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			Glossary

			 Loyalists / Unionists – Proponents of Crown Rule in Northern Ireland; Generally Protestant

			Republicans / Nationalists – Proponents of a united and independent Ireland; Generally Catholic

			HET – Historical Enquiries Team

			IRA – Irish Republican Army; A Republican paramilitary group in Northern Ireland

			PSNI – Police Service of Northern Ireland (current) 

			QUB – Queen’s University Belfast

			RUC – Royal Ulster Constabulary (preceded the PSNI) 

			Tout / Grass – Informant, tipster, traitor

			UVF – Ulster Volunteer Force; A Loyalist paramilitary group in Northern Ireland

			WC / jacks – “Water closet,” toilet

			
			

			

			To my parents—

			the best role models a son could have.

			

			Author’s Note

			Queen Elizabeth II died before I finished the novel. Since The Troubles occurred during her reign, I retained all references to her.

			

			USP Hazelton
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			the alarm at united states penitentiary, Hazelton, interrupted Dr. Aaron Thornton mid-sentence. The eight inmates attending anger management therapy immediately assumed a prone position on the floor with their fingers interlaced behind their heads, as required during emergencies. Thornton retreated behind a gray metal desk, and the only guard in the room readied his baton in case anyone tried to take advantage of the situation. America’s most dangerous federal prison was in lockdown. 

			There were three long blasts of the electric siren, followed by a pause, and then three more bursts. The sound made the walls and floor vibrate. A strobe flashed red above the only door and bathed the dim cinderblock room in an eerie glow. Thornton rubbed his arms as a cold draft pierced the barred second-story window clouded with dirt and streaked with bird shit. He eyed the riflemen standing on a catwalk in the distance, atop the fortified, concrete watchtower. 

			The alarm signaled immediate danger somewhere in the prison—home to 1,300 violent inmates and nicknamed “Misery Mountain.” It would continue blaring until every prisoner was back in his cell.  

			It was never completely safe though. The local chapter of the Federation of Government Employees had long complained about an inadequate number of correctional officers, or COs, at the complex, which had a murder rate far higher than most federal prisons. The staffing shortage was so bad, officials relied on forced overtime and a policy of “augmentation,” which drafted the prison’s teachers, healthcare staff, plumbers, and cooks to serve double duty and compensate for the lack of guards. But jobs were scarce in the surrounding area of Bruceton Mills, West Virginia, and the area’s coal mines were not much safer. 

			John Grace, the guard in the room, was hired by Thornton two months earlier to administer standardized tests. The young, single dad needed extra money to pay for his twin boys’ daycare, so Thornton approved his request to work extra shifts as an augmentee guard.

			Thornton, the prison’s last remaining psychologist, listened impatiently to the calm female voice with a gravelly Appalachian accent as it crackled over the guard’s radio. She methodically directed the orderly return of inmates to their cell blocks. The process took time—inmates outnumbered guards nine to one, and it was unwise to have too many people in the corridors and hallways at once. 

			The smell of Folgers wafted in from a break room down the hall and mixed with the scent of body odor. The psychologist wished he had stopped for coffee. 

			“Officer Grace, Control.” 

			The guard on the other side of the room raised his radio and pressed the side button. “Control, Officer Grace.”

			“Officer Grace, you are clear to return to Section 4.”

			Thornton was pleasantly surprised to hear the wait would end quickly. Lockdowns tended to agitate inmates, who welcomed any interruption to the monotony of prison life. The eight men in therapy that morning were unapologetic killers serving life sentences. They had nothing to lose and would happily exploit a disturbance if given the chance.   

			“Control, Officer Grace. Proceeding to Section 4 with eight inmates.” The guard holstered his radio, extended a set of keys from his belt, and unlocked the door. He swung it inward and instructed the prisoners to line up in the hallway. 

			Thornton called to the group. “We’ll try again next week. In the meantime, make a mental list of those trigger words and actions I talked about.”

			Each of the prisoners acknowledged Thornton’s reminder. The psychologist had made several improvements to daily life at the prison and was well-liked. 

			The first six inmates exited the meeting room, but the last two—a white supremacist and a rival gang leader—paused several feet from the door. One of them muttered something to the other, and a scuffle ensued. Officer Grace tried to intervene but was knocked to the floor. A metal chair in his path slid across the room, its legs screeching uncomfortably on the bare tile. Fearing a brawl, the guard winced but managed to kick the self-locking door shut. That left the first six inmates confined in a hallway monitored by CCTV. Next, he pressed the emergency button on his radio to summon backup. Officer Grace tried to rise but could not—the fall aggravated an old knee injury.

			The scuffle escalated into an all-out fight. The white suprema­cist, who had a significant weight advantage, held his opponent in a chokehold and swore to kill him. The rival gang leader made desperate rasping sounds as he punched his assailant’s rib cage and kidneys. The red strobe and siren continued their rhythmic warnings. In the hallway outside, the six isolated inmates strained to watch the fight through a small window and banged heavily on the door, shouting encouragement. 

			“Doc, use this.” Officer Grace forcefully slid his baton across the floor. 

			Thornton reluctantly picked up the metal truncheon and looked across the desk at the inmates ten feet away. The white supremacist maintained a firm grip on his red-faced nemesis, who desperately pummeled his torso with no effect. 

			“Doc, he’s killing him! Knock him out!”

			Thornton froze. As a child, he left a friend severely disabled after striking him on the head accidentally with a golf club. Even under the current circumstances, he could not bring himself to crack a man’s skull intentionally. 

			“Doc, do something!”

			Another thirty seconds passed. Then the rival gang leader slumped, his eyes bulging grotesquely. His head thumped loudly on the floor as the Emergency Response Team, or ERT, answered Officer Grace’s distress call and began to clear the hallway for entry into the room.

			The white supremacist—coursing with adrenaline and the rage of a caged animal—turned to the injured guard.  

			“Doc! Please! Stop him!”

			The white supremacist picked up the nearby metal chair and raised it over his head. Officer Grace used one arm to maneuver awkwardly on the ground and the other to shield his head. It was no use. The inmate struck again and again until the officer was dead. 

			Thornton watched panic-stricken from behind the desk. 

			The ERT burst through the door and tackled the white supremacist just as he turned toward the psychologist. 

			

			All Saints Episcopal Church
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			seven days later, thornton and his wife, Claire, began the forty-minute drive to All Saints Episcopal Church for Officer Grace’s funeral. The ceremony had been delayed to accommodate the required autopsy, and Thornton gratefully took the week off from work. He initially planned to stay away much longer, but the warden was pressuring his only psychologist to return quickly to the office. 

			Thornton now thought that might be a good idea. Claire had a busy law practice downtown, and nothing at home could distract him long enough to keep memories of the murder at bay. He suspected the guilt and self-doubt would never leave him. The psychologist had nearly decided to return early to work when fate intervened. 

			Two days before the funeral, Claire received a surprise invitation to become a visiting professor at Queen’s University in Belfast, Northern Ireland. It was a prestigious post and a career-making opportunity for Claire, whose interest in social justice was ideally suited to a city scarred by decades of polit­ical and sectarian violence. Thornton, though, was reluctant to uproot their lives and move overseas. He also feared his depart­ure would be viewed as running away, or worse—abandonment of his colleagues and patients. Still, it was a once-in-a-lifetime offer that deserved serious consideration. 

			On their way to the funeral, Thornton and his wife amicably debated the pros and cons of a new life in Belfast. They had not yet reached a decision when they pulled into the church parking lot. Inside, the couple found space in a center pew and looked around the sanctuary. Bouquets of lilies lined the altar and windowsills, and smoke from an incense candle drifted toward the ceiling. It seemed as if the entire town, if not all of Preston County, turned out to honor the slain single father. 

			The 363rd Military Police Company, an Army Reserve unit in Grafton to which John Grace once belonged, provided an honor guard. The state police arranged for the bagpiper and drummer who accompanied the mourners. The mayor and prison warden offered tributes. But Grace’s best man, Shawn Urbas, elicited the most tears when he delivered the eulogy and talked about the slain father’s devotion to his three-year-old twins. 

			When the piper finally led John Grace’s coffin down the center aisle and out the back of the church, all eyes fixed on the two bewildered little boys dressed in matching suits. They walked with their “Uncle” Shawn behind their dad for the last time. The twins’ mother struggled with heroin and was absent here, as she was for most of their lives. The psychologist’s lower lip trembled as he wondered what would become of them. 

			Thornton clumsily dried his eyes when it was time to exit the pew. He and Claire headed outside and stood alone by a small fountain while the rest of the crowd exited the building. Words failed him, so he stared at the ground and kicked at some pebbles while Claire squeezed his hand. After several minutes, the sound of car doors closing signaled the drive to the cemetery was about to begin. The couple walked solemnly to their car. Thornton gripped the steering wheel and stared straight ahead. “I think we should go to Belfast.”

			

			Belfast
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			thornton and claire arrived in northern ireland two months after John Grace’s funeral. 

			Claire was born and raised in Belfast but left to attend Georgetown University in Washington, DC. She met her future husband there during sophomore year when both resided in Copley Hall. Copley was the “service dorm,” and the young couple did volunteer projects together every Saturday. Their shared desire to help others bonded them and shaped their eventual career choices.

			One week after graduation, the two idealists married in Dahlgren Chapel, just a stone’s throw from the residence hall where they first met. It was an unlikely outcome for a relationship born on a blind date—but classmates correctly assessed the “hottest male athlete” and “woman most likely to succeed” were a great match. Nonetheless, their families and even their friends thought they were moving too quickly, but Claire and Aaron, among other things, shared a stubborn streak. 

			The couple said their vows and, true to their modern views, kept their respective surnames. They plunged almost immediately into their graduate studies—she at Georgetown Law and he in the clinical psychology program at Johns Hopkins. Three years later, with graduate degrees in hand, they quickly found work. Thornton became a healer for the Bureau of Prisons. Claire started as a public defender and later advocated for immigrants seeking asylum in the United States. 

			Now they stood an ocean away in the kitchen of a sparsely furnished, one-bedroom flat along a string of stylish row houses on College Green, within walking distance of Claire’s new office at QUB. “Welcome to Belfast, Dr. Thornton,” she cooed with the Irish accent he found so endearing. He answered her with a long kiss and embrace. It was the first day in their new home, after spending two weeks at the Ibis hotel around the corner. 

			“Are you sure you’re okay with this?” she asked. “It’s a far cry from the mountains of West Virginia and the job you loved.”

			“If it makes you happy, I’m all in,” he reassured her. “And honestly, the change is probably good for me after all that happened.”

			“And you finally get to see where I grew up,” Claire added. Thornton was a history buff, and when he first met Claire, he often asked about “The Troubles,” a politically and socially violent period in Belfast from the 1960s through the 1990s that killed more than 3,500 people and generated frequent inter­national headlines. She always avoided the topic though, and after a while he abandoned his inquiries for fear of upsetting her. 

			Thornton’s interest in Belfast’s history was fueled in part by the discovery, during a middle school genealogy project, that his ancestry included ancient ties to Northern Ireland. The revelation was a surprise to his relatives too, who always believed they descended from exclusively Scottish immigrants. Sadly, no one bothered to record their origins for posterity, and Thornton’s efforts to trace the family tree fizzled for lack of information. When Thornton was older, though, films about The Troubles, like Patriot Games and ’71, stoked his imagination. He sometimes wondered how life would have been different if he were born in Northern Ireland.  

			

			Now he was free to explore Belfast on his own for several days until he officially opened his new practice. Claire’s family connections helped him secure an office suite in the city center and expedited approval of his license to practice psychology. In exchange for the preferential treatment, Thornton agreed to work for a reduced fee with criminal offenders who were entering or exiting the judicial system and required monitoring. The arrangement appealed to him instantly as a perfect match for his skill and experience.

			The couple stood in their new kitchen, embracing and relishing the excitement that accompanies the start of a new adventure.

			

			HM Prison Maghaberry
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			about a 30-minute drive southwest of Aaron and Claire’s new flat, Liam O’Malley sat in his cell on the upper landing of Roe Block in Her Majesty’s Prison Maghaberry. As Northern Ireland’s only high-security prison, Maghaberry was home to The Troubles’ worst offenders. In 2015, a government report labelled it the UK’s most dangerous penitentiary, with conditions one inspector dubbed “draconian.” 

			O’Malley was eager to quit the place. Freedom was weeks away, and this time he was determined to keep it. The government released him once before, in 2000, when paramilitaries on both sides of the conflict received amnesty as part of the Good Friday peace agreement that officially ended The Troubles. O’Malley was soon back in prison, though, after a raid by the security services uncovered weapons and explosive materials in the safe house where he sometimes stayed.

			O’Malley did not know about the contraband in the home, but the Public Prosecution Service was unmoved—the British saw him, once and forever, as an IRA terrorist. He wondered if the intelligence service watched him all along and planted the evidence while he was at the pub. The prosecutor persuasively argued for a lengthy second prison sentence by characterizing O’Malley as “one of the most prolific and indiscriminate murderers ever to emerge from the Provisional IRA.” 

			O’Malley was proud of his skill as a killer and bomb maker, although he preferred “assassin” to “murderer.” But the pros­ecutor’s characterization of O’Malley’s work as “indiscriminate” offended him. His killings were hardly indiscriminate. 

			It was true—O’Malley killed more British soldiers, policemen, politicians, and government workers than any other Provo as part of the IRA’s campaign to drive the Brits from Northern Ireland. But the Protestant British government had brutalized O’Malley’s fellow Catholics and robbed them of dignity for centuries.

			O’Malley viewed the people he assassinated—representatives of the Crown—as legitimate targets in defense of his oppressed Irish brethren. There was just one exception, and it had been a horrible mistake. Even now, after so many years, the guilt associated with that incident tore at his conscience. 

			O’Malley exited his cell and stood on the landing to consult with Patrick Linden—a fellow Provo who lived in the next cell. Roe House held only Republicans, or “dissidents” as the British screws called them. Every faction of the IRA was represented here and, like most families, they squabbled. Only four prisoners could congregate at one time. Otherwise, the Republicans were free to roam the cell block’s two landings. Loyalist paramili­taries—supporters of Crown rule in Northern Ireland—lived separately in Bush House. Prison authorities took great care to ensure the two opposing forces never came in contact.  

			Linden was the head of the Roe House Council, comprised of representatives from each faction of the IRA housed in the unit. The Council unofficially but convincingly governed interactions among the Republican prisoners, arbitrated disputes, and enforced its own rules as needed. The screws did not interfere with the Council’s influence and considerable power, mostly because they kept order in the prison—and partly out of fear. The Council could exert its will, through various IRA splinter groups, far beyond the prison walls. 

			On the Council’s orders, one Maghaberry guard was shot dead outside a local pub last month. A car bomb severely injured another screw at her residence a few years earlier. Republican prisoners accused both of unfair treatment. 

			Visitors to Roe House served as couriers between the Council and their comrades outside the prison and kept both parties fully informed about developments on either side of the wall. Intelligence reports from the street went directly to Linden. Consequently, Linden knew some Republicans outside the prison were advocating the resumption of sustained violence despite the long-standing peace agreement.

			Linden and O’Malley, as legendary figures from the past, were no strangers to violence. They met as young street fighters in the gritty Clonard section of Catholic West Belfast. The British Army occupied Belfast in 1969 and—joined by Loyalist paramilitary gangs—began a decades-long campaign to harass the Catholic community and drive them from their homes. Linden and O’Malley felt it their duty to defend the neighborhood, and the Provisional IRA offered the best means to do it. As their skill and reputation as combatants grew, O’Malley and Linden became cult-like figures.  

			The pair remained comrades-in-arms until the Good Friday peace agreement of 1998, and over that 30-year period known as The Troubles, they raised hell against the Brits until informers—still unknown to either man—gave them up a few years apart. They bonded in a way only men who went through combat together understand.  

			“Look here, Uilliam,” Linden called to O’Malley, using the full Irish version of his name. It was a subtle form of protest against the prison overseers, who tried to eradicate Irish culture in Roe House. “Yer a fuckin’ cunt to leave me in this shite hole,” he said with a laugh.  

			“I don’t like it either, mate. I need someone to watch me back.” O’Malley knew his imminent release was the talk of Belfast, a city in which one’s past deeds on either side of The Troubles, no matter how old, could still invite retribution without warning.  

			O’Malley’s notoriety would make it impossible to find steady employment. The more militant Catholics—ones who felt the peace agreement was a mistake—would quickly welcome him as a hero and look after him. But they would also pressure him to resume violent resistance and join the New IRA, a modern offshoot of the parent organization that still viewed armed struggle as the only way to reunite the north and south of Ireland. 

			O’Malley believed fervently in unity, but doubted the Brits would ever leave Northern Ireland except under extreme pressure. Yet thirty years of armed resistance achieved very little, he thought—and O’Malley knew firsthand they gave it their best shot. Many comrades sacrificed their lives for the cause. But fifty years after The Troubles began, the IRA still had not met its objective. What more could be done? 

			O’Malley doubted another half-century of violence would make a difference. In any event, he was determined to stay out of prison this time, and that meant avoiding trouble. So he regarded his old neighborhood warily, unsure how to navigate a web of shifting strategies, allegiances, and alliances.  

			“Be careful out there, mate. It’s not the same now,” Linden warned. “Ya don’t know who ya can trust anymore.” 

			O’Malley took his best friend’s advice seriously. Linden, as head of the Roe House Council, was well informed about life on the outside and privy to many closely guarded secrets—including the one that haunted Liam. 

			“Ya don’t know who ya can trust anymore,” Liam repeated to himself.   

			

			1972
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			Liam O’Malley turned eighteen in January 1972. His younger sister, Deidre, organized a surprise birthday party for him, and for several hours that Friday night, Liam, his family, and friends forgot all their worries. 

			Deidre idolized her dashing big brother, whose electric blue eyes and disarming smile were a frequent topic of conversation among Deidre’s boy-crazy classmates. Although five years apart in age, Liam and Deidre were as close as two siblings could be. In their father’s absence, Liam read her bedtime stories and chased the monsters from under her bed. He walked her to school and fixed her dinner on the many nights when their mother was out. And if a boy showed too much interest in Deidre, or teased her about her ginger hair and freckles, Liam was quick to sort him out. 

			Each week, for as long as Deidre could remember, Liam treated her to a tube of her favorite sweets—strawberry-banana Toffos. Sometimes he concealed it under her pillow, or in the pocket of a dress, or in one of her mittens. Once he hid it in an empty shampoo bottle. It became a game for them.

			As Liam’s eighteenth birthday approached, Deidre wanted to do something special for her big brother. She was giddy to see Liam genuinely surprised by the party and pleased by the large crowd that attended it. He told her it was the most fun he ever had.

			Just five months later, Deidre lay unconscious on Oranmore Street, felled by a British soldier’s rubber bullet. She ignored the neighbors’ warnings to stay indoors while the men and boys of the Clonard district hurled bricks and glass bottles at British soldiers across the barricade at the junction with Springfield Street. The barricade was manned around the clock in shifts to protect the neighborhood from British troops and Loyalist paramilitaries, who were keen to drive Catholics from their homes. Local residents were proud the barricade had not been breached in the six weeks since a couple of stolen, burned-out lorries were set across the road and fortified with mounds of debris. 

			On that afternoon in May 1972, the Brits seemed intent on breaking through the barricade and reasserting their authority over the district. The tension on both sides heightened, and Deidre heard murmurs of a looming confrontation. She knew Liam would head straight for ground zero. She went in search of him, partly to keep a watchful eye but mostly because she loved to watch her handsome, strong, courageous big brother stand up to the Brits and fight for the neighborhood—for her. Deidre found him at the barricade and crept closer, unseen by Liam, until she was standing just behind him when he hurled a petrol bomb toward the Army position. A whiff of gasoline stung her nostrils, and she felt her brother’s jacket brush against her cheek when he raised his arm to launch the bottle. The smell of spent matches and burning wood from a nearby bonfire lingered in the air alongside the crude taunts of boys and men. 

			As usual, Liam hit his target. The car used as cover by two British soldiers was bathed in a blue-orange flame that washed over the top and down the sides of the vehicle. Their comrades in a nearby armored vehicle answered with a volley of rubber bullets, and one of the project­iles—considerably larger than a traditional bullet—struck Deidre on the temple.

			At the same time, a whistle pierced the air from the Loyalist side, and a column of armored vehicles lurched forward from a side street. Leading the group was a Muir Hill A5000 bulldozer, nicknamed “Scooby Doo” by British soldiers. It took little effort for the dozer to breach the barricade and allow the armored personnel carriers to rumble through. Following closely on foot were British marksmen, who shot out the streetlights so IRA snipers would have a harder time finding their targets.    

			Residents scattered into the neighborhood’s narrow alleyways and onto the rooftops to escape the immediate onslaught and resume their defense of the district from more protected positions. Soon, brightly colored paint bombs descended on the Army vehicles to make them better targets for projectiles. The trucks’ armored plating protected the soldiers while inside, but the Brits had to exit the vehicles to search suspected IRA safe houses for Provos and weapons. Knowing the position of the painted vehicles made it easier for IRA snipers to track the soldiers going in and out. 

			Deidre lay motionless in the street as a British Saracen—a tank-like armored personnel carrier—rolled past the barricade on its six oversized wheels. At the sound of the whistle, a seasoned member of the IRA wearing a balaclava labored his way through the fleeing crowd toward Liam. Deidre’s brother was caught in a flood of people and carried a hundred feet from where she fell. He tried in vain to go back, against the current, and reach his little sister. He screamed her name as if to wake her. 

			The lead Saracen continued forward, undeterred by the unconscious girl in its path. The smell of petrol, exhaust, smoke, and sulfur mixed with the rumble of heavy wheels on pavement, the crunch of broken glass, and the loud banging of pots and bin lids—used by Catholic women as a form of protest and to warn of advancing British troops. The anxious shouts of men on both sides of the conflict and the crackle of flames in the street added to the chaos. A flurry of rocks, bricks, and glass bottles now descended from the rooftops as the defenders of Clonard regrouped and tried to slow the Army’s advance. If they were lucky, they would maim a soldier or two. 

			Liam finally broke from the torrent of people and stood to the side of the road, his back pressed against the front wall of a butcher shop. He looked toward the column of Saracens through the holes cut in the cloth bag he wore on his head. The disguise kept British intelligence from photographing and identifying him as a protester. Suddenly his whole body went numb, and he could not move or make a sound. Events shifted into slow motion. 

			The Saracen rolled closer and closer to his sister, foot by foot, until the right front wheel pinned her head to the pavement and crushed her skull. Her eyes and brain ejected onto the street amid shattered pieces of bone as the driver maintained course and speed. Horrified witnesses later described hearing a loud pop at the moment of impact, followed by screams from onlookers. They all knew the thirteen-year-old redhead by name. 

			The seasoned IRA man finally reached Liam. It was too dangerous to remain outdoors. He pulled Liam toward the junction with Dunmore Street, where a warren of houses and back alleys would allow them to escape arrest and likely torture. Liam—still screaming Deidre’s name—resisted at first, but soon realized the soldiers were getting too close. While the Provo led him away from the British advance, Liam kept turning his head to look toward Deidre. As the IRA man dragged him around the corner toward safety, Liam caught one last glimpse of his sister’s lifeless body and the tube of strawberry-banana Toffos lying beside it. 

			

			Clonard Monastery
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			The IRA man pulled O’Malley through the front door of a safe house, stashed his balaclava under a floorboard in the hallway, and led O’Malley quickly to the kitchen. There he grabbed some vinegar, baking soda, a rag, and a bottle of water before leading O’Malley into an alleyway behind the building. He pulled the bag from O’Malley’s head and tossed it over a wall. The man extended his hand. “I’m Patrick Linden. That’s a fine throwin’ arm ya have.”

			O’Malley introduced himself and looked around anxiously for British soldiers, aware that he smelled of petrol. Still sensing danger, his brain allowed him to focus only on survival, and Linden was the embodiment of it. The IRA man hastily dumped the water, poured the baking soda and vinegar into the empty bottle, and hustled O’Malley away from the safe house. He doused the rag with the mixture and handed it to O’Malley. “Rub that everywhere you smell petrol,” he instructed.

			O’Malley did as he was told while the two men made their way to another row of flats at the far end of the alley. Linden led his new protege through the rear door of a second safe house, where they discarded the cleaning supplies, continued out the front door, and found themselves facing Bantry Street. The woman of the house placed the cleaning supplies in the cupboard and said nothing as the pair passed through. The clanging pots and bin lids outside signaled the Brits were still advancing behind them, and O’Malley instinctively followed Linden away from the threat.

			

			The two dashed up Bantry Street and turned right onto Kashmir Road, in the heart of Republican territory. The IRA policed this neighborhood, and O’Malley breathed easier as they distanced themselves farther from the Brits. Back on Oranmore Street, the soldiers went house to house looking for any sign of dissidents. 

			At the junction with Clonard Gardens, Linden and O’Malley hastened right again and crossed the road. There, less than a block away, loomed Clonard Monastery. 

			Fr. Matthew Clark peered discreetly through a window on the second floor of the monastery, alerted by the banging pots and bin lids. As soon as the alarm went up, he and the other occupants of the massive complex sealed the entrances. They barricaded inner offices and passageways as well, and then dispersed to their designated posts. 

			Fr. Clark watched intently as the newcomer followed Linden to a side entrance by Waterville Street. He descended from his post when Linden made the prearranged knock and then called out to him in Gaelic. Linden answered in code to reassure the priest he was not under any duress. Fr. Clark released the weighty door and allowed Linden and his companion to enter the vestibule.

			O’Malley scanned the unfamiliar surroundings as the trio passed the altar and stopped at another locked door. Fr. Clark pulled a heavy metal key from his pocket, swung the thick wooden door open, and signaled for Linden and O’Malley to descend the stairwell on the other side. 

			O’Malley followed Linden into the cellar. The air was cold and damp against his face, and he felt his feet slip slightly on the moist stone steps. He gripped the handrail tightly, and the splintered wood dug at the fleshy base of his fingers. O’Malley’s sense of safety increased as he descended the stairs with his newfound protector. He did not yet question why he had never seen Linden in the neighborhood or wonder about the IRA man’s sudden interest in him. Nor did O’Malley realize that behind him, Fr. Clark still held a revolver beneath his cassock. O’Malley was simply grateful for a safe place to hide—with fellow Catholics—until the Brits moved on. 

			The grief and rage over Deidre’s murder would consume O’Malley once the adrenaline subsided and the protective part of his brain relinquished control. It would take far longer to realize what Linden was up to—and to discover Clonard Monastery was the IRA’s headquarters in Belfast.  

			

			Ballycastle Beach
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			as aaron and claire celebrated their arrival in Northern Ireland, Tommy Magee sat on Ballycastle Beach north of Belfast and stared at the lighthouse across the sound. The surf crashed just a few feet ahead of him. Here, between the pile of black rocks and the wooden pedestrian bridge, he was always happy as a little boy—playing for hours in the sand and, under the watchful eyes of his parents, splashing in the sea. Twenty-five years ago, they spent their final weekend as a family at this very spot. It was the last time Tommy felt happy. 

			Tommy watched the ocean churn. The grief, the loneliness, the helplessness, and especially the anger washed over him. Memories of the foster homes, the abuse, the schoolyard fights, and that horrible afternoon at Sheehan’s furniture store swirled in his mind. 

			The moon would be full tonight, and Tommy knew the riptides were strong. He twirled the bottle of sleeping pills in his coat pocket. The doctor said they would get him through the night. Tommy just hoped they were powerful enough to kill him. He planned to swallow the entire lot and, once he felt drowsy, wade into the water until sleep and the tide took him. He doubted anyone would notice his absence, let alone report him missing. 

			Tommy sat with his knees bent and his arms wrapped around his shins. He rocked back and forth as tears splashed down his face. He could not take it any longer. Ever since that horrible afternoon at Sheehan’s store, his life had been a pitiful mess. He tried to move on—he really did—but a cloud of misfortune seemed tethered to him. 

			The nightmares robbed Tommy of all but a few hours of sleep each night and forced him to relive the worst day of his life over and over. Employers, when he was lucky to find work, did not tolerate his angry outbursts for long, and his coworkers were only slightly more understanding when he arrived at the job drunk. Women did not stick with him either, and a shared interest in getting drunk or high seemed to be the only thing that bonded him to his mates. 

			So there he sat, a sleepless, jobless, nearly friendless, homeless orphan with no future, as he summed it up. He knew other lads who offed themselves too. The lucky ones. The smart ones.

			Tommy’s life was supposed to be different. His parents doted on their only child. His father was a decorated officer with Her Majesty’s Customs in Belfast and had a promising career. His mother was a British Army nurse. Twenty-five years ago, they bought their first home and were at Sheehan’s store to pay the final installment on some new furniture while eight-year-old Tommy waited in the car. Then—in a flash—Tommy’s world was stolen.  

			The explosion that killed Tommy’s parents struck without the customary warning that accompanied most IRA bombings. Afterward, the eight-year-old sat alone, strafed by shards of glass and gripping his bloodied ears, in the rear seat of the family’s Vauxhall Astra outside Sheehan’s furniture store on the Shankill Road in Belfast. Through the car’s shattered windscreen he saw the pavement shrouded in dust and strewn with chunks of metal and concrete, splintered timbers, torn clothes, a child’s doll, and next to it, his mother’s severed arm, still clutching her purse made of multicolored leather pieces stitched together like a quilt. In the distance, a well-dressed man limped toward a ginger-haired girl who stood frozen in place, wailing hysterically and clutching a Paddington Bear next to a pile of smoldering, gray debris. The man scooped up the girl and her bear and carried them away as emergency services arrived. The IRA claimed responsibility for the bombing, but the persons who placed the device were never identified.  

			The sights and sounds of that afternoon were as vivid now, twenty-five years later, as they were on the day of the blast. Whether they surfaced in his nightmares or unexpectedly by day, they still made his heart race, his breath quicken, and his brow sweat.  

			The memories and emotions whirled in Tommy’s mind until a rogue wave crashed ashore and slapped him with a cold, stinging spray. He scurried backward, and his mood suddenly shifted. No. Not yet. He still had one thing left to do. He stood, brushed the sand from his jeans, and hurried back to the bus stop fueled by a quarter-century of accumulated rage and hate. 

			

			Kieran’s Flat

			[image: ]

			tommy reached the marine corner bus stop near Ballycastle Beach and realized he did not have the fare back to Belfast. He had not planned to return and now faced a 2.5-hour ride to the city. He scouted for a purse to snatch but did not find an easy target. He abandoned the idea and instead headed for the roundabout to hitch a ride. The first car was headed in the wrong direction, but Tommy caught a break when a lorry emblazoned with the Arms of Ulster pulled to the side. The driver was going to Belfast and agreed to give him a lift. 

			As he climbed into the cab, Tommy wondered if the man might try to rob or fondle him. He patted the knife in his sock for reassurance and settled in for the ride. The bus, with connections, would have taken three hours, but the direct trip was little more than sixty minutes. The driver, it turned out, had nothing on his mind but the fallout from Brexit. Along the way, Tommy got a crash course on border crossings, transportation permits, customs, and other concerns he did not give a shite about as the lorry driver reacted to news programs on the radio.  

			The driver left Tommy where the M2 motorway ended near the docks in Belfast. Tommy used the spare change he stole from the center console to board the 11a bus, and twenty minutes later arrived home in the Protestant Shankill ward. 

			The flat he shared there with Kieran Oliver was spartan. Two thin mattresses lay on the floor of the only bedroom. A round table with four metal chairs sat alongside the galley-style kitchen, and a 1980s-era telly stood on a broken crate in the corner of the living room. On the wall above the telly were a Union Jack and a portrait of Her Majesty Queen Elizabeth II. The prized piece in the room, though, was a disintegrating lounger that belched dust and stuffing with every use. Kieran jokingly referred to the ensemble as “The Curbside Collection,” since every item—except, of course, the flag and the Queen’s picture—had been rescued from the street on trash day. 

			Torn, yellowed curtains hung over the windows, and a single floor lamp provided the only additional light. The cooktop was already broken when Tommy moved in a few months earlier, and the refrigerator worked when it wanted to. As a consequence, take-away cartons littered the kitchen floor. 

			Kieran’s job as a deliveryman covered most of the household expenses, and Tommy did odd jobs for his flatmate in exchange for the questionable privilege of crashing there. Tommy had always been good at nicking things, and he relied on that skill to supplement his income when needed. The two lads shared the same foster family for a time as teens, and Tommy, as the bigger of the two, had always had his brother’s back during Kieran’s many scuffles. Tommy therefore obliged Kieran to take him in when, after his latest breakup, he appeared drunk at the door in the middle of the night seeking a place to sleep. 

			As the 11a bus pulled away, Tommy approached the flat and spotted the white panel van with a barely perceptible dent on the left side. It was the one Kieran used for work. Stored between the seats were various magnetic signs for display on the doors, depending on the day of the week and whose goods were out for delivery. Despite a recommendation from Kieran, the delivery company refused to hire Tommy as a driver since he went to the interview smelling of beer. Instead, Kieran tossed Tommy a few gigs from the private courier service he ran on the side, which Tommy did on foot or with a “borrowed” bicycle.

			Tommy passed through the door to the flat and spotted Kieran on the lounger, eating fish and chips from the shop on the corner and watching the news. Several empty beer cans lay at his feet. Kieran shouted obscenities at the presenter as she reported another car bomb left by the New IRA in Londonderry and a warning from the Police Service of Northern Ireland, or PSNI, about a resurgence of dissident activity fueled in part by the fallout from Brexit. 

			“Those Catholic cunts will take any excuse,” Kieran growled at the television. “Every last one of them is a terrorist or a terrorist sympathizer. They should just get the fuck out if they’re so fuckin’ miserable here and leave the rest of us in peace.” Mere mention of the IRA, without fail, sent Kieran into a rage. Old IRA. Official IRA. Provisional IRA. Continuity IRA. Real IRA. New IRA. “It don’t matter what they call themselves this month— they’re all terrorist cunts.”

			Kieran’s father—a clerk for the Royal Ulster Constabulary, or RUC—was shot dead by an IRA sniper in the late 1980s as he walked home from work on the evening of Kieran’s seventh birthday. A photo in the next morning’s newspaper showed Kieran’s father lying dead on the sidewalk, eyes open, with Kieran’s birthday present beside him. The Provisional IRA claimed responsibility, but the gunman was never caught. 

			Kieran’s mum died of cancer less than a year later. Without any family willing to take him in, Kieran became a public ward and went from one care family to another until he turned eighteen. Tommy and Kieran were foster brothers for two of those years and bonded over their shared tragedy and loathing for the IRA. 

			Tommy’s anger about the explosion that ruined his life subsided somewhat on the way home from Ballycastle Beach, but now it surged again as Kieran listed all the indications the New IRA had renewed its campaign of violence. A couple car bombs, the murder of a journalist, and threats against pro-British polit­icians were the latest signs of agitation. There were even a couple recent kneecappings and other signs of conflict within the Catholic community. In the Clonard district, graffiti appeared on one of the “peace walls,” threatening violence to anyone who participated in the ongoing Reconciliation talks—designed to overcome the animosity and distrust that still existed between Catholics and Protestants more than twenty years after the official end of The Troubles.

			Tommy listened as Kieran revisited one of his favorite themes—the indignity of knowing that those responsible for the unsolved murders of hundreds of innocent Protestant civilians would never be brought to justice because of the amnesty granted them by the Good Friday agreement. “The police aren’t even lookin’ for ‘em,” he screeched. “They’re bloody murderers. Cold-blooded fuckin’ murderers, gunmen, bomb-makers. And proud of it, as sure as I’m sittin’ here eating fish and chips. Allowed to get away with it, and now gettin’ started again.” 

			“Bloody hell,” Kieran shouted. “I’m not gonna stand by and watch these Fenians have another go,” using a derogatory term for Catholics. He jumped up from the lounger, sprang somewhat unsteadily toward the television, and reached for the Queen’s portrait. He snatched it from the wall and pulled at a coin-sized hole in the plaster. To Tommy’s surprise, a small panel came loose to reveal a shelf from which Kieran removed two pistols.

			“Let’s go. It’s time to stand up to these bastards.”

			Tommy accepted one of the pistols, tucked it in his waistband as Kieran did, and followed his foster brother out the door without a clue what he was doing. 

			

			Matthew 7:15
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			fr. matthew clark exited clonard monastery via the door­way closest to the community room, bid good night to the other meeting participants, and walked alone toward the Falls Road. Ed Sheeran’s “Cross Me” played loudly from a passing car.

			There was a large turnout for that evening’s Reconciliation meeting. Business owners, educators, youth leaders, clerics, and concerned citizens from the Catholic and Protestant communities in Belfast gathered regularly in hopes of setting aside lingering animosity. After a tepid initial reception, the concept of Reconciliation was gaining support, and people seemed less afraid of retribution for their participation. By offering the monastery as a safe space for meetings, Fr. Clark wanted to bury the past—Belfast’s and his own—for good. 

			Fr. Clark was an optimist, but even he knew Reconciliation remained a lofty goal. Unsolved murders on either side, amnesty for convicted paramilitaries, government complicity in vigilante killings, double agents, and general distrust—not to mention centuries of animosity—had driven a deep wedge between Protestants and Catholics. Now agitators on both sides, young and old, urged renewed violence to further their political agendas. Rhetoric in Parliament grew more heated, in part because of Britain’s exit from the European Union, and news programs showed discord spilling into the streets again at night. There was even talk of abandoning the Good Friday agreement. Every week, it seemed, brought new revelations about the past that inflamed passions on either side. Will it ever end?  

			The priest stopped short as a football bounced in front of him. With a wistful grin, he joined a group of young Catholic boys who were kicking it around in a nearby alley. Fr. Clark was surprisingly nimble for a man who resembled Father Christmas, and the boys were impressed. The priest complimented each of the lads as they took turns demonstrating their skill with the ball, recalling fondly his own childhood dream of becoming a famous footballer. There was not much else to look forward to as a young man in this neighborhood. Fr. Clark took note of the time and reluctantly excused himself to continue down Clonard Street. He wondered when—if—he would return.  

			A short distance later, he paused to help a pensioner carry her groceries indoors. She invited him for tea and biscuits, but he demurred. Farther down the street, Fr. Clark stopped at the entrance to the bookmaker’s and tried in vain to dissuade the pensioner’s husband from wagering that month’s income on the outcome of tonight’s match. 

			As the priest turned left onto the Falls Road and walked past the Sisters of Adoration house, he removed his clerical collar and placed the white band into his coat pocket. Fr. Clark was still early for his 19:30 rendezvous at the Bobby Sands mural and momentarily considered popping into the convenience store on the corner for a soda. The proprietor was a parishioner who just became a grandfather, but he had a gift for the gab. Fr. Clark could not risk being late, so he continued toward the mural instead. He politely greeted a delivery man pushing a dolly in the opposite direction and reached for the mobile in his pocket to send a text to the church secretary. 

			A single bullet to the back of his skull sent the priest sprawling face down on the sidewalk before his hand reached the phone. The gunman casually returned the pistol to the small of his back and hoisted the dolly into a white panel van with a barely perceptible dent on the left side. The shooter climbed into the passenger seat as a pool of blood flowed over the curb and toward the convenience store. “Beware of false prophets, Father,” the gunman muttered before the vehicle pulled away. In the distance, a church bell tolled 19:15. 

			

			The White Panel Van
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			tommy jumped when he heard the gunshot just a few feet from where he parked. The rear door swung open, and Kieran hoisted the dolly into the van. “What the fuck was that?” Tommy shouted before Kieran slammed the rear door shut. A moment later, Kieran climbed into the passenger seat. In the sideview mirror, Tommy saw a body face down on the ground. Kieran muttered something out the window and then calmly commanded Tommy to drive at normal speed toward the city center. 

			Tommy complied but bombarded his foster brother with questions. “Who the fuck was that? Did anybody see ya? What if ya get caught?”  

			“Hold on, mate,” Kieran scolded sternly. “Yer the getaway driver. Ya should be worried ‘bout both of us gettin’ nicked.” 

			Tommy opened his mouth to protest but decided not to antagonize Kieran. Tommy was shaking badly, and his mind raced. Bloody hell. I am a fucking getaway driver, and I’m carrying a gun.

			Tommy did his share of brawling, had a knack for stealing, and even committed arson with the proper motivation. But he never touched a gun until tonight, nor took part in any murder. “What the bloody hell happened back there?” 

			Kieran sat quietly for a minute. “I did what needed to be done. That fuckin’ cunt of a priest supplied guns for the IRA, and for twenty years nobody’s done a fuckin’ thing about it. Maybe now those Fenian terrorists will think twice about havin’ another go at us. Let them feel what it’s like to be hunted down in the street.”

			Tommy swallowed hard. He knew the anguish and rage Kieran felt and often fantasized about avenging his own parents’ deaths.  

			“Hang on,” Tommy blurted. “How do ya know he ran guns for the IRA? And how did ya know where to find him tonight?”

			“Mind yer business, Tommy Magee. Ya know better than to be askin’ questions like that in this neighborhood.” 

			

			Leeson Street
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			from their surveillance van near the junction of Falls Road and Leeson Street, two security agents from MI5 monitored activity around Sinn Fein headquarters. The main office of the Republicans’ political party—the former voice of the Provisional IRA—sat directly across from the Bobby Sands mural. Sands was a Provo himself and died in 1981 while on a hunger strike in HM Prison Maze.  

			At 19:14, the intelligence officers heard a gunshot but were unable to see where it originated. They were on special assignment with strict orders to remain on post and keep an uninterrupted watch over the assigned area. The men scanned their cameras for any commotion or obvious getaways, either on foot or by vehicle, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. They entered the gunshot in their log and left any follow-up to their colleagues at Palace Barracks and the PSNI. 

			The observers knew a prominent IRA man and valuable MI5 informer was en route to the Bobby Sands mural for an emergency meeting at 19:30 with one of their colleagues. Their job was to provide backup in the event the meeting itself was threatened or disrupted. By 20:15, though, it was apparent the IRA man was a no-show. The area remained deserted.

			The senior member of the surveillance team picked up an encrypted phone and called the colleague eating at a chippy not far away. “Mission aborted, Mongoose. Yer man’s a ghost.” 

			

			The MI5 official known to the team only as Mongoose ended the call without a response, pocketed the phone, and exited the shop. 

			

			Getaway
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			tommy steered the van toward the city center, checking the mirrors for any sign of the police. Next to him, Kieran removed two identical magnetic signs from a wooden box between the seats. They bore the name of a pizza shop and the smiling caricature of a portly chef. Kieran rolled down his window and placed one of the signs on the passenger door. He passed the other to Tommy and ordered him to place it on the driver’s side door.  

			“I’m tryin’ to drive here, mate,” Tommy said with irritation. Still, he rolled down the window to avoid angering Kieran. Tommy knew Kieran had a short fuse. Although small in stature, Kieran unflinchingly attacked anyone twice his size at the slightest provocation. Other boys and men in the neighborhood feared him, and “Crazy Kieran” learned to capitalize, then and now, on intimidation and fear to exert his will. 

			As Tommy placed the sign on his own door, he recalled the time Luke Edwards, a local thug several years older and much bigger than Kieran, snatched a takeaway bag from Kieran while the foster brothers headed home after school. 

			As the bully walked away laughing with his companions, Tommy watched Kieran enter an alley where discarded lumber from a broken fence was left for collection. Kieran picked up a plank with several nails protruding from one end, casually approached Edwards from behind, and without a word sank the nails into the side of the bully’s right knee. 

			

			The stunned boy dropped to the ground writhing. His startled mates wheeled around, saw Kieran with the bloodied plank, and backed away. Kieran swung again at the stricken boy and this time landed a blow to the side of his head. Edwards lay unconscious and bleeding heavily while his friends took off running. Kieran retrieved the takeaway bag and resumed the journey home, cockily swinging the plank as he walked. Tommy stood frozen, looking from the injured boy to Kieran and back to the injured boy. Kieran told him to hurry along before the constables arrived.

			No one reported the incident to the police though. Kieran already had a reputation for violent outbursts, and Luke Edwards’ maiming solidified the neighborhood’s belief it was best to stay in Kieran’s good graces. No one said a word. Edwards himself claimed to have no memory of the incident, which Tommy thought might actually be true.  

			

			The Body on Falls Road
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			at 19:23, emergency services operator Lauren Roberts answered an anonymous 999 call from a bookmaker on Clonard Street. The male caller reported a man lying injured near the junction with Falls Road and quickly hung up. Roberts dispatched an ambulance and, given the victim’s location, several PSNI patrols.  

			The paramedics arrived before the PSNI and knew immediately the injured man was already dead from a gunshot to the back of the head. They left a coroner’s certificate with the arriving constables and cleared the scene.  

			Detectives appeared as officers established a cordon of yellow tape. In this neighborhood, a gunshot victim called to mind the IRA—the true police in this ward. A network of drug dealers and organized crime operated in the area under a strict code of conduct. Anyone who violated the rules or committed an unsanctioned offense against a fellow Catholic could expect a swift response. Executions were less common than kidnappings and kneecappings, but still not unusual. 

			Detective Inspector Will Nichols knelt to search the victim’s pockets and found only a mobile phone and a clerical collar. “Hang on,” he called to one of the constables. “Do we know who this is?”  

			“No, sir,” PC Harry Hutchinson replied. “There was nothin’ alongside the body when we arrived, and we waited for you to search his clothes. The call came from a bookmaker up the street, and there was no one here but the victim when we arrived.”

			Nichols pulled the dead man’s wallet from the pocket of his trousers and read the name on his driving license. He dropped the wallet into a plastic evidence bag and glanced around. He was certain someone saw or heard something, but he knew the residents of the neighborhood would stay silent. They learned from an early age here never to talk to the police. 

			Recent conflicts between rival IRA gangs had spurred an uptick in local violence and brought increased police attention to the area. Yet nobody cooperated with detectives to reduce the violence in their own back yards. Nichols stared past Hutchinson at a signpost that warned passersby to shun the PSNI. He sighed in frustration. 

			Just then, the dead man’s mobile rang. DI Nichols noted the caller’s name and number, pressed the green button, and said, “Hello?” 

			“Fr. Clark, it’s Ruth. I’m so glad I caught ya. The Miller baby has a fever, and the parents wondered if ya could do the baptism at the weekend instead?”  

			“Mrs. McGowan,” the detective answered gently. “My name is Detective Inspector William Nichols. I’m afraid I have some unfortunate news about Fr. Clark.” He heard a slight gasp but nothing else. The detective continued. “Fr. Clark was shot on the Falls Road this evening. I’m sorry to tell ya he passed away before the paramedics arrived.” The call ended abruptly.

			At Clonard Monastery, Ruth McGowan waited only a moment before placing a second call.

			

			The Other End of the Line
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			mickey shanahan’s face betrayed his apprehension as the church secretary described the conversation she had moments earlier with a PSNI inspector. Fr. Clark’s violent death on a Belfast street was at once shocking and expected, Mickey thought as he hung up. The man was a priest, after all, and a well-known one at that.

			But Clark was also a long-serving IRA man whose exploits over several decades, though cloaked in secrecy, surely put a target on his back. His loss was a blow to Republicanism, but Shanahan had no time for mourning. The PSNI had the priest’s mobile and would certainly be analyzing it soon for clues. 

			Shanahan assessed the situation. Mrs. McGowan was right—they had a problem. Shanahan tallied more than a dozen operations in the last 18 months that used guns and munitions from Clark’s ongoing supply network. Officially, the Provisional IRA called a ceasefire in 1997 and signed the Good Friday agreement a year later. In reality, they were as influential as ever, working behind the scenes as a clandestine puppeteer of various IRA splinter groups. 

			At the height of The Troubles, Clark and his fellow Provos were adept at concealing their activities and connections from the Brits. But advances in technology now made it far easier for the government to track people’s
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