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      Ah-ah-ah-choooooo…

      “Ow…” I croak. My throat is too painful for me to swallow, and my head gives a sharp throb in response to the violent sneeze. “I’m dying,” I mutter woefully.

      There’s a low, familiar chuckle of affection coming from somewhere beside me, but I don’t have the energy to move. Instead, I stay spread-eagled on my stomach with half my face mashed into my pillow.

      “You’re not dying,” Danny rumbles. The edge of the bed dips and his warm hand rubs soothing circles on my back. “You’re really hot though.”

      “Thank you, but I’m not in the mood right now,” I slur, wondering idly if I’m drooling onto the pillow but too exhausted to do anything about it.

      Danny chuckles again and the bed jiggles slightly.

      “Sweetheart, you’re burning up. I can feel how hot you are through your pjs.” I crack one eye open and see him frown. “I’ve called Hen at the mortuary and told her you won’t be in for a few days.”

      “’Kay,” I mumble.

      “Okay?” he replies in amusement. “Just okay? Wow, now I know you’re really sick. You hate missing work.”

      “I feel dreadful,” I bemoan. “I wish you could stay home with me. We could watch crappy daytime TV while you lovingly hand-feed me Strepsils.”

      “I wish I could, baby,” he says gently as he strokes my sweaty hair back from my face. “But Maddie called. We’ve got a new case and we’re really understaffed because of the storm.”

      “Stupid weather,” I mutter.

      “I don’t like leaving you while you’re this sick though.” Danny frowns again. “Maybe I should call Chan? I’m sure she wouldn’t mind keeping an eye on you until I get home.”

      For a moment I almost say yes. The thought of Chan keeping me company if Danny can’t be here is very appealing. God, when did I get so needy? I’ve spent years on my own, having to take care of not only my dad but myself.

      A resigned sigh escapes my lips. “Danny, I’m sick, not six. I don’t need a babysitter,” I say reluctantly. “Besides, she’s been rehearsing all week for her new number at The Rainbow Room, and as much as she loves me, I can’t imagine she’ll be happy if she catches the flu from me the day before opening night.”

      “Fine,” he huffs. “But you’ll call me if you need anything? I can pop home during my lunch break.”

      “No, don’t,” I rasp, listening to the howl of the wind and the constant downpour outside the bedroom window. “It’s probably not a good idea to go out in the storm any more than you have to.”

      “I’m going to get you some water and some paracetamol. Do you want me to make you a cup of tea before I go?”

      “’Kay.” My eyes close.

      The bed jiggles again as Danny stands, his footsteps echoing as he crosses the room. Gathering up what little strength I have, I push myself up and flop unceremoniously onto my back, reaching out with one hand and fumbling on the bedside table for the box of tissues.

      There’s a loud clatter, causing me to open my eyes as I knock the lamp over and several items, probably including my glasses, tumble to the floor. Feeling my fingers graze the cardboard box, I grasp hold of it and pull it over.

      A quiet whine of misery escapes my mouth as the change of position shifts the pressure in my sinuses. Giving up on trying to actually blow my nose, I settle for jamming a tissue up each nostril to stem the constant drip.

      Leaving the tissue box balanced on my chest, my hand flops back onto the bed and I lay diagonally across the mattress like a starfish. My eyes drift closed again, and I feel the flutter of the tissues against my top lip while my mouth hangs open so I can breathe.

      Danny re-enters the room. As always, he has impeccable timing. “You have never looked sexier.”

      My attempted chuckle comes out as more of a wheeze and triggers a bout of coughing which in turn makes my head throb miserably.

      “Come on, baby.” Danny crosses the room and I hear him set a mug down on the bedside table and straighten up everything I knocked over. “You’ll feel better once you get some medicine down you.”

      He carefully props the pillows up behind me and helps me shuffle up the bed to a more seated position before tucking the covers around me, then moves the wastepaper bin next to me so I can pull the tissues from my nose and drop them in.

      “Thank you,” I mumble as he hands me a couple of pills and a glass of water. It’s a struggle to take them—my throat feels like it’s filled with shards of glass every time I swallow—but I finally manage to choke them down. As he takes back the glass and sets it down on the bedside table, I notice a steaming mug of tea and beside it a thermos flask.

      “What’s in there?”

      “Soup.” He picks up the TV remote and sets it on the bed next to my box of tissues. “I know your throat hurts, but you need to make sure you have something to eat.”

      I stare at him. “I really love you,” I say hoarsely.

      “Don’t get too excited, it’s just tomato cup-a-soup.” He smiles.

      I reach up and trace his cheeks, aware that my hands must feel hot and dry against his skin but unable to stop myself from touching him. “Danny,” I whisper, “I don’t know what I did to deserve you. It’s been so long since I had anyone to look after me.”

      As if it wasn’t hard enough to swallow already, my throat now aches with the need to cry. Feeling foolishly sentimental as well as like utter crap, I look away, blinking back the hot tears. Stupid flu. It feels like my eyes are boiling in their sockets. The last thing I need is to end up being an overemotional blubbering mess because my incredibly thoughtful boyfriend made me packet soup and stuck it in a flask so I wouldn’t have to drag myself out of bed.

      “Hey.” Danny’s fingertips catch my jaw and turns my face so my eyes meet his. “I love you too, and I spend most of my time wondering what I did to deserve you too, so how about we just agree we got lucky?”

      I nod, wishing I could press my lips to his, even in a light, fleeting kiss, but I won’t. The last thing he needs is to catch my germs. Listening to the renewed hammering of the storm, I turn my gaze briefly to watch the torrential rain rattle the glass in the old window frame.

      I frown. “Be careful today.” My voice cracks and dips.

      “I will.” Danny leans in and drops a kiss to my forehead. “Love you, Tris.”

      “Love you too, Danny.”

      He fusses over me a little more, handing me my cup of tea as he smooths the bedcovers. “Are you sure you don’t need anything else?”

      I give a little wheezing huff of a laugh. “I’ll be fine, go to work. Say hi to Maddie for me.”

      Giving me one last look, he turns and heads out of the room. Moments later, I hear the front door of the flat open and then close behind him.

      I reach for my glasses and slide them on, the familiar weight of them adding an uncomfortable pressure on the bridge of my stuffy nose. Blowing on my tea to cool it slightly, I pick up the remote from the bed next to me and switch the TV on, settling on the weather forecast.

      My brows raise slightly, and I feel sorry for the woman on the screen. She looks no older than an intern, and rather than let her report the weather from the comfort of a studio in front of a green screen, some idiot has sent her out into the howling rain.

      She’s trying valiantly to hold on to a huge golfing umbrella with BBC Weather printed on it, but the wind whipping her soaked hair into her mascara-smudged eyes and tugging at her drenched raincoat is working just as hard to turn the umbrella inside out. In fact, the wind is so strong I honestly wouldn’t be surprised to see her take off like Mary Poppins and fly across the London skyline.

      Bless her heart, as she hangs onto her brolly for dear life with one hand, she’s got a death grip on her microphone with the other. With the banks of the Thames and London Bridge as a backdrop, she shouts into the microphone to be heard above the howl of the wind.

      “Storm Nigel has caused utter chaos to public transport since several lines on the DLR have flooded. The Met Office has issued an amber weather alert for the Greater London area and advises Londoners to stay in and not to travel unless necessary.

      Experts are at a loss on how to explain the unusual weather pattern, which seems to be firmly settled over the city with no signs of moving or dissipating. In addition, downed lines have yet to be restored after last night’s unprecedented lightning storm, leaving many homes and businesses still without power.

      With heavy rainfall and wind speeds of up to sixty miles per hour forecast over the next twenty-four hours, one thing’s for certain. Storm Nigel is far from done with the city of London.”

      “Storm Nigel? Seriously? Who the hell comes up with these names?” A familiar voice interrupts, and I can almost hear her roll her eyes.

      I look up and snort as I’m taking a sip of my tea, which causes a small wave to slosh over the edge of the mug. I pull it away and wipe the drips of tea from my chin with my other hand.

      Dusty stands at the foot of the bed wearing a very, very short white PVC nurse’s outfit, white stockings, and white patent platform Mary Janes. Her fingernails and lips are fire-engine red, and a little white cap with a red cross on it perches on top of her blonde hair.

      “Darling, are you okay?” She coos in concern as I start coughing again.

      “That depends,” I wheeze, trying to catch my breath.

      “On what?”

      “On where you’re planning on sticking that.” I eye the thin thermometer in her hand.

      She laughs and crawls onto the bed. Lying beside me with her head propped on her hand, she sticks the thermometer in my mouth.

      “It’s a real thermometer. I found it in the back of the cupboard while Detective Sexy-pants was rummaging through your Lemsips.”

      “Whhehrhehhavvvybe?”

      “What?”

      I remove the thermometer from my mouth and toss it on the bedside table. I really don’t need it to know I’ve got a temperature; my body feels like lava. “I said, where have you been?”

      “Oh, upstairs.” She points to the ceiling. “The suits weren’t happy about the whole body-swap thing.”

      “Did you get in trouble?”

      “Not exactly. They knew it was because I was trying to protect you, which is exactly what they sent me back to do. I mean, how was I supposed to know I’d get stuck?”

      “What did they do?”

      “They tried to send me on a training course.” She rolls her eyes. “Corporeal safety and accidental possession awareness.”

      I chuckle but barely any sound escapes, just a wheezy warble. “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish.” She grins. “I managed the first five minutes and then I snuck out and headed back here. What have you been up to? You sound terrible. Honestly, Tris honey, I leave you alone for five minutes and you’re practically on your death bed. You’re so pasty, you look like the old guy from Poltergeist II.”

      “Thanks, that makes me feel so much better,” I reply dryly. “I have the flu, not the bubonic plague.”

      I look across the room as the door nudges open slightly and Jacob Marley appears. He pauses in the doorway, first taking in me and then Dusty lying beside me. After a moment, he wanders toward us, his chunky body winding through the obstacle course of pots and buckets holding rainwater from the various leaks in the roof. Seriously, it’s getting beyond a joke in here. I’m going to have to build an ark soon, given the biblical amount of water currently leaking into the flat. Danny and I have both already given notice on our respective flats and we were supposed to go flat hunting this weekend. Although we pretty much already live together, I can’t wait for us to have a place that’s all ours.

      And is hopefully waterproof...

      Jacob Marley scrambles up next to my feet, lifts his chin imperiously, and sashays up my body, padding over my legs before finally settling in my lap.

      I hear his deep, rumbling purr as he closes his eyes for a nap, and I’m surprised he’s deemed me worthy of his attention. Ever since the body-swap fiasco, he’s flat-out avoided me. But I can’t deny it’s comforting, and I smile and reach down to stroke his fur affectionately.

      “Grumpy cat.”

      “What have you been up to anyway?” Dusty asks when I pick up the TV remote and change the channels. Her brows rise as I settle on the channel I was looking for. “Days of Our Lives? Really?”

      “Don’t judge me,” I say blandly as she chuckles. “We went out for dinner with Harrison a couple of nights ago.”

      “Harrison?” Dusty frowns. “The witch?”

      “That’s probably not the best way to refer to him.”

      “Fine.” She rolls her eyes again. “The red-haired cutie with a stick up his arse. How did it go?”

      “It was a complete disaster, didn’t even make it to the starter course.” I shake my head, wincing at the throb of pain. “It took a bit of convincing to even get him to agree to go in the first place.”

      “Why bother? You barely know him.”

      “That was the whole point,” I remind her. “You’re always on at me to make new friends.”

      “Friends, yeah, but he looks too intense. He looks like he’d suck the ‘F’ right out of the word fun.”

      “He’s prickly, I’ll give you that, but I get the impression he’s lonely.” I shrug.

      “Tris, honey, you are too sweet for this world.” She smiles at me in that way you’d look at an adorable two-year-old when they do something cute.

      “Shut up.” I roll my eyes.

      “So what happened?” She grins. “What did Danny think of him? Oh, did you tell him about the whole accidental possession and Harrison having to… you know…” She mimes being shocked by a defibrillator.

      “No,” I sigh. “I mean, I will eventually, I guess. This won’t work if there are any secrets between us, I know that, but I’ve thrown a lot at him in the last week with the whole ‘I see dead people’ thing. I didn’t want to push my luck.”

      “Makes sense,” she muses as she idly twirls the stethoscope she’s wearing in her fingers.

      “I invited Harrison out to dinner because I”—my voice cracks and settles into barely a whisper, but I continue despite the discomfort—“I wanted to say thank you for his help and to get to know him, but it turns out Danny had also invited his friend Sam.”

      “Oooh, McHottie Sam Stone, PI,” Dusty says dreamily. “He should totally have his own TV show.”

      “Right?” I huff. “So we ended up on an unintentional double date.”

      “How did Prickles handle that?” Dusty snorts in amusement.

      “I don’t think Harrison knew what to do with Sam, he was…” I trail off, thinking back to that night. “Something was going on with Harrison last night. He was flustered and not his usual cool, collected self.”

      “Are you sure that didn’t have something to do with PI McHottie? He’s enough to make all the boys weak in the knees.”

      “No that wasn’t it.” I frown. “I think it had something to do with this weird storm.”

      “How so?”

      “When we were in the restaurant, the atmosphere felt off. Heavy, like the air weighed too much. It made my skin prickle and my ears buzz. Sam seemed to notice it too, but Harrison seemed to be really affected by it. He was pale and shaky, and his hands… you know how he did the electricity thing with his hands last week when he shocked us in order to separate us?”

      Dusty huffs. “Bit hard to forget. My hair was still smoking an hour later.”

      “Well, it was a bit like that. His hands were sparking, but he didn’t seem to have control over it. I doubt he’d have ever exposed himself like that in a public place on purpose. Then the power cut out and the restaurant went dark”–I pause as my throat throbs painfully and take a sip of my luke warm tea but it doesn’t help much–“and next thing I know, Harrison runs outside into the pouring rain and stops dead in the middle of the street, frozen. He’d have been hit by a car if Sam hadn’t pulled him out of the way.”

      Dusty frowns and turns her head to stare at the rain pelting against the window. “Hmm, maybe he was affected by the storm.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This storm isn’t natural.” Dusty looks back at me, her lips pursed thoughtfully. “I heard the grown-ups talking about it upstairs. They don’t know what’s causing it either.”

      “That’s… worrying.”

      Dusty shakes her head. “I don’t know, it’s feels like…”

      “Like what?”

      “Like we’re waiting, like something big’s coming.” Her eyes go distant for a moment, and it’s unusual to see her so pensive. Suddenly, she shakes her head and blows out a breath. “Ignore me. You know dramatic is my middle name. I’m sure it’s just some freak of nature. It’ll all blow over soon and everything will go back to normal.”

      I continue to stare at her as her words sink in and leave the barest hint of dread sitting in my belly.

      “What?” Her eyes narrow at my expression.

      “It’s probably nothing.”

      “Tris, when has it ever been nothing?”

      I release a slow breath. “It’s just I had this strange dream last week. It was just after Mrs Abernathy found Beau and they’d gone into the light.”

      “What was the dream?”

      “I was at White’s in Mayfair.”

      “White’s?” She scoffs. “They’re so stuck up their own pompous arses they’d never let riffraff like us through the door.”

      “I know. I’ve never even had an inclination towards going somewhere so snooty, but there I was, sitting at a fancy table in my pjs and bare feet, and there was this guy.” Dusty’s brows rise slowly, and she smirks. “Shut up, it wasn’t like that.” I start coughing again.

      “Sorry, honey, are you alright?” Her brow creases in concern.

      “I’m okay.” I wave her off while the coughing fit subsides. When I can at last draw in a breath, I try to swallow past the razor blades in my throat.

      “Tell me about this guy in your dream.”

      “He said his name was Death.”

      “What? Like, the Death?” Dusty blinks. “Like the Grim Reaper or whatever?”

      “Trust me, there was nothing grim about him,” I reply. “He was gorgeous. Black hair, deep blue eyes, a suit tailored to the millimetre. He said he’d been watching me my whole life and that he’d picked me.”

      “For what?” Dusty blinks.

      “He said that Bruce’s body is going to be discovered and soon.”

      “Bruce?” Dusty frowns. “Maybe it was just on your mind because we were talking about it recently.”

      “That’s what I thought at first, but then the conversation just got stranger. He said it was inconvenient that Bruce’s body was going to be discovered, and that the timing was wrong or something. He wanted me to hide the bones so Bruce couldn’t resolve his unfinished business and move on.”

      “Why?” Dusty’s frown deepens into a scowl.

      “Something about him being needed to guard the portal.”

      “You mean the magic door in the bookshop?” Dusty replies.

      “That’s exactly what I said.” I snort. “I told him no, that it wasn’t fair to Bruce, he should be given the choice whether or not he wants to remain at the bookshop.”

      “And what did he say to that?”

      “That if Bruce abandons the doorway, it will be the end of the world.”

      “That is a weird dream.” Dusty frowns and shakes her head. “But at least it was only a dream.”

      “That’s what I thought, but in the dream, Death had a fob watch.”

      “A fob watch?”

      “You know, like an old-fashioned pocket watch,” I explain. “And when I woke up…”

      “Yeah?” She watches me intently, rolling onto her stomach and propping her chin in her hands as she bends her knees and swings her feet.

      “I was holding that exact watch in my hand.” I blow out a breath. “I’ve been mulling it over in my head all week, trying to convince myself it was just a dream, but now I’m not so sure.”

      “Where’s the watch now?”

      “I have no idea,” I admit. “It’s disappeared. I’ve looked everywhere, but I swear I was holding it when I woke up.”

      “Did you tell Danny about it?”

      “You mean, tell my boyfriend, the guy who’s only just learned ghosts are real, that I had a cup of tea in London’s most snobbish restaurant with Death, who told me the world was going to end if I didn’t steal some bones from a forensic anthropology department and stop your dead boyfriend from solving his unsolved business and crossing into the light?” I break off and start coughing again.

      “Ah.”

      “Exactly,” I sigh. “Still trying to figure out how to start that conversation.”

      “Well, look on the bright side. Bruce’s body hasn’t been found yet, so we’ve still got some time.”

      Suddenly, I sneeze violently, forcing my glasses to shoot off my face and land with a plop in my now stone-cold cup of tea. I pluck them out of the mug and grimace, holding onto one of the arms as it drips. Jacob Marley shifts and cracks one eye open before stretching up and licking the tea from the lenses, leaving smear marks over the glass.

      For fuck’s sake.

      Giving up, I set the mug on the bedside table along with my glasses and slide further down into the bed, displacing Jacob Marley, who gives a loud mewl of indignation and shifts to the end of the bed, then settles with his back to me as he lifts his tail and moons me. I swear to god he does it on purpose.

      “My head is killing me,” I mutter miserably. I turn on my side and try to ignore the heaviness in my chest as I grab another tissue and wipe my nose.

      “You should get some sleep, sweetie,” Dusty says softly and spoons up behind me.

      Ever since we shared the same body space, I seem to be able to feel her whenever she touches me, and it’s comforting. I close my eyes against the throbbing in my head and feel her cool fingers stroking my feverish forehead. It’s nice.

      I let out a little hum of contentment as she starts to sing. Unlike when she’s trying to force me into doing something she wants and belts her way through chorus after chorus of West End hits, eighties chart-toppers, and sixties classics, this time she quietly croons the Mamas and the Papas’ version of Dream a Little Dream of Me.

      Dusty’s comforting voice and the patter of the rain mix with Jacob Marley’s rusty-old-tractor purr to wrap around me and I find myself slipping easily into sleep under her touch.
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      I climb out of the car, pulling the collar of my coat up higher against the vicious wind and slapping rain, for all the good it does me. There’s no point in attempting to use an umbrella and I’m soaked through in minutes.

      I glance across at my partner Maddie and find she’s fared only slightly better than me. She at least had the sense to wear the brightly coloured weatherproof hiking jacket I’d seen in a photo of her with her wife Sonia on Maddie’s desk. They were grinning wildly and being rained on at the summit of Ben Nevis. Just like in the photo, Maddie grips the hood of her jacket for dear life, her grasp so tight that her knuckles turn white.

      “Lovely day for it,” she yells above the howl of the wind.

      I resist rolling my eyes at her grin. Turning away from the car, I take one step and grimace as my feet sink into a deep and muddy puddle, its water instantly soaking through my shoes and socks. I have a feeling it’s going to be one of those days.

      “Come on, I think it’s this way.” Maddie points with one hand and at the same time loses her grip on her hood with the other. It snaps back, and she gets blasted in the face by the stinging rain. “Argh, fuck.”

      “Lovely day for it,” I repeat her earlier statement, laughing as she wrestles her hood back up.

      She chuckles. “Shut up.”

      We set out across the carpark—and I use the term very loosely. It’s a mishmash of uneven gravel, divots, and potholes. Somewhere ahead of us is a small, rusted spectator stand which has seen far better days, and as we near, I can see it’s been sealed off with a Danger, Do Not Use sign.

      My feet squelch inside my sodden shoes as we begin our trek across waterlogged ground and patchy, overgrown wild grass. Squinting through the rain, I try to take in the details of the location as much as I can.

      It’s not every day I find myself in a disused rugby pitch in the middle of Surbiton during a storm of biblical proportions because someone, convinced they’d found human bones, called in. Part of me wishes we could just pass it off to Cold Cases, but they’ve still got their hands full with the Maeve Landon investigation. So, instead of sitting comfortably at my desk with a mug of tea and a stack of boring paperwork, I’m stuck out here, trying to avoid drowning while searching for bones.

      It’s not as strange as you might think. Back home in Yorkshire it might’ve been considered out of the ordinary, but you’d be amazed at how often human bones are uncovered in London. With the city itself dating as far back as the Roman city of Londinium, there are layers and layers of history beneath our feet. Every time the city is excavated to make room for new buildings, something else is uncovered.

      If these are human remains, they could be anywhere from a couple to several hundred years old. I have to admit, as much as I hate the constant ice-cold trickle of rain down the back of my neck right now, I love my job; as hard as it can be seeing the worst side of humanity, sometimes unravelling the mystery of it can also be compelling.

      We cross the old pitch to where a white forensic tent is already erected, with two drenched and miserable police officers guarding it. The tent itself snaps and bends alarmingly in the wind, and I wonder how long it’s going to hold up if this insane weather doesn’t let up soon. We flash our IDs as we approach, but the officers just nod and wave us through.

      Grateful to be out of the downpour and feeling bad for the officers on duty, I unzip the edge of the tent flap and step back to allow Maddie to enter first.

      “Close the blasted entrance,” an irate voice snaps.

      Following Maddie in, I quickly zip the flap closed again in an attempt to shut out the weather. When I finally turn around, I find a short, gruff man in green wellies and a yellow rain mac. His shiny head glistens with raindrops and a few long, dark strands are combed across his scalp, as if those skinny train tracks of hair could cover that amount of baldness. His grey-streaked brows, in contrast, are so thick and bushy they practically coil over the top of his slightly misted glasses like overgrown shrubbery.

      “Detective Wilkes and Detective Hayes, Scotland Yard,” Maddie introduces us.

      “Dr Roger O’Hara,” he huffs, his thick, untidy moustache twitching with his breath. “Forensic anthropologist.”

      “What have we got?” I ask.

      “See for yourself.” He nods toward the ground and my gaze follows his.

      I’m not quite sure what I’m looking at.

      There’s a huge, almost egg-shaped mound rising from the earth. It’s split open at the top, with four neat segments of sod folded back to reveal its contents, and for a moment it reminds me of the face-hugger eggs from Alien.

      I crouch down to peer at its contents. Tucked in a hollow in the soil is a grinning skull settled atop a pile of neatly stacked bones.

      “Is it real?” I frown. “Or are we looking at some kind of weird prank?”

      “Oh, there’s no doubt the bones are authentic,” he replies, but his frown matches mine. “Have to say, though, this is all very strange. Usually when I’m called to a grave site, the skeleton is laid out as the body would have been in death. When the tissues and organs decompose and are absorbed into the earth, it leaves the bones in situ. I’ve only seen bones stacked like these in very old cases of ritualistic killings from back during my student days when I helped excavate ancient heritage sites in Peru and Cambodia.”

      “Does that mound look weird to you?” Maddie comments, tilting her head in puzzlement as she peers over my shoulder. “It’s like the ground just–”

      “Spit the bones out?” I finish for her. I’d been thinking the same thing. There are no signs of digging or any other displacement of the ground except in this one spot right in the middle of an abandoned rugby pitch. Which begs the question, how the hell did someone find these bones unless they knew where to look, and why now? It almost looks like they’ve been neatly presented for us.

      “Can you tell how old the bones are?” I ask Dr O’Hara.

      “’Fraid not.” He shakes his head, his glasses sliding down the damp skin of his prominent nose. “I can’t tell the age or gender of the bones, or the cause of death, until I get them back to the lab and reassemble them.” He pushes his glasses back up.

      We turn as the tent flap is once again unzipped and one of the drenched officers sticks his head through. “Sir, the groundskeeper is here.”

      I nod. “Send him in.”

      I push myself back up to standing as an older gentleman enters the tent. His posture is hunched—I imagine from age as well as the weather—and his white hair is just visible under the plastic rain hat anchored to his head by a thin piece of elastic tucked under his chin. He wears an army green raincoat with matching wellies.

      “Mr?” I offer my hand.

      “Mr Nutter,” he greets us, his gnarled and bony hand taking mine and shaking.

      His cheeks are hollow, his mouth is puckered, and his bottom jaw juts out, causing his speech to twang with a slight lisp, as if he’s forgotten to put his dentures in.

      “Mr Nutter,” I repeat politely even as my mouth wants to twitch in amusement at his name. “You’re the groundskeeper here?”

      “Was,” he corrects. “Over forty years. Took care of this place until it closed. Still got keys though. No one ever came to collect them.”

      “Were you the one who called in to report the body?”

      “Body? What body?” His eyes widen.

      “The bones that were buried beneath the pitch,” I say, watching him.

      He blinks. “Crikey, are there really?”

      “Mr Nutter, am I to understand it wasn’t you who called it in?”

      “Nope, not me.” He shakes his head emphatically. “I’m never over here. I retired when this place closed back in… oh…” He pauses to do the math, squinting up at the roof of the tent. “Back in ninety… seven,” he decides, his watery gaze sliding back to me. “Closed in ninety-seven, and like I said, no one ever bothered to collect the keys from me. A couple of times after, we had teens climbing the fence to get pissed in the stands on cheap cider. Found plenty of empty bottles of Diamond White.”

      “Jesus,” Maddie snorts behind me. “I remember that stuff. It was evil.”

      “Were the break-ins ever reported?” I ask Mr Nutter.

      He shrugs. “Nah. Like I said, just kids. I cleaned up after them a few times because I have a soft spot for the old place, used to come down every Sunday before it closed to watch the matches too. But it got too hard. The place was beyond saving, and I couldn’t do anything about it. My back went, so I haven’t set foot inside this place since the end of ninety-nine. Don’t even know who owns the grounds anymore.”

      “I would’ve thought it was owned by the local council,” Maddie mused.

      “I doubt it.” I glance over at her. “A prime piece of land like this? They’d have sold it off years ago and built a block of flats on top of it.”

      “Well, best of luck to you, but I must be off now,” Mr Nutter says. “I was on my way to Mr Lal’s corner shop for a pint of milk when I saw the police cars. The wife will be desperate for a cuppa by now.”

      I nod and Maddie unzips the tent flap to let the old man out.

      “Has everything been documented?” I ask Dr O’Hara.

      “Certainly has,” he replies as he eyes the strange bulge of earth at our feet. “Your lot were in here earlier taking photographs and samples. Nothing left to do but excavate the bones and get them back to the lab.” He continues to stare, mesmerised, at the ground. “Very strange indeed,” he mutters to himself. “Bones must’ve been close to the surface.”

      I can’t help but stare at the ground as well, studying the part that’s been peeled back. “Do you think the rain might’ve caused this?” I wonder aloud. “I mean, with the heavy rainfall this storm brought in such a short amount of time, do you think the ground got waterlogged and just… I don’t know… burst open?”

      “Can’t say from a scientific standpoint.” Dr O’Hara adjusts his glasses yet again. “Not my area of expertise, but I don’t see how.”

      I shudder violently as the chill from my saturated clothes seeps right down to my bones. All I want is a warm cup of tea and some clean clothes. As much as I love my job, I’d much rather be at home with Tristan, curled up and watching bad daytime TV.

      “If you could let us know when you’ve completed your examination of the bones, we’d appreciate it,” I say. Dr O’Hara grunts in assent, his attention firmly affixed on the strange pile of bones in their cocoon of mud.

      “Come on, Danny.” Maddie tugs on my sleeve. “My toes have gone numb. Let’s get back to the office and get the kettle on.”

      I nod at her and then turn back to the doctor. “We’ll speak soon. It was good to meet you, Dr O’Hara.” He gives an absent wave. I can tell we’ve already lost his attention, so we head out of the tent flap and once again into the rain.

      I nod to the officers standing guard, feeling a wave of sympathy for them being stuck out in this weather. We trudge back across the waterlogged pitch, our feet making sucking noises through the mud. Fortunately, the rain seems to have eased up from driving needles to a constant drizzle. The wind, however, has kicked up a notch, so much so that it starts blowing Maddie sideways. I end up having to grab hold of her hand to tow her across to the carpark.

      “Bloody hell.” Maddy blows out a loud breath as we settle in the car and slam the doors closed.

      “I know,” I commiserate as I stare out of the windscreen at the threatening sky.

      Maddie turns to look at me. “So, what do you think?”

      “About the bones?”

      “It’s a bit weird, isn’t it?”

      “Not the weirdest thing we’ve seen recently,” I reply, thinking back to the mummified remains of Maeve Landon’s last husband we found folded into a luggage trunk.

      “With any luck, it won’t take Dr O’Hara long to figure out the age of the bones.” She taps her fingers on the steering wheel, deep in thought.

      “I think we should try and get hold of the 9-9-9 call, see if we can figure out who discovered the bones and how,” I muse, my curiosity piqued.

      “Shouldn’t be too hard.” Maddie starts the engine and switches the heater on.

      I shiver as Maddie pulls away, the car bouncing uncomfortably as it hits potholes and divots. “Jesus Christ, I’m going to need a chiropractor by the time we get out of here.” Maddie winces.

      “Don’t expect the department to pay for it.” I smile as we finally turn out onto the main road.

      The car, being fairly small, is buffeted unnervingly by the wind, causing Maddie’s hands to tighten on the steering wheel. “I hope to god we don’t get called out again until this storm dies down.” She scowls, leaning in closer to the windscreen and setting the wipers to a faster setting as the rain once again starts pounding down. “Christ, I can hardly see anything.”

      I can hear the unease in her voice. “Why don’t you pull over, Maddie? I’ll drive.”

      “No, it’s fine, it’s my turn. I’ll just—” Her voice breaks off at the very loud and very ominous sound of something splintering.

      “What the—” I’m suddenly jerked forward, and my seatbelt snaps my body back sharply, knocking the air from my lungs. I reach out instinctively to grasp the dash as Maddie wrenches the steering wheel, swerving the car violently. The back fishtails as Maddie slams on the brakes.

      The next few seconds are a whirl of colour, sound, and confusion. We’re spinning as a huge tree trunk comes crashing toward us. I barely have time to register the airbags deploying before the sound of crushing, twisting metal fills the car. Intense pain sears through my body and a cry of agony tears from my mouth before everything goes black.
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      I’m startled out of sleep by the insistent ringing and vibration of my phone against the surface of the bedside table.

      I grab my glasses and shove them on my face, nearly poking myself in the eye. Picking up my phone, I blink several times to try and focus my blurry vision and ignore the painful throb in my head.

      “Hello?” I croak.

      “Hello, may I speak to Mr Tristan Everett?” A polite female voice asks.

      “Speaking.”

      “Hello, Mr Everett.” Her voice softens. “My name is Sarah. I’m a nurse at Kingston Hospital. We have you registered as the next of kin for Mr Daniel Hayes.”

      My eyes open wide as I shoot upright in bed. The room spins, so I clamp my eyes shut, trying to block out everything but the voice on the other end of the phone. Sharp fear bolts through me, followed by panic.

      “What’s happened?” My voice creaks unevenly. “Where’s Danny?”

      “I’m sorry to inform you that Mr Hayes was involved in an accident.”

      “What?” The word comes out as a breathless whisper, my heart pounding in my ears. Although my eyes are still closed, I can feel Dusty’s hand on my back. “What happened?”

      “I’m not sure of the details exactly,” she replies. “But I believe that the storm brought a tree down on the car he was travelling in.”

      “Is he… is…” I open my eyes and swallow hard, my throat burning as I do so, but I don’t think I can finish that sentence.

      “He’s in surgery now,” she says kindly. “We’ll know more soon. Would you like us to call and keep you updated, or would you rather come down to the hospital?”

      “I’ll be there as soon as I can,” I reply, already peeling the covers off my legs.

      “Okay then, Mr Everett, we’ll see you shortly. I’m not certain where they’re going to put him once he comes out of surgery, but if you check in with the main reception, they should be able to direct you to the correct floor.”

      “Thank you.”

      I hang up the phone, and as I climb out of bed and stand, the room spins again, and I end up dropping to the floor.

      “For god’s sake, Tris,” Dusty tuts. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “I’ve got to get to Danny,” I reply hoarsely as I push myself up, but Dusty’s hands cup my elbows and settle me back into a seated position on the side of the bed.

      “Tell me what happened, boo.”

      I look into her concerned face and my eyes fill with tears. “Danny’s been hurt. There was an accident—a tree fell on his car. He’s… they’re… he’s in surgery now.”

      “Okay, sweetie.” She strokes my face gently, and I’m glad that whatever freak power got us wedged together in the same body also seems to have created a connection between us that allows me to physically soak up the comfort she’s offering. “We’ll get you to the hospital, but you need to take it easy. You’re really sick, Tristan, and the last thing we need is you passing out on the way and me having to steal your body again. Upstairs Management is still pissed about the last time.”

      I let out a weak laugh and wipe at the hot tears rolling down my cheeks with the back of my hand. My nose rather attractively starts dripping, forcing me to sniffle loudly and then lean forward to grab a couple of tissues.

      “I’ll get you some clothes. You just sit there for a moment, okay?”

      “Don’t bother,” I wheeze. “Just grab me some socks and my boots.”

      “You’re seriously going in your pjs?” Her brows rise.

      “I really don’t care what I look like.” I watch as one of my drawers opens and a pair of socks fly across the room towards me. “Sometimes, I swear it’s like living with Mary Poppins,” I murmur, shoving my feet into my socks.

      “Well, I am practically perfect in every way.” Dusty grins at her attempt to lighten the mood.

      I manage to yank my boots on, and this time I stand more slowly, with only a slight sway. I carefully cross the bedroom while my head pounds like a jackhammer.

      I manage to avoid the pots of rainwater and make my way toward the kitchen, grabbing my jacket on my way past the coat hooks. I try to slip it on over the old hoodie of Danny’s I’m wearing over the top of my pjs, but my arms get tangled in it and by the time I’m finished fighting with the bloody thing I’m sweating.

      With my phone in one hand, I order an Uber. While I wait, I rummage in one of the cupboards and retrieve a couple of packets of Lemsip. Knowing that they’ll work quicker than popping pills, I shove one into my pocket for later and rip the other open, emptying the powdery contents into a mug.

      I don’t have enough time to boil the kettle and then wait for it to cool to drinking temperature, so I simply run the hot tap and fill the mug. Giving it a quick stir with a teaspoon to make sure the powder has dissolved, I lift the mug to my lips and down it in one go, then grimace at the chalky aftertaste of lemon and paracetamol.

      “Damn, boo.” Dusty stares at me.

      Thank god it’s the max strength stuff and is laced with enough paracetamol and god knows what else to keep me on my feet for a while.

      My phone pings to let me know the Uber is outside. I quickly pick up my keys and wallet, shoving them and a whole handful of tissues into my pockets, and, with Dusty hovering over me like a six-foot mother hen in stilettos, I head out of the flat.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      By the time we reach the hospital and pay the driver, every inch of my body is aching and shivering. My head pounds and I feel horrendous, but all of that is a very distant second place to the gut-wrenching fear of losing Danny. My stomach rolls and churns uneasily and I feel like the Lemsip is about to make a reappearance.

      Climbing out of the car, I brace myself against the weather; the rain has thankfully died down to a fine drizzle, but the wind is still strong, which is not in any way helpful to someone who’s not currently stable on his feet.

      My body shakes from the effort by the time I reach the main entrance. I grab one of the surgical masks from the dispenser just inside the door and put it on, painfully aware that I really shouldn’t be spreading my germs around a hospital right now, but my need to be close to Danny eclipses any tugs of guilt. I only hope to god none of the staff kick me out. It’s not like I can successfully hide my symptoms; my voice cracks and warbles like a kid going through puberty, and I’m sweating like I’ve been overcooked in a sauna.

      I’m about to head toward the main reception desk when I spot a familiar face. “Sonia,” I call out to Maddie’s wife, but my voice sounds like a squeaky rubber chicken. “Sonia!” I try again, raising my hand and waving.

      She clocks me and lets out a breath of relief as she hurries over to me. “Tris, I’m so glad you’re here. The nurses said they’d called you, and I was worried I’d missed you.” She wraps her arms around me and pulls me into a hug. “Jesus, Tristan,” she remarks as she steps back and touches my forehead, “you’re burning up.”

      “I was in bed with the flu when I got the call,” I whisper painfully.

      “I’d say you shouldn’t be here,” she murmurs, “but I would’ve done exactly the same thing.”

      “What are you doing here?” My eyes widen. “Oh my god. Maddie was in the car with Danny, wasn’t she?”

      Of course she was, I remind myself. They’re partners, they’re always together. I watch as Sonia’s eyes glisten and she blinks back the tears.

      “Is she…?”

      “She’s okay.” Sonia blows out a slow breath. “She scared ten years off my life but she’s alright. Bumps and bruises and a dislocated shoulder.”

      “And Danny?” My voice breaks and this time it’s not from the flu.

      “I’m not sure exactly. They wouldn’t tell us much because we’re not listed as his next of kin, but I’m sure he’s going to be okay.” Sonia reaches for my hot, clammy hand and squeezes it reassuringly. “Come on, I’ll take you to Maddie. She was with him the whole time, she’ll be able to tell you more.”

      I nod, not trusting myself to speak. We walk in silence toward A & E, where Sonia leads me to a curtained cubicle and ushers me inside.

      “Tristan!” Maddie looks up, her eyes filled with pain and worry. At her temple is a nasty bump, already darkening with a painful-looking bruise, and her face looks pale and stark against her bright red hair. Her left arm is strapped across her body in a tight Velcro sling, presumably to support it while her shoulder heals. “I’m so sorry, Tris.” She reaches for me, and I take her hand. “I tried to swerve but there was no time. The tree hit the car, and the passenger side took the brunt of the impact.”

      “It’s not your fault, Maddie.” I squeeze her hand and she frowns. “Is he okay? What’s happening? Have they said anything?”

      She looks at where our hands are joined, probably registering the temperature of my skin. “Just how sick are you, Tris?” She changes her mind and shakes her head. “Never mind, don’t answer that. The nurse will be back in a minute. She’s just getting my discharge papers and the care instructions for my shoulder, then she said she’d take us up to wait for Danny to get out of surgery.”

      “Surgery.” I sway as my head starts to spin again.

      Sonia guides me to a hard plastic chair. “Here, honey, sit down before you fall down.”

      “I know it sounds scary,” Maddie tells me. “But I was with him the whole time, and I rode in the ambulance with him too. He was unconscious but they said he had a good strong pulse and his breathing was fine. I think, like me, he took a bit of a knock to the head, but they–” she breaks off and swallows tightly.

      “They what, Maddie?” I whisper.

      “They had to cut him out of the car—he was pinned. I don’t know what the extent of his injuries are, but his leg looked pretty bad.”

      “Oh my god.” I swallow as my eyes fill with tears.

      “It’s going to be alright, Tris.” Sonia rubs my back in comfort. “We’re here for you both. You’re not alone.”

      “I like her,” Dusty mutters and I look up to find her hovering at the edge of the room, watching the three of us.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting.” A chipper voice draws my attention as a small, plump nurse slips through the curtains with a prescription bag and a handful of leaflets. “The doctor says he’s happy for you to go, and here’s your pain relief.” She hands the paper bag to Maddie. “It goes without saying, don’t drive or operate heavy machinery while taking them, but you won’t be driving for a little while yet with your shoulder anyway. I’ve also got care instructions for your shoulder and for the head injury. Thankfully, it seems to be quite mild, but if at any point you develop severe pain, double vision, or start vomiting, come back to the hospital straight away.”

      Maddie nods, wincing in pain. “What about my partner? Daniel Hayes?” she asks, her eyes darting over to me. “This is his boyfriend, Tristan Everett. We were told he’s in surgery and that there is somewhere we could wait?”

      “Of course.” The nurse glances in my direction. “If you’re ready, I could take you up now.”

      “Thank you,” Maddie answers for me.

      I watch as Maddie slides off the bed gingerly, cradling her arm.

      “Here, love, let me take care of those for you.” Sonia takes the leaflets and prescription and shoves them into her bag before taking my hand and giving it a little squeeze of reassurance.

      We set off through the A & E department, past curtained cubicles and staff, and through the winding corridors. I can do nothing but follow in silence. The whole world seems to have narrowed. The floor squeaks beneath my feet as people pass by us and rain patters against the glass walls letting dim light in from outside, but I don’t spare any of it a glance. I can’t.

      I can feel Sonia’s small hand gripping mine and Dusty’s ghostly presence as her hand rests on my shoulder. I stare at the back of Maddie’s wild red hair in front of me as she walks alongside the nurse, whose scrubs rustle with the friction of her movements.

      We reach a bank of lifts, but I don’t even register what floor we’re heading to. All I can think about is Danny. It’s like a film reel of our greatest hits, all our best moments playing in my head. Panic claws at my chest, and I almost can’t breathe at the thought I might never have that again.

      I know in the grand scheme of things we haven’t been together that long, but we’ve said I love you and meant it. We’re committed to each other and plan to move in together, but I don’t think I’ve realised until this very moment, when I’m confronted with the very real possibility of losing him, just how much Danny means to me.

      He’s everything.

      I can’t picture my future without him in it. I want more of him snuggling under the covers with me while we listen to the symphony of dripping rainwater from the ceiling into the pans. I want to watch him cheating at Scrabble with my dad, because he knows it makes Dad smile even though Dad doesn’t really understand the concept of humour anymore. I want more disastrous dinner dates when I trip over my own feet and spill the wine and accidentally set fire to the tablecloth with the decorative candles while Danny just watches me with that beautiful smile of his.

      I blindly follow the others into the lift and feel the doors close behind me. The panic inside me is rising like a wave and I know any moment it’s going to drown me. Sonia, bless her heart, must feel my tension. I’m not sure what she sees, but she lets go of my hand and wraps her arm around me instead.

      “It’s going to be okay, Tris. You heard Maddie. He had a good, strong heartbeat, and his breathing wasn’t compromised. He’ll be okay, I just know it. There’s no way he’s leaving you, the man is besotted with you.”

      “I don’t know how to do this without him,” I croak. “I don’t know how this happened. I was so independent. I didn’t need anyone else, I was doing just fine by myself, then he came crashing into my life and made me need him. Now I can’t imagine my life without him.”

      “Yeah.” She chuckles. “That tends to happen when you find your soulmate.”

      I feel another hand slip into mine and look across to find Maddie watching me with sympathy and concern. “Danny is going to be okay, I know it. He’s just too bloody stubborn not to be.” Being the more pragmatic of the two of them, Maddie has never minced her words.

      I manage a tiny smile and nod as I feel Dusty lean in close and whisper in my ear.

      “Boo, I’m just going to check something out. Stay with Maddie and Sonia, okay?”

      I turn my head to glance in her direction and see her frowning thoughtfully. It’s not possible to ask her where she’s going with others around us, so I simply nod again.

      Dusty disappears just as a disembodied voice announces our floor and the elevator doors slide open. Flanked by Sonia and Maddie, I follow behind the nurse as she leads us to a small waiting area.

      “There we go,” the nurse announces. “Please make yourselves as comfortable as possible. The nurses’ station is around the corner, and there’s a coffee machine just down the corridor to your left. I’ll tell them you’re waiting and as soon as there’s an update, you’ll be the first to know.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper.

      Maddie and Sonia tow me over to a large, padded chair and push me into it. “You really do look terrible, Tris.” Sonia frowns as she touches my forehead again. “What do you need while we wait? Some paracetamol? A cup of tea? Something to eat?”

      I shake my head. “I’m not hungry and I had a Lemsip before I left, so I can’t have any more paracetamol for a few hours.”

      “Tea?” she offers. “Or coffee? I could go and see what the machine
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