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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            TIM

          

        

      

    

    
      Sunday 8th December

      The storm arrived hours ago, but now it rages—a deep, percussive boom rolling off the Atlantic, lashing the rooftop in relentless bursts. The attic shivers beneath it. Rain hammers the sheet metal above like fists on a coffin lid. Every gust vibrates through iron girders and wooden beams, through the plaster ceiling, into the marrow of his spine.

      Out the window, Cork blurs—streetlamps smear gold across the wet terrace rooftops, the city cloaked in storm-stained velvet.

      Inside, the attic is thick with heat and desire. Tim draws his breath in measured pulls, shallow and disciplined. In through the nose. Hold. Out again. It doesn’t quite work. His chest stays tight, breath skidding where it should glide. The crooked lamp traps him in amber, every flaw rendered honest. Sweat beads at his temples. The smell is old timber, damp paper…, and skin.

      Tim leans back against the bare wall, heart thudding in time with the rain. Pleasure courses through him in slow, dangerous waves, each one steeper than the last. It drags at him, hot and low, coiling behind his hips and threatening to take him under. His thighs tense. His fingers twitch at the linen.

      “Mason. Stop. I don’t wanna come yet.” His voice cracks, more rasp than command. He rakes a hand into the tangled silver curls at his lap and pulls.

      Mason lifts his head—eyes gleaming with something feral. His mouth is slick, scarlet. He doesn’t speak right away, just stares, jaw tense, breathing hard through his nose like he’s barely holding himself back.

      “Why not?” he asks at last. His voice is hoarse, thick with the heat between them. “I don’t mind.”

      Tim laughs, breathless, because he has to. “Seriously, give me a break.”

      Mason doesn’t move for a beat, and when he does, it’s with that contained desperation. He moves like someone long accustomed to hunger, expecting it. A body that knows the shape of need, but flinches from the relief of it.

      He slides up, skin flushed and damp, and presses into Tim’s chest. There’s not much bulk to him, but he feels carved from tension. Under Tim’s hands, lean muscle tightens then trembles, caught between restraint and raw impulse.

      He kisses Tim, not soft but deliberate. His tongue tastes like rain and salt. Then he tilts his head, mouth tracing down along Tim’s neck—slow, brutal, precise. Each kiss is a mark. Mason’s breath hitches when he reaches the collarbone, then again when he flicks his tongue along the hollow just above it.

      It’s not tenderness. It’s need, barely caged.

      Tim’s hand rises and finds the back of Mason’s neck. He presses his thumb into the muscle there and rubs slow circles—a trick he learned from watching Arty. The bastard had been training Mason’s body to relax when he did this. Works like a charm. Mason sags against him, breath stuttering, the tension bleeding out in tiny shudders.

      The storm crashes around them—untamed and endless. Beneath it, Tim catches the sound: the faintest, guttural rumble in Mason’s chest.

      Tension—still there, still seeking a release.

      

      Once, not so long ago, he’d had a hangup about being gay. Thirty years old and still trying to decipher himself. Was it Mason? Just Mason? The silver-haired enigma who crept under his skin like damp through brickwork? Or was it something inherent, something buried deeper?

      Now, he doesn’t question it. Not with a man’s throat warm in his palm, the hard line of shoulder fitting into him as if it always should. Not with a chest solid and moving under his hand, breath catching there, honest and unhidden.

      This isn’t confusion. It’s recognition.

      Mason’s cock, hot and insistent, nudges against his thigh—a wordless declaration. Tim’s own responds in kind, a taut, undeniable echo. No mistake. No caveats.

      He’s here. He’s hard. He’s gay.

      Thunder growls across the rafters like something crawling on the roof. The wind howls down from Montenotte and shakes the panes in their frames. Mason pulls tighter into him, nose brushing the side of his neck. There’s a need in that gesture—soft, but carved from loss. Three weeks since Joshua Roche vanished from the picture. Not violently. Just a quiet release. Mason let him go, and it was the right thing to do—but it hollowed something out in him. Something Tim aches to fill.

      It should have been simple.

      After Roche, Mason stuck to him like ivy to brick—clingy, if Tim were being unkind. Solitude frightened him more than anything. Tim rearranged his schedule. Started sleeping over. Moved half his life into the attic room without quite realising it. And every time the rain set in—which is to say, nearly nightly—Mason wanted him. Needed him. For distraction. For comfort. For anything to stop the past from creeping in.

      Tim doesn’t mind being needed.

      He loves being needed.

      If only things were that simple.

      

      He rolls Mason onto his back and leans down, taking his mouth with intention. The lips part without resistance. There’s a sound, muffled by the roof’s drumming, but Tim feels it vibrate against his own mouth—a moan, low and helpless. Mason likes to be kissed. It’s one of the first things he learned.

      His hand moves slowly down Mason’s arm, learning him by touch. Over the lean bicep, the hollowed crease of the elbow, the taut muscle beneath. Each inch a discovery. He’s always wanted to draw him—put him down in charcoal and keep him, somehow—but he doesn’t trust himself. Not after Arty. Not with Mason. So instead, he memorises with tongue and fingertip, mapping the sharp slope of shoulder, the taste of skin over bone.

      Mason jolts when Tim’s mouth dips into the inner elbow. Sensitive spot. Not ticklish, just reactive. Girls he dated used to hate how twitchy Tim was, a walking tangle of nerves. Mason, though—Mason’s made of fuse wire and desire. Everything ignites.

      Tim presses harder into the crease, and Mason shudders. Moans louder this time. His hand tangles in Tim’s hair and yanks him up with a gasp.

      Tim lets him. He sits back, thighs straddling Mason’s hips, pinning him down. The man beneath him blinks up, eyes shining in the dim, his whole body tensed like a bow drawn tight. Those eyes—dark blue, almost black in the low light—are glassy, vulnerable, but wild. Like he might cry. Like he wants to. Like he wants to be pushed further.

      Tim doesn’t look away. He can’t.

      His hand slides down, wraps around Mason’s cock. Warm, stiff, alive. He strokes once, slow. Just to watch his face. Just to see what shape his mouth makes. Mason gasps, hips twitching under him. That look in his eyes—it’s not fear. It’s surrender. A plea in disguise. Something deep and primal, asking not to be spared.

      “Is this good?” Tim murmurs, his breath warm against Mason’s skin.

      A nod. Then, almost bashful: “Yeah. Er—could you do it faster?”

      Tim huffs a soft laugh. “No.”

      The cock in his hand throbs harder, pulsing against his palm. He didn’t think it could get any stiffer—but Mason’s young. He’s all nerve endings and reckless needs.

      “Please?” The word spills out half-whimpered, dragged from some hidden corner.

      Tim smiles—not mocking, but indulgent. “You’re very sweet, Mason.”

      He changes the rhythm, quickening his hand, and Mason sucks in a sharp breath through his teeth. One hand flies to his mouth to stifle the sound, though he’s never been particularly loud. Still, Tim feels every tremble, every shift in breath. The build is unmistakable—rising fast now, tightening. But just before the wave can crest, he stops.

      Mason’s eyes fly open, wide and dazed. His chest heaves.

      Tim leans down and licks along the shaft, slow and deliberate, tasting the heat, the tension, the helpless pulse of it.

      “Fuck!” Mason gasps, voice cracking.

      Tim chuckles against him. “Be a good boy and don’t swear.”

      “Give me a bit more.”

      Tim doesn’t oblige. Instead, he draws back slightly, hand still firm. “That’s the thing, Mason. I want to give you a lot more. I’ve been trying. Don’t you want me to?”

      Gently, he lifts Mason’s knees to his chest, pressing the legs open with quiet authority. His palm slides up the back of his thigh, over the rise of his arse, fingers nudging lightly at the centre.

      Mason groans into his own hand, face blotched scarlet, muscles taut and trembling. There’s no resistance, only anticipation.

      “You want me inside you?” Tim’s voice drops. His own arousal is almost painful now—tight in his belly, coiled like wire.

      Mason clenches his eyes shut, nodding fast, urgent.

      Tim reaches for the bottle of lube on the floor—been sitting there for two weeks, waiting for this moment. He squeezes a generous amount into his hand. The label said to be liberal. He is. He slicks his fingers and rubs carefully, reverently, around the opening—slow circles, teasing and soft. He knows what he’s doing. He’s practised, alone, in the quiet. This part he trusts himself with.

      He slips one finger in. Mason jolts—breath catching, back arching.

      “Does it hurt?” Tim asks, pausing.

      A shake of the head. No words—only heavy, uneven breaths.

      He adds another finger, working him open, stretching gently. Every flicker on Mason’s face is a cue—lips parted, lashes fluttering, brow pinched in bliss. His body is softening, the ring of muscle easing under Tim’s hand. But the tension remains in the air—charged and humming. His own breathing is quick now, stomach in knots, cock pressed against his thigh.

      “That’s… I’m ready,” Mason breathes. “You can⁠—”

      “Right.”

      Tim shifts above him, guiding Mason’s legs higher. He lines himself up, chest tight, nerves jangling. But as the head of his cock presses against the entrance, Mason pulls back—scrambling towards the pillow, panic in his eyes.

      “No! I can’t!” His voice cracks, raw and frightened.

      Tim freezes. “Mason. Are you alright? Are you hurt? I’m sorry⁠—”

      “No. I’m grand. I just—I can’t do this.”

      Tim’s hand hovers, then reaches gently for his leg, but Mason bats him away—hard.

      He growls, low in his throat, like a warning.

      Tim recoils. “Mason. I’m sorry.”

      Mason flinches. “No, I’m sorry. It’s not you. I just… I don’t… Can’t. I don’t deserve it.”

      “What?” Tim’s voice drops. “Sex?”

      Mason shakes his head, curls sticking to his damp forehead. “I… I mustn’t forget.”

      Tim stills. And then—he remembers.

      “I’m sorry, Tim. I’m⁠—”

      Two tears slide down Mason’s cheeks, shimmering in the dim lamplight. He tries to hide them, but it’s too late. His guilt, his grief—they’re always just beneath the surface.

      Tim sighs and lowers his head. Another failed attempt. Another night that ends in retreat.

      “It’s alright. Come here.”

      He pulls Mason’s shivering form against his chest. He fits like something fragile, bird-boned and brittle with remorse. In the far corner of the room, Tim catches the red glow of the digital clock—and there, just beside it, the ghost of a grin. Matt watches, all bone and mockery. A sixteen-year-old boy, lost in the rain but refusing to fade.

      Mason might have forgiven Joshua Roche. But not himself. Not for Matt.

      He’s punishing himself for something in the past. But the more he denied himself, the more he craved it.

      Tim strokes his hand down Mason’s back, slow and steady. The body in his arms quivers—not from cold, but need. Not lust. Longing.

      He kisses whatever skin he can reach. The crown of silver hair. The slope of a shoulder. The thin stretch of a wrist. It’s all he can think of. Soft little kisses, just enough to remind him he isn’t alone in this body, that someone is here, choosing him, again and again.

      Mason slowly uncurls, eyes still glassy, and turns into him. He presses a hand to Tim’s chest, nose nuzzling into the sweat-damp hair there, inhaling like the scent might anchor him. Then… another kiss. A nibble. He’s heading south again.

      Still chasing silence.

      Tim lets him. He tangles his fingers into those silver locks, cradling the weight of his head as it sinks into his lap. Mason’s mouth is exquisite. Precise. Unrelenting. Another legacy of Arty he’d rather not unpack.

      Tim groans, low and helpless, fighting to stay composed. In the corner, Matt smirks at him through the gloom, smug and spectral.

      The head in his lap isn’t lifting anytime soon, so Tim lifts a middle finger towards the empty corner.

      Matt only grins wider.

      And outside, the wind howls through the night, dragging with it a voice full of salt and scorn—an Atlantic murmur laced with accusation.

      Words that say: You couldn’t even keep him whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            TIM

          

        

      

    

    
      Monday 9th December

      Outside the Boole Library at University College Cork (UCC)…

      A plastic bag, whipped into flight by the wind, flaps towards them like an airborne jellyfish. Tim intercepts it mid-air, just before it slaps Gladys in the face. It writhes in his grip for a second before giving up.

      “Chivalry lives,” he says, dropping it into a nearby bin.

      Gladys huddles deeper into her coat. “And yet we’re sitting outside like Victorian invalids, instead of inside the cosy library behind us.”

      “I didn’t want anyone overhearing. It’s… delicate.”

      “It is. And ‘your friend’ didn’t use to object to sex?” she asks, voice half-buried in her scarf.

      Tim shakes his head, squinting at the bare trees across the quad. The wind scours the paving stones like it’s trying to clean them.

      “He used to get beaten up by his ex,” he says, gaze fixed somewhere distant, anywhere but her face. “As a prelude to sex.” His mouth tightens. A pause. “A sort of… entry fee.”

      Gladys’s eyebrows climb. “And he allowed it?”

      “Apparently. Said it made it possible. Like permission to enjoy it came only after he’d suffered first.” He shrugs. “I don’t want him hurt any more. It made me wince just looking at those bruises. Felt like someone had taken a belt to my ribs.”

      “Quite.”

      “That man’s in jail now,” Tim adds, quickly.

      “Good. You poor thing.”

      He gives her a sideways glance. “It’s not me. It’s him. My friend.”

      “Mmm.” She says it like she’s humouring a child with an imaginary twin.

      Tim presses on. “But now he’s conflicted. Still waiting for the bastard. Is this some kind of twisted, emotional Stockholm syndrome?”

      It hurts to say it out loud. The conversation he had with Mason in the pub last month clings to him, sour and unfinished. They’ve never circled back to it, but it lodges itself in the back of his head all the same. Whatever passed between Mason and Arty runs deeper than sense, deeper than anything Tim knows how to name, and that knowledge sits heavy in his chest.

      Gladys sighs. “It’s hard to leave what you think you deserve.”

      “I don’t get why he stayed. He doesn’t even like pain.”

      “It might not have been about the pain. Not really.”

      Tim tilts his head up to look at her. He suspects as much. He says, “Go on, Freud.”

      She leans forward. “Well… when you two were—?” She gestures vaguely.

      He clears his throat. “Yes. That.”

      “And you think he wanted you to hurt him?”

      Tim nods, reluctantly. “Not in words. Just… the look. Like he expected it. Like I’d missed a step. But… I can’t do it.”

      “Well, if it’s not right for you, then it’s not right full stop. Consent isn’t a one-way valve.”

      He nods again, slowly. His fingers are numb from the wind.

      “I want to help him. Really help him. He’s still carrying this guilt, like it’s stitched into his skin. Like abstaining is a sentence he deserves.”

      Gladys tilts her head. “You think he’s punishing himself?”

      “That’s what his ex said. That the beatings were his alternative penance. No pleasure without penance. Sick, isn’t it?”

      A silence drapes itself over the bench for a while.

      Then she says, “What if it’s not sick?”

      He looks at her, sharply. “Sorry?”

      “Just… what if it’s a coping mechanism?” Gladys says. “A kind of penance. Not punishment through pain, but through denial. He offloads guilt by stripping life of anything that might resemble desire.”

      Tim blinks, thrown. “You mean like… asceticism for the emotionally damned?”

      She gives a half-smile. “Something like that. Your friend believes his choices killed the people he loved. So now, any act of choosing—especially for himself—might feel like tempting fate. Like playing god and getting it wrong again.”

      Tim’s thoughts drift, unbidden, to Mason’s apartment. Monastic. No telly, no clutter, no warmth. Not even the pretend chaos of someone who might one day settle in. Just a bed, a kettle, and silence. “He’s cut out all the options,” Tim says. “Like… deliberately whittled life down to the bare minimum. Nothing but what’s necessary to keep breathing.”

      Gladys nods. “Some people find comfort in that. Fewer choices, fewer chances to get it catastrophically wrong. There’s a strange safety in containment.”

      Tim runs a hand over his jaw, wind cutting at his cheekbones. He hates how much sense it makes. Hates that he’s seen it up close—in every hollow corner of Mason’s life—and didn’t think to look twice.

      “But still…,” he says. “He forgave the lad who posted the video. Why can’t he forgive himself?”

      “Forgiveness is not a logical process, Tim. It’s not a maths problem. And self-forgiveness? That’s the big boss level.”

      His stomach caves, remembering the shuddering figure in his arms last night. “Watching him twist in it, though… it’s unbearable. I want to help. What can I do?”

      She places a gloved hand on his arm. “You’re doing something just by being there. Holding space is an underrated therapy.”

      He gives her a weak smile. “What’s that? Sounds like something out of a sci-fi novel.”

      “Holding space means you don’t rush to patch someone up or yank them out of their pain. It’s like sitting in a dark room with them, not flipping the lights on, and just saying, ‘I’m here. I’m not going anywhere.’ People don’t heal when you fix them. They heal when they feel safe enough to unravel.”

      “Sit with him in the dark. That’s what I’ve been doing. He’s waiting for me to… punish him, and I’m holding out. We’re not getting anywhere.”

      She chuckles. “Patience. If he finds the right partner—someone who sees him, gets the full circuitry—he could build something that doesn’t run on punishment.”

      Tim’s ears perk up. “The right partner? What, and I’m the… what, interim lease?”

      Gladys squints at him. “Does he resent his ex?”

      “Not for the beatings. For something else. For the woman he killed.”

      “Right. The girlfriend. That’ll do it.” She pats his arm again. “You are a walking tangle, Dr Timothy Button.”

      He winces. “It’s not me. It’s⁠—”

      “Your friend. Yes, yes. I’m sure your friend appreciates the thought.”

      She smiles. A psychiatrist’s smile: generous, knowing, just a touch smug.

      “Out of curiosity,” she adds, “what do you want from this relationship?”

      Tim hesitates. “Progress. Intimacy. I want to… you know… copulate.”

      She raises an eyebrow. “You want to fuck him?!”

      He coughs. “That’s one way to phrase it.”

      “And is that feasible?”

      “Not right now. Not unless I sprout antlers and a whip. But I know he wants it too. There’s frustration on both ends.”

      Gladys straightens. “A meaningful relationship doesn’t have to be about sex. There are plenty of happy people who don’t engage in sexual activity.”

      “I know. But I like sex. It’s fun. And not having it with someone I care about feels like queuing up for a ride that never starts. Any suggestions?”

      Gladys twists her brows in a knot. She stares him up and down. Once. Twice. A third time, for good measure.

      Then, she says, “Have you bought him a Christmas present yet?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            BRIA

          

        

      

    

    
      Tuesday 10th December

      “Protective custody? What’s going on?” Bria’s voice jumps, cutting through the café’s low hum.

      Outside, Dublin is doing its usual impression of itself. Temple Bar churns in the drizzle: buskers bleeding fiddle notes into the wet air, cobblestones slick and shining underfoot, the sour tang of spilled stout drifting in every time the door opens.

      Senan Bunsi, her old Garda College classmate, sits opposite, stirring three sugars into his Americano. The spoon clicks softly against the cup. They’re holed up in this narrow little spot—one of those faux-artsy joints with filament bulbs and reclaimed furniture, where a cup of bitter black costs more than a decent lunch in Cork.

      “It’s mostly a precaution,” he says, lifting the cup and sipping with theatrical appreciation. “Miss Sanchez reckons she’s been getting mouth from some of the others. Nothing concrete. Just vibes. But she’s our golden goose for the Exchange-Terminal scheme, so you know yourself.”

      “What kind of threat?”

      “Ah now, at least get me pissed before wringing secrets out of me. I need a pint and something to blame my loose lips on.”

      His dark eyes sparkle under thick lashes, cheeky and soft all at once. The sharp lines of his jaw—bare now, where once he wore stubble like armour—make him look cleaner, but not tamer.

      Bria smirks, remembering.

      “I had clearance to speak with her about Cassandra O’Neill’s case,” she says, opening her laptop and flicking it towards him. The screen glows with the scan of an official document, her name printed in clean black ink.

      “I thought that one had gone to trial already?” Senan says, eyes skimming the text.

      “Not quite. It’s stumbling. Looks ready to fall off the donkey.”

      “Ah stop.” He chuckles. “What’s the story?”

      “Long one. But I need to get to Valentina Sanchez. Can you swing it?”

      He leans back with a sigh. “This paper’s worth feck-all now she’s in a safe house. I’ll need a fresh signature before I can bring you in. If I leg it now, I might be able to sort it for this evening. What time’s your train?”

      “Five.”

      “Can’t swing it.”

      “I’ll cancel.”

      “Nice one. Send me the file.” He pushes back his chair, already halfway up, moving with that restless energy he always had, like the city itself had wired his limbs.

      Bria forwards the email. “Done.”

      He slings his bag over one shoulder. “And you’re staying with me tonight, yeah?”

      She gives him a sweet, practiced smile. “Sure. We’ve loads to talk about.”

      “Ah, Jesus,” he groans, grinning. “I’ll give you a bell when we’re good to go.”

      He winks, then disappears into the churn of Temple Bar.

      

      Bria flicks her phone from the table and checks the time. Late morning. Hours to kill. No message from the station—no summons, no crisis, no one looking for her. Dead air.

      She considers leaving, then looks around at the prices chalked up on the wall and stays exactly where she is. If she’s going to be stranded in Dublin with nothing to do, she’ll be damned if she doesn’t wring every last drop of value out of the fortune she’s just handed over. She settles back into the chair, claims the space out of spite.

      Her laptop comes out. The screen blooms to life, pale and unforgiving. She pulls up the notes she’s been hoarding on Cassandra’s case—timelines, inconsistencies, questions that won’t lie down—and lets the noise of the café blur at the edges as she sinks back into the work.

      The flaw in the investigation had always been the same: no physical evidence. None. They only managed to close it because of Arty’s confession after the assault and abduction of Tim Button.

      The logic ran smooth on the surface. If Arty was capable of abducting and attempting to kill Tim, then it was likely—highly likely—that he’d done the same to Cassandra. His confession supported that. He gave details about her time of death, how she’d been placed in the river. The forensic results matched his story, right down to the microscopic fibres.

      He said he’d scrubbed the gym, the clinic, and the car clean—so thoroughly that no one would even know she’d been there. That was the plan. He was meant to get away with it. Cassandra’s murder was meant to vanish into thin air.

      And he would’ve gotten away with her murder. There was nothing she could find to pin him. The planning was immaculate.

      Then Tim happened.

      And that is where it all started to unravel.

      Tim wasn’t part of the plan. His abduction was an impulse—he turned up at Arty’s front door, and something snapped. Yet Arty didn’t kill him straight away. He abducted him… then went back to work. Just clocked in like it was any other shift.

      Why stall? Why wait?

      Was he unsure? Buying time?

      During questioning, Arty said he’d taken Cassandra the night before—the information he offered up only after Bria mentioned Cassandra hadn’t been seen since Friday evening.

      It’s almost like he’d shaped his confession around her slip. Woven himself into the timeline with threads she’d handed him.

      Bria grunts under her breath.

      Let’s say—just say, for argument’s sake—Arty didn’t kill Cassandra. It’s a hypothesis she doesn’t want to entertain for too long, but she has to walk through it.

      Why would Arty lie?

      The image of the orange pill bottle flashes in her mind.

      Do you know how feckin’ scary it was, once you’d decided?

      Yes.

      Joshua Roche had lied about killing Tara Linskey. Because prison was less scary than the cyanide capsule he’d been carrying for six bloody years. He chose the bars over the bottle.

      Maybe Arty’s the same. Maybe the truth is worse than a murder charge.

      But no. Arty isn’t Roche.

      Those faint ghosts of old needle scars tracing the inside of his forearms—anyone who’s crawled their way out of that could claw their way through anything. He’s built to survive.

      So maybe… it wasn’t about him.

      Bria presses her palms to her temples.

      The only other suspect she had was Mason.

      The timeline cracks open again. She pulled Mason in for questioning. The next morning, Arty handed over Cassandra’s phone. Then she mentioned the warehouse in Little Island—and Arty snatched Tim, planted him in the very same place. Why?

      An overconfident killer?

      Or a man staging the truth, dragging her through his narrative until she saw only what he wanted her to see.

      Mason, remember it wasn’t you, it was me.

      Bria winces.

      This hypothesis is growing legs, and she doesn’t like where it’s planning to walk her.

      The sad puppy face looking up, asking if she wanted to watch him train, is also the same face that had a hand in Joshua Roche’s disappearance six years ago. Her gut instinct is pointing its accusing finger at the puppy.

      Could Mason have killed Cassandra?

      If he hadn’t, why would Arty move the way he did?

      The level of… what is it? Affection? Obsession? Arty doesn’t just love Mason. It’s something deeper. Devotion.

      Twisted. Absolute.

      The question is: Could Mason kill?

      She sees them again, walking away together—Mason with that horrible dye job, trying too hard to sound breezy, and Roche with that glimmer of hope back in his eyes. In the soft, hazy afternoon, they’d looked so young. It had felt… human. For once, she’d thought maybe she should give someone the benefit of the doubt.

      Almost.

      It’s also a human who murdered Cassandra O’Neill.

      Bria’s instincts are screaming at her to check Mason out again.

      He doesn’t have an alibi for the time of death. He claimed he was at home. One witness put him in the city centre around midnight. Could he have gone to the boxing gym, killed Cassandra, and dumped her body in the river?

      Possibly. If he had transport. He had the key to the Ferrari. He could’ve driven upstream. But forensics came up clean on the car. Not a fibre. Not a trace.

      She exhales, sharp and frustrated.

      It’d be easier—and so much more satisfying—to accept that Arty killed her. All she’d need is one piece of evidence to support that.

      One solid thing.

      Her phone vibrates on the table, snapping her out of the spiral.

      It’s Senan. He’ll be joining her this evening for the interview with Valentina Sanchez.

      Finally, something real to go on.

      

      The bungalow is unremarkable. Red bricks, slate roof, white windows and door—like something from a Lego set built to blend in. It sits quietly in a sleepy suburb of Dublin, where the hedges are trimmed and the bins all match. Senan backs the unmarked car up the drive and kills the engine.

      “This is nice,” Bria says, stepping out. “A whole house for one asset?”

      “We aim to please,” Senan replies drily. He opens the front door for her. “Just remember—nothing outside the murder investigation. Keep it clean.”

      A woman in jeans and a sweatshirt stands up from the living room sofa, nodding in greeting.

      “Just one guard?” Bria asks.

      “Two more lads in the house opposite,” the woman answers, jerking her head towards the window. “Round-the-clock surveillance.”

      Holy hell. She’ll need to get Senan to spill his guts later tonight, even if she has to slit them open.

      A voice calls from the kitchen. “Brianna.”

      It’s soft, polite, and slightly ragged.

      Valentina Sanchez steps into view in a pair of well-worn jeans and a knitted cardigan. She’s thinner now—prison has etched itself into her—but she still moves with the grace of a woman who used to turn heads in every room she entered.

      “Valentina, hi. How are you coping?” Bria gestures to the small dining table in the kitchen.

      “I’m… hanging in there. I think.” She fills the kettle with slow precision. “Coffee? Black, if I remember right. And milk, two sugars for Sergeant Bunsi.”

      “Sergeant?” Bria snaps her head towards Senan.

      “We’ve a lot of catching up to do, Bria.” He winks.

      They sit. Bria sets up the recorder and gives the standard preamble in a clipped, careful voice.

      “Miss Valentina Sanchez, age thirty-six. Former employee of the Exchange Gallery. Miss Sanchez, I’d like to ask you some questions concerning the murder of Miss Cassandra O’Neill.”

      “Oh, I thought someone had already been arrested,” Valentina says. “I read it in the paper. But yes, of course—go ahead.”

      “Does the name Arty Armitage mean anything to you?”

      She pauses. “I don’t believe so. Who is he?”

      “Just a person of interest. We’re tying up loose ends. Cassandra never mentioned him?”

      “Not that I recall.”

      “What about Mason Maloney?”

      “No, I’m sorry. They sound like names the boys in the business might use—stage names.”

      “Nope. Real names.”

      “Really?” Valentina smiles, the first sign of light. “Then I’ve never heard of them. Sorry.”

      “No, don’t be. It was a long shot.”

      “Who are they?”

      “Friends of Cassandra’s, so I was told.”

      “Cassandra didn’t have friends.” Valentina shrugs. “She said anyone who wanted something from her was a leech. Better an honest leech than one pretending to be a friend.”

      Bria looks up from her notebook.

      “Were you her only friend?”

      “I… I guess I was.” Valentina’s mouth lifts into a small, bittersweet smile, already drifting somewhere else—back to a time that isn’t coming back.

      “I remember you saying you’d worked at the Exchange nearly twelve years. You must’ve been close.”

      “Yes. Very. I don’t have any family left, and neither did she. We grew close over time.”

      “Did you know each other before the Exchange?”

      “Yes. I used to work at the Terminal, part-time.”

      “In London?”

      She nods. “Yes. I was studying accounting at the time.”

      “So you knew Cassandra through Gary Lane?” Bria asks.

      “No—she hired me. She was heavily involved in the Terminal before they separated.”

      “Heavily involved as in…?”

      Valentina hesitates, choosing her words. “Cassandra handled the finances. The accounts, the administration. Hiring, too. She kept everything… orderly.”

      “So she had a tight grip on the laundering⁠—”

      Senan’s boot taps Bria’s foot under the table. Light. A warning.

      Bria pivots smoothly. “How long did you work there?”

      “Three years, give or take. When Cassandra moved back to Ireland, she asked me to come with her. So I did. We’d become… friends.”

      Valentina looks away, eyes drifting to the garden beyond the kitchen window. The late afternoon light slants in, burnishing her face with a sleepy gold. The cardigan dips across her collarbones—still prominent, now almost severe. A pale scar trails along her right clavicle, parallel to the knitwear’s edge. It’s healed, but not aged. A blade? Bria’s gaze lingers.

      “Valentina… were you attacked in prison?”

      “Pardon?” Valentina blinks. “Er⁠—”

      Senan’s eyes snap to Bria’s. A final warning. She backs off. She’s just stepped on the Bureau’s carefully coiled tail.

      “Apologies,” Bria says. “One more question. It’s about Cassandra’s shared calendar.”

      “Yes?”

      “You said you entered her business appointments, and she added her personal ones later?”

      “That’s right.”

      Bria flicks through her note. “In the week leading to her death, she planned a trip to London. I noticed an entry: ‘Gary Lane’, Tuesday to Friday, noon.”

      Valentina nods. “Cass would update the calendar whenever plans shifted. It was our way to keep in sync.”

      “And from Friday evening to Sunday, the entry just says: ‘Boy Friday’.”

      “Yes. That means she planned to see him Friday night, like usual.” Valentina drops her gaze. “Have you… found him? Boy Friday, I mean.”

      Bria pauses, and says, “No. Do you know when she last updated the calendar?”

      “I can’t say for sure. But I imagine Thursday—she was in the habit of updating the calendar before bed.”

      Bria’s mind clicks into gear.

      Mason told her Cassandra never called to say she was coming. He’d even shown her the log—the last call, Thursday evening, the 13th of June.

      But what if he was lying? The fact is, Cassandra did come to Cork as she always did—every Friday.

      And then there’s the question that won’t stop ticking, steady as a clock behind her eyes:

      Where was Mason on Friday night?

      

      Valentina gives a restrained wave from the kitchen doorway, her silhouette framed in warm yellow light that feels borrowed, not lived in. Bria steps out into the chill, pulling the door closed behind her with a muted click. The night has folded itself tight around the little bungalow, the street steeped in a hush so deep it almost echoes.

      Across the road, the cover house shows no signs of life—at least none it means to share. Then Bria catches it: a flicker in the window. A shift in the shadows. Not the tidy blink of a telly or a lamp, but something slower. Patient. Watchful.

      Why did they put Valentina here?

      Bria pauses, glances back.

      Strings of fairy lights wink from the bungalow’s front window—cheap things, too white and too bright—trying their best to mimic cheer. They cast pale twinkles across the dark red bricks and clash unnervingly with the gloom pressing in on the neighbourhood. The whole street keeps watch on one another, draped in half-hearted decorations and early December stillness. The festive spirit here doesn’t sparkle—it shivers.

      The interview gave her less than she’d hoped. Valentina had answered politely, evenly—like someone who’d been practising calm in the mirror. And Bria’s still fumbling in the dark, grasping at threads that vanish the moment she tugs.

      “Will we go for a gurgle?” Senan’s voice cuts through the tension. He slides into the driver’s seat and snaps the belt into place.

      “Absolutely,” Bria says, dropping into the passenger seat with a sly grin. “I need something from you tonight.”

      He gives her a look—one eyebrow raised, a flicker of amusement beneath the surface. His lips twitch.

      “Why do I have a nagging feeling we’re not thinking about the same shite?” he says at last, grinning just enough to hint at what he’s not saying.

      “What shite would that be?” she asks, feigning innocence.

      He shrugs, eyes forward, but the corners of his mouth are still playing. His hand lingers on the gear stick a moment longer than needed, tapping his fingers against it like he’s keeping time with some private joke.

      “Let’s be off so,” Bria says. “But don’t drag me to some soulless cocktail bar. Grab a bottle of Jameson and a pizza and take me back to your gaff.”

      “Easy, girl,” Senan laughs. “We’ve got the whole night ahead of us.”

      He pulls the car away from the kerb. As the bungalow slips from view in the mirror, he casts a glance at the cover house opposite—brief, unreadable—and then drives on, the car swallowed quickly by the black-glass streets of suburban Dublin.
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      Tuesday 10th December

      Dublin never sleeps—just shifts shape after dark.

      Beneath sodium lights and drizzling clouds, the city breathes with a thousand restless lungs. Neon veins pulse through its concrete body, taxis slither past closed shutters, and damp streets gleam like the skin of something alive. It’s a place of transactions—some lawful, most not. Bria watches it all through the windscreen, arms folded, mouth tight. To her, the capital is a city in disguise—glossed up for tourists, rotting underneath. Everyone rushing. Everyone pretending they know where they’re going.

      The car noses into the underground car park of a block in Rathgar—one of the city’s quieter corners. Slightly leafier, marginally cheaper, still clinging to a sheen of middle-class respectability. It’s just far enough from Harcourt Square to feel detached from the polished chaos of Garda HQ, but close enough for the convenience of burnt-out detectives.

      Bria steps out with a bottle of whiskey in hand, the glass slick from condensation. Senan trails behind, juggling a laptop bag and a pizza box that breathes warmth into the cold air. They know this drill by heart. His place hasn’t changed in years—he moved in when his Garda wage started sputtering under the weight of rent, and whenever she came by, she brought provisions like a war wife feeding the front line.

      The lift creaks and rattles them up to the eighth floor.

      The studio flat cracks open, guarded and tight, overfamiliar. One room pretending to be more. The bathroom’s the size of a wardrobe. The kitchenette hasn’t aged so much as given up. And the desk—oh, the desk—is its own ecosystem: paper dunes, crime reports, cracked mugs, USB cables curled like dead snakes. It sags beneath the weight of Senan’s ambition. Bria adds the bottle to its burden.

      “You’ve been scarce,” Senan says, dropping the pizza beside the whiskey. The desk groans in agony.

      “I’ve been busy. You too, ‘Detective Sergeant Bunsi’.” She throws herself onto the bed—the only piece of furniture big enough to double as a seat.

      He blushes faintly, but the grin that stretches across his face does all the talking.

      “When?” Bria says.

      “Last month.”

      “And you didn’t tell me.”

      “Was waiting for the papers. Thought I’d make a proper night of it—ring you, get locked. It’s off the back of the Exchange-Terminal case. I owe you.”

      “You owe me plenty, but not for that. You’ve earned it, Senan. You’ve been grinding since college.”

      “Cheers. Was starting to get itchy, watching all you lot climb the ladder.”

      “Just itchy?” She accepts the plate he offers with a slice of pizza on it.

      “Alright, I was fecking fuming when you got yours.”

      “Me?”

      “You especially. Don’t act surprised. We’ve always had that rivalry thing going on.” Senan sits down on the only chair in the room.

      She smirks, chewing. “You know the only reason I moved up is the degree.”

      “Still counts. Criminology’s no joke. You made a smart move. I would’ve done it if I could’ve gotten a scholarship.”

      “No, you wouldn’t. You had your sights on Economic Crime from day one. You’re exactly where you planned to be.” Bria points at him with the tip of her pizza, grease glinting like punctuation.

      He shrugs, chuckles. “Suppose.”

      “Got your own team yet?”

      “Three people under me.”

      “Already? Bloody hell. How flush is Fraud these days?”

      “Not flush enough. What about you?”

      “Erm, half a person.” Bria shrinks to half the size.

      “Jesus. That’s criminal. What’s going on in local CID?”

      “Politics. Bullshit. Take your pick. But it’s not budget. The Super pretends it is, but I know better.”

      “What, no. That was a long time ago, and you did the right thing.”

      “Someone carved ‘SNITCH’ into my desk. All caps.”

      Senan scoffs. “What are we, twelve? You should’ve demanded a new desk.”

      “Nah, I’m keeping it. In case anyone wants to know why no one wants to team up with me. A snitch is better than a gobshite.”

      He bursts out laughing. “It’s brilliant. But let’s be honest—it’s not the snitching that did it. You shattered your own sergeant’s fingers mid-interrogation. He could’ve had you up on assault.”

      “Could’ve, but didn’t. The Super must’ve leaned on him.”

      “So who’s the poor bastard paired with you?”

      “New recruit. Figured anything’s better than fielding nuisance calls from the public.”

      Senan leans back, arms crossed. “I feel I should warn him. You beat us in every metric—it’s deeply emasculating.”

      “You’ll survive.” She gathers their plates and carries them to the sink.

      Senan’s left the crusts. Imagine that—he used to be so frugal. Bria tips them into the bin and runs the tap, washing the plates by feel.

      “I’m a willing victim,” he murmurs, coming up behind her. His arm slips around her waist. He kisses the crown of her head, soft and thoughtless.

      “That reminds me,” Bria says, drying her hands. “We need to talk.”

      “Oh Jesus. Do we? I’ve got a bad feeling.”

      “I haven’t said anything.”

      “You’re about to break up with me.” Senan lets go of her and reaches up to fetch two glasses from the high cupboard.

      “We’re not together.”

      “Well, no. But we… on occasion, we fuck. That’s a form of commitment. Like a microwave marriage—just add heat.”

      Bria laughs. “It’s more like eating toppings and binning the crust. You’re not getting the full experience.”

      “I don’t want the full experience. I just want the cheese and pepperoni. Ice?”

      She nods. “How would you hold your pizza?”

      “I haven’t thought. Can’t we do this after sex?” Senan pours her a generous shot. “Here. Chuck that down and get into bed.”

      “I mean it. I’m… sort of with someone.” Bria takes a sip and sits back down on the bed.

      He freezes mid-pour. “Who?”

      Bria shrugs.

      “Give me his number. I need to tell him what he’s getting himself into.” Senan joins her, perching on the end of the bed. “Hold on. He’s not that fecking professor from England, is he? The prat doesn’t deserve you.”

      “No, the prat turns out to be gay. He’s squirming about coming out in his thirties. Still can’t say the word to my face without going scarlet. It’s hilarious to watch.”

      Senan winces. “That must be hard. I’d die if I woke up one day and found myself fancying cocks.”

      “That’s not how it happens.” Bria pauses, the thought catching on itself. “Or maybe it would with you. Who knows?”

      “How should it happen then?”

      “You meet someone and you think the person is special, you want to know more about them. And the more you know, the more you are drawn to them. And you begin to feel that tingling feeling in your heart.” Bria gives him a sickeningly sweet smile.

      “Are you reading a YA romance?” Senan rubs away the goosebumps.

      “You’ve never had that feeling?”

      “Sure, I do. Just not in my heart.” He winks.

      She snorts—more judgement than amusement.

      After she downs her glass, she says, “What I want to tell you is I’ve met that someone, a woman.”

      He blinks. “You’re a lesbian?”

      “Looks like.”

      “Fuck, that’s hot. Have you⁠—?”

      “See this?!”

      “What?”

      “This!” Bria laughs, jabbing a foot at him, nearly knocking him over. “I broke a few fingers, and everyone made such a fuss. But the lads would be well chuffed with that comment!”

      “I apologise. It’s a condition of my gender.” Senan tops up both glasses. “But it’s like there’s a switch in my head and as soon as you mention ‘lesbian’, it blares hot pink and images I swear I’ve never before googled on my computer flash before my eyes. With an audio track! And I’m dying to know what it’s like between girls. So please, Mistress Friday, impart your wisdom to the unenlightened one.” His earnest face is too comical to take seriously.

      “Primal filth.”

      “Granted. But knowledge’s a noble cause. So?”

      “Maybe. If you’re worth your salt, I’ll let you know when I find out.”

      “Sure, look. You haven’t even done the deed. Got me all worked up for nothing.” He slumps. “You’re not shagging me, and you’ve no scandal to share—how d’you expect to wrangle info out of me?”

      “The prat professor’s done it with his boyfriend. Want to know?”

      “No! That knowledge would destroy me. I’m too delicate.”

      “Suit yourself.”

      “I’m grand. Leave me in the dark.”

      “Would you prefer it if I threatened to break your fingers?”

      “Yeah. That’ll do.” He tops off both their glasses and settles beside her. “Alright, tell me what you want. But let’s agree—we’re sozzled. Nothing said in this bed counts tomorrow.”

      Bria clinks her glass against his. “Agreed.”

      

      Outside, Dublin hunches beneath a curtain of mist, softening the outlines of Georgian facades and blurring the amber glow of streetlamps along the quays. From the window, the Ha’penny Bridge arches faintly over the Liffey, its reflection warped by the slow, dark water. The city has gone still—no sirens, no shouts, only the distant hum of traffic slipping through wet streets. It’s the kind of night that makes buried things stir, and truth feel like something waiting to be dragged from the riverbed.

      “Why protective custody?”

      Senan exhales, long and tired. “Straight to business, is it? Fine. We combed through ten years of transactions between the two galleries. Everything checked out with Miss Sanchez’s tip—except one. June this year. One transfer… vanished.”

      Bria frowns. “Vanished how?”

      “The money didn’t land where it was meant to. I ran the figures again. Miss Sanchez claimed no knowledge of it.”

      “Where was it headed?”

      He shakes his head. That’s a locked drawer, and she’s not getting the key.

      She changes tack. “How does a transaction just disappear?”

      “It was converted into Monero—crypto. Privacy coin. Hard to trace. From there, it was laundered across multiple wallets and decentralised exchanges. Spin it around enough times and—” he flicks his fingers “—gone.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it. Someone would’ve cashed out within days. It’s a digital ghost now.”

      “How much are we talking?”

      Senan knocks back the rest of his whiskey. The burn seems to please him.

      “Millions?”

      He pours himself another triple shot.

      “Much more?”

      He tips more into her glass too.

      “And double it.” Bria lets her head fall back, knocking gently against the wall.

      “I didn’t say it.”

      “When did the transfer happen?”

      “Don’t push it. I’m not even scoring.”

      “It connects to my murder case. I could request a formal interrogation.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Right. Stop looking at my fingers. Wondering if Cassandra O’Neill knew?”

      She nods, slow and deliberate. “She had a sharp accountant.”

      “And an obedient one,” Senan says, voice tightening. The flirt vanishes.

      “So? Spill it.” Bria nudges him with a foot.

      “Friday, 7th of June. Funds moved from the Exchange in Dublin to the Terminal in London. But they disappeared on Saturday, the 15th.”

      “She died the night of the 15th. But there’s no mention of the gallery in the confession.”

      “So, you bluffed.”

      “Of course I did.”

      He laughs, but it’s a tired sound. “That much money doesn’t vanish without her blessing. She had to be in on it.”

      “The suspect says he took her Friday the 14th.”

      “So she wasn’t in on it. She was killed because of it?”

      “Or it’s a hell of a coincidence the money vanished the same day.”

      “You don’t believe in coincidence.”

      “I don’t,” Bria murmurs, already half adrift, “but maybe once in a lifetime.”

      Senan refills their glasses. “Anything else before you pass out? Still half a bottle to go.”

      “Trying to get me drunk?”

      “Obviously. Sláinte mhaith.” He clinks her glass and drains his own.

      “You never explained the protective custody.”

      Senan groans, eyes pinched shut. “You’re relentless.”

      “I told you, my case is hanging by a thread. First big one I got, and only because some daft professor didn’t know 999 and called me instead. It’s heading to trial but I’ve got that itch—like there’s rot under the floorboards. The fecker I got locked up in the nick… I think he’s playing me. Every time his name comes up, I see red. I need all the lowdown you’ve got.”

      “Stop. You’re terrifying.” He shoves his palm in her face. “You want the bedtime version? I’ll tell it. Then no more questions. Deal?”

      “Deal.”

      “Bed.”

      “Can I borrow a T-shirt?”

      “You never need to ask.”

      “We’re not ‘not together’ any more.”

      “No.”

      She slides under the duvet, leaving him a sliver of space. The mix of booze, exhaustion and warmth seeps into her limbs. Her lids flutter low and her tension is melting into the pillow. Senan planned it this way. Knew she’d wear herself out before he breached the grey zone—somewhere between classified and whispered in corridors.

      He flicks the main light off. The glow from the bathroom bleeds across the floor. The darkness soothes her eyes, and they close without protesting. She sinks deeper into bed. The mattress shifts—Senan joins her. He leaves a polite gap between them, balancing himself somehow near the edge of the bed.

      “Right. Once upon a time, not long ago, when winter turned to spring… a jaguar from the west stumbled on treasure drifting downriver from the north. Needed it stashed before questions started. Took it to a sweet shop east of the river. The shopkeeper wrapped it in sweet wrappers—for a fee. Told the jaguar to collect it from her husband’s shop downstream come spring’s end. Spring came and went, and summer rolled over—the jaguar still hadn’t come to her husband’s shop. The treasure in a pretty jar sat waiting on the shelf among other sweets.”

      “The jar—still in her shop or his?” Bria opens one eye.

      “You’re meant to be sleeping.”

      “I am. But logic matters.”

      “Her shop. She waited to hear from the jaguar before passing it on.”

      “Thank you. Go on. Gripped.”

      “Turned out, Jaguar never showed because he was dead. Shopkeeper heard the news and told her assistant to send the jar downstream to the husband before any dogs came sniffing. A dog in the west caught scent and traced the treasure upstream to a pack of wolves from the east.”

      “Wolves? What type of wolves?” One eye snaps open again.

      “Grey wolves.”

      “A large pack? Or a handful?”

      Senan groans. “For feck’s sake. A family.”

      “Mountain wolves or plains wolves?”

      “Bria…”

      “Sorry. Go on.”

      “Wolves wanted it back. No one claimed the jaguar’s death. But the dog had theories. Soon after, though, the shopkeeper was found floating downriver—murdered. Her ex-lover, apparently. Assistant was crushed. Persuaded to confess everything by a very persistent dog.” He nudges her foot with his.

      “You’re welcome,” she mumbles.

      “Wolves heard about it—despite the hush. They showed up to claim the treasure from the husband’s shop, and that should have been the end of the story. But the jar was gone. Husband denied knowing anything. Assistant swore she sent it.”

      “So… the wolves left empty-handed.”

      “Seemed that way. Until last week—word got out the husband’d legged it. The dog down south had sat on that info since autumn. Claimed they didn’t know. Wolves vanished around the same time. The south lads were only too eager to wash their hands of it. They’re already closing the lid, citing bad intel.”

      “Husband ran… or the wolves got him.”

      “Exactly. That’s the question. Hence, the assistant was ushered into a safe house. End of story. Now go to sleep.” Senan pulls the duvet over her head.

      “You said Valentina got a verbal threat. From prison?”

      “Made it up. Thought you’d drop it if you thought she was scared. I’m clearly delusional.”

      “Right. No threat,” she says through a yawn, her voice slowing. “Shift over if you’d like… but try anything and I’ll knock you out.”

      “Relax. I’m so hammered I couldn’t raise anything even if you begged.”

      “I’m not begging. Goodnight.”

      “Night.”
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      Wednesday 11th December

      Click. Click. Click.

      The sharp, steady taps of a keyboard slice through the hush of the pre-dawn room. Bria stirs beneath a tangle of covers, the rhythm of plastic on plastic tugging her towards wakefulness. The room is dark, still pinned under winter’s heavy blanket, but a cold blue glow pulses from the far corner—stark and clinical.

      Senan sits hunched at his desk, a silhouette of bare limbs and determined tension. His T-shirt clings to his back, crumpled from sleep, and the light from his monitor casts deep grooves into his face. His brows—usually lively, expressive—now draw a flat line across his forehead. Faint shadows flicker over his features as data scrolls past his eyes. He looks like a man sharpening a blade.

      Bria watches him through half-lidded eyes. She’s seen this version of Senan before—the quiet, diligent beast who never lets a thing slide. He was like this back in college, the one who stayed up while others passed out, poring over assignments with the precision of a surgeon. Always cutting, trimming, tightening. If perfectionism were a religion, Senan was devout. Some people never change.

      “What time is it?” she says.

      Senan looks up. “Sorry, did I wake you? Half five.”

      “What are you doing?”

      “Something you mentioned. About Cassandra O’Neill being abducted the day before the fund vanished. I’ve been working on the basis that Cassandra was the one who moved the fund to cryptocurrency.”

      “I thought Valentina handled her transfers?”

      “She did. But a transaction that size—Cassandra would have had to authorise it herself.”

      “What about Gary Lane? The fund landed in London’s account, didn’t it?”

      “Lane wasn’t on the account. Nowhere near it, on paper. Just an in-house artist.”

      “Thought he owned the Terminal.”

      “The building, not the business. That’s why the NCA couldn’t pin anything on him. If he could access her account somehow, there’s no trace of it.”

      Bria sits up, stretching. Her eyes flick to the screen—GNECB Restricted Database—but she offers no comment, only a quiet yawn. Let him keep digging for corpses. She slips out of bed and heads for the shower.

      When she re-emerges, dressed and sharp, he’s still there—fingers darting over the keys with mechanical precision.

      Senan glances up from the computer. “What are you doing getting ready this early? Wanna go out for breakfast?”

      “That’s a lovely idea, and then I have an eight o’clock train to catch. You’re driving me to the station. Go on. Shower.” Bria rolls her hair up and secures it with a clip.

      “What? Wait. I won’t be ten minutes on this. Happy to skip⁠—”

      “No, you won’t. You sweated on me last night. You’re going. Now.” She plants a foot on the chair and shoves him off it with mock force.

      As the bathroom door swings shut, Bria slides into the warm indent of his chair. She wiggles the mouse to bring the monitor back to life. He hasn’t logged out yet. Amateur.

      So…

      A family of wolves.

      Her Russian has never manifested into anything worth a crust. Bria grabs her phone and opens a translation app.

      Sem’ya Volkov. Sounds good. Let’s try it. She keys in the translation. No results.

      How about Staya Volkov? Not that either.

      Senan isn’t going to give it to her easily, is he? But he also doesn’t like to play hard to get. He’s just covering his arse.

      So, Bratvar Volkov.

      No.

      And while she’s at it, let’s not be archetypal about it.

      Sestry Volkov.

      Ah, no. No luck there either. Maybe it’s not a ‘Volkov’ altogether.

      “‘Bratva’ doesn’t have an ‘r’ at the end,” Senan says, standing behind her, toothbrush between his teeth, towel clinging to his hips.

      “Jaysus, Senan! You trying to give me a heart attack?”

      He laughs and darts for the basin before he can drip toothpaste all over the carpet.

      Bratva Volkov.

      She types it again, spelling it properly this time. Bingo.

      A file appears—just the bare bones visible through Senan’s clearance. Russian drug traffickers. Moscow-based. Trade routes linking Russia to South America. No documented activity in Ireland. None.

      “Senan. Your printer’s out of ink.”

      “Don’t print that! You’ll be the death of me.” He appears, buttoning his cuffs, tie slung over one arm. “Clear the print queue and shut it down. Let’s go. Breakfast.” He shrugs on his suit jacket and drags her out.

      

      “So. Bratva Volkov,” Bria says through a mouthful of warm blaa at a café inside the train station.

      “Never heard of them,” Senan mutters, stirring his coffee like it’s misbehaved.

      “They haven’t turned up here?”

      Senan shakes his head. “Last trace was London. Early October. No link to Cork. No link to Cassandra O’Neill.”

      “We don’t know that.”

      “The DPP hasn’t dropped their statement yet, but we’ve heard enough—local lad did it. Simple. Clean.” Senan shoots her a quick glance. “And honestly? It was a bleeding relief. The last thing anyone wants is a rotten money trail scattered with corpses. If the wolves had been involved, we’d be dragging body bags out of the river. So fair play, getting that confession outta him.”

      Bria doesn’t reply immediately. She’s watching the steam curl from her coffee. Her fingers tap against the ceramic, slow and measured.

      “That confession… I’m re-examining it.”

      Senan groans. “No one wants you to.”

      “Never cared much for popularity.”

      He laughs. “Too right. Something doesn’t add up?”

      “Oh, it adds up. It adds up too perfectly like a well written script. Everything fits where I wanted it to fit as if the arsehole could read my mind. You ever get that feeling?”

      “A perfect close. High-profile case. You’d walk away with the gold star. What’s wrong with that?”

      Bria looks out through the condensation-fogged glass of the station window. Somewhere out there, under the grey-pink sky of an Irish winter morning, the truth is hiding in plain sight.

      “Everything,” she says.

      There’s no peace in neat endings. Not when the corners have been trimmed to fit.
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