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THE MERCY FILES


The Liffey Keeps Its Secrets

A Dublin Noir Novel

By Paul Morgan



Prologue

Dublin 1994.

The city felt caught between ghosts of the past and promises of a future that hadn’t arrived yet. The rain seemed heavier back then — the kind that washed the streets but never quite cleaned them.

Late at night I would stand along the quays and watch the Liffey move through the city. Slow. Dark. Patient. Like it knew something the rest of us didn’t.

Because the truth about Dublin is this: the river sees everything.

It hears every whisper in the back of a pub, every favour traded under yellow streetlights, every betrayal buried in the shadows of warehouses along the docks.

And the Liffey remembers.

That night… it remembered again.

For those who seek truth in dark waters



Chapter One

The third week of rain had turned the city into a mirror — grey skies staring down at a darker reflection. I’d been parked in my Sierra outside a chipper on Parnell Street, half-soaked from running a call that went nowhere, when dispatch crackled through the static.

“Possible body by Ha’penny Bridge. Gardaí responding. Detective Doyle, you nearby?”

That was my luck lately. Always nearby when something ugly surfaced.

The windscreen wipers beat a steady rhythm against the downpour. Through the streaked glass, I watched a young couple dash past, laughing despite being drenched. That kind of joy felt foreign to me now — had been for seven years. Seven years since Patrick vanished. Seven years of dead ends and cold shoulders from fellow Guards who’d rather forget than remember.

I started the engine. The Sierra coughed to life, protesting the damp like everything else in this city. The radio crackled again.

“Detective? You there?”

“On my way,” I said, pulling out into the sparse late-night traffic.

By the time I reached the bridge, the river slapped against the supports in a lazy rhythm, the kind that makes you think too long. Two uniforms were already on scene, their raincoats gleaming under blue strobes. The wind carried that sour mix of diesel fumes and wet stone — the smell of Dublin after midnight.

“What’ve we got?” I asked, stepping out into the rain.

The younger Guard — Eamon, I think his name was — looked green around the gills. “Bloke snagged on the wall by the quay, sir. Looks recent. No ID yet.”

I leaned over the railing. The beam of a flashlight caught the pale curve of a hand just beneath the surface. A St. Christopher medal glimmered on the man’s neck whenever the light passed over it.

Something about it dug beneath my ribs.

My brother had worn one like that — before he disappeared in ’87.

I felt the river’s spray on my face, cold and sharp as glass. If ghosts existed, the Liffey was their meeting place.

“Get him pulled out,” I said, keeping my voice level. “And keep it quiet. I don’t want the press sniffing around yet.”

“Aye, sir.”

Eamon nodded, and soon they were knee-deep in freezing water, hauling the body out by the shoulders. The lad’s skin was waxy, hair slicked across his forehead. He could’ve been twenty-five, maybe younger. No obvious wounds — except for the bruise under his jaw.

“Poor sod,” I muttered. “Probably thought Dublin had something for him.”

“Sir… should we call the coroner?”

“Aye. And bag that medal first.” I paused. “Careful with it — it might tell us more than anything else.”

As they lifted him onto the gurney, the sound of the rain thickened, a steady drumming that drowned out the city’s hum. I watched the water swirl where the body had been.

That’s when I saw it — faint, almost hidden by the current. A second chain, caught on one of the river’s supports. Not gold. Steel.

It wasn’t supposed to be there.

I leaned over, reaching in just far enough to hook it with my pen. A tag surfaced — small, corroded. Garda issue.

My blood went cold.

And just like that, I knew this wasn’t random. Someone wanted to be found.

Or someone was sending a message.

“Sir?” Eamon was beside me, peering into the water. “What’ve you got there?”

I pocketed the tag before he could see it properly. “Nothing. Just debris.” The lie came easily. Too easily. But if this was what I thought it was — if this connected to Patrick — I couldn’t trust anyone. Not yet.

Eamon looked unconvinced but didn’t push. Good lad. Knew when to leave well enough alone.

“Get the body to the morgue,” I said. “I want Dr. Murphy’s full report by morning.”

“Aye, sir. You heading home?”

Home. My flat in Phibsborough with its damp walls and persistent draft. The place where I’d spent seven years not sleeping, staring at Patrick’s case files spread across my kitchen table. “Soon enough.”

I waited until the ambulance pulled away, blue lights disappearing into the rain. Then I stood alone on the bridge, rain soaking through my coat, and pulled out the tag. Under the streetlight, I could just make out the serial number. Guard issue, all right. Old style — the kind they stopped using in the mid-eighties.

The kind Patrick would have carried.



Chapter Two

The coroner’s office smelled like industrial cleaner trying to hide something worse. Dr. Aisling Murphy had the body laid out under harsh lights, the pale skin showing every mark the river had left behind.

“Seán. You’re here early.”

“Couldn’t sleep. What’ve you got for me?”

Aisling gave me that look — the one that said she knew I hadn’t slept properly in years. We’d worked together long enough that she could read the exhaustion carved into my face. She’d been one of the few who hadn’t written off Patrick’s disappearance as a voluntary runner. She’d helped me then, quietly, when official channels shut down. I owed her.

“Coffee’s on if you want it,” she said, gesturing to a pot in the corner that looked like it had been brewing since the previous century. “Though I can’t vouch for the quality.”

“Thanks, I’m grand.” I approached the body. In the harsh morgue lights, he looked even younger than I’d first thought. Twenty-five at most. Someone’s son. Someone’s brother.

Like Patrick had been someone’s brother.

Aisling consulted her clipboard. “Male, mid-twenties. No ID. Drowning, but there’s trauma to the jaw — looks like he was struck before he went in. Time of death, sometime last night between ten and midnight.”

“Anything else?”

“The medal. It’s interesting.” She picked it up from a steel dish. “Old. Nineteen-sixties, maybe seventies. The engraving on the back is worn, but I can make out… ‘P.D. – 1980.’”

P.D. Patrick Doyle. My brother.

“Can I see it?”

She placed it in my hand. The weight of it was familiar. Too familiar. I’d bought Patrick one just like this when he joined the Guards in eighty-five. Told him Saint Christopher would keep him safe.

Fat lot of good it did.

“Seán… you alright?”

“Grand. Just tired.” I forced myself to meet her eyes. “Any chance of tracking where this medal came from?”

“I’d try the pawn shops. These old ones turn up there sometimes.”

“Thanks, Aisling.”

I left before she could ask more questions. The medal felt like it was burning a hole in my pocket.

Patrick had vanished seven years ago — his case went cold, no leads, no body, nothing. And now this.

The Liffey was giving something back.

Outside, the rain had eased to a persistent drizzle. Dublin in the early morning had a particular quality to it — the streets still empty, the city holding its breath before the daily rush. I stood on the steps of the morgue, watching a street cleaner make his slow rounds.

I should have gone to the station. Filed my report. Followed protocol. Instead, I found myself walking toward the river, the medal wrapped in an evidence bag in my pocket, the Garda tag in another.

The Ha’penny Bridge was quiet at this hour. Just a few early workers crossing, heads down against the drizzle. I leaned against the railing where we’d pulled the body from the water. The Liffey moved below, dark and inscrutable.

“What are you trying to tell me?” I muttered to the river.

It offered no answers. It never did. Just kept flowing, carrying its secrets out to sea.

My phone buzzed. A text from Superintendent Walsh: My office. 9 AM. Don’t be late.

Perfect. Just what I needed. Walsh had been one of Patrick’s harshest critics back when he disappeared, pushing the narrative that Patrick had been dirty, that he’d run with stolen money or evidence or both. No proof, of course. Just innuendo and convenient assumptions. I’d never forgiven him for that.

I checked my watch. Six-thirty. Two and a half hours before I had to face Walsh. Enough time to make a stop on Dorset Street.



Chapter Three

Dorset Street hadn’t changed in twenty years. The same shabby storefronts, the same smell of damp and exhaust. Mick O’Shea’s pawn shop sat between a betting office and a pub, its windows cluttered with guitars, watches, and wedding rings that had seen better days.

I’d known Mick since I was a beat cop. He’d been running this shop for thirty years, a fixture of the neighborhood. He saw everything, heard everything, and said nothing — unless you knew how to ask. More importantly, unless he trusted you.

The bell above the door chimed as I entered. Inside, the air was thick with dust and old cigarette smoke. Mick stood behind the counter, reading the Racing Post like he had all the time in the world. He didn’t look up.

“We’re closed to the Guards, Doyle.”

“That why you left the door unlocked?”

He turned a page. “Door’s broken. Been meaning to fix it.”

“For three years?”

“I’m a busy man.” Finally, he looked up. His eyes were sharp behind thick glasses, taking in my wet coat, the exhaustion in my face. “You look like shite.”

“Thanks, Mick. You’re a real confidence booster.”

“What do you want, Seán?” The use of my first name told me he was willing to listen, at least. “And don’t tell me it’s official business. You’ve got that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you’re digging into something you shouldn’t be.”

He folded the paper and set it down. “What do you want?”

I placed the medal on the counter. “This. Pulled it off a body last night. Engraving says ‘P.D. – 1980.’ Ring any bells?”

Mick picked it up, turning it over in his thick fingers. “Might’ve seen one like it. Long time ago.”

“How long?”

“Seven years, maybe. Sold by a Guard. Older fella. Said it belonged to someone who didn’t need it anymore.”

The room felt smaller.

“This Guard have a name?”

Mick hesitated, then sighed. “Tom Kavanagh. Used to be your partner, didn’t he?”

The clock on the wall ticked loud in the silence.

I felt something cold settle in my chest.

Kavanagh had been the last person to see Patrick alive.

The clock’s ticking seemed to grow louder in the silence. Mick finally spoke. “Leave it alone, Seán. Whatever you’re digging into, it’s dangerous ground.”

“How do you know what I’m digging into?”

“Because you’re asking about Patrick’s medal. And because you’ve got that look in your eyes — the same one your brother had before he disappeared.” He leaned forward. “I liked Patrick. He was a good lad. But he got involved with people who don’t play nice. Don’t make the same mistake.”

“I can’t let it go, Mick.”

“I know.” He sighed. “That’s what worries me.”



Chapter Four

I found Kavanagh in a pub off Capel Street, nursing a whiskey like it was the only friend he had left. His face was redder than I remembered, the lines deeper. Retirement hadn’t been kind.

The pub was one of those old Dublin spots that hadn’t changed since the sixties — dark wood, brass fittings, the smell of beer soaked into every surface. A handful of regulars sat nursing pints, reading newspapers, existing in that comfortable silence that only the Irish can truly appreciate.

Kavanagh sat in the corner, a spot with a view of both doors. Old habits. Even retired, he positioned himself like he was still on the job, still watching for threats.

I remembered when Tom Kavanagh had been my mentor. Fresh out of training, it was Kavanagh who’d shown me how to work a scene, how to read witnesses, how to survive the politics of the Guards. He’d been there the day I made detective, buying rounds at the pub, prouder than my own father would have been if he’d still been alive.

He’d also been there the night Patrick disappeared. The last person to see him alive.

“Tom.”

He looked up slowly, unsurprised. “Doyle. Been a while.”

“Two years. Since the retirement party.” A party I’d attended out of obligation, leaving after ten minutes.

“That long? Feels longer.” He gestured to the empty seat across from him. “Sit. You’ll make me nervous standing there like that.”

I stayed
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