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      The sun was blazing in a blameless blue sky, and Lydia was down to a black vest top with her habitual jeans and DM boots. The Thames still looked grey despite the dazzling light, but the skyline, with the wheel of the London Eye and the jutting pinnacle of the Shard, was exciting enough to make several people stop and hold up their phones.

      She was on a bench near Temple pier. This meant she was dangerously close to being in Silver territory and could feel a bright tingling sensation on the back of her neck, telling her so. The Inns of Court, legal offices and temples dotted behind her, up past Chancery Lane where the Silver firm squatted, seemed to press upon her skin. ‘I know,’ she muttered, glad to be alone on the bench. She might be on the border of Silver territory, but nobody owned the river. So as long as she stayed on the embankment she wasn’t technically breaking any rules. Besides, she was the head of the Crow Family and the rules didn’t apply. That wasn’t true, of course, but it had sounded good in her mind. Gave her a boost of false confidence and one she needed.

      It had been three days since the message from the @NaughtyJack social media account. The words had run on a loop in Lydia’s mind with nothing new to replace them. ‘I’ve finished playing with sweet Mary, but I ain’t finished with you.’ She had been high on closing the case, on finding the killer that had targeted the men responsible for a woman called Cherish’s death five years previously, when the message had popped up across social media, bursting her bubble. Lydia might have caught Mary, the ghostly murderer, and successfully released her from this life, but she had clearly missed something. Wherever Mary had moved onto, Lydia hoped she was at peace, because Lydia sure as hell wasn’t.

      Jason was monitoring the hashtags #ActuallyRipper, #RipperReturns and #FromHell, but things were quietening down. With no new murder, the public’s attention was draining away. The great sea of curiosity was already flowing toward other targets and, with the internet and twenty-four-seven rolling news, there was no shortage. She supposed the Met would be pleased. DCI Moss, Fleet’s nemesis, was spearheading the investigation into the murders, and Lydia took grim satisfaction that he wouldn’t be able to make his career based on solving it.

      Cold comfort when she hadn’t solved it either. Not really.

      And that wasn’t her only problem. Paul Fox had announced that he was marrying the new head of the Pearl Family, something that could potentially destabilise the truce between the four Families. And, after Auntie had pronounced Ember ‘theirs’, she had announced that she couldn’t look after him on a permanent basis. He had been allowed to stay with her for a couple of days, and Lydia could picture him in Auntie’s cluttered living room, his backpack looking heartbreakingly big on his thin frame. He hadn’t spoken to her at all or responded to her assurances that she wasn’t going to call the social. ‘We’ll work things out,’ she said quietly to him before she left, knowing that it lacked the adult conviction and certainty he needed. She was out of her depth and was pretty sure the kid knew it.

      Now, time was running out, and she was going to have to pick the kid up later. She hadn’t come up with a better solution, so Ember was going to have to stay with her for the time being. A thought that terrified her. She wasn’t his mother. And she had absolutely no idea how to look after a child.

      Her contact arrived, bang on time, and took a seat next to Lydia on the bench. He smelled of fried onions and had a roll-up sticking out of the corner of his mouth. He needed a shave, and his greasy hair was swept back from his high forehead, but his blue eyes were bright and attractively creased, as if he smiled a great deal. Casper worked on one of the party boats that plied the river, presumably somewhere below deck and away from paying customers. Lydia had a few contacts on this side of the river, people she paid to keep their eyes and ears open, and Casper seemed to know everybody in the catering trade along this stretch.

      ‘Any news?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Casper shrugged. He had been in London for years, but still held onto his Danish accent. His English was, of course, impeccable. ‘People aren’t talking about the NewRipper anymore. Memories are so short these days.’

      Lydia didn’t want to dwell on that. ‘Nothing being cancelled? No weird parties.’ Once she had broken a case because Casper had told her about a private party that had included a media mogul, a cabinet minister, and a reality TV star. She liked to keep in touch with her sources, as she never knew when some titbit of information would become useful. It was something that had fallen away with the demands on her time as the head of the Crows.

      ‘Just the usual.’ He winked.

      

      Aiden was waiting at the house in Denmark Hill when she got back. Lydia had made a resolution to embrace her new life and was trying to stop calling it ‘Charlie’s house’ in her mind. She was mostly failing.

      ‘Boss,’ he tipped his chin at her. There were sweat patches on his grey T-shirt, and he was wearing a baseball cap rather than his usual beanie.

      ‘Anything to report?’ She had told Aiden to spread the word, and every Crow and resident looking to curry favour with the Family was keeping a lookout for Pearl activity. Scarlett appearing as the head of the Family and then making a move on Paul Fox so quickly was highly suspect. Lydia felt a sharp concern that was entirely business-related and nothing whatsoever to do with her feelings for the Fox. He was more than capable of looking after himself.

      Aiden shook his head and wedged his cap back onto his head. ‘Nobody’s heard of Scarlett. Which I guess is a bit weird. It’s hard to know where to focus with the Pearls, though. They’re everywhere and nowhere.’

      She knew what he meant.

      ‘This was on the mat.’ Aiden held out a flyer. At first glance, it looked like a standard advert for gardening services, but the business name was ‘S. Clare’ and it said ‘Urgent. Corvids Don’t Delay’ before the mobile number. Another less-than-subtle overture from Sinclair. The secret service had been trying to make contact for the last couple of weeks. Lydia assumed she was after information on the #RipperReturns case, which remained officially unsolved. But since Lydia didn’t need anything from the shadowy department that sat somewhere between MI5 and MI6, and she trusted the woman that had taken over from Gale, after he had tried to kill her, about as much as she trusted Maria Silver, playing nicely with the spook wasn’t high up her list of priorities.

      Lydia stuffed the paper into her jeans pocket. Sinclair would have to wait. Probably until hell froze over.

      

      Lydia found Jason in the kitchen. He was standing in front of the open refrigerator. Even though she could see his body clearly, the light was spilling out of his back. He turned when she walked in and she saw the worry creasing his features.

      ‘Are we out of eggs?’

      ‘Yeah.’ He shut the door. And moved to the cupboards, flinging them open. ‘I don’t know what to do.’

      ‘I’m not hungry,’ Lydia lied.

      ‘Not about food.’ Jason wasn’t looking at her, he pulled out a bowl and a box of cereal. ‘And you must be.’ He located a spoon and poured out a bowl of crunchy nut, filling it almost to the brim.

      Lydia sat obediently at the kitchen island.

      ‘We got it wrong,’ Jason said, still not looking in her direction.

      It was nice that he didn’t say ‘you got it wrong’. The sun was cascading through the glass doors, and the green of the garden was filled with black-winged corvids. It was a beautiful day to revisit her failures.

      ‘We let her down.’ Jason paused, the box of cereal still mid-air. ‘We have to make it right.’

      ‘She’s at peace,’ Lydia said, hoping that was true.

      Jason put the bowl and spoon in front of her and went back to the fridge for milk. He didn’t speak while he poured milk until the bowl was almost overflowing.

      ‘Mary did it,’ Lydia said, referring to the murders of the four men. ‘We were right about that.’ The idea that she might have been wrong was unbearable.

      ‘It was her,’ Jason agreed, and Lydia felt her chest loosen. ‘But someone was playing her,’ he continued. ‘Playing with her. He as good as admitted it with that post.’

      Lydia thought there was a world of difference between saying you were playing with someone and actually being able to control their actions. ‘You think she was being used?’

      ‘Controlled,’ Jason insisted. ‘You said yourself that it seemed like she went into another state when she was close to Brad Carter. Like a switch had been flipped.’

      Jason had been on a spy film kick in recent weeks. They had clearly affected his thinking. ‘You think she was a sleeper agent?’ She teased. ‘Set off with a code word?’

      ‘Why not?’ He put the milk away and then turned to look directly at Lydia. ‘You got another suggestion?’

      ‘She might not have needed to be programmed like that. She was an angry spirit. Full of vengeance. Maybe whoever this @NaughtyJack is just fed her the information. Gave her the list of names and where to find them.’

      Jason was already shaking his head. ‘You didn’t know her like I did. She wasn’t violent. She wasn’t herself when she hurt those men.’ His body began to vibrate around the edges, a sure sign he was distressed.

      ‘All right. I believe you.’

      ‘You do?’

      ‘You are a good judge of character and you’re right, you spoke to her much more than I did.’

      Jason looked at her, still vibrating. After a pause, his form settled. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘So, we’re looking for someone who knows that ghosts are real and can communicate with them.’

      ‘Can control them,’ Jason corrected.

      None of this was new ground, their conversations had run in similar circles for the last couple of days. Jason had been out and about, speaking to the spirits he knew, hoping that one of them had heard of something like this happening, that someone had a ghostly friend who had started acting strangely. Anything. Unfortunately, most of the spirits Jason had met were echoes. They weren’t sentient in the true sense and just followed a particular pattern from when they were alive, a single conversation or action or routine, which they were doomed to repeat for eternity. Or until whatever force was animating them ebbed away. Lydia didn’t know if that process would be the same as crossing over or even what crossing over meant. All of it made her head hurt. She had enough to worry about in the land of the living.
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      Later that day, Lydia was resisting the inevitable. ‘Can’t Auntie have him for one more night?’

      ‘Nope,’ Fleet said. ‘She’s done her time with little kids. Paid her dues. It’s her time to knit and watch her shows in peace.’

      ‘That a direct quote?’

      He gave her a long look. ‘What do you think?’

      ‘Right then.’ Lydia rolled her shoulders to try to ease the tension she was carrying. ‘We’ll have him here then. For now, at least.’

      ‘That’s fine with me,’ Fleet said calmly.

      ‘Yeah, well. You can always stay at your place,’ Lydia said, feeling resentful about that.

      Fleet put a hand on her arm. ‘I told you I would move in.’

      ‘That’s not what I was getting at—’

      ‘Wasn’t it?’

      Lydia pushed out a big breath. She didn’t want to pick a fight with Fleet, so she sorted through her thoughts before opening her mouth again. ‘I know you’re all in. I’m just feeling jumpy at the thought of Ember staying here. It’s a big responsibility.’

      ‘I know. I feel it too. What does Jason say?’

      Lydia reached up and kissed Fleet. She appreciated that he thought of Jason as a fully rounded human being, even though he couldn’t see or hear him.

      ‘What was that for?’ Fleet’s gaze was warm and getting more intense. His fingers flexed on her waist, and Lydia wondered if they had time for a swift—

      ‘Boss?’ Aiden knocked and walked into the room at the same time.

      Lydia wouldn’t have stepped back, but Fleet had tightened his grip. She turned in his arms and leaned back against his solid body. ‘Yes?’

      ‘Sorry,’ Aiden said to them both.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Lydia said. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘I just had an approach. Guy said he worked for someone you know. Asked me to pass on a message to you.’

      Lydia tensed and felt Fleet’s hands tighten on her waist, keeping her anchored. ‘Okay.’

      ‘He said you need to stop avoiding Sinclair.’

      

      Lydia didn’t have time to worry about Sinclair and the secret service. Whatever the spooks wanted with her could wait. Fleet had to go in for a late shift, so she drove to Auntie’s flat alone, and tried not to feel resentful at being left alone on kid-duty. Auntie had a resident’s parking spot that her family used, and it was mercifully free, so she parked up and gave herself a talking to in the flip-down mirror of the sun visor. You can do this. You are the head of the Crow Family. You can look after a ten-year-old for three hours before Fleet gets home.

      Lydia still felt tense as she walked into the flat and wasn’t sure she would be able to hide it from someone as perceptive as Fleet’s aunt. Thankfully, Auntie wasn’t one for small talk, and they got down to business five minutes after Lydia arrived. Ember had already been sent to pack his belongings, and they were alone in the immaculately clean, but cramped living room.

      ‘What did you mean when you said he is one of ours?’ Lydia asked quietly. ‘What did you see?’

      ‘You know the answer to that.’ Auntie leaned forward, fixing Lydia with a piercing stare. ‘You must see it.’

      ‘There is something about him,’ Lydia allowed. ‘A gleam. It’s like Fleet’s.’

      Auntie’s lips thinned. ‘That man fathered children all over the world.’ Auntie never referred to Fleet’s father by name. Only ‘that man’. ‘Those children went on to have babies and grandbabies.’

      ‘You think Ember’s great-grandparent is the River Man?’

      Auntie closed her eyes at the name, as if it was a physical blow.

      ‘Sorry,’ Lydia said quickly.

      ‘I don’t think,’ Auntie said after a beat. ‘I saw it in the bones.’

      Ember walked into the small room, his bulky backpack hanging low off his narrow shoulders. ‘I’m ready,’ he said, and his tone was as blank as his expression. He stared at a spot on the carpet and didn’t even glance in Lydia’s direction.

      Lydia didn’t know if the kid was traumatised or just being grumpy. She wanted to tell him that she wasn’t all that thrilled, either, but she knew it wasn’t likely to improve matters. ‘You’ve got everything?’

      No response.

      ‘You can stay with us for as long as you like, but I’ve put out feelers for a family. You’ll get to meet them and decide for yourself. I’m not going to force you to live anywhere you’re not happy.’

      ‘You’re going to call the social,’ Ember said in a matter-of-fact voice. He kept his gaze on the floor.

      ‘I’m not,’ Lydia said, standing up. ‘I’m head of the Crow Family and we are going to look after you. We’re not big on the authorities, either.’

      He brightened a little at that. Well, he looked at her at least.

      ‘You come back and visit me young man, you hear?’ Auntie said.

      She didn’t get up from her chair and Lydia realised that the older woman was exhausted.

      ‘I could just stay.’ Ember shot a shy look at Auntie. ‘I could stay here. I’ll do the dishes every night.’

      Lydia had the impression that Auntie was as surprised as her.

      ‘You can visit whenever you want,’ Auntie said gently.

      Ember hunched in on himself and he stomped to the door.

      ‘Thank you for having him,’ Lydia said. ‘Sorry about—’

      ‘No need,’ Auntie said, waving the apology away. ‘Poor child doesn’t know who to trust.’

      

      The drive back to the house in Denmark Hill was short and silent. Ember had got into the backseat of the car and stared out of the window. He hadn’t responded to Lydia’s first couple of questions, so she gave up on conversation.

      Once he was in the spare room, ostensibly unpacking, Lydia headed to the kitchen and called Emma. ‘What do ten-year-olds eat?’

      Emma, thankfully, had picked up almost immediately. ‘Fish fingers, pizza, maybe pasta. You know mine aren’t that old yet?’

      ‘I know, but it’s mum knowledge.’

      ‘Okay,’ Emma said, not sounding convinced. ‘Is this a test? What did your mum say?’

      ‘I haven’t asked yet. Don’t really want to have the whole conversation about why I’m feeding a child.’

      ‘I won’t ask then,’ Emma said. ‘But I’m dying to know.’

      ‘You can ask.’ Lydia looked at the doorway, expecting Ember to appear at any moment. ‘I have temporary custody of a kid. His name is Ember, and we saved his life. Me and Fleet. At least, I think we did. We definitely saved him from something. And he’s on his own.’

      Emma, to her credit, didn’t ask about Ember’s parents. She knew Lydia wouldn’t be stepping in if it wasn’t absolutely necessary. ‘Ten isn’t a baby. You can just ask him what he likes to eat, you know.’

      ‘I have. He either doesn’t answer or he looks like someone is about to kick him. I hate it. I just want to… I don’t know. Put the right thing in front of him and have him eat it. And then get some sleep, ’cause he looks knackered. I don’t know. Is that right? Should I be making him talk to me? Should I make him an appointment with a therapist or something?’

      ‘Trust your instincts,’ Emma said after a pause. ‘And you’re right to focus on his basic needs right now. Food. Shelter. Rest. Maybe a shower if he wants one.’

      Shower. That was a point. When had Ember last washed? She had no idea. Was that something she needed to prompt? To offer? On the other hand, Emma had said it last, so that meant it probably wasn’t very important.

      ‘Is he okay?’ Emma asked. ‘Physically?’

      ‘I think so,’ Lydia said. She felt sick herself. ‘But I don’t know. What if he isn’t?’

      ‘If you’re worried, you should take him to the doctor. Better safe than sorry.’

      ‘Right. You’re right.’

      After Lydia had thanked Emma and said goodbye, along with her usual promise to keep in better touch, she called a number from Charlie’s ancient paper filing system. The one he kept on index cards in a shoebox, shoved into the locked bottom drawer of his desk. It wasn’t secure, of course, but Charlie had probably felt untouchable.

      

      The Crow’s family doctor was the person they called when someone needed patching up and they couldn’t risk a trip to the hospital. It was the first place cops would look in the event of an incident. Dr Walker was used to patching up knife wounds and, occasionally, digging out bullets. She was evidently not used to checking over a taciturn ten-year-old under the watchful eye of the head of the Family.

      Dr Walker looked from Lydia to Ember and back again. ‘He’s not injured?’

      The bruises around Ember’s neck from when an older kid had strangled him had faded, and he was slouched in the chair, regarding the doctor with a sullen expression.

      Lydia explained what Fleet had seen back when they had first encountered Ember. Ember taking a drug and then collapsing. As she spoke, she sensed Ember listening intently, even though he was pretending otherwise. ‘I’m just worried he has some hidden condition. A weak heart or something. And he’s been on his own for a while. I don’t know if he’s been eating or taking vitamins or… I don’t know.’

      ‘You want a health check? That, I can do. For a detailed look at his heart, we’ll need an echocardiogram and a session with a CT scanner, minimum.’ She tapped her lip, thinking. ‘I have contacts at King’s. They can get us what we need, but it’ll cost. And I need a couple of days to set it up.’

      ‘Do it,’ Lydia said.

      Dr Walker turned to Ember, her whole demeanour shifting. ‘I would like to listen to your heart, take your blood pressure and a blood sample, and have a look at your neck and stomach. Is that all right?’

      A blankness rolled over Ember’s face, something that Lydia was beginning to recognise as his expression of fear. But he nodded tightly.

      Dr Walker might have been more used to digging bullets out of gang enforcers and sewing up knife wounds, but she clearly had range. Her voice softened as she worked, and Lydia could see she was being gentle as she felt around the boy’s neck and jaw.

      Ember was stoic for the blood draw, but he looked away from the needle in a deliberate way, and the tension in his face eased after it was over.

      ‘Is it all right to lift your T-shirt?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Ember lifted it for her. Lydia could see him relaxing very slightly with each question, each demonstration of respect. She made a mental note to tip the doc heavily for this visit.

      After she had used the blood pressure cuff and stethoscope, had him lie back on the sofa and palpitated his stomach, she told him to put his T-shirt back on. ‘Thank you, Ember.’ Then she asked a series of questions about feeling faint or breathless, whether he had asthma, or got regular headaches.

      ‘So?’ Lydia asked. The sight of Ember’s thin frame, his ribcage clearly visible, and the old bruises around his side and back, was imprinted on her retinas.

      With a quick smile to Ember, Dr Walker said: ‘Abdomen feels normal, no swelling or enlargement of liver, lungs sound healthy, and no heart murmur or abnormal rhythm. As I said, without further investigation I can’t be a hundred per cent certain, but there was nothing to indicate a cardiac problem.’

      ‘Told you,’ Ember said.

      ‘Arrange for the scans,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Why?’ Ember looked properly mystified. ‘You know I can’t pay for that.’ A look of pure fear crossed his face. ‘It’s so I owe you, right?’

      ‘This is on the house, gratis,’ Lydia said, trying to sound reassuring and not grumpy. This was the downside of cultivating a reputation as someone to be feared. It made it bloody tricky not to terrify a kid you were trying to reassure. ‘You don’t owe me or the Crow Family anything. Not a penny. Not a favour. Nothing.’

      If Dr Walker was surprised by this exchange, she didn’t show it.

      ‘So, he’s healthy? Nothing to worry about?’

      ‘He could do with putting on some weight, but it could just be his natural size. Hard to know without his measurements over time. Blood tests will check for iron and B12. Eyes, nose and throat all clear. And whoever throttled him didn’t break his trachea. That’s it.’

      Lydia thanked the doc. She had been packing away her equipment as she spoke and now she nodded to Ember. ‘I hope I don’t have to stitch you up anytime soon.’
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      Jason was monitoring the online activity for the accounts that had used the Ripper hashtags, so Lydia sat up, wide awake, when he appeared in her bedroom the next morning carrying his laptop and with a serious expression.

      ‘There’s a new message.’

      ‘Show me.’

      Rubbing sleep from her eyes, she focused on the screen as he plonked the computer onto the duvet. Fleet had already gone to work, so Jason folded himself next to her on the bed.

      The message was short. It was posted with the same account name as before, but didn’t use any of the known Ripper hashtags. It said ‘Want to play a game?’

      ‘I’ve had a program running to trace the account, but it’s not going to help.’ Jason looked gutted, as if this was a personal failing.

      ‘That’s okay,’ Lydia said. ‘You don’t exactly have the resources—’

      ‘It worked,’ Jason interrupted. ‘It just doesn’t do us much good. They’re using multiple VPNs, and the connection gets bounced between servers.’

      ‘What does that mean?’ Lydia scrubbed a hand over her face, trying to wake up. ‘I’m guessing that’s a false result?’

      ‘It means I can trace the servers used by the VPN, but they don’t have anything to do with the location of the user.’

      ‘Do VPNs not track their users?’

      ‘Nope. That way they can’t give information even if it’s demanded by the authorities. They even use it in their sales copy.’

      ‘Thank you for trying,’ Lydia said. ‘Fleet said that Moss wasn’t looking at the social media messages as a significant lead. Apparently, he thinks they are unrelated.’

      ‘Someone jumping on the Ripper idea and messing about?’

      ‘Essentially,’ Lydia said.

      ‘How has that guy been given Fleet’s job?’ Jason asked in disgust.

      Lydia shrugged and didn’t voice the truth. His association with her had derailed his career.

      

      Once Lydia had showered and got dressed, had two large coffees and stared at the list of messages she had to return for Family business, and the empty list of tasks for her investigation into the identity of the Ripper emulator who appeared to be alive and kicking, she went to the spare room to check on Ember.

      Ember was up and dressed, sitting on the bed with his hands folded in his lap. He spoke as soon as she opened the door. ‘I want to go out.’

      ‘You’re not a prisoner,’ Lydia said. She heard Emma’s voice in her head. ‘But you are ten years old. So, I’d need to know where you’re going and when you’re going to be back. For safety.’

      The boy’s bottom lip stuck out. ‘I’ve been living on my own for, like, a year.’

      ‘I know,’ Lydia said. She leaned against the doorframe, not quite entering the room. ‘And I’m sorry about your gran.’

      His shoulders curved inward, and he bowed his head. His next words were mumbled into his chest. ‘You’re not her. You’re not...’

      Lydia waited to see if he was going to finish the sentence. When he didn’t, she said: ‘I know I’m not your mother or your gran. I’m not pretending to be.’

      ‘You can’t tell me what to do.’ He stared at the ground.

      ‘You’re my responsibility,’ Lydia said. She took a step into the room. ‘I’ve never done this before, so you’re going to have to help me out.’

      He glanced up at her then.

      ‘Like, I have no idea whether children are supposed to have ice cream every day after dinner, or just on the weekend.’

      ‘Every day,’ he said quickly.

      Lydia nodded. ‘Makes sense. Ice cream is so good.’

      Ember smiled. A quick flash of sunshine that was over before Lydia could enjoy it.

      ‘See?’ she said lightly. ‘You can help me and I’ll help you, and together we can work stuff out.’

      

      It took Ember less than ten hours to worry Lydia into a state of panic. She did not enjoy it. ‘How do you do this?’ She demanded.

      Emma’s face, visible on the video call, was sympathetic. ‘You need to contact the police.’

      ‘Fleet is out looking for him,’ Lydia said. He was police, even if he was searching unofficially. ‘And it’s been less than twenty-four hours.’

      ‘He’s a child, they’ll help now.’

      Lydia didn’t know if that was true, but she paced the downstairs rooms and waited to hear back from Fleet. She made a bargain with herself: she wouldn’t call the police until she had heard from Fleet. They could discuss it together. Like co-parents. Which is what they were in this moment, she supposed.

      When the front door opened less than an hour later, Fleet ushered in a sullen Ember, and Lydia was too strung out to relax at the sight. She felt all the worry of the day morph instantly into anger and had an acute understanding of why her own parents had seemed so annoyed when she had come home late as a teen. She pushed it down. Ember wasn’t her child, and he was used to surviving on his own.

      She moved into the kitchen more quickly than necessary, trying to expel some of her energy so that she didn’t explode at Ember. ‘Hungry? We were going to have pasta.’ Lydia opened the freezer and dug out two tubs of Angel’s tomato and basil sauce. Jason usually cooked this meal for her, but she was capable of boiling some pasta shapes and microwaving the sauce. And she needed something other than Ember’s unhappy face to focus on.

      While she waited for the water to heat, Lydia tapped a quick message to Emma to let her know that Ember was home. She got an instant reply, with lots of emojis, and felt the tight knots in her stomach uncoil.

      ‘You need to let us know where you are,’ Fleet was saying. His voice was very calm. ‘I know you’re used to doing your own thing, but we’re responsible now—’

      ‘Don’t see why.’

      ‘Because you’re living here,’ Fleet said, his voice still gentle.

      ‘I don’t get it.’

      ‘We’re looking after you and that means—’

      Thin shoulders raised in a quick shrug. Ember stared at the floor and mumbled. ‘I don’t get why I’m here.’

      He had a point. There were plenty of kids in London, even in Camberwell, who could do with a new home environment. Lydia wondered how much Ember knew about his own heritage.

      ‘Auntie said you belong to us. Do you know what she meant by that?’

      Ember shook his head, his head still lowered.

      ‘She thinks you are related to me,’ Fleet said. ‘We might have the same dad.’

      Ember looked at him as if he had lost his mind. Which, given their age difference, was fair.

      ‘I know it’s a lot to take in. Did you ever meet your dad?’

      A headshake.

      ‘If we’re right, that’s a good thing,’ Lydia said. ‘Best if he doesn’t know about you.’

      ‘But you’re safe,’ Fleet said quickly.

      Ember was watching them carefully. Lydia wasn’t sure if they were freaking him out. How honest were you supposed to be with a kid? Another question to ask Emma.

      After a long pause, he said: ‘If I had a phone, I could call you. Tell you if I’m going to be late or whatever.’

      The kid wasn’t daft. Lydia had the distinct impression she was being played. ‘You want a mobile?’

      ‘iPhone,’ Ember said promptly. ‘I could nick one, but you said I shouldn’t…’ His eyes flicked between them. There was a light in them now, as if he was starting to relax, starting to realise that nothing terrible was about to happen.

      Fleet glanced at Lydia, clearly trying to suppress a smile.

      ‘Tell you what, you don’t do a Houdini for a month and we’ll talk about an iPhone.’

      He perked up.

      Lydia held up a finger. ‘That means you tell us when you’re going out. You tell us where you’re going, when you’ll be back, and you stick to it. No more vanishing acts.’

      Ember pulled his bottom lip over his top and scrunched his eyes. ‘A week.’

      ‘Two weeks,’ Lydia said. She was folding too quickly. It was a sloppy negotiation style that she wouldn’t have been caught dead using with anyone else, but the little spark of humour in Ember’s eyes was addictive. She wanted to keep it there.

      

      Sinclair worked for the secret service. The four magical Families of London had been Gale’s pet project and, as far as Lydia understood it, Sinclair had taken over after his demise.  The department had always been pretty insistent on getting in touch with Lydia, whether she liked it or not, so it wasn’t entirely surprising to find her sitting on a bench in Burgess Park, when she went for an early morning run.

      Lydia stopped at the bench and began stretching her calf muscles, waiting to find out what had brought Sinclair all the way to Camberwell.

      ‘You haven’t responded to my requests for a meeting,’ Sinclair said.

      ‘And that should have been a hint.’ Lydia turned her attention to her shoulders, crossing one arm over her chest and pulling it tight. ‘For an intelligence service, you really ought to—’

      ‘We’ve lost contact with an agent in the field.’

      Lydia shut up. Dead operatives, much like dead police, were not a joking matter.

      ‘They were working undercover but have dropped out of communication. I imagine I will find their body at some point.’ Sinclair paused, staring at Lydia with unnerving intensity. ‘And we have a serial killer loose.’

      It took Lydia a beat to realise what Sinclair was referring to. Mary. ‘Scotland Yard has that in hand, I have no doubt.’

      ‘I know DCI Fleet was taken off the case,’ Sinclair said.

      ‘Then you should direct your enquiries to DCI Moss.’

      ‘I would prefer to speak to you.’

      ‘Why are you interested?’

      She raised an eyebrow. ‘There is a serial killer. In London.’

      ‘Not your department.’

      Her lips thinned. ‘I find myself continuing the work of Gale, and it appears there is a supernatural element to these murders.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Sinclair gazed at her for a long beat. ‘Do we really have to play these tiresome games?’

      Lydia pretended to think. Then she nodded. ‘On balance, yes.’

      ‘Oh for goodness—’

      Whether Sinclair was actually losing her cool, or pretending to in order to lower Lydia’s guard, was uncertain, but it was still enjoyable.

      ‘Looking at the crime scene at Cerberus, the killer just disappeared into thin air. Connor Bright was killed in a busy area with plenty of CCTV but nothing was caught on camera. Charlie doesn’t show up on CCTV, as you are well aware.’

      ‘He’s dead,’ Lydia said. Then it occurred to her in a rush. Mary was dead. Mary had been the killer. Death was not necessarily a barrier to Charlie. Keeping her face still to hide these thoughts, she went on the offensive: ‘Are you formally accusing the Crow Family of these murders?’

      A small smile. ‘Of course not. I’m here to make a proposal, nothing more.’

      ‘Let’s hear it then.’

      ‘An exchange of information.’

      Of course. It was always information with Sinclair’s kind. ‘What do you want to know?’

      ‘There hasn’t been a murder in ten days. Are you expecting there to be any more?’

      Lydia decided to be honest. ‘Not by the hand of that killer. No.’

      She nodded, digesting this. ‘Thank you.’

      Lydia put one foot up on the bench, next to Sinclair, and leaned into the stretch. Hoping that Sinclair would take the hint and leave.

      Sinclair stood, but she wasn’t finished. ‘Do you know what MI6 calls MI5?’ She didn’t wait for a reply. ‘“The children” or “the fuckwits” or, if they’re feeling kind, “the special squad”. They don’t mean it nicely—’

      ‘Yeah, got it,’ Lydia interrupted. ‘So?’

      ‘You can imagine what they call Gale’s little pet project.’

      ‘Not my circus—’

      ‘Oh, but it very much is. Your family has been under investigation by Gale’s department for a good many years, but you’re of interest to the organised crime people too, and that means MI5 and MI6 keep a weather eye.’

      ‘My,’ Lydia flapped a hand at her face, ‘you’re making me blush.’

      Sinclair sighed. ‘Do listen for once. Five might not ever have officially recognised the rumours about the four Families and their unusual characteristics, but did Gale ever tell you that there was a designation for his department within the service? One that has never been made public, naturally enough.’ She didn’t wait for Lydia to answer. ‘MI13. Which ought to tip you off that the service has been paying attention after all.’

      ‘Fine. The grown-ups are watching, I get it. Why are you telling me?’

      ‘Do you know what we do when we want more information on a group or organisation? When we want to influence certain events, exert invisible pressure?’

      Lydia stilled. ‘You get inside.’

      ‘Infiltration, correct.’ Sinclair smiled like an indulgent teacher.

      ‘You’re telling me there’s an agent in my family?’ Her whole body had gone cold.

      ‘Not one of mine,’ Sinclair said. ‘But I can’t vouch for my siblings. Five and six haven’t been in a sharing mood recently.’

      ‘So, what? What is this,’ Lydia waved a hand, ‘all about? Just another fishing trip?’

      ‘MI13 was formed after the war. The four Families might have signed a truce, promised to play nicely, but the service wasn’t about to take that on trust. And there were still plenty of other oddities to keep Gale busy. A discretionary fund from the treasury meant that he could run a few agents, build a small network of assets and generally follow his obsession. The budget was small enough that any results he brought were considered a bonus.’

      Gale’s department had been around for longer than Lydia realised. She supposed that he must have used his healing abilities on himself, or that ageing slowly was a side-benefit of them. The man must have been in his eighties when he died, but he hadn’t looked a day over thirty-five. She tried to focus on Sinclair’s words. ‘He brought results?’

      ‘Hardly any, as far as I’m aware. Thirteen certainly wasn’t a respected part of the machine. Still isn’t, which is why I’m not overly keen to be here.’

      Lydia wasn’t sure if she just meant her job or Burgess Park in particular.

      ‘Have there been any changes recently?’

      ‘There are always changes. You’ll have to be more specific.’

      ‘New people. Any random relatives popping up? Maybe within the Pearls?’

      Lydia kept her face neutral. Scarlett. ‘Why would I know anything about the Pearl Family?’

      ‘I would hope you know about all the Families,’ Sinclair said. ‘Or you’re not very good at your job.’

      ‘The Pearls haven’t been a threat for a long time. Rafferty Hill is the new head of the Family,’ Lydia said. She was throwing out-of-date information, pretending to play ball.

      Sinclair wasn’t taken in. She gave Lydia one of her rare real-looking smiles. ‘That’s not what my source tells me. Rafferty Hill is in the land of the free, soaking up movie money and stepping out with underfed starlets.’

      Lydia widened her eyes theatrically. ‘News to me.’

      Sinclair leaned back on the bench. ‘You’re truly not concerned?’

      ‘About the Pearls? No. I’m busy enough with the Silvers and the Foxes.’

      ‘At least you’re not battling your own anymore. You’re welcome, by the way.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Releasing Charlie Crow into your tender loving care.’

      ‘He escaped,’ Lydia said flatly.

      ‘People don’t escape from our facilities.’

      Lydia paused to absorb that. It was possible that they had let him go deliberately. Which had been no act of kindness. ‘If you’re after a favour in return, you should have set the terms. Sloppy.’

      Sinclair raised her hands. ‘Who said anything about a favour? I am just demonstrating what a good friend I can be.’

      Lydia let her talons show. ‘Why are you here? Really?’

      ‘Enough small talk? Very well. I wish you to consult. On one matter.’

      ‘I am not looking to work for the secret service.’

      ‘One tiny consultation. That’s it.’

      ‘It’s never one thing. And I doubt it’s small. I’ll pass.’

      ‘It concerns the fifth Family.’

      Lydia kept her face neutral. There was no fifth Family. Fleet had a gleam, inherited from his supernatural father, The River Man, and Sinclair might be referencing that. But then she would say so. ‘There is no fifth Family.’

      Sinclair stood up, looking down at Lydia with a searching gaze that Lydia felt all the way to her toes. ‘I have reason to believe otherwise.’

      Lydia wanted to ask for Sinclair’s reasons, but she knew how this worked. Information exchange, favours back and forth. And it would be a waste of time. She hadn’t been lying to Sinclair: there was no fifth Family.

      ‘I would rather work with you than against you,’ Sinclair said as her parting shot.

      ‘And I would rather jump in the Thames,’ Lydia said, pleasantly enough, she thought.
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      Lydia flipped her coin across the back of her knuckles. Her joy at having it returned was undiminished from that first flush, and she found herself mesmerised by the flashing disc’s movement, as if she was a recalcitrant interviewee being given a bit of Crow whammy.

      She was working in her office, but the pile of demands from Family members was as enticing as months-old carrion. She wanted to stretch her wings and fly, which wasn’t a good feeling to have while in her roost.

      New attitude, she coached herself. Embrace your role. Embrace the house. She picked up the first task. A neon pink sticky note from Aiden, which detailed a conversation with a reasonably important member of the wider Crow Family. They weren’t happy about Scarlett taking over the Pearl Family and wanted a sit-down with Lydia to air their concerns and to hear her plans for surveilling the new leader.

      Her phone rang, and she answered it gratefully. Fleet was with Ember at the outlet shopping centre by the river. Auntie had told them that his trainers were at least a size too small and that the few clothes that he owned were ‘shameful’. Lydia wasn’t sure whether Auntie meant their condition, style, or something else, but they had received clear orders.

      ‘Jeans, joggers, T-shirts, hoodie and trainers acquired. We’ll get school shoes at the end of the summer in case he grows again before then.’

      ‘Good work,’ Lydia said, smiling at the pride in Fleet’s voice.

      ‘We’re grabbing food now and were thinking of going to the cinema.’

      ‘Have fun.’

      ‘He’s just looking at the food options,’ Fleet said, lowering his voice slightly. ‘I think it’s going well, though. He’s even spoken in complete sentences a couple of times.’

      ‘That’s brilliant,’ Lydia said. ‘Emma said it’s going to take time for him to trust us.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Fleet sounded distracted. ‘I think he’s chosen. Burgers. Right. Gotta go.’

      Lydia stared into space for a moment after hanging up. Fleet might have mixed feelings about acquiring a dependent, but he seemed to be slipping into the parental role very well. That was good, obviously, but she had the strangest feeling of something unspooling very quickly. Things were moving fast, and she felt like she needed to catch up.

      

      Jason was in the kitchen, whisking eggs and sugar with an electric mixer. ‘I was going to bake something,’ he said. ‘How do you feel about sponge cake?’

      ‘I feel good,’ Lydia said. Happy to see him doing something other than hunching over his laptop, chasing down IP addresses and trawling the corners of the internet for Ripper chatter. The thought raised a question. ‘You know you said our guy was using VPNs and other stuff?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jason replied, his eyes on his cake mix.

      ‘Doesn’t that mean it’s unlikely to be a ghost?’

      ‘How do you mean?’

      ‘Unless it’s a recently deceased tech bro, how would they know how to use a VPN and the internet and all…’ She trailed off, realising who she was speaking to. Jason had been alive when personal computers were brand new. They had chunky keys and disk drives, and hardly anybody owned one, but that hadn’t stopped him from becoming a hacker in his afterlife. He didn’t need to sleep and had a voracious appetite for learning. He had learned everything there was to know about mathematics and computing and was using that knowledge for good. What if there was a version of Jason that was bent on using his powers for evil?

      Jason was still mixing. She wasn’t sure he had heard her over the whirring, but then he stopped and glanced at her. ‘They could have learned. Like me.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Lydia said. ‘But how likely is that? Really? I mean, you’re pretty special.’

      ‘Are you taking the piss?’ He looked genuinely annoyed, which was unusual, popping out the beaters from the mixer and tapping them on the mixing bowl with some force.

      Sometimes Lydia forgot that Jason was from another time. ‘Special’ had probably been an insult in the eighties. ‘Special, like amazing. Unusual. Unique,’ she said quickly.

      ‘Right.’ Jason still looked unsure. Like there was a punchline coming.

      ‘And why would a ghost enlist Mary?’ Lydia continued, keen to move past the awkwardness.

      ‘Same reason anyone would,’ Jason replied promptly. ‘Revenge. Or to do their dirty work.’

      ‘So we are looking for someone, dead or alive, who wanted those men punished? Someone connected to Cherish’s death?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Jason shook his head. ‘Maybe it wasn’t that deliberate.’

      ‘How so?’

      ‘It’s not the easiest way to kill someone. If someone wanted those men dead, why not stab them themselves? Or hire a professional? It seems convoluted to get a ghost involved. Mary wasn’t a killer. She didn’t know what she was doing, not really.’

      Jason remained a steadfast defender of Mary. Having seen her confusion first hand, Lydia had sympathy for the point of view. But she had also nearly been sliced up by the enraged spirit, which made her feelings more complicated. ‘It’s a good point. How could they be sure she would kill anyone? Let alone the right person?’

      ‘Someone knows that we exist,’ Jason said. ‘And they were pulling Mary’s strings. Using her somehow. That’s who we need to find.’

      It was the same thoughts they’d had before. Lydia knew she was spinning in circles.

      ‘We do know one person who fits the bill,’ Jason said. He didn’t look at her as he spoke.

      ‘Do we?’

      ‘We know you power me up. Mary got active once you moved in here.’

      ‘Feathers,’ Lydia said, as the implication sank in. Had she powered up Mary? Was she responsible for those deaths? And, a much quieter voice. Shouldn’t she feel bad about it?

      

      The last time Lydia had seen the private dining room in the Mayfair restaurant that had been the site of the restatement of the truce between the Families, it had been covered in broken glass and feathers. And her Uncle Charlie had been lying dead on the floor with a crossbow bolt through his eye.

      Now, it was back to luxurious perfection; the glass had been replaced in the elegant arched windows, the table was covered in a crisp white cloth, candles, fresh flowers and sparkling silver and glassware, and the unblemished wooden floor shone with polished lustre. There wasn’t a trace of the violence, and it made Lydia wonder how many places had hidden bloody pasts, effectively erased by the judicious application of both time and money.

      It was five o’clock and the next booking wasn’t until six. A crisp fifty folded into the maître d’s hand ensured their privacy. Since Sinclair had raised the spectre of Uncle Charlie, it had been in the back of Lydia’s mind to check whether he was, well, a spectre. His had been a violent death, after all, and if anyone would have the willpower to cling to this mortal plane, it would be her shark of an uncle.

      Jason was motionless in the middle of the room, his head tilted as if listening.

      ‘Anything?’ Lydia realised that her arms were crossed protectively and she unfolded them.

      He took a step toward the front of the room. ‘There’s a voice.’

      Her heart seized in her chest. ‘Charlie?’

      ‘No, female. Sounds quite old.’ A beat. ‘My apologies.’

      His last words were clearly directed at the voice. Lydia could only hear the faintest scratching sound, too quiet to make out words, and she could see a vague shimmer in the air next to Jason. The ghost was barely there as far as Lydia’s senses could detect, but Jason didn’t seem to have any difficulty in communicating with her. He apologised a lot, so she got the impression that the ghost was not best pleased.

      After a few minutes, Jason said a final ‘sorry’ and turned to Lydia. ‘I think I’ve got as much as I’m going to. We should leave Mrs Fitzroy in peace.’ The shimmer moved, and Jason winced, as if someone had shouted at him. ‘Apologies, Duchess.’
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