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  Preface



DECLAN

The whiskey in my glass doesn’t move.

Neither do I.

I sit at the head of my dining table the long one, the one made of dark oak that cost more than most men in this city earn in a year and I stare at the woman across from me. Not the girl. The mother.

Margaret Callahan.

She is forty-one years old and she looks sixty. Her hands shake when she lifts her tea cup. Her eyes are red and swollen and she hasn’t stopped dabbing at them since she sat down twenty minutes ago. She brought a handkerchief. An actual cloth handkerchief with little blue flowers on it. Like she was going to a funeral.

Maybe she is.

I haven’t decided yet.

“Mr. O’Sullivan.” Her voice is thin. Like paper. Like something that would tear apart in the wind. “I want you to understand that I that this isn’t something I”

“Mrs. Callahan.”

She stops.

Good.

“I didn’t ask you to explain yourself to me.” I set my glass down. Slow. Quiet. “I asked you one question. I’m still waiting on the answer.”

Her throat moves. Up. Down. Like she’s swallowing stones.

I wait.

I’m good at waiting. I’ve had forty-two years of practice. Twenty of those years running the most feared operation in all of Dublin. Men twice her size have sat in that chair and fallen apart under the weight of my silence. She is no different.

She is just a sad woman in a bad situation.

I don’t feel sorry for her. I stopped feeling sorry for people a long time ago. It doesn’t help them. It doesn’t help me. Pity is just another word for weakness dressed up nicely.

“Yes,” she whispers. “I agree to the terms.”

There it is.

I pick up my glass.

Take a slow sip.

The whiskey burns going down and I welcome it. I welcome everything that burns. It means I can still feel something.

“The debt your husband left behind is not a small one,” I say. “Patrick Callahan owed this family four hundred thousand euros. Three years of running numbers and skimming off the top. Three years of lying to my men’s faces.”

“He wasn’t a bad man.” Her chin lifts just a little. “He was desperate.”

“They always are.” I lean back in my chair. The leather creaks under me. “Desperate men make desperate choices. And desperate choices have consequences, Mrs. Callahan. Your husband understood that. That’s why he ran.”

Her jaw tightens. “He didn’t run.”

“No.” I hold her gaze. “He died. Which is the same thing, in the end. Either way, he left you holding the bill.”

The handkerchief twists in her hands. Round and round. Tight enough to cut off the blood in her fingers.

I watch her hands.

I always watch hands.

Faces lie. Hands never do.

“She doesn’t know,” Margaret says. Quiet. Urgent. “Saoirse doesn’t know about any of this. She thinks her father died of a heart attack. She thinks the debt was just money. Just numbers on a page. She doesn’t know about the other thing.”

“She doesn’t need to know.” I set my glass down again. “Not yet.”

“Please.” The word comes out cracked. Broken at the edges. “Please, Mr. O’Sullivan. She is nineteen years old. She is she’s my baby. She is the only thing I have left in this world. If there is any other way—”

“There isn’t.”

Silence.

The fire in the corner of the room snaps and pops. Outside, Dublin rain hammers against the tall windows of my house. The kind of rain that doesn’t stop. The kind that just settles in and decides to stay.

The kind I’ve lived with my whole life.

Margaret Callahan closes her eyes. One tear goes down her right cheek. Then her left. She breathes in long and shaky and she wipes her face with that little flowered handkerchief. And when she opens her eyes again, they are dry.

She made her decision before she walked through my door.

She just needed to cry first.

I respect that, in a cold sort of way. Grief has a process. Even grief for something that hasn’t died yet.

“She’ll be safe?” She looks at me. “You’ll keep her safe?”

I don’t answer straight away. I don’t make promises I’m not sure of. I haven’t stayed alive for forty-two years by lying to myself about what I can and cannot control.

“No one touches what’s mine,” I say finally. “If she comes into this house, she becomes mine. My name. My protection. My responsibility.”

“And you won’t " She stops. Swallows again. The stones must be getting bigger. “You won’t hurt her.”

I meet her eyes.

Steady. Cold. Honest.

“I don’t hurt women, Mrs. Callahan.”

She searches my face for the lie. She won’t find one. I have done many dark things in my life. I have put men in the ground without blinking. I have burned buildings and broken bones and made decisions that don’t have a good side.

But I have never raised a hand to a woman.

And I never will.

She nods. Small. Fragile. Like a bird with a broken wing agreeing to get into a cage because at least a cage has walls and walls keep out the cold.

“When?” she asks.

“Six weeks.” I stand. The meeting is over. “Finn will be in touch with the details. You’ll tell her—” I stop. Think. “Tell her what you have to. But she comes to the wedding on her own feet. No drugging her. No lying to her about what this is.”

Margaret blinks. “You want her to know the truth?”

“I want her to know what she’s walking into.” I move to the door of the dining room. Stop with my hand on the frame. “She’s young. She’s not stupid. I won’t insult her by pretending this is something it isn’t.”

I feel the mother’s eyes on my back.

“What is it?” Margaret asks. Barely a whisper.

I don’t turn around.

“An arrangement,” I say. “A practical one.”

I walk out.

I don’t think about the daughter.

I think about the ports. The meeting I have tomorrow with the Flynn boys. The problem in my south side operation that Cormac has been managing badly for three weeks. The import shipment that needs to clear the docks by Friday.

I don’t think about a nineteen-year-old girl with a dead father’s debt on her name.

I don’t.

I pour another whiskey in my study. Sit in the leather chair behind my desk. Open the file Finn put together on the Callahan family three days ago when I first got wind of how deep Patrick’s debts really went.

The file is thin. Patrick Callahan was not a big man in any sense that mattered. Mid-level runner. Unremarkable. Fifty-three years old. Dead of officially a cardiac event. Three kids. Two boys, both older, both gone from Dublin now. One daughter.

I flip the page.

There is a photograph.

It’s not a surveillance photo. It’s something Finn pulled from a public social media account. A birthday photo, from the look of it. Candles on a cake. Warm pub light. Someone laughing in the background.

She is laughing too.

Saoirse Callahan.

Dark red hair. The kind of red that Dublin rain brings out in people deep and real and not from any bottle. Green eyes. The kind of green that makes you think of fields out west, out past the city where things still grow without asking permission. She is slight. Young. The laugh on her face is the laugh of someone who doesn’t know yet that the world is a bad place.

Or maybe she does know. Maybe she has always known.

I can’t tell from a photograph.

I close the file.

I don’t look at the photo again.

I sit back in my chair and I listen to the rain. I listen to the fire burn in the grate. I listen to the big old house settle around me all its rooms and its silence and its emptiness and I feel nothing.

That is the correct way to feel.

This is a transaction. A debt cleared. A problem solved. The Callahan girl becomes my wife in name and I get what I actually need peace between what’s left of the Callahan network and my own. A statement made to the other families that the O’Sullivan reach is long. That I don’t forget what I’m owed.

That is all.

I reach for the whiskey.

My hand stops over the glass.

I think about the laugh in the photo. The way it changed her whole face. The way it made her look like something honest in a world where honest things don’t last long.

I pick up the glass.

Drink.

Burn.

Don’t, I tell myself. Don’t start down that road. You know where it ends.

I know. God help me, I know better than anyone.

I buried Aoife on a Thursday. It rained that day too. Dublin rain that came sideways and soaked through the black suit I wore and didn’t stop until long after everyone else had gone home. I stood at her grave until the gravediggers asked me, politely, to leave. I didn’t cry. I couldn’t. The grief was too big for tears. It sat in my chest like a stone that never dissolved.

Twenty years.

The stone is still there.

I don’t bring soft things into my world. I learned that. I paid for that lesson in the worst possible currency and I do not intend to pay it again.

Saoirse Callahan will live in this house. She will wear my name. She will be safe. She will want for nothing.

And I will keep my distance.

I am a man of discipline. Of control. I have controlled this city for fifteen years. I can control myself in the presence of one young woman with a pretty laugh.

I can.

I turn off the lamp on my desk.

The room goes dark except for the fire.

Outside, the rain keeps falling.

And somewhere on the other side of this city, in a cramped flat on a cramped street that I have never visited and never will, a girl with red hair and green eyes is living the last six weeks of her old life.

She doesn’t know it yet.

She will.

And God help me God help us both I don’t look at that file again.

But I think about the laugh.

Just once.

Just for a second.

Then I shut it down.

I’m good at shutting things down.

I’ve had a lot of practice.




SAOIRSE

My mam was crying again.

I heard her through the wall. That thin, paper-over-cracks wall between her bedroom and the kitchen where I was standing at midnight, eating cold toast over the sink like some kind of stray cat. I heard her and I pressed my back against the counter and I stared at the ceiling and I told myself it was grief.

It’s always grief with her these days.

Da died four months ago. Heart attack, the doctor said. Quick, the doctor said. Peaceful, like he just went to sleep.

I don’t know if I believe that. My da never did anything peaceful in his life. He lived loud and laughed loud and argued with the telly and burned every piece of toast he ever made. He wasn’t a peaceful man. But maybe dying is different. Maybe dying is the one thing that comes for everyone the same way regardless.

I scraped the burnt bits off my toast into the sink and listened to my mam cry.

She does it quiet. That’s the worst part. It’s not sobbing, not the big dramatic kind you see in films. It’s just small. Thin. Exhausted. Like a woman who has been holding something heavy for so long that her arms are giving out and she’s finally letting it down and the sound of it is just air leaving her slowly.

I should go in.

I didn’t go in.

I put the kettle on instead. Because that’s what we do in this family. We don’t talk about the hard things. We make tea.

The kettle was still heating when her door opened.

She came into the kitchen in her old dressing gown the green one with the fraying cuffs and she stopped when she saw me. Her eyes were red. Her face was blotchy. She looked smaller than she used to. When did she get smaller?

“Couldn’t sleep?” she said.

“Hungry.” I lifted the toast. “You want some?”

“No. No, love, I’m fine.”

She wasn’t fine. She was the opposite of fine. But neither of us said that.

She sat at the kitchen table. I poured the tea. She wrapped both hands around the mug I gave her and stared into it like it had answers in it. I sat across from her and ate my cold burnt toast and I waited.

She had something to tell me.

I felt it. The way you feel weather coming before it arrives. Something in the air. Something in the way she couldn’t look at me straight.

“Saoirse.” She said my name and then she stopped.

“Mam.”

“Your father—” She stopped again. Pressed her lips together. “Your father wasn’t he didn’t just leave us with nothing, love. He left us with something worse than nothing.”

I put my toast down.

“How much?” I said.

Her eyes came up. Surprised.

“I’m not a child,” I said. “How much did he owe?”

She told me.

I heard the number and something in my stomach dropped very fast, like stepping off a curb you didn’t see in the dark. Four hundred thousand euros. I turned that number over in my head. Counted the zeros. I made eleven euros an hour at the café and I did the maths quickly and automatically and I put the result away before it could fully land.

“Who does he owe it to?” I asked.

She didn’t answer.

“Mam.” My voice came out harder than I meant it to. “Who does he owe it to?”

“The O’Sullivans.”

The name landed on the table between us like something dead.

I knew the name. Everyone in Dublin knew the name. You grew up hearing it in whispers. Declan O’Sullivan. The Ghost. The King of the south side and everything underneath it. The man who made things disappear problems, people, evidence without ever raising his voice in public.

My da owed money to that man.

I pushed back from the table. Stood up. Walked to the window and looked out at the dark street below. The rain was hitting the glass in slow diagonal lines. A cat sat on the wall across the road, completely unbothered by all of it. I envied that cat badly in that moment.

“Mam.” I kept my voice steady. “Tell me all of it.”

She did.

It took twenty minutes.

When she was done, I was still standing at the window. The cat had gone. The rain hadn’t.

“He agreed to this?” I said. “O’Sullivan agreed to take me as as what? Payment? Like I’m money? Like I’m something you hand over with a receipt?”

“He agreed to clear the debt.” Her voice was barely there. “In exchange for—”

“For me.” I turned around. “Say it, Mam. Say what you agreed to.”

She flinched.

I watched my mother flinch and I felt something break somewhere deep inside me. Not toward her. Not anger. Just something cracking. Some idea I had about how the world worked. About what family meant. About what I was worth.

“In exchange for you.” She finally said it. “Marriage. His name. His protection. The debt is gone and you’re you’ll be safe, Saoirse. You’ll be he’s very wealthy. The house is—”

“I don’t care about the house.”

“—and you won’t want for anything. He won’t hurt you. He promised me—”

“He promised you.” I laughed. It wasn’t a real laugh. It was the kind that comes out when something is so awful that your body doesn’t know what else to do with it. “A mob boss promised you he wouldn’t hurt the daughter you sold him, and you believed him.”

“I had no choice.”

“There is always a choice, Mam.”

Her face crumpled. “Saoirse—”

“No.” I held up my hand. I couldn’t hear it. Not right now. “Not tonight. I can’t not tonight.”

I went to my room.

I sat on my bed.

I didn’t cry. I wanted to. God, I wanted to. But the tears wouldn’t come and maybe that was okay because if I started I didn’t think I’d stop and I couldn’t afford to fall apart. I was the only one in this family who didn’t fall apart.

I looked around my room. The shelves full of the books I’d been collecting since I was twelve. The string of fairy lights above my headboard that had been there so long two bulbs had blown. The jacket hanging on the back of my door my da’s jacket. Big and brown and worn soft. He left it here the last time he visited, a month before he died. I never gave it back.

I pulled it off the door.

I put it on.

It swallowed me. The sleeves past my hands. The shoulders so wide I was a child inside it. It smelled like him still barely, faintly tobacco and something earthy and warm.

I sat back on the bed.

I thought about the name.

Declan O’Sullivan.

I thought about what I knew, which wasn’t much. Forty-something. Never married, from what I’d heard. Ran half the city’s underworld with the kind of quiet efficiency that made him more terrifying than men who shouted. Someone at my school once told me her uncle had seen him in a restaurant downtown that he was tall. That he looked like money and violence had been mixed together and poured into a suit.

I was going to marry this man.

In six weeks.

I pulled my knees up to my chest inside my da’s jacket.

I was not going to cry.

I was not going to break.

I was going to walk into that church and I was going to keep my spine straight and my chin up and I was going to look Declan O’Sullivan in the eye on my wedding day and I was going to make very sure he understood one thing from the very first second.

I was not property.

I was not a debt.

I was not a girl who could be bought.

My name was Saoirse Callahan. Saoirse meant freedom in Irish. My da chose it deliberately. He told me that once, when I was little. He said I chose that name because I want you to always know that you belong to yourself, baby girl. Not to anyone else. Just to yourself.

Just to yourself.

I buried my face in his jacket.

And for the first time since my mother said the name O’Sullivan at my kitchen table just once, just quietly, just for a minute I let myself be afraid.

Then I put it away.

Locked it down.

Lifted my chin.

Six weeks, I told myself.

Six weeks and then you’ll be in his house and his world and you’ll figure out what comes next.

You always figure out what comes next.

Outside, the Dublin rain kept falling.

It didn’t care about any of this.

Neither, I decided, would I.








  
  One

  
  
  CHAPTER ONE

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




SAOIRSE

The church smelled like old candles and cold stone and something else underneath it all something that had soaked into the walls over a hundred years of Sundays. Incense, maybe. Or just the particular smell of a place where people come to ask God for things and mostly don’t get them.

I stood in the small room at the back. The bride’s room. It had a mirror and a chair and a vase of white lilies that someone had placed on the windowsill and they were already starting to droop. I looked at them and I thought yeah. Same.

My dress was white.

Of course it was white. Because someone in this arrangement had a sense of humour.

It was a good dress, I’ll give them that. Simple. Clean lines. No big skirt, no big fuss. Just silk, pale and heavy, that fell straight to the floor and pooled slightly behind me like something regal. Finn Declan’s right hand man, the quiet one with the careful eyes had arranged it. A woman had come to the flat three weeks ago with a rolling rack and a tape measure and no conversation at all. She’d measured me, written things down, and left. The dress arrived four days later in a black box with no note.

No note.

Because what would it say? Congratulations on your transaction?

I looked at myself in the mirror now.

My red hair was up. A woman I’d never met before today had arrived at seven this morning and done it pinned and twisted and sprayed until it sat at the base of my neck in something complicated and elegant that I would never have done myself. She’d done my face too. Foundation. A little colour. Something on my lips that was almost nude, almost pink, almost nothing at all.

I looked like a bride.

I felt like a hostage in a pretty dress.

“Five minutes,” said the man at the door. One of Declan’s men. Big. Silent. Staring at the middle distance like he was trying very hard not to look at me directly. I didn’t know his name. I hadn’t asked.

“Right,” I said.

My hands were shaking.

I looked down at them. Pressed them flat against my thighs. The silk was cool and smooth under my palms. I breathed in. Breathed out. Counted to five.

You are Saoirse Callahan. You are nineteen years old. You have survived every bad thing that has ever happened to you so far. You can survive this too.

I could survive this.

I could.

The door opened and it wasn’t the silent man. It was my mam. She was wearing a blue dress I hadn’t seen before and her hair was done and she looked like she was trying very hard to look like a woman attending a happy occasion. She almost pulled it off.

Almost.

“You look beautiful,” she said.

Her voice cracked on the last word.

“Don’t,” I said. Not cruel. Just I couldn’t. Not right now. I couldn’t hold her feelings and my own at the same time. One of us had to stay upright.

She nodded. Dabbed at her eyes. Pressed her lips together.

“The boys rang this morning,” she said. “Your brothers. They said—”

“I know what they said.” My brothers. Safe in London and Manchester. Neither of them here. Neither of them offering to carry a single ounce of this. “It’s fine.”

“Saoirse—”

“Mam.” I turned to look at her. “I’m fine. Okay? I’m completely fine. Let’s just get through the next hour and then we can all go home and never talk about any of this again.”

She looked like she wanted to say something else. A dozen things. I could see them all sitting behind her eyes, queued up, fighting each other for space.

She said nothing.

Smart woman.

The man at the door came back. “It’s time.”

It was time.

I picked up the small bunch of white flowers someone had put on the chair more lilies, maybe, or something else small and pale, I didn’t look closely and I walked to the door. I didn’t take my mother’s arm. I didn’t need it. I walked through the corridor of the old church on my own two feet and I kept my chin up and my shoulders back and I did not shake.

My hands, hidden in the flowers, shook.

I didn’t look down at them.

The doors of the main church opened in front of me.

And I walked in.


The church was full.

I hadn’t expected that. I don’t know what I expected something small, maybe. Something perfunctory. Just enough people to make it legal.

But the pews were packed. Dark suits. Expensive ones. Men who sat with the particular stillness of people who were used to violence and therefore had nothing to prove by fidgeting. Women in silk and heels who turned to look at me with flat, assessing eyes. I felt every single look land on me like a finger poking a bruise.

I looked straight ahead.

And then I saw him.

Declan O’Sullivan stood at the altar.

I had not seen him before today. Not in person. Only in that one photo on Finn’s phone brief, shown to me only because I’d demanded to know what my future husband looked like, and even then only a profile shot taken from a distance. It hadn’t prepared me.

He was taller than I expected. Broad at the shoulder in a way that his dark suit couldn’t hide, couldn’t soften. It tried. It was a beautiful suit charcoal grey, perfectly cut, the kind of suit that cost more than my family’s flat but all it did was frame him. He was built underneath it like something solid and old and immovable. Like a wall that had been standing for a hundred years and had decided it had no intention of falling.

His hair was dark with threads of silver at the temples. His jaw was sharp. His face was it wasn’t handsome in any soft way. It was arresting. The kind of face you couldn’t look away from not because it was beautiful but because it was present. Fully, completely, utterly present in a way that most people’s faces weren’t.

And his eyes.

Grey. Steel grey. The colour of Dublin sky in January.

They found me the second I came through the door.

They didn’t move after that.

He just watched me walk toward him. No expression. No smile, no nerves, no anything. Just those grey eyes tracking me down the aisle with the calm patience of a man who had already decided how this would go and was simply waiting for it to arrive.

My feet kept moving.

I don’t know how.

Because something happened when his eyes found mine. Something I had not prepared for, had not budgeted for, had absolutely no space in my chest for. A pull. Low and deep and instant. Like a current running under cold water invisible, powerful, and completely indifferent to whether you wanted it there or not.

I hated it.

I hated it so much that I used the hate like fuel and I walked the rest of the aisle on it, and when I stopped in front








































