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      Lydia Crow adjusted the desk fan so that the stream of air was hitting her more accurately and sat back in her broken office chair. The woman opposite was still talking and Lydia forced herself to tune back into the monologue. No. It was still detailing the sex life she and her husband had enjoyed for the previous fifteen years of marriage.

      ‘Always on a Saturday night, unless he had overdone the wine with dinner. Definitely an average of twice a week, though, once you count it all up from when we were first together, and that’s what they say is the national limit, don’t they?’

      That caught Lydia’s attention. ‘Sorry, what? Limit?’

      ‘Or is it two point five? The average number of times for married couples in England. I’m sure I read that somewhere. So he had no reason to complain. No reason to look elsewhere.’

      Lydia slumped back. This was the third infidelity case this week, which wouldn’t be so bad if she had other work coming in to dilute it a little. When she had started Crow Investigations she had hoped not to take any at all, especially after the Carter incident up in Aberdeen at her old firm, but it had proved impossible. Despite being rent-free courtesy of her uncle Charlie, living in London wasn’t cheap, and she had business costs such as public liability insurance, equipment, transport and registration fees. She still hadn’t resorted to honey-trap work, though, and things would have to become a great deal more desperate before that happened.

      It was too hot to stay slumped in the padded chair, she could feel sweat sticking to her vest top and the fabric of the seat was itching her legs. She straightened up and took a fortifying glug from her mug. It was a gift from Emma and had a magnifying glass and deer stalker stencilled on the side, which was both faintly embarrassing and very cheering. Lydia had started her own firm after only a year of training at a firm in Aberdeen and every vote of confidence was gratefully received.

      ‘Oh, I couldn’t drink tea in this heat,’ the woman said, wrinkling her nose.

      ‘It’s coffee,’ Lydia said, not feeling the need to reveal that it also had a shot of whisky to help counteract the hangover she was still nursing, despite it being four o’clock in the afternoon. Was it her age or were hangovers getting worse?

      ‘So, can you help?’ the woman said. ‘I just need answers.’

      Lydia hated saying ‘no’ to a paying customer so she did the next best thing and selected her ‘top rate card’ and slid it across the table. ‘Plus expenses.’ It was the corporate rate. Not a figure that any private client could afford and it made unwanted jobs disappear out of the door, no fuss, no muss.

      ‘Fine,’ the woman said. ‘Do I need to sign a contract or something?’

      Lydia blinked. ‘I need the first ten billable hours paid up front.’ That ought to do it. Even for a corporate client, Lydia would have explained her refund policy; that if the job took less time than expected, the client would get some of that extortionate first fee back. But she kept quiet. Nothing like ridiculous sums of money to get rid of an unwelcome client with a dull domestic problem.

      ‘Fine,’ the woman said again, a touch impatiently. ‘Will you start straight away? I can’t live like this.’

      And there it was. The anguish in her eyes. The reason Lydia hated doing cheating work. Pain was part of the job. You didn’t call on a private investigator when everything was hunky dory and, human nature being what it was, the cause of the pain was usually close by, but still... It wasn’t just the dullness of investigating cheating spouses which got to Lydia. It was the unnecessary nature of the misery. All of that pain. And for what? Why couldn’t the couples talk to each other, agree that things had gone off the boil in their relationship and either spice it up or agree to an open marriage or go their separate ways. Infidelity cases just made Lydia sad. She opened the top drawer of the desk and gave the woman a contract, realising as she did so that she had managed to forget her name. Or, more accurately, failed to pay attention when the woman introduced herself. She was more hungover than she realised and felt a stab of shame when she imagined what Karen, her old boss, would say about such a lapse of basic observation.

      She watched as the woman dutifully printed her name above her signature, reading upside down. April Westcott.

      ‘Thank you, Mrs Westcott. I’ll be in touch.’

      After Mrs Westcott had departed, Lydia went into her small kitchen and opened the fridge door. It was pleasant to stand in front of the cool air but there was nothing of interest inside. Never mind, she told herself, the cafe downstairs would close soon and then she could investigate its kitchen. If nothing else, Angel had a catering-size fridge which blasted out more cold air than Lydia’s little under-counter one.

      Back in the office of Crow Investigations, which used to be the living room of the flat and still had a sofa pushed against one wall, Lydia surveyed her domain. Her business had been running for two months and she was still using the rickety flat-pack desk and chair that she had liberated from the tiny office which belonged to the cafe. Now this was a more permanent arrangement, she really ought to give them back but Lydia couldn’t bring herself to feel especially bad. Her Uncle Charlie had done his level best to make Lydia stay in this place, above The Fork cafe, and she knew he would consider some ancient furniture a perfectly acceptable cost of doing business.

      Her laptop sat in the middle of the beige surface of the desk, with piles of paperwork and notes on either side. At some point she would need a filing cabinet. And a system. ‘Jason?’ She looked around for her unofficial assistant. Nothing.

      She found him in his bedroom, standing in the corner and facing the wall. ‘Are you okay?’

      Jason turned slowly and she realised he had a pen in his hand and had been writing on the wall. Again. ‘Yeah. Just thinking.’ His pale face brightened. ‘Do we have a client?’

      ‘Mrs Westcott.’ Lydia said. ‘Don’t get excited, it’s another cheating spouse.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ Jason said, moving so quickly that he made Lydia jump a little. ‘Have you added her to the sheet, yet?’

      ‘Just about to,’ Lydia said. She followed Jason to the office, sticking close and enjoying the way he cooled the air around him.

      He watched intently as Lydia added Mrs Westcott to the basic spreadsheet she was using to track clients and accounts. Now that he was able to touch things well enough to hold a pen and make coffee, Jason was fascinated by the possibilities offered by the laptop and Lydia’s phone. The internet seemed magical as far as Jason was concerned. Which wasn’t far from true, when Lydia stopped to think about it.

      Jason touched the edge of the screen reverentially. ‘When am I getting one of these?’

      ‘When we make enough money,’ Lydia said. ‘I know you just want to download a simulator and play space invaders twenty-four-seven.’

      Jason looked up. ‘Can you do that?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia said quickly. If there was one thing less useful than having a ghost as her assistant it would be having an arcade-game playing ghost as her assistant.

      ‘Are you watching Mrs Lee tonight?’

      Lydia felt her headache throb. ‘Unfortunately.’

      ‘I wish I could do it, that would be so cool.’

      ‘Trust me, it isn’t.’

      ‘But I could be a real help, then,’ Jason’s face fell.

      ‘You are a help,’ Lydia said. ‘You are the best assistant I’ve ever had.’

      Jason gave her a long look.

      Lydia decided to change tack. ‘Maybe if you would let me look into what is holding you here, tying you to the building, we might be able to resolve it. And then you might be able to get out of here.’

      ‘Move on, you mean,’ Jason said, his expression thunderous.

      ‘No,’ Lydia said quickly. ‘Explore the street. Maybe even be able to leave Camberwell. You could see the sights.’

      ‘I’ve seen them,’ Jason said, still looking suspicious and angry, as he did whenever he suspected Lydia might be angling to make him move into the light, or whatever ghosts did when they left this plane of existence and went to wherever spirits went. ‘South London,’ he said. ‘Born and bred.’

      ‘Yes, but there’s new stuff,’ Lydia ploughed on. ‘The London Eye. The Shard.’

      ‘Get me one of those and I could look at them on the Google.’ Jason was gazing at the laptop again. ‘You can see anything on there. Anything you want.’

      Lydia reminded herself to put parental controls on the laptop before Jason stumbled into porn land. She tried, again, to distract him. ‘Seeing things in real life is much better. Wouldn’t you like to be able to walk around London again? It would do you good to get out, get some fresh air.’

      The words hung for a moment and Lydia wasn’t sure if Jason was going to fall into one of his dark moods. Understandably, he found being a ghost a bit depressing. Instead, he grinned, looking fully alive and five years younger. ‘I think my condition might be a bit past that,’ he said.

      

      Mrs Lee worked for an insurance broker on Church Street and her husband had engaged Lydia’s services to find out whether she was truly going to Pilates after hours on Wednesday and Friday evenings or whether there was something else keeping her out of the marital home.

      Earlier in the week, Lydia had followed Mrs Lee from Church Street to the gym in the small industrial estate off Surrey Road and dutifully made sure she had entered the building, changed into her Pilates gear and walked into the class. Two hours later, during which Lydia sat in her old blue Volvo and watched the exit of the gym, Mrs Lee left and went straight back to her and Dr Lee’s garden flat near Denmark Hill.

      Tonight, Lydia arrived an hour before Mrs Lee’s official finishing time at the insurance firm and was rewarded for her conscientiousness when she was just in time to catch Mrs Lee leaving early, five minutes after Lydia had begun surveillance.

      Mrs Lee had a bulky handbag over one arm and she looked, to Lydia’s eye, light and happy. Instead of getting into her silver-grey Toyota, she walked down Church Street at a fast pace. Lydia got out of the Volvo and followed at a decent distance. It was tricky because there was a bus stop halfway along and if Mrs Lee was getting a bus, Lydia would have to scramble back to the Volvo to follow effectively, or risk getting on the same bus as her target. Mrs Lee passed the bus stop, though, and walked steadily on, turning down Broad Street and then into the leaf-lined Camberwell Grove. The pavement here was a little quieter and Lydia increased her distance. There was a cafe at the end of the road, Lydia knew, and she wondered if that was Mrs Lee’s destination. The rest of the road was residential. Then, without warning, Mrs Lee disappeared. More accurately, she had stepped off the pavement and onto the paved front garden of a small block of sixties’ flats. Like all of London, different eras were all smushed together and the boxy architecture rubbed shoulders with a couple of gorgeous bricked Edwardian houses. Lydia took the path to one of these houses, as if visiting. Mrs Lee wasn’t looking, she had rung a doorbell and gone inside.

      Lydia waited for a minute before doubling-back down the garden path she had taken, and following in Mrs Lee’s footsteps. The door looked like it belonged to a private residence. There were four flats listed with separate bells. One said ‘Nails’ and Lydia wondered briefly whether it was a surname or the extremely discreet sign for a manicure business. She looked at the buttons for recent-sweat residue but they all looked the same. Since she couldn’t tell which buzzer Mrs Lee had pressed, she dutifully photographed them all.

      The problem with a residential street on foot, was the difficulty of waiting and watching unobtrusively. Across the road, there was an alley next to a terrace of four houses and Lydia experimented with standing just inside its entrance. She could see the door Mrs Lee had used although she was pretty sure that Mrs Lee would also be able to see her. If she looked directly, that was. Lydia leaned against the wall in her customary ‘I’m going to be here for a while’ position and crossed her fingers that Mrs Lee was as unobservant as the average person. The average innocent person who was simply going about their life. Yes, maybe Mrs Lee was carrying out an affair and that was, technically, immoral, but Lydia hated feeling like a voyeur on someone else’s mistakes. Especially when life was complex. Maybe Dr Lee was a bastard. Maybe he had affairs of his own. Lydia’s old boss and the woman who had trained her as an investigator, had explained it this way; if she uncovered infidelity she would either be ending an unhappy marriage or providing the catalyst for it to improve. It was a win either way. Of course, it wasn’t always so simple. One of Lydia’s early cases had revealed that the woman was not having an affair, but had been trying to leave her abusive husband. The poor woman had very little freedom and Lydia had, luckily, been suspicious of the husband who had engaged the firm’s services. Instead of giving him the full report on his wife’s activities, Lydia had fabricated a story which kept the woman safe. It still chilled her, though, to know how close she had been to ruining a terrorised woman’s chance of freedom.

      An hour and ten minutes later, with Lydia’s mind pleasantly wandering through a fantasy which involved a naked DCI Fleet, the flat door opened and Mrs Lee walked swiftly away. Lydia caught a couple of pictures of her leaving the block of flats and then followed, her legs cramped from standing still for so long. Mrs Lee returned to Church Street. She was moving quickly and when she got back to her car, she threw her bulky handbag onto the passenger seat with some force. Lydia caught sight of her expression and it looked serious. And determined.

      Lydia got into her Volvo and followed Mrs Lee back to her marital home and then drove to The Fork, parking as close as she could, and climbing the stairs to her flat feeling unaccountably weary. She made a large mug of strong coffee and wrote up the report on the evening’s surveillance.

      Taking a break, she stretched her arms above her head and then treated herself by cracking her neck, shoulders and wrists. The sounds of the city on a warm night wafted through the open window and Lydia felt her low mood lift. This was the life. She was her own boss. Sitting at her desk with the door open, she could see down the hallway of her flat to the front entrance. The retro wood-and-glass door which Paul Fox had sent to her as some kind of weird manipulation tactic still gave her mixed feelings. She hated the giver of the door and the presumption behind the gift, but she loved the film-noir aesthetic and the bronze-leaf lettering. Crow Investigations. Her own firm. Now all she needed was a case that didn’t make her soul curl up and die.
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      It was too hot to sleep and the next day dawned bright and muggy, providing no relief whatsoever. Lydia checked her business account and saw that April Westcott had already paid her the required initial fee. After treating herself to a loud sigh and a quick shower, Lydia went down to The Fork to fill her travel mug with coffee before starting the preparatory work on the case.

      It was mid-morning and in between the early breakfast and lunchtime rushes. Only three tables were occupied and Angel was on a stool behind the counter, sipping water and looking at her phone. She looked up as Lydia scooted behind the counter. ‘Hey.’

      ‘Hey,’ Lydia replied. The coffee machine whooshed and liquid poured into Lydia’s mug, the scent filling the air. Lydia could feel her synapses waking up just in anticipation of her first sip. Thank God for caffeine.

      ‘Quiet today,’ Lydia said, fixing the lid.

      Angel shrugged. ‘It’s still early. Did you see the news?’

      ‘No. What?’

      Angel passed her phone which was displaying the BBC app. The headline said the heatwave was set to continue with high temperatures putting London hotter than Miami and a risk of grass fires in rural England. ‘Ugh. It’s too hot, already,’ Lydia said, passing it back.

      ‘What?’ Angel glanced at the phone and scrolled down. ‘Not that. This.’

      The story had changed. Now it said: ‘Banker found dead under Blackfriars Bridge.’ Lydia scanned the opening paragraph. A man had been found in the early hours of the morning, hanging, underneath Blackfriars Bridge. The story said that the man had been identified but that his details were not going to be released until his next of kin had been contacted.

      ‘I hope it was police who found him,’ Angel said. ‘Not some poor kids on a night out.’

      Lydia didn’t know much about Angel. Uncle Charlie had hired her to run The Fork and she was a magician in the kitchen. She had a wife called Nat who played in a band of some kind and Lydia knew she lived in Camberwell because she walked to work. Angel was generally no-nonsense confident to the point of being intimidating but right at this moment, there was a vulnerability in her expression that Lydia hadn’t seen before. Before she could ask if she was okay, Angel stood up to take a customer’s money and the moment passed.

      Lydia raised a hand to say ‘bye’ and walked out into the blazing sunshine. The news story had shown a picture of the bridge, complete with police tape and cars. The man had been hanging underneath, although the picture didn’t capture the body. The news sites and bloggers probably had more detailed shots, which was both the benefit and the curse of the internet. Lydia wondered whether he had been found upside down, execution style, or whether it was self-inflicted. The bridge was very public, but fairly easy to get underneath. Lydia didn’t know if that meant it was more or less likely to be suicide. She found the story on her own phone and looked again at the picture, sipping her hot coffee and thinking. There was a sense of familiarity that went beyond the fact that she knew the location. That was it. A suspected money guy for the Mafia had been found hanging under Blackfriars back in the eighties. She called Fleet. ‘Who is the bridge guy?’

      ‘Good morning, Lydia. How are you?’

      Lydia ignored his sarcastic tone. ‘News said he has been identified.’

      ‘Not for public consumption.’

      ‘Yes,’ Lydia was impatient. ‘I’m not public.’

      Fleet didn’t answer right away. She could hear somebody speaking to him and background sounds of the office. She could picture his expression as he gave the other person his attention. The laser-like focus in his gaze, the way his face would stay impassive while he processed and planned. When he came back on the line he said: ‘Why are you interested?’

      ‘Wasn’t there something similar? Back in the eighties.’

      ‘Roberto Calvi,’ Fleet said straight away in a tone that suggested he had already made the connection. ‘Financier for the mob.’

      ‘Did they ever get the killer?’

      ‘Insufficient evidence.’ A short pause. ‘The usual. You know how it is with organised crime deals.’

      ‘Professional job and everybody keeping their mouths shut.’ Lydia did know. ‘This is a weird one, though. Right?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Fleet said. ‘I mean, it’s a popular bridge.’

      ‘Hanging,’ Lydia said. There was something tickling at the back of her mind. It was like the brush of feathers. A black wing. She closed her eyes and felt weight dragging her down. She wanted to lift up, to reach out her arms and feel her toes leave the earth, but something was pulling. It wasn’t just gravity. Something physical around her hips. ‘Were there weights tied to him? Maybe around his middle?’

      Fleet went silent.

      ‘Fleet?’ Lydia could still feel the feathers. An involuntary shiver ran through her body.

      ‘Lunch?’

      ‘Yes,’ Lydia said, more pleased than was sensible at the prospect.

      ‘Usual?’

      ‘See you there,’ Lydia said and ended the call. There had been something between her and DCI Fleet from the first moment they met, a something which had turned into a very enjoyable tumble a few months ago, back when she was still kidding herself that she wasn’t going to stay in London. Now she was here for good, determined to build a proper business and to prove to her parents, and the whole Crow Family, that she was a success. Ideally, without their interference and without revealing that she wasn’t as completely powerless as she had always assumed. She had told Fleet that they had to just be friends, now. He was her main police contact. A resource to be tapped. No longer a tall, beautiful man to be... enjoyed. Sex made things complicated and Lydia was determined to keep things simple. Professional.

      Lydia spent the morning in Brunswick Park. It had been newly refurbished and the benches were still in good condition. Lydia found one underneath the shade of a horse chestnut tree and looked over the notes she had taken from April Westcott. She had her husband’s name, Christopher, and a list of his closest friends and relatives. Plus, details of his job as a graphic designer and daily schedule. When she had asked April about her husband’s hobbies she had pulled a face and said ‘he messes about in the garden’. Surveying the details of Christopher’s sparse life, Lydia found herself hoping the man was having an affair. Or, at least, sympathising with his need for excitement. If only people could talk to each other. If only Christopher Westcott had sat down with his wife and said ‘I’m bored. I’m unhappy. I need to have more sex.’ Or more gardening. Whatever. Lydia wasn’t judging.

      The Hare on Well Street was essentially unchanged since it had been established in 1847 with its glossy black painted exterior, arched windows and ornate bar. The over-flowing window boxes and hanging baskets outside might have been new, and perhaps the Victorians hadn’t been able to order a vegan lunch with their pint of beer, but the place felt timeless nonetheless and Lydia loved it. Nowhere did pubs like London.

      Fleet was already inside, sitting in their favourite spot in the corner, a pint of Doom Bar and a curved glass of pale ale on the table. He stood when Lydia arrived and sat when she sat. He had curiously old-fashioned manners which went beautifully with the red-upholstery and dark wood of The Hare. He also dressed like a fully-grown male of the species, which was something Lydia found incredibly appealing. Obviously, she usually saw him in his work clothes and perhaps in his downtime he wore skinny jeans and a cardigan, but Lydia doubted it.

      ‘Are we still being strictly professional,’ Fleet said, ‘or can I kiss you?’

      Lydia felt the heat in her cheeks. Instant and embarrassing. Fleet was playing hell with her tough-as-boots image. ‘You can kiss me but it won’t mean anything.’

      He tilted his head, as if considering and then leaned in. ‘Fair enough.’ His lips brushed hers and Lydia closed her eyes. Sparks. A bonfire on a moonlit beach. And, behind those impressions, there was something else. A Gleam. Lydia was adept at sensing the magic which ran through the four old families; Silver, Crow, Pearl and Fox. She could sense that there was something in Fleet. Not strong. Probably from way back in his family tree. But it didn’t feel like any of the four usual suspects. It was something different. She kissed him back and stopped thinking for a moment. All work and no play, after all. His large hand on the back of her neck sent sensation running through her body and Lydia reciprocated, feeling the springy hair which was neatly clipped, fading to stubble at his nape.

      The moment was over all-too-soon. A man with a faux-hawk put down plates of sandwiches in front of them and Lydia caught her breath. She took a long sip of her pale ale and concentrated on deconstructing the tower of bread and salad into something manageable. ‘Why do they put everything into an inedible stack?’ Lydia pulled out the wooden skewer which was holding the layers in place. ‘I would need to be able to unhinge my jaw to fit this into my mouth.’

      Perhaps wisely, Fleet chose not to respond. Instead he forked several mouthfuls of side salad before asking: ‘How did you know about the bricks?’

      Lydia had just put a piece of cucumber into her mouth so she took her time chewing and swallowing before answering. ‘I didn’t. What bricks?’

      ‘Our man. He had bricks stuffed into his pockets. And you said-’

      ‘I just had a feeling he was weighed down,’ Lydia said, shaking her head lightly. ‘Although, now you say bricks...’ She thought for a moment. ‘Wasn’t Calvi found with bricks in his pockets? I was probably just remembering that and transferring it. I remember that story. I remember Mum and Dad talking about it in the kitchen when they thought I wasn’t listening.’

      ‘It is starting to look very similar,’ Fleet said. ‘I don’t want to say ‘copy-cat’, but...’

      ‘If you hear hoofbeats,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Yeah, but round here, it’s just as likely to be a zebra.’

      Lydia wasn’t sure how to respond to that. It sounded like an opening to talk about the Crow Family and their weird reputation, but that was a tricky area. Lydia was never sure exactly how much Fleet knew about her world, and the whole area was further complicated by the rules of the Family. They came first, naturally, and didn’t tend to be open with people outside of blood, but Lydia wasn’t sure of the exact lines. How much was public knowledge, how much was secret. And then there was the ever-present fear that Fleet would write her off as a lunatic. Londoners, especially those in Camberwell, knew of The Crows. And the others. But how much they believed was another story.

      They had finished their sandwiches and Lydia was draining the last of her ale, suppressing a small burp at the end. ‘Pardon.’ The only downside to delicious beer and totally worth it.

      ‘You said you had a feeling.’ Fleet was regarding her over the rim of his pint glass.

      ‘That was the beer. Bubbles.’

      Fleet didn’t smile. ‘About the bricks.’

      ‘I didn’t say bricks,’ Lydia reminded him. ‘I don’t know anything about it. I swear.’

      ‘No Family gossip?’ Fleet’s tone was carefully casual.

      Lydia shook her head. ‘Are you going to tell me his name?’

      ‘Why do you care?’

      ‘I’m bored.’ Lydia pushed her plate away and leaned back against the red velvet upholstery. ‘I’ve had nothing but cheaters for weeks. It’s depressing.’

      ‘And you think a murder would cheer you up?’

      ‘Not suicide, then?’ Lydia sat forward.

      Fleet closed his eyes briefly. ‘No. We don’t think so.’

      ‘Execution?’

      ‘You really must stop looking so pleased. It’s disturbing.’

      ‘Oh, come on’ Lydia said. ‘You love it, too. Who was he?’

      ‘Robert Sharp. Business analyst at Sheridan Fisher. Single, as far as we know, and lived in a flat in Canary Wharf.’

      ‘Nice for some,’ Lydia said automatically.

      ‘He had ID in his wallet. And house keys.’

      ‘Money?’

      Fleet shook his head. ‘No cash to speak of, but a couple of credit cards and he was still wearing his Breitling watch.’

      ‘So not a robbery. Any ideas on motive?’

      ‘It’s not my case,’ Fleet said, turning his palms up. ‘Not my manor.’

      ‘All right,’ Lydia said. ‘Any guesses? Just for fun.’

      Fleet regarded her for a moment. ‘You are a little bit scary, you know that?’

      ‘So I’ve heard,’ Lydia waved a hand.

      ‘Stay out of this one, though,’ Fleet said, his voice serious. ‘It’s not our area.’

      Lydia nodded while privately planning to ignore Fleet. It wasn’t her area at the moment, and that was the problem. She wanted to move.

      

      Lydia went back to her flat for the afternoon and stripped to her underwear. Sitting at her desk with the oscillating fan pointed directly into her face, she did a little research on Christopher Westcott. It was hard to summon the enthusiasm but if there was one thing Lydia was proud of, it was her work ethic. She had taken on a job and so she would do it to the best of her ability. Besides, Crow Investigations needed to build a reputation in order to get word of mouth clients. That was how the PI business tended to work. You couldn’t just take an advert out and hope they came flooding in. People needed to trust the investigator they were inviting into their private lives, which meant personal recommendations. Plus, cashflow was always important. Lydia already had a list of wants regarding surveillance equipment, not to mention a more reliable and comfortable car. And then there was the little matter of keeping body and soul together. She wasn’t sure how long Uncle Charlie would let her eat out of the kitchen at The Fork. Probably until he realised she wasn’t going to play ball with whatever plans he had laid for her.

      Christopher Westcott ran a graphic design agency. The office address was in Soho, but a quick call to April confirmed that Christopher worked out of his home office and that the address on the website was just a forwarding service. April’s suspicions were centred on Christopher’s work-related trips. They had become more frequent over the last year and regularly involved overnight stays. When she asked him about the trips he said they were important networking opportunities and that he needed to ‘press flesh’ in order to land big contracts. An unfortunate choice of phrase, given April’s concerns.

      A buzzer sounded and Lydia clicked to close the tabs she had open on her laptop. She had installed a pressure-sensitive pad under the grotty carpet on the top set of stairs which led from the toilets of the cafe to her flat. That way, she had warning that somebody was on their way. Moments later, she heard footsteps on the landing and a dark shape loomed behind the rippled glass of her front door.

      Lydia pulled on her vest-top and a pair of jersey shorts, and went to the door. She used the chain, even though she recognised the outline of her Uncle Charlie. She could feel him, too; the tang of crow magic overwhelming her senses. There was no sense in letting Charlie know her abilities, though, so she called. ‘Who is it?’

      ‘It’s me,’ he said, his voice amused like he knew that she knew.

      She opened the door and regarded Charlie through the narrow gap. ‘This is a surprise.’

      ‘I’ve brought coffee.’

      Lydia opened the door wide. ‘It’s almost too hot for coffee.’

      ‘Almost,’ Charlie said, smiling.

      She accepted the black-and-white espresso cup which Charlie had clearly just brought up from the cafe downstairs and retreated behind her desk. ‘What can I do for you?’

      ‘Can’t a proud uncle just visit his niece?’

      Lydia took a sip of the strong coffee, feeling the caffeine jolt her synapses. The taste of feathers was thick in the back of her throat and she could see a shimmer around Charlie. He was wearing a button-up shirt with the sleeves rolled up above his elbows. The tattoos on his forearms were moving in a distracting manner and Lydia made sure she didn’t focus on them. The last thing she needed was to alert Uncle Charlie to the fact that she could see them as they truly were. As far as the boss of the infamous Crow Family knew, Lydia was a damp squib. A powerless nothing and a disappointment.

      ‘How are Daisy and John doing?’

      ‘Better,’ Charlie said. He sat in the client’s chair. ‘They are very grateful.’

      ‘I’m sure,’ Lydia couldn’t hide the sarcasm.

      ‘They are,’ Charlie lent forward. ‘You played an important role.’

      ‘Maddie’s still missing, though,’ Lydia said. ‘I didn’t solve anything. Didn’t bring her home.’

      ‘They know she’s alive. They know that she has left of her own accord. And,’ Charlie spread his hands. ‘They know it’s for the best.’

      Lydia raised her chin. ‘I suppose.’

      Charlie looked around the room. ‘How’s business?’

      ‘Busy,’ Lydia lied.

      ‘You need money, you just tell Angel. She’ll give you shifts downstairs. Anytime you want. Flexi-hours. No contract. Cash in hand.’

      ‘I’m fine,’ Lydia said.

      Charlie’s face darkened and Lydia caught a glimpse of the other Charlie. The Head of The Family, capital-letter Charlie, and she added: ‘But, thank you. I’ll keep it in mind.’

      ‘I only want to look after you, Lyds. I promised your father I’d keep you safe.’

      ‘I know,’ Lydia said. ‘And I appreciate it.’

      

      After Charlie had gone, Lydia knocked on Jason’s bedroom door. He didn’t strictly need a bedroom, as he didn’t strictly sleep, but Lydia knew he often lay on top of the striped duvet and pretended. He called it meditation and said, having had years of practice, he could maintain the position for six or eight hours and achieve a dream-like state. If he wasn’t dead, he would’ve been able to write a self-help book on the subject.

      Jason was in the corner of the room with his back turned. He was writing furiously on the wall which was covered in formulae. He turned, Sharpie in one hand and a fuzzy, far-away expression which Lydia thought of as his ‘maths look’. That was another thing Lydia had discovered in the last couple of months; Jason loved mathematics and had been on track to professorship at UCL when he had died. The physical ability that Lydia’s presence seemed to give Jason had started with him being able to shove and push, lift and throw large objects, and open the fridge door. With practice, he had regained fine motor control and the first thing he had done when scratching out on a pad of paper with a pencil was to write a series of numbers. ‘Primes,’ he had said, catching Lydia’s look of confusion. ‘I love primes.’

      He had moved quickly on from pencil and paper to a pack of Sharpies and his bedroom walls. Lydia didn’t know how she was going to explain it to Charlie, but it made Jason so visibly happy she hadn’t the heart to ask him to stop. Besides, Charlie had no reason to go into the spare room. And she could paint over the marks.

      ‘Sorry,’ Lydia said. ‘You’re busy.’

      ‘I’ve got time,’ Jason said. He capped the Sharpie and shoved it into the pocket of his grey suit jacket. It was such a natural action that Lydia found it hard to believe he hadn’t, miraculously, come back from the dead. Then he motioned for her to sit down and the illusion evaporated. Jason often looked fully corporeal these days, giving weight to their theory that Lydia was somehow amplifying whatever energy kept his essence together and functioning in spirit form, but it was a state that could shift in an instant. Either when he moved quickly and there was a strange blurring around the too-smooth or too-jerky motion. Or sometimes when Lydia had been out of the house for an extended period, on surveillance or visiting her parents, and he acquired a very slight translucency in direct light.

      ‘Any idea what a business analyst does? At a firm like Sheridan Fisher?’

      Jason frowned. ‘Not really. Why?’

      Lydia told him about Robert Sharp. ‘I’m just wondering about motive.’

      ‘We’ve got a murder case? That’s huge.’

      ‘Not officially. But I’m going to work it. Good practice.’

      ‘Is that all? Just practice?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Jason’s gaze kept straying to the wall and Lydia could see he was itching to get back to his beloved calculations.

      ‘What are you working on?’

      ‘Just a new proof.’ Thankfully, Jason had given up trying to explain his research in detail to Lydia.

      ‘Is it going well?’

      ‘Too soon to say,’ Jason’s eyes were shining as he spoke. ‘I just-’ He stopped for a moment and, if he had been alive, he would have probably taken a deep breath. Instead he just paused, motionless for a couple of seconds. The words which followed came out in a rush. ‘I’ve had so much time to think. I’ve been running proofs and ideas in my mind for years but it was so slow. Not being able to write things down. To pin the thoughts down in a concrete way. I’ve always needed to see things written down, described visually, and now I can. It’s just incredible.’

      ‘I’m happy for you,’ Lydia said.

      ‘I mean, think about it… I have this unique perspective on reality and time,’ Jason waved his hands. ‘Who knows what I will be able to work out. Maybe I could discover something truly ground-breaking?’

      Lydia wasn’t sure what to say in the face of such unbridled enthusiasm. It made her slightly uncomfortable and, something worse, a little bit jealous. Lydia realised something important. She didn’t just need to work the Sharp case for practice or even for business-development purposes. She needed some more enthusiasm, more passion, in her world. When the dead guy in your house is living a better life than you, she thought, it is time to seriously up your game.
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