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2.  Chapter One: Summons

The rain came in sideways off the Thames, battering the tall windows of the Home Office building on Marsham Street with the kind of persistence that London weather reserved for occasions when it wanted to make a point. Chief Inspector Shamus O'Donnell — Paddy Coil to the world he currently inhabited — sat in an anteroom that smelled of old leather, floor wax and institutional anxiety, waiting to be called in.

He had not been back in London for seven months. Seven months of Waterford rain, Waterford accents, Waterford Guinness and the constant, grinding pressure of being someone he was not. The city felt foreign now. Too big, too loud, too certain of itself. Waterford had a way of getting under your skin, and O'Donnell did not entirely trust that.

He wore civilian clothes — a decent grey suit, no tie, black shoes polished out of old habit. His hair was longer than the Met liked and he carried the slight tan of a man who spent time outdoors, which Paddy Coil did, being a man who walked to work along the quay in all weathers. O'Donnell was the kind of man who could sit perfectly still for very long periods without appearing to be waiting. He simply existed in a room. It was a useful skill in his line of work.

The door opened. A civil servant in his fifties with the expression of a man perpetually disappointed by humanity gestured him through.

The Home Secretary, Rt. Hon. Gerald Fairweather, was shorter in person than on television. Most of them were. He sat behind a desk that was designed to intimidate and extended a hand across it that was designed to reassure. O'Donnell shook it without reading anything into either.

"Chief Inspector. Good of you to come at short notice." Fairweather gestured to the chair opposite.

"Wasn't much of a choice, sir," O'Donnell said pleasantly.

Fairweather blinked, decided it was a joke, and smiled thinly. Beside him sat a man O'Donnell had not been introduced to — mid-forties, square jaw, the kind of haircut that said military background adapted to civilian clothes. American, O'Donnell decided. The shoes gave it away. Nobody in Whitehall wore shoes that well-maintained.

"This is Special Agent Scott Lewis," Fairweather said. "CIA liaison, London station. He'll be working with you going forward."

O'Donnell looked at Lewis directly. "Going forward on what, exactly?"

Fairweather opened a thin file. "We have a leak, Chief Inspector. A serious one. The CIA identified it first — which is frankly embarrassing — and brought it to our attention three weeks ago. Someone inside the Waterford Special Branch office is passing operational intelligence to the IRA."

The room went very quiet except for the rain.

O'Donnell said nothing for a moment. He was doing calculations — who in that office knew what, who had access to what files, who had behaved differently in recent weeks. He was also controlling his expression, because his immediate, visceral reaction was fury. Not at the unknown traitor. At himself, for not seeing it.

"How much have they passed?" he asked.

Lewis spoke for the first time. His accent was East Coast — Boston, O'Donnell thought, or somewhere nearby. Educated, precise. "Enough to compromise two operations we were running parallel to yours. One of our informants in Belfast is dead. Another has gone to ground and we can't find him. Three interceptions we had planned in the last four months were missed because the targets moved before we got there." He paused. "The leak is inside your office, Chief Inspector. That's not a maybe. That's a certainty."

"How certain?"

"The CIA ran a controlled feed," Fairweather said. "Inserted specific intelligence through the Waterford channel only. It was acted upon within forty-eight hours on two separate occasions. The source is in that office."

O'Donnell sat with that for a moment. Seven people worked in the Waterford front office, not counting himself. Three were Met undercover officers he had known for years. Two were support staff drafted from a specialist unit. One was a communications officer seconded from GCHQ. And one — Detective Constable Brian Forde — had been inserted six months ago as a last-minute replacement when the original candidate developed appendicitis.

He did not say any of this aloud.

"What do you need from me?" he asked.

"Find it," Fairweather said simply. "Find the leak. Seal it. Do it quietly and do it quickly before they compromise anything else. Agent Lewis will operate as your support, coming in as an American solicitor who has been contracted to assist with some of the firm's American client files. It's a credible cover — we've prepared the paperwork."

O'Donnell looked at Lewis again. "Can you do an Irish accent?"

Lewis almost smiled. "I was told not to try."

"Good advice," O'Donnell said. "American solicitor is fine. We get them occasionally." He turned back to Fairweather. "Is there anything else I should know?"

There was a pause that told O'Donnell there was considerably more he should know and that Fairweather was deciding how much to share. This was a familiar pause. O'Donnell had learned to wait it out.

"The CIA's intelligence suggests the IRA have a specific liaison officer managing the informer," Fairweather said carefully. "Someone outside the immediate command structure in Waterford — a handler, essentially, who reports up through a different channel. We don't have a name yet. But we believe this individual has direct access to the Waterford operation, is trusted by local IRA command, and has been operating in this capacity for at least eight months."

Eight months. One month before O'Donnell arrived in Waterford. He filed that carefully.

"All right," he said. "I'll need forty-eight hours back in Waterford to prepare before Lewis arrives. I want to control his insertion."

"Agreed," Fairweather said. He closed the file. "Chief Inspector — this needs to be resolved without the office knowing they're under investigation. If the leak becomes aware we're looking, they'll burn everything and we'll lose our chance. You understand the delicacy."

"I understand it perfectly," O'Donnell said. "I've been living delicately for seven months."

He left without shaking hands again. In the corridor, the civil servant with the disappointed expression handed him a sealed envelope. O'Donnell pocketed it without opening it and walked out into the London rain.
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3.  Chapter Two: The Firm

WATERFORD GREETED O'DONNELL'S return with the customary grey sky and the smell of the river. He walked from the train station to the office on Gladstone Street — a fifteen-minute walk that he had made hundreds of times now in the persona of Paddy Coil — and felt the familiar shift happen in his body and mind as he went. The shoulders softened. The gait changed slightly. The thoughts that were O'Donnell's moved to the back and Coil came forward, unhurried and unremarkable, a man with files to process and a slightly sore foot that had never quite recovered from whatever he'd stepped on.

The office of Brennan, Walsh and Associates, Solicitors, occupied the first floor of a Georgian terrace that had been smartly restored and whose ground floor housed an actual, functioning newsagent who had no idea what transpired above him. The newsagent was called Declan and sold cigarettes, newspapers and an impressive range of crisps. O'Donnell bought a packet of Tayto cheese and onion most mornings and found genuine comfort in this ritual.

He took the stairs and pushed through the frosted glass door into reception.

"Morning Paddy," said Carol Byrne from behind the desk. Carol was Detective Constable Caroline Byrne of the Metropolitan Police, forty-one, originally from Coventry, and utterly convincing as a Waterford girl who had studied in Dublin and come home. She had the accent nailed to a degree that made O'Donnell — a native speaker with years of training — quietly envious.

"Carol," he said, dropping his bag behind the door. "Anyone in?"

"Michael's in early," she said. Michael Doran — Detective Sergeant Michael Walsh in his real life — was the office manager. "And you've a message. Someone rang this morning looking for an appointment with Paddy Coil specifically." She raised an eyebrow fractionally. "A Miss Murphy. Saoirse Murphy."

O'Donnell absorbed this without visible reaction. "What does she want?"

"She said she needs advice about a property dispute. Sounded like she'd been told to ask for you by name."

O'Donnell nodded slowly. The name meant nothing to him yet. But the fact that someone had been told to ask for him specifically — not the firm, him — registered in the back of his mind in the way that small things registered when you lived by noticing them.

"Put her in for Thursday afternoon," he said. "Two o'clock."

He went through to the back office where Michael Doran was standing over a kettle with the expression of a man questioning his life choices.

"You're back then," Doran said.

"Seems so."

"How was London?"

"Wet," O'Donnell said. "And before you ask — no, I can't tell you why I was there."

Doran handed him a mug. "There are two reasons a man gets called to London at short notice. Either he's done something wrong or they want him to do something difficult."

"Pick one," O'Donnell said.

Doran studied him for a moment. "Both," he said. "That's my guess. Both."

He was not wrong, O'Donnell thought. He was not wrong at all.
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4.  Chapter Three: Saoirse

THURSDAY ARRIVED WITH sunshine — a rarity in Waterford that felt slightly suspicious. O'Donnell sat in the small meeting room they called the library, on account of three shelves of legal reference books that no one ever opened, and waited.

She arrived at three minutes past two, which told him she was punctual but not anxious. Carol showed her in and closed the door.

Saoirse Murphy was not what O'Donnell had expected, though he could not have said precisely what he had expected. She was tall — five foot nine at least — with the kind of posture that came from confidence rather than training. Her hair was the deep red-auburn of a Kerry sunset, worn loose to her shoulders, framing a complexion that was genuinely rose-white — pale in the Irish way that never looked washed out, only cool and clear. Her eyes were dark green. She wore a navy coat over dark jeans and boots and carried herself with the easy authority of someone accustomed to walking into rooms and being noticed.

O'Donnell noticed. He was human. He also noticed the small things: the way her eyes moved across the room when she entered, taking inventory without appearing to; the slight tension in her jaw that suggested she was managing something; the hands that were steady but not relaxed.

"Miss Murphy," he said. "Paddy Coil. Sit down please."

She sat. She crossed her ankles, not her knees — practical rather than performative. "Thank you for seeing me."

"You were recommended to us, I understand?" He kept his voice neutral, professionally pleasant.

"I was," she said. "A friend said you were the man to talk to about property matters." A pause. "Discretion was mentioned."

"We're solicitors," O'Donnell said. "Discretion is what we sell."

Her mouth curved slightly — not quite a smile. "I have a situation regarding a property in the Dunmore Road area. A boundary dispute, technically. But there are complications."

"What kind of complications?"

"The kind that involve people who don't like being questioned." She looked at him steadily. "Do you follow me?"

O'Donnell looked back at her with equal steadiness. "I follow you perfectly, Miss Murphy. Why don't you tell me everything from the beginning?"

She told him a
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5.  Chapter Four: Lewis
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6.  Chapter Five: The Controlled Feed
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7.  Chapter Six: Forde
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8.  Chapter Seven: The Arrangement






















[image: ]


9.  Chapter Eight: Toombs Moves
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10.  Chapter Nine: The Rot Revealed
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11.  Chapter Ten: The Deadly Decision
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12.  Chapter Eleven: What Saoirse Knew
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13.  Chapter Twelve: Aftermath and Reckoning
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14.  Epilogue: The Weight of It
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