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2.  Chapter One: The Lobby

The lobby of the Shelbourne Hotel on St Stephen's Green was all polished brass and hushed conversation, the kind of place where important men sat in leather chairs and pretended to read newspapers while watching the door. John Toombs was one such man, though he had never pretended about anything in his life.

He sat with a pot of tea growing cold beside him, his broad hands wrapped around the cup more out of habit than warmth. Outside the tall windows the Green was bright with early summer, couples walking dogs, children chasing pigeons, the ordinary world going about its ordinary business. Toombs watched it all with the detached contempt of a man who had long ago decided that ordinary was the enemy of necessary.

He was fifty-three years old, thick through the chest and shoulders, with a face that had been weathered by decades of cold rooms, border crossings and the particular stress of living two lives simultaneously. His hair had gone silver at the temples but his eyes remained the sharp pale grey of a winter sea. People who met him for the first time often mistook him for a retired schoolteacher or perhaps a country solicitor. That suited Toombs perfectly.

He poured more tea that he did not want and thought about Waterford.

Something had gone wrong in Waterford. That much was beyond dispute. The shipment from Rosslare had been intercepted with a precision that spoke of foreknowledge rather than good police work. Three men were in custody in Cork and a fourth — young Brendan Healy, barely twenty-two — had taken a bullet in the shoulder fleeing across a field in the dark. The weapons were gone. Six months of careful arrangement, of money moved through three different countries, of contacts cultivated and loyalties tested — all of it lost in one cold night on a Wexford road.

The question that kept Toombs awake was not how it had happened. The question was who.

He had run through the names a hundred times in the past week. The Waterford operation was small for security reasons — he had always believed that small meant safe. Only four people in Waterford knew the timing of the Rosslare shipment. One was now dead. One was Toombs himself. That left two. And one of those two was a man he had trusted for eleven years.

The thought sat in his chest like a stone.

He looked up as the revolving door at the hotel entrance turned and a man came in from the afternoon sunshine. Mike Nugent was not a man who blended easily into the Shelbourne's genteel atmosphere. He was lean to the point of gauntness, with the pale indoor complexion of someone who spent most of his time in rooms with the curtains drawn. His left eye was glass — a souvenir from a night in Derry in 1971 that he never spoke of directly but referenced obliquely when he wanted to remind people of his credentials. He wore a grey suit that had been cheap when it was new and was now simply old. He carried a folded newspaper under one arm like a stage prop.

Nugent spotted Toombs without difficulty, crossed the lobby with the unhurried walk of a man entirely comfortable in dangerous situations, and settled into the chair across the low table without being invited.

"You're looking well, John," he said. He had the flat Dublin vowels of the northside, the accent that hardened every word slightly as if bracing for impact.

"I'm looking tired," Toombs said. "Tea?"

"I won't." Nugent set his newspaper on the table and crossed one bony knee over the other. His glass eye stared at a fixed point somewhere above Toombs's left shoulder, which most people found unsettling. Toombs had long since stopped noticing. "You had trouble in Waterford."

"I had trouble in Waterford," Toombs agreed. He kept his voice low and even, the tone of men discussing business rather than catastrophe. "The question is why."

"The question is who," Nugent said, with the precision of a man correcting a student. "The why is obvious. Someone wanted to earn their money with the other side."

Toombs said nothing. He turned his teacup slowly in its saucer.

"You have a thought," Nugent said.

"I have several thoughts. None of them comfortable." Toombs looked up at Nugent directly. "The job in Dublin. You have everything you need?"

Nugent's good eye — the right one, dark brown, watchful as a crow's — moved briefly around the lobby before returning. "I have what I need. I need the last piece of the information. Which one."

"We're working on that. Our contact in the protocol office is being careful. It should come within the week."

"I don't like waiting," Nugent said simply.

"Nobody does," Toombs replied. "But a mistake on this one isn't recoverable. We get one chance. We take it when we know exactly what we're doing."

Nugent nodded slowly, the gesture of a craftsman accepting a reasonable limitation on his work. He had been involved in eleven assassinations over a career spanning twenty years and had the detached professional attitude of a man who had long ago separated the mechanics of the work from any emotional content. Toombs found him useful and faintly repellent in equal measure, which was a combination he had learned to manage.

"The Ambassador is straightforward," Nugent said. "His route is regular, his security is complacent. Embassy men get comfortable. They stop varying their patterns." He paused. "The Royal is the complication. Without knowing which one, I can't assess the protection detail. Different ones carry different levels."

"I know," Toombs said. "We'll have the information."

"When you do," Nugent said, standing and picking up his newspaper, "you know how to reach me." He buttoned his jacket with deliberate care. "And the Waterford matter, John. Deal with it before it deals with you."

He left the way he had come, through the revolving door and back into the afternoon sunshine, unremarkable and unremembered by everyone he passed.

Toombs sat alone with his cold tea and thought about traitors.
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3.  Chapter Two: The Bad Day

THE OFFICE OF COIL and Associates, Solicitors, occupied the ground floor of a Georgian terrace on the Mall in Waterford, which placed it directly across the river from the Cathedral and approximately four minutes walk from the principal garda station, a fact that the Special Branch handlers found quietly amusing and their undercover staff found less so.

Chief Inspector Shamus O'Donnell — who had been Paddy Coil for six months now, long enough that he sometimes caught himself thinking in the persona without prompting — arrived at eight forty-five to find the morning already assembled and waiting for him. Brenda at reception gave him the look she reserved for mornings that were going to be difficult, which was a slight tightening around the eyes and a fractional elevation of one eyebrow. After six months O'Donnell had learned to read Brenda's face like a weather forecast.

"Himself is in early," she said, meaning Detective Superintendent Frank Callaghan, who ran the Waterford operation from behind the identity of senior partner Gerald Coil, a man whose fictional biography O'Donnell could recite in his sleep.

"How early?" O'Donnell asked, hanging his coat.

"Seven. He rang me at six thirty to open up." She paused. "He had a bag."

The bag meant Callaghan had come from Dublin overnight, which meant something had happened that couldn't wait for normal communication channels. O'Donnell accepted this information, poured himself a coffee from the machine in the small kitchen and walked down the corridor to the senior partner's office, where he knocked once and entered.

Callaghan was a Cork man, like O'Donnell's parents, though the similarity ended there. He was small and spare with the kind of economical energy that manifested as constant slight movement — fingers tapping, feet shifting, eyes never fully at rest. He had been running undercover operations for Special Branch for sixteen years and had the accumulated patience of someone who has learned that impatience is simply incompetence with better posture.

He was sitting behind the large mahogany desk that came with the office and looking at a file. He did not look up when O'Donnell entered.

"Close the door," he said.

O'Donnell closed the door and sat in the client's chair across the desk, feeling — as he always did in this office — the slight unreality of the situation. They were two Metropolitan Police officers sitting in a fake solicitor's office in the south of Ireland conducting operations against the IRA while speaking in careful undertones and pretending to care about property conveyances. He had moments of thinking it was all slightly absurd. Then he remembered what the men they were watching had done and the absurdity resolved itself back into necessity.

"You look tired," Callaghan said, still reading.

"I'm fine," O'Donnell said, which was the standard response to the standard observation.

Callaghan finally looked up. He studied O'Donnell for a moment with the assessing gaze he applied to all information, human or documentary. "You know Dr Stephen Murphy's surgery on Parnell Street?"

"I know the building. I haven't had cause to go in."

"You're about to have cause." Callaghan reached into the bag beside his desk and produced a small medical case, the kind that might belong to a district nurse. He set it on the desk between them. "Murphy is a sympathiser. Has been for years — his brother was in the movement in the seventies, did two years in the Maze. Murphy himself stays clean, on the surface. But he passes information and he's let his surgery be used for meetings twice that we know of."

"So he's a contact."

"He's potentially more than that. We have reason to believe he's the Waterford cell's medical resource. If our people get hurt on an operation, Murphy's who they go to. Which means he has information
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4.  Chapter Three: Paddy Coil's Poorly Foot
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5.  Chapter Four: One Eye on Dublin
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6.  Chapter Five: The Cultivation
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7.  Chapter Six: Thursday Evening
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8.  Chapter Seven: The Dublin Problem
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9.  Chapter Eight: The Road to Dublin
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10.  Chapter Nine: The Informer
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11.  Chapter Ten: The Wrong Man
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12.  Chapter Eleven: Nugent's Move
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13. Chapter Twelve: The Final Calculation
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14.  Epilogue: Donal Sheehan's Silence
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