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      ‘Base to Tango Bravo 2.’

      ‘Tango Bravo 2.’

      ‘Sit rep?’

      ‘No movement.’

      ‘Base to Tango Bravo 3.’

      ‘Tango Bravo 3.’

      ‘Sit rep?’

      ‘Ditto.’

      So it went with the two other reports. Nothing stirred in the dark drumlin landscape. Border country. An invisible three-hundred-and-sixty-kilometre line separated the two separate jurisdictions on the island. It meandered through fields, rivers, mountains, and valleys from the east coast to the northwest. Throughout thirty years of domestic terrorist war, the Irish border proved a nightmare policing challenge on either side. Terrorists exploited it relentlessly throughout the Troubles. Despite years of peace, remnant rebels kept where the team was inserted, its eastern edge, hot.

      Pre-op reconnaissance gave them a cursory aerial skim over the terrain that yielded some insight but little relief. The night crew watched, worried, and waited from foxholes they had fashioned as observation posts. One person, one night sight, one weapon, per post.

      Two kilometres from the target in a cramped command post van the clock clicked 23:30. Parked behind an abandoned cottage, the driver, Detective Pete McNally, lay across the front seats in a sleeping bag making the most of the quiet time. Time for a toilet break, team leader, Kate Bowen thought and quietly unlocked the van’s back door. Using the derelict cottage as cover, she took care of the tricky business.

      Overhead, an ink-black sky threatened constantly. March was clinging to winter like a limpid ensuring that after sunset temperatures fell below freezing. The forecast snow flurries were staying off, the last thing the team needed was snow. Feeling tight and tired, Kate stretched and shuffled about to keep warm. No action tonight. Despite the aches and tedium, she felt fulfilled. Perverse, given her company for the best part of two weeks in the cramped van was a dozing, farting colleague.

      Twelve years earlier, she abandoned a history and politics masters at Trinity College Dublin to join the Garda Síochána. Her intuitive surveillance skills propelled her into a position as the first woman to direct specialist field operations. In her thirties, she was also the youngest.

      Kate’s Surveillance & Intelligence Unit developed the intel that initiated the drawn-out operation. An informant tipoff that two new bloods from a dissident IRA faction had stashed a van in a shed had led them to an out farm five hundred meters shy of the Armagh county boundary. The Police Service of Northern Ireland confirmed the black Ford Transit was stolen two weeks earlier on its patch. Kate deployed her team to find out why two locals picked it up at the Dew Drop Inn car park in Dundalk and drove it to its current location.

      Inhaling a final breath of cool night air, she quietly climbed back into the van’s dank stuffiness and doodled random thoughts on a notepad to pass the time. How many might come? Who? What’s their plan? What’s their target?

      ‘Tango Bravo 4 to Base.’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Cattle in the next field very noisy tonight.’

      ‘Ever the smart-alec,’ the dozing McNally remarked.

      Most nights had been noisy, wind whipped around the sparse landscape with a bone-numbing effect.

      ‘Tango Bravo Three to Base.’

      ‘Go ahead.’

      ‘Those cattle could be cows recently separated from their calves.’

      ‘Roger ‘Farmer Bill’, Base out.’

      As the operation dragged on, the proximity to Dundalk weighed heavier. It was a reservoir of rebel support. In the distant past, tabloids dubbed it El Paso for its overload of shooters, bombers, and hangers-on from the Provisional Irish Republican Army terror group. It was also home town to Detective Superintendent Kate Bowen.

      

      Tango Bravo 4, Detective Inspector Dan ‘Digger’ Rooney reported nothing new in the next 15-minute situation report. His voice betrayed boredom. Always happiest in the thick of the action, the length of this operation was even testing his resilience. Digger barely made the old five-foot-eight height requirement when he became police. He masked teak toughness behind a gregarious nature. Without an ounce of spare flesh on his narrow frame; he slipped into his surveillance role like a second skin.

      Tango Bravo 1, Detective Angie Harrington, reported on the occasional passing car. She was closest to the road, in the smallest and most precarious OP. Each night she had somehow managed to squeeze her tiny frame into it and remain concealed.

      At 02:47, two radio clicks spliced Kate’s reverie. The phone vibrated a text alert. Up front Pete grunted and twisted, trying to get comfortable as a message from Digger lit up the screen.

      At 9, 12 & 3 o’clock from position – ten bodies entering the field – checking ditches with metal detectors.

      His vigilance kicked off the game, giving them precious seconds to react. Digger would hunker down; on his own until backup cleared his area at the first opportunity.

      Tango Bravo 4: Confirm. Ten-man security team? Kate messaged.

      Confirm.

      To McNally, she whispered sharply, ‘Contact.’

      He bolted upright, kicked off the sleeping bag, and fixed his headset on his ears as he stumbled awkwardly toward her. She ducked out of his way.

      ‘Jesus, Pete.’

      His job was to monitor radio traffic for emergencies. Once the unit locked onto an IRA target this close, they ditched radio comms, changing over to group-wide, encrypted text. The IRA unit would have a radio scanner. Using radios this close lost you advantage. Digger’s double click was the ‘game on’ advance signal.

      Kate propped her elbows on the van’s workbench and waited. Digger did his creative work with gadgets and wires here. The phone’s vibration alert hummed an incoming message.

      Tango Bravo 3: five more here, same M.O.

      Roger.

      The crew had their orders and Kate trusted them. The phone screen lit up again.

      Tango Bravo 1: three on a quad bike entering the laneway.

      Roger, standby.

      Almost a twenty-man group. She hit the speed dial for Twomey, the Emergency Response Unit commander. He was three kilometres away with his number one squad, the longest-serving, and the most experienced.

      ‘Twomey, up to twenty have just landed here.’

      ‘Christ on a bike! Twenty! How many are armed?’

      ‘Don’t know for sure, a few are, but we’re more interested in whoever goes into that shed.’

      ‘What have the ones securing the perimeter got?’

      ‘Handguns, as far as we can gauge.’

      ‘What do you want from us?’

      ‘Advance to the one-kilometre staging point for now.’

      ‘Roger.’

      ‘I’ll let you know when to get closer. We’ll focus on taking down whoever’s in the shed, okay?’

      ‘Understood.’

      ‘If you need reinforcements, I’ll bring four of mine for support. Your call.’

      ‘Roger. We’re geared up and ready to rock.’

      The ERU comprised the very best. They were the SWAT; handpicked after a crucifying physical and psychological selection process. ERU members were also the best trained and equipped. Taking down tonight’s opposition was well within their capabilities.

      No radio communication jangled everyone’s nerves. The phone was a permanent fixture in Kate’s hand. It buzzed.

      Tango Bravo 2: six now entering shed.

      Roger, hold your position. Everyone, standby.

      Adrenaline kicked in hard. After two gruelling weeks of staking out the isolated shed, things were rushing towards a climax. Kate called SIU’s Chief and her boss, Redmond McEnroe to brief him. They had managed enough operations together to know how each analysed high-risk situations. The final call was down to the on-scene commander unless the Chief had other ideas. This one seemed a foregone conclusion. Hit the shed hard and fast. Arrest the skilled operators. The capture of six-plus hardened terrorists would more than justify their budget overrun. Kate just had to line up the ducks.

      ‘We have twenty on scene.’

      ‘More than we anticipated,’ Mac replied.

      ‘More than we’ve seen in a long time.’

      ‘Okay for bodies?’

      ‘I’m good. We’ll deal with whatever.’

      ‘Are they fitting out the van?’

      ‘Making noise at least. Shall I get Twomey to focus his assault on the shed? I can take four of my own to scare off the hangers-on in the yard.’

      No immediate response. Did the silence come with a sting?

      ‘What do you think, boss?’

      ‘Don’t hit it. If that van exits the shed, follow it for now. Do not intercept.’
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      Kate rubbed her temples, incredulous.

      In the faint hope that his sleep-addled brain had not computed the situation correctly, she asked her boss to repeat his orders.

      ‘Activate the mobile team and tail it, if it leaves. I’ll alert Symons.’

      There were political challenges to the night’s events. Who to tell, how much intel to share. It was clear Mac wanted to tick tack with his counterpart on the other side of the border. Peter Symons was MI5’s Ireland coordinator. He spent most of his time in London, visiting his Belfast office as little as possible. Kate kept him at arm’s length. Content to leave the politics to someone else she focused on her operational priorities.

      ‘Keep me posted on developments,’ Mac ordered.

      ‘Will do.’

      Her boss’ sleep was done. He would tune into the pursuit. Knowing as much did nothing to temper Kate’s exasperation.

      Once the suspect van was stashed, she knew what to expect. The surveillance unit she commanded had observed this modus operandi in the past. An IRA security team would transport a bomb maker to the shed to prepare the device. A separate Active Service Unit would deliver it to the target, likely north of the border. Tailing the van with the resources she had was possible but in this terrain, at this hour, it seemed hugely risky.

      She scrambled her tail team, one car, and two motorbikes and deployed them on three roads closest to the shed. Their orders were to standby for the direction of travel. She called Twomey and told him to pull back for now. All his guys were first-rate drivers, but their training and instinct were toward intervention. Nothing about this was going to be easy.

      Tango Bravo 2, Duggan, was closest to the shed and he reported sounds of hammering, drilling, and steel cutting coming from it. The sounds were incongruous. The hammering included nails being driven into wood. Kate would have expected work exclusively on metal; it didn’t add up. An hour on, Duggan reported again.

      Tango Bravo 2: Shed door opening. All internal lights out. Two with balaclavas in van.

      The van exited the shed, drove down the laneway, headlights off, and paused momentarily at the end.

      Tango Bravo 1: scout cars arriving.

      Angie’s sighting confirmed what they expected. A dark blue Nissan Primera drove past the laneway exit. The van pulled out and seconds later Angie reported a third vehicle, a Toyota had joined the convoy keeping far enough behind not to attract attention.

      Kate had no tracking beacon to hone in on. It had not been an option. Digger spent two nights patiently scoping out entry points to the shed. He found a trip wire but could not identify what it was connected to; would it trigger a bomb or an alarm? Kate did not risk finding out. They would have to keep eyes on the van at this ungodly hour.

      As the operation went mobile, Pete gunned their command post van into life and drove cautiously onto the narrow country roads. He kept close enough to maintain comms but not so close that a scout car might double back and catch them out. The team did their best boxing in the convoy by travelling ahead and behind it. Parallel runs along rural roads were incredibly challenging.

      Kate considered the slew of intel. The wide perimeter established around the shed by the group indicated tactical savvy. Tonight’s venture had input from experienced terrorists. This concerned her long-term but in the here and now she needed to work out their immediate intentions.

      Up ahead, their target stuck to the speed limit and skirted the border. When the road veered northwards she held her breath. To the east, a weak watery light crept into the sky. Mac’s decision concerned her. Was he being reckless in letting the target go mobile or was there something, some piece of sensitive intel he was holding back? It did not add up. You don’t plant a bomb at this hour of the morning. Would they park the van up for later transmission to the target? SIU couldn’t afford to lose them.

      Back at the shed, Digger confirmed that the scene was clear of hostiles and the team emerged from their OPs. Kate ordered Twomey’s squad to secure it. He lent her two of his cars. Digger took one, and Duggan and Angie commandeered the other. She would need fresh vehicles if the pursuit wore on and Duggan was her best driver. For his silky driving skills, colleagues nicknamed him Zoom.

      A hundred meters shy of the border the three-vehicle convoy turned right towards the Cooley peninsula. Pete grunted with little enthusiasm.

      ‘Still in the Republic, at least.’

      Kate knew this country well. Her grandparents had lived there and it was her second childhood home. They called it bandit country. The notion had fascinated her until she realized what it meant. Smuggling gangs and their IRA guardians moved over and back across the border through a maze of roads that were once classified as ‘unapproved’. It was perfect territory for terrorists; a nightmare for those tracking them.

      She rang Digger.

      ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Not far behind. Where do you want us?’

      ‘We’ll let the tail team do a scout run into Cooley. Take Zoom and cover the exit roads south.’

      Diving directly into the isolated peninsula after the van would be disastrous. The team would be burned in an instant and the gang might abandon their operation. After ten interminable minutes of holding them back, she let the bikes off first. Like dogs too long straining at the leash, they were quickly out of sight. The rest she sent to points on the peninsula from where she felt the target might exit.

      Fifteen minutes of crisscrossing highways, byways, and checking laneways turned up nothing. She had Mac’s number on screen about to report a busted flush when Digger called. Her heart skipped a beat.

      ‘Contact.’

      ‘Location?’

      ‘Carlingford.’

      ‘Have you eyes on the target?’

      ‘Roger.’

      ‘Can we assist?’

      ‘Negative. There’s not a soul around. I’m leaving transport, going for cover. Text only from now.’

      We have contact, Kate messaged her team.

      Digger’s first text told her: Scout cars gone north. She instructed everyone to let them go and hang back from Digger’s location. Carlingford was the destination.

      ‘What the hell’s there?’ she wondered aloud.

      Digger’s next text told her the front seat passenger had gone into a small shop near the harbour. The shop opened early for trawler crews setting out to sea. Within five minutes the passenger returned to the van and it drove along the pier. Digger followed its progress.

      He brought a Nikon Digiscope on most jobs. It filtered out atmospheric haze and ensured a clear image, even under extreme magnification. Its simple adapter allowed connection to his work digital camera. The van stopped close to where a red trawler was berthed. As the driver threw a plastic shopping bag down to one of its crew, Digger began clicking.

      Tango Bravo 4: ‘Shopping bag with three loaves of Pat the Baker’s bread placed on boat.’

      Kate acknowledged.

      Three loaves of bread? Either that boat’s got a big crew or there’s a long trip coming up.
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      Digger related the sequence of events on the quay during the extended debrief back at their Dublin base. The team filled the squad room listening intently, coffee mugs in hand as they watched the screen showing his photographs.

      ‘I tracked the van as it moved slowly along the pier. There were two other boat crews there, both loadin’ fishin’ gear.’

      ‘Any recognition from those crews?’ Mac asked.

      ‘Not as much as a nod. I kept scannin’ the harbour; I was gettin’ saturated off the grass.’

      ‘Boo-hoo,’ Kate chimed in, to a chorus of chuckles.

      ‘I’d just settled the scope when somethin’ caught my eye. Near the pier at King John’s castle.’

      He outlined how he had scoped the length of the ruin at ground level and saw nothing. Steadying the scope on a tiny bean bag support he continued scanning upward and midway up the rear wall glimpsed the head and shoulders of a man.

      ‘Ivy covered every inch there and our man had binoculars trained out to sea followin’ a small boat that hugged the shoreline. It motored along nice and steady as if it was headed toward the harbour. As it got closer I could make out that she was a small inflatable, a RHIB.’

      Digger sipped his coffee and continued.

      ‘I stayed focused on our friend in the castle.’

      ‘Show us your photos,’ Mac said.

      They were the clincher. Mac exhaled forcefully, more a wheeple than a whistle.

      ‘O’Hare!’

      All the squad recognized Sean O’Hare. Mac had come across him in Dundalk and knew his pedigree. During the eighties and nineties, he was the Provos explosives and weapons expert. He was a full-time bomb-maker for the Provisional IRA by age seventeen. The squad scrutinized Digger’s close-ups.

      ‘Anything strike you about him?’ Mac asked no one in particular.

      O’Hare was six feet in height and looked strong and fit.

      ‘Not in bad shape for a guy in his late forties,’ Zoom ventured.

      ‘Shark eyes,’ Kate countered. ‘There’s no life in them.’

      By the time Mac encountered O’Hare, he was also chief interrogator for Provo punishment squads. Hands were O’Hare’s speciality. He ripped the fingernails first and followed up by hacking digits off. That an informer was unlikely to have much left to confess after losing fingers did not seem to deter him.

      Digger resumed his report.

      ‘Before movin’, O’Hare waited until the van’s cargo was extracted and placed on the MV Delia. They used a quayside hoist to swing the crate into the hold, the one fishermen use to land their catch.’

      Mac shifted his large frame on the edge of the desk. He could not sit comfortably for long. While his six-foot-plus physique could have handled most sports, as a younger man McEnroe had chosen rowing. A first-place finish at London’s Henley Regatta was a career highlight but a pinched sciatic nerve was payback for the semi-professional training regimes of his earlier life.

      ‘Which of them worked the hoist?’

      ‘The van driver. Handled it with ease, he did. O’Hare moved fast when the crate was loaded. He used the castle for cover ’til he hit the shoreline, then he hopped onto the RIB and lay down, keepin’ out of sight.’

      Digger put more photos on the screen. With O’Hare on board, the RIB headed south as the trawler lazily pulled away from the pier and headed down the lough for the open sea. His photography was faultless given the challenges he faced. He explained that whoever was steering the RIB constantly scanned the horizon. It travelled parallel with the trawler gradually closing the gap between them. His final frame showed O’Hare jumping from the RIB onto the trawler in one fluid leap.

      ‘I’ve no idea how far from land they were but O’Hare made it look easy. He disappeared into the wheelhouse straight away.’

      ‘Looks like he held back going on board in case we hit the trawler before it left the harbour,’ Kate said.

      SIU was tasked with keeping watch on the defunct Provo weapons unit. Now its former main man had slipped out of the country for reasons unknown. And they had lost him. Mac thanked everyone for going the extra mile and dismissed the team. As they straggled out of the squad room, he asked Kate to hang back.

      ‘Any thoughts on the crate?

      ‘The cargo that was put on the MV Delia came from the shed. A crate that filled the trawler’s hold.’

      ‘Any footage from the shed?’

      ‘Digger couldn’t risk getting a camera in. It was rigged with an alarm.’

      ‘Anything further on that?’

      ‘We disabled it this morning, it was an anti-intrusion set-up. Entry into the shed would have triggered a message to a phone, a burner naturally.’

      ‘Anything else?’

      Mac pushed hard, his deep blue eyes holding her gaze.

      ‘Every entry point between the concrete walls and the galvanized sheeting on that shed was sealed with expanding foam. Digger did well to pick up any audio. It’s being transcribed right now.’

      ‘When will forensics inspect the shed?’ he snapped.

      Fatigue was taking a toll on Kate and she wanted to leave before an acerbic comeback provoked an argument.

      ‘I’ve signed a search warrant; a team is going in tonight. You said to keep it covert. We’ll seal the doors and do the best we can.’
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      The smell of freshly brewed coffee hit when Kate got to her apartment. Charlie was standing in her kitchen holding a pint glass filled with crushed ice and orange juice.

      ‘Topping up on vitamin C?’ she inquired.

      He grinned.

      She dumped her keys on the breakfast counter and slipped off her navy fleece. She had planned on hitting the shower and couldn’t wait for warm water to blast away the detritus of twelve rough days away from home. Instead, she walked into the kitchen, took the glass from Charlie, and polished it off.

      ‘Hey, I was enjoying that,’ he protested.

      ‘Try this.’ She cupped his face and ran her hands through his dark wavy hair. When she kissed him he tasted deliciously cool.

      He pinched his nose. ‘Whoa! What have you been up to?’

      Kate ignored the jibe. ‘You let yourself in?’

      ‘You gave me a key, last time, remember?’

      ‘Only kidding! It’s great to see you. How come you’re home early?’

      ‘Bloody cyclones but forget about that. It’s been six weeks, two days, and four hours since…’

      ‘I need a shower.’

      ‘Call me when you need your back scrubbed.’

      ‘Ever the romantic! Pour me another OJ, please,’ she shouted from her wet room.

      It was her apartment’s wow factor. It persuaded her to buy the place in a dormant market before property prices raced out of her range. These days owning an apartment at Booterstown on Dublin’s south side was the preserve of the wealthy. Car parking was in a secure underground lockup and apartment life involved no gardening. A view over Dublin Bay lit up her lounge window.

      As she turned off the shower, Charlie was waiting with a luxurious bathrobe.

      ‘Compliments of the Littoral Cruise Company!’ he smirked.

      He worked as a gourmet chef on the fleet’s largest ship and got shore leave every three months. They had been together just over a year and were not rushing anything.

      Kate savoured the warmth of the plush robe, a size too big. ‘I could get used to this.’

      ‘Stick with me, Babe.’

      He took her hand and led her to the bedroom where he kicked aside his open suitcase.

      ‘Did you stay here last night?’

      ‘Yeah, is that a problem?’

      ‘No, of course not; I thought you’d call first.’

      ‘I rang a few times and left a message.’

      Kate kept a separate phone for private use. She silenced it on operations.

      ‘Come here,’ he said untying the robe and slipping his arms around her waist.

      ‘I’m soaking,’ she protested as he kissed her.

      Wet streaks stained the front of his tee shirt and he raised his arms over his head so she could slip it off. The touch of his skin was deliciously warm. He kissed her breasts and she quivered as his tongue caressed her nipples. She unbuckled his jeans with renewed urgency. Charlie shook them off and slipped the robe from her shoulders before laying it on the bed. They kissed passionately as she stretched out.

      Together again, warm and wet, she submitted totally to his legerdemain. An attentive lover, his lips explored her milk-white skin. Ju-Jitsu kept Kate toned and her lithe body always aroused him. When they made love it was wild and urgent, a visceral release for Kate from two weeks of tension. They dozed together, her head on his chest until Charlie whispered that he had to go. He was catching up with some hometown mates.

      ‘I’ll whip up you up something before I go,’ he shouted, as Kate showered.

      Even with the meagre provisions in her cupboards, he came up with something special. As Kate towelled off delicious aromas wafted in from the kitchen. She looked at herself in the mirror, her dark green eyes red-rimmed. She ruffled her shoulder-length brunette hair into its usual tossed look or bed-head as her sister called it. Charlie presented a plate of French toast and Kate demolished it.

      ‘Will you have that coffee?’

      ‘Go on,’ she replied. ‘I’m awake now anyway.’

      

      After breakfast, events at the border swirled a chaos of possibilities in her mind. She contacted the morning crew and confirmed that an air search down the east coast had gotten underway. The naval service had promised a vessel for later in the day. Digger would go on board and report directly to her. She lay down on her couch and drifted into a fitful sleep.

      An instant later, it seemed, a pair of shark-like eyes loomed into her subconscious and startled her awake. She tipped over the cup resting on the seat. Dregs of coffee raced down the brown leather towards the beige wool carpet. Kate caught the spill with the end of her new bathrobe. She looked towards the clock in the kitchen. She had been asleep for barely an hour. She threw the robe into her laundry basket and pulled on sweats.

      ‘Focus, focus,’ she repeated mantra-like, as she checked the contents of her gym bag.
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      Renshi was her title at the dojo but the term was rarely used. It indicated she held trainer status. She was Ju-Jitsu black belt 4th Dan and warmed up kicking and punching the heavy bags before heading upstairs to the mats. She was surprised to find Murt Butler there. When she was promoted to Superintendent, he replaced her as Detective Inspector in charge of Intelligence Analysis. He was putting a school group through a warm-up. His barrel-shaped figure testified that he had given up competition years earlier.

      ‘Want to lend a hand?’ he asked.

      ‘Sure.’

      Over the next hour, they worked the teenagers through demonstrations of groundwork, throws, strikes, and locks. For a grand finale, Kate threw Butler over her shoulder and trapped him in a headlock. When he dispersed the group Butler turned to her.

      ‘I forget how good you are.’

      She laughed.

      He rubbed his shoulder. ‘I’ve got to run. Mac wants me back in, even though it’s my only day off this week. Any idea what that’s all about?’

      ‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

      ‘Drop by this evening, if you’re around.’

      

      Stark winter sunlight streamed through the window of her old office at Garda headquarters when she linked up with Butler in the late afternoon.

      ‘Mind if I close the blinds?’

      He waved an arm expansively.

      ‘Be my guest.’

      Her former desk was a clutter of files and reports. She tried not to stare as melted butter from the slice of toast he munched dripped onto Butler’s square chin. Absentmindedly, he wiped it with the back of his hand. Mac had given him details of the border operation and now he was scrambling to come up with leads in the search for the MV Delia.

      ‘Any intel coming through on the old Provo weapons unit, at all?’ she asked.

      Butler picked up his cup and slurped his tea before answering.

      ‘Fuck no. It’s all towel-heads these days. Coming here for R and R, the fuckers.’

      Cultural sensitivity was not part of Butler’s make-up. The fact that jihadists from conflicts in the Middle East transited Ireland for rest and recuperation was well-documented. What was more worrying was the phenomenon of young Irish Muslims going to fight in the Syrian conflict.

      Butler threw a pink form across the desk.

      ‘This is the kind of crap I deal with these days.’

      She read the agent handler report quickly. It had not been analysed or processed yet. The handler set out what he had gleaned during a routine meeting with his Pakistani agent. It talked about contact between an IRA splinter group and al-Qaeda, even a trade-off of weapons for IRA tactical know-how.

      Had they infiltrated the Islamic groups living here? Kate doubted they had done it sufficiently to tap into that kind of information. She held up the report.

      ‘Let me follow this up.’

      ‘If there’s anything in it, I’ll need to know,’ he said.

      ‘Promise I’ll keep you in the loop.’
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        * * *

      

      The total focus on operational priorities at her SIU base was like a breath of fresh air when Kate transferred from the stifling headquarters atmosphere. From the outset, Mac insisted on housing the surveillance unit away from known Garda buildings. The entrance sign read ‘Government Stores.’ By the time he grabbed the former Office of Public Works store, the brown brick building had almost gone to rack and ruin. Ivy still straggled up its outer wall. He had begged and borrowed from every possible budget to upgrade it. It consisted of three offices, a squad room, a canteen with limited cooking facilities, and a small conference room. Its biggest asset was its underground garage and parking, a conversion project Kate had overseen.

      When she brought the report to Mac in his spartan office he shifted uncomfortably as he read through it. He was waiting on a replacement chair with enhanced lumbar support. He shoved the pink form back across his desk.

      ‘Why do you want to go chasing this fairy tale?’

      ‘I want to check it out.’

      ‘We task others with intel report follow-ups. Remember?’

      ‘I know but there’s something about it.’

      ‘There’s a boat somewhere in the Irish Sea with a skilled bomb maker on board. You’d do better to get moving and locate it.’

      ‘Do you think I’m not aware of that?’

      He drummed his fingers on the desk and waited.

      ‘Digger’s coordinating that search.’

      ‘Where would you begin your inquiries?’ he asked.

      ‘Dundalk.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘It’s the south Armagh Provos natural hinterland.’

      ‘So what?’

      ‘If anything is stirring, someone up there might have noticed. I’ll talk to Jack Quinlan.’

      ‘Quinlan,’ Mac repeated.

      ‘He knows the place best.’

      ‘What’s your thinking? There might be a connection with Carlingford?’

      ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Okay. One day, no more; see Quinlan first. I’ll get you clearance to talk to the agent handler.’
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        * * *

      

      Digger reported no developments overnight in the search for the MV Delia and Kate met Quinlan the next day in a pub outside Dundalk. It got them away from prying eyes. The most driven anti-terrorist detectives she encountered worked in her hometown. Although she never told him as much, Detective Sergeant Quinlan was one of the best.

      Trying to maintain a serious face, she asked, ‘Is there anything happening up here these days, or are you thinking of handing in your papers?’

      The insinuation rattled his cage.

      ‘I’m going nowhere.’

      ‘Pension’s not getting any bigger.’

      ‘When the time is right I’ll pull the pin.

      ‘Do you think there’s still a kick left in the place?’

      He checked over his shoulder.

      ‘Who knows? There might be.’

      It was coming on twelve thirty and they were the first lunchtime customers.

      ‘What are you fishing for? Don’t fuck me around; you’re on to something.’

      ‘Subtle as ever, Jack. Okay, here’s a question, do you think anyone from the Provo weapons unit is active at the moment?’

      Quinlan shrugged and smiled wryly.

      ‘I knew after seeing that bastard it wouldn’t be long before we had company up here again.’

      ‘Who the hell are you talking about?’

      ‘Don’t be coy with me, Kate, I deserve better than that.’

      Their paths crossed when he was a fledgling detective. Back then, she was in secondary school; there wasn’t much Quinlan didn’t know about her.

      ‘Sean O’Hare turned up in one of our ops.’

      Quinlan nodded slowly.

      ‘Makes sense now. I hadn’t seen him for years and last week I saw him twice coming out of Slievemish.’

      ‘Do you know who he was visiting?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. You know what it’s like in there, a real warren.’

      The Slievemish estate had seen more than its fair share of trouble. Economically malnourished and socially deprived, the local authority estate had been a breeding ground for the Provos. It seemed that an IRA dissident group might be cultivating the same terrain. Kate knew the estate; some of her schoolmates lived there, often surviving in impossible conditions.

      ‘Send me a report on the sightings, will you?’

      ‘I’ll e-mail you this evening.’

      ‘You do e-mail now!’

      ‘If you’re implying we’re country hicks, don’t. You were born and reared up here.’

      ‘Touchy! What can you tell me about him?’

      ‘Death and destruction follow the fucker. Whenever he appeared around here in the past, we tipped off our colleagues in the North, pronto.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Nine times out of ten seeing him around meant an attack on police was imminent.

      Her phone rang. The agent handler she needed to speak to requesting a late afternoon meeting.

      ‘I’ve got to get back.’

      ‘Eat first, for God’s sake,’ Quinlan said.

      Giving in to his nagging tone, she agreed. They queued at the carvery, paid for their steak and chips, and resumed their seats.

      ‘When I see your mother, I’ll tell her I was talking to you,’

      ‘I’d prefer you didn’t.’

      ‘She still works with the Rape Crisis Centre, I see.’

      ‘Why would you say that?’

      ‘Her picture is in the local paper this week. Training up new volunteers.’

      ‘Okay, I hadn’t seen that.’

      She was sensitive when it came to comments about her mother from the local Gardaí. They had history. During Margaret Bowen’s first year running the local rape crisis centre, a young victim took her own life when the case against her attacker fell apart. The book of evidence was not served within time limits and a judge threw the case out. The political pressure that Margaret brought to bear saw the irresponsible Superintendent demoted and transferred. Local police had neither forgotten nor forgiven.

      The mention of her mother played on her conscience as she drove back to Dublin. She powered up her private phone and rang her. The greeting was familiar.

      ‘Katie delighted to hear from you!’

      ‘Yes Mum, I know it’s been a while.’

      ‘No, Missy, I am glad you called.’

      They had been a close-knit unit of three growing up. Her father had left before she and Norrie started school. When they were old enough their mother told them that their dad left when he decided he was not up to the father role anymore. They discovered later that he had taken up with a new partner on his return to Wales.

      ‘Won’t you come up and see us soon?’

      ‘I will Mum. Maybe I could bring Charlie along?’

      ‘Still together.’

      Kate winced but said nothing. Months earlier introductions had not gone as hoped. She had dropped in with Charlie in tow on their way back to Dublin from a weekend away. Her mother’s reception was, at best, lukewarm. For her daughter’s sake, Margaret Bowen was wary of Charlie’s self-absorbed air.

      ‘We could have a meal with Norrie and the kids,’ she suggested.

      ‘Nice idea,’ Kate replied and signed off.
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      When she got back to SIU base, she rang Digger to find out how the sea search was progressing. He was on an offshore patrol vessel the Naval Service had put at their disposal.

      ‘Anything showing up?’

      ‘Not a sausage, the fog’s still down. It’s slower than a wet week in Ballyhaunis out here, borin’ as hell.’

      She chuckled. ‘How long can we use the OPV?’

      ‘Captain says ‘til midnight but I’ve managed to get Zoom onto a Customs cutter. They’ll do an inshore search.’

      ‘Symons has planes going up and down the Irish Sea since we told him about the boat.’

      ‘Nimrods?’

      ‘Digger, I don’t have a clue. He’s told us nothing. Updates every three hours, okay?’

      ‘Roger! Can’t wait to get back to dry land.’

      ‘See you tomorrow.’
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        * * *

      

      Dusk was creeping in when Kate met agent handler, Detective Gerry Grealy in a quiet car park tucked away in a secluded corner of Phoenix Park close to SIU base. Deer grazed nearby and an occasional jogger passed but otherwise, they had the place to themselves. They discussed the report that sparked her interest.

      It had been a routine meeting; Grealy’s agent had appeared relaxed and spoke about several new faces at the mosque on the South Circular Road in Dublin. Four of the newbies were attending an English language college. A fifth guy had disappeared quickly when prayers ended.

      ‘The agent mentioned seeing his boss’s car parked three streets away. You know, the Money Man.’

      ‘Nasri?’ Kate asked.

      ‘The one and only.’

      ‘Does the agent think that Nasri met this mystery man?’

      ‘He’s pretty sure he did but not certain. I’ll explain later.’

      Jafar ‘Hajj’ Nasri, the Money Man was a shadowy character who had lived in Dublin for over twenty years. He cut a corpulent figure. When dressed for prayers at the mosque, he looked as if he had stepped out of an Indiana Jones film, every inch an Arab street trader. He owned a successful company that had grown slowly and then taken off in the mid-nineties. His business imported nuts and spices from the Middle East and he had retained his wealth through the global financial crisis. His annual tax returns were meticulously prepared and submitted on time. Audits over the years failed to detect anything amiss.

      SIU profiled Nasri and assessed he was financing the jihad but they could not say to what extent. They knew he was a Hawaladar, hence the Money Man tag. The hawala system operated throughout the Arab world and in Asia offering an informal way for people to transfer money between countries.

      SIU investigations into militant Islamic activity among the Irish Muslim community identified a new trend as the first war in Iraq dragged out. Jihadis who came to Ireland for rest and recuperation met Nasri.

      ‘The way my agent described it; Nasri ordered him to pick up his Muslim brother outside The Point and drop him back to Tallaght, where he had picked him up earlier,’ Grealy said.

      ‘Go back a bit,’ Kate replied. ‘Nasri supplied the transport for the earlier pick up, yeah?’

      ‘Yes. His instructions were to go to west Tallaght, pick the guy up at seven o’clock and drop him in the city centre.’

      ‘Did the agent recognize him from the mosque?’

      ‘Barely. The guy was wearing a borrowed suit.’

      ‘Did he talk much on the journey?’

      ‘Beyond the standard greetings, Aslaamo Alaikum, nothing.’

      ‘So he dropped his passenger in the city centre spot and then what?’

      ‘He linked up with Nasri at the New Brunswick Hotel on the south side. Nasri gave him a phone and told him to wait in the car.’

      ‘How long did that take?’

      ‘He received a call about an hour and a half later.’

      ‘And that’s when he went to the Point Depot and picked up his passenger again?’

      ‘Exactly, he dropped him back to Tallaght. When he returned to Nasri at the Brunswick he found him off his skull with drink. The agent drove him home.’

      ‘Is that out of character?’

      ‘We know he doesn’t abstain from alcohol as the Quran requires, but we’ve never seen him drunk in public.’

      ‘Does your agent know Nasri for a long time?’

      ‘About a year and a half; Nasri has him doing runs for his business since shortly after he arrived in Ireland.’

      ‘So what did Nasri say that night?’

      ‘The agent says Nasri was in a stupor, muttering that soon his brothers would be trading more than nuts and spices.’

      ‘Might your man be gilding the lily; trying to boost his image with you?’

      ‘I agree it’s cryptic.’

      Grealy’s large hands thumbed his notebook.

      ‘Nasri’s exact words were, Insha’Allah that which our oppressed brothers in arms in Ireland used to frighten the mighty oppressor under the table will soon be shared.’

      ‘What does that mean?’

      ‘You don’t remember?’

      Kate shifted in the passenger seat of Greally’s car and looked at him.

      ‘You know, as an agent handler you’re not supposed to evaluate the information you receive. How do you make the jump to a trade-off of knowledge for weapons?’

      ‘You know, I shouldn’t even be talking to you.’

      Kate was encroaching on Special Branch turf by meeting directly with Grealy.

      ‘Keep your hair on, Gerry. I’m just trying to tease out what’s behind this report.’

      ‘You remember what made the British Prime minister and his cabinet hide under their meeting table in the dim and distant?’

      ‘Provo homemade mortars, I know about the Downing Street attack in ’91; my Granny told me about it.’

      ‘Very witty.’

      ‘It’s a bit of a stretch, all the same.’

      ‘Maybe, but something ramped up Nasri’s mood that night.’

      Kate couldn’t shake her sense that something was off. Agent handling was a dodgy business, informants constantly bartered, always trying to cut a better deal. Maybe Grealy’s guy was holding back. Kate did not have time for mind games; she had to find out the truth.
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        * * *

      

      O’Hare was at ease on boats. He understood their rhythms and knew how they worked. He moved fluidly on the ferry vehicle deck. It was bustling with drivers checking their loads. He carried out a cursory check around the truck before opening the driver’s door with a single key and climbing into the cab.

      Ten minutes later, the deckhands were too busy getting the ship’s bow doors ready for opening to notice another driver climb into the cab that O’Hare had entered minutes earlier. By that stage, he lay corpse-like in a compartment underneath the bunk where the driver slept on overnight stops. Before the driver gunned the engine and started to roll, O’Hare heard a thunderous clang; the ferry’s ramp landing on the quay. The whiff of recently cut timber, enlarging the compartment, assailed his senses, making him gag. He forced his breathing into a slow, regular rhythm. It would be two hours before he could emerge, two hours before he could kick-start his carefully crafted plan. Provided they made it through customs.
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