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PART ONE: There is Bad News & Good News
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Chapter One: The Invitation
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The safe house was a terraced cottage on Blarney Street in Cork, three doors down from a chipper that never seemed to close and two doors up from a woman who kept geese in her back garden. It smelled of damp plaster and old cooking oil and was entirely unremarkable — which was precisely the point.

Saoirse Murphy had been to safe houses before. She knew the drill. You didn't linger on the pavement. You didn't look up and down the street more than once. You knocked twice, paused, knocked once more, and you went in. That was the signal. That was the protocol. That had always been how it worked with Toombs.

The note had arrived at her flat in Waterford three days earlier. A single card slipped under the door in the early hours. She hadn't heard a thing — whoever delivered it moved like smoke. The handwriting was neat, controlled, not Toombs's own hand but dictated by him certainly.

Saoirse. Cork. Thursday. Blarney Street. Number fourteen. Noon. Come alone. JT.

She'd stared at it for a long time over her morning tea.

The summons wasn't unusual. Toombs called meetings when he needed to recalibrate his people, to assess what they knew, what they'd done, what they were worth. She'd had four such meetings over the past three years. Each one had been businesslike. Cold. Efficient. Toombs treated his network like a chess set — pieces to be moved, assessed, occasionally sacrificed.

What was unusual was the feeling that settled in her stomach when she read the card.

She told herself it was nothing. She was imagining things. She was tired. She'd been living the double life long enough to make ordinary anxiety feel like premonition. That was all it was.

She took the bus to Cork on Thursday morning, sitting at the back, watching the Waterford countryside give way to Cork's soft green hills. She wore a plain grey coat and carried a canvas bag with a library book in it — The Collected Stories of Frank O'Connor — because she genuinely was reading it and because it made her look like exactly what she was supposed to be: a quiet woman going about quiet business.

Blarney Street was busy at noon. The chipper had its shutters up despite the hour. A child was chasing a cat across the road fifty yards ahead. Normal. Ordinary. Unremarkable.

Number fourteen had a blue door that needed repainting and a brass knocker shaped like a harp that had gone green with neglect. She knocked twice. Paused. Knocked once.

The door opened immediately.

That was the first wrong thing.

It wasn't Toombs who opened it. It wasn't anyone she recognised. A large man — wide shoulders, no neck to speak of, eyes the colour of old concrete — held the door and stepped back to let her in.

Don't hesitate, something in her said. Hesitation looks like guilt.

She stepped across the threshold.

The blow came from behind the door. Not a punch — something wrapped, something designed to stun without marking. It caught her behind the left ear with surgical precision and the hallway tilted sideways and the Collected Stories of Frank O'Connor hit the linoleum and everything went dark and quiet.
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Chapter Two: The Question
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She came back to herself in stages.

First, awareness of pain — a deep, dense ache behind her left ear that pulsed with her heartbeat.

Then, awareness of cold — a stone floor beneath her feet, a chill in the air that the single bare bulb overhead did nothing to address.

Then, awareness of her situation.

She was in a basement. Stone walls. A drain in the centre of the floor. A wooden chair — her chair — with her wrists bound to the armrests with cable ties and her ankles secured to the chair legs with what felt like electrical tape, layer on layer of it. On each wrist, taped carefully into place, was a flat metal electrode. On each ankle, the same.

Wires ran from the electrodes to a box on a table six feet in front of her. The box was wooden, old, the kind of thing you might have found in a school science room in the 1950s. Brass terminals. A black dial. A red lever on the right-hand side.

Sitting behind the table, in a chair that was considerably more comfortable than hers, was John Toombs.

He was older than she'd have guessed from his reputation. Sixty, perhaps. Compact and still, with the particular stillness of a man who had spent decades never making an unnecessary movement. His hair was white at the temples and silver-grey on top. His face was unremarkable — the kind of face that belonged in a bank or behind a solicitor's desk — except for the eyes, which were a very pale, very cold grey and which were currently studying her with the detached interest of a man examining an insect under glass.

He was wearing a grey suit. He had a cup of tea at his elbow.

He waited until she was fully awake. He was a patient man.

"Saoirse," he said. His voice was quiet, almost gentle. He had a Dublin accent, softened by years and miles. "How's the head?"

She said nothing.

"I'd offer you tea but you're a bit tied up." He smiled at his own joke. It didn't reach his eyes. "I have a simple question, deary. Just the one. Answer it honestly and we can be done here and you can be back in Waterford by teatime. Lie to me and I'll know. I always know." He paused. "Who have you been dating lately?"

She opened her mouth.

He reached across and turned the lever on the wooden box ninety degrees to the right.

The current hit her wrists and ankles simultaneously — not killing, not even close to killing, but devastating. Every muscle in her body contracted at once. Her back arched. Her jaw clamped. And from somewhere very deep she heard a sound that she would later understand was herself screaming.

He turned it back.

The silence afterwards was enormous.

"Now then," Toombs said, lifting his tea. "Let's try that again."
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Chapter Three: The Café
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Waterford was having one of its better days — a thin February sun putting silver on the Suir and the quays looking almost cheerful in the light. Shamus O'Donnell, known to the streets of Waterford as Paddy Coil, was in unusually good spirits.

He'd bought flowers.

This was not a habitual thing. O'Donnell's experience with women had been, to put it charitably, limited. He was a man built for stillness and observation rather than romantic declaration. But six months of lunches and three months of something that had graduated well beyond lunches had produced in him a warmth and lightness that he hadn't felt in years — possibly hadn't felt since before he understood what his life was going to require of him.

Saoirse Murphy was complicated. She was, technically, the enemy. She was Toombs's liaison, or had been. She'd been feeding O'Donnell information that had saved lives and compromised operations on both sides of the border. She was playing a game whose full rules neither of them had discussed, because discussing them would require an honesty that could get them both killed.

But she laughed at his jokes. She argued with him about hurling with a ferocity that he found entirely disproportionate and entirely wonderful. She knew the words to more rebel songs than he did, which she found hilarious given his actual job. And she looked at him sometimes — across a table, across a room — with an expression he was only just learning to receive without wanting to look away.
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