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Sample Chapter

Tuesday, 5th July, 2016: Mid-morning 
Chief Detective Inspector Jim Sheehan sat at his office desk cursing the pain in his sciatic hip. Too long a session reading reports invariably demanded this toll. He shifted in the chair, searching for a more comfortable position. Margaret’s suggestion that he should bring a cushion into the office flashed into his mind. It flashed out again just as quickly. No way was he going to permit his team to see any weakness. The ringing telephone cut off his internal moan. 
He snatched it up, growling, “Sheehan.” He listened for some minutes to the voice squawking on the other end, and then began issuing instructions, “Contact Dick Campbell and get him out there as soon as possible. Get Bill Larkin and his team there too. He’s up at Forensics. And organise a car for me, please. Oh, remind them to feed the coordinates into the sat. nav.” 
He stood up, stretched, adjusted the jacket of his dark suit, and straightened his tie. He was simply tidying his appearance, oblivious to the dark, handsome reflection that peered back at him from the wall mirror. Not for him the tieless, open-collar look, the jacket over jeans. Such apparel might be fashionable, but for Sheehan it was a look that bordered on unkempt. 
He went out into the Serious Crimes Room which, apart from his sergeant, Denise Stewart, who was poring over a lap-top screen at her desk, was uncharacteristically empty. Tom Allen and Geoff McNeill were in court, tidying up a straightforward domestic knifing. He shook his head, thinking, These people and their knives. Declan Connors and Simon Miller had accepted an invitation to attend a grammar school careers convention. Connors will love that. His lips twitched. Aye, right! Bill Larkin was spending pretty much all his time up at Forensics now, with barely time to attend the odd debrief. Even Sergeant McCullough, whose squat butt rarely left his desk chair, was off on an errand somewhere. Doyle was gone, Fred McCammon was still in London, Loftus had transferred to Manchester, and McCoy and Smith were now enjoying retirement.  
Sheehan’s brows went down. His team was disintegrating in front of his eyes. Further approaches would have to be made to the Assistant Chief Constable for extra staff. Maybe he’ll replace the Catholics I lost, he thought, his curled lips belying any hope in the possibility. Despite the preponderance of Protestants in the PSNI—Does anyone actually say Police Service for Northern Ireland anymore? he wondered—this little team had had more than its share of Catholics, a somewhat inexplicable deployment emanating from the Assistant Chief Constable’s office. With the departures of Doyle, McCammon, and McCoy,  however, the balance had shifted. Not that it mattered one jot. Better officers than Allen, Miller and Stewart he was unlikely to find anywhere, regardless of religious affiliation.  
His mind wandered. This morning he had heard arguments on the radio about the possible reintroduction of the discredited 50/50 recruitment policy. It had not really worked, although initially there had only been about eight percent Catholic officers in the force, and that had grown to about thirty percent. But the powers that be were concerned that in ‘...the battle to win the hearts and minds of nationalist and republicans, a greater percentage of Catholic officers will have to be recruited.’ Humph! Just ammunition for more angry bellowing on the morning radio programmes. He closed his eyes and shook the thought from his head. He couldn’t be bothered with the political wrangling that constantly got in the way of true progress. 
“Fancy a drive in the country, Stewart?” he called over to his sergeant. 
Stewart lifted her head, her expression quizzical. “Sir?” “Come on. A couple of hikers have reported finding skeletal remains in a dingly dell a few miles away.” Stewart closed her laptop with alacrity. “Ready, sir.” 
Sheehan offered her a half-grin. “Keen, huh?” 
She smiled back as she put on a beige summer jacket. “Routine’s just getting a little bit boring, Chief,” she said, adding quickly, “but I wouldn’t want anyone getting killed to make my life interesting.” “Well, no one has been killed recently as far as I can gather.”
 “Very good, sir. A skeleton, you say?” “Yes, young couple wandering around in a glade. The lad saw a depression and just jumped on it ... kid larking about.  But he kicked up a bone and when he started pulling at it, other bones appeared. That’s when the girl got scared and called the police.” 
Stewart joined her boss at the door, smiling. “Bones I can cope with. Those ghastly killings a few months ago were a bit hard to stomach.”  
Sheehan opened the room door and stood back to let her pass. “Aye, you did have a bloody baptism.” 
Three gruesome murders in Belfast by a psychopathic killer had been Stewart’s introduction to Serious Crimes as a newly-promoted detective sergeant. Dealing with the investigation would have been difficult enough, but Stewart had found herself right in the middle of things, a target for the killer. It had been a nerve-racking few weeks. 
Thirty minutes later, after relying on the satellite navigation system to guide them through narrow roads in a wild and uninhabited valley, they pulled to a stop beside a number of other cars at a clearing near an old ruined church. As they got out of the car, both stopped moving, enchanted by the sight before them. The summer sun spread eyeappealing colour over the scene. The sky, apart from a few fluffy clouds, was a deep, distant blue. The ruins, the green clearing, the few trees and bushes that had strayed out from the woods, the sky and the clouds, were all gloriously reflected in the mirror-like surface of a wide stream that flowed by with languid indifference from its source in the hills. 
Stewart could scarcely take her eyes from the scene. “Gosh, sir, I know we’re here to investigate a possible murder, but this is absolutely beautiful.” 
“I suppose if you have to get killed and buried in a shallow grave somewhere, this is as good a place as any,” Sheehan said dryly. But he was not immune to the area’s beauty and lingered a few moments to gaze around him before heading over to the knot of people gathered at the edge of a small forest at the other side of the clearing. 
Dr. Richard Campbell, and his assistant, Dr. Andrew Jones, a tall, good-looking black man, had already arrived. Wearing white, short-sleeved shirts and uniform trousers, both were kneeling beside a plastic sheet they had spread on the ground. They were attempting to construct a basic skeleton with bones lifted from the grave. A couple of police offices with shovels were standing by. Sheehan noted that tyvek-suited scene-of-crime officers were combing the area, their search widening as they worked. He spotted the spectacled, bald pate of Bill Larkin among them and gave him a wave. 
Sheehan turned his attention to the chubby pathologist. “Hi, Dick,” he said, offering an acknowledging nod to Jones as well. “So what have we got?” 
Campbell looked up. “Hi, Jim.” His eyes caught Sheehan’s companion. Her short blonde hair, newly washed, was shining in the sunlight as she smiled a hello to the medical examiner. “And you brought Sergeant Stewart to add glamour to an already spectacular setting. That’s nice.” 
“Watch it, Dick,” Sheehan said. “You could be close to breaking some politically correct rules there.” 
“Don’t be silly, Jim. What beautiful woman could be offended by a compliment sincerely meant?” He turned to Stewart. “Welcome, Sergeant. It’s good to see you again.” 
Stewart smiled at him. “Thank you, Doctor. And thank you for the compliment.” “You’re very welcome, Denise.” 
“Okay! Okay! If you two are quite finished,” Sheehan said, “maybe somebody could let me know what we have here.” 
“Well,” Campbell said, pointing to the sheet, “we’ve got some bones.” Sheehan glared at him. Campbell simply grinned.  Dr. Jones, in a deep bass voice that seemed to start from somewhere near his boots, offered, “We can tell you they’re human and that there’s some evidence of foul play.” 
Sheehan’s interest was piqued. “And you know this because...?” 
Campbell, never able to remain silent for long, chipped in, “Because the teeth have been bashed in brutally with a rock or something, presumably to prevent identification of the remains via dental records.” The two detectives stared at the skull. Once it had been pointed out to them, they could see the damage. 
Campbell waved them back as they started to move closer. “Away! Away!” he said, struggling to his feet, his plump figure allowing him to move with a great deal less fluidity than his younger colleague. “We don’t need your thick clodhoppers contaminating the scene. We’re trying to clarify the fate of the poor individual who used to live in these bones. Proper recovery and management of the remains and, indeed, any associated evidence, are vitally important in forensic identification.” 
“Associated evidence?” Sheehan’s intense blue eyes pierced Campbell’s bonhomie.
 “Clothes, personal belongings, other pieces of material.” 
“What? You found that kind of stuff?” 
“No.” Campbell grinned. “I’m just loosely quoting from the Forensics and Skeletal Remains Handbook.” 
Jones, normally stone-faced, strove to conceal a grin. The oddly belligerent relationship between these close friends was a source of mystery, and occasional amusement, to those who knew them. 
“Did you find any bits and pieces along with the bones?”
 Campbell shook his head. “Nada. My guess would be that the corpse was naked when it was buried here.” 
“What are the chances of identification if the teeth are ruined?” Sheehan asked. 
“Well, I can’t tell you much here without my equipment.” 
“But you can tell me something, right?” 
Campbell shrugged. “I can tell you that these bones are very clean. A skeleton will take a long time to become just that, given that previously a human form has surrounded it.” He sat back on his heels. 
Here we go, Sheehan thought. Another lecture. 
Campbell raised a tutorial finger. “By the time a skeleton has been uncovered, it may have been buried for weeks, months, or even years, depending on the climate, the surrounding environment, and also the existence of so-called ‘forensic fauna’.” 
“Forensic fauna?” 
“Feeding animals, insects, various kinds of bugs and slugs. Andrew and I will spend some time examining what species we have here.” 
“All right. All right. So how long do you think this skeleton has been buried then?”
 “Jim, I’m still without my instruments, but I’d have to say years.” 
“Not much chance of identifying the remains?” 
Campbell spread his hands, wearing a self-satisfied grin. “Ah, now, Jim, we’re a long way from that. Identification requires a holistic approach that takes into consideration all available scientific and contextual evidence. Each line of evidence must be weighed and treated on its merits.” 
“Dick, for crying out loud!” 
Campbell smirked. “Just treating you to a wee bit more from the Handbook. Knew you’d be interested. Listen, Jim. Listen and learn. We don’t have the teeth, true, but we have bones and hair. I can get DNA samples from these. And—” he held up his finger again “—I’ll still need to take the remains back to the mortuary. With luck, I’ll be able to examine them for cracks and fractures that can be traced back to childhood and may show up in hospital records somewhere. And, of course, from these fractures and cracks we’ll be able to determine how the victim died.” 
“Is that all you got?” 
“Hmmmph!” Campbell sounded disgruntled. “Well, I’ll be able to tell you the race and sex of the victim and give you an approximation of age.” 
“When?” Sheehan cut in.
Campbell grimaced and spread his hands, staring at Stewart. “I knew it. I knew it.” He turned to Sheehan. “It won’t be today, that’s for sure. Call into the mortuary on Friday. We might have something for you then.” 
Sheehan turned without a word and, jacket now slung over his shoulder, wandered across the clearing towards the ruins. The slight smirk on his face revealed that he was fully aware the pathologist was grinning at his departing back.  When Stewart caught up with him, Sheehan had stopped at the entrance to the ruined church, standing beneath the great curved narthex which had still survived the years. From this vantage point, his gaze wandered across the rubble-strewn floor, covered with the debris and detritus of years, and on to the tall remnants of walls, still standing but with broken, irregular gaps where windows used to be. He stared across an expanse of space that had once been the body of the church. The bulk of the roof was gone, but above the crumbling altar, set back in a large alcove, were the remains of an arched ceiling, still proudly serving as the altar’s shelter but eroded now to the point of collapse. The altar was suddenly lit by a bright ray of sunshine that fell upon it through an opening high in the wall behind it, causing Sheehan to experience a vestigial tremor that he couldn’t explain. 
To distract himself from this perturbation, he nodded towards the aperture and said to Stewart, “There must have been stained glass in that opening at one point.” 
Stewart, peering right and left, said almost in awe, “Looking at it now, it’s amazing to think that this was once a real church, with lights and windows, and people praying and worshipping. You’d wonder how it could have disintegrated to this extent.” 
“Storms, rain, erosion. It happens,” Sheehan grunted as he moved forward gingerly, stepping carefully on the uneven, grassy floor, aware that a wrong step on a piece of concealed masonry could result in a sprained ankle. He stopped in front of the altar. Its rectangular outline was still clear although its surface was covered with earth and grime, fragments of rocks, dead leaves and twigs. He passed his hand lightly across the surface. Flat enough but definitely disintegrating. As he brushed his hands together to dislodge the grey grime, his eyes were drawn to two rusting metal rings fixed into the front of the altar, one at each end. His eyebrows went down. The rings seemed somehow incongruous.  
Stewart had noticed him peering at them as she wandered behind the altar. “There are two more of those rings round this side,” she called. 
He followed her around and studied them. After a moment he shook his head, puzzled. “Odd,” was all he said.  He turned to look back into the body of the church. From here he was able to discern little mounds of grass-covered masonry, tree branches almost buried, small heaps of rubble. It almost seemed as if they had been pushed back to form a crude semi-circle, leaving a cleared space some yards in front of the altar. Perplexed, he found no meaning in what he was seeing. After some further moments of fruitless contemplation, he muttered, “Definitely odd.” 
Crunching footsteps caught his attention. Some of the scene-of-crime officers had widened their search to include the ruins and their periphery. Sergeant Bill Larkin had just come through the entrance with another officer in tow. Sheehan signalled Larkin to join him at the altar. “Well, Bill? Anything?” 
Larkin shook his head. “After all this time, wouldn’t think so. Whatever there might have been in the way of forensics has been well blown or washed away by now.” 
Sheehan wasn’t surprised. He pointed to the rusting rings at the front of the altar. “What do you make of these?”
Larkin studied them. He shrugged. “I’m not really into church stuff. Were they used to hang stuff on? Lights, maybe? Or relics of some kind?” 
“There’s another couple round the back,” Sheehan said. Larkin walked around the altar to view them. His red face, sweating from the heat of the white coveralls, revealed his perplexity. “Weird! Sorry, boss. I haven’t a clue what they might be for. Why do you ask?” 
“Just me and my curiosity. They seem to be an anomaly, and you know me, Bill. Anomalies always pique my interest.” 
Larkin backed away, preparing to join his searching colleagues. “I’ll leave you to it, Chief. But I have to say that I can’t see how it impacts on our unfortunate victim.” 
Sheehan gave him a wry grin. “Me neither, Bill. Me neither.” 
Stewart stared once more around the old church, at the large open space where the roof used to be. “He’s right, sir. Those remains must have been there for a long time. We’re going to find no clues around here.” 
Sheehan nodded. “Uh-huh. Looks like we’re going to be very dependent upon Dick and his microscope. There might be an answer in the bones. All right! Let’s go. Nothing we can do about this until we see what he says on Friday.” 
As they left the ruined church, Stewart turned around to gaze on it once more. “If we stayed there long enough, I feel we could have got a sense of its past. In fact, I think I was beginning to feel something already.” She turned away and walked with him. “Sad something so vibrant could have come to this.” 
“March of time, Stewart ... and neglect. Lethal.”   
