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        Ex-cop-turned-P.I. Maggie Doyle is stuck chaperoning a group of bratty summer camp kids on an archaeological dig on Whisper Island. After a day of fart jokes, fidget spinners, and fistfights, Maggie's regretting volunteering—and then one of her feral charges unearths a skeleton.

      

        

      
        At first, it looks like a cold case, but the situation takes a sinister turn when a member of the excavation team winds up dead. Maggie is determined to get to the bottom of the mystery before more bodies stack up. With her police officer boyfriend on vacation, his nitwitted fellow officer Sergeant O’Shea is left to maintain law and order on the island. Can Maggie dodge the bumbling Sergeant, solve the case and escape these hellion children?
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            A NOTE ON GAELIC TERMS

          

        

      

    

    
      Certain Gaelic terms appear in this book. I have tried to use them sparingly and in contexts that should make their meaning clear to international readers. However, a couple of words require clarification.

      The official name for the Irish police force is An Garda Síochána (“the Guardian of the Peace”). Police are Gardaí (plural) and Garda (singular). Irish police are commonly referred to as “the guards”.

      The official rank of a police officer such as Sergeant O’Shea is Garda Sergeant O’Shea. As the Irish frequently shorten this to Sergeant, I’ve chosen to use this version for all but the initial introduction to the character.

      The official name for the Whisper Island police station would be Whisper Island Garda Station, but Maggie, being American, rarely thinks of it as such.

      The Irish police do not, as a rule, carry firearms. Permission to carry a gun is reserved to detectives and specialist units, such as the Emergency Response Unit. The police on Whisper Island would not have been issued with firearms.

      Although this book follows American spelling conventions, I’ve chosen to use the common Irish spelling for proper names such as Carraig Harbour and the Whisper Island Medical Centre. An exception is the Movie Theater Café, which was named by Maggie’s American mother.
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      After two hours of fights, fidget spinners, and fart jokes, I was ready to hurl myself at an OB-GYN and beg to have my tubes tied. Against my better judgment, I’d answered my cousin Julie’s plea to chaperone thirty summer camp kids on an educational tour of Whisper Island. So far, the only educational part had been me learning Gaelic swear words.

      I staggered down the aisle of the rocking bus and pulled two eight-year-old boys apart. “For the last time, that’s enough,” I snarled. “And don’t even think of having a go at me, Tommy Greer, because I’ll kick your butt.”

      The fair-haired boy jutted his chin belligerently. “Adults can’t beat up kids, and you’re supposed to be looking after us today.”

      “That’s right,” interjected Derrick, his dark-haired opponent. “You’ve gotta be nice to us.”

      “I’d rather you be nice to each other. Now get back in your seats, and stay there.”

      The boys grumbled but obeyed. Tommy Greer shot me a stinker of a look and stuck his tongue out at me. I resisted the urge to flip him the bird.

      Muttering under my breath about the perils of being obliged to behave like an adult, I returned to my seat at the back of the bus. When I reclaimed my place, Lenny Logan, my friend and sometimes assistant for my private investigation business, offered me his hip flask. “Want some? You look like you need it.”

      “I’m pretty sure we’re not supposed to drink your grandfather’s poteen while we’re playing chaperone.”

      He grinned. “It’s not poteen. Right, Günter?”

      My cousin’s boyfriend held up an identical hip flask. “No alcohol, Maggie. But you’ll like it.”

      Günter was a tall, blond German. His relationship with Julie was in its infancy, but I had high hopes for them.

      I reached for Lenny’s flask, unscrewed the top, and took a cautious sniff. And inhaled the scent of strong, black coffee. “Man, if I weren’t already spoken for, I’d kiss you guys.” I took a long drink and let the rich brew work its magic on my mood.

      “We filled up at the Movie Theater Café before the bus left,” Günter supplied. “Julie roped me into helping out at the summer camp’s theater practice last week, so I knew what we were facing.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Dude, you must be in love. I can’t imagine subjecting myself to this crowd for the second time.”

      Günter laughed and took a swig from his flask.

      “Even if Julie hadn’t called Tommy by his full name, I’d have guessed he was Paul and Melanie Greer’s kid.” I shook my head. “Looks, behavior—they all fit. Can you imagine dealing with a kid like him in a classroom every day? Julie deserves danger pay.”

      “Were we this obnoxious when we were eight or nine?” Lenny tugged on his scraggly goatee. “No, don’t answer that. We probably were.”

      I took another drink from the flask and returned it to my friend. “Cool flasks. Where did you guys get them?”

      “A gift from my brother,” Günter said. “They’re perfect for keeping coffee hot and water cold.”

      “That’s the first time I’ve heard you mention your family. I was beginning to think you’d arrived on the shores of Whisper Island with no past.”

      “Günter, Man of Mystery,” Lenny added.

      Günter laughed, but was quick to divert our attention from his past by pointing out the window. “Look. We’re almost there.”

      “There” was an archaeological site that a group affiliated with Trinity College was excavating. I was vague on the specifics of what they were working on. As some members of the team were renting cottages in my complex for the duration of the dig, Julie had badgered me to wrangle a tour for her summer camp kids. Ellen Taylor, the team’s assistant leader, had kindly agreed. Due to a distinct lack of clients at Movie Reel Investigations, my recently launched private investigation business, I let my cousin rope me into acting as chaperone today.

      The bus rattled up the hill toward the site and shuddered to a halt before a wooden fence. Julie stood up from her seat at the front of the bus and held her megaphone to her mouth. “Listen up, everyone. I want you to be on your best behavior—”

      Tommy Greer let out a loud fart, reducing his fellow campers to fits of giggles.

      “—and I want you to stick to your assigned groups. Like at the caves this morning, the five chaperones will each be responsible for six kids. Everyone in a red cap is with me. Green is with Mr. Tate.” Julie indicated the handsome gym teacher who was sitting beside her. “Mr. Hauptmann will be in charge of the blue group, and Mr. Logan will have purple.”

      “Lucky me,” muttered Lenny. “That means I’m stuck with Princess Puke again.”

      “It was travel sickness,” I whispered, convincing neither of us. “I’m sure Fiona is fine after taking anti-nausea medicine.”

      “And last but not least,” Julie shouted through the megaphone, “yellow is with my cousin, Ms. Doyle.”

      I gave an unenthusiastic thumbs-up at the scowling group of yellow-capped kids I was destined to hang out with for the next few hours. As the group included Tommy Greer, the son of my obnoxious former boyfriend and his equally odious wife, I doubted I’d have fun.

      “I also want to remind you of what I said when we got on the bus this morning,” my cousin continued. “Taking photographs at the caves was fine, but cameras—including phones with cameras—are not allowed at the excavation site. The team has an official photographer, and she’s promised to take a few photos of us together.”

      Günter took a final swig from his hip flask and got to his feet. “Contemplating the fun before us, I regret not taking up Lenny’s offer to spike this with poteen.”

      I laughed. “You and me both.”

      I followed Günter and Lenny down the aisle. The kids disembarked and gathered beside the bus in their color-coordinated groups.

      Oisin Tate, the elementary school’s gym teacher, cast me a sympathetic look when I trudged over to the yellow group. “Chin up, Maggie. It’s only for another few hours.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’ve scored the best-behaved kids.”

      It was true. All the kids kitted out in green T-shirts and caps were quiet and obedient and didn’t ask to go to the restroom twenty million times. I eyed Oisin with suspicion. If I were a betting woman, I’d say he’d persuaded his father, the school principal and the director of the Smuggler’s Cove Bandits, to assign the easiest kids to him.

      I shifted my focus to my group and swallowed a sigh. Alfie Ahearn was mooning his yellow-capped comrades, while his partner in crime, Tommy Greer, took photos with his digital camera. A kid named Joey Dillon pummeled another boy. During this morning’s visit to the caves, Joey had disgraced himself by carving his initials onto a stalagmite, and cussing when I’d told him to stop.

      I marched up to the boys and pulled them apart. “Cut that out. If you behave like wild animals, you won’t be allowed onto the excavation site. And as for you—” I turned to Tommy Greer, “—I’m deleting those photos and confiscating your camera for the rest of the trip. You heard what Ms. O’Brien said: no cameras are allowed at the excavation site.”

      Once I’d dealt with the butt photos and stashed Tommy’s camera in my backpack, I addressed the group. “I want you all to be on your best behavior. Getting the chance to see archaeologists at work is a treat most kids never get.”

      A dark-haired girl with thick glasses and an indecipherable name tag rolled her eyes. “Puh-lease. It’s not like we want to be here.”

      “Yeah,” Alfie piped up. “Who wants to look at broken bits of pottery, anyway? It’s boring.”

      I bit back a sharp retort and forced myself to count to ten before responding. “Okay, here’s the deal. This day trip is supposed to end with an ice cream sundae at my aunt’s café. If you don’t behave, none of you is getting one.”

      Tommy sneered. “I’ll just get one at home. We have a restaurant at the hotel, remember?”

      “Once I finish telling your parents what a brat you’ve been today, I doubt you’ll be seeing ice cream this side of next week.”

      That shut him up. Six sullen faces stared up at me from beneath the brims of their yellow baseball caps. The pudgy girl with the thick glasses and the unpronounceable name broke the silence. “So if we’re going to look at holes in the ground, what are we supposed to be looking at?”

      “Well, uh, Kao-im-ee—” I stumbled over the name written on the girl’s name tag. From the kids’ raucous laughter, I’d gotten it wrong.

      “C-A-O-I-M-H-E spells Qweeva.”

      Of course it did. Made total sense…if you’d imbibed a hip flask filled with Lenny’s grandfather’s moonshine. “Wait a sec…I thought Gaelic ‘B-H’ was pronounced like a ‘V.’”

      The children regarded me with disdain.

      “So’s ‘M-H,’” Oisin Tate supplied. “Sometimes, and depending on the dialect.”

      “Well, that’s totally straightforward,” I said, deadpan.

      Oisin regarded me smugly. “Time for you to sign up for Julie’s and my beginners Irish class.”

      He had a point. During my almost seven months in Ireland, I’d learned how to pronounce a few Gaelic words and place names, but people’s names still tripped me up. And while I could get by just fine with English, learning a bit of the old lingo wouldn’t hurt.

      “Okay, Qweeva, to get back to your question. I’m no expert. I understand the site dates to the Middle Ages, and the excavation team will be able to give us more specifics.”

      As if on cue, Ellen Taylor, the team’s assistant leader and the person I’d asked to arrange this visit, strode down the hill to meet us. Her ash-blond hair was dragged back from her forehead in a severe bun, and she wore no makeup. Even in her muddy work clothes, she was a striking-looking woman. She peeled off a glove and held out a hand to me. “Hi, Maggie.”

      “Hey, Ellen.” The woman had a firm handshake. “Thanks so much for letting us visit the site.”

      Her smile was brief but genuine. “We’re always happy to encourage children to take an interest in the past.”

      Tommy Greer snorted. “Booo-ring.”

      I glared at the kid. “Remember what I said about ice cream?”

      The boy regarded me with a sullen expression, but shut up.

      After I’d introduced Ellen to the other summer camp chaperones, the archaeologist led us up the hill to where she and her team had divided the excavation site into various plots, each roughly fifteen feet square.

      Ellen’s boss, Professor Dean Frobisher, stood next to the open door of a shed filled with equipment. The professor was a grizzly-haired man in his fifties who bore the weather-beaten look of a guy who’d spent most of his life outdoors. Brow furrowed in concentration, he was pouring over a map and barely acknowledged our arrival. Beside him stood the man who’d rented the cottage two doors down from mine, a tall and handsome fifty-something guy named Richard Carstairs. If George Clooney had had a beard and a messy ponytail, the archaeologist could have been his mirror image. Richard and I were on first-name terms. He nodded to me and smiled before returning his attention to the chart.

      A petite brown-haired girl in her mid-twenties hurried over to join Ellen. I squinted at the newcomer. I was pretty sure she was among the new residents of Shamrock Cottages, which meant she must be an important team member. All the student helpers had been given rooms at Mamie Byrne’s B&B in Smuggler’s Cove.

      Ellen, who’d volunteered to take on the role of tour guide, cleared her throat. “Hello, everyone. I’m Dr. Ellen Taylor, and this is my assistant, the soon-to-be Dr. Susie O’Malley.”

      The brown-haired girl blushed and gave us a tentative wave.

      “We’re part of a team of archaeologists and trainee archaeologists from Trinity College, Dublin. We’re excavating this site with the cooperation of the Whisper Island Historical Society, and a few of their members have volunteered to help on the dig.”

      Ellen indicated one of the cordoned-off plots where a man and a woman I recognized from my aunt’s café were hard at work. They were under the supervision of a young archaeologist named Ben, a hipster type who was sharing a cottage with Richard Carstairs. From Ellen’s tone when she mentioned the Historical Society volunteers, I picked up the vibe that she wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of working alongside amateurs.

      “The entire team and I wish a warm welcome to all the Smuggler’s Cove Bandits,” she continued. “We don’t have pirate loot to show you today, but what archaeologists do is a little like digging for treasure. Sometimes, our treasures are broken pieces that only we get excited about. A single shard of pottery can offer clues as to how our ancestors lived. Other times, we uncover genuine treasure in the form of jewelry, chalices, and other valuables.”

      Joey Dillon yawned loudly, triggering a wave of giggles.

      Julie shushed the children and turned to Ellen. “What are you hoping to find on this excavation?”

      The woman’s face lit up. “As some of you might know, a team of archaeologists excavated the remains of a monastic settlement on Whisper Island in 2000. They were able to date the founding of the settlement to the early seventh century, with additions having been constructed onto the main building up to the late ninth century. During that excavation, several objects of Viking origin were discovered. We know the Vikings were active in raids all along the Irish coast during this period, but my team is working on the theory that they formed a settlement on Whisper Island.”

      “And you think that settlement was here?” Julie gestured to the neatly divided plots where archaeologists were sifting through dirt.

      “Yes. The monastery was found up there.” Ellen pointed to the top of the hill, where the rugged outline of grass-covered stones was visible. “We’re hoping to find the remains of a Viking domestic settlement in this spot.”

      “Why do you think the settlement is here?” I asked.

      Ellen’s silent sidekick, the not-yet-Dr. Susie, developed a voice. “Five years ago, a farmer plowing the hill unearthed a piece of Viking earthenware that dates to the ninth century.”

      Oisin frowned. “Is that proof of a settlement? The Viking raiders must have brought utensils with them on their longships.”

      “True,” Ellen conceded. “However, it’s indicative that there could have been a settlement here, however briefly.”

      “So you’re digging up the place, and you don’t know if there’s any point?” Caoimhe demanded. “Isn’t that kind of stupid?”

      Ellen’s jaw tightened, but before she could respond, Susie jumped in. “Before archaeologists decide to dig, we do a lot of research. In the case of this site, we took aerial photographs and examined the landscape for telltale humps and bumps that indicate a settlement. Once we’d identified a possible settlement, we used magnetism and radar to back up our hunch.”

      “How do those work?” Caoimhe, despite herself, was showing interest.

      Ellen picked up the mantle. “Magnetism involves bouncing magnetic rays into the ground and measuring the response. Stones have a different response to earth, for example, and may indicate the presence of a wall.”

      “And magnetism is great at identifying areas that have been affected by fire,” Susie added. “It’s ideal for finding hearths within an old house, or a cremation site.”

      “What about radar?” I asked. “I assume that works on a similar principle as magnetism. What can it show that magnetism can’t?”

      “It’s not so much about showing stuff that magnetism can’t find, but about backing up the evidence magnetism has shown us. Bouncing radar waves into the ground is an excellent way to discover buried walls, for example.” Ellen addressed the group at large. “As you can tell, deciding where to dig is educated guesswork. Technology and experience can give us a good idea that we’re on the right track. Unfortunately, the only way to be sure is to excavate a site.”

      “You mean dig it up?” Tommy Greer asked. “Can we help?”

      Ellen beamed. “Yes, you can—with supervision, of course. Each of your groups will be assigned to one of my team members, and he or she will talk you through what work they’re doing on their unit. If you’re very good, you’ll even be allowed to have a go.”

      Ellen nodded to her assistant, and an unspoken message was conveyed. Susie smiled at my yellow-capped group. “You’re with me.”

      While Ellen paired each of the other groups with an archaeologist, we trooped after Susie. She led us to a cordoned-off unit at the end of the site, where a guy of around Susie’s age was sifting dirt into a container. He glanced up when we approached, and his face lit up at the sight of Susie. “Everyone, this is Alan Doherty. He’s studying for his Ph.D. under Professor Frobisher. Have you found anything interesting, Alan?”

      “Not so far, but the day is young.” His smile, while briefly directed at all of us, was meant for Susie.

      If the woman’s blush and awkward stance were indications, she was aware of Alan’s admiration and it made her uncomfortable. I couldn’t tell if she was merely shy about a boyfriend openly admiring her in public, or if the guy gave her the creeps.

      Over the next twenty minutes, Alan and Susie explained how they were digging in layers. Once they’d reached a ten-centimeter depth, they sifted the excavated dirt through a wire mesh, as we’d seen Alan doing when we’d arrived. Susie and Alan allowed each child in turn to have a go with a shovel, or to sift some of the dirt. Like all kids, they were thrilled to handle dirt, but the only treasure they found was an old twenty pence coin dating from the time before Ireland adopted the euro as its currency. I was so intent on watching the archaeologists work that I failed to notice Tommy slip away from our group. An incensed shout from further down the site alerted me that something was wrong. I whipped around and saw Tommy shoveling dirt in the unoccupied unit two down from Susie and Alan’s.

      “Tommy,” I shouted. “Get out of there right this minute.”

      The boy ignored me and continued to destroy the neatly gridded unit. I ran over and climbed in, intending to haul him out. Before I could do so, the boy let out a cry and leaped back, almost knocking me over.

      “What’s wrong, Tommy?”

      The boy blanched under his tan and pointed at the spot he’d been digging, his eyes wide with terror. “Look,” he said in a choked voice. “It’s totally gross.”

      I eyed him with suspicion and followed his gaze. And tasted bile. Nestled at the center of the hole Tommy had dug was the bony outline of a human skull.
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      My heart hammered in my chest. I’d seen dead bodies before—quite a few since I’d moved to Whisper Island—but this was my first encounter with a skeleton. I took a deep breath, and my detective’s instincts overrode my repugnance. Ignoring Tommy’s snot-filled wails, I kneeled to take a closer look at the skull.

      A round hole in the temple indicated death by firearm. I shone my flashlight at the hole to take a closer look. Metal fragments were visible around the contours. Once the skull was fully exposed, I’d expect to see a more dramatic exit wound at the back, or a musket ball still in the skull. Definitely not a Viking, but whoever this was had been killed by musket fire. I cast my mind back to my amateur military historian father’s lectures on historical weapons. If I recalled correctly, use of muskets died out during the nineteenth century. Relief spread through my body. At least we weren’t dealing with a modern-day murder.

      I cast the beam of the flashlight over the rest of the skull. When I peered into its gaping mouth, I sucked in a breath. Although one side was packed with dirt, Tommy’s digging efforts had dislodged most of the debris from the left side of the mouth, revealing a feature that shouldn’t be present in an old skeleton.

      I leaped to my feet and reached for the box of utensils beside the pit. After I’d located a brush like the one Susie and Alan had shown us how to use, I hunkered down beside Tommy’s ghoulish discovery. With deft, gentle strokes, I brushed the remaining dirt from the left side of the mouth. Once I was satisfied that it was as clean as it was going to get under the circumstances, I slipped my mini flashlight from my pocket and shone the light onto my handiwork. Bingo. My hunch had been correct, even if it made no sense. Why would a contemporary murder victim be killed with a historical weapon?

      I stood and brushed dirt from the front of my jeans. A crowd had gathered at the edge of the pit, staring down at the skull with matching expressions of horror.

      Professor Frobisher, the excavation team’s leader, pushed his way to the front of the crowd. He was purple in the face and shot me a look of pure venom. “Are you insane?” he snarled. “You can’t go around interfering with the units. This is an excavation site.”

      I stared him down. “This is also a crime scene.”

      “Don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions, Ms. Doyle. For all you know, you and that infernal brat have just tampered with an important archaeological find.”

      “Susie just told our group that the Vikings favored cremations,” Caoimhe said, jutting her chin. “That can’t be a Viking.”

      Touché. I was beginning to warm to the kid.

      The professor’s complexion turned even redder. “It’s unlikely to be a Viking. The skeleton could come from the monastic community, or come from a later period than what we’re looking for. It’s not uncommon to make finds from other periods during a dig. We know there was a religious community in this area up to the seventeenth century.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Dude, unless the monks had orthodontics, that skeleton’s not been dead that long. Add in the hole through the forehead, and we can conclude that this is a case for the police.”

      Professor Frobisher recoiled, but Ellen Taylor pushed past him and climbed into the pit with me. She examined the skull, then looked up at her boss. “Maggie’s right. The skull has a retainer on the inside of the bottom four teeth. And this does look like a musket ball hole.”

      The professor’s face underwent a series of spasmodic movements. “Impossible,” he spluttered. “Not on my dig.”

      Ellen exchanged an exasperated glance with me. “I took a postgrad course in forensic archaeology. I might not practice as a forensic archaeologist, but I know what I’m looking at. We have to call the police.”

      Her boss ran a hand through his wild gray curls. “They’ll close down the dig. All our work—”

      I let Ellen deal with his tirade and hit speed dial. Before the call connected, Susie and Alan appeared at the edge of the pit. Susie’s hand flew to her mouth. “Oh my goodness.”

      Alan swayed from side to side. “I think I’m going to be sick.”

      I wasn’t in the mood to play nursemaid. “Puke somewhere else. Forensics will want as little touched as possible.”

      The grad student’s eyes rolled back in his head, and he pitched forward into the pit. Ellen and I scrambled to break his fall and prevent him from landing on the skull, but the man’s weight knocked us sideways. I landed with a thud and found myself face to skull with Tommy’s gruesome discovery. In the tumult, I dropped my phone. Naturally, my sort-of boyfriend chose that moment to answer.

      The green button glowed on my phone, but I hadn’t hit speaker, and I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Alan moaned on top of me. For heaven’s sake. I pushed the Ph.D. student off me and rolled him as far from the skull as I could manage. Once I was sure he wouldn’t suffocate in the dirt—I was nice that way—I groped for the phone.

      “Hey, Liam,” I said in a breathless voice.

      “Uh, hi. What’s going on, Maggie? What’s with all the groaning in the background?”

      “Some dude named Alan. He’s fine. I shoved him into the recovery position.”

      Reynolds made a choking sound on the other end of the line that might have been laughter.

      “Listen, I need you to get to the excavation site on St. Finbar’s Hill as soon as you can. And call forensics.”

      “I thought you said Alan was fine,” Reynolds said in confusion.

      “Forensics isn’t meant for him.”

      “Oh, no,” he groaned. “Please tell me you’re pulling my leg. Today is my last day of work before my daughter arrives.”

      “No joke, I’m afraid. The good news is that I didn’t find a dead body.”

      “That’s great,” he said gloomily. “Now hit me with the bad.”

      “Tommy Greer dug up a skull on the excavation site.”

      “And you don’t think it’s from an ancient burial?”

      “Not unless the skull’s owner was a time traveler. He had a retainer on his lower teeth. And from the size and shape of the hole in his forehead, I doubt we’re talking an accidental death.”

      Liam sighed. “Of course he was murdered. You’re in the vicinity.”

      “A low blow. Before today, I hadn’t found a dead body in six weeks. And this is just a head.”

      In the background, Alan let out a yowl. With eyes filled with terror, he held up a skeletal hand and threw it in my direction. It landed in my lap. Seriously, this day…

      “Well,” I conceded, “we have a head and a hand.”

      “That’s…not reassuring,” Liam said dryly. “Okay, give me thirty minutes, and I’ll be with you. I have no idea how long it’ll take forensics to get to Whisper Island. I’ll call them right away.”

      After I’d disconnected, I returned my phone to my pocket and climbed out of the pit. Alan had been hauled back to the surface by members of the excavation team and was sitting, white-faced, with his head in his hands. Ellen sat beside him, equally pale but otherwise composed.

      “Are the police on their way?” The question was directed at me by Clodagh Burke, a volunteer from the Whisper Island Historical Society. It had taken me a while to put a name to her face, but I now recognized her as the owner of a craft store in Smuggler’s Cove.

      “Yes. Sergeant Reynolds is on his way.”

      Richard Carstairs, the George Clooney lookalike who was staying at Shamrock Cottages, ambled over to the pit. “I thought Liam was on his holidays. I had a drink with him on my deck last night.”

      “He’s on duty until tomorrow,” I said. “He’ll be here soon.”

      “How long is ‘soon?’” Oisin demanded, folding his beefy arms across his muscular chest. “We need to get the kids home.”

      “We’re not going anywhere until Sergeant Reynolds arrives,” Julie said firmly. “I’ll phone your father and tell him to inform the parents that we’ll be late.”

      “Wow, Maggie.” Lenny bounced over to my side, a delighted expression on his bony face. “Remind me to stick close to you. Exciting stuff always goes down when you’re around.”

      Günter cast me a sympathetic look. “I think Maggie would prefer to live a less exciting life.”

      “Very true.” I picked up a movement from the side of my eye. Tommy Greer had snuck to the far side of the pit and was snapping pictures of the skull. “Hey,” I yelled. “That’s the camera I confiscated from you earlier. Did you take that out of my backpack?”

      The boy shrugged. “It belongs to me.”

      I put my hands on my hips. “If you’re capable of misbehaving, you’ve recovered fast from the trauma of finding a skull.”

      The boy squinted at me from beneath the brim of his yellow baseball cap. “I was grossed out at first. Now that I’ve had time to get used to the idea, it’s actually kinda cool.”

      A few of the kids sniggered.

      I sighed. “Cool or not, no more photos, Tommy, or I’ll take the camera off you again. The excavation team specifically requested that we honor their no-photos policy, and your antics have caused enough chaos for one day.”

      “Okay,” he grumbled, “but this has been the most interesting thing to happen all day.”

      “‘Interesting’ isn’t the word I’d have chosen for discovering a skull,” I said dryly, “but whatever.”

      An approaching siren floated on the breeze.

      “That’ll be the sarge.” Lenny bounced on the spot with excitement. “He’s going to be delighted you’ve found another corpse.”

      “Skeleton,” I corrected. “And Tommy and Alan found the skull and the hand. I just happened to be nearby.”

      A minute later, a squad car bumped over the rocky terrain and parked beside the entrance to the excavation site. Reynolds leaped out of the driver’s side and sprinted up the hill. A sizzle of awareness coursed through my body. He was tall and muscular with close-cropped dark blond hair. His face was saved from classical good looks by a nose that had been broken more than once. To me, Reynolds was perfection, although I hated admitting how strongly I felt about him, even to myself.

      When he reached the excavation site, our eyes met for a brief moment, and his teasing half smile turned the sizzle of awareness into a jolt of desire. Thank goodness he was the one to come out to the site. Apart from my attraction to him, Sergeant Reynolds was an excellent police officer. I trusted him not to screw up this investigation.

      He dragged his gaze away from me and addressed the crowd. “I’m Sergeant Liam Reynolds of Whisper Island Garda Station.” He nodded at the excavation team. “I know some of you from Shamrock Cottages.”

      Professor Frobisher broke away from the throng of children, chaperones, and excavation team members, and shook Reynolds’s hand. “Thanks for coming, Liam. I hope it’s a mistake and we’re dealing with a skeleton that’s hundreds of years old.”

      Reynolds’s jaw tightened. “I hope so, too, but Maggie’s rarely wrong about these matters.”

      “I know amalgam fillings when I see them,” Ellen Taylor interjected, “and the retainer is obviously modern.”

      Reynolds turned his attention on her. “How certain are you?”

      “I have a qualification in forensic archaeology, although I ultimately chose to focus on regular excavations.” Ellen gave a wry smile. “Despite what we see on TV, there’s not much call for working forensic archaeologists, however interesting a field it is to research.”

      “There’s a catch,” I added. “I didn’t want to hit you with it while we were on the phone.”

      He turned to me, and his wry smile turned my knees to jelly. “Of course there’s a catch. No murder investigation involving Maggie Doyle can be straightforward.”

      Professor Frobisher stared at me, aghast. “Does she often get involved with murders?”

      “Occasionally,” I said at the same time Reynolds answered, “Regularly.”

      Reynolds looked at me. “You mentioned a catch. What is it?”

      “I’m pretty sure the head wound was caused by a musket ball. It’s the right shape, and there are metal fragments embedded around the edges of the wound.”

      The police officer’s eyebrows shot up. “Death by musket fire? Muskets were no longer in use by the time orthodontics was invented.”

      Ellen Taylor cleared her throat. “Actually, orthodontic treatments have been around for centuries. However, this type of retainer wasn’t in use before the Seventies.”

      “To sum up,” I said in a matter-of-fact tone, “we’re dealing with a skull whose owner had modern orthodontic treatment, but who was probably killed by a weapon that fell out of popularity in the nineteenth century. Makes total sense, right?”

      “Not much about this scenario makes sense.” Reynolds looked up at the dark clouds. “I want to get a look at the skeleton in situ before it rains, and I’d like to speak to Tommy first. His dad should be here any minute. I called him on my way out here.”

      As if on cue, a sleek BMW pulled up beside the squad car. Paul Greer, Tommy’s father and my first boyfriend, hopped out. He ignored all of us and made a beeline for his son. “Are you okay, Tommy?”

      The boy, having been perfectly composed throughout his picture-taking frenzy, burst into tears and threw himself into his father’s arms. If I were a nicer person, I’d have put his current histrionics down to him being a kid who’d just had a traumatic experience. As it was, I suspected Tommy was going to milk the situation for his own benefit.

      Reynolds approached the Greers. “Thanks for coming out here, Paul. With your permission, I’d like to ask Tommy a few questions.”

      Paul straightened. “Of course. You okay with that, Tommy?”

      The boy blew his nose and nodded. “There’s not much to tell. I was bored during the tour and checked out one of the other pits.”

      “What made you choose that particular pit?” Reynolds asked. “Did you spot something in there that interested you?”

      Tommy shook his head. “No one was digging in it, so I thought I’d have a go. I’d only just started when my spade struck…it.” The boy shuddered and turned a ghastly shade of white, making me feel bad for judging him. “But,” he said, recovering himself, “it was pretty awesome. All the kids at school will be green with envy when I tell them I found a real-life skull.”

      More like a real dead skull, but whatever.

      “Thanks, Tommy. I might need to ask you more questions later.” Reynolds looked at Paul. “I’ll give you a call to arrange another chat if it’s necessary.”

      Paul’s mouth was tight. “Okay. Can I take him home now?”

      “Sure.” Reynolds turned to Julie. “There’s no need for you and the kids to stay. If I need to ask any of you questions, I’ll be in touch.”

      Relief flooded Julie’s face. “Thanks. We’ll round them up now and get going.”

      The professor and Ellen led him to the edge of the pit. Before he climbed in, Reynolds sought me out. “You got up close and personal with the skull, Maggie. Want to take another look?”

      I glanced back at Julie.

      “Go on,” my cousin said. “Call me later.”

      “Will do.”

      “How will you get home?” Lenny asked me over his shoulder. “Need a lift?”

      “I’m not sure how I’ll get back. I’ll figure something out.”

      “If you’re stuck, give me a call,” he said. “My only plan tonight is to hang out with Granddad and watch old Magnum, P.I. episodes.”

      I suppressed a smile. “Thanks, Lenny. I will.”

      After my friend left to catch up with the rest of the Smuggler’s Cove Bandits, I raced back to the pit. My heart soared at the opportunity to be included in the investigation, even if my contribution was to be peripheral. When I reached the edge of the pit, I took one of the pairs of disposable rubber gloves that Reynolds was handing around and put them on before stepping down into the partially excavated unit. “Given that my hair and fingerprints are likely to be all over the place, I’m not sure how much good the gloves will do.”

      “Yours and countless others.” Reynolds sighed. “To be realistic, it’s unlikely that you or anyone here today had anything to do with the skeleton ending up in the ground. We have no idea how old it is, except to say that it predates the excavation.”

      “How long does it take for a body to…” I eyed the children still edging toward the pit and modified my language, “…become a skeleton?”

      “That depends on many factors.” Ellen Taylor hunkered down and examined the skull. “In this sort of soil, and at the depth the skull was found, I’d say it’s been here at least ten years. Probably longer. Possibly a lot longer.”

      “Can’t you be more specific?” Reynolds asked. “I’m going to need to wade through old missing persons reports. Having a rough idea of how far back I need to look would be good.”

      Dr. Taylor took another look at the skull and the hand Alan had unearthed. “Amalgam fillings have been in use for at least one hundred and fifty years, but these are too modern to be that old. Also, the condition of the teeth indicates excellent dental care, and probably orthodontic work at some point in his or her youth.” She shook her head. “Without testing equipment, I can’t be more specific, and I lack field experience for this sort of analysis. However, my gut tells me you should look at files that are between ten and twenty years old.”

      “Thanks, Dr. Taylor.” Reynolds rubbed his stubbled jaw. He was usually clean-shaven on workdays, but he’d been putting in long hours getting all his paperwork done before his vacation. “I’ll take a few photos. When forensics gets here, they’ll take formal photographs. For the moment, we need to cover the site.” Reynolds held up a palm and caught a drop of rain. “Preferably before it turns into a deluge.”

      “We’re used to rain on digs,” Professor Frobisher said. “We came prepared.”

      Within a few minutes, the professor, Richard, and Ben, the young archaeologist who shared a cottage with Richard, had erected a tarpaulin over the pit to shield it from the elements.

      Professor Frobisher stood back and admired their handiwork. “That should do the trick.”

      “Thanks for your help,” Reynolds said to the excavation’s team leader. “I suggest that you and your team pack up and go home. I can’t reopen the dig until the forensics team arrives, and it’s looking like that won’t be before tomorrow morning.”

      A muscle flexed in the professor’s cheek. “We’re on a tight schedule, Sergeant. A delay is inconvenient.”

      “Murder is also inconvenient,” Reynolds responded mildly. “Like I said, you’ll be informed when the site reopens.”

      The older man’s nostrils flared. For a moment, I thought he’d argue the point. “Fair enough,” he said eventually. “Let us know as soon as we can get back to work.”

      “I, or one of the other guys at the station, will keep you informed.”

      Muttering under his breath, Professor Frobisher stalked off to help his team pack.
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