Page and Wing, however, appeared more neutral. They were the smart ones of the organisation. They were, despite Martini’s political opposition, to be respected at least, and it appeared they were offering the same to him. ‘Never thought I’d be sitting at a table with the brigadiers of the UDA.’

      Ivan nodded, his expression remaining neutral. He tossed the documents into the middle of the table. ‘Here’s the agreement.’

      Martini looked at Violetta, ‘Any deodorant spray?’

      She nodded and went back into the house.

      Martini addressed the table. ‘We all have one thing in common right now.’ He looked at the documents. ‘These prove that everyone who breathes Irish air has been shafted by the elites. The Vatican, Westminster, Stormont, and the Dublin government.’ He looked at Wing, then at Ivan. ‘I don’t care what your organisation does, as long as you keep the peace over there. You will all witness what I’m about to do.’

      Violetta came back out and handed Martini a can of deodorant spray.

      He took the documents. ‘Who has a lighter?’

      White slid one across the table.

      Martini tossed the documents onto the ground, struck a light and sprayed into the flame, torching the documents. They all got up and rounded the table, watching the documents crumple and turn to ash.

      ‘What about the political situation back home?’ Ivan said.

      Martini looked at Greenwood, then turned back to Ivan, ‘Prime Minister Pears will be given an ultimatum.’
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      The next morning, Martini and Greenwood stood outside the office of Prime Minister Michelle Pears, waiting for their knock to be answered. They could hear the PM’s muffled voice on the other side of the door. She was involved in a discussion on the phone. Martini stood with the pen drive in his hand – recordings of the conversations Paolo had retrieved from Cardinal Moretti. He didn’t feel particularly good about what he was going to do. Until these events had unfolded, he liked this prime minister. He believed she was fair, fairer than many of her predecessors. Perhaps her hands were tied with regards to the agreement. But she’d broken the law. She’d ordered Greenwood to kill him. People had died. And the British and Irish public deserved better than the fear of going back to war.

      Finally, her voice grew louder as she approached the door. The door opened and she said goodbye to whomever she was on the phone to. Lowering the phone from her ear, she looked at Greenwood first, then at Martini. Her eyes locked on Martini, a slight look of shock. She didn’t know that he knew she’d ordered his assassination.

      ‘Good morning,’ she said, turning and making her way back towards the desk.

      ‘Good morning, ma’am,’ Greenwood said, entering the office first.

      ‘Good morning, Prime Minister,’ Martini stepped inside and turned to close the door, spotting President Sheeran making his way along the hall. POTUS was flanked by two Secret Service agents wearing grey suits; both of whom made their commander-in-chief – who was over six foot tall – look small in comparison to their imposing size.

      ‘Morning, Eamon,’ POTUS said, looking at the drive Martini was holding. ‘Is that it?’

      ‘It is, sir. I’ve sent you a copy.’

      ‘Good work, kid.’

      They stepped inside. The prime minister was sitting at her desk, Greenwood sat in one of the seats on the opposite side of her desk.

      ‘Morning, Victoria,’ POTUS said.

      ‘Good morning, Mr President.’

      ‘Morning, Michelle.’ POTUS walked up to her desk.

      ‘Morning, Bill. Help yourself to a drink.’ The PM nodded towards the trolley with the coffee and tea making facilities by the window.

      ‘I don’t have time. I just wanted to be here when Eamon delivers what he found.’ POTUS looked at Martini, opening the room up to him.

      Martini approached the prime minister’s desk, opened his phone and started playing a recording. He took a seat beside Greenwood and watched as the PM listened.

      She looked at him. ‘How did you get your hands on this?’

      ‘That doesn’t matter, Prime Minister. What matters is that you send a message to all parties involved in this and tell them it’s off. If Northern Ireland goes back to war, the original copies of these will be leaked and you, along with Declan Meehan, the Pope, and anyone else involved in these discussions will be up on charges of war crimes.’

      ‘You little prick.’ She shook her head. ‘Where do you get the balls…’

      ‘You need to resign from your post,’ Martini said bluntly.

      She laughed, ‘You must be joking.’

      Martini shook his head, his face remaining serious. ‘Secretary of Defence Checker needs to follow you.’

      ‘So, what - we resign and this stays secret?’

      ‘If this got out, it would damage a lot of people. Nobody would benefit from it.’ Martini looked at the president. ‘I’ve got to go, sir.’ He got up and set the drive on her desk. ‘I’ve copied these recordings for you. You keep this and listen to them all. Make your decision once you’ve listened.’
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      Durban, South Africa, 1993

      

      The coastal city of Durban, bordered by the delightful shores of the Golden Mile, had some of the world’s best surf spots on the eastern beaches of South Africa’s KwaZulu-Natal province. It welcomed flocks of tourists from all over the world. Vacationers came to experience the breath-taking scenery, imbued by the irresistible feeling of being in another world – many people considered it to be as close to heaven as one could reach. The dense Indian population gave the city the title “South Africa’s Curry Capital”. Colonial influences were what gave the city character that was felt in the air everywhere you went. The country had just welcomed the referendum ending apartheid a year earlier which resulted in a landslide “yes” vote to end the regime. The majority of white South Africans welcomed the change. But not all. Kimbal Naido was a twenty-seven-year-old South African native, and one of the few people who’d voted no during the referendum which took place on March 17th 1992. March 17th was a date blacks in South Africa and across the world, would celebrate for generations to come. It was a date shared with their Irish brethren. On the day when Ireland and the Irish diaspora turned green to celebrate Saint Patrick’s Day, South Africans would be celebrating the new freedom they experienced.

      Durban’s seafront promenade was where the meeting would take place. Kimbal Reeve was there to negotiate another arms deal with buyers from the Ulster Defence Association and their British comrades: Combat 18. In recordings leaked to the press, Kimbal Naido was believed to have been supplying arms to both the UDA and Combat 18. The South African had accumulated wealth in the tens of millions for supplying arms to groups all over the world. He didn’t care who the weapons would target. To him it was business.

      He stood at the end of the promenade, looking down onto North Beach, just north of the harbour and bluff. Nestled between the Bay of Plenty and Dairy Beach he couldn’t tell local from tourist. The sun was sitting high in the clear blue sky, causing a blinding reflexion off the surface of the Indian Ocean. His white shirt was glued to his back. Every time he moved he could feel droplets of sweat running down to the waist line of his grey trousers. The time was twelve-thirty and the contacts were due to arrive at one. He liked to get to meetings early. He believed it gave him more control of the way the meeting would go and ultimately the outcome. He wasn’t dealing with boy scouts. And his safety was paramount. He needed to be sure he was safe. After the BBC News reporter had published the story of him supplying arms to the UDA and Combat 18, the Irish Republican Movement had issued a public statement declaring that anyone supporting the UDA and any of its associates would be dealt with accordingly.

      Watching two teenage boys kick a football back and forward to each other on the beach distracted Naido for a while, reminding him of his own son, Peter, who was around the same age. An elderly couple dressed in shorts and t-shirts walked past him, speaking in American accents, both with ice-cream cones in their hands. He regarded them for a moment, thinking how happy they looked.

      

      Damien Cleary Jnr. was in room number forty-two on the top floor of the Parade Hotel. Located at 191 O R Tambo Parade, part of Durban’s North Beach area, he had spectacular views of the Indian Ocean and of Golden Mile Beach. He'd had to book the room two weeks in advance to ensure this particular room was vacant for his purchase. The time was twelve forty and his complimentary breakfast was still sitting on the tray next to his bed. The temperature was thirty-four degrees outside and he’d no interest in eating or drinking anything but cold water. His sweat-soaked grey t-shirt clung to his torso like clingfilm to cooked chicken. He enjoyed the sun as much as the next person – when on holiday. But this wasn’t a holiday. He wasn’t here to relax. He was here with one job to do: prevent the next shipment of arms making its way to England and Ireland. He’d been sent to South Africa by his father and the other members of the Provisional IRA’s ruling army council. He was there to do, as his father Damien Snr. had described: both black South Africans and Irish Catholics a favour. Kimbal Naido was considered to be a “Godsend” by the Ulster Defence Association, and the newly formed neo-Nazi group in England known as Combat 18. Naido had been supplying arms to the UDA for the last four years that were being used to target Catholics in Ireland; and also to C18 which had murdered many immigrants and non-whites in England. Combat 18 were considered the UDA’s most loyal supporters in Britain, and had openly said that they were happy to come to Belfast and help keep Northern Ireland British. Every Catholic killed by a loyalist bullet or bomb was thought to have undermined support for the Republican Movement and Cleary was here to cut off the head of the snake.

      He went to his bedside cabinet and picked up the towel that he’d used to dry the sweat off his face. He took another drink of water and returned to the window where everything had been set up.

      The Barrett M82, a recoil-operated semi-automatic, was a US manufactured rifle that had been used in wars from Operation Desert Storm to the Irish Troubles; the latter being where Cleary Jnr. had used it. The Provos had purchased their firearms from a Texan gun maker who’d once worked for the Barrett company. It was considered one of the best in the world. It was exactly what he needed. With high-precision and long-range capabilities, there was no need to get close to his target. The distance from his window to the promenade was just under 900 metres. The weapon had a maximum effective range of 1800 metres. It was a simple case of pull the trigger and slip out. He’d booked into the hotel under an assumed name and paid in cash. The hit wouldn’t be traced back to Ireland.

      He took position, placing his left eye against the lens of the scope. He adjusted the position of the rifle an inch to the left, the target falling into the cross of the reticle. He placed his finger on the trigger, held his breath for a moment, then exhaled and fired.

      

      Benoni, South Africa, Present Day
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      Benoni, South Africa, Present Day

      

      Peter Naido sat sipping from a glass of red wine in the garden of his luxurious estate, located on Bushwillow Street, Benoni, South Africa. A keen golfer, Naido had jumped at the chance to purchase the eight acres that was just five hundred yards away, on the other side of the Vanryn Dam, from the Ebotse Golf & Country Club. Having developed his swing at the driving range as a young boy, he now felt accomplished when he could look out his bedroom window and see the place where he’d first learned to smash a ball to distances of over two hundred and fifty yards.

      The estate was lined with an eight-foot-high spotless white wall, decorated with black balustrades along the top. Barbed wire would have perhaps been the more obvious choice for the private land of one of the biggest weapons dealers in the world. Having reached billionaire status by his mid-twenties, he was far from stupid. And the reason for the lack, or obvious lack, of any tangible security measures around his estate was the security team he’d assembled. His security directors, twins – Charlize and her older brother of two minutes, Charles Mosia. If bricks made Naido’s castle, Charlize and Charles were the mortar that held it together. Without them, he’d have sleepless nights, worrying about who would come for him. It was true, Peter Naido had, like many others, made his wealth off the suffering of innocent people and in this line of work, one was always going to have as many enemies as friends, if not more. As he sipped from the glass, he was quickly reminded of the second, more desirable of life’s pleasures he’d wished to indulge in, and despite being refused on countless occasions, Charlize’s approach sent his heart racing.

      He smiled, set the glass down and stood, smoothing the crinkles out of his grey trousers and purple shirt. He was considered a handsome man by most. He was six-foot-three inches tall, and still had the athletic figure he had when he represented South Africa as a one-hundred-metre sprinter at Cape Town University. His eyes were brown, soft and intelligent, and his dark brown hair and tanned skin gave him a healthy complexion. He was a man who lived well. He’d have a good shot with the great majority of women, even without his money and power. He could have ten women as beautiful as Charlize. But like most people with his personality, he always wanted what he couldn’t have. And he wanted Charlize, as did many heterosexual males who had the pleasure of meeting her.

      As she got closer, he pulled a seat out for her. ‘Thanks for coming, Charlize.’ He waited for her to sit down, then took his seat again.

      ‘Good afternoon, Mr Naido,’ she said, taking her sunglasses off, revealing the greenest eyes he’d ever seen. She was tall, around five-eleven, with long toned arms and legs. The skinny-fit blue jeans and plain white t-shirt she wore complemented her figure well. Naido had always joked that she was made for Milan’s fashion world. But in fact, her body and mind were sculpted during the six years she’d spent in the South African Army. ‘Charles has just gone to the toilet. He will be with us in a moment.’

      ‘Perfect.’ He sat back down again. His shirt clung to his torso, the sweat acting as a glue. ‘Can I get you anything?’

      She shook her head, reaching across the table for the jug of water, ice-cubes rocking from side-to-side as she guided it towards the glass in her other hand. ‘So, you seemed eager to get us here, is there a problem, sir?’

      ‘No,’ he was quick to answer. ‘God no. If anything, the complete opposite. Things could not be better. Both you and Charles have improved my security to a level I would have never imagined. It’s like I have my very own little army.’

      She looked over his shoulder, her brother was approaching. ‘Why do I sense a “but” coming?’

      He stood up again, offering his hand to Charles. ‘Thanks for coming, Charles. Have a seat, please.’ Charles sat next to his sister. He was more formally dressed, like Naido, but wearing a pair of navy trousers and a black shirt which was unbuttoned halfway down. ‘Can I get you anything, Charles?’ And like his sister, Charles shook his head and reached for the jug of water.

      ‘You’ve both worked for me how long?’

      ‘A little under three years,’ Charlize said, tucking a loose strand of her blond hair behind her ear.

      ‘Has it been that long already?’

      ‘It has,’ Charles spoke through a gasp, having downed half a glass of water. He removed his sunglasses, peering at Naido with the same green eyes as his twin sister.

      ‘We’ve developed a mutual respect, yes?’

      Both twins nodded.

      He laughed and looked down at his drink. ‘Your answer is exactly why I’ve more confidence in you pair looking after my business than anyone else. Neither of you indulge in small talk. You simply come here and do your job. No questions. No objections. Just a simple nod of the head.’

      ‘Our only care in the world is to ensure your business, including yourself, is safe. If your business suffers, or you die, we don’t have a job,’ Charlize replied.

      ‘And we very much like our job, sir,’ Charles added.

      ‘Well, this is great to hear, because next weekend, I’m branching out into a new business venture. It will involve the supply of arms, same as before, but the people I will be supplying will be my own assembled army. A group of like-minded individuals across the world with the same goal.’

      ‘What goal would that be, sir?’ Charles asked.

      ‘White supremacy.’

      ‘Very good, sir.’ Charles responded. Just another day at the office.

      ‘This will undoubtedly bring an unprecedented amount of heat onto us. Can I expect your full co-operation?’

      ‘Like I said, sir, we have a job to do. That is to keep you and your business safe,’ Charles said. ‘We take no interest in what your business is. We just do as we’re told, and as long as the correct amount goes into our allocated bank accounts, everything runs fine.’

      ‘That’s so good to hear.’ Naido nodded, reaching into the left pocket of his jacket that hung on the back of his chair. He fished out a cigar. ‘I’ve been planning something very big over the last few months. I will be hosting a collection of friends and acquaintances here in the next few days. I want you both to find out what you can about them. If anything seems off, report back to me.’

      ‘Who are these people, sir?’ Charlize asked.

      Naido lit the cigar, sat back in his chair, and puffed greedily, until the tip began to glow red. Once it was fully alight, he dropped his chin again, his line of sight falling back to Charlize. ‘We have members of different organisations around the world. Some in the UK, some in the United States and some in Europe.’

      ‘And what are your plans for them, sir?’ Charlize sat back in her chair, her line of sight falling to the glass in front of her, staring into it as if the answer she was looking for was in there.

      He took a puff of the cigar, looking up at the sky, then slowly exhaled, looking at Charles, then at Charlize. ‘To assassinate Vice President Michelle Jackson on her visit here.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      Eamon Martini stepped out of the front passenger seat of the black Cadillac Escalade which he’d ridden shotgun for the last thirty minutes. The ride from Langley to the White House had been more relaxed than the last time he’d shared a journey with his old boss. CIA Director Teresa Goodall had asked him to pay her a visit at the George Bush Centre for Intelligence – the CIA’s headquarters – to discuss the contents of a meeting she’d had with FBI Director Daryl Winston and President Sheeran. And despite Martini no longer being a CIA operative in an official capacity, more of a special advisor, he was more than happy to listen in on what she had to say. Goodall and Martini had developed a better working relationship since the two had secretly worked together to find the president’s eight-year-old grandson who’d been kidnapped and held for ransom. POTUS had been ordered to assassinate the British prime minister for young Enda Sheeran’s safe return. Concerned about the boy’s safety and starting a war, Martini had flown to Europe on the pretence that he was there to carry out the hit, while buying Goodall time to find the boy. At the time of the kidnapping, POTUS had someone within his cabinet leaking intel to the kidnapper, and until they found out who it was, Goodall and Martini were the only two he knew wouldn’t conspire against him. Goodall was a straight-laced type, as honest as they come. And Martini was an old friend of POTUS. The event had reminded Goodall that Martini was as valuable an asset as any of the agents she directed, perhaps even more. He was quickly becoming the first guy she called when she needed someone to help her with something that needed fixing before more problems arose.

      Riding along with them in the back of the Escalade was thirty-five-year-old Dorian Chance. From San Francisco Bay’s Silicone Valley, Chance was a tech genius who’d began his career in the early turn of the century hacking into some of the biggest companies in the US, shining a light on the new world of cybercrime. His criminal record had been scrubbed when he helped Goodall and Martini pull up the digital trail of those involved in the kidnapping of the president’s grandson. Martini liked Chance. He was not a field agent. He’d never been involved in a fight, never faced danger and never even held a gun. But his ability to use modern technology to decipher encrypted data was as good as that of the top analysts at the NSA.

      The three made their way into the White House, being led by two Secret Service agents, meeting the president’s chief of staff. Mark Jones had been with POTUS since he moved into the Oval Office and appeared to be just as good a public speaker as Sheeran. Jones led them towards the Oval Office and knocked on the door.

      ‘Come in,’ POTUS called.

      Jones opened the door and led the three inside. ‘Goodall, Martini and Chance are here to see you, sir.’

      ‘Thanks, Mark.’

      Jones left the room. POTUS got up from his seat at the desk and pointed towards the sofas at the other end of the room. ‘Have a seat.’ They did so. ‘Thanks for coming.’ He joined them on the sofa and crossed his legs. ‘So?’ He opened the room up for their report.

      Goodall sat forward, resting her arms on her knees. ‘Sir, following our discussion with Daryl Winston, I’ve had Dorian here look into what we found. The weapons that were seized at the US Mexico border were from South Africa. And as you know, from what Winston has told us, the driver has admitted being involved with this new group calling itself Projek 11-18.’ She looked at Chance and continued. ‘Dorian here has looked into the haulage company in which the driver was employed. It is owned by a man called Peter Naido.’ She looked at Chance again. ‘Dorian?’

      He sat forward, imitating Goodall’s body language. ‘I’ve looked into KJ Logistics. The Johannesburg based haulage company is owned by Peter Naido. From what I’ve gathered, Mr President, this guy has been using his fleet to move vast amounts of weapons throughout Europe, the UK and now he’s attempting to bring them into the US via Central America.’

      POTUS grunted. ‘We’ve more than enough weapons in America. We don’t need any more.’

      ‘I agree,’ Chance said. ‘But I’ve received communication from John James, an employee of British GCHQ. They’ve received intel that suggests Naido is moving a lot of arms into Britain. From what the British believe, these arms supplied by Naido are being given free of charge.’

      Martini looked at POTUS. ‘It’s like he’s building his own army.’

      POTUS scratched his head. ‘What’s the prick up to?’

      ‘I think I have a way I can find out, sir,’ Martini sat forward. He looked at Chance. ‘According to Dorian, his GCHQ contact has intel that Naido’s been meeting with loyalist paramilitaries in Belfast.’

      Goodall added. ‘Sir, with Vice President Jackson’s planned trip to South Africa coming up, we need to find out what kind of armed threat we have from this guy. I think if Eamon can go to Belfast, get someone talking, we can find out what he’s planning. He’s not just giving these weapons away for nothing.’

      POTUS grunted. ‘And if he’s meeting with seasoned loyalist paramilitaries, it’s not going to be anything good.’ He looked at Martini. ‘What are you thinking, Eamon?’

      ‘I’m thinking a South African arms dealer supplying weapons to known neo-Nazis like Projek 11-18, when your VP is planning a trip to their country, needs to be looked into further before she gets there. I’ll fly to London, meet up with Agent Greenwood and make my way to Belfast and see if we can find out what Naido’s been doing there.’

      ‘You can’t just walk up to the loyalists and get them talking, Eamon.’

      ‘I certainly can’t, sir. But I think I can get close them without them realising.’

      POTUS looked at Goodall. ‘What do you think, Teresa?’

      ‘As Eamon said, we need to find out what this guy’s up to.’

      He nodded. ‘Okay, keep me in loop. Like you said, Eamon, we don’t want any problems when Vice President Jackson lands in South Africa.’
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      Eamon Martini stood on the corner of Adelaide Street, part of Belfast city centre’s economic hub, full of high-rise apartment blocks on one side, with business units on the other. Nine to five, the street’s business was legit. After office hours, it leaned more towards the grimy part of the city. Prostitution and drugs were two items sold on the local black market. And this was the place to come. Martini stood six-feet-tall, dressed in his usual three-piece suit that clung to his athletic figure. Grey was the choice of colour, and he looked more like an executive, or company director, than someone looking to purchase what was on offer – services being sold by the UDA. The world liked to believe that the paramilitaries, both republican and loyalist, had laid down all their weapons and completely closed-up shop. But not all of them had. There was still an element on both sides that couldn’t completely shake off the life. While there was still peace, there was no longer any need for the private, guerrilla armies. The days of twenty-thousand-strong armed groups were well and truly buried. But their structures were still in place.

      Martini stood beneath the shelter of the local 24-hour gym, watching as a lady who, judging from her accent was Romanian or somewhere thereabouts, sold herself to a middle-aged guy.

      Martini wasn’t there to get laid. His taxi had just arrived. A silver BMW.

      He got in the back.

      ‘Where to, mate?’ the driver said, looking at Martini in the mirror.

      ‘Sparrow’s Road, please.’

      His meeting was at the docs area. His cousins, the Martini family who had recently set up shop in London, had come up with the idea of removing the Romanian mafia from the streets of Belfast, unless the Romanians would agree to a peace deal and collaborative initiative like the one the Italian Americans had established with the Russians in London. This was what the Romanians believed his visit was for. It wasn’t. He was there to get close to the local paramilitary group that was believed to have been working alongside a new neo-Nazi group in England that, based on intelligence he’d received from CIA director Teresa Goodall and MI6 director Victoria Greenwood, were planning some major atrocities across England and the United States.

      Martini was in the unique position of coming from the notorious Martini family, but also being a government agent. One thing these gangs all had in common was that they’d all employed the services of Martini one time or another. He was respected amongst all criminal outfits. Known widely as the man who’d risked his life to save his father from a government assassination attempt. A youngster in the mid-nineties, he was known for single-handedly bringing down the shadowy unit within the British Army known as the Force Research Unit. FRU was described by some of its own members as a legalised murder machine.

      Martini had grown up in New York with his mother, the last acting boss of the Martini crime family. He’d known very little about Belfast other than his father, Damien Cleary Jnr., and grandfather Damien Snr. both sat on the Provisional IRA’s ruling army council. Considered the most dangerous man in the republican movement, Martini’s father was marked for assassination by FRU. A red-stamped brown envelope sent down from the top. The plot landed on the dinner table of the Martini family in New York, and at seventeen, Martini went to Belfast and played a pivotal role in not only saving his father’s life, but causing irreversible damage to the unit that was handing weapons and intel over to the loyalist paramilitaries. In the dirty war known as the Troubles, young Eamon Martini became a legend. Notorious.

      Whatever word one used to describe Martini, he was widely respected across all organisations, and was of more use to the heads of these organisations alive than dead.

      Sparrow’s Road was an industrial area at the city’s harbour, accommodating a handful of warehouses on each side, most of which had stood the test of time during the conflict. The area hosted everything from supermarket warehouses, to gyms, to expensive car dealerships.

      As he got out of the taxi, he handed the driver a fifty pound note and told him to wait. He was only going to be five minutes.

      The warehouse was sandwiched between Sparrow’s Autos car body shop, and a twenty-four-hour franchise boxing club. It was old and worn. It looked almost as if it had begun its decay before the Titanic sat at the docs before the vessel’s tragic voyage. Ulster Fabrics was printed on the sign above the rusted rolling door to the left of the reception area.

      Walking across the yard, his polished black shoes crunched over the grit and stones, giving away any attempt at stealth, if that’s what his hope was. Good for him that it wasn’t. The Romanian mafia were quite brutal, but they weren’t stupid, and like most people Martini dealt with, he often brought them financial rewards for siding with him.

      He pulled his Android out, and was about to call Florin Aldea, the boss, when his phone rang.

      ‘Mr Aldea.’

      ‘We see you on security,’ Aldea said, in heavily accented English. Martini looked up at the security camera pointing directly down at him.

      Thirty seconds later, the sound of two voices came from the inside, a button was pressed, and the rolling door began its ascent with a metallic squeak. Martini dropped his phone back into his pocket and watched as, what started as a pair of industrial black boots on the other side of the door became boots, a pair of blue jeans, finally revealing a heavily built man with a navy hoodie, armed with a Heckler and Koch mp5 submachine gun. The guy was about three inches taller than Martini, and easily fifty pounds heavier. His beard and long black hair made him look like he was barred from every barber shop in Belfast.

      ‘Come on in, Eamon,’ Aldea said. He was just as tall as the guy with the gun, but with less hair and weight. He wore a charcoal suit, with a black shirt. He offered Martini his hand. He accepted and stepped inside.

      Martini looked at the mp5 and said, ‘Feels like I’ve stepped back in time, arriving in a Belfast of the past.’

      ‘This is Balan,’ Aldea said. ‘He doesn’t speak much English, but he doesn’t need it for his job. He just needs to deal with people that cause us any problems.’

      ‘Hopefully he’s not needed today.’

      They made their way through the main warehouse, towards an office in the far corner. There was a cold feel to the place. It felt lifeless. Like the ghosts of workers that would have clocked in and out before the company closed had left a presence. The office was small, with a desk in the centre and not much room to move around. Apart from the laptop on the desk, and a filing cabinet with a kettle and some cups on top, there was nothing else to the place.

      Aldea put the kettle on. ‘You like a drink, Mr Martini?’

      He nodded. ‘But I can’t stay long. I’m just here to quickly make a connection and find out if there’s a chance we can work together.’

      ‘What would you like?’

      He pointed towards the jar of instant coffee amongst the cups and said, ‘Just one spoon, and a dash of milk.’

      Aldea nodded and began preparing the drink as the kettle boiled. ‘And yes, I hope we can work together, too.’

      ‘How long have you been here in Belfast?’

      ‘A little over ten years.’ He lifted the kettle and started to pour. ‘Of course, we’ve been in London for much longer, but never had the chance to come over here until the conflict ended.’

      ‘Yes, well you wouldn’t have wanted to be dragged into the war.’

      ‘I’m a businessman, Mr. Martini, not a revolutionary.’

      ‘So are some of the stood down paramilitaries.’

      ‘So, what do you think your family can do for us that we can’t do for ourselves?’

      ‘We can access a wider range of weapons. Many of which will come from America, and at a better price. We don’t take anything to do with drugs, but from what I’ve been told, you have that part of your business very close to perfect.’

      ‘True.’ Aldea handed Martini his coffee and prepared one for himself.

      ‘I know your contacts in the UDA are allowing for distribution in the Protestant areas of Belfast, but I might be able to negotiate a distribution network in the Catholic areas, too,’ he lied.

      ‘I thought the IRA don’t deal in drugs?’

      ‘They don’t usually, but they need to fund their lives somehow, and if you were to kick some tax up to them, a percentage of your earnings from drugs supplied on their streets, then they might turn a blind eye.’

      Aldea lifted his coffee and took a seat behind his desk, taking a sip, eyeing Martini over the rim. His brown eyes were emotionless, like he could scald you with the water in the kettle just as easily as make you a drink. ‘Tell me more about the weapons you can supply.’

      ‘They will be the same as the weapons we’ve supplied to your colleagues in London. If you want proof of our ability to see our promises through, just ask them. But there’s no weapon on the market that we can’t get our hands on.’

      ‘You seem confident.’

      Martini took another sip of his coffee, and sat in the chair on the other side of the desk. He crossed his legs and said, ‘My family was one of the top suppliers of arms to the Provisional IRA during the conflict. Missiles, rocket launchers, grenades, machine guns, hand-guns. It’s safe to say that apart from Gaddafi’s Libyan regime, Irish America supplied the Provos with more weaponry than anyone else in the world. Many of those came either from the Boston Irish or our family in New York.’

      ‘That’s as good an argument as any, I suppose.’ Aldea sat back in his chair. ‘So, tell me, you spend a lot of time in Belfast, despite growing up in New York. Why?’

      ‘I grew up in New York, you’re right, but Belfast is my second home. My father was from here.’

      ‘Yes, your father was part of the IRA’s army council.’

      ‘To me he’s just “pop”.’ Martini finished his coffee and stood up, setting the cup on the desk. He offered his hand to Aldea. ‘I’ve got to go, but it’s been good to meet you in person. I hate video calls, telephone calls, or text messages. I’m more old fashioned and prefer to meet someone in person.’

      ‘I’ll see you out.’

      Approaching the rolling door, Aldea said, ‘How long are you in Belfast?’

      ‘Couple of days. Staying at the George Best Hotel, just a few miles up the coast.’

      ‘George Best? A great footballer in his time.’

      ‘He was.’

      ‘I’ll be in touch, Mr Martini.’

      ‘Call me Eamon.’ He stepped out from under the rolling door as it continued its ascent and made his way back to the taxi.

      

      Aldea went back to his office and sat down at the desk again, just as a newly appointed brigadier for the Ulster Defence Association entered. Stephen White was a former leader of the Ulster Volunteer Force. The UVF were a notoriously violent group, operating under the umbrella of the larger Ulster Defence Association. After a reshuffling of the leadership, White was on the rise, with an idea of making his own mark on the organisation.

      ‘What did he say then?’ White walked across the room, passed the desk, and prepared himself a coffee.

      ‘Said he can supply us with some very nice weapons, many making their way from America. He also suggested he could speak to republicans. Perhaps we can work out a distribution network of drugs within Catholic parts of the city.’

      ‘Did he now – and how’s he going to do that? Sure his da’ was a Provo, most of which signed up to the peace agreement. I doubt he’ll have much sway within the New IRA.’

      Aldea looked up at White who was staring into his cup as the coffee began to pour. ‘Mr White, it appears you have something to say?’

      White turned and looked at Aldea. ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t climb into bed with those fenian bastards if you don’t mind.’ He sat on the edge of the desk. ‘Besides, we can get you weapons from our boys in England. But why do you need any weapons? You’re protected by us, it’s part of the agreement.’ He sauntered across the room, looking at the old Playboy calendar on the wall next to the door.

      ‘With all due respect, Mr White, I am a businessman. And climbing into bed, as you put it, with the Catholics would double our business. Don’t forget they’re half of the population.’

      White turned to Aldea and approached him again. ‘Just don’t be going near the New IRA. Don’t get greedy.’

      ‘And what about Martini?’

      ‘Let me speak to the other brigadiers. But regarding weapons, we’ll soon have enough weapons to sustain another thirty year war.’

      ‘From who?’

      ‘Our friends in England have found a source from South Africa.’
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      Martini got back to Adelaide Street and wished the taxi driver a good evening. He stepped out onto the footpath, wishing he had an umbrella to shelter from the drizzle that had showered the taxi since they left the docs.

      He headed north along the street, the rear of the city hall within view, just beyond the cross-junction at May Street. He got to the end of the street, next to Pug Ugly’s takeaway and zigzagged through a collection of back entries of the heavily Catholic housing estate known as the Markets.

      He crossed the square out onto the Ormeau Road then carried on up the road and took the third left into a part of the city known as the Holylands. Damascus Street was home to mostly students and foreigners – Polish and many other Europeans. At the end of the street, a grey Range Rover Sport with blackened windows sat waiting for him. As he approached the vehicle from behind, the engine started. He opened the front passenger door and got in.

      Victoria Greenwood was behind the wheel. ‘Good work.’

      ‘You heard the conversation?’

      She nodded. ‘Not only that, one of his UDA connections arrived just after you left. White.’

      ‘What did he say?’

      ‘Well, he warned Aldea not to get into bed with republicans. But something else was said. Friends in England would soon be in possession of a lot of weapons coming from South Africa.’

      He took his jacket off and tossed it onto the back seat. ‘These friends being Projek 11-18?’

      ‘That’s where I’m putting my money.’

      He nodded. ‘Let’s go and grab some food, I’m starving.’ He pointed ahead. ‘Go straight on, that’ll take us up past Queens University, towards the Lisburn Road. There’s a nice fish and chip shop there.’

      She put the car in drive and took off. ‘Have you heard from President Sheeran?’

      He shook his head. ‘He’ll wait for an update. But he’s not happy about his VP going to South Africa with all the shit that’s going on with this Projek 11-18. They’re like a fucking cancer. Look how many people they’ve killed across Europe.’ He looked out the window, seeing a group of three university students staggering along the pavement, singing like their team had just won the World Cup. ‘How’s it going with the new prime minister?’

      Greenwood shook her head. ‘He’s civil, but I think it’s only because you know more about the organisations in this part of the world than the rest of us.’

      ‘I find myself in a useful position.’

      ‘You haven’t given any more thought to a normal life?’

      He looked across at her. ‘What’s that?’

      She shook her head.

      As they approached the chippy, Martini’s phone rang. He looked at it. Aldea flashed across the screen.

      ‘Mr Aldea, that was quick.’

      ‘Eamon, I’ve spoken with my contact in the UDA and he wishes to meet with you. Can you meet us at the castle tomorrow evening?
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