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A watery sun hung low in the sky over Dublin, glowing orange in the murky Liffey that slowly drifted seaward into the bay.

The boardwalk alongside the river was quiet now, the joggers and tourists disappearing with the fading sun, leaving only the anonymous faces of the homeless curled silently upon the benches.

Alex stretched out his legs and tucked his blanket in around his feet, shuffling to get himself comfortable against the metal armrest at his back.

Two years had passed since his arrived in Ireland. Happy to be leaving behind the desperately poor area of Glasgow that had been his home, it had been quite an adventure travelling across the country. He walked in between hitched rides, stopping for a day or two if the mood took him, even paying for the odd bus journey if someone had been kind enough to throw him a couple of quid. It was all about making his own way, a fresh start where he would have to answer to no one.

He was given little at home apart from the odd black eye from his father when he spoke out of turn. But once, when his wisp of a mother had returned from visiting a neighbour, she had grabbed him and held him like her life depended on it.

‘Get away from here, lad,’ she said, pressing a small roll of notes into his hand and gazing at him with sad eyes, her beer-laden breath brushing across his face. ‘Chase your dreams, make something of yourself.’

The money had remained safely down his sock until he reached Holyhead and bought himself a ferry ticket.

He could remember watching the Irish coast appear on the horizon and gradually take shape as the ship drew closer. The exciting feeling that a new beginning was just around the corner had been the best thing of all.

Now he drank off the last dregs of his lager, threw the empty can beneath the bench and let out a long, slow yawn. It had been a tiring day. His regular route was a long one and he had lost count of the number of circuits he had completed today.

It was a good route too. There were always plenty of tourists to be found, peering through the gates at the Dail, hanging around outside the museums or drifting along the routes of the tour buses. And Alex liked to cover as many of the tourists hot spots as possible.

It was not just the tourists though. Many local people now came to recognise his eager smile and friendly way, and he was sure that some of them were actually pleased to see him. He was a regular feature in their daily routine, as they were in his.

With his last cigarette of the day rolled, he shuffled his aching feet and inhaled deeply, watching the fragrant smoke hang lazily above his head before being gently dispersed on the light breeze.

A man appeared from the steps leading to the street, walking slowly and deliberately, his hands reaching for the rail as he clumsily bumped against it.

He only looked to be about twenty, almost the same age as Alex, and was dressed in a suit that would have looked sharp at the start of the day.

Alex grinned to himself and watched the man with bored curiosity. He was probably just going to take a piss in the river and that was nothing to get excited about.

Then another man came into view farther down the boardwalk. He was heading this way and should reach them within half a minute. This was the fourth time he had passed this way since Alex had settled into his regular spot on the bench.

Now he watched him keenly, curious to know what his problem was.

He walked with his fingertips pressed against his temples or with his hands clasped tightly in front of his chin. On one occasion, the first or second time he had passed, he had walked with both his hands pressed over his face. It was a wonder he could see where he was going.

Alex had seen people struggle with stress like this before. Junkies trying to get clean, a wino who had run out of drink before they had had enough or those who just could no longer face life on the street.

There was usually someone who would help them out. A donation of drink or whatever else they needed to help them through, or even just a few words of reassurance and a lend of a blanket would often be enough.

But there was something different about this guy. He did not share the ragged appearance of many of Alex’s friends. His clean and ironed clothes revealed a more settled life, a warm bed and three square meals a day. He was clearly troubled though and seemed to be battling with himself over something.

He was still some twenty feet away when he stopped and turned back the way he had come, muttering to himself and shaking his head before turning once again to face the area where Alex lay.

The pattern had been almost the same each time he walked passed, except that his agitation and discontent seemed to be getting steadily worse.

Now the man stood still, his fingertips once more on his temples and his eyes tightly closed. He seemed rooted to the spot, one foot trying to take a step forward but the rest of his body not willing to follow.

Then something terrible happened.

First the man opened his eyes wide and his arms dropped to his sides. Then he stared at the guy who was still at the railings before moving slowly and deliberately towards him.

The drunk was unaware of his approach, and did not respond when the man spoke to him in a soft, hushed tone.

The man spoke again, his face expectant as he waited for some response from the drunken man. But there was none, even to his third or fourth attempt. Each time he waited expectantly, hands clasped in front of himself.

Suddenly the man put back his head and let out a tremendous roar. The noise of escaping frustration, rage or terror, it sent a cold chill down Alex’s spine and he instinctively gripped the blanket that hung loosely around his chin.

Finally the drunk seemed to realise that he was not alone and managed a clumsy half-turn, hanging on to the railing with one arm to save him from falling over.

The man launched into him, his fists slamming against him in a mad frenzy of blows. And after only four or five hits, when the victim landed with a thud on the wooden boards, the attack continued with blows pounding against him relentlessly.

And then as quickly as it had begun, it was over, but the attacker was not yet ready to leave. He crouched low next to his victim, his hand no longer a balled fist but now open and caressing gently the face that was filled with stunned confusion and covered in blood.

Strangely he was weeping, tears coursing down his face and his chest shaking as emotion flooded through him. He was speaking again through his tears, the whispered words still too soft to hear.

Alex stared in morbid fascination as the man fumbled through his pockets and took out a pair of gloves, pulled them on and carefully stretched out his fingers on each hand.

Suddenly, the last rays of evening sun flashed across gleaming metal as the man plunged a knife into the drunk, lifting him several inches from the ground and holding him there for what felt like a lifetime.

With his victim slumped on the boards once more, the man quickly straightened, brushing himself down and glancing about the place as though only just becoming aware of his surroundings.

And then he noticed Alex. His cold, lifeless eyes sought out Alex's own and locked them in a long searching stare. Despite his desperate urge to break off, Alex held the firm gaze, his heart pounding in his chest.

As the man's expression began to soften, something in his eyes told Alex that he was a threat no longer. With his anxiety and inner battles apparently calm for the moment, there was a hint of something like relief in his face, and even the suggestion of a smile. And then he was gone.

With a little courage and strength finally creeping into Alex's body, he leapt from his resting place and crouched next to the crumpled figure at the railing. Instinctively his fingers closed around the handle of the knife and he braced himself as he prepared to remove it. But then he thought better of it and so left it where it was. 

The broken man opened his eyes and licked his swollen lips, releasing pungent fumes of stale drink and tobacco. ‘What sort of question was that to ask?’

'What?' asked Alex, feeling confused.

With a bewildered expression the man stared at nothing, shaking his head gently and licking his lips once again. ‘A strange question altogether,’ he muttered.

Then in a moment the life vanished from his eyes.

Getting slowly to his feet, Alex saw for the first time the pool of blood in which he had been kneeling. It had soaked his trousers and shoes, and his hands too were covered.

And then came the scream.

A smartly dressed couple, maybe a few years older than he was, stood close to the steps leading up to the street. He watched as they stared at the sight before them, taking it in as their minds jumped to all the wrong conclusions.

When the woman screamed again, raising her arm to point a finger at Alex, her co-accuser held her protectively, his free hand holding his phone and dialling frantically.

Alex looked back at the dead man. His eyes fell onto the handle of the knife where his fingers had held it, just for a second but still long enough to leave his fingerprints. His petty thefts and shoplifting charges would appear on a computer screen somewhere and some smug detective would be happy that he had his man.

But Alex would never hurt anyone and had only stolen when hunger had forced him to do so. But who was there to believe him?

He broke into a sprint. Like a terrified animal, he ran without direction or thought. The only function his brain could deal with was to get away from the situation in which he found himself.

He knew this part of the city well, he had spent enough hours drifting through the streets to know his best route of escape or where he might find a place to hide. But he ran blindly, oblivious to his current surroundings and whereabouts.

Darkness had fallen by the time he stumbled upon a huge open area of grey concrete, illuminated by a scattering of tall lights. He slowed to a walk and cautiously eyed the double row of trucks and long trailers, searching the area for any sign of movement.

Gasping and panting, he flung himself beneath the nearest trailer, shuffling himself along so he could rest his back against the inside of one of its rear wheels.

For a long time he sat in silence, his heart rate slowly returning to something like normal. Then he lit a cigarette and cautiously allowed himself to remember the cold stare from that man's eyes. Even now it scared him and he could not resist poking his head around the huge wheel to take a peek at the night from which he was hiding.

There was nothing to be seen. Certainly there was no pair of eyes waiting to greet his own.

It was a tough life on the street. And in the time that Alex had been homeless he had found himself in several tight spots, fearing for his life more than once. But today had been the biggest scare of them all, even though he had been only a spectator.

The cigarette made him feel better though and brought a little normality to his situation. The calming effect allowed him to explore a thought that had been on his mind since he fled the scene by the river.

On each occasion that the man had passed by today, Alex had eyed him curiously. There had been plenty of opportunity for the man to get a good look at him too.

And as the victim had lain on the boards, his life blood oozing from his broken body, the man had turned and faced Alex, studying him intently. But why would he do that?

He could not help but wonder, had the killer recognised him as he had recognised the killer? And did the killer realise that Alex could not only identify him but also reveal his place of work?

He grinned to himself. Things might not be so bad after all.
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It was just after nine o’clock in the morning and a near-empty DART raced northwards towards the city, the tracks beneath still wet with moisture from the cold morning dew.

Sitting next to the window, Will Calby stared at the patterned covering of the backrest facing him, dimly aware of the uneven surface of the empty seat.

He was glad he was alone. He was in no mood to listen to the raised voices of a hoard of commuters, each trying to be heard over the rest. And there were always those who hit off him with their bags as they stumbled and squeezed past. They annoyed him too. It was much better that he was alone. He could sit where he wanted and stare into space, sullen and brooding, angry at himself for the foul mood that had taken him.

It had been a struggle just getting out of bed. Natasha was sleeping soundly when he woke, finding himself pressed tightly against her naked body. Feeling her skin warm and soft against his own, it had taken a considerable amount of resolve to slip out from beneath the duvet and leave her behind.

After showering, he had stepped back into the bedroom to find her still dead to the world. A quick glance through the window at the drab morning and the urge to fling off his clothes and slip back into bed gnawed at him stronger than ever.

That was almost an hour ago and yet he still felt the same temptation, as if Natasha and the comfort of her affections were still within reach.

Outside the sun showed little interest in appearing. The grey-blue of the sky merged with the blue-grey of the ocean to create a fairly drab scene. Once a few dark clouds were added and the odd gust of wind, it was hard to forget that the cold bite of winter was just around the corner.

He tried to blame the depressing weather for his mood but had to admit there was more to it than that. Although he was en route to see an old face, the approaching rendezvous had him feeling uneasy and he was gripped with a rising sense of apprehension. That was certainly partly responsible for the dark humour that had been hanging over him since he had woken that morning.

Will and Sam Sweeney met at university and had become friends almost from the moment they met. It had been through Sam that Will had met Natasha after his trusted ally set him up on a surprise first date with a friend of his sister. With Sam’s girlfriend at the time, the foursome was complete and things were great for several years.

Sam took it very badly when his girlfriend broke up with him and seemed unable to move on with his life. Even though he enjoyed one or two short relationships after that, he had been unwilling to involve the new partner with his old friends and so it seemed that times had changed forever.

Still the two men had remained close for another year or so but sadly Sam became gradually more and more withdrawn and seemed to have little time for friendship with anyone. Will tried numerous times to get through to him or to find out what had caused the rift but Sam was a changed man and there was little or nothing Will could do about it.

Over the next two years their relationship had declined further until it became nothing more than a short text message at Christmas and birthdays, although Will’s birthday had just passed and he received no message from his old friend. Will had presumed that things had naturally run their course and that contact between them had come to a sad and complete end.

So it had been with some surprise that Will discovered a voicemail, left for him by Sam, when he stepped from the shower on Monday morning, just two days ago. And in addition to being somewhat shocked at the sudden contact, Will was intrigued at the request that he call on his old friend at his house first thing on Wednesday to ‘discuss something important.’ And so was the reason he had reluctantly prised himself from Natasha’s side so early that morning.

Perhaps Sam was looking to build some bridges. If that was the reason behind the sudden contact then Will would be happy, if also a little cautious, to begin again and see how things developed.

A short time later, the DART pulled into Raheny station and he stepped out into the cool, blustery morning, where the leaves swirled frantically around his feet. But it was a pleasant contrast after the warm, stale air of the train. With his hands deep in his pockets and his chin tucked into the top of his coat, he set off with his head down to cover the short distance to Sam’s place.

He imagined that he looked fairly wind-swept when he arrived at the semi-detached house, standing on the pavement and gazing up at it. He thought about so many previous visits to the old house and the memories were bittersweet.

As a foursome, the group had often begun their nights out in this house, sharing wine or even a bottle of vodka before heading to the pubs. It had been easy to laugh and had seemed like those times would last forever. But there was sadness attached to his memories. Times had changed, there could be no denying it, and it seemed unlikely that any of the magic could ever be recaptured.

Sam still had the same car. Parked in his driveway and facing out towards the road was his Mercedes 280SL convertible. Costing him all that he had and as much as he had been able to borrow, it had been Sam’s pride and joy when he bought it shortly after getting his first job after leaving university.

But looking at it now, Will wondered if perhaps Sam had lost interest in the car as well as in his friends. Visible beneath a gathering of leaves, cobwebs clung to the grimy windscreen, and the paintwork that Sam had cleaned and polished at least every other day now looked tired and had a thick film of dirt. Maybe this sad decline represented something more, reflected his friend’s change in attitude and his slide into isolation.

With a little trepidation he stepped up to the door which opened before he had chance to knock.

‘Thanks for coming,’ said Sam with a smile filled with uncertainty. ‘After all this time I was not sure if you would want to.’

He led them through a narrow hallway and into a room which faced the back garden of the house. Sam had always grinned and referred to it as his ‘Thinking Study.’ It was all just as Will remembered, if a little more cluttered, and he gazed with fond memories at the large table in the centre of the room at which they had spent many happy hours playing cards or simply sharing a few cans. They had put the world to rights more times than he cared to remember.

‘Too early for brandy?’ asked Sam with a cheeky grin, waving a bottle in front of him.

They agreed on coffee instead and settled into two deep armchairs that were pulled close to the hearth, warmed from the beginnings of a newly lit fire.

‘So you are keeping alright?’ asked Will stiffly. He was struggling to feel comfortable and knew he was not hiding it very well.

‘Well I’m alive,’ Sam said with a shrug. ‘But let’s be honest with each other, the last couple of years have not been as kind to me as they could have. I have been in better shape.’

It appeared to be true. During their time in university both had been keen sportsmen, spending plenty of time on the squash court with regular games of rugby too. 

Sam had been the fittest and strongest of the pair, with broad shoulders and height to match. Now he had lost weight and his face was drawn to the point of making him look ill. His receding hair had thinned and the battle against the onset of grey had long since been lost.

Wearing dark brown cords and grey cardigan over a faded striped shirt, he could more likely pass for Will’s father than his friend of almost the same age.

‘We are all getting older, Sam. I feel it every time I try and run for a bus.’

‘You see it in me as much as I do. It was written all over your face when you set eyes on me at the door.’ Sam held up his hands. ‘It matters not. I don’t give a fiddler’s about my physical state. My health is not what I called you here to discuss.’

It seemed funny hearing Sam say, ‘I don’t give a fiddlers’ after so long. It had been something of a cliché of his that he used often. And after all this time he was still saying it. It was nice to know that something had not changed. Will smiled to himself and made a mental note to tell Natasha about it.

He sipped at his coffee. It was bitter and too strong but he would drink it anyway.

‘So what’s on your mind?’

Sam stood and placed his mug on the mantelpiece, looking suddenly uncomfortable. ‘I need your help. Well, the museum and I need your help.’

‘You are still at the museum?’ asked Will, crossing his legs and beginning to relax a little.

Sam had been a curator at the Delahunty Museum for almost seven years and had always seemed very content. The place had a huge collection of items from Irish History and the ancient world. There was also a significant collection of rare art and a section dedicated to modern times and emerging artists. The job suited Sam down to the ground.

He did not reply directly to the question but fumbled through some items on the mantelpiece before passing Will an unframed photograph.

It showed two metallic objects sitting on a piece of blue cloth, each one a replica of the other and, judging by the pint glass on the right of the picture, standing about eight inches high. Each had a human-like face, with a very neutral expression, and a rounded hat or helmet covering the head. To the right side of each object and so as if to be in the left hand, was a broad shield which covered most of the body. The right hand was clearly visible clutching at a short sword, the tip of which drew level with the top of the shoulder.

‘What do you think they are?’ asked Sam eagerly, leaning over so that his face was level with Will’s and only a few inches away.

Will took another mouthful of the awful coffee, more to give him time to think than anything else. ‘Bronze?’ he said after studying the photographs for nearly a minute.

‘Bronze is right,’ said Sam gleefully. ‘Now, how old do you think they might be?’ 

There was little shine left on the pieces and both carried signs of corrosion with the piece on the left being most affected. Both had a green tint that was more apparent around the areas on the outside, perhaps due to years of handling.

‘You want me to guess their age?’

Sam nodded eagerly.

He had no idea where to start and said as much. ‘A hundred years old? A thousand? You are the expert here, not me.’

Looking somewhat deflated Sam took back the picture before collecting his coffee again with his other hand and settling back in his chair.

‘The pieces are dated at around five hundred B.C. They were discovered in County Wicklow in the early sixties and donated to the museum some years after that.’

Will took the photograph once more and studied it again. ‘Okay, so they are very old. Are they valuable?’

‘The pair is unique, irreplaceable. I couldn’t begin to put a price on them. Every collector in the world would give their right arm to own them, or even one of the two pieces.’

Deciding to give up on the coffee, Will gently placed the mug on the hearth and leaned back in his seat.

‘Give it to me straight, Sam. What do you need from me?’

His old friend grinned at him. ‘You always did want to get straight to the truth. That is one of the reasons I asked you to come here. You see, you might just be the best person for the job.’

He stood again and moved away towards the window, standing with his back turned and gazing out towards the garden.

‘The pieces formed part of an exhibition that toured Europe for three years. The tour ended about six months ago and the various items returned to the museum where most of them went into secure storage. Others went back on display.’

He turned back to face into the room but his eyes were distant as he spoke again.

‘The pieces are really under my care, you see. I am responsible for them as long as they are in the museum, whether they are on display or in storage.’

It was easy to see where this was going.

‘Let me guess, they went missing?’

His friend rubbed his hand across his face and nodded. He looked weary and perhaps unwell.

‘One of them went missing. I have no idea when and I have no idea how. All I know is that we found only one of them during a routine check of the stock rooms.’

‘They were not stored together?’

‘No. They were kept in separate rooms.’

‘Are the rooms not secure, alarmed?’

‘They are indeed very secure and they are alarmed. The only time they may have been at risk was a few weeks ago when a routine paint job was being done in the museum, back of house. The alarms were disarmed on various occasions but only for a short time and we had security staff in each room. Anyone leaving the room was checked, all fairly standard procedure.’

He lowered himself back into his seat and held his open palms to the fire as to warm them.

‘Places like ours take security very seriously. It is the most important aspect of our operation. It makes no sense that this piece just vanished.’

‘What about the police?’

‘The police,’ scoffed Sam. ‘A lot of questions and then some more questions. The piece is still out there somewhere and could be on the other side of the world by now.’

‘So they came up with nothing?’

‘Not yet anyway. Everyone had their fingerprints taken, which is done with all staff who work with us as a matter of course. We were all interviewed, background checks and all the normal stuff. No one has left the job and we have had no new or temp personnel. It just makes no sense.’

Will disagreed. ‘It makes a lot of sense if these pieces are so valuable. The temptation could just become too much for some and if the alarms were off or some other opportunity presented itself...’

‘So why would they just take that piece then? There were plenty of other objects close by yet nothing else was touched.’

‘Are you sure there was nothing else taken?’

‘Absolutely certain.’

‘So what would you like me to do?’ asked Will cautiously.

‘Well, from what I can remember you were always rather tenacious.’ Sam leaned forward and began poking at the fire. ‘You never did let things get in your way. If you were to snoop around a bit at the museum, get to know one or two of the staff and gain their confidence...who knows what you might find out? I need someone I can trust, someone I can relate to.’

He looked sheepish for a moment and went on, his words coming more slowly. ‘I understand you are not working at the moment and thought you might have some time on your hands...’ His eyes fell to the hearth. ‘I heard about the accident, of course.’

Will felt himself stiffen. This was a subject he had hoped to avoid. And he knew now that the possibility if it arising was partly to blame for his foul humour on the journey up here.

He could feel his jaw tightening as the horror came back to him, as fresh as the day it happened. Blue lights flashed before his eyes making him squeeze them closed and he could taste blood in his mouth, warm, sweet and metallic. He felt sick to the stomach.

‘I am taking some time out at the moment,’ he said mechanically, suddenly aware of the heat and easing his chair an inch or two away from the fire. His lack of control had annoyed him and so had the fact that he revealed how much he was still struggling, even a year later.

‘Do you want to talk about it?’ Sam asked softly.

‘Not really.’ Will cleared his throat and tried a smile. ‘Tell me more about your missing piece.’

His old friend gave him an understanding smile. ‘Well, it is believed the pair originated in Cyprus. They were discovered accidentally in County Wicklow, as I mentioned before. There were various other items found too, some of which were also donated to the museum.’

Will almost reached for his coffee but changed his mind. ‘Why do you want the piece found so badly? Surely it is the museum’s loss, and there is insurance and whatever else to cover this kind of thing.’

‘No no, this is nothing to do with insurance. And I don’t give a fiddler’s about the museum’s loss either. This is about me, my pride and my reputation. This object was under my care, and so it is that I feel like it’s my loss. I cannot forgive myself for it being taken.’

He stood for a moment and hesitated before dropping wearily back into his seat. Then he sighed and rubbed his face again.

‘I take it that you have the alarm codes for these storage rooms you mentioned?’ asked Will.

Sam nodded, his gaze lost somewhere in the growing flames within the grate.

‘And does anyone else have access to them?’

‘Only my assistant, Frank Fagan.’ Sam grinned at him. ‘He is fifty-two. It’s funny me calling him my assistant. The reality is that we work as a team.’

He held up his hand. ‘And before you ask, no, I do not suspect Frank for a second. He has been there a lot longer than I have and I trust him more than anyone else at the museum,’

‘Why is he your assistant if he started working there before you did? Surely he should have the top spot.’

‘Yes, you might expect that. But he is not the most ambitious man you would ever meet. He is more the kind who just turns up each day, does what he needs to and goes home.’ Sam opened his eyes wide and added, ‘Not the kind to push himself forward, if you get my drift.’

‘Does he feel as responsible as you for this piece being taken, do you think?’

Sam laughed and slapped his hands onto his thighs. ‘I think that would be virtually impossible, my friend.’ His face became serious again. ‘He feels it though, I can see it in him. He was always the quiet type but now he has become more withdrawn than ever.’

They sat for some minutes, the only sound being the gentle crackle of the fire. 

‘Are you being blamed for the robbery?’ Will asked at last.

Sam laughed heartily, and just for a moment he was his old self again. ‘No, I am in the clear, thankfully. But it is on my mind every day, every night, and I can think of nothing else. Sitting back and waiting for the police to turn up something is not enough for me. I need to feel that I am making some kind of effort to help.’ He held his upturned hands before him and smiled. ‘And here we are.’

Will rolled his eyes and smiled back at him. ‘Well then, you had better give me whatever you have.’

On the return Dart to Sandycove, he had to be content with staring blankly through the window for the first half of the journey. It was only when the carriage had emptied out that he felt comfortable enough to take the envelope that Sam had given him from the safety of his inside pocket.

He turned it slowly in his hands, studying it carefully. A quick glance to make sure there was no one sitting close by and he slipped his hand inside and carefully withdrew the contents.

Disappointment swept over him. When Sam had leapt from his chair and scurried from the room to gather all he had about the piece, he had been gone the best part of ten minutes. He had looked quite pleased with himself handing over the envelope.

It contained a small piece of lined paper, ripped at the top where it had been torn from the rest of the sheet. There was nothing on it but a handful of names, including that of the contractor who had been carrying out the work in the museum when the robbery is thought to have taken place. The only other item in the envelope was the small photograph of the two pieces that Sam had reluctantly agreed to give him.

Mumbling to himself, Will pulled his phone from his pocket and read a message that had just come through.

Will, please do not mention that you have any link with me.  The items in the museum are everything to me. They are all that I have. Good luck. Sam.

After another grumble to himself, he slipped the phone and envelope back inside his pocket and turned his attention to the view outside.

Walking quickly from the station, it took him only five minutes to reach the coast road and cross to the path on the far side.

To his left, a grass verge ran the full length of the road, some thirty feet wide with a low stone wall acting as border between it and the beach. The sand itself, presently two-tone where the withdrawing sea had left its mark, extended past where the road curved to the right and vanished beyond the scattering of luxurious sea-front houses. 

Spread out at regular intervals, eight huge horse chestnut trees lined the road ahead, the recent winds lining the path beneath with a soft carpet in every shade of red, gold, and brown.

The wind still blew, making the enormous branches rock back and forth in unison. They were like the regular waves of the sea, crashing with comforting regularity against the soft, pale sand.

He smiled as he looked up at the familiar trees. He knew them well at this stage. They were like old friends and always ready to welcome him home. And this did feel like home. Although they had only lived here for a year or so, it seemed like so much longer. The sea and sand, the horse chestnuts and, of course, the house itself, all felt so familiar and comfortable. It gave him a sense of belonging that he could not remember feeling before.

Reaching the curve in the road, he passed through a gate in a high white-painted fence, entering the rear garden of the first house. Opening the back door and stepping into the kitchen, he was met with the pleasant nutty aroma of rich coffee.

Natasha was in the dining room, sitting at the table and absorbed in her laptop. She was dressed in a pale pink tracksuit and her shoulder length, black hair was loosely piled on top of her head and secured with an oversized grip. Even without making any effort she still looked attractive and he smiled as soon as he saw her.

She smiled back and took a mouthful of coffee from her enormous soup bowl of a cup. ‘So how did it go?’ she asked chirpily. ‘Is he a complete recluse now, or just a plain old nutter?’

‘I don’t know that he is a recluse,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘But he has changed more than I expected. The last few years have really taken their toll on him. He seems older, troubled too.’

Natasha turned in her chair so that she was facing him and lifted her bare feet onto her seat, her painted toenails peeking out beneath her tracksuit bottoms. She held her cup with both hands and rested her chin on her knees. ‘We are all older, Will. Tell me.’

He explained about the missing piece and Sam’s request that he try and befriend some of the museum staff. Even as he spoke, he was thinking about the remote chance of success and could hear the doubt in his voice.

She listened carefully without interrupting. ‘But there is something else?’ she said when he had finished.

‘There is and I wish I knew what it was. He seems to have taken this theft to heart, as though it was his fault that it was stolen.’

‘And is he being held responsible?’

He shrugged. ‘He says not.’

‘So what is the problem? These things happen.’

‘He sent me a message saying that the pieces in the museum are all that he has.’ He thought about Sam sitting in front of the warm fire, worried and tired and clinging to the hope that Will could somehow help. ‘Perhaps that really is the case.’

‘You are just a big softie,’ she said with another smile and handed him her empty cup.

He went and poured coffee for them both and threw a handful of biscuits onto a small plate. When he returned Natasha was back at the laptop.

‘Okay, here we are,’ she said slowly as she studied the small screen. ‘The missing piece is made from bronze and estimated around 500 BC. Originated in Cyprus...only one pair ever made...extremely valuable and sought after. Found in County Wicklow in 1960 and donated to the Delahunty Museum in the early seventies.’

She stopped reading and took a sip of coffee, picking a biscuit from the plate and pausing with it inches from her mouth.

‘Also found were three gold rings and various other bronze items including two bracelets, four armlets, six spear heads and an axe head. Nice.’

She bit off a piece of biscuit and brushed the crumbs from her mouth. ‘So what are you supposed to do about it?’ she asked as she was crunching.

‘He wants me to have a look around the museum. I should try and talk to the staff, ask some questions and see if there is anything that might suggest a motive for the theft. Maybe someone will point me in the right direction. And then there is the contractor who did the decorating. Maybe I will be able to talk to the painters. Someone must know something.’

‘And you think you will discover it?’ she said in disbelief. ‘A team of trained and experienced detectives comes up with nothing but these people will reveal their secrets to you just because you ask them to. That is if they have any secrets.’

She dropped her cup onto the table and focused back on the laptop. ‘Good luck with that, Will.’

She was right but her words and attitude stung him and he turned to face the window to try and hide his discomfort. It was just her way and it was stupid to let it get to him. He should know better after they had been together for so long.

Happy to let his mind drift from the present, he watched a couple walking their dog along the beach. They were leaning into the wind and walking with their heads down against the sand that rose up and swirled all about them.

He was only aware of Natasha getting up when she arrived next to him and wrapped her arm around his shoulders.

‘It’s good that Sam asked you for help after all this time,’ she said gently. ‘And I didn’t mean to put a dampener on things. I was just trying to point out that it might not be as straightforward as you think.’

He sighed heavily. ‘No, you’re right. What can I hope to find out that the police could not?’

She gave his shoulders a squeeze. ‘It’s time you had a project, something to get your teeth into. Try and help Sam. Even if you don’t discover anything, you will still be trying to help an old friend and that can only be good.’

He nodded, although he felt more that he should call Sam and tell him he had changed his mind. Natasha was right though. He had spent the last year doing nothing and needed to think about coming out from his hiding place and rejoining civilisation.

She had returned to the laptop and gave him a quick wink, lifting another biscuit to her mouth.

‘If you like, I can make a couple of calls and find out who headed the investigation into the museum theft. I might be able to have a chat with them and see if there is anything there that could be of interest to you.’ She bit on the biscuit and licked the crumbs from her lips. ‘It would be very discreet, nothing more than friendly chitchat.’

He smiled and said no thanks. If he was to do this then he wanted it to be under his own steam. Besides, if he got nowhere, there would always the chance to take up her offer at a later stage.

Turning back to the window, he looked again at the beach. It was empty now, the haze of stirred-up sand making him think of a sandstorm in the Sahara.

As his mind drifted, he wondered, as he had done so many times over the last ten or twelve months, what he would have done without Natasha. As he had tumbled headlong into depression, she had always been there, night or day, always listening and always managing somehow to say the right thing.

Her gentle eyes and ready smile served well to hide the horror and anguish that are frequently part of her world. When the rest of us listen to the news as it suits us, choosing to allow in only as much as we feel comfortable in dealing with, she is exposed to the full horrors of the modern world. She cannot close her mind to the gruesome details that may be kept out of the public eye, and he has been witness to the stress this can cause.

There were numerous times when he arrived home to find her curled up in the corner of the sofa, a vacant expression on her face and prepared only to share her pain with a bottle of wine.

But then came the accident and without him being aware of it Natasha changed. Putting her own worries and burdens to one side, she made Will and his emotions the number one priority and was available for him whenever he needed her. She never failed him and always had the right words to hand.

This last year had been a dark one and he shuddered at the thought of what might have come of him if it was not for Natasha’s inner strength and words of encouragement. He felt like he owed her an awful lot.

Deciding he should offer her more support instead of just taking it from her, he settled it in his mind that he would arrange something special for her. He was, however, aware that this was at least the third time this month that he had reached the same conclusion.

‘I am going to help him.’ The words had come out without him realising that he was going to say them. ‘If I take the easy route and decide it’s not worth the trouble, I would be turning my back on the past. We go back a long way.’

Distracted by the laptop, Natasha only mumbled her agreement but the look in her eyes and her sweet smile confirmed that he had made the right decision.

He spent the rest of the morning milling around the house, trying to figure out the best approach to take when he did get to the museum. He could have set off already but the truth was that he had little or no idea how to begin.

Although Natasha had soothed over her blunt words, her point still stood. He would almost certainly be wasting his time and would come away with nothing. Sam would have to accept the fact that he was powerless and try and be content in waiting for the police to turn up a result. In the meantime Will would probably come out of it all looking slightly stupid. And so was the reason he had done nothing but drift around the place, drinking several cups of tea and picking at the contents of the fridge by way of distraction.

Natasha had been busy since their discussion. She had made numerous phone calls and had been engrossed in the laptop with Sky News on the television in the background. Her job as a crime correspondent took up much of her time and when she was not physically working, she would have one eye on the TV and the other on the laptop.

Will found her in the bedroom, brushing her hair with one hand while the other held her phone to her ear. She finished the call as he entered and tossed the phone onto the duvet.

‘Busy morning?’ he asked as he perched on the edge of the bed.

She rolled her eyes. ‘It has been a busy month. And there was a killing on the quays last night. Some drunk guy got stabbed.’

‘A fight?’

‘It doesn’t sound like it.’

‘Were there witnesses?’

She looked thoughtful, her forehead creasing into a frown. ‘Yes and no. The witnesses that came forward seem eager to condemn one guy in particular. But, from what I hear, they never saw the murder committed.’ She shrugged. ‘Ah, I will know more later.’

She threw off her dressing gown and pulled some underwear from a drawer next to the bed. She smelled shower fresh and Will could not help but admire her body.

‘Not now, tiger,’ she said playfully when she saw his stare. ‘I need to be in town half an hour ago.’

He pulled a face and flopped back onto the bed. ‘What about tonight? We have not been out for a while. We could eat somewhere nice.’

Natasha leaned over and kissed him quickly before sitting in front of the mirror and beginning to put on her make-up.

‘Tonight is no good for me. I have arranged to go out with the girls and I can’t let them down again. This is the third time they have got tickets to that new complex on O’ Connell Street and I have every intention of keeping my date.’

She adjusted her position so she could see him in the mirror. ‘Okay?’

He grunted by way of reply and put his head onto the pillow, his eyes fixed on the ceiling.

‘I heard about that complex alright,’ he muttered. ‘Bars and restaurants inside, I think.’

She walked over to the bed and looked down on him, her hands on her hips. ‘Bars, restaurants, karaoke rooms, night club, the lot. There is even a tropical beach bar complete with fake beach.’

He felt a rather juvenile pang of sadness when she pulled her trousers up around her waist and her black lacy underwear vanished from view.

‘Who owns this place anyway?’ he asked through a yawn. ‘There can’t be many private investors with that kind of money to throw about right now.’

‘Lucas Andreou owns it,’ she said over her shoulder, pulling a black suit jacket from a hanger and brushing her hand quickly down each lapel.

It was a name that had become familiar to the people of Dublin over the last year or so. Taking over existing convenience stores across the city, and opening dozens of new ones at the same time, he had outlets in almost every neighbourhood. He had bought out at least a dozen pubs and had taken over the largest taxi firm in the city.

There was plenty more to his portfolio too: fast food diners, amusement arcades, and a fast-growing chain of hairdressers’ shops. It seemed that Lucas Andreou had his finger in a serious number of pies. And now he had opened the largest and most talked about venue in the city.

‘What are you brooding about?’ Natasha asked him, her face suddenly beaming down at him. She kissed him before he could reply and left the room, telling him they would talk later.

Then the front door banged closed and he was alone, with just the fresh scent of perfume still hanging in the air and falling invisibly around him.

The Delahunty Museum was a huge structure standing on Leinster Street South in Dublin 2, close to the junction with Clare Street and where the road progressed into Lincoln Place.

Spanning the extensive width of the building, a series of well-worn concrete steps led up to the main entrance, set back slightly and partially concealed behind a series of high pillars of grey stone.

A pair of gleaming brass handrails that stretched from the pavement to the top of the steps, served to guide visitors between the centremost pillars to where a red carpet flowed through open double doors.

After a quick nod at a security guard standing just inside the doorway, Will stepped up to a small kiosk and smiled brightly at a bored-looking young man of about eighteen on the other side of the screen.

‘One ticket, please,’ he chirped, looking at his watch. ‘I guess it’s fairly quiet over lunchtime is it?’

The man gave a shrug, his expression remaining indifferent. ‘It’s never quiet here.’

‘Maybe you can help me with something,’ said Will, leaning in close to the perspex screen as he collected his change. ‘I am working on a project that the Head Curator may be able to help me with. Would he be here now?’

‘No, he’s off,’ sighed the man. ‘Ask for Frank. He is about somewhere.’

Will already knew that Sam had just begun two weeks of annual leave and that his assistant, Frank Fagan, would be holding the fort while he was away.

He was about to engage the man a little more when he became aware of someone standing close behind. Turning around he saw a queue of three people waiting and so he scooped up his ticket and moved on, murmuring his thanks before he left the window.

The place was bright and airy, the polished parquet vibrant with the reflections of hundreds of tiny spotlights that were set into a ceiling of brilliant white.  

It was difficult not to become engrossed in the endless array of display cabinets and stands, the first of which he found almost as soon as he had stepped away from the kiosk. And on several occasions he stopped to gaze at some particular artefact or other that had caught his attention.

At one point, finding himself in a large circular-shaped hall with gold-painted walls and an elaborately decorated ceiling of black and silver, he spent the best part of ten minutes gazing up at a series of paintings, content to lose himself in the images they portrayed.

It was as he roused himself and began to focus once more on his reason for being there in the first place, that a man drifted into the room. He was clad in a plain blue overall and pushing a wide-headed brush before him.

Quickly Will recounted the staff names on the list given to him by Sam earlier that morning.

‘Kieran is it?’

The man stopped in front of him, suspicion clear in his face, his eyes briefly darting to his badge as though to check the name upon it.

‘That’s me,’ he said, unashamedly giving Will the once-over. ‘Is there something I can help you with?’

After a quick glance around as though to make sure they were not overheard, Will gestured the man closer and took a step forward at the same time.

He must have been in his early twenties, and behind the mistrust that was still apparent in his face, his eyes were friendly and there was something pleasant about his manner. He was clean-shaven and his face carried pale but recognisable acne scars. He was tall and un-naturally thin, his fingers like long scrawny claws clutching at the pale blue handle of the brush. 

‘My name is Will Calby. I have been asking around and was told you might be the man to speak to.’ He maintained eye-contact and held his smile.

‘I am writing a paper on museums in Ireland, focusing on Dublin especially, and I just want to get some information on how they work – who does what, where the exhibits come from, all that kind of thing.’

The man let out a quiet groan and went to move away. ‘Aw, I’m not the man you need. You want to speak to Sam Sweeney or Frank Fagan. They are the curators.’ He spoke with a soft, Kerry accent.

‘Wait a minute though,’ said Will as he gently placed his hand on the man’s arm. ‘I bet a guy like you knows exactly what is going on around here, the real goings-on of the place.’

Kieran looked sheepish and there was a hint of a grin. He waited until an elderly couple had meandered past, his attention momentarily on the brush head at his feet before giving a subtle nod.

‘I know more than they give me credit for,’ he said with his head cocked to one side. ‘They think I am only good for doing a bit of liftin’ or keeping the place clean.’

‘I imagine you are good for a whole lot more than that,’ said Will, making sure to keep it friendly and neutral.

Carefully Will guided the man closer to the wall, allowing more distance between them and the growing number of people in the circular room, which were arriving in a steady stream through both entrances.

‘Maybe you can help me,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Could you meet me later, maybe when you finish work? I just have a few questions and it won’t take long.’

Kieran began to draw away, his face filled with discomfort. ‘I can’t, really. They don’t let us talk about private stuff. It’s like against the rules, you know?’

Reluctant to lose him, Will did his best to gauge what would be a bait worth taking.

‘I only have a small budget for my project, but I could give you say...a hundred euro for half an hour of your time.’

The man stalled, his eyes revealing that Will had already won him over.

‘There must be a bar nearby where you call in after work. I would even buy you a pint.’

A quick glance at the growing number of faces around them and the man nodded quickly. ‘I’ll be in The Green Bottle just after six. I can’t be long though, I’m lookin’ after my kid sister tonight and mam will kill me if I’m late.’

Then he turned on his heel and scurried away with the brush hard at work in front of him.

Feeling much more optimistic that he had an hour ago, Will made his way towards the exit at the far end of the room. A hundred euro seemed a fair price but he was glad that he would not be left out of pocket. As Sam had agreed to cover all expenses it would be he who picked up the tab. Will could not help but grin when he thought about it.

Passing through a very ornately decorated vestibule, he entered a long rectangular room, the walls of which were lined with horizontal glass-topped display cases. But as interesting as the contents surely were, he had no intention of becoming side-tracked again and kept his attention on the next doorway situated at the opposite end of the long room.

Frank Fagan was his next quarry although he had no idea where he might be located. If he was back of house, in a place inaccessible to the general public, Will might be in for a long wait. He wondered vaguely if his success with the impressionable Kieran could be repeated. He did not have to wait long to find out.

He had just stepped back to allow a stunningly good-looking woman pass by through the doorway before him, returning her pleasant smile as she passed him by, when he felt the presence of someone behind him.

The first of the two men, and the closest to him, was about fifty years old and of medium height. He was dressed in a smart grey suit, white shirt and colourful tie that was a bit on the short side. He had rather a long nose and a wide mouth that was currently set in a smile. His grey hair was short and curly, and his deep-set grey eyes were searching, studying Will with open curiosity.

The second man, standing slightly behind and to the side of the first, was the security guard that Will had noticed when he first entered the museum.

‘Mister Calby, I presume?’ said the older man with something of an air of authority.

Will nodded uncertainly. ‘Yes.’

‘I understand you have an interest in the museum. Perhaps I can help you in some way.’

The man was still smiling but the guard stared across his shoulder
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