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        Aberdeen, Ten Years Ago

      

      

      Lydia checked herself in the full-length mirror of the ladies’ toilet. It was a faux-gold affair with scrolls and curlicues and, set against the dark red walls, the whole effect was downmarket cabaret club or upmarket brothel. Her black dress was short and very tight, revealing rather more cleavage and a lot more thigh than she usually allowed out in public. Her make up was immaculate and sultry. Smoky eyes, flicked eyeliner, and shiny red lips. She stretched these into a smile and then checked her teeth. She didn’t have a large clump of spinach between them, and she had sniffed under her arms to confirm that she hadn’t forgotten deodorant. There was no earthly reason why the mark wasn’t approaching her. Unless…

      Thirty seconds later, Lydia made her way to the bar and one of the tall, padded stools. She put a little too much into her hip sway and executed a very slight stagger before pulling herself up onto the perch. The mirror behind the bar revealed her handiwork. Eyeliner smudged under both eyes and a smear of red lipstick on her front teeth.

      She let her eyes wander around the crowd reflected in the mirrored wall, the faces and bodies truncated by the row of booze bottles.

      ‘Hello, little lady. You’re too pretty to be drinking alone.’

      And there he was. Brad Carter. An American oil exec and her target. She had clearly been too intimidating before, and she needed to present a less-perfect image. Or, and this was depressingly most likely, he was a predator and he liked his prey a little wounded. Coward.

      She turned and smiled, making sure to keep her eyes soft. ‘Is that so?’

      His gaze was fixed on her cleavage as he replied. ‘Let me refresh your drink.’

      ‘I think I’ve had enough,’ Lydia said, giving him a last chance to do the right thing. She turned to the bartender, who had materialised with professional speed. ‘Can I get a tap water?’

      ‘No, no, no,’ Carter said, leaning against the bar and getting another eyeful down her top. ‘That’s no good. You’re not a tap water girl, you’re a champagne princess.’

      Inside, Lydia mimed sticking her fingers down her throat. Outside, she blinked at him, feigning confusion.

      ‘A martini for the lady and another of these,’ he held up his tumbler and shook it slightly. He glanced at Lydia, eyes skimming her lips before landing back at her neckline. ‘Trust me. You’ll love this. It’s a classic.’

      And a martini was about twice the strength of a glass of champagne. Lydia could practically see the man’s plan flashing above his head in neon letters. She curbed the smile that threatened to spoil her drunken-prey act. She didn’t love honey-trap work, but sometimes it felt like karmic retribution.

      There was a lot of oil money sloshing around Aberdeen, and they were in one of the most expensive hotels in the city. The bartender was well trained and discreet, and he raised an eyebrow very slightly at Lydia as he placed the martini onto a black napkin and added a tall glass of water with ice cubes. Lydia wanted to smile and tell him she was all right, but she couldn’t break character. She leaned an elbow onto the bar and cupped her chin, gazing up at her mark as he started telling her about his important job. He added a couple of corporate words to his job title, presumably to sound impressive, but Lydia was keen to move things along. The sooner she got him out of the bar, the sooner Stuart could get the pictures and she could go home.

      That was the thing with honey-trap work. You couldn’t just tell the client that their husband or wife had been chatting you up in a bar or gym or wherever, you had to get photographic evidence. Even when the client was convinced they already knew the truth, had evidence of their own from their partner’s phone or a receipt from their pocket, they needed external verification. ‘It’s a delaying tactic,’ Karen, her boss, had said, shrugging. ‘If you always need one more piece of evidence, you never have to truly accept the truth.’

      ‘I don’t get it.’ Lydia trusted her gut. If she thought something was rotten, then it usually was.

      ‘If you never truly accept it, you never have to take action. Limbo is bad, but hell is worse.’

      In the bar, Brad Carter was still talking to her cleavage about oil derivatives. He was wearing his wedding ring, which was unusual. Lydia had expected a thin band of untanned skin where one usually lived. He caught her glance and smiled ruefully. For a split second, she saw what Mrs Carter must have seen in him, back in the day. The smile transformed his pink shiny face into something more boyish and charming. ‘I’m not going to lie to you,’ he said. ‘I’m married. I’m not in a position to offer anything serious. But,’ he leaned in, breathing whisky fumes into her face, ‘I can promise you lots of fun.’ Another charming smile. ‘What do you say? You like fun?’

      Lydia imagined herself jumping off the stool and saying ‘no, I hate fun’ before kneeing him in the bollocks. Instead, she blinked slowly and drained the rest of her disgusting martini.

      He paid his bar tab and Lydia slid from the stool, making sure to seem unsteady on her feet. As she expected, Brad Carter held out an arm for her to lean on. When she moved closer to do just that, he snaked it around her waist and pulled her tightly against his bulk. ‘I know where we should go next,’ he was saying as he led her from the bar. Her feet felt as if they were barely touching the ground. She ground her teeth, imagining other drunk and vulnerable women he had undoubtedly done this with. Not with, she corrected. To. He wasn’t asking, he was taking.

      They needed to leave by the front of the hotel. Stuart was across the road in a parked car, ready with his telephoto lens to capture the moment. A couple of clear shots of them leaving together would do it. Brad had his arm around her, and it was clear he wasn’t just being friendly.

      Carter didn’t go for the front of the hotel, though, he steered her to the lifts. Before Lydia had realised quite what was happening, he had punched the button and the doors opened. The inside was mirrored and she could see the alarm on her face. She quickly smoothed it away and tried to think. This was not the plan. She did not want to be alone with this man. She had some training and was stronger than she appeared, but he had a foot of height on her, and a great deal more bulk. He also appeared very sure of himself, which suggested practice. A thrill of fear ran through her body. Hell Hawk.

      Never deviate from the plan. Karen had drilled this into her. The plan will keep you safe. And she had let this middle-aged lothario steer her into an enclosed space.

      Carter’s arm was snug around her waist, his grip strong and unyielding. He was looking at himself in the mirror and Lydia wondered what he saw. Another conquest? Another triumph?

      Her small handbag was still over her free arm. Inside, she had a mobile phone that Stuart was tracking. He wouldn’t know anything was wrong, though. Her location hadn’t really altered.

      The lift was smooth, but she feigned a stumble when it stopped. Important to keep Carter feeling superior. Oblivious.

      ‘Woah there, little lady. I think you could do with a lie down.’ He was towing her along the corridor. The hotel looked less plush up here, like it needed a refurb. There were scuffs on the walls and one of the light fittings was hanging loose.

      He opened the door and pushed her inside first. She stumbled in and aimed a look that was meant to be drunk but also flirty. ‘I’m going to freshen…’ she trailed off, pointing at the door to the ensuite and moving to it at the same time.

      ‘Don’t be long,’ Carter said, looking put out.

      She turned the lock and started running the taps. Then she tapped an SOS message to Stuart with the room number.

      Once it showed as delivered and she had received a thumbs up emoji in response, she felt a little better. She would have preferred a different emoji from him. Something more appropriate to the situation, like a bomb or fire or even a sad face, but Stuart had only recently discovered emojis and he was famously bad at them.

      In addition to her phone, which she switched to record, Lydia had a voice recorder in the shape of a pen, which she switched on before putting back inside her handbag. Belt and braces.

      Out of the bathroom, she discovered that Brad Carter had been busy. He had taken off his shoes and jacket and unbuttoned the top three buttons of his shirt. He was pouring a gin and tonic from a can into a glass.

      It was a large room, decorated in what Lydia recognised as ‘classy Scottish’ with earth tones and subtle tartans. The furniture was dark wood and solid-looking. She stumbled toward the nearest surface and opened her bag, pawing through it as if looking for something. Then she let the contents spill out, gripping her phone tightly through the thin leather so that it would stay put. She didn’t want Carter to realise it was on.

      ‘What are you doing, honey?’

      ‘Lipstick,’ Lydia said, snatching it clumsily from the small pile. The pen rolled toward the edge, but didn’t fall off.

      ‘You don’t need that.’ Carter was suddenly very close. His head bent down to land a messy kiss, which Lydia avoided by moving toward the bed.

      ‘You want to play? We can play.’

      He caught her around the waist and pulled her tight to his body. His erection pressed against her lower back. She felt a wave of revulsion. And, annoyingly, fear.

      Lydia struggled. ‘I don’t want to play.’ She hated sounding weak. Hated every single thing about what was happening, but she needed the audio recording to make it clear what was happening. ‘Let go of me. I want to go home.’

      ‘Not until I’ve had some fun,’ Carter said. He kissed her neck wetly and grabbed her chest with one hand, squeezing and kneading.

      ‘Please stop touching me,’ Lydia said, enunciating clearly in the direction of the recorder.

      ‘That accent,’ Carter growled in her ear. ‘It’s sending me wild. Like a naughty British school girl.’

      At that moment, the door flew open.

      ‘Thank feathers,’ Lydia said, and stamped on Brad Carter’s instep.

      

      Later, once she and Stuart were safely across the street and in the car, Stuart was lecturing her. ‘Never let the mark control the location.’

      Lydia thought about saying it had happened too fast and that she hadn’t known how to stop it without breaking character, but she knew he was right, so she kept her mouth shut. She had messed up. It was her ninth month on the job and she should know better. One of the reasons she was on honey-trap work was because it was low-risk, but low-risk didn’t mean no-risk. And the number one rule was to stay in public spaces. Letting a horny man get you alone was a recipe for disaster and she had just allowed exactly that to happen.

      ‘You all right, though, hen?’ There was a worried crease in the middle of Stuart’s eyebrows.

      ‘I’m fine,’ Lydia said. ‘Just embarrassed that I messed up.’ She stopped herself from swearing just in time. Stuart wasn’t a fan of bad language.

      ‘No harm done,’ the big man said, starting the car. ‘Karen’s going to go ballistic, though.’

      

      Karen did, indeed, go ballistic. She lectured Lydia for twenty minutes without seeming to take a breath. Lydia hadn’t been spoken to like a wayward child since school and hadn’t much liked it then, but she knew Karen was essentially right, so she took it on the chin. Besides, she liked her job. She wanted to keep her job. She knew she was learning things and, apart from the essential misery of honey-trap work, she liked feeling useful to people. Clients came into Karen’s office, shoulders slumped and heads low, defeated and unhappy, and they left with their eyes up. Not happy, but with a sense of agency. Someone had listened and offered help. Help that was probably going to land them straight back in misery town, but they would be better off in the end. ‘The truth will set you free,’ Karen always said. ‘But it will kick you in the balls first.’
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        London, Now

      

      

      Lydia Crow spun in a slow circle. Her weight was on her heel and her foot squeaked slightly on the sprung wooden floor of the practice room. The full-length wall mirrors confirmed that her form was good and she could feel that her core was strong. She made experimental leaps forward and back, from side to side, varying her speed and rhythm, as if dodging an assailant.

      It had been almost a year since anybody had attempted to come at her physically, but she wasn’t taking any chances.

      Complacency was the mother of dead.

      And while she had begun to feel her Crow power returning, she still couldn’t produce her coin, let alone reach into another person and control them. She needed more prosaic forms of self-defence.

      The tattoos on her arms were tingling. It was almost painful and when she looked at the ink, stark against her pale skin, the sensation increased until it was burning. She willed the images to move, the way they had used to do. She knew it would relieve the pain, but more importantly, it would help her to feel like herself again. She looked to the window where two jackdaws were sitting on the ledge, eating the seed she had put there, and nodded in acknowledgement. A Crow was outside the training room door. She could taste feathers.

      ‘Boss?’

      Aiden knocked and opened the door of the training room at the same time. Lydia grabbed her bottle of water and nodded for him to speak. Every day since she had taken over as the official head of the Crow Family and reinstated the truce between the four Families, every day since Charlie Crow had died with a crossbow bolt through his skull, there had been something for Lydia to take care of. Aiden was a brilliant second-in-command and had really stepped up, but there seemed to be a never-ending list that required Lydia’s direct input.

      Aiden ducked his head, as if sensing Lydia’s irritation at being interrupted. ‘We’ve got a situation.’

      

      Following her second-in-command to a flat near Camberwell Green, Lydia listened to Aiden’s report. The Crows ran a string of betting shops around their territory. One of the managers had been found dead in his home by his girlfriend. She’d let his boss know, and he had passed the info up to Aiden.

      ‘I was going to clean it up,’ Aiden finished, ‘but I wanted to check with you first.’

      Lydia knew that she ought to call the police. Fleet was police and she had to keep her nose clean if she wanted him to be able to rehabilitate his career. But she was the head of the Family now, and that brought responsibility to the Crows and their businesses. And to Camberwell.

      She could have delegated this one, she knew. She could have asked Aiden to call the cleaning service and marked it as ‘done’. But she was still enough of an investigator that she wanted to see the scene. And it felt important to handle things with a personal touch. There were rumours in the Family that she wasn’t fully engaged. It didn’t seem to matter how many tasks she handled, how many people she met or favours she gave out. There were whispers that she was ‘no Charlie’. She couldn’t put a feather wrong.

      Jez McAllister had lived in a small block of flats in a row that had been built in the nineties. Stocky, large, brown bricks and matt-silver scrolled metalwork on the balconies. The communal stairwell was freshly painted and there was a neat bank of post-boxes inside the front entrance.

      Aiden used a key to let them into Jez’s flat on the second floor.

      ‘He let his killer in,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Must have done,’ Aiden agreed. ‘Door is intact and the lock hasn’t been messed with.’

      The flat smelled strongly of coffee. The main room was typical London. Not a lot of square footage, but packing a lot into the space available. It was an open plan layout with a kitchen shading into a living room. There was a small dining table shoved against the back of the sofa with a couple of chairs tucked underneath, and a chunky IKEA bookcase was being used as a room divider and storage unit.

      ‘Bedrooms?’ Lydia had found the source of the smell. A bag of fresh coffee grounds had been spilled over the floor and not cleared up. It looked out of place in the otherwise-neat environment. She pointed at it. ‘He doesn’t seem the messy type.’

      ‘This way,’ Aiden said. ‘He’s in the main one. There’s a spare.’ He opened a door near to the front entrance and Lydia clocked a room barely bigger than the low double bed. There was a pile of laundry, a gym bag, and a few bags from clothes shops that looked as if they had just been put down after a trip. She checked a couple and found a box of Nike trainers, a silky dress from All Saints and leggings from Lululemon. She glanced at the receipt for the leggings and, without really knowing why, put it in her pocket.

      Aiden didn’t comment, just waited until she had finished and then led the way to the main event.

      The door was ajar. ‘Is this how you found it?’

      ‘I think so.’ He shot her a worried look. ‘I’m not sure. Sorry, Boss.’

      ‘That’s okay. We know his girlfriend already disturbed the scene. What’s her name again?’

      ‘Jade.’

      ‘So Jade has a key?’

      He nodded. ‘She says she spoke to Jez at lunchtime and he seemed fine. She went shopping with her mates in town. Got in about five and found this…’

      ‘Bit of a shock for her,’ Lydia said. ‘Did she use the kitchen before she came through to the bedroom?’

      ‘I dunno. It didn’t come up.’ Aiden pushed the door open and stood back to let Lydia take in the room.

      Jez was lying on the bed with his head on the pillow and arms relaxed by his sides. He was very dead. That’s always the thing about seeing a corpse, in Lydia’s experience, your brain insisted on screaming at you that the person was dead. As if you didn’t know. As if it wasn’t the only thing you had noticed. She wasn’t shocked anymore, had seen enough death, but it was still something significant. She supposed that if it ever stopped being significant, she ought to start worrying.

      The second thing that hit Lydia, after the deadness and the way his head was tilted back as if he had been snoring, was the blood. There was a lot of blood and it had soaked into the duvet. He was lying on top of the duvet, fully dressed in t-shirt and jeans. He wasn’t wearing shoes, but this wasn’t a surprise as Lydia had seen a neat line of shoes by the front door, so he obviously had the habit of taking them off the moment he got inside. His socks were black and looked new.

      Forcing herself to stop fixating on Jez’s feet and how poignant they appeared in their new black socks, socks that would no longer be required to keep his extremities warm and comfortable as he no longer went about his daily life, Lydia made herself look at his face. She scanned it in sections, rather than taking it in as a person. His light-brown skin looked soft and well maintained, like he moisturised or had excellent genetics. No signs of injury. She continued to his limbs. She had expected to see wounds, something to account for the blood loss, but the skin beneath his t-shirt sleeves was intact. Perhaps he had been cut underneath his jeans? But then the killer would have had to re-dress him and that seemed unlikely.

      ‘He was stabbed in the back,’ Aiden said.

      ‘You looked?’

      ‘Nah, but it makes sense, innit? He looks fine from here.’ Aiden waved a hand to indicate the visible parts of Jez’s body. ‘But he’s bled out from somewhere.’

      Lydia had been taking shallow breaths through her mouth, but the iron scent of blood was getting overwhelming. She wasn’t going to be sick, but she was looking forward to getting away from the smell.

      ‘I need to see,’ she said, stepping closer.

      She could sense that Aiden wanted to argue, but he dutifully followed her to the bed and helped her to roll Jez’s body so that she could see his back. It felt all kinds of wrong, but they didn’t have to worry about contaminating the crime scene.

      Swallowing back nausea and taking shallow breaths, she examined the wound. His t-shirt was matted with dried blood, but intact, and the entry point was smaller than Lydia expected from the amount of blood. That was about all she could say about it. She wasn’t a forensics expert and she was in danger of losing her breakfast if she looked any closer.

      ‘We done here, boss?’ Aiden was also clearly not enjoying himself.

      Turning away from the dead man, she scanned the room. It was painted whatever shade of white property developers bought by the gallon and the carpet was grey. There was one bedside light that was bendy and functional and one that looked more like a nightlight. It was shaped like a toadstool and seemed more like something you would find in a kid’s room. No books, but there was an iPad and a pair of glasses next to the reading lamp. The curtains were dark blue and Lydia was pretty sure they had matched the duvet cover, back before it had been soaked in several pints of Jez’s blood.

      Lydia dropped to the floor and peered under the bedframe. A couple of dusty cardboard boxes, which had probably been in situ since Jez moved in, waiting to be unpacked. And a messenger bag. Lydia hooked it out. It wasn’t particularly dusty.

      ‘Shall I call the cleaners?’

      ‘Yes, please.’ She looked at Aiden, who had moved away from the bed. He was shifting his weight as if desperate to leave the murder room. ‘Reception will be better outside.’

      Aiden fled, and Lydia turned her attention to the bag. It was probably the one Jez took to work. She couldn’t imagine he dealt with much physical paperwork, but it was possible he had stuff to bring to and from the shop. Or he just used it for his water bottle and lunch. Maybe his iPad and specs too.

      The bag was dark-brown canvas with leather straps and buckles. Inside, Lydia didn’t find a lunchbox. Just a lot of cash.

      She closed the flap of the bag and looped the strap around her body. She regarded Jez for another long moment and, before she could second guess herself, took a series of pictures with her phone. The point of the cleaning service was to eradicate any evidence. Jez would simply disappear. Jade would be paid off to keep her mouth shut. Any other friends or family that came asking questions would meet with stonewalling, bribes and intimidation. No police, no murder, no problem. Adding pictures of the dead man to her phone’s storage wasn’t a smart play. She was already regretting it.

      Aiden was outside the flat, sucking the life from a cigarette. Lydia didn’t blame him. She knew she would be seeing Jez’s sightless eyes and all that blood every time she closed her eyes.

      He didn’t ask her about the messenger bag, which just went to show what a good second-in-command he was. She answered the unspoken question anyway. She wanted Aiden to feel trusted and valued. Trust was tricky in their Family, but Lydia was determined to try. ‘Can you think of a reason why Jez would have ten grand stashed under his bed?’

      Aiden’s eyes widened slightly and he glanced at the bag. ‘Ten gees?’

      ‘Thereabouts. I haven’t counted it yet.’

      He whistled through his teeth. ‘You reckon that’s why he was…’ Aiden drew his finger across his neck.

      She shrugged. ‘If the killer was looking for money, they did a piss-poor job of it.’
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      Lydia had arrived back at Charlie’s house to find that Angel had been in. She had stocked the freezer with her homemade meals and packed a grocery delivery away into labelled canisters. Lydia had employed Angel on her old salary as a stop-gap measure after The Fork was burned to the ground. Ten months later and she was still acting as Lydia’s personal chef and housekeeper and was showing no signs of getting a different gig. Having seen inside the Crow Family finances, Lydia knew she could afford to keep the arrangement going, but part of her felt a bit weird. It was one thing to mooch food from Angel at The Fork, but another to pay the woman to act like a housekeeper. On the other hand, the fridge was fully stocked, and there was a basket of freshly baked muffins on the counter.

      It was late now. Past ten o’clock and there was no sign of Fleet. Lydia had been working in the living room. She didn’t like using Charlie’s office, still thought of it as his, and had been curled up on the sofa with her laptop and a blanket. Jason had been sitting on the other end, until Lydia had complained about him making her cold, so he was now sulking in his bedroom. She would make it up to him later. They had been snappy with each other since The Fork had been destroyed. Both of them were discombobulated and unsettled. Jason was dead, though, which was surely the worse deal. She ought to be more understanding.

      Lydia picked at a lemon-and-poppy seed muffin while she zapped an individual portion of lasagne, and then ate standing by the counter in the enormous open-plan kitchen-diner. The garden was a wall of black on the other side of the bifold doors and she knew that she would be lit up inside for anybody looking in. She flicked the switch for the electric blinds and watched them slowly descend as she chewed. Everything here had been chosen by Charlie. Or one of his people. None of it was hers. Of course, The Fork hadn’t been properly hers, either, but that had felt like home. This was Charlie’s. And it always would be.

      

      Lydia checked her phone before switching off the bedside light. The last message from Fleet had come in an hour earlier, telling her not to wait up. He had been busy at work over the last ten months, rebuilding his reputation and impressing the latest new management team. Lydia didn’t resent the time it took. She understood his drive to succeed and knew that his career had taken a blow from his association with her. Not to mention the few weeks he had been overcome by visions of the future, unable to tell reality from hallucination. That had coincided with the appearance of his father in the city and had led to him having to leave London for a time. All of which had fuelled the rumours about his mental stability and suitability for his role in the Met. He hadn’t been demoted, not officially, but she knew it had affected his standing. While she kept herself out of legal trouble, things could go on as they were, but she didn’t know how long it was sustainable. That wasn’t something she wanted to think about too hard, so she shut her eyes and started counting her breaths instead. When that didn’t work, she pictured a crow in flight and counted its wingbeats.

      When she woke up, the lights on the clock told her it was almost three. She had heard the front door and recognised Fleet’s tread on the stairs. A crack of light showed around the bedroom door as he crept inside.

      ‘I’m awake,’ she whispered.

      ‘Sorry, sorry.’ Fleet’s voice was soft in the dark.

      ‘It’s all right.’

      Once he had shucked off his clothes and climbed into bed, wrapping cold arms and legs around Lydia’s warm body, she tried to regulate her breathing again. She was wide awake and worried that she wouldn’t be able to get back to sleep.

      Fleet’s breathing was already slowing down.

      ‘Anything new on your scum bucket?’ Fleet had been working on a murder case. A man called Craig Johnstone had been stabbed to death. Sadly, not a particularly unusual event for London.

      Fleet was happy to have a serious case, but was very aware that it wasn’t prestigious or high profile. He had explained it to Lydia when he had first been appointed to head the team. ‘It’s not that nobody cares. I mean, it’s murder and we’re all doing our jobs, but nobody is crying into their pints. Not even the guy’s grandma is upset that he’s gone.’

      ‘You spoke to Johnstone’s gran?’

      ‘I was speaking metaphorically. I reckon if his granny was alive and I told her that he was dead, she would have danced a jig.’

      ‘His metaphorical gran is happy he’s dead. Harsh.’

      Fleet had shaken his head. ‘He was a pimp. Used trafficked women.’

      ‘Oh,’ Lydia said. ‘Fuck him, then.’

      ‘My feelings exactly,’ Fleet said. ‘Unofficially.’

      Now Lydia waited for him to answer. He shifted, kissed her temple, but didn’t respond.

      ‘Fleet?’

      A pause. ‘Another body. Same MO.’

      ‘Stabbed?’

      Fleet mumbled his assent. She waited to hear more, her whole body awake, but he didn’t say anything else and soon she realised he had fallen deeply asleep. Exhausted.

      

      The next day, Lydia made coffee and sat at the kitchen island to drink it. Fleet had already left for work. He had got up while Lydia was still asleep and left without saying goodbye. He couldn’t have had more than a couple of hours of kip, but she knew he was happy to be on a murder case. To have something to sink his teeth into after months of busywork in the office equivalent of Siberia.

      Jason was scrolling on his iPad. One of the many gifts she had bought him over the last ten months. It wasn’t technically her fault that his home had been destroyed, but she couldn’t help feeling responsible. And while he had adjusted to living at Charlie’s, she could tell that he felt the same as her. Unsettled.

      ‘They found a body last night in Whitechapel. Suspicious death,’ Jason said, reading from the screen.

      ‘Fleet said there had been another death with the same MO as his case. I wonder if that’s it?’

      ‘His case is Craig Johnstone, right? The stabbing?’ Lydia had talked to Jason about Fleet’s murder case. She missed her investigation work, and talking about Fleet made her feel involved in his life, even if they hardly saw each other. He was coming back to Charlie’s to roost, but even that had started to get less regular.

      She distracted herself from that depressing thought by asking a question. ‘Was it a stabbing?’

      ‘Doesn’t say. Just that the death is being treated as suspicious. He looks like the sort to be in a knife fight, though.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Lydia leaned across the island. ‘Rough?’

      ‘You shouldn’t judge on appearances, I know, but yeah.’ Jason angled the iPad so that Lydia could see the news site.

      The image of the deceased showed a puffy-faced man with small eyes and a shaved head. It had been taken while he was somewhere warm as there was sea and a palm tree in the background. ‘Hang on,’ Jason said, reading further. ‘Sometimes you can judge on appearances. Raymond Price. Previously been convicted of human trafficking, apparently. Is this what Fleet’s working on?’

      ‘Maybe. I mean, I don’t know for certain if this is his new case. But it’s possible.’

      ‘News got it quick,’ Jason said. He was tapping away on the screen. ‘Looks like whoever found the body went on social media, so there wasn’t much hope of keeping it quiet.’

      Lydia knew how frustrated Fleet would be by that. It made his job harder if the world and his wife knew all the details before he had a chance to question key witnesses.

      ‘Send me the links?’ Lydia asked. Then she tapped a message to Fleet. ‘This yours?’ It was good to show an interest in each other’s work. And it felt easier for her to ask about his than for him to ask about hers. Keeping their interactions focused on Fleet’s charmless dead guys smoothed the way between them. Maybe other couples wouldn’t count murder talk as bonding, but normality was overrated in Lydia’s opinion.

      A few minutes later, she got a one-word response. ‘Yes.’

      

      One of Lydia’s least-favourite parts of her role as the new Charlie involved meeting with her counterparts in the other Families. The truce had been renewed, but if they had learned one thing over the last couple of years, it was that none of them could take it for granted. The truce was only strong if it was alive and well: a living, breathing agreement, not a dusty old concept.

      Lydia had suggested that they meet once a year. Check in with each other, renew their commitment to playing nice. Maria Silver had countered with once a month. Lawyers bloody loved to talk. Paul Fox had said twice a year would be more than sufficient and they had compromised on every quarter.

      Lydia had destroyed The Pearl King. As far as any of the Families knew, his power had been dissipated above ground. Probably into the many descendants with Pearl blood. Hopefully, harmlessly giving a little more juice to some Instagram influencers and the like. Lydia’s best guess was that Rafferty Hill, an actor, was the heir apparent. She had been waiting to see what this meant for the truce and the Family. Rafferty had stood in as the de facto leader during the restatement of the truce that had left Charlie Crow dead on the floor with a crossbow bolt in his skull, but he hadn’t attended a meeting since. Always sent his apologies, but it was clear he didn’t want to be in the same room as them ever again. Lydia couldn’t exactly blame him, and as long as he was truly disinterested in Family politics, then it shouldn’t matter. By all appearances, he had been concentrating on his career as an actor and didn’t seem to be a threat. She had light surveillance on him anyway, just in case. One of the plus sides to her new role – she had funds for that kind of caper.

      Lydia had chosen three neutral locations for the meeting and invited the other two to choose. Paul had gone for Queen Mary’s Rose Garden in Regent’s Park, but requested the cafe nearby. Maria had chosen the bar at Claridge’s in Mayfair, as Lydia had known she would. Maria was a sucker for a nice hotel. She sided with Paul and tried not to think too much about what Maria would read into that. Three was unbalanced. In the absence of Rafferty, they needed to find a representative for the Pearl Family, as ballast for the meetings if nothing else.

      Maria was easy to spot. She was surrounded by a group of suited people. One of them broke away and circled the outdoor seating before selecting a chair for Maria. Paul Fox had already arrived and was eating a sourdough pizza at a central table. The suited woman who had chosen a seat for Maria approached him and Lydia watched her try to get him to move to Maria’s table. His head was tilted back and he smiled at the young woman with a Fox magnetism that Lydia could feel from her vantage point a hundred metres away. She pocketed her scope and went to join the fun.
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      After Paul had finished his pizza and been convinced to move to Maria’s chosen table, Maria had a glass of white wine which she was inspecting with a dubious expression, and Lydia had ordered a portion of double-cooked chips with garlic mayo, more to annoy Maria than out of any true hunger, the meeting could begin.

      ‘You brought people,’ Lydia said, addressing Maria. ‘To our top-secret meeting.’

      Maria flapped a hand. ‘I trust my staff completely.’

      ‘I don’t,’ Paul said. ‘And this is supposed to be just us three.’

      ‘And a Pearl,’ Lydia said. ‘Anyone got any ideas about that? Rafferty emailed his apologies again. He is in Canada shooting a TV pilot.’

      ‘I’ve not finished with Maria and her entourage,’ Paul said. He was staring at Maria with open hostility. ‘Not a good start.’

      Maria put a hand on Paul’s forearm. ‘I sincerely apologise. It won’t happen again.’

      Paul pulled his arm away and leaned back in his seat.

      Lydia blinked at Maria in surprise. She had sounded contrite. Serious. But then, the woman was a Silver. The bright tang of metal was cutting through Lydia’s thought processes and probably messing with her judgement. Silvers could sell any lie, that was the problem. They were believable, they sounded reasonable, they made sense. And before you knew it, you were agreeing to things you would have never thought possible and accepting the unacceptable. Back in the bad old days, a Silver could convince you it was safe to walk onto the tube tracks and have a nice lie down.

      ‘If I’m honest,’ Maria said, still sounding suspiciously sincere, ‘I felt some trepidation about this meeting. And this location didn’t help. I would have been far more comfortable at Claridge’s. And the cocktails are to die for.’ She took a sip of her white wine and winced.

      ‘We’ll meet at Claridge’s next time,’ Lydia said. She didn’t really care, but she saw Paul scowl at her words. Feathers. This diplomacy business was a pain in the arse.

      ‘So, what do we do?’ Paul was still leaning back in his chair. He looked good. Something that Lydia had been trying to ignore since she first sighted him through the scope. ‘Is this it? Or do we read a pledge not to go for each other? Shake hands? Pinky swear we won’t wage war?’

      ‘Sounds good,’ Lydia said, keeping her tone light. ‘I’ve got no intention of warmongering. I’ve got enough on my plate.’

      ‘How is the Crow empire?’ Maria asked, red lips stretching into a sardonic smile.

      ‘Yeah, Little Bird. Is it all you hoped for?’

      Lydia wasn’t about to tell them the truth. That she hadn’t hoped for it. Didn’t want it. And didn’t have a bloody clue what she was doing. ‘You know how it goes,’ she said instead. ‘Keeps me busy.’

      ‘I like that,’ Maria said. ‘Stay busy on your side of the river and we don’t have a problem.’

      ‘Come when I call and that’s true,’ Lydia shot back.

      Paul was watching them, not smiling. ‘Stay away from my den, stay out of my business, and don’t even think about calling on me.’

      ‘Lovely,’ Lydia said after a moment of silence. ‘This all sounds about as trucey as it’s ever been. Job done, do you reckon?’

      Paul was already standing. ‘Claridge’s in three months.’ He looked at Maria. ‘You’re paying.’

      

      Lydia left just after Paul, deliberately walking in the opposite direction so that Maria wouldn’t think they were colluding. It wouldn’t look good to appear too cosy with the head of the Fox Family, especially given her rocky history with Maria.

      The day was warm and the huge rose beds were blooming. The air was thick with floral scent, cloyingly sweet and undercut with fresh-cut grass. The box hedges were neatly clipped and there were healthy-looking ornamental trees lining the wide paths. Regent’s Park was a royal park and a prime tourist attraction; it was the city in its finest clothes, all the dirty linen hidden away.

      She was just passing a large pond, big enough to have its own small island, when a warm earthy scent cut through the heady floral aroma of rose. On a curved wooden bridge that led to the island in the pond, Paul Fox was waiting for her. At least, she assumed that was what he was doing. Unless he was a bigger fan of ornamental gardens than she had hitherto realised.

      When she drew level with the bridge, he tilted his chin in invitation.

      She took the few steps to join him and looked out at the view. It was safer than looking at Paul. She was having the vertiginous sense of déjà vu.

      ‘What do you think, Little Bird? Can we trust Maria?’

      Lydia stiffened. She liked Paul saying ‘we’, liked feeling less alone, and that made her wary. She was alone. She couldn’t afford to lean on anyone. Especially not Paul Fox. He had protected her in the past, but that didn’t mean she could rely on that in the future.

      ‘I heard you had a bit of bother with one of your shops,’ Paul was saying, looking over at the island that had been done out in the style of a traditional Japanese garden. ‘Didn’t you lose a manager?’

      ‘Staff turnover. You know how it is.’

      ‘I know that a gangster from Brixton was looking to take a cut back in Charlie’s time.’

      Well, that was news to Lydia. She didn’t let it show, though, as Paul was clearly fishing. ‘You don’t need to concern yourself with Crow business. How are your clubs? I heard Vixen got raided three times last month.’ She clicked her tongue. ‘Sloppy.’

      Paul flashed a smile that was mostly white teeth and no longer friendly. ‘Is that how it’s going to be?’

      ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

      ‘There’s no Charlie. You are free—’ he stopped. ‘There’s no Charlie. You’re the new Charlie. I thought things would be different.’

      ‘They can’t be,’ Lydia said. If she was too different, the various contacts and gangs and businesses, the interconnected contacts in both the political and criminal world, would sense weakness. If there was blood in the water, the truce with the Silvers wouldn’t hold. Maria Silver was not the charitable type.

      ‘We were friends once,’ Paul said, his voice low.

      The way that he was looking at her was sending all kinds of unhelpful signals to unprofessional parts of her body. She had to shut that down. It was his Fox magic, clouding her mind. She turned and walked away without answering him. But she could feel his gaze on her back like a brand.

      There was no ‘we’ with her and Paul. That was ancient history. And although he had helped her since she had arrived back in London, they had greater loyalties. And, Lydia reminded herself, a second too late for comfort – she was with Fleet. Still. His eyes held a promise, and one she knew very well he could fulfil. Paul Fox aged twenty-one had been a revelation. She wondered what else he had learned in the intervening years.

      

      Back at the house in Denmark Hill, Jason was waiting to speak to her. He made her a coffee and put a pastry onto a plate, putting them both onto the desk. Lydia loved seeing him so solid. It had taken a few months before he had been able to move objects reliably, starting with touchscreens and moving onto typing, before getting back to pouring cereal and finally, confidently handling the kettle.

      He had also placed the iPad on the desk, and Lydia peered at the screen. It showed a black-and-white photo, blurry and old-looking. A row of houses, women outside doors scrubbing the steps. ‘What am I looking at?’

      ‘Camberwell in 1878.’

      ‘Okay…’

      ‘You remember the little boy I met at The Fork?’

      Jason had seen a ghost that had been little more than an echo, repeating the same pattern over and over, and it had upset him greatly.

      ‘What do you think has happened to him?’

      He meant now that The Fork was destroyed. It appeared that ghosts were anchored to the place they died or the place they had a strong emotional link. Jason had been able to leave The Fork by ‘riding’ in Lydia’s body, anchoring himself to her. After The Fork was destroyed, Lydia managed to tether him to Charlie’s house by revealing the details of his death at Charlie’s hand, provoking a strong emotional reaction. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘I’m sorry. I know you wanted to help him.’

      ‘There must be thousands. I want to help all of them. I don’t want to leave them stuck and alone. Frightened.’

      ‘I know.’ Lydia touched his arm.

      Her phone dinged and she checked WhatsApp. A message from Emma. Feathers.
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