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CHAPTER ONE: THE QUIET BURIAL
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The cemetery was not Glasnevin. Saoirse Murphy had no monument, no Republican honour guard, no tricolour draped across the pine box. She had asked for none of those things — not in writing, not in any formal instruction — but O'Donnell knew it as surely as he knew anything about her. She would have wanted quiet. She had always wanted quiet. The noise of the cause had been something she wore like a coat in winter — necessary, uncomfortable, and shed the moment she was indoors.

The grave was in Ballyphehane, a small municipal cemetery on the south side of Cork city. Seven people stood in the thin October rain. Her aunt, Brigid, a woman of seventy with Saoirse's same dark eyes and none of her fire. Two cousins, men in their forties who had driven from Limerick and stood with the collective unease of people attending a funeral they did not fully understand. Father Connolly, the parish priest, reading the words with genuine tenderness and no particular urgency. A woman from the office where Saoirse had worked her last legitimate cover — a housing association in Blackpool, Cork — who clutched a single white carnation and wept without embarrassment.

And Commander Shamus O'Donnell. And DC Mulligan, two paces behind him, present not as a colleague but as the closest thing O'Donnell had to a friend who understood what this morning meant.

No IRA colour party. No volley of shots over the grave. No tricolour. In the eyes of the movement, Saoirse Murphy was a traitor who had bartered their secrets for personal sentiment. In the eyes of her Control in Special Branch, she was an intelligence asset whose value had been realised and whose operational life had concluded. In the eyes of Commander Shamus O'Donnell, she was the woman who had chosen, at the last, to stand on the right side of a line she had spent years straddling — and who had paid the full price for that choosing.

He stood with his hands clasped at his waist. No hat. The rain settled in his hair and tracked cold lines down the back of his neck and he did not move. He had cried twice since her death — once alone in the Waterford office after closing time, once in the car outside the mortuary in Cork, engine running, rain on the windscreen, DC Mulligan sitting silently in the passenger seat until it was done. He would not cry now. It was not a decision he had made consciously. It was simply the truth of the morning. The grief had moved somewhere deeper than tears.

Father Connolly read the Twenty-Third Psalm.

Though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil.

O'Donnell thought: she walked through it for four years and she feared plenty. She just kept going anyway.

That was the thing about her. The thing Toombs had written in his letter from Killarney prison — the letter that still sat in O'Donnell's breast pocket, folded along its original creases, read perhaps forty times. She made her own choice. That was the thing about her you should carry forward. Not the end. The choosing.

He had not decided yet whether he hated Toombs for writing it or whether it was the only true and useful thing anyone had said to him since her death. Perhaps both. The line between hatred and reluctant respect was one O'Donnell had been walking for the better part of a decade.

The coffin was lowered. Brigid dropped a handful of earth and a sprig of heather. The cousins followed. The woman from the housing association laid her white carnation on the lid and stepped back.

O'Donnell moved forward last. He crouched — not dropping earth, not offering flowers — and placed one hand flat on the wet pine for three seconds. A private language. Nothing that required translation.

He straightened. He looked at the grave for a long moment.

Then he said, quietly, to no one in particular: "Who pulled the trigger?"

Mulligan heard him. He said nothing.

The question had been there since the night she died — since the call came through at eleven forty-three on a Tuesday evening to the Waterford office, patched through from Cork Garda. A single shot to the back of the neck. Professional. Clean. Cold. She had been walking home from the housing association office along a quiet road in Bishopstown. The shooter had been at distance — sixty, possibly eighty yards — positioned on a rise above the road. Recovered shell casing: 7.62mm. A rifle shot. Not a pistol, not an opportunist, not a message sent in anger. A commission. A planned, professional execution.

Toombs would not have done it himself. O'Donnell knew this with the certainty of someone who had spent four years studying the man's methodology. John Toombs did not pull triggers. He gave instructions to people who did. He sat in safe houses in Cork and Killarney and Dublin hotel bars and he issued orders in the flat, economical language of a man who had been in the business long enough to separate himself from the physical reality of what those orders produced.

So who? Toombs had been in Killarney prison when the shot was fired. He had been there for six weeks. The order had either been given before his arrest — a standing instruction, a dead man's switch triggered by her formal defection to Special Branch — or it had been communicated from inside the prison to a handler on the outside.

Either way: someone else had stood on that rise in Bishopstown with a 7.62 rifle and looked through a scope at a woman walking home in the dark. Someone else had controlled their breathing and squeezed the trigger. Someone else had walked away.

That person was still walking.

O'Donnell turned from the grave. He nodded to Father Connolly. He shook Brigid's hand and held it for a moment and said the true thing: "She was the bravest person I ever met." Brigid looked at him with those dark Saoirse eyes and said: "I knew she was in something terrible. I never asked. Should I have asked?"

"No," O'Donnell said. "You couldn't have changed any of it."

He was not sure that was entirely true. But it was the right thing to say at a graveside in the rain.

He walked back to the car. Mulligan fell into step beside him.

"Cork office is ready," Mulligan said. "They've pulled everything they have on Toombs's external contacts during the Killarney remand period. Visitor logs, mail intercepts, duty solicitor records."

"How many visits?"

"Eleven. Four from his solicitor — legitimate, verified. Three from a woman listed as his sister. Two from a man listed as a cousin from Tralee. One from a priest."

"Toombs has no sister," O'Donnell said.

"No," said Mulligan. "He doesn't."

They reached the car. O'Donnell stood for a moment with his hand on the roof, looking back toward the grave. The small group was dispersing. Father Connolly was closing his book. The cemetery was quiet in the way that only cemeteries and certain interrogation rooms ever truly were.

"Get me the visitor logs," O'Donnell said. "Names, dates, times. Physical descriptions from the custody staff."

"Already requested."

O'Donnell opened the door and got in.

He had a grave to close and a shooter to find. In that order.
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CHAPTER TWO: THE KILLARNEY TRANSFER
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The file on John Toombs was four years thick and two inches deep and it sat in a locked cabinet in the Cork Special Branch office with a red stripe across the cover that meant: active, sensitive, restricted to Commander level access only. O'Donnell had read every page of it so many times that certain passages had developed the quality of remembered verse — passages he could recite without opening the file, passages that had settled into the architecture of how he understood the man.

He understood him better than he understood most people he had known for decades.

He opened the file now at the Cork office — a borrowed desk, a borrowed lamp, a mug of tea that Mulligan had produced from somewhere — and turned to the operational summary at the rear. Four years. Thirty-seven known IRA operations with confirmed or probable Toombs involvement. Sixteen weapons importations. Nine confirmed deaths attributable to operations he had ordered. Two attempted assassinations of public figures — the British Ambassador, a visiting member of the Royal Family — both disrupted by Special Branch. One large-scale planned attack in Manchester, prevented in the final forty-eight hours by intelligence provided by Saoirse Murphy during her formal debriefing.

Forty-two lives saved in Manchester alone. O'Donnell thought about that when he thought about what she had given. Forty-two people who had gone Christmas shopping and come home again because she had sat in a safe house in Cork and given everything she knew to a Special Branch debriefer who was
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