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      Lydia looked around the packed room of The Fork cafe. She did not know how to finish the story she had begun, or how the audience was taking the tale so far. Uncle Charlie had his arms crossed and his expression was unreadable. Lydia almost wished he would interrupt or start an argument, anything except the terrifying stillness of his face and body. She was glad he had his sleeves pulled down and that she couldn’t see the tattoos which covered his forearms. They moved when he was angry or worried and Lydia wasn’t sure whether that was something that everybody could see or whether it was another facet of her own abilities. She was so used to keeping those under wraps and secret from Uncle Charlie and the world, that it was just a habit now. 

      She hadn’t slept in twenty-four hours and her eyes were gritty. She kept making eye contact as she spoke, though, and made sure her voice stayed strong and clear. She was a Crow. More than that, she was the daughter of Henry Crow, who was the rightful head of the Family. If she couldn’t put on a good show, who knew what would happen next? She had been arrested, set up by the Fox Family, and if that didn’t constitute a violation of the truce which had been in existence for eighty years, then Lydia didn’t know what did. 

      It was all horrendously complicated, of course. She had been working for Paul Fox in good faith, developing a trust and a rapport that nobody in the room would believe or be pleased about. When she had been set-up for murder, one of Paul’s brothers had given the police a false witness statement to bolster the case. Lydia still wasn’t sure whether he was working alone, or whether she had been duped by Paul. All she knew was that she had to calm things down and make sure that nobody in the room went off on a revenge mission against another Family. Or the police.

      She had to tell a good story and fast. ‘In the story of the crow and the fox, the fox outsmarts the crow. He plays on her vanity and gets her to drop the food from her beak. I got close to a Fox,’ Lydia looked around, daring them to judge her. ‘You all know this. And I’m not ashamed. They are just people, good and bad to varying degrees like anybody else. The point is, though, that I have spent time with the Fox Family and I have learned something very important.’ She paused for effect. ‘Crows are smarter.’ There were a few nods. Lydia ploughed on, putting every ounce of conviction she could muster into her voice. ‘That means we’ve got to make the smart move now.’

      ‘What’s that, then?’ Uncle John had his arms folded. He probably still saw Lydia as a tiny child and was anxious for the grown-ups to speak. Lydia fixed him with a stare and held it until he was forced to look away first. She wasn’t afraid of silence. She wasn’t afraid of her Family. She was afraid of being locked up in a tiny box, again, of hearing the cage door slam shut, but in this room, with these people, she felt strong. 

      

      An hour later, Lydia was beyond exhausted. She dragged herself up the stairs, feeling like every step was a mountain. Her mum and dad had said their goodbyes privately, waiting at the door leading to Lydia’s flat while the crowd dispersed. Her mum had kissed her cheek and hugged her tightly, while her dad peered at her in confusion before giving her a formal handshake. ‘Good to meet you,’ he said, and the last of Lydia’s emotional reserves drained away.

      There was one last thing to do before she could pass out, though, and that was check on her flatmate. Jason was a deceased entity and her presence seemed to power him up, making him less ethereal and wispy and more able to make mugs of tea and, on occasion, save her life. He was sitting on the sofa in the room that Lydia used as both an office and a living room. Lydia could see the fabric of the sofa through Jason and she went and sat next to him. She was too tired to speak and was very grateful when Jason seemed to sense this and didn’t ask her any questions. Perhaps he had been floating at the back of the crowd downstairs and had heard it all. Either way, he gave her a sympathetic grimace and put his hand on the chair next to Lydia, palm facing up. Lydia put her hand on top of his, feeling it become more solid by the second. It was exceedingly cold but Lydia squeezed it gently and let her head flop onto the back cushions of the sofa. She would just close her eyes for a moment. There was the smell of coffee and fried bacon, something which seemed to permeate the whole building from the cafe kitchen on the ground floor, and Jason’s chilly hand was in hers. She was home. 

      

      The next day, Lydia got up early. She hoped that all had magically been sorted during the night but, of course, it had not. Lydia didn’t live in a Disney movie and friendly woodland creatures hadn’t appeared while she slept to sort out her problems.

      Lydia made coffee and toast, slathering on a thick layer of butter and carrying it out to eat at her desk. Everything ostensibly was the same. The piles of paperwork she never got around to filing, her laptop and portable hard drive and the tangle of cables which seemed to breed in the night, and her Sherlock Holmes mug. But nothing felt the same. She didn’t blame Fleet for doing his job, especially since he had tried to warn her, tried to give her time to do a runner, but those panicked few minutes before the arresting officers had arrived had thinned into something unreal. She couldn’t hold onto the memory of Fleet’s voice concerned and urging her to run, only the uniforms that followed. And the fact of his freedom while she had sat alone in a locked cell. Charlie had always warned her that they were from different worlds and now she couldn’t stop replaying the moment when he had led her out of her flat, surrounded by his police crew. It made something shift inside. Something vital and delicate and very hard to replace. 

      As if sensing her thoughts, her phone buzzed with a text. It was Fleet.

      Lydia finished her toast before reading it, and then went to make another two slices. She still felt empty inside, as if she would never be full again. One night in the slammer and she was utterly wrecked. She kept breaking out in shakes, remembering the feeling of being trapped. Caged.

      Licking buttery crumbs from her fingers, she allowed herself to focus on Fleet’s text.

      Bridge? Midday? Please.

      Lydia waited for the anger she expected. It didn’t come. She pictured Fleet, his beautiful smile and warm eyes and waited for the usual mix of affection, longing, excitement and desire. That didn’t come, either. Instead of being flooded by feel-good hormones or righteous fury, she felt blank. Nothing. 

      Hell Hawk. It would pass, she was almost sure, just a momentary lapse due to exhaustion and the after-effects of being arrested, but what was worrying was the feeling that she didn’t want it to pass…  She could feel her resentment solidifying. She knew that she was excellent at compartmentalising, keeping everything in her life separate. Some would argue she was a little too good at it. She could feel that mechanism kicking into gear, moving Fleet from the box marked ‘significant other’ to ‘useful acquaintance’. That felt nice. Less painful.

      

      In Burgess Park Lydia approached the Bridge To Nowhere. She was early but Fleet was already there, waiting in the middle of the footbridge which spanned the grass.  There had once been a canal here, back in the day, but it had been filled in years ago and the bridge was a souvenir. A reminder of how things used to be. Fleet wasn’t in his work suit. He was wearing a smart long grey coat to protect against the cold but Lydia could see he had jeans and a jumper on underneath. She wondered if that had been a deliberate choice on his part, wanting to avoid reminding Lydia of his work persona. If so, it hadn’t worked. 

      ‘All right?’ she said, as he turned to greet her. He went to hug her and she took a step back.

      He went still. ‘You’re angry.’

      ‘Not with you,’ Lydia said. But she felt the lie, bitter on her tongue. 

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Fleet said, his gazed fixed on her face, ‘there wasn’t anything I could do.’

      ‘I know that,’ Lydia said. ‘And you warned me.’

      He closed his eyes briefly. ‘I can’t believe-’

      ‘Don’t,’ Lydia said, interrupting him. ‘It’s in the past.’

      There was a pause and Lydia looked out across the park, unable to focus on Fleet for any length of time. She felt numb but knew it was a fragile protection, liable to crack at any moment. ‘And I’m out now. It’s done.’ Lydia had accepted Charlie’s offer to get her out of trouble which put her squarely in his debt. The price of his help had been entering the Crow Family business, something she had been at pains to avoid. To make matters worse, she had then been offered immediate release by a man she barely knew but suspected worked for the secret service. Desperate for freedom, she had shaken the man’s hand. Now she owed him ‘friendship’, whatever that meant. A small part of her blamed Fleet for the mess, however unfair that was.

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you,’ Fleet’s voice was quiet, earnest. ‘I had to keep working the case.’

      ‘My case.’

      ‘Yes. Sorry. I had to keep working and I was worried it would make everything worse.’

      ‘I understand,’ Lydia said, although she didn’t. Not entirely. There had been a sense of rejection, she realised, now. Fleet had always worked with her, always turned up and backed her up. In this case, she had felt abandoned. She hated how needy and vulnerable that realisation made her feel and consciously stuffed those feelings down as deeply as she could. 

      ‘What can I do to make it up to you?’

      ‘There’s nothing to make up,’ Lydia said, forcing herself to look at Fleet. ‘You had to do your job. I understand. I knew what I was getting myself into when I dated a copper.’

      ‘That sounds horribly like past tense,’ Fleet said, his eyes damp. 

      Lydia shrugged. ‘We had a good run. Longer than I expected.’

      ‘No.’ 

      The pain was there, circling, but Lydia felt a calm, blankness at her centre. ‘I think so. No hard feelings?’

      ‘Stop it,’ Fleet said, angry now. ‘Stop talking like we’ve only just met. You can’t just throw us away over this. We have a solid relationship, we can get through this. We just need to talk about it properly. I know you will need some time-’

      ‘Honestly, I’m fine,’ Lydia said.

      ‘I’m not,’ Fleet said. ‘I’m not fine and I don’t want us to be over.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Lydia said. ‘But we are.’
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      Lydia walked back to The Fork. Rain began to spit and she allowed herself a bleak smile. Of course it was raining. She had broken up with her boyfriend and now her hair was getting wet; she was a walking cliché. The feeble attempt at humour didn’t help. She still felt wretched. That was the word. She knew she must be upset and in pain, but the dreadful numbness was still there. A blankness where feeling ought to be. Perhaps she was a sociopath? 

      A small girl was walking with an adult just in front of Lydia. The child stumbled on a piece of uneven pavement and fell. Her tear-streaked face was filled with pain and surprise, her mouth opening in a pitiful wail, and Lydia felt her own eyes fill in sympathy. Not a sociopath, then. Just a wreck. 

      Lydia knew she ought to reach out. To phone her best friend, Emma, or her mother, but she had never been good at opening up when she was in a bad way. She tended to forge on alone, and sort things out for herself. Independent, her mother said. Bloody stubborn, her Uncle Charlie called it. 

      Back at The Fork, she trailed up the stairs to her flat and went straight to her bed to lie down. Just for a moment. She stretched out and counted the cracks on the ceiling, her mind carefully empty. 

      After a while she must have fallen asleep, because the next thing she knew, her left shoulder was freezing cold. She opened her eyes to see Jason next to her, his hand on her shoulder, shaking her gently. 

      ‘You were having a nightmare,’ he said. 

      ‘Was I?’ Lydia was still disorientated. A fragment of her dream was at the edge of her consciousness but when she examined it, it disappeared. 

      ‘You were shouting.’ Jason looked worried. The familiar crease appeared between his eyebrows and Lydia wanted to reach out and smooth her finger over it, erasing it. 

      ‘I’m fine,’ Lydia said, sitting up. 

      Jason moved away and while it was nice not to be flirting with frostbite in her shoulder, she missed the contact. He was looking at her warily. ‘You look weird.’

      ‘Charming.’ Lydia scrubbed at her face with her hand, trying to wake herself up. Her eyes were gritty and filled with flakes of sleep and her cheeks were damp. She must have been crying in her sleep. Or drooling. 

      ‘Coffee? Toast?’

      ‘I’m not hungry,’ Lydia said. ‘I ate half a loaf earlier. But thanks.’

      Now Jason looked really concerned. ‘What’s happened? Are you having flashbacks?’

      ‘Flashbacks? From what?’

      ‘Being in jail?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia shook her head. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

      ‘You don’t look fine,’ Jason said. ‘I’ll make you a tea.’

      ‘Coffee,’ Lydia said.

      ‘You need tea. With sugar. You don’t look right.’ He hesitated by the bedroom door. ‘Is it from our trip?’

      Lydia took a moment to realise what he was referring to. So much had happened since Jason had hitched a ride in her body and they had gone to visit a ghost in the disused tunnels of the London Underground. It had been unsettling, and a physical challenge, but it paled in comparison to everything else. ‘No,’ she shook her head to add weight to her response. She took a breath, preparing to tell Jason about Fleet, but then realised that she couldn’t say the words. Not yet. 

      

      Later, after two mugs of disgustingly sweet tea, which she drank only to reassure Jason, Lydia sat at her desk, fully-dressed and ready for distraction. She couldn’t bear to think about Fleet and, as if conjured into being by Jason’s sweet concern, she kept having flashbacks to being trapped in the cell at the police station. Lydia’s tried-and-tested approach for dealing with any sort of emotional upset was to throw herself wholeheartedly into something else. In the past this had resulted in a love affair with Paul Fox and a short-lived career as a pet-groomer. Now, it meant one thing - work. She pulled up her client list and scanned the case notes. She would dispense justice, she would ferret out truths, she would solve enigmas. And, if she buried herself with enough of them, perhaps she would begin to feel normal again. 

      Her files weren’t very encouraging. There wasn’t much in the way of enigmas, more a depressing list of infidelity cases, spousal uncertainty and background checks for companies doing due diligence on prospective employees. Those were the worst of all, in Lydia’s opinion, entailing, as they did, a dull hour or two online and in databases and nothing else. 

      At that moment, Jason trailed in from the kitchen with a mug. ‘No more tea,’ Lydia said, as kindly as she could manage. ‘Honestly, I’m fine.’

      ‘It’s coffee,’ Jason said, putting it down on the desk. ‘Are you sure you don’t want anything else?’

      ‘Actually,’ Lydia looked up at him, a thought forming. ‘How are you getting on with your laptop?’

      Jason brightened. ‘Great. I love it.’

      ‘How do you feel about taking on a few clients? Just the background check ones. It’s all computer work so it doesn’t matter that you can’t go out and about.’

      ‘You’d trust me with that?’ Jason’s expression was radiant. It made Lydia feel bad that she was asking him for selfish reasons. He looked like she was giving him a gift. 

      ‘It’s super-dull,’ she warned him. ‘Really routine. I’m passing them onto you because I hate doing them. You can say no.’

      Jason made a grabby-hands gesture. ‘Give them to me. And the log-ins so I can access the databases. Are they standard checks? Criminal, financial, and driving histories, right? Confirmation of identity?’

      Lydia blinked. ‘You’ve really been paying attention.’

      Jason grinned. ‘Yes, boss.’

      

      Lydia had set up a proximity alarm for her flat. It was hidden underneath the carpet on the stairs so she would have warning when someone was approaching. Now she was wondering about getting her money back as someone was knocking on the glazed door to Crow Investigations without the alarm having been tripped.

      She knew before she opened the door that it was the man who had sprung her from the police station. The one with the strange, unidentifiable power which made Lydia feel unwell.

      ‘No parcel today?’ This was in reference to the fact that he had been masquerading as a courier. In his line of work it was probably called ‘deep cover’.

      ‘Can we talk?’

      Lydia stepped aside and gestured for him to enter. The hit off his power was as destabilising as always, but she was braced for it now, which helped. Plus, it was becoming familiar. She could separate its notes - the flash of canvas, whipping in the wind, the feel of rolling waves, and the glint of gold. It was a ship, she realised. That was probably why she had felt so sick the first few times she had encountered him. He made her seasick.

      ‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Lydia said.  ‘If my Family see you...’

      ‘I’ll say I’m delivering something,’ he said. ‘But I take your point. I’ve got a safe house.’

      ‘Of course you have,’ Lydia said, trying not to be impressed. 

      ‘It’s not mine mine,’ he said, looking slightly abashed. ‘It comes with the job.’  

      ‘And what is that exactly?’ 

      He smiled, looking utterly assured again. ‘I was thinking a regular check in would be best. Same time, same place. Then, if you don’t make it, I know something has happened.’

      ‘What if I’m just busy?’

      ‘You won’t be,’ he said in a tone which spoke volumes. 

      ‘And what should I call you?’ He had refused to give her his name in the police station, saying that whatever he said would have to be a lie and that he didn’t want to lie to her. All very mysterious and quasi-noble, but not entirely practical. 

      ‘You choose,’ he said. 

      ‘Living dangerously, there,’ Lydia said. ‘How do you feel about Cuddles? Or Mr PrettyBoy?’

      He didn’t rise to the bait, just smiled. ‘You think I’m pretty? That’s nice.’

      ‘Mr Smith,’ Lydia said. ‘That’s a good spook name. And I don’t know you well enough for first names, anyway.’

      ‘I hope that’s going to change,’ Mr Smith said. 

      He gave her an address in Vauxhall, not far from Kennington Park. Not a million miles away from the MI6 headquarters by Vauxhall Bridge, either. ‘Close to your office, then,’ she said. ‘Handy for you. Or are you MI5?’

      He looked blank, but that was likely the first thing you learned in spy school. 

      ‘Thursdays at eleven. Here’s a key.’ 

      ‘Seriously, though, what happens if I can’t make it? Do I call you or-’

      ‘No phones. No missing your appointments.’

      ‘But my job,’ Lydia began, appealing for him to be reasonable. ‘I get caught up in stuff all the time. If I have to do surveillance for a client-’

      ‘You’ll manage,’ he said. ‘You are a resourceful woman.’

      ‘Once a week is excessive,’ Lydia tried another tack. ‘Things just aren’t that exciting around here. We’ll have nothing to talk about.’ She knew he wanted information on the Families and that she had agreed to give him some, that didn’t mean she was going to make it easy.

      ‘I’m sure we’ll think of something,’ he batted back and Lydia had the distinct impression that resistance was futile. Mr Smith wanted her to meet him every Thursday and that was exactly what was going to happen. At least until Lydia could figure out a way to get out of her obligation to him. On the plus side, she was as curious about him and his motives, as he was about her and her Family’s. Part of her, the part which was always getting her into trouble, saw it as an opportunity. 

      ‘You had better be providing coffee and pastries.’

      

      After Mr Smith had gone, Lydia poured herself a large whisky, figuring that she deserved it after that encounter. Every nerve was jangling and she didn’t feel able to clear the mess off her desk, let alone face her client files or accounts. Passing on the outstanding background check work was a relief, but she still had a business to run.

      As if eager to prove its worth, Lydia’s proximity alarm beeped and, a moment later, there were footsteps on the landing. Lydia had a clear view from behind her desk to the front door, with its ‘Crow Investigations’ lettering and a tall shape appeared through the obscured glass. 

      She opened the door to a young Crow. Aiden was one of Lydia’s many cousins. Or maybe nephews. She had never tried to keep track of her wide circle of relatives but supposed that would be something else she had to change, now. He looked older than she remembered, with a scruff of beard and wary eyes, which made her feel positively ancient. Lydia offered him a whisky, which he declined, and he took the client’s seat by the desk, not the sofa, indicating that this wasn’t a social visit. 

      Lydia sat down opposite and folded her hands. ‘What can I do for you?’

      Aiden was sitting forward on the chair, his spine straight. ‘I want to know what you told the police.’

      ‘I’m sorry?’ 

      ‘You were arrested. And then you were let out.’ Aiden paused, letting it grow as if he had asked a question.

      ‘Yes?’ Lydia said eventually. ‘Your point?’

      ‘What happened? Police don’t just give up like that.’

      ‘They do when they don’t have a case,’ Lydia said. ‘And I didn’t give them anything.’

      Aiden shifted in his seat. ‘That’s not what people are saying. Everyone is nervous.’

      ‘Well they shouldn’t be. Everything is fine.’ Lydia was trying to keep a lid on her sense of offence. The worst thing she could do would be to ramp up the tension in the room. She had to smooth the waters. Play nice. ’I already went over this,’ she added, trying to sound calm.

      ‘Yeah, but everyone knows you’ve been seeing a copper. You were with him, right? We’ve got a right to know what you’ve told him about the Family.’

      Lydia was on her feet and around the desk before her mind caught up. She got her face up close to Aiden’s and said, very quietly. ‘Are you questioning my loyalty to my family? Think very carefully before you answer.’

      Aiden swallowed. His eyes were flicking around, not meeting her stare. ‘Course not.’

      Lydia moved back a fraction.  ‘Good.’

      ‘It’s just... You’ve got to see... I mean, you can see why people are wondering. Crows don’t get arrested. It just doesn’t happen.’

      ‘That’s right,’ Lydia said. ‘They made a mistake. That’s why I was out so quickly.’

      ‘But-’

      ‘Aiden,’ Lydia said, leaning on the edge of her desk and crossing her arms. ‘You’ve got two choices here. Either you decide that Lydia Crow, daughter of Henry Crow and endorsed by his brother, Charlie, head of the Family, is a trustworthy member of the Crows and you fly away now to tell everybody exactly that. Or-’ Lydia waited a beat, watching Aiden squirm. ‘Or you make an enemy.’

      Aiden swallowed again, his Adam’s apple bobbing.  

      ‘I’m waiting,’ Lydia produced her coin and flipped it lazily in the air. She could make it spin slowly and with non-Family-members this was enough to put a little bit of ‘push’ behind whatever she was saying. She could make somebody answer a question truthfully or accede to her request. She didn’t know if this was Crow magic or just their old reputation as fixers brought sharply into focus or a mix of the two, but she had never tried it on a fellow Crow before and was curious to see Aiden’s reaction. 

      ‘I meant no offence,’ Aiden said, his voice thin. ‘I’m just passing on concerns. I said I would. And I have.’ He was babbling, nerves overcoming the veneer of youthful cool that he had worn walking into Lydia’s office. 

      ‘Pass on the good news,’ Lydia said, smiling her own version of Charlie’s shark smile. She had practised it in front of the mirror and was pretty proud of it. ‘All is well in the Family. I am working closely with Charlie to ensure our continuing success and I am fully recovered after my wrongful arrest. We’re all squared away with the other families and there is no call for retribution of any kind.’

      ‘That’s a separate issue,’ Aiden said, rallying. He straightened in his seat. ‘We can’t let it stand-’

      ‘I’m not letting anything stand,’ Lydia cut across him. ‘But the last thing we need right now is some idiot going off at the wrong person at the wrong time. Delicacy, strategy, negotiation.’ She counted the words off on her fingers. ‘Nobody is to make any kind of move against another Family. I thought I had already made that clear.’

      Aiden’s lips compressed into a thin line but he nodded.

      ‘Good.’ Lydia leaned back in her chair and tilted her head to indicate that the meeting was over. Another Charlie move.

      She waited until Aiden was crossing from her office to the hall before adding. ‘Spread the word.’
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      It was a cool morning and Lydia had Fleet’s hoodie on over her unicorn-print pyjamas. The pyjamas had been a gift from her mum and they were fleecy and warm which, at this moment in time, trumped the fact that they were messing with her image. Jason was sitting at her desk in the main room, hunched over his laptop and tapping away on the keyboard. He had taken to the background checks like a duck to water and had powered through the backlog overnight. It was incredible. ‘Fair warning,’ he said without looking away from the screen. ‘Your uncle is outside.’

      ‘Outside?’ Lydia had only just woken up and her synapses still weren’t firing. ‘Outside here?’

      Jason nodded his head toward the roof terrace.

      ‘How long?’

      Jason shrugged, engrossed, again. 

      ‘Wait. How did he get in?’ Lydia hadn’t heard her alarm. More importantly, how had Charlie got into the flat and then out to the terrace? The connecting door was in Lydia’s bedroom. She ran over her morning so far and realised that he must have strolled in while she was in the shower. Well that was creepy.

      ‘Jason,’ Lydia said, more sharply than she intended. She could taste the tang of Crow magic in the air, now, and was annoyed with herself for not picking up on it sooner.

      He looked up. ‘Sorry. Can’t stop. I’m speaking to the head of mathematics at Harvard about code theory, he’s only got twenty minutes before his next lecture,’ he looked proud and incredulous. Like he had won the lottery. ‘I bloody love the internet.’

      Jason’s face was glowing with pleasure and Lydia felt a rush of happiness for him, obliterating her irritation and fear and misery, just for a moment. It was nice to know that she was still capable. She held up her hands. ‘I’ll leave you two alone.’

      Online contact, of course, was the ultimate equaliser. Nobody knew the colour of your skin or whether you were in a wheelchair. She looked at the ghost tapping away, his face lit by the blue light of the screen. Or whether you were even alive. 

      ‘You’re a literal ghost in the machine,’ she said out loud and, understandably, Jason ignored her. 

      After making a mug of coffee, more to warm her hands and to give her a little more time to gather her wits than any desire to drink it, she went out to the tiny roof terrace which looked out onto the narrow back street and found her uncle sitting and smoking. There was a folded newspaper on the small bistro table and an espresso cup which he must have brought up from the cafe downstairs.

      ‘I see you’ve made yourself at home,’ Lydia said. ‘How did you get in?’

      ‘I do own the place,’ Charlie replied. He was wearing a mid-length black coat which looked like it was made of fine wool, maybe even cashmere, and had a grey scarf tucked around his neck. He looked perfectly comfortable while Lydia felt as if the cold had rushed straight through her clothes.

      ‘I pay rent,’ Lydia said, taking the seat opposite Charlie. The metal was icy against her legs and she twisted them together in an attempt to maintain body heat, hunching her shoulders inside her layers. ‘I get that you’ll have keys for emergencies, but you can’t just let yourself in whenever you feel like it.’

      ‘Not anymore.’ Charlie clasped his hands.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m not taking rent payments from you. That’s over.’

      Lydia had started paying rent so that she wouldn’t have to do jobs for Charlie. Now, of course, she had told him she would be ‘all in’. That had been the deal in order for him to get her out of the police station where she had been held overnight. In the end, Mr Smith had offered her a deal, too, and she had taken it. The fear of being locked up for another second longer had been overwhelming. Lydia was ashamed of her terror and the way she had been unable to control it, but there was nothing she could do about that now. Except make damn sure she was never put in a cage.

      ‘About that,’ Lydia began, but Charlie held up a hand to stop her. He stood up and reached for the external light bolted onto the wall, fiddled for a moment, and then sat down again. 

      A second passed before Lydia realised what had just happened. ‘You’ve got a camera out here?’

      He shrugged. ‘I told you I would keep you safe.’

      ‘And you could keep an eye on me.’

      Uncle Charlie nodded, utterly unembarrassed. ‘Naturally.’

      Lydia began to run through every conversation she had ever had on the terrace. She had spoken to Jason out here. What had Charlie seen? Her carrying out conversations with nobody? ‘Listening, too?’ She tried to make her voice casual, even while her whole body was vibrating with fury. 

      He shook his head slightly. ‘That would be an invasion of privacy.’

      Lydia widened her eyes, telegraphing disbelief. 

      ‘I don’t lie to you.’ He spread his hands. ‘Lyds. You ask, I answer. It’s not my fault if you never asked the question before.’

      ‘I’m taking it down,’ she said. ‘While we’re being honest.’

      He shrugged and Lydia wondered how many other hidden surveillance devices he had hidden around the flat. ‘I’m asking now. Do you have any other cameras or bugs in this flat?’

      ‘No,’ Charlie said. His eyes stayed fixed on hers and didn’t flick away.

      She was going to tear the place apart. Lydia took a moment to calm herself, to make sure that her voice wouldn’t betray the tension in her body. She unclenched her jaw with an effort of will, helped by sheer stubbornness. Charlie wanted her rattled, on the back foot, and she didn’t want to play his game. ‘What did you want, anyway? I have to warn you, I’m not in the best of moods.’

      ‘I heard,’ Charlie said. ‘Sorry to hear about your copper.’

      ‘No, you’re not,’ Lydia said. She wasn’t going to ask how he knew about her and Fleet. Wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction.

      ‘No,’ he agreed. ‘It’s for the best.’

      ‘So, what can I do for you this fine day?’ She rubbed her hands together and blew on her fingers. Partly because she was freezing and partly to try to hurry Charlie along. 

      ‘I thought we should get started,’ Charlie said. He leaned back in the chair, looking completely relaxed. ‘Now you’ve joined the business, I thought I should bring you up to speed. I’m not saying you have to get involved practically,’ he stressed the word. ‘At least not immediately, but there’s general background information you should know to start giving you a feel for the organisation.’

      ‘Not a good idea,’ Lydia said. 

      ‘How do you figure that?’

      ‘You have to keep the business details away from me.’

      Charlie tilted his head. ‘What aren’t you telling me?’

      ‘Just that. Keeping me in the dark is for the good of the Family. I’m known to the police, now. Doesn’t make sense to bring me into anything compromising. At least not right away.’

      ‘I don’t know if you remember our conversation. It was a few days ago. You were in Camberwell nick and I agreed to get you out. You told me you were ‘in’. This doesn’t feel a lot like ‘in’. This feels a lot like evasion. Like going back on your word.’

      Lydia flinched. She had been brought up outside the Family Business and protected from most of it but everybody knew that you didn’t go back on your word with Charlie Crow. ‘I know how it sounds,’ she managed, skin prickling with a warning. ‘I wasn’t lying and I’m not going back on my word.’

      Charlie was very still. His wool coat was hiding the tattoos on his forearms, but Lydia could imagine them writhing in displeasure. ‘Explain,’ he said, quietly.

      ‘I’m in,’ she said. ‘But that means you have to listen to me and trust me when I tell you this is in the Family’s best interests.’

      ‘I’m going to need a little bit more than that,’ Charlie said. 

      Lydia shook her head. ‘Not now. But I would never do anything to hurt you or anybody in the Family. I’m trying to protect you.’

      ‘Is this to do with your copper?’ He said, after a long moment of silence. 

      ‘No,’ Lydia said, honestly. Being in Mr Smith’s pocket was nothing to do with Fleet.

      He nodded. ‘Right, then.’

      ‘Are we okay?’

      ‘For now,’ Charlie said. Then he smiled. 

      It wasn’t entirely reassuring.

      

      After Charlie had refused to give her his spare key for the flat, refused to tell her how he had obtained the key after she had had the lock replaced when her new door was installed or how he had managed to get through her flat and onto her roof terrace without alerting her, just smiling in an enigmatic way and saying ‘You have your secrets, Lyds, so I’m keeping mine’, Lydia checked her bedroom for cameras and got dressed. She put on her standard work uniform. Jeans and a strappy black vest with a loose t-shirt layered over the top. She added a grey jumper and checked that the radiators were on before sitting at her desk and trying to get her head in the game.

      Jason had moved over to the sofa and was instant messaging with his new maths friends like he had been born to it. The sound of his rapid tapping further underlined her lack of activity. Lydia got up and went through the flat, checking for cameras and bugs. She was as thorough as possible and she checked her own surveillance that she had installed on the outside doors downstairs.

      Back at her desk, with the activity having removed most of the furious energy Charlie’s visit had raised, Lydia finally felt ready to concentrate. She clicked on her client file folder and was instantly derailed by the buzzing of a phone call on her mobile.

      ‘I need to see you tomorrow.’

      Lydia hadn’t intended to answer the phone to Paul Fox, but curiosity had got the better of her. In the story of the fox and the crow, it was pride, not curiosity, that was the crow’s downfall. But either vice would do the trick, no doubt. She had to remain vigilant. She had thought he was on her side, that they were working together and that when he said he meant her no harm, he truly meant it. That was before. The fury and hurt came flying back, along with the taste of fur in the back of her throat.

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Lydia said. 

      ‘I have something important to tell you,’ Paul said. ‘Face-to-face.’

      ‘Whatever it is, you can tell me now. I’m hanging up in one minute, so you had better be quick.’

      An exhalation. ‘Little Bird, please.’

      Paul Fox saying ‘please’. Wonders would never cease. She opened her mouth to tell him to slink back to his den and die there quietly, when another thought occurred. She had her meeting with Mr Smith on Thursday. While she had no intention of telling spy-guy anything important about any of the Families, her first priority was protecting the Crows. If he really pushed her, having some little pieces of gold about the Fox Family might be handy in a tight spot. She didn’t want to be a rat, but she would do whatever was necessary to protect her family. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’m not crossing the river for you, though. You have to come here.’

      ‘Not Camberwell,’ Paul said. ‘Neutral ground. How about Potters Fields?’

      The park was right next to the Thames, with a view of London Bridge. It was, technically, probably a bit closer to Whitechapel, but Paul would be the one crossing the river, so Lydia felt like it balanced out. She wondered if Uncle Charlie had to think like this all the time and whether he ever got tired of it. ‘Okay,’ she said. ‘But it can’t take long. I’m busy.’

      ‘Tomorrow afternoon, then. I’ll text you a time, I’m not sure when I’ll-’

      ‘I will text you a time,’ Lydia corrected. ‘Don’t be late.’
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      Lydia had gone to bed early, nursing a fresh bottle of whisky and the sweet quiet it afforded. She knew she wasn’t coping brilliantly with her break up with Fleet, but she had no idea what coping well would even look like. She dragged herself out of bed in time for a shower and two strong coffees before it was time to leave for her appointment with Paul Fox.

      The sky was clear blue, but there was an icy nip in the air. Autumn was over and winter had arrived so Lydia added a woolly scarf to her leather jacket and jeans and Dr Martens ensemble and stuffed a beanie hat into her pocket. She didn’t pick up her bag, wanting to stay light on her feet if she had to run. 

      ‘I don’t like it,’ Jason said. He was in front of his computer, and hadn’t moved from that position all night, as far as Lydia was aware. Could ghosts suffer from RSI? Lydia added it to the big list of things she didn’t know. 

      ‘It’ll be fine,’ Lydia said, aware they had had this conversation before and that Jason had been proved right too many times for Lydia’s liking. 

      Jason’s attention was already being dragged back to his screen. ‘Am I interrupting something important?’ She said, a tiny edge to her voice. 

      ‘Sorry,’ Jason said, pulling his gaze back to her. ‘I’ve done those checks you asked for. All the information is in the shared drive.’

      ‘We have a shared drive?’

      ‘Yes,’ Jason said. ‘And a password manager. Yours weren’t secure enough.’

      ‘How do you know my passwords?’ Lydia said. 

      Jason raised an eyebrow. ‘Please. Anyway, I’ve been practising a few things. Ways of getting into places we’re not usually allowed. Databases. Staff records. Accounts.’

      ‘That sounds useful,’ Lydia said. ‘And illegal.’

      ‘Little bit,’ Jason said cheerfully. ‘But if we want to find out more about JRB, we’re gonna need some moves. SkullFace310 has been telling me about rootkits, it’s sick.’

      ‘It’s what? And who is SkullFace? That doesn’t sound like the sort of person you should be chatting with,’ Lydia stopped speaking, aware that she sounded like somebody’s mother. Jason was a fully grown adult. Ghost. Whatever. And he appeared to have taught himself computer hacking in the time it took most people to work out how to do a mail merge. Besides, she had been investigating the shadowy organisation, JRB, all year without much success. ‘Brilliant,’ she finished. ‘Carry on.’

      Jason beamed at her and then turned back to the screen. 

      

      It was mid-afternoon when Lydia arrived at Potters Fields. Too late for the lunchtime crowd and too early for the post-work rush. The cool morning had warmed, giving way to a bright winter’s day. A couple of intrepid mothers with their assorted offspring were walking and chatting with takeaway coffees, while their small children ran in and out of the herbaceous borders shrieking. It wasn’t a pleasant sound and Lydia could only imagine how much worse it would be in a confined space like a flat or coffee shop. How people did parenthood without losing their minds was beyond her. Perhaps it was a switch that was flipped when you got broody. A switch which turned down the dial on your hearing and up on your tolerance. Although, having said that, she had witnessed enough terrible parenting to believe the switch had to be faulty in many cases. 

      Tower Bridge looked especially fine against the blue sky and Lydia took a couple of deep breaths. London air, daylight, and a pleasant park to look at while she waited. She could still taste the panic she had felt when locked up in the cell at the police station, the sense of being trapped and having had her free will stripped away. The big sky was inviting and she felt as if she could rise up into it, the blue stretching all around, full of possibility. 

      The only thing that could spoil her afternoon was, at this moment, slinking into the park by the entrance nearest the Thames. Paul Fox looked gratifyingly tired, at least. There were lines of tension around his mouth and shadows under his eyes. Lydia had been sitting on a bench and she stood before he spotted her, wanting to be ready to move. Ready to run. Her hand slipped into her pocket and closed around her coin. She gripped it tightly and felt her spine straighten. 

      ‘Little Bird,’ Paul said. He looked happy to see her and was radiating a relief which looked genuine. She didn’t trust him, though. Not anymore. She had been so stupid to do so in the first place and that burned all the way down her throat and into her stomach. 

      She lifted her chin. ‘Say your piece.’

      ‘Can we walk?’ Paul said, ‘I’ve been travelling for the past twenty-four hours and need to stretch out.’

      Lydia didn’t answer, but they fell into step, walking along the path which led past a group of silver birches, their slender white trunks contrasting with some purple ground cover that Lydia couldn’t name, and along to the more formal planting with low box hedges and a riot of autumnal reds and oranges, that was still clinging on even this late in the season. Global warming or possibly just the weird climate of the city. 

      ‘There has been a change,’ Paul said. ‘I know you don’t trust me and won’t believe anything I say, but I wanted you to hear it from me.’

      ‘We’re done,’ Lydia said, ‘you don’t owe me anything and all I want is to keep far away from you and your siblings.’

      ‘I understand,’ Paul said, squinting at the sky. ‘But we don’t always get what we want and the word is that you are the new head of the Crow Family.’

      ‘Not the head,’ Lydia said. ‘That’s an exaggeration.’

      ‘You have a significant role,’ Paul said. ‘You are Henry Crow’s daughter.’

      Lydia ignored that. She didn’t know what she could say which wouldn’t sound like she was protesting too much.

      ‘You know we don’t have a leader?’ Paul continued.

      ‘So you say,’ Lydia said. ‘But your dad-’

      ‘I’m the new one.’

      Lydia stopped walking. Paul took a couple of steps before he realised and then he stopped, too, and turned to face her. 

      ‘What do you mean?’ There were bands around Lydia’s chest stopping her from taking a proper breath. 

      ‘I told you I would find who was responsible for what happened to you. I told you I would make them pay.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘My father,’ Paul said simply. ‘He told the family that you needed to be protected from Maria Silver, as per my wishes, but that a little bit of rough-housing would be a good idea. To demonstrate, conclusively, that we were not allied.’

      The little bit of rough-housing had been a moderate kicking, administered in broad daylight after Maria Silver had attempted to abduct Lydia. It had been the lesser of two evils, but still frightening and painful. Worse, though, had been the thought that Paul had actually been working to set her up on a murder charge.

      As if reading her mind, Paul continued. ‘And then there’s the other matter. I had a frank conversation and he explained that setting you up for Marty’s death had simply been an opportunity too good to miss.’

      Lydia shook her head. ‘You set me up.’

      Paul closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them again and looked directly into her own, Lydia felt a bolt of electricity from her scalp to her toes. ‘I did not.’

      Lydia began walking again, needing the motion. 

      ‘This park has a bad reputation,’ Paul said after a moment, his tone conversational.

      Lydia gave him side-eye. She was still trying to process Paul as the head of the Fox Family, her mind spinning with what must have happened between him and Tristan for that to happen. Where was Tristan? He wouldn’t take it lying down. She felt a spurt of fear for Paul’s safety which was infuriating. 

      ‘People think it’s called ‘potter’s field’ because it was a pauper’s graveyard, but it actually refers to potteries which used to work in the area. It’s a funny phrase ‘potter’s field’. Do you know why it means common burial ground?’

      ‘I have a feeling you’re about to tell me.’

      ‘It comes from the Aramaic meaning ‘field of blood’.’ Paul raised an eyebrow. ‘I think that’s why people don’t like the name. But it’s actually got a perfectly innocent history. Just people making bowls and mugs and all that. A case of mistaken identity.’

      ‘I think people don’t think about the name and if they do, they haven’t the faintest idea of the Aramaic.’

      Paul tutted. ‘Don’t underestimate human instinct. Right now, for example, the hairs on the back of your neck are raised. That’s because I’m a Fox. I’m no threat to you, but your instincts keep warning you nonetheless.’

      ‘Are you trying to tell me I can trust you or remind me that I shouldn’t?’ Lydia said. ‘You need to work on your argument.’

      Paul set off from the main path to the edge of the park and a line of lime trees which sheltered it from the buildings and road beyond. Lydia followed, wanting to hear what he had to say, despite everything, despite the warning she could feel in her skin. 

      ‘I’m not trying to do anything except be your friend,’ Paul said, leaning his back against one of the tree trunks and looking down at Lydia. The light, filtered through the tree leaves made dappled patterns on the planes of his face. ‘I’m being as honest as I know how and trusting that you will see the right path to take. You’re clever, Little Bird, I know you’ll work it out. I’m just saying that just because something has a bad name, doesn’t mean it deserves it.’

      Lydia tilted her head. ‘Where is Tristan?’

      ‘Japan.’

      ‘Seriously,’ Lydia said. ‘Where is your father? You say he wanted to set me up or was happy to do so when the opportunity presented itself. Was it just his idea or did somebody suggest it?’ Lydia didn’t think it had been Paul, not in her heart, but it could have been one of the other Families or the Fox clan as a whole. She needed to know what she was up against and where the next attack was likely to spring from. 

      ‘My father is in Tokyo. At least, that is where I last saw him. He could be out in the countryside by now, or one of the other cities, Nagoya, perhaps, or Kyoto.’

      ‘Does he even speak Japanese?’ Lydia realised as soon as she spoke that this wasn’t the most important question, but she was scrambling to keep her place in the conversation. 

      ‘You know, I forgot to ask. He’ll manage. Foxes always do.’

      ‘I don’t understand what you are telling me.’

      ‘My father put you in danger. His part in the violence against your person and the involvement of the Met in falsely accusing you was directly against my wishes. He knew this. I told him that I would not tolerate any act of aggression against you and I am a man of my word.’ He flashed a lop-sided smile. ‘Even if you don’t believe that.’

      ‘I still don’t get Japan. You forced him to go on holiday?’

      The trace of the smile vanished and Paul looked suddenly very dangerous. Lydia wanted to take a step back, but she forced herself not to move. It was getting easier with practice, this overriding of her fear with bravado. Maybe eventually she would bypass the fear altogether, become like Uncle Charlie. Or her dad. 

      ‘I banished him. Tristan Fox will not set foot in London for the rest of his natural life.’

      ‘Banished?’

      Paul smiled thinly. ‘I gave him the choice. He could leave the country or he could die. He chose well.’

      That made Lydia pause. ‘You threatened to kill your own father?’

      ‘I was pretty sure he would take the travel option, but yes.’

      ‘He believed you, then?’

      ‘I don’t make threats unless I mean them. He knows me well enough.’

      Lydia was still struggling to process this. ‘You threatened Tristan Fox. And he was frightened enough to leave London.’

      ‘Yes.’

      She had always known that Paul was a powerful member of the Fox Family. The next in line after Tristan to take over, despite all his protestations about them not being a hierarchy or as organised as the other Families. But still. This was overwhelming. ‘Why did you do that?’

      ‘You know why, Little Bird.’

      ‘I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Just that you trust me.’

      ‘I can’t say that,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m sorry. I know this is a big gesture.’

      Paul laughed and it was a harsh sound. ‘I wouldn’t call it a gesture. I would call it a stake in the ground. A marker. A line. Tristan’s way is over. I’m head of the Family, now, and no harm will come to you.’

      ‘I thought you didn’t have a leader.’

      ‘Things change,’ Paul said.

      ‘You’re not wrong there,’ Lydia replied. She blew out a breath of air. Paul was very close and Lydia could taste the tang of Fox and feel the physical pull he exerted. Despite everything, he still had a disturbing effect on her animal side. ‘So, you sent him to Japan?’

      ‘I took him to Tokyo,’ Paul corrected. ‘Twelve-hour flight each way. I just got back.’

      Lydia frowned, but before she could ask the question, Paul answered it.

      ‘You’re wondering why I went on the plane? You don’t just wave somebody off when you banish them. You have to root them somewhere new. Give them a new territory, sort of thing. Otherwise it’s a death sentence.’

      Lydia couldn’t tell if Paul meant this metaphorically or literally. This was one of the many problems with the Families. Myth and hyperbole were part of the language, it was so difficult to know what was reality and what was a story from the old days. 

      ‘He’s free to move wherever he likes within Japan, although Tokyo is his new den. He can travel, too, anywhere. Just not this island.’

      ‘Britain?’

      Paul nodded. ‘Exactly. You never have to fear my father again.’

      Lydia’s automatic reaction was to say ‘I never feared him in the first place’, but Paul’s revelations deserved respect and that meant not lying to his face. She nodded instead. ‘That’s… I don’t know what to say.’

      ‘Just say that you will consider an alliance between our Families.’

      ‘I told you, I’m not the head of the Crows-’

      ‘Still,’ he shrugged. ‘You are the person I want to hear it from.’

      ‘Yes, then,’ Lydia said. ‘I will consider it.’
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      Lydia’s landline rang while she was in the shower. It was eight forty-five which was a little early for a client. They often called at nine, the moment the day switched from personal to professional time. She could imagine them, waiting and watching the seconds tick by until they imagined her walking into her office or a receptionist donning a headset, ready to take their call. A lot of people rang first thing and Lydia understood it. The decision to contact a PI wasn’t an easy one and was usually born from desperation. Once a person had made that leap, they were anxious to get on with it.

      Whoever it was didn’t leave a message which was, again, not unusual. When the same number called again, half an hour later, it was definitely not a run of the mill conversation. 

      ‘I need to speak to Lydia Crow.’

      ‘Speaking,’ Lydia said, opening a fresh notebook and picking up a pen.

      ‘Are you a detective?’

      ‘I am a licensed private investigator,’ Lydia said. ‘I offer a confidential service and the initial consultation is free.’

      ‘You’re a Crow, though? Or is that just a business name? Crow Investigations. I looked you up, but I wasn’t sure-’

      The voice on the line was deep and scratchy. He was speaking very quietly, too, which made it even harder to hear. Lydia pressed the phone tighter against her ear and covered her other. ‘What? Sorry, can you say that again?’

      ‘My name is not my name. But I can’t remember my real one. I want to tell my mum and dad that I’m here, but I can’t. Nothing is right. Everything seems different, it doesn’t smell right. No, not smell. Not that exactly. But not right.’ The voice got even lower. ‘They might be imposters. I’m not sure if they’re real.’

      ‘Who are imposters?’

      ‘Everyone. It just doesn’t seem… Like things are right. I can’t explain it. I need help to figure things out. I want to go home.’

      A voice interrupted in the background and there was a muffled sound and then Lydia heard the man say, ‘I asked if I could. They said I could.’

      A moment later, the voice was back. ‘My name’s Ash. Not my real name, but the one they gave me. It’ll do for now. You can find it out, you can help me remember it.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Lydia said. ‘I don’t understand what it is you need help with, can you-’

      ‘You can reach me on this number or ask for ward fifteen at the Maudsley.’

      ‘You’re in hospital?’

      ‘Just at the minute. That’s why I need your help. I can’t do this myself. We’re allowed to use the computers in the room and I got your number from the world wide web. I found you on yell.com, it used to be a yellow book, I think, but they said you don’t use those anymore. Just type it into the search bar and it comes back. I liked the thin pages, they felt nice when you leafed through them, like you were really getting something done. Do you remember the yellow book or is it something I made up?’ Animation broke through his measured tone. ‘They’re being nice but I can’t tell if they’re real. They might not be real nurses and doctors. They might be them in disguise.’

      Lydia didn’t know what to say. She settled on a question. ‘Who are you talking about? Are you afraid of someone?’

      ‘Against the rules, but that’s not the point. I think I’m back but nothing seems right. I might not be back at all.’

      ‘I’m sorry, I’m not sure I can help you. If you’re in hospital, the staff there will look after you. They are good people. You are safe.’

      ‘I can pay. I’ll be out of here soon enough, it’s a seventy-two hour hold they said, and then I can go to the bank. I can pay you. I had a job at the newsagents. I was saving up all summer. It will still be there, the money, won’t it?’

      Lydia had her fair share of crank calls and time-wasters. This didn’t feel like either, but it also didn’t feel right. It sounded like a mental health issue. Plus, she was up to her neck in her own Family business and her investigation into JRB. ‘I’m really sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m fully booked at the moment. And I don’t think this is something an investigator should handle. If you decide you really want one, I can give you a number for another investigator. Really good guy, excellent work and very reliable.’ 

      ‘No, no, no,’ Ash said. Not distressed, just in a monotone. ‘You’re not listening. I need your help. This isn’t normal. This isn’t for just any one. This is for you. You’re a Crow, you’ll know what to do.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Lydia said, thoroughly rattled by that. ‘I’m fully booked. I’m sorry I can’t help.’

      

      Lydia thought that she had successfully put Charlie off for a few days at least, but he was the next phone call of the day, telling her to ‘get herself downstairs pronto’.

      ‘I’m working,’ she tried, but Charlie was having none of it.

      ‘Just a little outing with your uncle. I’ll buy you lunch. You need feeding.’

      It was smart to know when to choose your battles, so Lydia laced up her DMs and headed down to The Fork.

      Seeing Uncle Charlie happy was a new experience for Lydia. Walking down Denmark Hill he seemed even taller than usual and when they got to their destination, an unpretentious pizzeria, he had barely stopped talking. ‘African, Lebanese, Persian, fish and chips,’ he was listing the restaurants as they passed. ‘You can get anything here. And there’s another pharmacy. And a Co-Op. It’s a proper neighbourhood. A real place for people to live and thrive. You can get your clothes dry-cleaned, your haircut, visit the doc, place a bet, walk in the park, get a decent coffee.’

      Lydia wanted to say ‘you love Camberwell, I get it,’ but there was no point poking the bear. She would let him enjoy his ebullience and bide her time. Eventually, he would tell her the real reason for their impromptu lunch. 

      Outside La Pietra Charlie paused. ‘Quick stop,’ he said, and led the way next door, into Aristotle’s MiniMart. It was one of those shops which is packed from floor to ceiling and seems to sell everything from cigarettes and groceries to screwdrivers and haberdashery, plus an ever-changing stock of oddments which had clearly spent most of their lives on a slow cargo ship from China or Hong Kong. Small ceramic pigs painted with splotchy blue flowers, Japanese-style lucky cats, bumper packs of cocktail umbrellas and paper fans, and whatever was the latest craze amongst the tween crowd. Fidget spinners or loom bands or Pokémon cards. 

      ‘Mr Crow!’ The man behind the counter was already half-way out to greet them. He was half Charlie’s height and twice as wide, but he squeezed through the narrow aisles of the shop with practised grace. He was smiling and Lydia couldn’t help but smile back. 

      ‘Tea? Lemonade?’

      Charlie leaned down and hugged the man, clapping him on the back. ‘We’re not staying. Just wanted to introduce you to my niece, Lydia. Lydia, this is Ari.’

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ Lydia said. She knew that Charlie was teaching her something, but she hadn’t worked out what, yet. 

      ‘Place looks great,’ Charlie said, looking around. ‘You can’t even tell.’

      ‘I know,’ Ari was beaming. ‘I can’t thank you enough, Mr Crow-’

      ‘Charlie, please,’ Charlie said. ‘And you don’t have to thank me. That’s what I’m here for.’

      Ari ducked his head. ‘Still,’ he said. 

      Charlie nodded. He took Ari’s hand in both of his for a moment and there was a moment of silent communication between them. Or benediction. Lydia spent the moment wondering how many £2.50 china pigs Ari had to sell in order to make the rent. 

      It was the same story at the restaurant. Wide smiles, manly hugs, and clasped hands. The chef came out to pay his respects to Charlie and the manager, a woman with enormous hoop earrings and perfect eyebrows, poured their table water herself. ‘I will leave you in the capable hands of Mark,’ the woman indicated a waiter who was hovering nervously to her left. It sounded like a question, not a statement, and Charlie nodded very slightly. ‘I’m sure you are very busy.’

      ‘The books,’ the woman said, nervous energy pouring from her. ‘You know how it is.’

      ‘I do,’ Charlie said. ‘I have a guy, though. I could get him to swing by, help you out a bit.’

      ‘No, no, no,’ the woman said, taking a step back. ‘I mean, that’s so kind. So kind. But I can manage them.’ She gave a laugh which wasn’t a laugh. ‘I just need a few hours in my office and a strong coffee.’

      Charlie nodded and the weird tension dissipated. 

      After Mark had given the menus and taken their drinks order, Lydia lowered her voice to ask: ‘What was that about?’

      Charlie hadn’t opened his menu. ‘You should have the sea bass. It’s very good here. Or the Linguini.’

      Lydia pointedly opened her menu and took her time perusing it. Annoyingly she did fancy the fish, but she chose a risotto instead, just to be contrary. She had already lost the battle to choose her own drink, as Charlie had ordered wine for them both. 

      He took a sip and nodded to Mark who was hovering. ‘Run along, son.’ 

      ‘The books,’ Lydia prompted.

      ‘You know we run a fund for the good of the community?’

      Lydia nodded. She knew that if people needed money in Camberwell and they couldn’t get it from the bank, they came to the Crow Family. Specifically Uncle Charlie. She also knew that every business, even those who hadn’t been loaned their start-up money, owed an extra business tax. Some people might call it a protection racket and in the bad old days that might have been accurate, but now it was more like a non-optional Rotary Club. At least, that was Lydia’s understanding. Her Dad had been light on the details of the business, having abdicated his position when she was born, choosing a life of safe normality in suburbia. 

      ‘Well, it’s my responsibility is to make sure it’s fair. It only works because everybody pays in their percentage. Everybody benefits, so everyone has to play their part.’

      Lydia nodded to show she understood. 

      Charlie smiled as if she was endorsing the whole system. ‘But sometimes I hear little whispers. Maybe this person is doing better than they are reporting. Maybe they are trying to keep their percentage amount as low as possible, so they are padding out their expenses, making it look like they’re making less than they really are.’

      ‘So you look at their books?’

      ‘I don’t,’ Charlie said. ‘I send someone.’

      At that moment, Mark appeared with their meals. Lydia wasn’t at all surprised when he put down two plates of sea bass. This entire day was a performance exercise. Charlie was setting out the new world order, one in which he said ‘jump’ and Lydia said ‘how high?’. 

      ‘Really?’ she said, indicating her plate. 

      ‘It’s good for you,’ Charlie said. ‘Brain food.’

      Lydia picked up her cutlery and began to separate fish from bone. ‘What happens if you find out the whispers are true?’

      Charlie stopped, a fork of sea bass halfway to his mouth. ‘They don’t do it again,’ he said flatly.
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      It was a cold morning with the promise of rain as Lydia skirted Kennington Park. She had a coffee in a reusable takeaway cup, courtesy of Angel, and was wearing fingerless gloves and a gigantic scarf along with her usual leather jacket and jeans. It was late November and the shop windows were filled with decorations and every retailer was playing the Christmas Greatest Hits album. Lydia had retained a childlike love of Christmas but she didn’t like to shout about it. It was unseemly for a hard-bitten private eye. She also knew that not everybody had the Crow Christmas memories. The burning log, candles filling the house for the special Christmas Eve dinner. If you went back far enough, Crows were Nordic and they still held onto the old Yul traditions. Light in the long darkness of winter was very important. That and strong alcohol.

      The address was off Kennington Road, in a large red-brick Georgian terraced building with uniform rows of sash windows. It didn’t have the feel of a residential building, more one which had long ago been subdivided into offices. There were plain blinds visible at some of the windows, no curtains, and Lydia glimpsed strip lighting. Letting herself in using the key, Lydia was not surprised to find herself in an anonymous entranceway with beige carpeted stairs leading up and a printed notice on the first door to her right which said ‘Kennington Council Reception. Appointments Only.’ To the best of Lydia’s knowledge, there was no ‘Kennington Council’ as the area fell under the jurisdiction of Lambeth.

      She took the stairs up and up again, arriving on the third floor and in front of an unmarked door with a Yale lock. Using the second key, she opened the door. Inside was a plainly furnished flat. Living room with a black leather sofa and matching armchair, kitchen-diner with a square beech-effect table and chairs which looked like they had been bought in IKEA ten years ago, and two bedrooms, both with twin beds. If it was a safe house, it would make sense that it would be set up to sleep the maximum number of people, Lydia supposed. 

      Having deliberately arrived an hour before her appointed time, Lydia spent the next forty minutes going over every inch of the flat. She looked in the drawers and cupboards, not really expecting to find clues to Mr Smith’s employers, but knowing she had to try. Then she did a sweep of every light fitting, smoke alarm, plug-socket, and switch, looking for surveillance equipment. She didn’t find anything. Of course, if Mr Smith was MI5 or MI6, the chances of them using the same level kit as Lydia has access to and would recognise, was slim, but Lydia felt more in control, anyway. She heard the key in the front door and straightened up from her position in the kitchen. She had just prised the baseboard off from under the built-in oven to check the space beneath the kitchen units, and she kicked it back into place before crossing the room to sit in one of the chairs and picking up her coffee. It was cold now, but she took a small sip as Mr Smith walked into the kitchen.

      ‘You’re early,’ he said, his gaze roaming the room before settling back on Lydia. 

      ‘So are you,’ Lydia put her coffee down but didn’t move to stand up. 

      Mr Smith nodded and took the seat opposite her. 

      Lydia had braced herself for the effect of his strange signature and was pleased to find it definitely wasn’t having as strong an effect as before. She was getting used to him. Or developing an immunity. A pleasant thought. 

      ‘I was hoping you could do me a favour?’ Lydia said, having decided offence was the best defence. He might have dragged her to this meeting but she wasn’t going to let him set the agenda. 

      His lips quirked into a smile. ‘So much for the pleasantries.’

      ‘This isn’t social,’ Lydia said. ‘And you are putting me in danger by insisting on these meetings.’

      ‘What danger?’ He said forward. ‘Have there been threats?’

      Lydia glared at him. ‘I was recently attacked by Maria Silver and her hired help, arrested on suspicion of murder after being set up by the Fox Family, and you have coerced me into passing on information, an activity which carries a health warning in my world. Trust is everything. This,’ Lydia waved a hand. ‘Could get me killed.’

      Mr Smith smiled. ‘I think you exaggerate. But please don’t think I’m unaware of the sacrifice you are making.’

      ‘Against my will,’ Lydia said. ‘You blackmailed me.’

      ‘I offered a deal. You took it.’

      Annoyingly, he wasn’t wrong. Lydia glared at him, anyway. She had taken the deal to get out of the police cell. It didn’t mean that she had to play nicely. 

      ‘If you follow simple rules, you will stay quite safe. I promise you. What favour?’

      ‘I want to know what Alejandro Silver is up to.’

      ‘What makes you think I know anything about this man? Other than the obvious. He runs Silver and Silver. He is a lawyer. He has extremely deep pockets.’

      ‘The Silvers were looking after JRB. You told me you were working undercover for them both.’

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Mr Smith said. ‘So I was.’

      ‘You’ve stopped?’ Lydia said. ‘You’re no longer pretending to be a courier?’

      ‘I wasn’t pretending,’ Mr Smith said. ‘I was an excellent courier.’

      ‘You know what I mean.’

      Mr Smith had a rucksack slung over one shoulder and he took it off and put it onto the table between them. ‘You requested pastries,’ he said, producing a bakery box from within. It was a little squashed, but the pastries inside were intact. Portuguese tarts, Lydia’s favourite. 

      ‘Pasteis de Nata,’ he said. ‘Passionfruit and cocoa, blueberry, and classic.’

      Lydia picked up the classic version. They were perfection already and didn’t need any adornment or adulteration. She could smell the buttery pastry and vanilla custard, but she hesitated before taking a bite. 

      Mr Smith read her mind. ‘Please. Why would I go to this much trouble to poison you? I could just pay Angel to slip something into your coffee.’ 

      Lydia decided to ignore this disturbing idea. She took a large bite, savoured it, and then continued as if nothing had happened. ‘I just want to keep an eye on what the Silver Family are up to and it’s unwise for me to be seen to be keeping an eye. After the unpleasantness with Maria Silver, I need to let things settle down.’

      ‘I’m more than happy to do you a favour, Lydia,’ Mr Smith said. ‘But it would be the third one. Are you sure you can pay your debt?’

      ‘Third?’

      He counted on his fingers. ‘Getting you out of jail, reporting on the Silvers, and healing your wounds.’

      ‘I didn’t ask you for the last one. That doesn’t count.’

      He nodded. ‘Quite right. My mistake.’

      At least the man was going to be reasonable. Superficially, at any rate. She could tell he had been working closely with the Families as he seemed to know how to conduct himself. The modes of conversation were very familiar, which was alarmingly comforting. It was undoubtedly part of his training to emulate speech patterns to put his subject at ease. Knowing that didn’t stop it being effective, though, which was irritating. 

      ‘Are you going to ask your questions, then?’ Lydia said. ‘Collect your debt.’

      ‘There’s no rush,’ Mr Smith said. ‘This is a long-term indenture, you will return your obligation in small pieces, once a week. I thought I had made that clear?’

      Lydia finished the pastry instead of replying. She chased it down with some coffee, forgetting that it had gone cold, and stood up. ‘Great. See you next time, then.’

      Mr Smith sat down and selected a blueberry pastry. ‘You’ve been very busy with Charlie Crow this week. How is your training going?’

      ‘Training?’

      ‘For the Family Business. Or has he started to test you in other ways?’

      Lydia gritted her teeth. It went against everything she had ever known. You didn’t reveal anything about your Family to an outsider, not even something innocuous. You never knew the importance of the smallest detail, so it was safest to just keep your mouth shut. 

      ‘I have accompanied my uncle on visits to local businesses, he likes to keep an eye on people in the community and helps them out when there is trouble.’

      ‘How did it make you feel?’

      ‘What relevance does that have?’

      ‘Indulge me.’

      Lydia disliked talking about her feelings almost as much as she hated talking about her Family, but at least it wasn’t expressly forbidden. ‘I felt proud.’ Lydia had selected one of the feelings from the complicated mass. It wasn’t a lie, but it wasn’t the whole story. Seeing Charlie’s reception first-hand had been impressive and unsettling. People were clearly grateful to him, but frightened, too.

      Mr Smith smiled, as if guessing the words she was leaving out. He held his hand out to shake. ‘Thank you, Lydia. Until next time.’

      She clasped his hand and shook it briefly. She was braced for the power surge, but it still made her stumble. Material whipping in the wind, salt on her lips, and the creaking of wood. Gold flashing in the sun, blinding her. Lydia closed her eyes and breathed through her nose until the smell of the sea retreated and she no longer felt as if she was rocking. 

      ‘We’re going to have so much fun.’ Mr Smith looked positively gleeful and Lydia turned away, using all of her energy not to stagger as she made it to the door. 

      Hell Hawk.

      

      Later that day, Lydia was watching the husband of a client. It was her only remaining open case, aside from the background checks, not that she would admit as much to Charlie. She was grateful for the well-placed cafe and its generous window, but her backside was numb from the high stool she had been perched upon for longer than it was designed for. She understood the market and didn’t begrudge the cafe their choice of uncomfortable seats which didn’t encourage the punter to linger past their welcome, but it was hard on an honest P.I. going about her business.

      Outside, the rain had slowed to a drizzle. Lydia had drained her coffee long ago and was just wondering whether to add a sandwich to her next refill, when she caught a familiar gleam. She gripped the table edge and watched Fleet’s reflection in the window as he slipped onto the stool next to hers.

      ‘Can we talk?’

      ‘I’m working,’ Lydia kept her gaze on the shop opposite. It was just for show, though. Purple elephants could have come tap-dancing out of the front door and she wouldn’t have seen them. ‘Speaking of, how did I not see you coming?’

      ‘There’s an entrance at the back.’

      ‘Thought I would do a runner?’

      ‘Something like that, maybe.’

      She caught the flash of his smile in the glass and it was too much. The pain was circling above and she knew it would land at any moment. ‘How did you find me?’

      ‘You told me about this place,’ Fleet jerked his chin across the road. ‘Ongoing job, right?’

      Well that was another reason not to be in a relationship. All that caring and sharing was unbecoming to a P.I. ‘I’m not ready for this.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Friendly chit chat. It’s too soon.’

      ‘That’s the thing,’ Fleet said. ‘I’m not either. I don’t want to be your friend.’

      Lydia pushed her cup away and pulled her jacket from where it was bundled up by the window. She wanted to say ‘well, that’s all that’s on offer’ but, suddenly, couldn’t trust herself to speak. She slipped from the stool, turning away.

      ‘Lyds,’ Fleet’s hand was on her arm and the heat of it was startling. There was the sound of rushing water in her ears.

      ‘No,’ Lydia said. Her feet were stuck, her entire body frozen in place. She had to leave, but she couldn’t move.

      ‘Look at me,’ Fleet said. ‘I messed up. I know that. I should have handled things differently. I don’t know how… I don’t know what, but I know I should have done something. But I’m on your side. I’m always on your side.’

      ‘I can’t do this,’ Lydia managed. Fleet was on his feet, now, he was pulling her arm, pulling her towards him. For a moment she let herself go, let his arms go around her and her body rest against his. She closed her eyes and tilted her chin upward. It was sheer muscle memory, blind habit, but part of her wanted to do it anyway. It would be so easy to kiss him and for all the thinking to stop.

      ‘What can I do to make it up to you?’ His breath was on her face.

      She opened her eyes and looked into his, so close and so beautiful. The thinking was loud and insistent. Lydia knew she couldn’t trust herself for a moment longer. She moved back a step and his hands released her instantly. He would never try to restrain her against her will. Not unless it was part of his job.

      With that thought, the bitterness was back, acrid in her mouth and mind. ‘You can’t,’ she said flatly.

      ‘I can leave my job.’

      The words hung in the air between them. Lydia could see that he was serious and that shocked her into silence for a long moment. ‘I’m not asking you to do that.’

      ‘I know. But you feel like I chose my job, my position, over you.’

      ‘Because you did.’

      ‘It’s not that clear cut and you know it.’ Fleet reached for her hand, pulling her back to him. ‘I will do it, though. I choose you.’

      Lydia was shaking her head before she realised she was saying ‘no’. ‘You love your work. You can’t give up your career for me. It’s too much pressure, it would break us.’

      ‘But you’re saying we’re broken, anyway, so-’

      ‘So it’s impossible. Some things can’t be fixed. That’s just how it is.’ Lydia pulled her hand back and turned to leave. Her eyes were prickling with tears and she needed to get away. Blinking, she wrenched the front door open, but Fleet was behind her. ‘You’re working,’ he said. ‘I’ll leave.’

      She didn’t trust herself to say anything else, so just nodded and returned to her position by the window. Which gave her the perfect view of DCI Fleet walking away.
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      Another day, another cafe. On the Saturday, Lydia found herself sitting in the window of a Costa, waiting for Jayne Davies to leave her position behind the counter at ‘Jayne’s Floral Delights’, the florist opposite. She was discovering that surveillance on behalf of somebody else was nowhere near as satisfying as when she was carrying out work for her own business. The past hour had dragged by, not helped by the fact that she kept half-expecting, half-hoping, Fleet to walk in and try to talk to her, again. She both yearned for it and dreaded it.

      She dragged her attention back to the view of the street, people streaming past, intent on their phones. Charlie had indicated that Jayne’s contribution to the local welfare fund was way down and he wanted to confirm her story about falling profits. All she needed was a moment alone with Dylan, Jayne Davies’ step-son and Saturday helper. Although she hadn’t seen anybody walk into the florist in the time she had been watching, which suggested they were telling the truth about hard times in the flower-selling business.

      Lydia didn’t feel good about doing this job, but she had to show willing in some capacity. This was the tip of the iceberg when it came to the Family business, she knew, and it seemed like a small ask. Besides, it was this or letting him know more about her Crow powers and that was a can of worms she would like to leave closed tight for as long as humanly possible. Plus, the welfare fund was a genuinely good thing for the people of Camberwell, and Lydia was probably a more welcome visitor than Uncle Charlie. She took a hit from her Americano and pushed down the bad feelings. Her situation contained more rocks and hard places than ever before and working out a path between them was giving her a permanent tension headache. She took a flask from the inside pocket of her jacket and added a generous glug to the coffee. That was better.

      Finally, Jayne Davies appeared out the front of the shop. She walked down the road at a purposeful pace and Lydia assumed she was going for her usual lunchtime routine - a browse in the Italian deli followed by a filled ciabatta at one of their tiny tables in the back. She watched as Jayne walked past the greengrocers with its inviting displays outside on the pavement. Lydia had gone into the place once, drawn in almost against her will by the Pearl mojo inside. She had avoided that stretch of pavement ever since and she wondered, now, whether Charlie had included the Pearls in his community programme.

      Lydia stepped into the florist, past a huge display of funereal wreaths and up to the counter where a bored-looking boy-man was slouching over his phone. ‘Dylan?’ Lydia said, making it a question, even though she knew the answer.

      ‘Yeah?’ He dragged his eyes from his phone briefly, clocked that Lydia wasn’t anybody he knew, and returned his gaze to the screen. 

      ‘How’s business?’ The place was empty on a Saturday lunchtime, so bets were on that it wasn’t good, and that Jayne hadn’t been lying, but still. Good to be thorough. A good result here might get Charlie off her back for a few days. Maybe.

      Dylan took his own sweet time before dragging his attention back to her. Lydia’s fingers itched to produce her coin. She would enjoy seeing Dylan’s eyes widen in fear as he realised who he was casually ignoring, but she also knew the punishment was too great for the crime. With great power comes great responsibility as Sun Tzu said. Or was it Spiderman?

      ‘What?’ He said eventually, a small frown creasing his dozy features. ‘Do I know you?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia said, forcing a pretend smile. ‘Just making conversation. I’m in the market for a wreath. Or a bunch of flowers. I haven’t decided.’

      ‘Example wreaths are over there,’ Dylan indicated the display, ‘or we can create a seasonal spray. What’s the occasion?’

      ‘Retirement,’ Lydia said. ‘And it’s a rush job, I need it for Monday morning.’

      Dylan shook his head. ‘Not likely. We’re slammed.’

      Lydia looked around at the empty shop. ‘Is that a fact?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Dylan turned his phone toward Lydia and she saw that he hadn’t been chatting with friends or browsing Insta, as she had assumed, but he was looking at a customer management database. He only flashed the screen in her direction so Lydia didn’t have time to take in any details. ‘Online orders, innit?’

      ‘Right,’ Lydia said.

      ‘We could get something for later in the week. Maybe Wednesday?’

      ‘What?’ Lydia had momentarily forgotten that she was meant to be in the market for flowers. ‘No, that’s okay. That’ll be too late. I’ll pick some up in the supermarket.’

      Dylan was already engrossed in his phone again.

      ‘Can I ask you something?’

      Dylan looked up, eyes still blank. If his was the face of a criminal mastermind Lydia would be extremely surprised.

      ‘Can you recommend a good accountant? I run my own business and mine is crap.’

      ‘We use Weston’s. They’re okay, I think.’

      Lydia knew the firm, they were on Camberwell Grove. She had run surveillance on one of their staff for a separate case a while back. A personal matter, though, nothing to do with the professionalism of the accountancy practice. She thanked Dylan, who had already dropped his chin, his face bathed in the blue light from his phone.

      

      Back at her flat, Lydia was feeling optimistic. She could do this. She could learn small parts of the Family Business, nothing too serious or very illegal. She could make nice with her Uncle Charlie. She could cope with him ordering her food and she could smile and look attentive. Maybe not all the time and she would have to drink plenty of whisky, but she would manage.

      Sitting at her desk, Lydia unscrewed the brand-new bottle of whisky and poured until her Sherlock Holmes mug was more than half full. Then she tipped the bottle again until it was up to the rim. It was medicinal, she told herself. It was cold in the room, the high ceilings working against the single radiator which was clanking and hissing underneath the window. It had been cold in her bed, too. She missed Fleet and she hated that she missed him. She drank from her mug, letting the alcohol warm where her thoughts could not. She would survive this, she knew. She just had to keep her business going, focus on work, keep Mr Smith happy without letting anything important slip, and keep Charlie happy without losing her soul. Simple.

      She looked up Jayne’s Floral Delights and browsed the website for a few minutes. It certainly offered online ordering and seemed slick enough to be successful. The photographs of the bouquets were modern and arty and looked entirely different to the style of floristry she had seen in the shop. It was no guarantee they were selling, of course, but it might mean Charlie would want further investigation. She made some notes for Charlie, trying not to think about the implications. What if she did confirm that they were doing good business? Would that mean that Jayne was lying to Charlie about her profits? And if so, what would the repercussions be? It couldn’t be really bad, surely. This wasn’t the Bad Old Days. The Crows were legit, now.

      When she had been training in Aberdeen, her mentor had told her that she couldn’t think too much about the knock-on effects of her investigations. ‘We’re paid to do a job and as long as we do it well, we get to sleep at night.’ Lydia had never found it that simple, though. She was meddling in lives, she knew, unpicking knots that sometimes would be better left tangled.

      Next, she tapped a message to her best friend, Emma, apologising for not being around. She cited work and said she hoped Emma was well. Part of Lydia longed to pitch up at her friend’s house, to sit on her comfy sofa and unburden herself. But old habits die hard. Lydia was not the touchy-feely sharing type and never had been. She preferred distraction and pushing those squashy icky emotions down deep inside until they couldn’t make her feel anything.

      Lydia clicked around in her files, willing herself to get dragged into busy-ness. Anything to stop thoughts of Fleet and everything she had lost. She ought to take on some new clients, phone back some of the possibilities which had come in via email or had left telephone messages, but her mind kept jumping around the Families and the events of the last few months. After a few more minutes, she pushed her chair back from the desk and tilted her head back, shutting her eyes and looking inward. There was a tightness in her chest and she wanted, more than anything in this particular moment, to drain the whisky bottle and crawl back to bed. Instead, she made herself take several counted breaths and then turned her mind to the facts. Tristan Fox had seen an opportunity to set her up and had jumped at it. Was that just his dislike of her being friendly with Paul? An old-world concern about mixing their Family blood? Basic prejudice? Or had he been encouraged by somebody else? The old alliance between Crows and Silvers was on shaky ground, Maria Silver’s actions had seen to that, and maybe somebody saw that as an opportunity. Break up alliances one by one, isolate each Family… But why? To weaken them? To break the truce? Lydia shivered at the thought.

      Despite herself she felt a surge of gratitude toward Paul Fox. She might not be able to trust him, again, but he appeared to be trying to mend their shaky alliance and that had to count for something. She still couldn’t quite believe he had sent Tristan to another continent, though. She allowed herself to imagine it was true, just for a moment, and the surge of relief was overwhelming. She hadn’t realised how frightened she still was of Tristan and, by extension, Paul’s brothers. She ought to include Paul in that group, but the part of her who had fallen for him all those years ago persisted and he was separate in her heart and mind. Which was a different kind of terror.

      There was something else on her mind, something which had occurred to her while she had waited for Mr Smith. She went to see her flatmate to discuss the matter.

      ‘How are you doing?’ Lydia leaned on the door frame, watching Jason’s hands fly over the laptop keyboard. He was completely absorbed and took a moment before he looked at her. 

      ‘I’m learning about encryption and rootkits.’

      ‘You look happier,’ Lydia said, choosing not to engage with the tech-speak. The subject she wanted to discuss was a delicate one and she didn’t know how best to raise it. Jason had been so content since she had passed on her old laptop, it felt cruel to drag things up.  

      Jason smiled. ‘I am.’

      She took a breath. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t find out about your last day. And about Amy. I told you I would look into it and I didn’t get very far.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ Jason said, his face clouding. ‘I appreciate you trying.’

      ‘Thing is,’ Lydia crossed the carpet and sat on the bed next to Jason.  ‘I asked Fleet for help with it before, but I’ve got a new contact, now. One who works higher up in intelligence. He might be able to find something out for us. If you still want to know.’

      Jason’s outline was shimmering, very slightly, and Lydia put a hand on his forearm to still him. 

      ‘I don’t know,’ he said after a moment. ‘I’m kind of scared. And we’ve found a way to get me out of the flat, now. With you.’

      ‘That’s kind of what I thought,’ Lydia said. ‘But I just wanted to check. I didn’t want you to think I’d forgotten about it.’

      He nodded his thanks. ‘I’ll let you know if I change my mind, but right now it’s nice to live in the moment. I can feel a future for the first time since I died.’ He laughed. ‘That’s a weird sentence.’

      ‘It’s a wonderful sentence,’ Lydia said, meaning every word. ‘I’m so happy you are happy.’

      And it didn’t hurt that he was doing all of her corporate background checks. Money was rolling into the business bank account like never before as she had always limited the number of cases she took like that as they made her want to cry with boredom. ‘And I’m so glad we are working together,’ she added. ‘You are a brilliant partner.’

      Jason’s smile got even wider and she patted his arm before leaving him to it. Time was money, after all. 

      

      Back in her office, Lydia stood next to the radiator for a moment trying to warm up. She eyed the whisky bottle which was, unaccountably, already half-empty. She hadn’t yet eaten lunch but she didn’t feel remotely buzzed. Her tolerance for alcohol had always been extremely high, but this was ridiculous. Perhaps it was something she should keep an eye on. Immediately, Lydia dismissed the thought. Bigger fish. Besides, if she never got drunk, she couldn’t have a problem. That was the rule, right?

      She went into her bedroom to get another pair of socks, hoping that warm feet would make the rest of her feel less icy. The door to the terrace had a thin curtain that was pulled half across. The slice of the outside world was unappealing. Sleety rain was coming down heavily and Lydia grimaced at the thought of leaving the flat for supplies. Since Charlie had revealed his surveillance, Lydia hadn’t felt the same way about her outdoor space. It had been bad enough that a hit man had attempted to throw her off the roof, but now she had Charlie and his covert cameras. It didn’t matter that she had removed it and checked over the terrace carefully. It felt sullied. Bloody Charlie.

      Paul Fox was on her mind. Having admitted to herself that she wanted to believe him, even after everything that had happened, she knew she had to be smart. Animal charm had always gone a long way in the Paul and Lydia show and she had to make sure he wasn’t playing her. First off, she could check his facts. She counted back the hours from their meeting and searched for flight times to Tokyo out of London. Having narrowed down the list of most-likely flights, she thought about asking Jason whether his hacker skills were up to accessing the airline’s passenger information before realising there was a simpler solution. She made a call to Karen, her old boss in Aberdeen, the woman who had trained her as an investigator. Karen had been in business for over twenty years and had a vast network of useful contacts. For a reasonable fee she could find out most things, and Lydia knew she had helpful friends in every transport sector. You often had to know if someone was doing a flit, especially when a lot of your work involved infidelity, custody battles and acrimonious divorce. One of Lydia’s proudest moments as a trainee had been when she had stopped a man from taking his three small children to Central America during his monthly contact-visit. She could still see the pure relief on the mother’s face.

      In less than an hour, Karen called her back. Paul and Tristan Fox were on the passenger manifest for flight 2102 from Heathrow to Tokyo on Tuesday. They both had the chicken.’

      ‘What about the return journey? Did you manage to find that?’

      ‘Of course,’ Karen said. ‘Just Paul, as you expected. He had the chicken again.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Lydia said. ‘Invoice me.’

      ‘Nae bother, hen,’ Karen said. ‘Anytime.’

      

      Lydia met Charlie downstairs in The Fork to give her report on Jayne’s Floral Delights. He was in his favourite seat and she slid onto the chair opposite. ‘Shop was dead on Saturday.’ Lydia didn’t know what made her omit her online research, the fancy website with its high-end arrangements, but obeying her instincts was a reflex she hadn’t broken. Besides, it might make Charlie think badly of the business without proper proof.

      ‘All right,’ Charlie said. ‘Check it again next weekend, just to be sure.’

      ‘I have clients I have to get back to, a business to run.’

      Charlie sighed. ‘Do I have to remind you of our agreement?’

      ‘That Pearl fruit shop seems to be doing a good trade,’ Lydia said, keen to change topic. ‘As you would expect.’

      ‘What about it?’ Charlie sounded defensive.

      ‘Just that it’s odd. Right in the heart of Camberwell.’

      ‘High streets are dying, hadn’t you noticed? Some nice little business want to move into Camberwell, we’re not going to block them.’

      ‘We?’

      Charlie frowned. ‘Have you heard of the Camberwell Regeneration Plan? Miles Bunyan has been pushing for it.’

      Lydia shook her head and said, ‘No’.

      ‘Part of the deal, which has subsidies and tax breaks to encourage development in this area, involves encouraging small businesses. I can’t go around running people out of Camberwell for being born into a particular Family.’

      Put like that and Lydia was shocked. ‘That’s not what I meant, I’m not trying to keep people out, I just wondered. I didn’t know where we stood with the Pearls these days. As a Family, I mean.’

      Charlie shrugged. ‘Pearls have always been quiet. Useful for supplying you what you need from their nice little stalls and shops, but not too bright.’

      ‘Don’t be prejudiced,’ Lydia said.

      ‘I misspoke,’ Charlie waved a hand. ‘I meant not too powerful. They never bothered to conserve their energy, keep it close. They diluted their power all over London and beyond.’

      ‘Now you definitely sound prejudiced. I heard in biology lessons that nature prefers a wide gene pool. Makes for strong babies. Just look at the Royal Family, we want to watch we don’t end up with weak chins.’

      ‘Biology,’ Charlie smiled indulgently. ‘I’m not talking about that. I’m talking about Family Power. Different rules.’

      Lydia wanted to argue further, but she recognised that it was pointless. Charlie was set in his ways and it would take more than a lively debate to shift him out of them. A lot more.
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      A single magpie was sitting on the wall of Uncle Charlie’s house. Lydia greeted it as she entered and it hopped along the path in front of her, as if leading the way. ‘I’ve been here before, you know,’ she told the bird and then felt faintly ridiculous when it flew away. 

      Charlie opened the door in a black tracksuit with a white towel around his neck. ‘I didn’t think you meant literal training,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m not dressed for the gym.’ And will never set foot in one, she added silently.

      ‘Come and get a coffee,’ Charlie was striding back through his house, heading to the kitchen. The energy was flowing off him and Lydia realised something; he was excited. The knot in her stomach tightened. This was not going to be an easy conversation. She accepted a small cup of espresso and a bottle of cold water from the fridge. ‘Caffeine and hydration, hot and cold, it’s the best combination to really wake you up. And we need to be fully awake today.’

      ‘Right,’ Lydia wasn’t fully listening as her brain was busy with trying to formulate the right words. ‘I need to talk to you about something,’ she managed. 

      ‘Fire away,’ Charlie said. ‘This way.’ 

      ‘It’s about the business side of things,’ Lydia spoke to his back as she followed Charlie up the stairs. He was showing no signs of pausing for a chat and Lydia had to get this out. ‘I’m not sure I’m a good fit.’

      Charlie didn’t pause on the stairs but he stopped at the top and turned around to face Lydia. He always towered over her, but with the height advantage of the stairs, he was like a mountain. Lydia curbed the urge to shade her eyes as she looked up. ‘You said you were ‘in’. You made a deal.’

      ‘I’m still ‘in’, that’s not the issue,’ Lydia said. ‘I just don’t think I’ve got an aptitude for the business side. And I’ve got my own business to run. I think it’s better left in your capable hands.’

      Charlie’s eyes narrowed. ‘There’s something else.’

      ‘I think you should keep the details of the business side quiet. Don’t involve me. It’s safer if I don’t know the nitty gritty.’

      ‘What do you mean ‘safer’?’

      ‘I’m ‘in’. I would never do anything to harm you or the Family or the business. I need you to trust me when I say it’s better if I don’t know certain things.’ What she didn’t know, she couldn’t pass onto Mr Smith in a moment of weakness. Or through coercion. He was being very gentlemanly at the moment, but who knew how long that would last?

      ‘Have you got back together with that copper? Is that the problem?’

      ‘I’m not with Fleet.’ Lydia swallowed past the sudden lump in her throat. ‘That’s not the point, anyway. I just think it makes sense. If I’m not running the business side, why tell me about it in detail? The fewer people know about our business the better, right? That includes me. Loose lips and all that.’

      Charlie shook his head. ‘This sounds a lot like you going back on your word. I want you in the business. Getting to grips with it at every level. Running the books, everything. I won’t be around forever.’

      ‘Crows will be lining up for the honour. Pick someone.’

      ‘I already have,’ Charlie said, but Lydia could tell he was weakening. Maybe she wasn’t his first choice, after all. Maybe he had just wanted her on side as a sign of loyalty to his big brother or for the look of things. Succession had always been important and she was the rightful next in line. Maybe he just had to be seen to be following the line and would be grateful of a way out of working with her. 

      ‘I don’t think it’s where my skills lie,’ Lydia said, truthfully enough. 

      ‘Drink up,’ Charlie said. His voice was neutral and he turned away too quickly for Lydia to get a read on his expression. They were on the third floor of his house. Lydia expected a home office, maybe a spare bedroom, instead Charlie opened the door on a large empty space which spanned the entire footprint of the house. There was a single pillar about a third of the way across the space which must have been put in to replace a load-bearing wall when the rooms were knocked through. The floor was oak, the walls white and winter light streamed through the large windows which lined the front and back walls. If she didn’t know Charlie better, she would have said it was a dance studio. 

      She walked into the middle and turned slowly, taking it in. This amount of unused space was probably one of the biggest luxuries in London. ‘What do you do in here?’ There was no gym equipment, no mirror, no plants, furniture, or storage. Nothing. She felt a breeze on her cheek and turned her head, looking for the source. 

      Charlie was watching her and she stopped. The hairs on the back of her neck lifted and she thought, for a second, that somebody was standing just out of her field of vision. Someone in the corner of her eye. And then they were gone. 

      ‘This was where I trained your cousin.’

      Maddie. 

      ‘She was making great progress until…’ He stopped. 

      Until she had gone off the rails, almost killed a man, crashed a car, run away, hidden with Paul Fox’s help. When Lydia had found her (at Charlie’s request), Jason had had to save Lydia’s life. Then Maddie had invited Lydia to join her in her mad rampaging world, before disappearing. She was the Night Raven in Lydia’s mind. A spirit who visited her dreams and reminded her that the myths of her Family were alive and kicking. 

      ‘Why are you showing me this?’

      ‘If you’re not going to get involved in the Family Business, there are other ways you can demonstrate your loyalty. Other ways you can be useful.’ Charlie tilted his head. ‘We all have to play our part, Lyds, you know that.’

      ‘I don’t have any skills,’ Lydia said. ‘Except investigating. I’m quite good at that and getting better all the time. Crow Investigations is at your service.’

      ‘Don’t insult me,’ Charlie said. ‘You are Henry Crow’s daughter. You have our coin. Show me.’

      Lydia felt her coin appear at her fingertips and she folded it into her palm. Not fast enough to evade Charlie’s gaze, though, and he nodded at her closed fist. ‘You’re the rightful heir, don’t you want to find out what that means?’

      For her whole life, Lydia’s parents had told her to stay away from Uncle Charlie, to hide what she could do and that if he so much as sniffed opportunity, he would use her without thinking twice. Given that she felt essentially powerless, her only ability to sense the power in others, it had never seemed like much of an issue. Of course, nothing had seemed like an issue when she was growing up. The Crow Family stories were just that, stories. Her mum and dad had protected her well. Now she had to protect them. She thought fast and said: ‘You know what I can do. You think I can refine that? Learn to read my senses better or have a bigger range? That could be overwhelming in a place like London. If I’m sensing people’s Family power from further away, I’ll get too many at once, they might all just blend together.’

      Charlie shook his head. ‘That’s just the start. Maddie couldn’t lift a paperclip when we began, she was able to drive a car after a while.’

      ‘She was able to crash a car,’ Lydia amended. ‘And I’m not interested in driving with my mind.’

      Charlie spread his hands in a gesture which told her he didn’t really care what she was interested in and said: ‘Why don’t we just get started. Sooner we start, sooner we finish. And if you’re not going to be hands-on with the business administration…’

      ‘Fine.’ 

      ‘Close your eyes.’ 

      Lydia did as she was told. Instantly, she felt vulnerable. She was standing alone in the middle of a vast room. Charlie was near the wall by the door and he was her uncle. She was safe, she told herself, but her body didn’t agree and felt her heart rate kick up. 

      ‘You can feel your coin in your hand. Hold your arm out straight and open your hand so that your coin is lying flat on your palm. You’ve flipped your coin a million times, but now you’re going to float it. Just have it lift up from your palm and hold it in the air a few inches above your hand.’

      Lydia obeyed the instruction. She could feel her coin, the slight weight of it and the edges against the shallow cup of her stretched palm. ‘I don’t see-’

      ‘Concentrate,’ Charlie said and his voice brooked no argument.

      Lydia realised that she wasn’t getting out of the room anytime soon unless she showed willing. She scrunched up her forehead to show she was concentrating. 

      ‘Picture your coin floating six inches about your hand. Just steady in the air.’

      Lydia didn’t bother to picture anything, she just concentrated on looking like she was trying to do something. She tensed her muscles and scrunched her eyes. After what felt like a decent amount of ‘effort’ she put her arm down and opened her eyes. ‘Sorry-’ The words died. Her coin was hanging in mid-air, directly level with her eye line and an arm-span away. It wasn’t spinning, just sitting in the air perfectly level as if held by an invisible shelf. 

      ‘Good,’ Charlie said. His face was flushed and Lydia grabbed her coin, pocketing it. ‘Next, we’ll try a neutral object.’

      ‘I’m tired,’ Lydia said, trying to inject exhaustion into her voice. She let her body slump a little. ‘I feel woozy. Like I’m going to faint.’

      Charlie crossed the room quickly and put a concerned hand on her forehead. ‘You do look a little pale,’ he said. ‘Don’t worry, you’ll get stronger with practice. It will get easier.’

      All Lydia could think about was getting out of that room and away from Charlie’s house. There was a fizzing in her body, like something was going to explode. She didn’t think she was going to throw up, it didn’t feel like nausea, but it wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility.

      ‘Good work, today,’ Charlie was saying as he followed her from the room and back down the stairs. ‘Get some rest. Get Angel to give you dinner. I’ve told her to feed you.’

      Lydia managed to thank him and get out of the door. There were five magpies on the path and she nodded to acknowledge them, not trusting herself to speak.

      Halfway home, Lydia couldn’t keep speed-walking and she crouched down on the pavement to take a few breaths. She hung her head low, trying to get oxygen back into her system and to stop the ringing in her ears. Her coin was safely back in her pocket, she knew that, but somehow it was in her hand at the same time. And, when she opened her eyes, it was also hanging in the air about six inches from her nose. That wasn’t possible. That wasn’t right. Her coin was part of her, like her thumb. It appeared when she wanted it and disappeared when she didn’t. She could flip it in the air, make it spin a little more slowly. She had never made it hang in the air like that before, it had never occurred to her that such a thing was possible. And now there were three. But that wasn’t right. There was only one, she knew that, as surely as she knew she had two feet. So why could she feel one in her palm and see one in front of her? How was that possible? 

      ‘No,’ Lydia said, and the coin in her line of sight disappeared. She straightened up and checked her pocket. Nothing. Just one coin, again, heavy and reassuring in the centre of her palm.
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      Waking up alone, starfished across a cold bed in a room that felt as if Jason must be somewhere close, leaching the warmth from the air, Lydia’s head pounded. It took her a moment to orientate herself. She had dreamed of Maddie but, unlike the run of nightmares she had experienced in the past, Maddie was just a distant figure, silently standing at the edge of her dream activities, not interacting with Lydia, not warning her. It was as if Maddie had given up.

      Lydia focused on the almost-empty bottle of whisky which was on the nightstand. She wanted to drink it and, at the same time, registered that this was not a good impulse. The bottle was at her lips and the liquid burning down her throat before she thought any further. Slumped against her pillows, Lydia waited for her head to clear. Booze had always been good at sharpening her up, counter to what most people seemed to experience and, these days, it felt like the only way she could function. All of her senses were screaming that working for Charlie was a bad idea, that meeting Mr Smith was a bad idea, let alone the giant chasm of miserable need which had opened up inside since she had left Fleet. It was too much.

      Enough. Lydia had finished her permitted ten-minute pity-party and now she forced herself up and into the shower. As she scrubbed at her scalp and lathered the shampoo, her mind wandered back over her dreams. She had been somewhere dark and filled with dense foliage. Trees creaked and an owl hooted. It had been a fairy tale landscape that she only half-remembered from childhood stories, filled with dangers she couldn’t quite see. And Maddie. Somewhere in the dark, just off the twisting path. Watching Lydia fuck up from a safe distance.

      

      Jason was in the kitchen, making tea. He eyed the empty whisky bottles on the counter and then glanced at Lydia.

      ‘Don’t say a word,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m not in the mood.’

      Jason held up his hands. ‘No judgement. You’re missing Fleet. I get it. It’s grief.’

      ‘He’s not dead,’ Lydia said and then regretted it. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ Jason said. ‘You’re grieving for the loss of the relationship. There are five stages-’

      ‘Feathers, don’t tell me that,’ Lydia tried to smile. ‘I can do one. Maybe two stages of this. No more.’

      ‘Seriously,’ Jason said. ‘If you need to talk…’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Lydia lied.

      ‘Drowning your sorrows isn’t a long-term solution.’

      ‘Really, I’m fine,’ Lydia lied again. ‘Let’s talk work. If I stay busy, I’ll be even better. Honestly.’

      ‘All right,’ Jason held up his hands. ‘Talk to me about your cases.’

      Lydia felt her shoulders sag. ‘Not much to say. I’m on my last cheater and I’m not in the mood to take any more. Charlie has got me running over town at his beck and call and now he’s added training into the mix.’

      ‘Training?’

      ‘Don’t be pleased, I can’t bear it. Be on my side.’

      ‘I am on your side. What training? Like kick-boxing? Circuits?’

      Lydia picked up the tea that Jason had made and wrapped her hands around the mug, warming them. ‘Crow power stuff.’

      Jason’s eyes widened. ‘Holy shit.’

      ‘Yep.’

      Jason stretched past Lydia in the small space and picked up the kettle, refilling it at the sink and hitting the switch. Then he got a stack of bowls from the cupboard and began pouring cereal. He compulsively made breakfast food and hot drinks when he was thinking, or upset or concerned which meant, in practice, that they went through a lot of cornflakes and teabags. ‘It’s okay,’ Lydia tried. She put a hand on his arm. ‘Jason.’

      When he looked at her, his eyes were shining. ‘Aren’t you a bit excited? To see what you will be able to do? To find out more?’

      Jason had always been curious about Lydia’s Crow power, but Lydia had been brought up to hide it, minimise it, stay normal and stay safe. It was a tough habit to shake. Plus, she had never felt powerful. Her Crow whammy amounted to sensing power in others which had only increased her sense of inadequacy. All of these magical Family members strolling around London and Lydia just able to know they were there. It wasn’t exactly the stuff of legend.

      ‘I mean, you power me up, right? What if you could access that ability to power yourself? Or do other things? You must have wondered about it.’

      ‘Maybe,’ Lydia said. ‘I don’t like being forced into it, though. I don’t trust Charlie.’ Saying the words out loud made everything seem worse. Lydia took a sip of her tea and swiped a bowl of cereal. To change the subject, she updated Jason on her surveillance of the florist. ‘The website looks slick, but there’s no way to know if it’s actually doing good business.’

      ‘Oh, there definitely is,’ Jason said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Hack into their site, look around and see if there’s a way to access their customer management database. They probably use a separate secure payment system, but the emails with order confirmations should be pretty easy to get into. You want me to try?’

      ‘Could you look without anybody knowing?’

      ‘Yeah,’ Jason said. ‘I wouldn’t change anything and I wouldn’t do anything bad. Just look.’

      It wasn’t ethical, but if it put them in the clear with Charlie it would definitely be in Jayne Davies’ best interests. And if it didn’t put her in the clear? Well, Lydia would worry about that when it happened. One problem at a time. She gave Jason the go-ahead to try and he instantly abandoned the cereal in favour of his laptop. Small mercies.

      Jason was sitting on the sofa, tapping away, and Lydia made some buttered toast. By the time she carried it through and joined Jason, he was scrolling through an email account. ‘This is the email account which handles the customer orders,’ he angled the laptop to show Lydia. ‘There are lots.’ He clicked into one message and Lydia scanned the order confirmation. It was for a hand-tied winter bouquet, delivered to an address in Camberwell, and the customer had apparently paid almost £200. ‘Feathers, that must be quite the bouquet.’

      Jason resumed scrolling through the messages while Lydia ate her toast.

      ‘Looks like they took around twenty grand in orders last month. I will have to go further, take a look at their accounts to see profit and loss to get a net figure.’

      ‘That’s all right,’ Lydia said. ‘That’s enough to let Charlie know they haven’t been entirely honest with him.’

      Before she could second guess herself, she rang Charlie and gave him an update. She had been commissioned to do a job, just like any other, and she had to see it through. Besides, if she didn’t, he would find out another way. There was little that got past Charlie Crow and, for all Lydia knew, this job might have been a test of her loyalty. She was on thin ice in that area already and couldn’t afford to fail it.

      

      A couple of days later and Lydia hadn’t heard anything else from Charlie. She allowed herself to hope that he was getting bored of using her as his pet project. Perhaps her lack of enthusiasm for either the Crow Family business or the training had paid off and he was going to back off. Leave her to run her investigative firm. It wasn’t likely, but a few minutes of hope with her morning whisky was the closest thing to happiness she had felt in a while.

      The relaxation was short lived as it was Thursday again. Lydia kept a sharp lookout for a tail on her way to her meeting with Mr Smith. She didn’t like having a pattern of behaviour and she especially didn’t like having one she hadn’t chosen. All it would take was for one suspicious Crow, Aiden perhaps, to catch wind of her connection to Mr Smith and all hell would break loose.

      Lydia was trying to be just enough of a disappointment for Uncle Charlie to lose interest. She knew that clinging to the hope that everything could go back to the way it was before was probably not realistic, but she wasn’t ready to let it go, just yet. If she worked hard enough at being ordinary, perhaps she could make it so. It was like childhood all over again.

      That thought reminded her that she hadn’t spoken to Emma for a few weeks. She pulled out her phone and pressed the call button. Emma had coped extremely well with the discovery that Lydia lived with a ghost and Lydia had intended, as always, to be a more consistent friend, but her job and her life conspired against her. And, of course, Emma had her own busy life. Two small children, a husband, family of her own, and a job. While Lydia no longer had to pretend to be normal around her best friend, which was a relief, it was also another thing that had changed, another new world order to navigate. After a few minutes of catching up on Emma’s news, Emma asked how work was going for Lydia. ‘Fine,’ Lydia said, approaching the safe-house building. She walked past it, toward the park, doing a loop back to flush out anybody following.

      ‘I know what that means,’ Emma said. ‘You sound stressed.’

      Lydia rolled her shoulders. She was a Crow. Crows didn’t feel stress. ‘Nah, I’m all right. Just got a few things going on, you know how it is?’

      ‘I know how you are,’ Emma said. ‘You don’t have to pretend with me.’

      ‘Honestly,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m not loving working with Charlie, but it’s a necessary evil. It won’t last forever.’

      ‘You think?’ Emma wasn’t being unkind. She was honest and straightforward, just two of her excellent qualities.

      ‘It better bloody not,’ Lydia said lightly. ‘Or we’ll end up killing each other.’

      ‘Don’t even joke,’ Emma said.

      

      As always, Lydia had arrived early for her meeting. She swept the flat each time, looking for surveillance equipment but also for anything that might have been left carelessly around, any clue as to the activities of Mr Smith’s department. Lydia didn’t expect to find anything, but it felt like a small measure of control. Besides, that was par for the course in investigative work. You sifted through a whole lot of nothing in return for the occasional win. It wasn’t a profession for the impatient.

      Mr Smith, for example, wouldn’t have made a good P.I. Not based on his current demeanour. They had spent twenty minutes playing ‘Mr Smith asks Lydia a question and Lydia side-steps it’, when a tell-tale muscle began jumping in his smooth jawline.

      ‘You don’t seem to understand the terms of our deal.’ Frustration finally broke through. ‘I did you a favour and now you are returning it by giving me updates from your life.’

      ‘You’re not asking me about my life,’ Lydia said. ‘You’re asking about my uncle and my father and they are both off limits.’

      ‘You can’t answer every question with a question of your own,’ Mr Smith said. He was visibly trying to restrain himself and Lydia felt a click of understanding. He wasn’t really angry. He was playing it as another gambit. Pretending to lose a little bit of control in order to make Lydia feel powerful. If she felt powerful, she might make a mistake. She couldn’t help but admire the man. And maybe she could learn a technique or two. Free training from the spy guy.

      ‘Are you MI5 or MI6? You never clarified.’

      Mr Smith flashed a smile, all traces of frustration and tension instantly gone. ‘I told you, that’s not how this works.’

      ‘We didn’t really hammer out the details,’ Lydia said. ‘You never expressly forbade questions. Anyway, I’m just making conversation. If I’ve got to be here, we may as well be friendly.’

      ‘You want to be friends?’ His expression was suddenly serious. ‘I would like that very much. But I don’t think you mean it.’

      ‘What if I did?’ Lydia pushed the box of pastries across the table toward Mr Smith. ‘You know I’ve lost my police connection. I need another one.’

      ‘I’m not police.’

      ‘Not exactly, but that doesn’t make you useless.’

      His lips twitched. ‘Thanks. My department works with both security services, but isn’t a formal part of either.’

      Lydia suppressed a shiver. A department that was too secret to be a formal part of MI5 or MI6. That sounded dangerous. ‘So, it would help me to help you if I knew the kind of thing you are interested in. What is your department investigating? Is it the organised crime angle or the weird stuff?’

      ‘Both,’ he said, picking up his cardboard coffee cup. ‘Which you already know.’

      Lydia nodded, trying to hide her discomfort. ‘And do they know about you?’

      A slight hesitation. ‘No. They don’t have your ability.’

      ‘My ability?’

      ‘You sense it, right? Power in others?’

      It was Lydia’s turn to hesitate. 

      ‘Don’t bother denying it,’ Mr Smith said. ‘Can we keep the lies between us to a bare minimum. I know you’re a Crow. Why quibble on the details.’

      He was being disingenuous, details were everything. Still, Lydia made herself smile and made it look easy and relaxed. She forced the tension from her muscles. ‘Fine, let’s not quibble. What’s the end game? What are you hoping to achieve?’

      Mr Smith shrugged. ‘I’m on a task force. It’s very new and very quiet. The stated objective is information only. Observation. Like documentary makers, we’re not supposed to interact or affect our subjects. That will change, but I don’t know when. Higher ups probably don’t even know. It gets political at the top.’

      ‘And you’re all right with that?’

      ‘Information is power. And I have a personal interest.’

      ‘Because of your-’ Lydia waved her hand. ‘Stuff. Have you always been able to heal people?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Tell me about your first time.’

      He shook his head. ‘I don’t think so. We’re not friendly enough for that.’ 

      ‘Okay, tell me about your department. What do they think is going on with the Families? Do they believe the stories?’

      ‘They’re not big on belief,’ Mr Smith said. ‘They’re into facts. Science.’

      It was interesting that he referred to his department as ‘them’. Either he wasn’t strongly affiliated, which might work to Lydia’s advantage, or he was pretending not to be in order to ingratiate himself. ‘I’m not going to be a lab rat,’ Lydia said. 

      Mr Smith shook his head. ‘They don’t cart people away and do illegal tests. This isn’t the seventies.’

      ‘How do they do their science, then?’

      ‘Volunteers.’

      ‘I find that very hard to believe.’

      ‘Aren’t you curious? Don’t you want to know if there is something in your DNA or a new enzyme or a part of your brain that you are using in a different way to normal people?’

      ‘I am normal,’ Lydia lied. ‘I grew up in Beckenham. I had a guinea pig. I watched TV on a Saturday morning and had swimming lessons in the afternoon.’

      He shook his head. ‘You know what I mean.’

      ‘I hope you’re not looking for a new volunteer, because that’s never going to happen.’ She had no intention of becoming somebody’s experiment. 

      Mr Smith held up his hands. ‘I want to be your friend, that’s all.’

      ‘And for me to inform on the Families,’ Lydia said baldly. 

      He winced delicately as if she had made a faux pas at a tea party. ‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that.’

      ‘I would,’ Lydia said. She stood up. ‘And now I’m leaving.’

      ‘You’ll come round.’

      ‘I will not,’ Lydia said, as she grabbed her jacket from the back of the chair. She was at the door, grabbing the handle when Mr Smith spoke again. She didn’t break stride, didn’t look around, but the words landed nonetheless. 

      ‘You’re as curious as I am.’

    




OEBPS/images/heading-starburst-bottom-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/logoboldtransparent.jpg
9)
f

a2
(973
6,
7}





OEBPS/images/crow4-6.jpg
SARAH






OEBPS/images/original.jpg
S =T Yoo

L
CROW INVESTIGATIONS:
 Book Four





