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      “There we go, Mrs Felton, all done.” I roll my shoulders and crack my neck.

      The air is cool in the sterile room with a faintly clinical scent to it, but it’s so familiar I barely notice. A tired sigh is hovering on the edge of my lips, but I hold it in.

      It’s been a long day and stifling a yawn, I glance down at the old lady laying serenely on the stainless steel drawer. The pristine white sheet covers her bare chest modestly, barely revealing the edges of the ‘y’ incision in her weathered skin. My gaze migrates to her wrinkled face. I’m certain I can see a faint impish cast to her thin lips, and I swear she looks almost amused, which is a ridiculous conclusion considering the woman is clearly as dead as disco. If her cold white skin and lack of a pulse didn’t give it away, the fact that I’d just spent the last four hours performing her post-mortem would have done it.

      Shaking my head, I pat her cold, hard shoulder almost comfortingly. It’s a strange habit I picked up somewhere along the way. As if somehow they still require a soft bedside manner and warm reassurance despite the fact that they have definitely checked out of existence.

      Ignoring that sardonic expression permanently etched into the late Mrs Doris Felton’s delicate, bony features, I pull the sheet up and cover her fully until all that’s left is a small tuft of grey hair poking out the end.

      “Rest well, Mrs Felton. They’ll be along to collect you in the morning,” I mutter softly.

      And this is why people think I’m weird—talking to the deceased as if they’re still here. With my lips curving self-deprecatingly, I slide the drawer in, and the steely hiss of the runners echoes in the cavernous tiled room followed by a soft clunk as I close and latch the small square door.

      Crossing the room toward the now empty table, I scoop up the folder containing Mrs Felton’s notes and remove a pen from the breast pocket of my lab coat, clicking it absently as I sign off on her post-mortem with a barely legible scribble.

      That’s me done for the day. The silence of the room is suddenly broken by my stomach giving a surly growl of protest, and as I glance up at the large round clock mounted on the wall, I realise it’s gone eight. I was supposed to be finished hours ago, but we’re already getting backed up, and with one of the pathologists out on leave, we’re short staffed. Add into the equation that we’re now heading through October and firmly into flu season, I know from experience it’s only going to get busier. It’s a sad but immutable fact that we’re going to see a lot more senior citizens passing through the mortuary before spring.

      Shaking off that morose fact, I take a deep breath. Sometimes it makes me feel sad, but death is just a part of life, one I can’t change. Being a pathologist suits me. I don’t have great people skills, and more often than not, I just feel awkward and out of place. There also seems to be some kind of continuous miscommunication between my brain and my mouth, often leading me to blurt out an embarrassing amount of word vomit.

      As a person, I know that I’m somewhat of an acquired taste. There are very few people who can speak fluent Tristan, as my dad calls it, and even fewer people I feel comfortable enough to call friends. My world may be small, but it’s quiet and peaceful, just the way I like it. The deceased don’t talk back, they don’t have any expectations of me, and they don’t make me feel bad about myself.

      My thoughts scatter as the door opens abruptly, and a familiar mop of red curls peeks around the corner followed by a pair of merry hazel eyes, a slim face, and a cute button nose.

      “Hey, Tris.” Henrietta, one of my co-workers grins at me. “Are you done hiding out in here?”

      “I’m not hiding out, Hen.” I roll my eyes with a small, resigned sigh. “I was working.”

      “Really?” She raises her brows slowly. “Because I could’ve sworn you’ve been avoiding us all day so you don’t have to come to the pub with us tonight.”

      “Well, I haven’t,” I deny innocently.

      I totally had.

      “Tris, come on.” She flutters her eyelashes at me. “Jesus, hun, you’re only like what, twenty-five?”

      “Twenty-seven,” I correct absently.

      “Exactly, you’re young and hot.”

      “And you need a trip to Specsavers,” I snort quietly.

      “Uh, have you looked in a mirror lately, Tris?” She steps more fully into the room and lets the door bang shut loudly behind her. “You’re a fox and should have blokes lining up for you. You’re way too young to lock yourself away in a cold, dark room with a bunch of corpses.”

      “It sounds really disturbing when you say it like that.” I can feel the smile tugging at the corner of my lips. “Besides, that’s what I’m paid for.” Henrietta, as annoying as she is when it comes to my non-existent love life, is one of the few people that I can not only tolerate but consider a friend.

      “You still need a life, hun.” She fists one hand on her cocked hip. “You’re coming down The Crown with us, and I won’t take no for an answer. It’s Seamus’s retirement do, and he’s been here thirty-five years wheeling corpses back and forth, so the least we can do is get him pissed on his last day.”

      “I signed his card and gave, I might add, very generously toward his leaving present.” I frown. “Although, what he’s planning to do with a Segway is beyond me when he’s on the waiting list for a hip replacement.”

      “It’s what he wanted.” She shrugs. “If you can’t live a little at his age what’s the point?”

      I blink at her slowly.

      “Anyway,” she continues. “At least we got him one with the safety handlebars.”

      “Hen, the guy’s pushing seventy, we should’ve got him a mobility scooter.”

      “Don’t be so stuffy.” She pokes her tongue out. “And don’t think arguing will distract me. You’re coming to the pub whether you like it or not. It’s for your own good.”

      “Hen.” I sigh tiredly, my plan of a long indulgent soak in the bath with bubbles and a glass of wine is rapidly disappearing like smoke through my fingers. “I’ve just signed off on Mrs Felton, and I’m satisfied her death was of natural causes, but we still need to call the funeral home to come and collect her first thing in the morning. We’re running low on space. Plus, I’ll need to be in early to cover Alan while he’s off.”

      “Excuses, excuses.” She rolls her eyes and gives a dismissive wave of her hand. “And none of them valid. It’ll take you five minutes to call the funeral home.” She glances down at the brightly coloured bubble gum pink watch at her wrist. “Besides, they probably won’t even be there at this time, you’ll have to leave a message. Oooh, in fact…” She brightens. “If they do pick up, you can always invite Tony. He’s a gorgeous hunk of a man, and he’s totally got a thing for you.”

      “I am not inviting Tony anywhere.” I frown.

      “Why not?” She tilts her head. “He’s always been sweet on you.”

      “He’s not anything on me,” I protest nervously. It’s not that Tony isn’t a nice guy, he is. He works at the funeral home, so our paths cross several times a week. The problem is, as nice looking as the guy is, I don’t get involved with co-workers or colleagues. Besides, if I’m being completely honest, Tony makes me nervous in all the wrong ways. He’s got such a big, booming personality that it just blankets everything and everyone in his path. He’s too forward, too loud… just too overwhelming for an introvert like me.

      “What’s wrong with Tony?” she asks.

      “He’s a bear,” I reply. “He’ll probably snap me like a glow stick.”

      She chuckles affectionately. “Tris.” Her voice is low and soft. “Just one drink, that’s all I’m asking. I’ll even pay for your Uber home.”

      “Fine,” I relent with an eye roll. “But you don’t need to pay for an Uber for me. I mean it though, one drink and only because I like Seamus, and the truth is I’ll miss his gruff voice and inane love of pointless trivia.”

      She smiles widely. “Call the funeral home for Mrs Felton’s collection. I’m locking up and heading out in twenty minutes,” she informs me before disappearing back through the door, leaving me once again alone in the stark room.

      “One drink,” I think to myself, feeling nerves dancing the full-on Rhumba in my stomach. “I can do one drink… what’s the worst that could happen?”

      Following Henrietta out of the room, she disappears down the corridor, I head into my small office and set the folder down on my untidy desk. Sliding off my lab coat and absently hanging it on a nearby hook, I turn and catch my reflection in the window. It’s dark outside now, and I can clearly see myself reflected back against the cold glass of the brightly lit office.

      Cocking my head unconsciously, I study myself meticulously for a moment trying to see what Henrietta does. She’s insisted on more than one occasion that I’m hot, coupled with the fact she seems convinced that Tony is desperately attracted to me, but I just don’t see it.

      I’m skinny and at roughly five seven, not particularly tall. My eyes are grass green and hidden behind thick black framed glasses. My skin is pale and smooth with a light dusting of golden freckles across my cheekbones and the bridge of my nose, which more often than not makes me appear younger than I am. Seriously, you don’t want to know how often I get ID’d when buying alcohol.

      My hair is a dark non-descript brown and has an alarming tendency to do whatever the hell it wants no matter how much I try to ruthlessly style it into submission. It just has a mind of its own.

      My gaze trickles down my body to the dark blue fitted V-neck sweater over a white t-shirt that clings to my petite frame, past my skinny jeans to the plain black Doc Martens loosely laced at my feet. I’m really nothing to write home about, so no wonder I’m still single. I mean don’t get me wrong, I’m no virgin, but even if I’m not completely unfortunate looking, I seem to have a personality that’s just not compatible with finding and keeping a boyfriend.

      I huff out a laugh, ruthlessly squashing the small pang of longing in my chest. Nope, not going down that particular rabbit hole tonight. I do not need a man, I am not lonely, and my life is just fine the way it is.

      Straightening my spine, I pull on my navy blue pea coat and wrap my favourite scarf around my neck loosely a couple of times. It’s a deep aubergine colour, as soft as a cloud, and decorated with little white dancing skeletons. It was a birthday gift from Henrietta, who’s always been good with gifts. Although I really am still debating the wisdom of her buying a seventy year old with a dodgy hip a Segway.

      Shaking my head softly in mild amusement, I slip my keys and wallet into my pocket and head out of the office, flipping off the lights as I go and locking the door firmly behind me.

      Heading through the silent, deserted corridors I find Henrietta standing alone by the main entrance, glancing down at her watch impatiently. Her garish lime green jacket clashes with her purple beanie and violently red hair, but it’s so perfectly her that I can’t help the affectionate smile I feel creeping over my lips.

      “There you are,” she huffs, rolling her eyes as she grabs my arm and tows me toward the door. “They’ll be wondering where we’ve got to. I thought I’d have to come searching for you again.”

      “Nope.” I give a slightly pained smile. “I’m here, as promised. Young, single and ready to mingle.”

      “If only that were true, Tris,” she laughs as I step through the door, and she turns to set the alarm.

      Heading out of the main door I step onto the pavement as a gust of wind rushes past me, sweeping a pile of dry, dusty leaves over the toes of my boots in a mad tumble of red and gold. The temperature has dropped sharply, and my breath expels from my lips as a diaphanous mist. A shiver runs down my spine as I jam my hands in the pockets of my coat, lamenting the fact I have once again lost one of my gloves. I tuck the lower half of my face into the curve of my scarf, allowing my breath to warm my jaw as I stare up at the sweet, little two storey Victorian stone building that houses the Hackney Public Mortuary.

      Henrietta is locking the door, which is painted a bright fire engine red and to the right is a huge set of double gates painted in the same hue, through which our charges are delivered or collected. Three white framed sash windows dominate the front of the building, one on the lower level and two dormer windows on the second floor with little pitched roofs, which oddly enough look like a pair of quirked eyebrows, and the two chimneys either side of the main roof jutting up into the night sky like feline ears.

      All in all, it’s a cute, homely sort of building despite what goes on behind its hundred year old walls, and I find I infinitely prefer it to the cold, impersonal sleek glass buildings, which are so often characteristic of modern architecture.

      “Okay, all done. Let’s go before you change your mind.” Henrietta joins me on the pavement and links her arm through mine.

      We amble companionably down the empty back street arm in arm with the stars above us twinkling like little silver pin pricks in the indigo sky. Turning left at the end of the road, we head toward the main high street and toward the warm, welcoming glow of The Crown. Another cute little Victorian building, a main staple of London’s East End, the exterior is painted a deep midnight blue in contrast to the bare brickwork and warm walnut coloured bay window and doors. Fairy lights twinkle in the windows like tiny fireflies, and as Henrietta purposefully strides up and yanks the door open, I’m hit with a blast of heat and noise.

      I can do this.

      I step into the bustling space behind Henrietta and follow along obediently in her wake. Music is drifting in the air, but I can’t make it out over the low hum of animated chatter. Brick columns are scattered through the space in front of the bar, each with a polished wooden skirt mounted around it to serve as a standing table. The rest of the columns are wound with more white fairy lights. It’s a pretty and inviting space I have to admit, with only one downside. There are way too many people for my comfort level.

      I can already feel the scratchy edge of discomfort dancing around me, my shoulders tensing slowly and inching up toward my ears defensively. I have to remind myself to relax my posture and take a breath.

      Just one drink…

      My gaze scans the bar and snags on a small group of people gathered at the end of the bar. There’s nothing exceptional about them other than the absolutely gorgeous man standing with them. He’s tall, over six feet at least, with broad shoulders and a narrow waist. He’s wearing a suit with the jacket unbuttoned. His collar is open, and his tie stuffed into his jacket pocket. I drift along absently, watching in fascination as he lifts his pint to his lips, his exposed throat rippling as he swallows. His hair is short and golden blonde, hanging just slightly in his eyes, the colour of which I can’t make out from this distance.

      Christ, he’s delicious, and way out of my league, I think to myself as he smiles and laughs at something one of his companions says. He looks away from his friend, and his gaze scans the room until it locks on me, tracking me across the room and all the breath leaves my lungs.

      “Oofph.” I stumble back a step as I accidentally collide into the back of a short, plump man as he turns around and glares at me. “Sorry,” I mumble an apology for bumping into him. “I didn’t see you there.”

      He huffs at me dismissively and turns back to his companion. God, my cheeks flush as I send up a silent prayer. Please don’t let the insanely hot guy have seen that. I risk a glance back across the room, and yep, he’s still watching me, only now his mouth is curved into an amused smile as he lifts his pint back to his mouth and takes another sip, watching me unhurriedly.

      “Damn it.” I flush, feeling my ears heating up and my cheeks glowing in embarrassment.

      I cross the rest of the distance toward my co-workers resolutely ignoring the appealing stranger at the end of the bar, but it’s like I can still feel the heat of his gaze tickling the back of my neck.

      “Tristan!” Seamus calls out to me.

      He’s planted at a small, round table surrounded by the rest of our colleagues from the mortuary, nestled among them like a little wiry steel grey flower. He’s all wild tufts of hair and ruddy cheeks. He beams up at me through slightly bleary eyes with a beatific smile plastered across his round face.

      “Seamus.” I smile genuinely as I lean across the table reaching out to shake his hand.

      “Tristan!” he repeats, his lilting Irish brogue wraps around every bubbly syllable as he grasps my hand and tugs me forward and off balance into a hug over the table.

      Unable to do anything but follow my momentum, I stumble forward awkwardly, banging my knees against the table and causing everyone to reach frantically for their drinks to stop them spilling. A small tsunami of peanuts washes up and over the side of the heavy glass dish in the middle of the table, sending them skittering in every direction.

      “Hey, Seamus,” I chuckle fondly. “Are you having a good time?”

      “I am now you’re here.” He smiles drunkenly, and I absently glance down at the empty pint glasses lined up in front of him, which I assume at some point contained Bitter. “You don’t get out enough.” He waggles a stumpy chipolata of a finger at me. “You spend far too much time locked in a room with dead people.”

      “So I’m told.” I glance across at Henrietta at the bar as she shoots me a wink.

      I straighten up and unbutton my coat, unwinding my scarf from my neck, which is now starting to feel a little sweaty as it’s so warm in here. I stand watching Henrietta as she pays the bartender and picks up two glasses of a dark pink liquid, which I can only assume are cocktails of some description. I’m trying desperately not to look back across at the hot blonde guy, but thanks to my sterling display of grace, surely he’s lost interest by now.

      “Here, Tris.” Henrietta hands me a glass. “Get this down you.”

      “What is it?” I take the glass and sniff experimentally. It’s our thing, and whenever she actually manages to drag me out, she makes me try all sorts of weird flavoured cocktails.

      “It’s a Woo Woo,” she informs me. “It’s Vodka, Peach Schnapps and cranberry juice.”

      “Doesn’t sound too bad.” I quirk my lips curiously.

      “Down the hatch.” She taps her glass against mine.

      “Bottoms up.” I raise the glass to my lips and taste, feeling the heat of the vodka, and the peach and cranberry notes dance across my tongue as I hum in appreciation. “It’s nice.” I decide.

      “I know right?” She beams.

      She turns toward Seamus and strikes up a conversation as I absently scan the room again, conspicuously looking everywhere but the end of the bar.

      Don’t look… don’t look… don’t look… dammit…

      I can’t help it as my gaze once again sweeps over to Mr Gorgeous Suit, and he looks… amused. Like he somehow knows I was trying not to stare at him. I can feel the hot blush creeping up my neck as we watch each other. Then he smiles at me, and it kicks my heart into overdrive.

      Suddenly, I’m a bundle of sweaty nerves. He obviously thinks I’m interested. What if he comes over here to talk to me? Oh my god, what am I going to say? He’s going to expect me to be all witty and flirtatious, but in reality, he’ll be getting Forest Gump. Awkward as fuck. Oh my god, what do I do? He’s setting his drink down on the table. I think he’s coming over. No. No, no, abort, abandon ship, mayday, mayday!

      As the panic and social anxiety begin to bubble up, my stomach twists into a big knot. I lift my glass without thinking and take a huge glug. The liquid hits the back of my throat like a tidal wave and bringing with it a huge chunk of ice, roughly the size of the iceberg that sunk the Titanic. I give an automatic splutter and an involuntary cough, spraying a mouthful of my drink, but it’s too late I realise in horror as the iceberg is firmly wedged in my throat.

      My mouth is flapping open and closed like a fish stranded on dry land as Henrietta’s eyes widen in realisation. She grabs my glass from my hand and begins thumping me on the back mercilessly.

      I can’t breathe, and the panic is almost overwhelming as little black spots begin to swim in front of my eyes. The last thing I see is the alarmed expression of the gorgeous stranger before my eyes roll back in my head and the ground is rushing up to meet me.
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      Am I dead?

      Wherever I am, it’s dark, and I can hear a low hum of noise, voices… that seem familiar. I blink slowly a few times, and my eyes are assaulted with a blurred kaleidoscope of colours and shapes I can’t quite focus on.

      I take a slow breath and open them again, and as my vision shifts into focus everything seems a little clearer.

      “Take it easy,” a low voice rumbles.

      I don’t recognise the voice, but it’s the most comforting voice I’ve ever heard in my life. It calms me, sweeping over my body and filling all the little spaces inside me I didn’t realise were empty. Maybe it’s the voice of God… I wonder absently, although… why would God have a northern accent? Odd choice...

      There’s a low amused chuckle beside me. “No, I’m not God.”

      My eyes snap open, and I find myself staring into the face of the handsome stranger I’d been ogling since the minute I walked through the door. His large, warm hands are cradling my face and neck gently as he watches me.

      Blue… his eyes are blue, I register the thought. They’re intense and filled with a mixture of amusement and concern.

      I glance around and realise two things. One, I’m lying on the floor like an idiot and two, everyone in the room has formed a circle around me and is staring.

      Oh, sweet baby Jesus, this is literally my worst nightmare. It’s like that dream when you walk into a room filled with people only to realise you’re stark bollock naked… I feel my eyes widen in panic as I lift my head and glance down at my prone body.

      Nope... not naked… okay, small mercies... I draw in a shaky breath and try to sit up.

      “Hold on there a minute,” the man beside me mutters. “You shouldn’t try to move just yet.”

      “What? Why?” I croak realising my voice sounds a bit weird, like a I have a cold.

      “Just humour me, okay?” He smiles.

      It’s not fair, I muse as I stare at him, no one should be that good looking and have a voice like that too—the whole sexy package.

      Okay, Tristan, there’s a roomful of people staring at you do not think about sexy packages.

      Even as I mentally admonish myself, I can feel my cheeks flushing.

      “Good, you’ve got some colour back in you.” The man nods. “You gave us quite the scare.”

      “The paramedics are here.” Henrietta suddenly appears at his side.

      “Why?” I croak. “Who needs a paramedic?”

      “You do, hun.” She drops down on the wooden floor beside me with a clunk, her large brown eyes filled with worry and relief as she grabs my hand. “You technically just died.”

      “Um, sorry, what?” I blink slowly.

      “Just for a minute,” she amends. “A cup of hot water to melt the ice cube and some CPR, and you were incredibly lucky.”

      “Excuse us, make some space,” a firm authoritative voice cuts through the low murmur of the crowd, and I see the dark green uniform of the paramedics cutting through the mass of gawkers. “Have a little class, man,” one of them growls at a young guy who has his phone out and is filming every moment of my utter humiliation.

      They clear everyone out of the way, shunting Henrietta aside, although she still hovers over me like a little mother hen. I lose sight of Mr Blue Eyes, but it’s probably for the best. I really don’t think my self-confidence can take much more of a battering tonight. I literally want the ground to open up and swallow me.

      The two paramedics are brisk and professional, flitting around me asking questions, poking, and prodding me before deciding a trip to the hospital to get checked out is definitely in order as my heart did in fact stop for a total of fifty-three seconds according to Hen, that is, before Mr Sexy Northern Accent got his mouth on me and apparently saved my life.

      My current condition is not considered life threatening, but they didn’t want me walking out to the ambulance until I’d been thoroughly assessed, so I had to suffer the further indignity of being strapped into an emergency chair. It wasn’t even a wheelchair but some weird metal contraption with a harness and two wheels at the back only.

      Man, just when I thought my night couldn’t get any worse, they cross my arms over my chest, strap me in, tilting the chair back and wheeling me out like I’m Hannibal bloody Lector.

      Seriously? Why me?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      I watch the cute dark-haired guy being wheeled out on one of the most uncomfortable looking emergency chairs I’ve ever seen and feel a wince of sympathy. He looks absolutely mortified, and it’s easy to tell he doesn’t enjoy being the centre of attention. In my line of work, I’m constantly surrounded by people who live for drama, but honestly, the poor guy looks like he wants the ground to open up and swallow him whole.

      Damn, this wasn’t how I envisaged my evening going. When I’d first seen him enter the pub, I thought my luck had finally changed. He’s not my usual type. I don’t usually go for petite and twinky. But he is just so pretty with the cutest nerdy glasses, and all that mass of dark, shiny, wavy hair, which obviously refused to be tamed. My fingers involuntarily twitched as I recall how silky and smooth it felt at the nape of his neck as I’d held him gently while he came to.

      I didn’t even get to ask him his name, although I did hear someone call him Tristan. My mouth curves as I roll the name around on my tongue, and I wonder if he’s local? I’ve got a place over in Whitechapel, not too far from here, only a couple of stops on the tube. This is the first time I’ve been to this particular pub, then again, I’ve only been in London a month. New city, new job, same old me.

      I never thought I’d leave my hometown and head down south, especially not to London, but when the job offer came up, I knew I wasn’t going to turn it down. Putting some distance between me and my family seemed like the right thing to do at the time, and I hope that if distance doesn’t make the heart grow fonder, it’ll at least make it more tolerant.

      My thoughts once again stray back to the pretty guy, Tristan. His glasses had fallen from his face as he hit the ground. After I’d revived him and he’d come to, I’d found myself staring into the most vivid pair of green eyes I’d ever seen. They were like a cat’s as they locked on me in confusion. He has an adorable little dusting of golden freckles across the bridge of his nose and the softest looking lips. I hadn’t really registered them while I was performing CPR, I was too focused on getting him to breathe, but as I’d held his face and he’d watched me, I had the craziest urge to lean down and brush my mouth against his. Talk about bad timing.

      Just thinking about him is giving me a nice, warm little hum in my belly, and I know I really want to see him again. Something I’m not willing to leave to chance. I glance over to the table where his friends are still sitting, slightly subdued with varying expressions of shock at what had happened.

      I head over with my most comforting smile, something else I have to use in my line of work more often than not.

      “Is everyone okay?” I ask gently. “It’s been a hell of a night.”

      “Seamus Gallagher.” The burly Irishman clambers to his feet, knocking the table abruptly and filling the air with the sound of clinking glasses as he holds out his plump hand. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did for our Tristan. We’re very fond of the lad, and it hurts my heart to think of what might have happened if you hadn’t acted so quickly.”

      “It’s no trouble, honestly.” I reach out to shake the offered hand and feel my fingers crushed in his grip as he pumps my hand so enthusiastically that I hear my wrist crack. “You know him well then?”

      “Known the boy for years. We all work together, or rather did.” Seamus releases my hand and settles back into his seat and chugs the dregs of his pint glass. “I retired today.”

      “Congratulations,” I murmur automatically.

      “I feel bad.” Seamus frowns into his empty glass as if he’s not quite sure why it’s empty.

      “Why?” I can’t help but ask.

      “We knew he didn’t want to come out tonight, but we strong-armed him. We just care is all. He doesn’t get out enough. We’ve told him dozens of times he can’t just spend all his time cutting up dead bodies, it isn’t healthy.”

      “Cutting…up…dead...bodies?” I reply slowly, certain I’ve misheard or perhaps misunderstood.

      “Oh, hush now, Seamus.” A middle aged woman with ash blond hair and pale green eye shadow tuts good naturedly before turning to me. “Don’t pay any attention to the old fool, he does it for dramatic emphasis. Tristan isn’t a serial killer. He’s a pathologist. We all work around the corner at the Hackney Public Mortuary. I work in the office myself, but Tris is very good at what he does, treats the dead with the respect they deserve. Not everyone can stomach the job.”

      “I see,” I reply, slightly intrigued.

      A pathologist... I muse internally. Performing post-mortems for a living is certainly not what I would have pictured him doing, in fact it probably wouldn’t have even made the top ten if I’d had to guess.

      I suppose some people would be put off by his profession but me? I’m not squeamish, not after some of the things it’s been my misfortune to witness in my line of work. In fact, it makes me more curious to unpick this man stitch by stitch. He’s like a fascinating puzzle, and my fingers are itching to pick up the pieces.

      Suddenly, I feel my phone vibrate in my pocket. “Excuse me.” I smile at them politely as I see the caller ID and step away to take the call. “Hayes,” I greet briskly as I head to a quieter corner.

      “Didn’t get you out of bed, did I?” the DCI murmurs gruffly down the line.

      “No, sir,” I reply easily. “I’m not home.”

      “You sober?” he asks suspiciously.

      “As a judge.”

      “Clearly you don’t know Judge Cleaver then,” he huffs. “Where are you now?”

      “The Crown in Hackney,” I answer honestly.

      “You sure you’re sober?” he asks suspiciously.

      “Two sips of a pint, sir,” I admit. “Barely enough to wet my lips.”

      “Yes, well, I know you’re technically off duty right now, but we’ve got a suspected homicide at a club in Shoreditch, and I don’t have anyone else available right now.”

      “No problem, sir,” I reply easily. Although I’m tired and was looking forward to heading home to bed, I know there’s no chance of that now. As one of the newest detectives at Scotland Yard, I’ve yet to prove myself to my colleagues and superiors, despite my stellar reputation from my time on the force at West Yorkshire Police. I’m certainly not going to be a primadonna over out of hours cases. “I’ll head over now.”

      “Good,” he rumbles. “Place is called The Rainbow Room, and I’m sure you’ll have no trouble finding it. Keep me appraised of the situation.”

      “Yes, sir,” I agree, disconnecting the call as the line goes dead. Pulling up the Uber app on my phone, I arrange a ride to Shoreditch and grab my coat, heading out the door without a second thought.
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        * * *

      

      The Rainbow Room had looked innocuous enough from the outside. The exterior had been painted a matte black with gold edging and above the double doors, The Rainbow Room flashed brightly in multicoloured neon, but it wasn’t until I stepped inside that I really got a feel for the place.

      It was an explosion of glitter and colour. Filled with gauzy curtains in a myriad of hues, ostentatious light fixtures, and chandeliers. A brightly lit bar dominates one whole wall on the main floor with raised dancing platforms either side. Tables and chairs are scattered around the edge of a dance floor and directly ahead of it a wide stage backed with heavy red velvet curtains and gold fringed sashes.

      I can only imagine the ambience when the lights are down and the spotlights on, but right now, the whole space is flooded with bright overhead lights. People are gathered in small groups speaking in hushed tones, some are giving statements, but I bypass all of them and head toward a uniformed officer guarding what I assume is the entrance to backstage, the dressing rooms, and the staff only areas.

      “Inspector Danny Hayes, Scotland Yard.” I flash him my ID.

      “They’re expecting you.” He nods, stepping aside and opening the door. “Carry on straight back, last door to the left, you can’t miss it.”

      Tipping my head in acknowledgement, I slip past him and enter a long dark hallway. The carpeted floor beneath my shoes makes no sound, and there’s soft light spilling in intervals from the wall sconces giving the corridor a strange kind of phosphorescent glow.

      I bypass closed and unmarked doors, which could be anything from dressing rooms to storage, but my gaze is firmly fixed on the one door open to the left at the end of the dim corridor, which is spilling bright light over the worn carpet.

      As I approach, I catch a whiff of perfume that is so faint I wonder for a moment if I’d imagined it, but it’s suddenly smothered by the smell of vape smoke, something sickly and cloying with a fruity undertone that burns the back of my throat as I stop in the doorway and scan the room.

      It’s a small room, obviously a dressing room. There’s a star mounted on the door with the name ‘Dusty’ scrawled across it. To the left of the room are racks of costumes in an array of bright colours, beads, sequins, and feathers. Above, is a shelf with a neat row of polystyrene heads each mounted with an elaborately styled wig in a different colour, from bright electric blue to murderous red, all except the last head, which is conspicuously bald due to its missing wig.

      There are rows upon rows of shoes, including platforms so tall you’d need scaffolding to climb into them and spiky heels that could double as lethal weapons. In the centre of the back wall is a huge vanity with a large mirror edged in brightly lit spotlights. Photographs and notes also adorn the edges and the wall surrounding it.

      But it’s the people congregated in the room I turn my attention to. Another uniformed police officer is standing beside an open door that leads, from the looks of things, into a built-in cupboard, but I can’t see it very clearly from the doorway.

      There are three others in the room, two of which are in drag. The taller of the two, clearly about six two even with the added five inches of strappy heels, decorated with thin metal spikes, is dressed in a tiny and tight leather dress with a metal link choker. Her wig, a sleek, dark cherry-red, is cut into a severe bob, and her make-up is fierce. I watch as her dark violet coloured lips pucker as she sucks on a vape viciously before exhaling a sickly sweet cloud of smoke.

      The smaller of the two is wearing a rather frumpy, misshapen dress, which reaches her knee and flares out into a large ruffle. It’s obviously too big for her five four frame even with what I would deem beginner heels in a conservative three and a half inches. The straps of her dress keep sliding off one thin shoulder, and the plastic bangles at her wrist jangle as she constantly shoves it back into place. Her wig is a bright, curly, orange monstrosity, and her make up a little over done, which is saying something for a drag queen, or possibly a drag intern by the looks of her. She look’s young, really young I realise as I look beneath the caked layers of foundation. She can’t be much older than eighteen maybe? I’ve got to admit that the longer I look at her the more tempted I am to ask for ID. Surely, she’s too young to be in a place like this?

      Standing between them is a short, slightly stocky bloke in tight leather pants. His black satin shirt is unbuttoned at the collar revealing tufts of wiry grey shot hair and ruthlessly tucking his middle-aged paunch into his leather belt, which is mounted with an ostentatious silver buckle. He has a bushy moustache, the likes of which I haven’t seen since my junior school PE teacher, Mrs Holland, and a round bald patch at his crown surrounded by a thick halo of salt and pepper hair.

      Ignoring the mismatched trio for a moment, I step further into the room and glance into the cupboard beside the officer and get my first glance at what he’s guarding. Curled up in the bottom of the cupboard, perched on a plastic storage box, is the body of a woman. She’s wearing a rouched gold lamé dress that clings to her killer body and rides up her slim thighs, revealing long and shapely legs. One foot is bare with painted toenails and the other is still wearing a tall gold, glittery stiletto. I can’t see her face because her head is hanging forward, the thick wavy curls of her blonde hair obscuring her features, but there’s a huge blood stain at the crown of her skull, leaving not much guessing when it comes to the possible cause of death.

      “What do we have here?” I ask the officer, even though the body and corresponding injury are pretty self-explanatory.

      “Drag queen, Inspector.” The officer nods. “Blunt force trauma killed her, I reckon, then someone shoved her in a cupboard.”

      “Drag queen?” The small man with the 80s porno moustache sputters, his thick cockney accent indignant. “She was a fuckin’ star. Show some respect, PC Plod.”

      I turn slowly and study his pink face. “And you are?”

      “Roberto Caligliari,” he replies as his eyes narrow.

      I blink slowly, the name is so at odds with his East End accent I find myself wondering if it’s some kind of stage name, after all, he kind of looks like one of those 1980’s one hit wonders who should be reclining on an album cover wearing a medallion nestled amongst his copious chest hair.

      “I know what you’re thinkin’, son,” he answers. “The name’s legit, my old man was Italian. Knocked up my mum over ‘ere on a student exchange back in sixty-two then fucked back off to Calabria or wherever the fuck he was from. Can’t blame ‘im much though, my mum never shut up, could talk the hind legs off a fuckin’ donkey…” He clears his throat. “God rest ‘er soul,” he adds almost as an afterthought.

      “Very well, Mr Caligliari,” I reply politely, my eyebrows raising slightly as I retrieve my notepad and pen from my jacket pocket as I thumb through to a fresh page.

      “Ari,” he corrects. “Most everyone calls me Ari, and this ‘ere is Brandy.” He turns to the tall woman standing next to him. “For god’s sake put that fucking thing down, show some respect for the dead.”

      “It’s only a vape for fuck’s sake, Ari,” she hisses in a low baritone. “It’s not like I’m smoking a real cigarette. This has all been a terrible shock, and I just need something to take the edge off.”

      “That’s all very well but does it ‘ave to smell like fuckin’ strawberry cheesecake?”

      Brandy shrugs and takes another defiant pull, blowing out a thin stream of smoke before shaping her lips and letting loose a perfect circle of smoke as she winks lasciviously at me and runs her tongue suggestively over her shiny lips.

      Ari rolls his eyes and tilts his head toward the smaller one absently. “This one ‘ere is Ginger.” He turns his head to look at her. “Love... fix yer tits, they’re wonky, one’s bigger than the other.”

      She flushes in embarrassment and discreetly adjusts the padding in her bra.

      “Don’t mind ‘er,” Ari continues. “She’s new.”

      “And the victim?” I glance back at the woman folded into the cupboard at an awkward angle.

      “Dusty,” Ari replies quietly. “Er name was Dusty, and she was the brightest light in ‘ere. She was a star. Everyone knew who she was. Voice like a fuckin’ angel she ‘ad. The rest of these girls don’t have a scooby.”

      “Scooby?” My brow wrinkles in confusion.

      “You know… a Scooby doo…” Ari replies staring at my blank expression before sighing. “A clue.”

      “Oh.” I nod, my knowledge of cockney rhyming slang begins at apples and pears, and ends with dog and bone, anything else is white noise.

      “Anyway, like I said,” Ari continues. “Dusty was different… special, not like most of these no talents. They maybe be pretty to look at but they all mime. Not Dusty though, she outperformed all of them.”

      “So would you say they were jealous of her?” I muse.

      “Jealous of her,” Brandy snorts. “Pur-lease.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Oi.” Ari glares at Brandy.

      “So, you’re the proprietor of this establishment?” I ask Ari.

      “I am, son.” He nods.

      “What can you tell me about what happened here tonight?”

      “Dusty came in earlier than usual, about six-ish,” Brandy answers, as she takes another puff on the disgusting vape.“She holed up in her dressing room in a mood, getting ready so we left her to it.”

      “Why was she in a mood?” I question.

      “She just was.” Brandy shrugs nonchalantly. “Wasn’t unusual for her, so like I said, we left her temperamental arse to it. She was due on stage at nine, but at quarter to, Ruby came to find us saying she couldn’t find Dusty and that her dressing room was empty. We figured she’d flounced off in a strop, so Ruby covered her number instead.”

      “Was it usual for her to just walk out?”

      Brandy shrugs again, attitude leaking out of every pore.

      “Nah, it wasn’t,” Ari butts in, glaring at Brandy. The two of them exchange a look before he turns back to me. “Dusty was many things, but she was a professional, she wouldn’t walk out if she was supposed to be performing, but we didn’t have time to look for her. I’m running a business ‘ere. So, we moved the line-up around and some of the others covered, but by eleven, we still hadn’t found her, and she wasn’t answering her phone.”

      “Who found her then?”

      “I did,”Ginger speaks up timidly beside Ari, her voice sounding like it had not long broken. “Dusty was always good to me, and she had a lot of patience when the others didn’t. She was teaching me to be a performer.”

      “She was mentoring you?” I clarify. “How old are you?”

      “I’m twenty-one,” Ginger replies. “But I came from a very strict religious upbringing. My family wouldn’t accept that I was gay.”

      I know that feeling, kid, I think absently to myself.

      “My family would never have understood that I wanted to wear make-up or dresses or be on the stage. So, when I came here, I had no experience. Dusty took me under her wing, she let me try on her stage costumes and started teaching me how to apply make-up.”

      Brandy snorts silently.

      “She was teaching me how to dance.” Ginger breaks into a little sob. “And to perform. She was the best person I’ve ever known, and now she’s gone.”

      I gaze at the young kid in sympathy, watching the streaks of mascara roll down her cheeks as she cries in earnest for her friend.

      “How did you find her?” I ask gently.

      “Ruby uses a huge feathered fan for one of her numbers and it broke.” Ginger hiccups. “So, I went to get Dusty’s one from her storage cupboard, and that’s when I found her, like that.” Her tear-stained gaze locks on Dusty’s corpse.

      I drop to my haunches in front of the cupboard, and with the edge of my pen, I carefully sweep a lock of hair away from her face so I can see her properly. She was a beauty alright I muse, staring at her face. I take in the streaks of mascara trailing down Dusty’s face almost to her jaw. For a second, my gaze flicks back to the kid and her own smeared mascara. Dusty had been crying before she died. Had she begged for her life, I wonder with a heavy heart. Had she known her killer? Chances are, she did.

      I look up once again, and this time I see Ari staring at Dusty, his eyes unreadable.

      “Brandy,” he calls. “Why don’t you live up to your name an’ go get me one. I need a fuckin’ drink.”

      “Fine,” Brandy huffs. “One brandy coming right up.”

      “And take little orphan Annie wiv you.” He rubs his forehead tiredly as they both exit the room. Once they’re gone, he fixes me with a hard stare. “Find out who killed ‘er,” he says quietly. “Whatever you need, it’s yours, statements, searches, employee records you name it, but I want to know who did that to ‘er.”

      I watch him carefully, his eyes are dark and glinting, his mouth a thin, grim line as he stares at the body in the cupboard, his expression almost unreadable... almost. He’s hiding something, it’s sitting like a rock in my gut, but whatever it is, he cared about Dusty that much is true. Still, it won’t rule him out as a suspect. Chances are Dusty knew her killer, and I wasn’t going to stop until I’d figured it out.

      “You have my word, Mr Caligliari.” I nod professionally as I turn back to Dusty, studying her sagging head for a moment.

      “I’ll find out who killed you, sweetheart,” I mutter under my breath. “I promise.”
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