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PROLOGUE - THE THEFT AT GCHQ

The night shift at GCHQ Cheltenham was never quiet.
It only sounded that way; a hum of filtered air, the soft hiss of cooling racks, and the muted percussion of keyboards behind glass walls. Inside the Data Operations Wing, where the lights stayed low to protect eyes from fatigue, everything was measured in silence and seconds.

At 23:47 hours, a status light blinked amber on Node C-14, one of the classified relay terminals feeding the Black Spine Network, an air-gapped vault linking MI5, SIS, and selected defence partners. Amber meant minor irregularity: packet delay, checksum error, low-level diagnostics. It happened often enough that nobody looked up. Not until the next light blinked red.

Eleanor Shaw was three hours into a double shift and living on the bitter remains of vending-machine coffee. Twenty-seven, clever, and already halfway to burned out. Her console flickered as the red pulse climbed the alert column.

Unauthorised query request.
Origin: internal subnet.
Classification: RESTRICTED (GEO-INT/SIG-INT cross-reference).
She frowned, checked the authentication log. The source was clean - an analyst ID from the Signals Exploitation Division upstairs. Except that division had gone home at 1800. And the analyst whose ID it was, Hadley M., was on leave.

Her fingers moved faster. “Ops Two, this is Node C-14,” she said into the headset. “I’ve got a phantom login from internal - Black Spine interface.”

Static. Then a tired voice: “Probably a delayed sync, Eleanor. Just clear the cache and log it.”

She didn’t. She locked the console and ran a parallel trace.

The access chain moved like a scalpel, cutting across partitions with precision. Whoever was inside wasn’t guessing; they knew where the data lived.

Five seconds later, a process spawned from a temporary directory labelled Maintenance Protocol - Level 6. It shouldn’t exist. It was pulling data at 400 megabytes per second. Destination: a local IP inside the building.

“Ops Two, you need to...” Her screen flashed white, then black. By the time she reached for her phone, the light on C-14 had gone dark.

***
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In the Secure Transfer Room, a man in a maintenance uniform stood with his back to the cameras. Clipboard, ID badge, easy posture, with nothing unusual. Except the cameras had been looped six seconds into the past.

He worked at a data bridge used to sync compartmentalised systems through controlled transfer cycles. He inserted a black Kingston USB drive - no serial, no identifier. Progress climbed: 22 percent, 48, 80. It slowed once when the system flagged an unsigned certificate. He typed an override.

Green. Transfer complete.

He ejected the drive, pocketed it, peeled off the maintenance ID, folded it twice, dropped it in the bin, and left by a fire door whose alarm had been disabled under System Test.

Outside, rain whispered on the courtyard tiles. He walked beneath it, toolbox in hand. No one followed.

At 00:02 hours, the system watchdog tripped. C-14 rebooted into failsafe and triggered a silent alert to Security Control. Major Thomas Reeve, night-duty officer for physical security, was reading an Ian Rankin novel when the alert popped on his tablet.

He didn’t panic. Most alarms lied. But the system log told him this one didn’t.

Sixteen unauthorised calls. Two successful transfers. One local terminal offline. No badge swipe.
Reeve stood, closed the book, and called Control Room Three.
“Lock down all exits. Run an internal sweep. We’ve had a breach.”
“What level, sir?”
“Level Five. Black Spine.”
Silence. Then: “Jesus.”
Corridor lights strobed amber as internal shutters dropped with a sound like gunfire.
Across the facility, the PA spoke in sterile calm: - “All personnel remain at your workstations. Security containment in progress. This is not a drill.”

Eleanor watched security teams fan through the corridor outside Data Ops. She raised her ID to the nearest officer. “Someone used an analyst ID to pull core data. Black Spine content.” The officer nodded, listening to his earpiece. She caught one phrase: “Possible insider. Exit signature unknown.”

Her stomach dropped. She typed one last line into the incident log: Unauthorised transfer confirmed. Suspect exfiltrated before lockdown.
The console froze. Then rebooted. Her entry vanished.

***
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Outside the perimeter fence, a black Ford Transit idled under a sodium lamp. The man in the maintenance uniform climbed in, placed the drive in a lead-lined pouch, and passed it across.

“Everything?” the driver asked.
“Everything that matters.”
“Good.” The van pulled away.
Behind them, GCHQ’s towers blinked like a sleeping beast, unaware of the infection spreading through its nerves.

***
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At 02:37 hours, in Vauxhall Cross, Sarah Sterling received a scrambled call.
“We’ve lost data from GCHQ - personnel metadata, high-level IDs, access tokens, cross-linked to NI operations. Possible internal compromise.”
“Containment?” she asked.
“Too late. Physical breach confirmed.”
“How long?”
“Two hours, maybe three.”
“Destination?”
“Telemetry points west. Possibly Northern Ireland.”
Sarah exhaled. “We’re already too late.”

By morning, Cheltenham looked unchanged - manicured lawns, mirrored glass, guards with neutral faces. The report would file it as Data Loss Event - Cause Undetermined. Mitigation Ongoing.

Only a handful would ever know the truth.
Because somewhere across the Irish Sea, in a quiet Belfast café, a black USB drive changed hands and the storm began.
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CHAPTER 1 - THE CALL
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The Highland air smelled of iron after rain. That was why James O’Neill had chosen Scotland.
From the porch of his cottage, he watched mist drift through the pines below, thick as oil. Nothing moved on the single-track road that cut the glen like an afterthought. It had been that way for weeks, maybe months. Here, time bent sideways. He liked that.
The place was half forgotten, a gap between map printings. Three miles of rough stone wall fenced his land from the sheep farms beyond. Past that came bog, rock, and the long shadow of the Cairngorms. He could go a week without seeing another human being, except his reflection in the window.

Inside, the cottage was basic: stone, wood, tools, silence. No photos. No clocks. No memories. He didn’t decorate, he maintained. Objects existed only if they worked.
Days ran like drills: wake with first light, check the fences, sharpen tools, fix what broke, walk the ridge with the weather broadcast murmuring in code. Nights were for reading old paperbacks, oiling the axe, letting the stove tick cool while the wind clawed at the eaves.
Noise was for other people. He’d been out eight years now. Long enough that counting had stopped and the years simply accumulated.

***
[image: ]


The burner phone on the table buzzed once, a heartbeat in a quiet room.
He didn’t rush. He crossed the room with the slow control of a man who knew panic was wasteful.
Matte black handset. No number. Just CALL. He answered and waited.
Sarah’s voice: “James. We have a problem.” Colder than he remembered. No greeting.
He straightened. “Define problem.”
“A data stick’s gone missing. It holds dossiers on senior officials, door codes, rotating system tokens, two dormant biometric templates. It also carries encoded access for the Home Secretary’s daughter.”
“Stolen?”
“Yes.”
“Who knows?”
“Too many. But not enough understand it.”
He stared at the wall, firelight throwing a nail’s shadow. “And you’re asking me to fix that.”
“I’m asking you to find it before someone weaponises it.”
“Who else is running this?”
“No one. Not officially. That’s why I called.”
“You’re risking your career.”
“I know.”
“Then why?”
“Because you don’t leak.”
He looked at his hands. Steady. “As always.”
“And if I say no?”
“Then I hope someone less careful finds it before Moscow does.”
The line went dead.

***
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The cottage didn’t fill the silence. It had always been that kind of place. The stove ticked. The fire threw the nail’s shadow against the same wall it had always thrown it against. Nothing had changed.

That was the problem.

Eight years ago, he had made a calculation: silence against noise, stillness against the work. The calculation had held, each year set down clean. He had not questioned it. He had not needed to.

Now the phone sat on the table and the calculation was over.

He sat with it for a moment. Not long. Men like him didn’t deliberate – they processed. The answer had arrived with Sarah’s voice, and he already knew it. What he was doing now was marking the place in the ledger where the quiet years ended.

He stood.

He closed the phone gently, as if disarming a mine. Rain ticked on the roof; the stove’s iron skin pinged as it cooled. He hadn’t been called in years. He’d built his life that way on purpose.

But the thought wouldn’t leave him - a memory stick small enough to vanish in a sofa seam, heavy enough to topple governments. Sarah’s voice wound around it like wire.

He rose and opened the cupboard. The bergen waited where he’d left it, still packed but thin. Eight years and he had never fully unpacked it. Not sentiment. Honesty. You didn’t close the door on the life you’d led by putting the kit away. You closed it by not needing the kit any more. He had never reached that point and part of him had always known it. He spread the contents on the table: burners, passport, maps, tourniquet, trauma shears, med kit, soft-shell, thermals, boots, a roll of cash tied tight.

Everything smelled of oil and time. He checked each item, corrected what was worn, and pulled down the hard case. The pistol lay in its foam cradle like a coiled spring. He stripped, cleaned, and reassembled. Foreign, then familiar. Familiar was the wrong word. It had never felt foreign. That was the thing he had stopped arguing with himself about years ago.
He powered the comms kit, typed a new Ghost Channel phrase, shredded the old with a magnet, resealed the SIMs in foil. The table looked like order reclaimed from exile.
He dressed light, paid cash at a petrol station whose signage had forgotten its decade and vanished into the mist.
The Highlands fell away into hedgerows, then rail lines. He thought in lists:
- Train times.
- Cover stories.
- Intercept points.
- Mick Donnelly: pro, con, wild card.
- Sarah Sterling: compromised or desperate.

At the station, he bought a one-way ticket south. The train hissed at the platform, brakes screaming like gulls.
He stayed standing until the Forth slid past the window, then sat, bergen between his boots. The hills flattened into lowland grey and then into nothing. He watched them go the way you watched things go when you weren’t sure how long you’d be away. Invisibility wasn’t absence; it was presence that drew no light.
He reset his watch to the rhythm of the rails. The farther south he travelled, the louder the world became. He let it pass like weather.

Eight years was long enough to know what silence gave you and what it didn’t. It gave you time to watch yourself clearly, which was not the same as knowing yourself. It gave you mornings without objectives and evenings without debrief, which he had learned to fill with wood and fences and the small grammar of maintenance. What it did not give you was the answer to the question that sat at the bottom of every quiet year like a stone at the bottom of a well.

He had left because the alternative was staying and he had understood, in the months after the last job, that staying would cost him something he could not price precisely but could feel the shape of. Men he knew had stayed. Two were drinking in ways that had stopped being social. One had a marriage that functioned like a ceasefire. Another had found religion, which was not a criticism, it was a data point about what a man reached for when the work stopped providing structure.

He had reached for Scotland instead. Which was its own kind of answer.

The train passed a town he did not recognise, its high street visible for three seconds through the glass: a bookmaker, a closed pub, a woman with a buggy waiting at a crossing. He watched it vanish the way he had watched the Cairngorms go an hour ago, without needing it to mean anything.

Sarah had asked him once, four years before the silence, why he had joined. He had given her the standard answer: boredom, aptitude, the way a recruiter looks at you in a gymnasium when you are nineteen and still believe your own capacity for difficulty is an asset rather than a complication. She had accepted it because she was good at accepting answers that were technically true.

The real answer was simpler, and he had never said it aloud. He had joined because he was good at it. Not the violence, which was a small part and mostly terrible, but the other part: the patience, the reading of a room, the specific satisfaction of knowing more than the people watching you. He had been good at it the way some people were good at mathematics or music, without choosing to be, and the work had found him before he had found it.

Eight years had not changed that. Which was, depending on how you looked at it, either a problem or a fact.

He watched the window. The light was going. Edinburgh was already forty miles behind him.

Somewhere ahead, in a city that didn’t stop making noise, a small black drive was working its way towards the wrong hands. He was already late.
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CHAPTER 2 - LONDON BRIEFING
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The city was awake before the sky admitted it.
Steam rose off the pavements, turning the last of the night’s rain into pale ghosts beneath the iron ribs of the roof. Buses sighed, taxis nosed and yielded, cyclists threaded narrow gaps without fear. The station smelled of scorched milk, diesel, and wet wool. A thousand lives ran on rails here. None of them involved him.
James stepped into the slow churn and let it close around him. Shoulders loose, gaze soft, cadence unremarkable, you disappeared in London by giving the crowd nothing to amplify.

He crossed on amber, slipped into a side street lined with shuttered cafés, and stopped at a blank grey door. No plaque. No brass. Just paint worn smooth where years of knuckles had rehearsed the same knock. He pressed the buzzer, looked down, and waited like a courier late for a drop.

The lock released with a tired click. Inside, a man in a black fleece sat behind a steel desk. No ID check. No clipboard. Just one long look, a murmur into his earpiece, and a nod towards the inner door. Neither man spoke.

***
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The lock sealed behind him with a sound too final for a friendly room.
The meeting space was a basement cell built to produce clean transcripts and forgettable memories - no windows, no clock; a table and two chairs centred under a strip light; an extractor fan whispering behind a grille as if to prove the air could be trusted. Fresh paint over old doctrine.
Sarah Sterling was already at the table.
Dark suit cut to move, no jewellery, hair pinned back into something engineered. She didn’t stand. Three measured seconds of assessment, an audit, then a nod towards the chair opposite.
“Thank you for coming.”

“You didn’t make it optional,” James said, sitting.

“That was the point.”

She slid a folder across the table. “On paper we’re calling it a ‘data-security incident.’ What it really is,” she chose the words like components, “is catastrophic if it surfaces.”

He opened the folder.
Matte photos: a black USB stick on brushed steel; a visitor badge; a CCTV still of a man in a grey suit at a turnstile. Another sheet showed a crude diagram of a secure portal layout, Lane 3 circled in ink.
“The stick was removed during a liaison visit,” she said. “Visitor carried Level 3 clearance for the day. Entry scan clean. Exit scan spiked - operator cleared it while juggling three lanes. No pat-down, no exit log.”

“How?”

“Conductive mesh lined pouch,” she said. “He pressed the drive to his femur - dampens the signal - and timed his walk behind a larger group. Red Team trained for this; Blue Team got lazy. We only saw the hole when the audit flagged it two days later.”

“That’s procedural failure,” James said.

“Systemic,” she corrected. “And worse.” She tapped the page. “The stick shouldn’t have existed on the live net. Red Team escalation build - meant to demonstrate privilege compromise. Someone bypassed change control and pushed it to production. Blue Team archived it blind. Half the signatures forged, the rest genuine - timestamped 17:03 on a Friday.”

He turned a page. “What’s on it?”

“Dossiers,” Sarah said. “Psych profiles, private vulnerabilities, financial flags, medical embarrassments, every sitting MP, forty-seven senior civil servants, six security chiefs. Same partition carries door codes, rotating IT tokens, and two dormant biometric templates.”

“Two?”

“Two,” she confirmed. “We don’t know whose. Hashes redacted in export, a Red Team joke.”

He kept his face still. “Enough to walk through smiling.”

“Enough to burn it down from inside,” she replied without blinking.

“Who else knows?”

“Too many. Not enough understand it.” She exhaled. “The director wants a wall of compliance paper between him and the problem. GCHQ wants to pretend they mis-filed a spreadsheet. Everyone’s arguing narrative ownership. There’s a media line drafted in case anyone says hack. No one wants to say compromise in a room with a transcript.”

James studied her. No blink, no fidget, but fatigue pulled at her mouth - a tautness like drawn wire. She hadn’t slept.

“You’re running this without authority,” he said softly.

“I’m running it without permission,” she corrected. “That’s different.”

“Costs you more.”

“I’ll pay it.”

He almost smiled. “Still the idealist.”

She almost smiled back. “Still the cynic.”

“Who took it?”

“Irish passport. Cabinet Office guest list. Smooth record, a face that makes algorithms nervous - probably a mule.” She tapped the still. “Tracked him to Euston, then he vanished into a crowd that didn’t care.”

“Your guess?”

“He’s moving through a chain of logistics shells tied to the Belfast docks. They know he exists but can’t touch him without lighting old fuses. If the stick reached his network, it’s already under floorboards waiting for the heat to die.”

“Why me?”

“Because you know Belfast. Because you don’t leak. Because you don’t need paperwork to do the right thing. Because I trust you.”

She didn’t soften the last line; it landed like weight, not plea.

“What’s the play?”

“Deniable. Fast. No digital trail. No backup if you’re burned.”

“Cover?”

“Matthews’ alias is still clean. Cash room near King’s Cross - CCTV ‘awaiting maintenance.’” She slid a brown envelope: keys, local SIM, contact sheet, cash.

“I’ll need local support.”

“Mick Donnelly,” she said. “Security contracts, ex services, connected and cynical. He’ll get you what you need - if you don’t lie to him.”

“Departure?”

“Tonight. You’re smoke until touchdown.”

They stood. The room seemed smaller.

At the door Sarah paused. “This isn’t just Russians,” she said quietly. “Orlov’s lattice runs through smugglers, gangs, ex paramilitaries - the old infrastructure, new paint. If this leaks, we fight London and Belfast at once.”

James adjusted the bergen strap. “Then we don’t let it.”

***
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Upstairs, London’s traffic sounded like rain made of metal.
The hotel was a Victorian wedge three streets off King’s Cross, brick, narrow stairs, a lobby smelling of bleach and old carpet. The night porter slid a key across the desk without looking up from the racing page.
The lift was dead; James took the stairs.
The room was small and anonymous: single bed, cheap desk, window to an alley wall layered with posters that had learned to curl like bark. He liked it instantly.
He locked the door, drew the curtains, and stripped the room the way you strip a safehouse - wardrobe seams, skirting gaps, sockets, cistern lid, under the desk, nail heads turned too recently. He found nothing and trusted only the checking.

He laid his kit on the bed in a grid: passports (live, spare); three burners (batteries detached); cash in mixed notes; med kit - gauze, seals, shears; torch; Faraday pouch; soft shell; boots. Every edge aligned. Order was discipline.

He pulled a laminated London map from the bergen and spread it on the desk. Two routes to Heathrow, two contingencies. Tube for speed, taxis for ambiguity, buses for forgetfulness. He pencilled CCTV blind spots and public lockers for dead drops.

Then the air-gapped laptop - battery only. He cross-checked Heathrow rosters against old watchlists. No familiar names. Good.

Next came the alias. Matthews, corporate contractor. Shoes polished to plausible effort, commuter’s gait, a few small lies rehearsed for small talk - flat white, Caledonian Road, partner a teaching assistant, boss in Guildford he disliked. He filled three pages of a cheap notebook with fake project notes, scuffed the corners, folded a receipt into the back to give the lie a life.

He ran a dry surveillance loop through the King’s Cross grid: west three blocks, south two, tie a lace in a doorway with convex glass, pause at a newsagent to read the CCTV dome reflection, cross behind a bus as it pulled away. No anchor. None expected. Habits saved where luck didn’t.

On the St Pancras footbridge he stopped mid span, letting the wind strip the noise from his head. The city below breathed diesel and impatience. He counted to thirty, looked left, looked right, and moved on.

Different door, timed ascent to the stairwell’s creaks. No echo.

He stripped the pistol on the desk, wiped it dry, reassembled it to a rhythm his hands remembered, then sealed it away again. London didn’t love metal without a badge. Belfast had rules older than law; he’d play to those.

He powered up a burner, Wi-Fi only, and sent a single Ghost Channel ping:
J: BREAD PROOFED. (Cover built and clean.)
Sarah’s reply came back so fast it felt pre-written:
S: FLOUR STORED. MICK - TOMORROW 2000.
He smiled a non-smile, killed the phone, battery out, handset into the Faraday pouch.

***
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In Thames House, rooms looked different when you kept working after the lights went off.
Sarah sat with blinds down, the laptop glow painting her face hospital blue. A legal pad lay beside the keyboard -three lines written, two crossed out. She needed a man she could trust in a city that distrusted itself.
She dialled a number from memory.
Six rings. Pub noise: low music, laughter, the clatter of glasses.
“Mick.”

“Well now.” The voice was gravel with humour. “Didn’t think you’d still have me on speed-dial.”

“I need you.”

“Discreet?”

“Very.”

A sigh, long and theatrical. “Then you don’t want me.”

“I do. Because you’re effective. Because you know who not to ask.”

“What’s the job?”

“A man will contact you. Scottish. You’ll know him.”

“I usually do.”

“You’ll support him in Belfast - logistics, introductions, local cover. No paper, no trail. He moves, you move.”

“Dangerous?”

“Yes.”

Silence stretched - the kind at the top of rollercoasters.

“You know I don’t do clean anymore.”

“That’s why I called.”

“You always did have questionable taste.”

“Stay sober until he calls.”

“That’ll be the hard part,” Mick said, humour returning. “But I’ll manage.”

“Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me, Sarah. Buy me a better life next time.”

The line died. She sat in near dark and listened to the building breathe - lifts, doors, a printer someone forgot to lock. She wrote DONNELLY - IN on the pad and underlined it twice.

***
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At 05:00 hours, London hovered between decisions. Pavements shone. The air smelled of ozone and cold stone. Traffic hadn’t yet declared itself. Delivery vans ghosted intersections. Two sweepers divided the road with quiet choreography.

James left the hotel through the fire door, cut down an alley, and stepped into the main road with the calm efficiency of a man who measured life in routes. The bergen rode light; the cover identity sat easily.

He moved south, counting camera domes, slipping through their cones by instinct rather than diagram. Crossed with a group, peeled off behind a bus, paused at a bakery window long enough to watch his reflection move.

He had nowhere to be except Belfast, nothing to carry except the part of himself that functioned best when the world turned sharp.

He walked like a man who had been asleep for years and had finally remembered what he was built to do.
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CHAPTER 3 - ENTRY GHOSTS
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The C-130 came in low and heavy over the Lough - no lights, no chatter, only the bass thrum of four turboprops flattening the night.

James O’Neill sat strapped into a web seat, head down, eyes on nothing. Kit was minimal: one canvas holdall, one Pelican case, one folded jacket that didn’t look like it could hide a life. A loadmaster moved down the line, two taps on each shoulder - standard good to go. James answered with the smallest of nods. He could have done it asleep - he almost did.

Touch down at Aldergrove was disciplined - firm, short roll, brakes singing. The rear ramp dropped, bringing with it cold, damp air that tasted of fuel and old rain. He stepped into it, boots finding the tarmac like they knew the place.

The noise still vibrated in his teeth - a ghost hum of old deployments that never quite left.

A white Transit with military plates nosed from the shadows. The driver wore a fleece, a beard, and the neutrality of a man who never asked questions.

“Belfast?” the man said.

“Belfast,” James answered.

They didn’t speak again. The road handled the conversation.

They took the back way east, then south through sleeping estates and half lit dual carriageways. On the approach, the Harland & Wolff cranes lifted out of the dark like yellow scaffolds for a god. New glass towered where old brick sulked, and between them lay terraces that still remembered doors coming off hinges at 3 a.m.

James watched the city without watching. The window served as a mirror. In it, he logged what mattered: a silver Astra three vehicles back for two junctions; a white van that wouldn’t commit to a lane; a motorbike that liked the blind spot. He filed each under his private shorthand: ASTRA-2, VAN-WATCH, BIKE-HOLD.

“Drop two streets short of the Ormeau,” he told the driver. “Anywhere with a shopfront and a bus stop.”

“Aye.”

Two turns later the van rolled to the kerb beside a shuttered dry cleaner. James stepped out, closed the door, and became part of the pavement.

SAS drill wasn’t magic. It was a method.

He set a rhythm, brisk but not hurried, and bled himself into a pattern only he could read: left-left-right, then straight. Every third street, he slowed to check a fake text on a dead phone; every fifth, he paused in a shop window’s halo to catch reflections.

He trusted glass more than eyes, the cold mirror of an estate agent’s door, the bowed pane of a barber’s window, the high gloss of a bus shelter. Glass didn’t lie; people did.

At the first corner he let a bus roll between him and the traffic, crossed on the blind side, and paused under a CCTV dome’s dead cone. Forty-five seconds for the scene to reshuffle. The Astra didn’t appear. The motorbike didn’t either. CONTACT LOSS = FALSE SAFE.

He reached a Spar, bought water he didn’t need and cash back he did. The back door led to a staff alley and a service lane out. He used both. At the next block he stopped at a letting agency window and read a listing for a two bed flat he’d never rent. In the pane he had the street behind, the street ahead, and himself. No tail fixed. A grey hoodie slowed, clocked his stance, moved on. CIVILIAN - NO INTEREST.

He reset his rhythm, slower now, a man with time to waste and let the city forget him. When you moved as if you had nowhere to be, people stopped projecting destinations onto you. He’d learned that long before the army taught him anything.

The Cathedral Quarter operated by its own logic at this hour. Pubs emptying in stages, groups of three and four crossing the road mid-block, taxis idling with their windows down. He let the crowd do the work that glass had been doing for the previous half hour. When twenty people cross a junction together, the two who do not cross with them become visible. He watched for that: the pause, the slight adjustment, the person who needed the group to move before they could move.

Nobody paused. Nobody adjusted.

He turned into a narrow street that had not been a through road until a wall came down in 2003. The city held those cuts in its layout the way old injuries left gait changes: you could read Belfast’s history in its street geometry if you knew where the barriers had stood. He knew. He had studied the city the way you studied any operational environment: not for its current shape but for the logic that had produced it.

A woman walking a dog turned in ahead of him. The dog stopped at a gate post. The woman waited without impatience. Civilian. The rhythm was right.

He gave it one more block and a left turn before he accepted the run was clean. Not because one more block would prove anything. Because the habit of the extra block had kept him alive twice in places where certainty had cost other men more than the time it took.

***
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The entrance was a side door between a vape shop and a Turkish barber, painted a brown that had given up on being anything else. The key waited under the sill where it always would if the people who hid it knew what they were doing. They did. Tape. Ziploc. Two Yales on a split ring.

He climbed to the second floor through a stairwell that smelled of bleach and old weeknights. The flat opened onto a small front room and the stale neutrality of somewhere cleaned but unlived. He closed the door, chained it, and stood still until the room stopped feeling surprised.

Places like this always reminded him of deployments, rooms that waited for ghosts to come back, never caring who they were.

Sweep order: front room, kitchen, bathroom, bedroom. Corners first, then ceiling edges, then kickboards. He tapped the skirtings for hollows, lifted the cistern lid, checked the curtain rail caps. He didn’t expect anything. He checked anyway.

He sealed light leaks with gaffer, cut a slit in the blackout cloth, gave it a flap of tape so he could close it one handed in the dark. He mapped the noises, a floorboard that complained near the door, a hinge that needed grease, two kitchen tiles that rang wrong. He marked each with a pencil dot. If a dot moved, so had someone else.

The kitchen yielded a working kettle and mugs that didn’t smell of anyone. He made tea, left it untouched, and built his ops board: a city A to Z, a print of the docks with gantry positions hand marked, a web of shipper names threaded to yard numbers, and ORLOV in pencil over every node that stank of Russia pretending to be local.

He pinned colours for routes - RED for confirmed Orlov fronts, YELLOW for legacy paramilitary lanes, BLUE for police stations, not to call, but to use their cameras.

He opened the Pelican, laid out kit with the old ritual:
– Med: chest seal, tourniquet, combat gauze, trauma shears.
– Tools: pry bar, head torch, tape, padlock shims, laminated shiv.
– Comms: two burners, one dumb Nokia, one Android stripped to SMS.
– Eyes: camera hidden in paperback (A Short History of Concrete).

He powered the Android, keyed the sequence. Screen stayed black for three seconds, then showed GHOST CHANNEL.

J: ON STAGE. BREAD DELIVERED.
(Translation: I’m in. Cover intact.)
Reply in fifteen seconds:
S: BAKER CONFIRMED. FLOUR STORED.
Then: MICK - CATHEDRAL 2000. NO NAMES.
He powered down, battery out. The ritual mattered.

***
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In Thames House, the confirmation landed with the specific quietness of things that could not be taken back.

Sarah sat with the reply on her screen for a moment before closing the channel. BAKER CONFIRMED. The code was hers. She had written it six years ago for a different operation that had never run, and she had kept it in a drawer of the mind where you kept things that might still be useful. Now it was in a system log that existed in three places she could see and probably two she couldn’t.

She opened the audit queue and spent four minutes building a plausible administrative trail around the channel activation. Not a cover story. A context. The distinction mattered to her, even now, even at half past eleven with the building half empty and the Thames doing what the Thames always did, which was move without caring what it carried.

She had not told anyone she was running James.

That was the part she sat with most carefully. Carter knew she had an asset in Belfast; he did not know the asset was O’Neill. Mercer’s people knew there was a deniable operation in train; they did not know she had started it four days before she had clearance to. The authorisation she was working under was real. Its timestamp was not.

It would hold, probably. It would hold as long as nothing went badly wrong, which was to say it would hold until it didn’t.

She was forty-one. She had done this calculation before, in Kabul and in two postings she would not put on a form. She had learned that the calculation was always the same: the operation was either worth the exposure or it wasn’t, and if it was, you ran it, and if it wasn’t, you didn’t, and the only thing that changed between one situation and the next was how clearly you could see the answer.

She could see it clearly.

The drive existed. The exposure it represented was real. The people who should have moved on it hadn’t, for reasons that were above her pay grade or below her tolerance for institutional cowardice, and she had stopped being able to tell the difference between those two things some time ago.

James was in Belfast. The channel was live. The ritual had mattered.

She closed the queue, locked her screen, and walked to the window. The city below was indifferent and lit. She allowed herself ten seconds of that view, which was a habit she had developed for moments when the decisions had been made and the only thing left was the work.

Then she went back to the desk and started the work.

––––––––
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He watched the alley for three cars and one cat. The silver Astra didn’t appear - which wasn’t, on its own, good news.

He packed light: paperback camera, one burner, one med kit, small pry bar. No pistol. Not yet. Belfast noticed weight in pockets.

He was out the door a minute later - another man on the Ormeau at the wrong time to be anyone’s story.

***
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The pub wore brick, brass, and the patina of nights that wanted remembering. James took a booth with a mirror sightline to the door and a reflection of himself - small, ordinary. He ordered a pint and let his hand rest on the glass without drinking. Good cover for staying.

Mick Donnelly arrived on a ten-minute delay - exactly on time in a city that measured trust by hesitation. Jacket a season old, beard not a style, weight from iron, not pastry. He moved like a man convincing the floorboards he wasn’t heavy, and the floorboards didn’t believe him.

“Christ,” Mick said, sliding in. “The rumours were true. I thought you’d finally found a way to stay out of trouble.”

“Not yet.”

They didn’t shake. They didn’t need to.

Mick placed his phone face down and covered it with a palm - habit, not theatre. “Sterling says you’ve dragged a ghost into my city.”

“GCHQ stick,” James said. “Personnel leverage, clearance tokens, door codes. Cross linked to NI ops. Lifted clean. Walked west.”

“If it’s here,” Mick said, “it’s either in pieces or in a place that isn’t on a map.”

“Orlov?”

Mick’s laugh was a single use match. “If it touched his people, it’s under a floorboard waiting for a man with bad leather shoes to say the right colour. He’s got yard clocks that run on Moscow time and cousins that don’t look like cousins.”

James let the quiet sit. “You still have a network.”

“I have debts. A couple of lads on the cranes who like to be asked nicely. A cousin in shipping who never reads the small print. A PSNI inspector who forgets his principles when someone hands him a coffee on a wet day.”

“And skeletons.”

Mick shrugged. “I sleep fine. Most nights.”

They counted the rules together - old liturgy.

“No names on phones. No drinking before work. No guns unless the other side brings them. We don’t run at cops; we walk away. If the plan changes, we say so before it changes.”

“Add one,” James said. “If I lie to you, you walk. If you lie to me, I don’t need to walk.”

Mick’s smile didn’t reach his eyes. “We’re aligned.”

The bar noise swelled and fell. Somewhere, a compressor shuddered back to life.

“You were shadowed this morning,” Mick said.

“Silver Astra.”

Mick nodded. “Two of them. Swapping plates. Local lads with a Russian minder. Bad leather shoes, smells like tea and regret.”

“PSNI logbook?”

“One set from a scrapped fleet, one from a teacher who never owned it. The white van shows three minutes after the Astra drops off the grid. Relay tail.”

“They’re learning our camera map.”

“Aye. So, we don’t give them anything real to learn.”

They set hard points quietly and efficiently: a single cut out at an abandoned taxi office for drops and a lock-up for kit. They agreed on one rule - if either went dark for twelve hours, the other would walk.

Mick slid a beermat across. On it, a locker code: 1998.

“Dry cleaners round the corner. Locker behind the rear door. Tools only - nothing that goes bang.”

“Ammo?”

“We keep the city calm by pretending certain things don’t exist. One wrong ounce and the whole place remembers how to burn.”

“Mercer?”

Mick’s look said enough. “You never met him. Neither did I.”

They finished not drinking their drinks and stood.

Mick picked up his glass, set it down without drinking. A habit. He had cultivated it for the same reason James cultivated stillness: so that the version of yourself people saw was the version you chose to show.

“You know what I heard when Sterling called?” Mick said. Not looking at him.

“Tell me.”

“I heard a woman who’d been trying to solve the same problem with the right people for six months and had finally given up and called the right one.” He paused. “That’s not a compliment. That’s a weather report.”

James said nothing. The bar moved around them, indifferent.

“I was in Derry when you were in Al Amarah,” Mick said. “Different service, different decade, same general principle. You put men in streets that don’t want them, and you ask them to be precise about it. I was twenty-four. I thought precise was the same as right.”

“It’s not.”

“No.” Mick turned the glass in a slow circle on the beermat. “What I know about you is what Sterling said and what I’ve seen in the last twelve hours. Sterling said you were the most careful man she’d ever run. What I’ve seen is a man who arrived in my city, built a surveillance op from nothing, identified a tail, and ran a clean counter-surveillance route without breaking cover once. That’s not training anymore. That’s what training becomes when you’ve spent long enough not trusting it to save you.”

James watched the mirror above the bar. Two men at the far end, both on their phones, neither watching. A woman reading a menu she had already memorised. The compressor under the bar cycled on.

“You left a good team to go and sit in the Highlands,” Mick said. Not accusing. Establishing.

“The team didn’t need me.”

“That’s not why you left.”

James picked up his pint, set it down. “No.”

Mick nodded, which was the correct response to an answer that cost something. He did not press. That was what made him useful and possibly trustworthy, which in Belfast was a rarer combination than anywhere else James had worked.

“Right,” Mick said, standing. “We’ll be precise about it, then. Same as always.”

“You’ll take a walk east in an hour,” Mick said. “Let the Astra think it owns you. We’ll stand it up and mark the minder. If he makes you, you’ll know his training by the way he runs the turn.”

“Route?”

“Across the river, up by Titanic Quarter, through the gantries. Stop at the new flats, pretend you like their glass. Tie a bootlace, pretend you can’t find the end. Stop at the chipper, pretend you care about salt. Left on green, right-on red. If they follow that, they’re ours.”

“And if they don’t?”

“Then they’re better than I think, and we change the plan.”

They left separately. One ghost at a time.
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