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      Lydia Crow picked her way along the half-finished rails in the abandoned underground tunnel, her torch beam wavering on the curved walls and catching the occasional movement as something skittered in the darkness. Her companion was a station worker called Faisal who she had persuaded to help her with a flip of her gold coin and a little bit of Crow Family whammy. He was chatting happily, completely at home in the dusty and strangely warm subterranean world. ‘This bit never got completed,’ he was saying, ‘it’s never been used at all, but up ahead we’ll have a treat.’

      Lydia was decked in a hard hat and a high vis jacket, matching Faisal’s. Although his jacket fitted him properly and Lydia’s hat kept slipping. Her forehead was sweaty and sore from the rub of heavy plastic and she ached to take it off, but Faisal had become so agitated the last time she had tried that she had worried he would snap out of her hold and demand to know exactly what the hell she thought she was playing at.

      Which would be tricky to explain. Lydia had agreed to do a job for Paul Fox, although agreed was too strong a word. Had been blackmailed into accepting the case, would be more accurate. Whatever the semantics of that little arrangement, she was now chasing a rumour deep in the disused tunnels around Euston Station. Explaining to Faisal why he should show her around first, not just call the police in, would involve describing her ability to sense the powers of the four magical families in London. The families which most people thought of as bedtime stories.

      ‘Here we go,’ Faisal said, as the tunnel curved to the right. After the bend it opened to a wider space with a raised area on one side. ‘This would have been a platform, if this had ever been finished,’ Faisal explained, hoisting himself up. He turned and held out a hand for Lydia, helping her up. ‘Through here.’ An arched passage in the wall led to a hall which was eerily familiar. It was lit and Lydia switched off her torch, blinking in the sudden brightness. The electric glow illuminated the white and blue tiles on the walls, the classic styling of the underground that Lydia was used to power-walking past, Oyster card in hand. These tiles were in various stages of decay, grey brick showing through where the tiles had fallen away or been nicked as souvenirs. ‘Cool, right?’ Faisal was visibly excited, he pointed to a ripped film poster for Psycho. ‘This was in use up to 1961 then it was closed off.’

      ‘Why is this bit lit?’

      ‘They run the occasional tour,’ Faisal said. ‘But mainly it’s for maintenance access.’ He shot a crooked smile at Lydia. ‘Gotta make sure the place isn’t caving in.’

      Suddenly Lydia was glad of her hard hat. ‘Can we go further?’

      ‘Sure,’ Faisal said. ‘Is there something in particular you want to see?’

      Nothing, Lydia thought. She wanted to see absolutely nothing suspicious, nothing dangerous and nothing tragic. If she could check out the tunnels and then report to Paul Fox that there was nothing untoward, she would be done. She had agreed to this one job and if it ended abruptly and easily, there was nothing he could do about it. Foxes were tricky, everyone knew that, but she knew that Paul would abide by the word of their agreement. He wasn’t stupid enough to renege on a deal made with a Crow.

      Faisal was frowning, as if something had just occurred to him. ‘What was it you needed again? Is this a project? Or a…’ He visibly struggled to think. ‘Who are you, again?’

      Lydia produced her gold coin, spinning it high into the air and watching Faisal’s eyes as his gaze followed it. He watched the coin rotating impossibly slowly in the air between them and his eyes glazed a little. Satisfied that he had calmed down again, Lydia pocketed her coin and asked Faisal something innocuous about the lighting system to distract him while they continued on their subterranean ramble.

      Faisal relaxed back into tour guide mode. ‘The station was built on farmland first, but then they expanded a few years later. This was back in the nineteenth century, Victorian times, innit?’

      Lydia nodded encouragingly. As long as Faisal was chatting, he was happy.

      ‘Expanded into a graveyard of a church. St James’s. Loads of bodies had to be moved, got reburied elsewhere, but loads weren’t…’ He paused, waggling his eyebrows in a suggestive manner. ‘Imagine that.’

      They passed a wide expanse of grey brick, an old exit which had been bricked up when another tunnel had been closed, the layout changed in the name of redevelopment and progress. Further on, and Lydia felt something. A flicker at the back of her mind. She stopped and then backed up slowly until she was right in front of an expanse of tiles. Thick cables ran overhead and the light remained steady. There was nothing to see, nothing to differentiate this bit of wall from any other part.  There it was again. A bright flash of red fur. The taste of earth and blood in the back of her throat. Fox.

      ‘What’s behind this wall?’

      Faisal frowned. ‘Nothing.’ He looked left and right as if orientating himself. ‘Ventilation tunnel, maybe.’

      ‘Can we get into it?’

      Faisal nodded. ‘Down here,’ he led the way through another tunnel and then another, while Lydia tried not to freak out about how thoroughly lost she was. If Faisal did a runner, she could be wandering around this warren for days before she found her way back out.

      ‘Through here,’ Faisal opened a service door and at once they were in a dark circular tunnel, with a narrow flat path running down the centre and walls made of metal girders. Bare light bulbs in metal cages hung from the roof, a little too far apart to light the tunnel adequately. Lydia coughed from the dust in the air and then realised that it wasn’t just dust, it was the earth taste, getting stronger by the second. She took a few steps, trying to feel for the place that she had sensed Fox. At once it was there, hitting her full force with the scent of rich black soil, blood and bone, fur and claw. She saw a low red body moving through trees, a white-tipped tail and then, suddenly so close she must have been nose-to-nose with the creature, a pair of yellow eyes.

      Stumbling back, Lydia put out a hand to steady herself. The cold iron touch of the wall was enough to bring her back to herself and to her surroundings. She wasn’t in a woodland or underneath the ground, safe in a den. She was in a cold metal tunnel. Underground, yes, but trapped in an industrial landscape which hurt her paws. Lydia shook her head slightly, trying to clear it. Hurt her feet. Not paws. Not red fur and tail, but black wings and sharp beak. She wanted to hold her coin and, instantly, she felt it in her right hand. Closing her fingers around its comforting shape, she felt her senses clear.

      Faisal was frowning in concern. ‘You all right?’

      ‘Fine,’ Lydia said. She moved a little further down the tunnel, using her torch to supplement the scarce lighting. The tunnel was arching upward as if skirting over a small hill and the incline meant that Lydia couldn’t see more than a metre or two ahead. She had control of her senses, again, and was aware of the strong scent of Fox without becoming overwhelmed by it. She squeezed her coin to make sure she stayed rooted in her own body, her own mind. The scent was getting stronger, though. And it came with a warning. ‘There’s something up there,’ Lydia said. ‘You might not want to see it.’

      Faisal smiled quickly as if she were joking, then stopped when he realised she wasn’t. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Lydia said. ‘Just that it might be best if I take a peek first.’

      ‘I don’t know about that,’ Faisal said, and she caught him looking sharply at her, other questions forming behind his lips. Awkward questions.

      ‘Whatever you want.’ Lydia forced a shrug. It only took a few steps to reveal the thing she had dreaded finding. She heard Faisal swear, his panicked fumbling for his walkie talkie. Mobile phones didn’t work down here, so the engineers all used two-way radios.

      Lydia walked up to the body. It was a young man, sitting with his back against the curved side of the tunnel, his head slumped forward and his chin almost touching his chest. His jeans-clad legs were stretched out in front and there was a faint odour of rot beneath the layers of Fox that Lydia could detect. He was definitely dead. There was that unnatural stillness and the unmistakable emptiness of the space which Lydia remembered from her previous experience. The person had left and Lydia was certain she was looking at a soul-case and nothing more. Thinking about DCI Fleet and the procedure he loved so much, she crouched down and touched the man’s neck, feeling for a pulse in the base of his throat. He was cold as iron to touch. And, as she already suspected, definitely a member of the Fox family. Main bloodline, she would guess, judging from the strength of the Fox vibe.

      Faisal was gabbling into his radio. Lydia thought about calming him down. She could use some of her Crow mojo to smooth his panic, but she wanted to concentrate. The dead man had long dark-brown hair, greasy looking and hanging over his face in ropes. Lydia took out her phone and snapped several pictures. Then she crouched down and used a pencil from her pocket to move the hair enough to get some images of the man’s face. He had tanned skin, light hazel eyes and she would guess he was in his early thirties. He had a few acne scars on his forehead and he was in need of a shave. Lydia found she couldn’t study his face for long. His eyes were open and staring at nothing and Lydia felt a cold sweat break out on her neck. She let the curtain of hair fall back and studied the way the man was sitting.

      ‘What the hell are you doing?’

      She didn’t waste time explaining to Faisal or looking at the expression of disgust he was no doubt wearing. More people would arrive any moment, she would be moved away from the scene. She had to find out what she could before that happened. Then she could decide how much of that information to put in her report for Paul Fox.

      Snapping on a pair of latex gloves, Lydia steeled herself to feel in the man’s jeans pockets. Nothing. No money, wallet, keys, or Oyster card. Not even a used tissue or packet of chewing gum.

      ‘You can’t do that,’ Faisal put a hand on her upper arm, his fingers curling around her bicep.

      Lydia looked up at him and then, very definitely, down at his hand.

      Faisal let go. He swallowed, his Adam’s apple bobbing.

      ‘Help is coming,’ she said. ‘You should go and meet them.’

      ‘Right,’ Faisal said, he backed away a few steps before turning and hurrying away down the passage.

      Lydia turned back to the corpse. She was just in time to catch movement. The shock forced her upright, adrenaline pumping. She stared at the man, waiting to see the movement again, her mind stuttering with shock. He was definitely dead. He couldn’t have moved. It could be the body settling, some kind of phenomena that occurred naturally. Or, maybe insects or a rodent moving from beneath the man’s jacket. Lydia swallowed down a sudden wave of nausea. She was not going to be sick. She was a professional. And a Crow.

      A door clanged somewhere, and there were footsteps. Many footsteps, their sound echoing down the narrow chamber of the tunnel. Lydia looked in the direction of the noise and then turned back to the body. A man with long ropes of brown hair and eerily light hazel eyes was standing right in front of her.
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      Lydia took an involuntary step backward. She managed not to scream, but a small sound had escaped. Not a squeak, exactly, but uncomfortably close to one.

      The man’s face twisted in anger and he lurched forward, arms coming up as if to grab Lydia. She threw up her own hands, took a defensive stance. At the same time, her brain was catching up with the evidence of her eyes. The man was slightly translucent. He was not the dead Fox magically brought back to life, but the Fox’s shade. His corporeal body was still sitting on the floor, and the ghost was standing inside it, his legs cut off at the ankle where they disappeared into the corpse’s lap.

      ‘I’m here to help,’ Lydia said.

      The ghost opened his mouth, making shapes as if speaking, but no sound came out.

      ‘It’s okay,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. Don’t be scared.’ It wasn’t the most rational thing to say, but Lydia was filling air, trying to reassure the ghost, and maybe herself. ‘It’s okay,’ she said again.

      The ghost looked at its own outstretched arms, his furious expression falling into blank incomprehension. The floor and body below were visible through his limbs and Lydia tried to imagine how terrifying that must be for the Fox. He was realising that he was dead, and that he was a ghost. She wondered if she could counsel him through it, get him to stick around long enough to be able to communicate. If the dead guy could tell her how he died, this could be the quickest solved case of her career. She wished, suddenly and fervently, that Jason was with her in the tunnel. A literal spirit guide.

      The ghost opened his mouth again and looked into Lydia’s eyes. They widened as if in recognition and he moved forward, grabbing at her with insubstantial hands. It felt like being touched by icy mist, which quickly formed and grew more solid. Lydia moved away, waving her arms to fight off the ghost. Now, he had his hands around her throat, and was applying pressure. He was becoming more corporeal and stronger with every passing second. Lydia cursed her gift, the way she seemed to power-up those around her, with either magic or life force or whatever energy animated the spirits of the dead. ‘Stop it!’ She pushed her hands up between his wrists and pushed outward, loosening his grip. Then she tried a good, old-fashioned teacher voice, hoping to break through whatever madness the ghost was experiencing. ‘I am not your enemy’. Her words died away on the last word as he gave up on attempted strangling and simply walked into her. Instantly, she was frozen through to her bones. That wasn’t the worst thing, though. The worst thing was the sudden and complete sense of despair. A howling wasteland of nothingness and futility. She ought to just lie down. Little sparks of light were going off behind her darkening vision, and her thought processes were stuttering and slowing. Lack of oxygen. She wasn’t bothering to breathe. There was no point.

      Loud footsteps, voices. Faisal was saying something urgently. Hands on her arms, turning her around and his face swam into view. ‘Lydia!’

      Light spittle on her skin. Warm patches where his hands were gripping, thawing the ice of her limbs. The Fox ghost was inside her and that was an awful thought. With massive effort, she produced her coin. It didn’t appear on the first try. She brought it to her mind’s eye. The crow in flight, the way the light caught the golden surfaces, glinting even when there was no light to be seen. Shining even in the darkness.

      And then it was there. Resting on her knuckles. She flipped it once, over to the next joint. It was clumsy, but she was warmer. She took a deep breath and felt her oxygen-starved body drink it in. She flipped the coin again, to her little finger, and then back again across the knuckles of her hand.

      Something screamed in her mind. It wasn’t her. And then it was gone.

      

      When the ghost left her body, Lydia didn’t see it go anywhere. It didn’t float away down the tunnel or beam up to heaven. At least, not as far as she was aware. She had still been feeling light-headed and shaken from the experience of sharing her body with another soul and would be the first to admit that her witness testimony was not the most reliable for the minutes which followed.

      Lydia had walked through the busy cafe and up the stairs to her home-and-office above The Fork. Now, she wished she had taken the time to snag a decent coffee from Angel behind the counter. She flipped the switch on the kettle and located a jar of instant. By the time she had a mug of steaming caffeine and was sat on her bed, the duvet pulled up high, and her laptop balanced on her legs, she felt normal again. Still worryingly cold, but able to think clearly.

      The underground staff and transport police had asked lots of questions. Lydia had answered everything truthfully, leaving out the ghost part, naturally. And the true reason for her visit. She had told Faisal that she was writing an article, using her Family coin to make sure that he fell in line with her requests. Now, she stuck with that story, even as the officer asking questions raised a sceptical eyebrow. ‘Retraining, are you? Change of career?’

      Lydia shrugged. ‘Got to diversify your income these days. Freelance is precarious, the more strings to my bow…’

      ‘Uh-huh,’ the officer said. ‘Got a commission for this piece, have you?’

      ‘I’m writing it on spec,’ Lydia said. ‘Going to sell it once it’s done.’

      He gave her a long look which had been an article of its own, one which detailed the various ways in which he did not believe a word Lydia was saying, and then wrote something in his notebook. Fleet had explained the importance of a copper’s notebook at great length. Everything went into the notebook. Every detail. But it wasn’t just a copper’s memory aid, it was vital evidence that they were following procedure, working a case without bias. And, Fleet had explained, it put the wind up interviewees like nothing else. Even in this day and age of multiple CCTV and YouTube and cameras on every phone, there was something about a human being writing down their words with a stubby little pencil that freaked people out. And, unpleasant as it sounded, slightly freaked out was exactly how you wanted every person you questioned. You were more likely to get the truth that way.

      Lydia moved her laptop and opened her own notebook. She clicked her mechanical pencil and began writing everything she had seen and felt in the tunnel. After twenty minutes of scrawl, she felt her breathing had finally returned to normal. She looked at the messy handwriting and felt calm. The incident had been contained. Examined. Not explained, as yet, but the first step had been taken.

      Her door opened a crack and Jason said, ‘knock knock.’

      ‘I was just going to look for you.’ Lydia closed her notebook.

      ‘I don’t like the smell in my room,’ he said. Lydia had painted over his mathematical workings, after he had covered every inch of his bedroom walls using coloured Sharpies. It had taken three coats and the odour was lingering despite the window being open twenty-four-seven.

      ‘I know. I’m sorry. How are you finding the exercise books?’

      ‘Not as good,’ Jason said. ‘I like working big. Can you get me A2 sheets, instead?’

      ‘Sure.’ She could order a stack online. Anything to stop him from defacing the decor again. Now that Fleet stayed over semi-regularly, there was a chance he might see the maths-covered walls and she preferred to minimise the number of outright lies she told the man she was sleeping with.

      ‘Something weird happened today,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Just the one?’

      ‘Ha. Yes. For once…’ She smiled for a beat to acknowledge the joke. Then, ‘you know I went to the tunnels at Euston?’

      Jason’s mouth turned down at the corners. He did not approve of Lydia working a case for Paul Fox. He had a point, but Lydia hadn’t been able to see any way out of the situation. Paul Fox knew that she had worked to put Maria Silver in jail for murder. If that bit of information got out to Alejandro Silver, head of the Silver Family, then Lydia’s life would be in danger. And the peace which existed between the four magical families in London could be shattered. Crows and Silvers had historically been allies, and if that broke then who knew what the fall out would be?

      ‘What happened?’

      ‘There was a body.’

      Jason perked up. ‘Murder?’

      ‘I don’t know. I couldn’t see any obvious injury. He was just sitting there.’ Lydia recalled the scene, searching for details. ‘It was like he’d just decided to have a rest, leaning up against the wall. He was in one of the ventilation tunnels. They’re rarely open to the public, just the occasional tour, and they aren’t part of the active underground system. Not since the sixties.’

      ‘Will we get details from the post-mortem?’

      Lydia nodded. ‘I can ask.’ There were advantages to sort-of-kind-of dating a copper.

      ‘Bastard.’ Jason folded himself into a lotus position on the end of Lydia’s bed. As always, he was wearing the grey eighties suit he had died in. His wedding suit. Poor Jason wasn’t only deceased, but he was doomed to forever resemble the lost third member of Wham!

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Paul Fox,’ Jason said in a tone which implied it was obvious. ‘I bet he knew what was down there. He probably did it. I told you not to take the job.’

      ‘The dead guy was a Fox.’ Lydia was a Crow. The daughter of the rightful head of the Crow Family, Henry Crow, although her dad had abdicated his position in order to bring Lydia up away from the Family business. The Families didn’t have much of their old powers left but, by rights, Lydia should have been holding a good chunk. Instead, she had always believed that she was a damp squib. Essentially powerless, but with the ability to sense power in others. If she met a Pearl, a Fox, a Silver or a Crow, she knew it instantly. Could taste the flavour of their magic, even when it was faded and old or diluted across the generations. The ‘essentially powerless’ had turned out to be not exactly true, however. It seemed she powered people up, too. If they had a trace of magic, contact with Lydia seemed to amplify it. At least, that was her working theory. Before she had moved into The Fork, for example, Jason had been an ethereal spirit, unable to touch anything physical, let alone speak to a living soul. Now, he could make a cup of coffee. A bad cup of coffee, but still.

      Jason was sucking his teeth, deep in thought. Finally, he said: ‘That doesn’t mean Paul didn’t kill him.’

      ‘I know,’ Lydia rubbed her arms.

      ‘Sorry,’ Jason made to move away. One of the side-effects to being a ghost was that Jason gave off a chill. Free air-conditioning.

      ‘It’s not you,’ Lydia said. ‘I’ve been cold since the tunnel.’

      Jason was already up, he moved to the chair in the corner of the room which was covered in a pile of Lydia’s clothes and grabbed her hoodie.

      ‘Thanks,’ Lydia pulled it on and tucked the duvet more tightly around her legs. The chilled feeling was still there. It was like a block of ice was sitting in her stomach, radiating cold. And it contained the memory of that sense of desolation, the futility of existence. Coffee hadn’t done the trick, she would try whisky next. ‘I met the dead guy’s ghost.’

      ‘You what?’ Jason sat on the bed, again, closer this time. He vibrated slightly, which gave Lydia a headache to look at. It seemed to happen in times of stress or high emotion. Or when Lydia had been away for any length of time and Jason’s grip on his physicality was weakened.

      ‘It appeared. Standing over the body. I tried to talk, but…’

      ‘Bloody hell,’ Jason said. ‘I wish I had been there.’

      ‘Me, too,’ Lydia said. ‘It… He…He sort of stood in me.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I don’t know how to explain it without it sounding filthy and weird. His ghost sort of went into me.’

      Jason reared back. ‘Is it still there?’

      Lydia shook her head.

      ‘Well that’s something.’ Jason looked concerned, which was nice.

      ‘I just feel really cold. Since.’

      ‘No wonder,’ Jason said. ‘How did he do that, though? Did he look like me?’

      Lydia knew what he meant. ‘Not as solid. Nowhere near, actually. I could see the wall through him.’

      ‘Did you talk to him? How long had he been there?’

      ‘I tried, but he didn’t speak to me. Just hopped on board, so to speak.’ Lydia decided not to mention the expression on the ghost’s face. It hadn’t been restful and she could see that Jason was agitated. He was taking the news personally. Which was understandable, but not helpful.

      ‘Another ghost, though,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to go. Maybe I can talk to him.’

      There were two problems with this scenario. First, Jason was unable to leave the building. And second, the ghost had disappeared. Lydia had no idea whether it was still there. She went with reason number two.

      ‘You can check,’ Jason said, unperturbed. ‘You’ll be doing your investigation thing, anyway, won’t you?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Lydia said. ‘I did what Paul asked. I went to the tunnel.’

      ‘Yeah, but you found a dead Fox. You don’t really think that will be the end of it, do you?’

      The ghost had a point.
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      Lydia made another coffee, adding a generous splash of whisky, and sat behind her desk. She wrapped her hands around the mug, still trying to get properly warm, and took a moment to survey her domain. It was a funny mix of work and domestic, which was the curse and the benefit of working from home. Not to mention being self-employed in a job with such long and odd hours. There was no separation, the professional bleeding into the personal and their colours swirling together to make an unbreakable pattern.

      She clicked to open a document. Some case notes that needed to be written up for a recent client. Business had been steady, which was a relief, and Lydia’s finances were looking better than they had in a long time. The main issue remained, though; she needed help. If Jason could leave the building and help her out with surveillance, that would be massively useful.

      Looking at client work and thinking about her workload and accounts, added extra weight to the troubled thoughts about the Fox ghost. She rolled her shoulders to ease the tension and allowed herself a moment to anticipate some stress-relief with DCI Fleet. He had texted her earlier to complain about his day being entirely gobbled up by meetings and to say that he was hitting the gym after work. It was cosy. It was nice. It was the kind of message which made it abundantly clear that Fleet considered Lydia his girlfriend. She was in a relationship with the copper and she couldn’t keep denying that fact. Of course, she kept to her rules. She still hadn’t been to his flat. She hadn’t introduced him to her best friend, Emma, or her family. He knew about her Family and the lore surrounding it, but not that she lived with a ghost, powered people up, or any of the pertinent details of her gift for sensing Family power. It was a looming conversation, but one she was happy to put off as long as possible. Fleet had shown himself to be incredibly open-minded and supportive, believing in her abilities but not asking a load of questions which, must, Lydia realised now, be killing him. You don’t get into detective work without a boat-load of curiosity, after all. She should know.

      Her mobile rang and she answered right away. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Why would something be wrong?’ Her mother sounded genuinely bewildered, which was reassuring.

      ‘You never call my mobile. Is Dad okay?’

      ‘He’s fine. Sends his love.’

      ‘Okay. Good. That’s good.’

      ‘I was planning a trip to town next week and I wondered if you might be free for lunch?’ Her mother sounded slightly breathless and there were traffic sounds in the background. She wasn’t calling from the house.

      ‘Of course,’ Lydia said. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Fine!’ Her mother’s breezy tone wasn’t in the slightest bit convincing but Lydia didn’t have a chance to press further.

      ‘Got to run, darling.’

      

      Lydia went back to work, sipping her spiked drink and focusing on manageable issues and the soothing rhythm of ordering her notes into case files and client reports. Making sense of the world through times and dates, facts and figures.

      After another hour, she went to find Jason. He was in the small kitchen, meditatively making a cup of fennel tea. ‘I can’t stand that stuff,’ Lydia said. Emma had bought a selection of herbal teas, saying it would be nice for clients. She had proved to be right, but Lydia was a die-hard coffee fan and still couldn’t believe she had become the kind of person who had turmeric teabags under her roof.

      ‘I know,’ Jason said. He was pressing the bag against the side of the cup with a spoon, squeezing out every last drop of yellowish water. ‘It smells like arse.’

      ‘Good that you can smell things, though, right?’ Lydia was trying positivity, hoping to jolly Jason out of his permanent bad mood. It didn’t really suit her.

      ‘These days,’ Jason said, alluding to the fact that Lydia had increased his corporeality. ‘It’s not always a blessing.’

      ‘Not when you’re making arse tea, I imagine,’ Lydia gestured to the mug of herbal nonsense.

      ‘I think that might need a re-brand.’ Jason stopped torturing the teabag and looked at Lydia. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Nothing. Mum rang to arrange a lunch.’

      ‘And that’s bad?’

      ‘Not at all. Just unusual. She doesn’t often come into town these days.’

      ‘There’s something else?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia shook her head. ‘Just wanted to warn you that Fleet is coming round in a bit.’

      ‘So I should hide.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Lydia didn’t know if Fleet apparently catching sight of Jason a few weeks ago had been a one-off or a misunderstanding, but she didn’t want to take the chance.

      

      When Fleet arrived, shower-fresh and carrying a bottle of red wine and a pizza box, Lydia closed the lid of her laptop and went to get glasses from the kitchen. It was almost nine and, out in the country, it might have been dark. In Camberwell, the dusk was hidden by light pollution and Lydia hadn’t yet closed her curtains. She had been engrossed in work, doing her accounts to avoid thinking about her day.

      Fleet had opened the wine and put the bottle on the desk. He took the glasses from Lydia and put them next to the bottle. He had an expression which seemed miles away. ‘Long day?’ Lydia asked.

      He focused on her, then. ‘A bit.’

      Lydia stepped into his arms, reaching her hands up to his shoulders. Her hand found the back of his neck and then they were kissing. Lydia had become used to Fleet’s strange energy. The faint gleam that wasn’t Crow or Fox or Silver or Pearl. It wasn’t strange to her, anymore, now it just said ‘Fleet’. And, as usual, it made every part of her body wake up and vibrate with desire. Fleet walked her backward toward the sofa, still kissing, and then sat down, pulling her onto his lap.

      

      Sometime later, naked and pleasantly exhausted, Lydia went to the desk and poured the wine. Fleet was watching her from his prone position on the sofa. It was listing slightly, not being sturdy enough for what they had just subjected it to. ‘Cold pizza?’

      ‘You need to put some clothes on,’ Fleet said. ‘Or dinner will be further delayed.’

      Lydia passed him a glass of wine and took a sip of her own. The air had cooled and her skin was goose pimpled in the draught from the window. She stretched, feeling the satisfaction in every muscle in her body.

      ‘Lyds, seriously,’ Fleet said, starting to rise from the sofa.

      ‘Fine,’ Lydia grabbed Fleet’s discarded work shirt to use as a dressing gown. Then hunted down her underwear.

      Once they were a couple of slices and half a glass of wine down, sitting in the middle of the ex-living room, current Crow Investigations office and part-time sexy times venue, Fleet turned serious. ‘I heard you had a busy day.’

      Lydia chewed her mouthful of pizza and swallowed before saying. ‘From who?’

      ‘What is it with you and finding dead bodies?’

      ‘It’s a gift, I guess,’ Lydia said. She regarded him over the rim of her wine glass. ‘Do we have an ID, yet?’

      ‘I was hoping you would be able to help with that.’

      ‘I don’t know him. I take it he hasn’t popped up on the database?’

      Fleet shook his head. ‘Nothing from facial recognition, yet, or missing persons. DNA will take a bit longer. Lab is stretched as always.’

      ‘I couldn’t see an obvious injury and he didn’t look old enough for it to be natural causes.’

      ‘Not impossible, though.’

      ‘True,’ Lydia took a sip while she thought. ‘He was sitting upright, though. And his face was relaxed. Either it was really quick and he didn’t have time to react, or someone posed him afterward.’

      ‘Are you going to tell me how you happened to stumble across a body in a disused ventilation tunnel? What were you doing down there?’

      ‘A job,’ Lydia said. ‘I can’t divulge the details of my client. Not unless it’s pertinent to an ongoing police investigation.’

      ‘Very funny,’ Fleet said. ‘Spill.’

      Lydia hesitated. ‘You’re going to think I’ve lost my mind.’

      ‘That ship sailed long ago.’

      ‘Now who’s funny?’ Lydia looked at Fleet, weighing up whether she could avoid telling him. ‘Paul Fox sent me down there. He booked my services.’

      ‘Paul Fox,’ Fleet spoke slowly. ‘Son of Tristan Fox, head of the Fox Family?’

      ‘Yep.’ Lydia chugged some wine.

      Fleet no longer looked amused. ‘Why would you do that?’

      ‘He knows I put Maria Silver away and is threatening to share that information with Alejandro Silver if I don’t do this job for him.’

      ‘Why?’

      Lydia shrugged. ‘Shits and giggles? The man loves to mess with me.’

      ‘He’s bad news,’ Fleet said, sounding exactly like Jason. Her flatmate would have been thrilled if he had heard and usually Lydia would expect him to pop up at this point and do an elaborate ‘I told you so’ dance, but Jason had promised to stay in his room.

      ‘Agreed, but I don’t have a choice. Hopefully it will wrap up quickly and I can go back to ignoring him.’

      ‘What’s to stop him keeping you on the hook for other stuff?’

      The thought had crossed Lydia’s mind. ‘He won’t. That will push me into outright conflict and he can’t risk me getting Charlie and Tristan involved. He doesn’t want a war.’

      ‘You’re sure about that?’

      No. ‘Of course.’ Lydia finished her wine and stood up to get some more. On her way to the bottle, a thought occurred. ‘How did you know I found that body today? Euston isn’t your manor.’

      ‘I’ve got an alert set up in the system. Any mention of Crow and I hear about it.’ Seeing her expression, he added, ‘no one will think it’s about you specifically. Everyone knows Camberwell is home to the Crows and Camberwell is mine, so…’

      ‘Right,’ Lydia said, trying to push away her misgivings. She trusted Fleet, but every other copper? That was a different matter. Lydia had been brought up outside of the Family business but she had heard the stories, whispered at weddings and birthday parties, and some from her dad when he’d had a couple of beers and was feeling nostalgic. In every single one, the police were to be avoided. Not only because some of the Crow Family business had questionable legal status, but because they represented an anonymous bureaucracy which struck fear into every wild Crow’s heart. The rule-following factory was seen as the polar opposite to the mystical freedom of the Crows. And now Fleet had forged this link, chaining them together in the eyes of the world and, more frighteningly, in the faceless eyes of a police database. It made Lydia want to fly away.

      

      The next day, Lydia steeled herself. She had put off phoning Paul Fox for as long as she could and couldn’t delay it any longer. She hated the feeling of being backed into a corner, but that was the situation she was in. And now her ‘one little job’ for Paul Fox had turned into a murder investigation. What Lydia didn’t know was whether Paul would be surprised to learn that the victim was a Fox or not.

      He offered to come to her office, but Lydia wanted neutral ground. Somewhere nice and public, just in case Paul decided to shoot the messenger.

      Burgess Park was perfect. Halfway between their territories but on Lydia’s side of the river so she still felt a home-turf advantage. Filled with families and runners, dog walkers and commuters getting their daily portion of relatively fresh air and green space before heading down into the bowels of the tube system. Lydia arrived half an hour before their meeting and did a quick lap of the park. No Family members of any flavour, and nobody who looked like hired help, either. There was a man with a buzzcut and muscles who made her look twice, but when he turned around she saw that he had a baby in a sling attached to his remarkable chest.

      Lydia took her place on the appointed bench, still a couple of minutes early. She was just in time to watch Paul Fox amble through the nearest entrance, his dark hair grown out a little from its usual close crop. He was wearing his habitual fitted black T-shirt and jeans and he still looked alarmingly good in them. At least Lydia could understand why her younger self had fallen under his spell. She comforted herself that, while it had been insanity for a Crow to date a Fox, at least anybody with a pulse would forgive her lapse in judgement.

      ‘Hello, Little Bird,’ Paul said, settling a little too close to Lydia on the bench. He stretched one arm out along the back and Lydia had to force herself not to flinch away.

      ‘I don’t know what you’ve got against email,’ Lydia said, handing him the envelope which contained a single printed sheet.

      Paul didn’t dignify that with an answer, which was fair enough. He studied the brief report while Lydia looked everywhere except at him. The familiar Fox tang was there, warm fur and dark earth. Her heart rate had kicked up and it made her want to run barefoot through woodland and to do other, more carnal things, besides. The Fox magic was very animal. In all senses. It was another reason Lydia gave herself a pass for falling in lust with Paul Fox when she had been a hormonal teen. Good thing she was a cool, controlled adult now.

      Paul hadn’t spoken for a long time so Lydia finally looked his way. He was watching her and for a second she felt the urge to beat wings and fly.

      ‘Where’s the rest?’

      Lydia made herself look in to his strange light-hazel eyes. They had flecks of yellow which became more apparent in certain lighting. ‘You asked me to check the tunnels. I checked the tunnels.’

      ‘You found a dead man.’

      Lydia stayed quiet.

      ‘You will find out who the man is and how he died.’ He spoke flatly. It was an order, not a suggestion.

      ‘The police will do that,’ Lydia said. ‘Better than I can. You don’t need me.’

      ‘You’re being modest,’ Paul said. ‘I do need you to be more complete in your reports, though. This,’ he waved the paper, ‘is an insult.’

      ‘I gave you the facts.’

      ‘Hardly. For example, was he Family? I know that you know.’

      ‘What makes you say that?’ Hell Hawk. Did everybody know about her secret gift? Had Uncle Charlie taken out a newspaper ad?

      Paul just looked at her.

      After a short silence, Lydia gave up. She had no wish to prolong the conversation and she could tell that Paul was confident in his knowledge. ‘He was a Fox.’

      Paul’s jaw tightened.

      Lydia felt the urge to apologise. ‘I took photos,’ she said instead. ‘Do you want to see if you recognise him?’

      Paul nodded. Lydia swiped through to the clearest picture and angled her phone so that Paul could see.

      After a moment, he shook his head.

      ‘You don’t know him?’ Like Jason, Lydia has assumed that Paul had known exactly what she had been going to find in the tunnel. The Paul Fox she knew never did anything without working all the angles. The Fox Family were known for being tricksy and Paul was the son of Tristan Fox, head of the Fox Family. He had learned from the master.

      Paul was staring at her, again. He looked as if he were wrestling with something which either meant he was genuinely thinking something through or that he wanted her to believe that he was. Lydia waited. She wasn’t going to rush to fill the silence.

      Eventually, he said: ‘I expected you to find some remains. I didn’t know it would be a Fox.’

      ‘Who did you expect?’

      Paul shook his head. ‘You need to focus on what you did find. I want to know who did this. Keep in touch and tell me everything.’

      ‘I did the job. I’m out. That was the deal.’

      ‘Job isn’t finished,’ Paul said. ‘You know that I can still expose you. What would Alejandro say if he knew you put his daughter in prison? What would he do? I hear your dad isn’t doing so well these days, I hear the Crows are weaker than they used to be. How well would your family stand up to an attack from the Silvers?’

      Lydia bit down on the urge to tell Paul to shut his mouth. She didn’t want to show how much he bothered her, that hearing him mention her father made her skin crawl and her muscles jump. Her body reacted instinctively, though, and she found herself inches from his face. ‘Who says we’re weak? Give me a name.’

      Paul blinked. There was a pause and then he looked away. ‘No offence intended.’

      Lydia sat back, forcing her fists to unclench. ‘Good. I’ll work the case for a bit longer. But you’ll need to pay. And my rates are bloody high.’

      ‘You think I care about money?’

      ‘I have no idea what you care about,’ Lydia said. She stood up, ready to leave. ‘And I don’t give a damn, either.’

      Paul put a hand to his heart. ‘You wound me, Little Bird. Why so cruel?’
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