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        Come, the croaking raven doth

      
        bellow for revenge.
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      Lydia Crow stood on a wet pavement in London and peered through the grimy front window of The Fork cafe. Her view was obscured by dingy nets and a couple of posters which had been cheekily stuck on the glass, but she cupped hands around her eyes and put her face dangerously close to the smeared surface. It was dark inside, of course, but she could make out the shapes of tables and chairs and a counter at the back.

      When Uncle Charlie had mailed her a set of keys and told her it was time she joined the Family business, Lydia had told him very firmly that she was going to do no such thing. Three months later, though, after a surveillance job that had turned out to be unpleasantly complicated, she rethought the gesture. Her boss, Karen, had just told her to take a few weeks away from Aberdeen, for the good of her own health and well-being, when Uncle Charlie had shown his usual uncanny sense of timing and called her to offer a place to stay in London. When he rang, using the mobile number she didn’t know he had, Charlie made it sound as if she would be doing him a favour. He said that he needed her help. That, more to the point, the Family needed her help. He wouldn’t give details over the phone and was almost certainly lying, but at that point Lydia no longer cared. She needed a change of scenery and didn’t have the funds to go anywhere else. Now, inhaling the familiar scent of exhaust fumes and drains, mixed with the faint tang of blood from the Camberwell market, she wondered whether she had been too hasty.

      Lydia was due to meet Charlie the next day, so all she had to do was check out her new digs and acclimatise to being back in London. Not that one night was enough time for the latter. Lydia stepped away from the window and looked for another door. There wasn’t one. Some scallywag had added a spray-painted ‘ed’ to the end of the word ‘Fork’ on the faded signage, but the number of the building was the same as the tag on the set of keys. This was the right place.

      ‘Somewhere to stay. A little favour.’ Uncle Charlie hadn’t lied. He just hadn’t given her the full details. It was Lydia’s fault for assuming it would be a domestic residence, not a disused cafe. The building had four floors, though; maybe there was a flashy little flat with a roof garden just waiting for her up the stairs? Maybe.

      Lydia pulled out her phone, still looking up at the building. ‘I don’t know anything about running a cafe,’ Lydia said when Charlie answered.

      ‘Lydia, sweetheart.’ Uncle Charlie’s voice was warm and, despite herself, Lydia felt a glow.

      ‘If this is what you need help with, I’m not your girl,’ Lydia ploughed on. ‘You said a quick favour, this is not a permanent move, just a quick visit –’

      ‘You need a place to stay, right?’

      ‘Right, but…’

      ‘So stay at the cafe. It’s been closed for months and there’s a flat upstairs. Open it up, don’t open it up. Makes no difference to me.’

      Lydia opened her mouth to ask about rent but Charlie was still talking, his voice had the persuasive note that made him so successful in business. The tone that made some people in the Family say he could almost have been born a Silver. Although they said it very quietly, of course.

      ‘You’ll be doing me a favour. A legit tenant. Little start-up. Looks good on the books.’

      ‘I thought I was already doing you a favour. This mysterious problem you need help –’

      Charlie spoke across her. ‘Not on the phone.’ And he cut the connection.

      And there was the sinking feeling. Favours in her family never came for free. Lydia knew there would be something to pay down the line and, despite everyone in the Family knowing she was officially ‘out’, that something might well be illegal, but what choice did she have? At this point in time it was Uncle Charlie’s undoubtedly poisoned chalice or moving back home with her parents. The latter was the sensible option, of course. Except that it had been hard enough to leave the first time, and Lydia wasn’t sure she could do it again. Plus, she worried that a few weeks of home comforts would be some powerful motivation-sapping mojo and, instead of heading back to Aberdeen and her job, she would start joining her mother for bridge and never, ever leave. Not to mention the fact that it was bad enough that she was back from Scotland and kind of in hiding, she didn’t want to compound the embarrassment by crawling back to her childhood bedroom. She could bunk at the cafe for a few weeks, sort out Charlie’s imaginary problem, and wait out her own professional snafu until it was safe to head back to Scotland.

      The black paint on the front door was peeling, but the lock was top of the line and shiny bright. Charlie must have just had it replaced and Lydia was touched. He was looking after her security, and that was a nice feeling.

      The warm and fuzzies didn’t last long, however. The place was a dump. She snapped on the lights and the harsh strip bulbs revealed nicotine-yellow walls, plastic-topped tables and a floor that looked as if it was developing sentient life.

      There was a counter along the back wall with a door which presumably opened onto the kitchen. Lydia knew she ought to check it out, see if she would at least have working appliances to feed herself while she worked out her next move, but she didn’t feel strong enough. Judging by the state of the front, the kitchen would be filthy. And a filthy kitchen would’ve attracted vermin. You were never far from a rat in London, Lydia knew, but she had absolutely no desire to have this confirmed with visual evidence.

      A door to the left of the counter was marked with male and female symbols and a laminated sign was blue-tacked underneath. ‘Toilets are for the use of patrons only.’

      Lydia had been hoping for a side-entrance to the flat above, a private access of some kind that would mean she didn’t have to come through the deserted cafe, but the price was right and it was only for a week or so. She could live with this creepy entrance for that long. Still, the dead air of the empty cafe seemed to bunch behind her as she opened the door, like a creature coiled and ready to pounce.

      There was a narrow flight of stairs covered in industrial linoleum. Framed black and white pictures of Camberwell’s past lined the walls and there were three doors leading off a small landing. Two were clearly the toilets and the third was marked ‘private’. The stairs continued up, the lino giving way to brown carpet. Lydia opened the door, clocking a bare office space. There was a desk with a boxy computer monitor that looked like a reject from the nineties with trailing wires and no keyboard. A broken metal Venetian blind at the window, its slats all bent and covered in thick dust, completed an interior design aesthetic that screamed ‘economic downturn’.

      Lydia closed the door on the depressing tableau and continued up the stairs, trying not to care too much about the horrible brown carpet and musty, unused air which was wafting over her face. Karen’s offices were bright and clean and smelled of neroli oil, and Lydia’s flat in Aberdeen had an entire wall of bookshelves and oak flooring. She had sat in her living room and stared at those shelves, feeling like she had finally made it as a proper, successful adult. ‘Suck it up, buttercup,’ Lydia said out loud, trying to raise her spirits. Her voice sounded odd in the dead air making her feel even worse.

      The stairs opened onto a landing with a single door. It had to be the entrance to the flat but there was nothing to indicate that this was the entrance to a separate dwelling, apart from an electric doorbell fixed to the wall. Lydia pressed it experimentally and heard it buzz inside. She tried the handle and the door swung open. No lock. Super. Lydia made a mental note to speak to Charlie about security.

      Inside the flat was a short hallway and an archway leading to more stairs. One door revealed a small bathroom with a shower cubicle and white fittings, while the open door at the end led to a large living room. It had a tall sash window and an old fireplace which needed a good scrub. There was a low sofa and an IKEA folding chair leaned against one wall and that was it. Cosy. Lydia focused on the window as it was truly the best thing about the room and tried not to think too hard about the stains on the hard green carpet. After staring out at the street for as long as possible, reminding herself that there was a world outside of this musty-smelling hell hole, she felt strong enough to continue exploring.

      Off the living room there was a doorway to a small galley kitchen. Braced for filth, Lydia was pleased to find it was basically bare and dusty with plain white units, stainless steel round sink and a speckled-grey, laminate worktop.

      The final door led to a bedroom that was more of a cupboard with a bare single bed and small chest of drawers. Suddenly, the tiredness from her ten-hour drive hit, and she felt her resolve weaken. She felt the weight of the dead air and wanted to hear a human voice.

      Her mother answered immediately. ‘Lydia? Are you all right?’

      ‘I’m great,’ Lydia said, taking the stairs on up. ‘I’m back down south, just wanted to let you know.’

      ‘Are you coming home?’ Lydia could hear the mix of hope and worry in her mum’s voice. It reminded her why she was staying in this charmless flat instead of heading home.

      ‘Kind of,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m staying in town.’

      ‘For how long?’

      ‘Don’t know, yet. Look, mum, I don’t want you to hear this from anyone else so –’

      ‘You’re pregnant?’

      ‘No! Mum!’

      ‘Sorry, sorry. But you know, it wouldn’t be so shocking.’

      ‘I’m staying above an old cafe. It’s a disused building.’ She had reached the landing and there were no more stairs. She was on the top floor of the building and the ceilings were lower, here, in what had probably originally been attic space or servants’ quarters.

      ‘You’re squatting?’ Her mum’s voice was bemused rather than out-right disapproving and Lydia felt a rush of love for her. She heard another voice in the background and her mother broke away from the conversation to say ‘it’s Lydia,’.

      ‘It’s nothing illegal,’ Lydia said. ‘Uncle Charlie –’

      ‘Tell me you’re not with Charles.’ Her mother’s voice, usually so gentle and warm, was suddenly harsh with fear.

      ‘I’m not with Uncle Charlie,’ Lydia said, pushing open a door. The main bedroom was directly above the living room. It had a smaller version of the window in the room below and a double bed with new sheets, pillows and a duvet all still in their plastic packaging sitting on top of the mattress. She wasn’t lying. She wasn’t with Uncle Charlie at that exact moment.

      ‘Oh, thank God.’ She heard her mother turn away from the phone and repeat the words for her father’s benefit. ‘She’s not with him!’

      ‘Sorry, darling,’ her mother said. ‘You’d never do anything like that, I know.’

      ‘I need a place to stay and he’s letting me kip here until I work out my next move.’

      ‘Well that’s ridiculous,’ her mum said. ‘You can stay here. You don’t need to be in Camberwell. It’s not safe.’

      ‘It’s more convenient to be in town,’ Lydia said, feeling like hell.

      ‘Convenient for what? You just said you don’t know what you’re doing.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Lydia said, knowing what would be worrying her mum. ‘No strings. I don’t have to do anything in return. I’m doing him a favour by living here, keeping an eye on the place.’

      ‘The day your uncle does anything from the good of his heart will be a cold day in hell with pigs flying past the window and the dead getting up from their graves.’

      ‘I know,’ Lydia said, irritation breaking through. ‘I’m not an idiot.’

      ‘And we know that, darling. But you mustn’t try to play his game. He’ll make you think you’re carrying all the cards and then he’ll rob you blind.’

      ‘Uncle Charlie loves me,’ Lydia said, almost sure that was true.

      ‘Of course he does!’ Her mum sounded properly offended. ‘Everyone in the family loves you.’

      ‘Well, then,’ Lydia began, but her mum interrupted. ‘But that won’t stop him.’

      Lydia had been brought up away from her extended family. Her parents had been all-too-aware of how her assorted uncles and cousins would view any kind of ability, even one as muted as Lydia’s, and they didn’t want any of them taking liberties. When Lydia had asked what they’d meant by that, they’d shaken their heads in tight-lipped unison.

      ‘But they’re family. Uncle Charlie is your brother,’ Lydia had said, once she’d grown into a bolshie teen.

      Her dad had smiled very sadly. ‘I love my brother and Charlie is probably the best of them, but he’s a Family man first and foremost. Always has been. He’d use you as soon as blinking, just like the others.’ Then her usually mild dad had become uncharacteristically intense. ‘Don’t ever tell him what you can do, okay? He loves you but he’ll still find a way to use you and I don’t want you mixed up in all that.’

      It hadn’t been an issue. Lydia, for all her curiosity, hadn’t wanted to get mixed up in Crow Family business, either. That way lay scary-looking-men and women, the various aunts and cousins, who appeared either worn-out or far scarier than their heavily-muscled husbands. She wasn’t a kid anymore, though, or a rebellious teen. She was a grown woman with a limited skill-set, cash-flow issues and a strong desire to make over her life.

      She took a final look around the bedroom, deciding this was where she would sleep. She dropped her rucksack onto the bed and opened the window to let in some fresh air. It definitely had potential and, thankfully, stripped floorboards rather than manky carpet. Feeling cheered, Lydia pushed open the door across the landing and stopped. The third bedroom had a sharp, citrusy scent which was oddly familiar. There was another double bed, made up with navy-striped linen and a couple of framed film posters on the wall. On the far wall, there was a glass door with a voile curtain half-pulled across it. Lydia took a couple of steps into the room, feeling as if she was trespassing on someone’s private abode. Which was stupid. The flat was empty. The cafe had been deserted for six months at least. Unless there was a squatter. Lydia reached into her pocket for her mobile. She didn’t want to run to Charlie for every little thing, but maybe he’d let another stray relative stay here and then forgotten to tell her. She ought to check before calling the police. Before she could look at the screen, she felt the hairs rise on the back of her neck. There was someone behind her, she could feel their gaze. She forced herself to turn around, mouth already opening to scream but the room was empty. There was nobody there. The door was half open, revealing an equally person-free landing.

      She was jumpy. Being back in London and alone in this deserted old wreck was playing havoc with her imagination. That was all. She turned back and shouted in surprise. There was a man standing by the wardrobe on the far side of the bed. He was wearing a boxy pale grey jacket with the sleeves rolled up. He had lightly tanned forearms, blue eyes and a lot of golden blonde hair which was shining in the light from the window.

      ‘Bloody hell, you scared me,’ Lydia said, her fear flipping to anger in an instant. He must have been hiding behind the bed when she walked in. ‘What are you playing at?’

      The man looked as shocked as she felt, his mouth hung open and there was a confused, frozen-look on his face. Then he said: ‘I live here. Who are you?’

      There was something odd about his voice but Lydia didn’t have time to think about it. The smell of citrus was stronger, too, and she knew that was something important.

      ‘Lydia Crow. My uncle owns this place. He didn’t tell me about you.’

      ‘I see,’ the man said. He was around her age, Lydia thought. Maybe even younger. She had thought he was older first because of the weird jacket. It was paired with matching grey trousers and shiny shoes. Most blokes Lydia knew wore T-shirts, jeans and trainers.

      She crossed her arms and gave him her hard stare. She expected him to introduce himself and to spin some line about being the friend of a friend, or Charlie letting him stay here or something, but he didn’t say a word. He just stared back at her in wide-eyed terror as if she were the one lurking in supposed-to-be empty buildings and scaring people half to death.

      Citrus. Her brain was trying to tell her something. That scent which had the sharp tang of lemon but also something like smoke. Not cigarette or wood smoke, but definitely something burned. She hadn’t smelled it for years. Not since she had seen Grandma Crow attending her own funeral.

      Lydia opened her mouth to ask ‘are you real?’ when a noise from behind made her turn around. There was another man standing in the open doorway of the bedroom. This one was wearing a black T-shirt, tight over bulging muscles. He had close-cropped hair and a nose that looked like it had been broken more than once. He was also holding a gun and was pointing it straight at Lydia.
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      Lydia had never even seen a gun in real life, much less had one aimed at her, and she felt an unpleasant liquid sensation in her stomach. The feeling headed further south and the thought of wetting herself – actually, truly wetting herself – was enough to make her tense her muscles and avert disaster. A small part of her brain was insisting that she ought to worry more about the gunman than an embarrassing wet patch, but she ignored it so that she didn’t pass out from terror.

      ‘Sit down please.’ The man indicated the bed by lifting his chin. ‘Time for a talk.’

      Bedroom. Gunman. Bed. This did not sound like a good idea. This sounded like the horrible details in some tragic and violent news story. The thug didn’t look hurried. He didn’t look excited or nervous, either. He didn’t look bored, exactly, but this was clearly not his first day at Bad Guy school. Lydia had been protected from the worst of her extended family, but she’d still met a few professionals at weddings, christenings and so on. They had the same dead-eye look.

      ‘Come on, now,’ the man said, gently enough, and Lydia realised something: He was going to kill her. She wondered if Grey Jacket knew the gun man. Why hadn’t he said anything? She glanced across, hoping to find solidarity, maybe even comfort, but instead she found the wardrobe. Jacket-boy had gone. Had he dived underneath the bed in fear? She didn’t blame him, but hoped to God he was dialling 999 from down there.

      Lydia tried to make her legs move. She wanted to obey the man, not to give him any reason to hurt her, but her feet felt stuck to the carpet.

      The gunman was looking around and his gaze caught on something behind Lydia. ‘Open the door,’ he said.

      For a moment, Lydia didn’t know what he was taking about. He was standing in the doorway. Then she remembered the glass door and turned around. The path to the door would lead them both to the other side of the bed. If jacket-boy was hiding there, he wasn’t going to stay safe for long. Lydia moved toward the door, anyway, not seeing any other option. When she got around the end of the bed she forced herself not to glance down, not wanting to give away jacket-boy’s position on the slim hope that the gunman was going to stay on the other side of the room.

      ‘Open it slowly,’ the man said. His voice was deep and expressionless and his accent oddly neutral. Lydia knew that she ought to be filing away details, her training with Karen had included advanced observation, but her brain seemed to be randomly firing. An image of her mother’s face, frowning as she piped wobbly writing onto Lydia’s tenth birthday cake, was followed by the thought that the voile curtain was a horrible peach colour, and that the door would almost certainly be locked. It wasn’t. The double-glazed door swung smoothly outward and the sudden rush of cool fresh air cleared Lydia’s mind a little. He was going to make her go outside, onto what Lydia could now see was a small roof terrace with a black iron railing running along its edge.

      The man was right behind her, she could smell his deodorant. He pressed the muzzle of the gun into the small of her back. ‘We’re going outside. Don’t make a sound.’

      Lydia stepped over the door frame and down a single step onto the paved surface of the terrace. She was aware of the grey sky stretching above, the roof scape to her left and right with a forest of chimney pots, and the red brick facade of the building. The house next door had a taller roof with a steeper pitch and a couple of dormer windows jutting out. They had built over their terrace space and there wasn’t a window facing onto where Lydia was standing, just the smooth masonry of the extension. She wondered whether anybody was home and if it was worth screaming. Would they hear her? And if they did, would they bother to call the police?

      Her legs were shaking and she cursed her weakness. Think, Lydia, don’t wobble. Think.

      ‘Forward,’ the thug said from behind her. ‘Six steps.’

      In an odd way, Lydia appreciated the man’s specificity. It made it feel as if she just followed his detailed instructions, all would be well. A second later, she realised that this was probably a technique. Maybe something you learned in assassin school.

      ‘You don’t have to do this. I can give you money.’ Lydia hated the thin sound of her voice. The pleading. Crows didn’t plead.

      He pressed a little with the gun and Lydia walked toward the railing. There was a yard below, the tops of wheelie bins visible and a wall with an access gate. A narrow road ran behind the terrace and, facing Lydia, were the backs of another row of buildings. These ones didn’t have balconies or roof gardens and the windows that she could see had obscured glass or closed blinds. Nobody to see. Nobody to call the police. Or Charlie.

      ‘My family’ Lydia began, the fear full and cold, now, filling every part of her mind. He wasn’t here to steal from the house. He wasn’t here for money or information. He was here to kill her.

      The gun was no longer pressing against her back, but that was scant comfort when she knew it was there. A mechanical assemblage of steel that could stop the heart that was currently beating wildly in her chest.

      ‘Climb over the railing,’ he said.

      ‘What?’ Lydia’s mind was stuttering, still not making sense.

      ‘You’re going to jump. Suicide.’

      ‘I don’t think so,’ Lydia said. She turned around. He was a couple of paces away, now, the gun still steadily trained upon her.

      ‘But, yes,’ he said. ‘Up and over. Let’s see if you can fly.’

      Lydia thought of her parents, then. And Charlie and every family story she had ever been told. She might be a weak member of the Family, might have been brought up outside the nest and be something of a genetic freak, but she wasn’t going to dishonour the Family name. Crows did not die easily. They fought, beak and claw.

      ‘No.’

      He shrugged. ‘Turn around.’

      ‘No,’ Lydia said, the word coming more easily this time. She wanted to see her killer. To look him in the eye and make him do the same as he took her life.

      At that moment, the man in the grey jacket appeared behind the gunman. He just appeared. Materialised. Before Lydia could feel surprised about that, he had hit the man with the gun over the back of the head with a large terracotta pot held in both hands.

      The gunman folded forwards, his legs crumpling so that his knees and face both hit the paving stone at the same time. It made a crunching sound and there was a spray of blood.

      Jacket-boy dropped his weapon and it broke in two, spilling dry earth. Lydia was looking at the blood and the gun, which was still in the man’s hand. She knew this was her moment. She should jump on his back, try to grab the gun, but the idea of getting closer to the enormous man, to attempting to touch that evil piece of metal, seemed utterly impossible.

      Also impossible was the speed with which he was recovering. Already he was on his hands and knees, blood pouring from his face, his teeth bared in a grimace as he staggered upright. He began to raise the gun, again, and Lydia dived to the side, hoping to get to the door, to run far and fast.

      Jacket-boy shoved him and he staggered forward, taking steps to keep his balance. Jacket-boy shoved again, a look of fear, concentration and weird joy on his face. It sent a cold spike down Lydia’s spine. In a split second, the gun man was hitting the railing, his momentum causing his body to fold over it. Lydia ran forward. Whether to push him over or stop him from falling, she had no conscious idea. She only knew that it was a moment of opportunity.

      Before she reached him, Jacket-boy was there. He was lifting and shoving and, quicker than Lydia could believe possible, the big man’s centre of gravity altered and he went over the railing. One second he was there, his stomach on top of the railing and then his thighs, his feet lifting, and then he wasn’t there at all. He let out a sound as he fell. Halfway between a shout and a scream and then there was a sickening thud, followed by another.

      Lydia looked at jacket-boy in shock.

      ‘I did it,’ he said, his voice echoing strangely as if he was in a tiny room, not the open air. Then he disappeared.

      Lydia looked over the railing, very carefully and without touching the metal. The man was spread-eagled on the street below, his legs at terrible angles and a pool of blood spreading from beneath. The green wheelie bin was over on its side, plastic bottles, lids, and rusty tins spilled onto the ground.

      She pulled her phone from her back pocket and called 999. Police. Ambulance. All the emergency services. Please come quickly.

      Her mind was starting to work again, although her thoughts were still fragmented. Coldness flowed over her body and her stomach clenched. She leaned over as the bile rose. It was mostly liquid and Lydia remembered that she hadn’t eaten yet that day. She had been too tense; coming back home had felt oddly dangerous. Turned out her instincts were bang on.

      At once, she couldn’t stay on the terrace a second longer. Lydia went through the door, back into the bedroom. She sat on the bed and wrapped her arms around her body, hugging tightly. How long before the police and ambulance arrived? Was he dead? She was suddenly seized with renewed terror. That he wasn’t lying on the ground, bleeding and immobile, that he had somehow got up and was moving back through the house, coming to kill her. Like The Terminator.

      A jolt of adrenaline spiked through Lydia and she was up and moving. Back on the terrace and to the railing. The man was still lying in the same position. Out cold. Or dead. Lydia sunk down to the paving stone and held onto the black iron of the railing. A pigeon landed on the terrace and she watched it strut around, concentrating on the grey bird and its stupid jutting neck action so that she didn’t have to think about anything else.

      The sound of sirens. Lydia forced herself upright again. The pigeon flapped away and Lydia’s eye was caught by something else. The broken terracotta pot lying in two pieces with the mess of soil spilling across the floor. There had been a man in a grey jacket and he had hit the man with the gun. The man with the jacket had appeared and disappeared right in front of her. He had saved her life.

      Lydia went downstairs to meet the police who were now parked in the street below. There were flashing lights of an ambulance and the sounds of heavy shoes on tarmac, people talking, radios, sirens.

      Lydia held onto the bannister as she walked down the stairs. She was being careful as she didn’t want to fall. She also was being careful in her thoughts. She wasn’t thinking about the gun man who was lying in the street, surrounded by his own blood. She wasn’t thinking about how close she had come to death in the last half an hour. Instead, she thought about the man who had saved her life. She knew, of course, why jacket-boy’s voice sounded weird. She knew why it was a familiar weirdness. He was a ghost.

      

      Later, sitting in the back of the second ambulance with a blanket around her shoulders and a paramedic taking her pulse, Lydia tried to organise what she was going to say about jacket-boy. She could hardly explain that a poltergeist had saved her life.

      ‘She’s good,’ the paramedic said to an approaching officer who turned and nodded to somebody else, somebody out of Lydia’s sight-line.

      The man who stepped up, then, wasn’t in uniform. Obviously a higher-up type. He was also very tall.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Is he dead?’

      The broken-looking thug had been loaded onto the first ambulance and it had left with the siren and lights going. Lydia thought that meant he was still alive, but she wasn’t sure.

      The man shook his head. ‘I’m DCI Fleet. I’m the senior investigating officer. And you are-’

      ‘Lydia,’ Lydia had already given her name to a female officer. Moorhouse. She had patted her on the arm and told her they would speak to her once the paramedics had finished checking her over.

      ‘Lydia Crow,’ DCI Fleet said. ‘Is that correct?’

      ‘Yes,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

      ‘He had a gun,’ Lydia said. ‘He walked me out onto the terrace and tried to get me over the railing. I struggled and he went over instead.’

      Fleet’s expression remained neutral. ‘Did the gun fire?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Can you show me where this happened?’

      

      Lydia hated being on the terrace. The thought that she had gained a roof terrace but that she would never want to use it ran through her mind as she pointed out the railings to Fleet and Constable Moorhouse.

      ‘Was that involved in the altercation?’ Moorhouse pointed to the broken terracotta pot.

      Lydia hesitated. The medics would surely notice he had been hit over the back of the head with something heavy. But her fingerprints wouldn’t be on the pot. Would they take fingerprints? Wasn’t she the victim in this situation? She shook her head. ‘He made me walk over here,’ she pointed.

      The tall cop didn’t seem overly interested in the railings, he was looking around the terrace. After a thorough search of the space, his gaze found Lydia again and rested there. He had brown eyes and, while they were perfectly attractive from a purely aesthetic viewpoint, they were calculating and Lydia shifted her feet and looked away. And then wondered if that made her look guilty.

      ‘Do you need to sit down?’

      It wasn’t what she was expecting him to say and she felt her knees buckle as if they had been given permission.

      The female officer stepped forward. ‘Ms Crow, why don’t we step downstairs. Have a cup of tea and we can chat there.’

      Within minutes, Lydia found herself sat on the slightly sticky leatherette banquette of one of the booths in the window of the cafe. There was a large paper cup in front of her with steam escaping through the hole in the plastic lid. Someone, maybe the police constable, had gone to the nearest proper cafe and bought her a tea. Lydia blinked back sudden tears at this simple piece of kindness.

      ‘I just need to take a statement,’ constable Moorhouse said, apologetically. ‘Then we’ll leave you in peace. A sleep can be good after something like this.’

      Lydia wondered if she spoke from personal experience. ‘That’s fine,’ Lydia wrapped her hands around the tea, feeling comforted by its warmth.

      The constable got Lydia to go over the events, asking questions until the small sequence was clear. ‘Did you hear the man come into the building?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia shook her head. ‘I was just looking around the place, getting my bearings. I was in the bedroom and –’ Lydia stopped speaking. She had been in the bedroom and she had seen a ghost. ‘I turned around and he was there. In the doorway. With a gun.’

      Moorhouse made a note. ‘Did he say what he wanted?’

      Lydia swallowed, shook her head.

      ‘Did you recognise him?’

      Another head shake. Lydia drank some tea and gave it a little more thought. He had reminded her of some of the Family’s associates but just because of his air of power and intensity. She didn’t think she had ever seen him before.

      The door to the flat swung open and Fleet appeared, filling the room with his presence. He grabbed a cup from the cardboard tray and nodded at Moorhouse.

      She stood up immediately. ‘That will do for today. We will need to take a formal statement but I can see you are very shaken up and it can wait.’

      Lydia stood up, too. She held a hand out, relieved that the conversation was over but also not entirely ready to be alone.

      ‘I’ll be out in a second,’ Fleet said to Moorhouse’s retreating back.

      She looked at her watch and was surprised at how little time had passed. An hour at most since she had unlocked the door to her new home. ‘A new record,’ she said.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘For things to turn bad,’ Lydia said. ‘It’s a speciality of mine.’

      He smiled, the crinkles around his eyes spreading out and making him look entirely different. ‘I don’t think this one counts,’ he said. ‘It’s not your fault.’

      Lydia focused on him properly, noticing for the first time that, in addition to being tall and hiding a good set of shoulders inside his suit jacket, there was a kind of glow about him. A gleam.

      ‘Have you lived here long?’ He pulled out a small notebook and Lydia’s heart sank. More questions.

      ‘I just arrived today,’ Lydia said. ‘Is that part of the statement?’

      He shook his head, smiling a little. ‘Just interested, sorry. Used to come here all the time with my aunt. When I was little.’

      Lydia couldn’t picture the man in front of her as anything approaching ‘little’.

      ‘It used to smell so good.’ He shook his head, as if clearing it.

      ‘Well,’ Lydia said, suddenly feeling defensive. ‘I only moved in today. It’s derelict.’

      ‘You’ve taken on a project, all right,’ he nodded at the upturned chairs.

      ‘It’s not my project,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m just staying for a week or two. Then I’ll go home.’

      ‘Scotland, right?’ He managed to make it sound like ‘Narnia’. Like she was delusional to believe that such a place existed.

      Lydia waited to see if he was going to say something else, but he just tapped his pencil onto the surface of his notebook, before flipping it shut. ‘Okay, then. If you think of anything else...’

      ‘I’ll let you know.’ Lydia said.

      ‘You do that.’

      He put the notebook away. ‘Thank you for your cooperation, Miss Crow.’

      ‘Thank you for coming,’ Lydia said and then wanted to smack herself. This wasn’t a bloody tea party.

      ‘Give my regards to your uncle,’ Fleet said, pausing at the door.

      ‘My uncle?’

      ‘Charlie Crow. He owns this place, doesn’t he?’

      ‘How do you know that?’

      ‘I’m a local,’ he said, fixing her with a hard look. ‘Born and bred.’

      Lydia got the warning loud and clear. He knew her family. Her spirits sank even lower.

      

      Alone again, Lydia locked the front door, using the bolt at the top as well as the key. Then she went upstairs to the bedroom. She knew that if she didn’t do it straight away she would chicken out and have to get the train to the suburbs and move into her old bedroom. And she wasn’t going to take trouble anywhere near her parents. Her dad was the youngest brother in the Family and, unlike Michael Corleone, he had been allowed to escape the business. He had married a nice girl from Maidstone and built a quiet life out in the suburbs.

      The bedroom was empty. Lydia stood in the doorway, feeling stupid, and then said ‘hello?’ which accomplished nothing except an increase in her personal embarrassment. ‘Thank you for hitting him,’ she said, anyway. ‘And the rest. You saved my life.’

      The ghost didn’t appear and Lydia didn’t hear any voices. The air felt neutral and the citrus smell was just a memory. Just in case, Lydia added. ‘I’m going to take the other room. Don’t randomly appear in there unless you want me to have a heart attack.’

      She closed the door and went up the stairs to her new room, calling Charlie as she did so. ‘Somebody just broke in and threatened me.’

      Charlie didn’t miss a beat. ‘You need a cleaning service?’

      ‘No,’ Lydia said, wishing she didn’t know what that meant. When her Dad had sunk one too many beers on a Saturday afternoon, he’d often opened up with tales from the Crow family archive. They weren’t pretty.

      ‘You’re all right, though? Not hurt?’

      Lydia blinked back sudden tears. ‘No. I’m fine.’

      Charlie let out a breath. ‘Okay, good. Who was it?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ Lydia said. ‘Who knows I’m here?’

      ‘You recognise the guy?’

      ‘I don’t know anyone. I only just got here, you know that.’ Lydia looked out of the bedroom window while she spoke. The street outside was quiet, pools of yellow light spilling onto the pavement and the shops opposite shuttered and dark.

      ‘Not one of your old clients?’

      Lydia pulled the curtains shut. London felt so far away from her old life that she hadn’t even considered that possibility.

      ‘Lyds?’

      ‘I don’t think so. He didn’t look familiar.’ She closed her eyes, conjuring up the gun man. Not young with hair that was either shaved off or non-existent to start with. Anywhere between forty and sixty, with tanned skin and small eyes.

      ‘Family?’

      Lydia knew he didn’t mean their family, he meant one of the three others which operated in London. Suggesting that one of the other three London Families had attacked a Crow could spark a war, and Lydia was shaking her head before saying ‘no, no, I don’t think so.’ Lydia was lying. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that the gun man hadn’t been Pearl, Crow, Silver or Fox. Sensing things like that was the grand extent of her Crow Family magic, but she had promised her dad a long time ago that she would never, ever reveal it to Charlie. Or to anyone in the Family, for that matter. Lydia didn’t know if it was embarrassment on her Dad’s part or his tendency to be over-protective.

      ‘I’ll find out,’ Charlie said, sounding grim. Lydia knew that nobody in their right mind would threaten a member of their family unless they were riding in a tank. She didn’t want to admit it, but it was comforting to hear Charlie’s voice and know that the word would be out, that the protection that came from being a Crow was still in force. When she had been in Aberdeen she had been alone, maybe not entirely off the radar, but definitely on the periphery. Coming back to the city meant diving back into a world she had always been taught to be scared of. Now Lydia wondered whether her over-protective parents had, perhaps, had a point.

      

      Lydia unwrapped the linen from its plastic packaging and began making the bed, thinking hard. If the man wasn’t Family then he must be very good at his job. You didn’t work as a pro and reach middle-age unless you were highly skilled or had protection of your own. Lydia felt herself shiver again, her hands shaking as she pulled and tucked the sheets. She shrugged off her leather jacket and peeled off her skinny jeans and climbed in. Just as she thought that perhaps she would be able to sleep, she remembered the important detail she had neglected to ask Charlie. Lydia leaned out of bed and released her phone from her jeans pocket, then tapped out a message.

      Do you know DCI Fleet?

      A moment later her phone rang.

      Charlie’s voice was sharp. ‘You called the police?’

      ‘Obviously,’ Lydia said, holding the phone to her ear and staring at the ceiling.

      ‘Interesting choice,’ Charlie said, his voice dry. ‘You really are your father’s kid.’

      Lydia stayed silent. She knew that she could have called Charlie instead, and the gun man splattered on the street would have disappeared. The cleaning service would have been swift and untraceable and she wouldn’t be giving a formal statement to the police tomorrow, but she would have owed Charlie in ways she didn’t want to think about. He was her uncle but he was Family first. Plus, you know, the cleaning service was fatal and that was wrong.

      As always, the moral imperative had occurred worryingly low down in her list of concerns. It was one of the many reasons she had always abided by her parents’ wishes and stayed out of the Family business. She scared herself.

      ‘Don’t worry about Fleet,’ Charlie was saying.

      ‘I’m not,’ Lydia said. ‘Have you found anything about my visitor?’

      ‘He’s at the hospital, out cold with broken legs, ribs, arm and spine, and a shattered pelvis. He’s also cuffed to the bed, so he definitely won’t come at you, again,’ Charlie said, satisfaction rich in his voice. ‘But he’s just a hired hand. I’ll let you know when I’ve traced the head.’

      ‘You don’t have to,’ Lydia said. ‘The less I know –’

      ‘Quite right,’ Charlie said, his voice suddenly warm. ‘You always were sharp.’

      Not that sharp, Lydia thought, putting her mobile onto the floor by the bed. I came back to London.
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      Lydia hadn’t expected to sleep but PC Moorhouse was absolutely right, ten hours of deep unconsciousness turned out to be just what she needed.

      Lydia located a bottle of flavoured water from her rucksack and took a swig in lieu of coffee. It was no substitute, naturally, but she didn’t feel quite up to getting up straight away so delicious caffeination would have to wait.

      Lydia piled pillows and sat cross-legged on the bed, opening her laptop. First she re-read the emails from her last client, Mr Carter. She was hoping she had imagined the threats as worse than they were. Perhaps she had over-reacted in taking time off from the agency and running down south? London had proved itself not exactly safe as houses and images of frying pans and fires were dancing through her mind. Maybe she could just pack up her stuff and go home... After all, Mr Carter was a respectable business analyst, not a thug.

      A quick scan of the emails put paid to that comforting notion. Lydia didn’t need to re-read the measured advice from Karen, who had suggested, quite firmly, that she take a week or so ‘away’ and let things ‘simmer down’. Karen had been in the business for thirty years and was unshakeable. When Lydia had questioned whether leaving the country was an over-reaction, Karen had said that Mr Carter had visited the office in person and that Karen thought it wise to use physical distance as a short-term safety measure. ‘You’ve hurt his pride,’ she had said. Lydia had objected. Nothing about her investigation had been personal. ‘Doesn’t matter,’ Karen had said. ‘He is used to obedience from his subordinates and doesn’t like to be contradicted. You exposed part of his life, and confronted his own ideas about himself. He doesn’t like to be judged so he is lashing out.’

      ‘I’m not judging him,’ Lydia had lied.

      ‘Doesn’t matter. He feels like he lost a game and to him, that is unacceptable.’

      ‘Sore losers overturn the board,’ Lydia argued, ‘they don’t suggest they are going to use the dark web to commission a hit on an innocent private investigator.’

      Karen had pulled a sympathetic face which, somehow, made the whole situation three hundred times scarier. ‘The good news is, his sort get bored easily. He’ll move onto something else soon enough. It won’t take long for somebody else to piss him off, right enough.’

      ‘Great,’ Lydia still couldn’t believe one prick of a client could stomp over her life like this.

      ‘Go on a cruise. Visit Paris. Lie on a beach.’

      ‘All at once?’

      Karen was already picking up the phone, moving onto the next item. She wasn’t being rude or heartless, she was just genuinely busy. It was one of the many things Lydia admired about Karen. Her success. Her work ethic. Her security. One day, Lydia wanted to be the boss. If you were the boss, nobody could fire you.

      Back in her temporary bedroom in Camberwell, a cool blast of air brushed past Lydia’s cheek, lifting her hair and making the back of her neck prickle. She looked up and let out an annoyingly weak ‘ah!’. The jacket-boy was sitting next to her on the bed.

      Heart thudding, Lydia managed to release two furious words. ‘Get. Away.’

      The ghost unfolded from his cross-legged position and stood next to the bed instead, looking hurt. ‘Nice ’tude.’

      Lydia knew that some of her anger was because she was embarrassed by her fear. After a lifetime of sensing the dead, she had thought herself past that. For as long as she could remember, she had felt the leftover emotions in the air, seen spirits out of the corner of her eye and heard their thin voices in quiet rooms and open spaces. So, this spirit was more corporeal and chatty than any she had ever experienced before, but she liked to think she would have taken his sudden appearance in her stride if she hadn’t been worrying about random gunmen and irate cuckolds.

      He pushed the sleeves of his vile jacket up to his elbows. Light was spilling from the window onto his face, highlighting its slightly translucent quality, and an expression that appeared to be a battle between hurt and longing.

      Lydia swallowed. Beneath her own fear was a strange excitement. Seeing a full spirit like this was something. It wasn’t true power, but it was a sign that she was a Crow after all. ‘Hello, again.’

      ‘You can still see me?’

      ‘Yep,’ Lydia replied. She felt a little bit sick. The way the outline of his clothes and head shimmered was making her feel off balance.

      ‘And you can hear me?’

      ‘I think we’ve established that.’

      He was staring at her. ‘You have no idea how this feels...’

      His voice seemed less odd but perhaps Lydia was just getting used to it. She tried to think of something to say. What could she ask that wasn’t insensitive? Have you lived here long? How did you die? Why are you still hanging around? The spirits of her youth had been shades and feelings, whispers of cold air and voices caught on the very edge of hearing, like badly-tuned radios. She was adrift. ‘I’m Lydia,’ she said and then remembered that she had already told him that.

      ‘I’ve never done anything like that before,’ he said abruptly.

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘The shoving thing. And hitting that man. Until yesterday I couldn’t even touch anything, let alone lift it. And now –’ he reached out and plucked the edge of the curtain. ‘Look.’

      ‘Well I’m very grateful,’ Lydia said.

      ‘Why aren’t you freaking out?’ The ghost said. ‘I’m freaking out. Why are you so calm?’

      Lydia shrugged. ‘You’re not my first.’ The man wasn’t looking at her and that made it easier to look at him. He really did look almost solid until he moved, it was unnerving. Every part of Lydia was screaming that he wasn’t there at all while her eyes insisted otherwise. ‘And I’m not afraid of the dead,’ she added. The living were more problematic, in her experience.

      ‘This is weird,’ the ghost said. ‘I wish I could drink. I could really do with a drink.’

      ‘What’s your name?’ Lydia said, trying to distract him.

      He moved quickly, his outline shimmering in a way which made Lydia’s stomach lurch.

      ‘Why do you want to know?’

      ‘Just being friendly,’ Lydia said, after swallowing hard.

      ‘I doubt it,’ he said. ‘No one can be this calm. There is something wrong with you.’

      ‘Hey!’

      ‘How long are you staying?’

      ‘Couple of weeks, probably. At least, that was the plan. Now I’m not sure,’ Lydia looked around the room, trying not to picture her attacker bursting through the door. ‘Maybe I’ll go to Paris.’

      The man disappeared and Lydia stopped talking. She stared at the space so recently occupied by something that looked disturbingly like a real person, trying to decide if he had been rude or whether it was a ghost thing. Maybe he couldn’t control whether he appeared or not. She felt a shiver of sympathy; it must be awful to be in-between life like that, neither alive nor dead, unable to control or affect anything. Except, of course, that he had. He had saved her life.

      Lydia rummaged in her rucksack for her emergency flask and took a swig of whisky to stop her hands from shaking. The alcohol burned her throat as she stayed, staring at the empty space, wondering if the ghost was going to reappear. She thought about taking another nip but knew she didn’t really need it and screwed the lid back on. Strange. She felt oddly pleased. Despite being brought up away from the Family, she had always been aware that she was a weak link. There were four magical families left in London and the Crows were the most powerful of them all. At least that’s what she had been brought up to believe. They kept their secrets very close to their chests and, since her mum and dad were keen to keep their precious only child as far from that shady world as possible, Lydia was pretty much in the dark as to what those secrets might be.

      The Pearls had a facility for selling. They were the original entrepreneurs and their ancestors had run apple carts and bakeries, and had been the first to sell ice cream in the Victorian era and to make money by cutting their flour with dust. Never mind coals to Newcastle, the Pearls could sell shoes to a duck.

      The Silver Family had a facility for lying and, unsurprisingly, ran a thriving law firm, and finally there was the Fox Family. Well, the least said about them the better.

      Lydia’s mobile rang. Emma’s number.

      ‘When were you going to phone me, you git?’

      ‘That is spooky, I was just about to,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m in London.’

      ‘I know, your mum told my mum at bridge last night.’

      Emma was Lydia’s normal friend from her normal upbringing and she had a normal life. Lydia loved her almost as much for those facts as she did for her sense of humour, kindness and energy.

      ‘It’s been madness here,’ Emma was saying. ‘Archie broke his arm playing football last week and the cat has a hyperthyroid, which is more expensive than it sounds, and the week before that Maise-Maise brought us all the sick bug –’

      ‘Oh no, I’m sorry,’ Lydia broke in. She wasn’t a good, attentive friend, she knew that. Guilt flooded through her. ‘How is Archie doing? Is he okay?’

      ‘He’s totally fine. Milking it, now.’

      Lydia could hear the smile in her friend’s voice and she felt the familiar rush of love, admiration and confusion that her best mate, her old partner in crime, was now a mother. Responsible for tiny human lives. A finder of gym kits, a giver-of-medicine and all that. Emma had been a bit scatty, very sarcastic and a lover of late nights and afternoon naps. When she had turned away from clubbing and travelling and a career to get married and have her first baby aged just twenty-two, Lydia had been incredulous, but Emma was so warm and loving with her kids that Lydia felt as if she was witnessing a whole other, unexpected room in her friend’s personality. An entire wing that she hadn’t known existed.

      Emma stopped the Archie-and-Maisie update and took a breath. ‘So, what’s new with you?’

      ‘Not much,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m back in town for a while, though, if you want to meet up.’ She held the phone away from her ear while Emma screamed her approval for the suggestion.

      Hanging up, Lydia realised she was smiling. There were advantages to running away from Aberdeen and steady employment, after all. And the steady employment had been boring-as-hell until it had become scary-as-hell. Why had nobody warned her that being a private investigator was zero glamour, ninety-nine per cent boredom and one per cent fear-for-your-life? Okay, her boss had told her that on her first day but she hadn’t been listening. Lydia knew that she had been drifting through her twenties, failing to work out what she wanted to do with her life, but since that was what your twenties were for, she wasn’t too concerned. Apart from the notable exceptions (like married-to-man-of-her-dreams and living-in-domestic-heaven Emma), flailing and falling was on trend and nothing she needed to worry about until she was at least twenty-nine. Or maybe thirty.

      But here she was, back in London, and feeling optimistic. Weirdly optimistic. Perhaps the fear last night had masked a small stroke?

      

      Lydia definitely needed caffeine, now. The cupboards in the little kitchen were bare so she trailed downstairs to check the cafe. Her hand was on the swing door to the kitchen when she heard a noise. From inside. She pulled her mobile out and dialled the first two nines, her finger ready on the third digit. Perhaps it was ghost-boy. Maybe he was testing out his new-found lifting powers by fixing himself a little snack.

      Then she caught what she was about to do – investigate a strange noise the day after she was attacked in the exact same building. Not smart, Lyds. She was just about to retrace her footsteps, get the hell out of the cafe and call the police from a safe location, when she heard a weird sound. Singing. Well, humming really. Just a brief snatch in a voice that was low, female, and had a good tone, even through the door.

      Lydia hesitated for a moment more. Her senses weren’t telling her to be afraid and she was damned if she was going to spend the rest of her life jumping at shadows. She squared her shoulders and pushed open the door.

      There was a person next to the stainless steel counter. A person with a hairnet and an enormous spliff.

      The woman was tucking dreads inside the hairnet. She had a navy blue apron with white writing across the bib which read ‘Papa Joe’s Kitchen’.

      Lydia wanted to say ‘who the Hell are you?’ but there was something intimidating about the woman which made her modify it to ‘who are you?’

      ‘Charlie hired me,’ she said, her attention firmly on her hair. ‘Are you my kitchen assistant?’

      ‘I live here,’ Lydia said. ‘At the moment. I’m sorry, but there has been a mistake. I don’t need a cook. I’m not opening the cafe, just looking after the building for a few weeks.’

      The woman shrugged, stubbing out her spliff into a foil container and tucking it into her apron pocket.

      Lydia was momentarily flummoxed by the woman’s calm silence. She said: ‘I’m going to call Charlie, get this sorted out.’

      ‘You gotta do what you gotta do.’ The woman turned and bent, lifting a crate onto the metal work surface and commenced unpacking ingredients.

      ‘Don’t do that,’ Lydia said, as firmly as she could manage. ‘This is not a business and I’m not employing anybody. How did you get in here, anyway? The door was locked.’

      The woman continued unpacking as if Lydia hadn’t spoken.

      Lydia went from the kitchen into the deserted cafe and dialled Charlie on her mobile.

      ‘There’s a woman in my kitchen. Would you care to explain?’

      ‘Lyds, sweetheart. I mean to call you first. Are you okay?’

      Mollified by the concern in his tone, even while she knew it was carefully calculated, Lydia tried to hold onto her righteous anger. ‘I’m not okay, no. You sent a cook. I don’t need a cook because I’m not opening the cafe. You said I didn’t have to run The Fork. You said –’

      ‘Angel isn’t a cook, she’s an artist. You wait until you taste her pastries.’

      Lydia rolled her eyes to heaven and prayed for strength. ‘I’m not going to taste her pastries because she isn’t going to be cooking any. I can’t afford to pay anybody, to start a business. That’s the only reason I’m living here. I’m broke.’

      ‘I’m paying her,’ Charlie said. ‘You don’t have to worry.’

      ‘But you said I didn’t have to run a business if I didn’t want to, you said this was just a place to stay.’

      ‘Lydia, Sweetheart. You know how it goes. I told you I needed the place to look used. What better way to do that than actually use it?’

      Lydia closed her eyes. She hated it when her mother was right.

      ‘So this place is opening?’

      ‘On Saturday,’ Charlie said. ‘Don’t worry. No publicity, no renovations, nobody will even come in.’

      Lydia opened her eyes long enough to look through the grimy windows which faced the street. He was right, nobody in their right mind would walk into a place which looked like this to eat. Unless they knew it was owned by Charlie and they thought it was a front for something more interesting.

      ‘How long do I have to open for?’

      ‘A couple of weeks. Month, tops.’

      ‘I won’t be here for a month. I meant hours. How many during the day to make it look legit?’

      ‘Whatever you like,’ his voice was warm, now, happy that Lydia was cooperating. ‘And I think it will be safer. After what happened I don’t like the thought of you all alone in the building. If you’ve got people downstairs, even just Angel, it makes the place safer.’

      Well that sounded good, Lydia had to admit. She sighed. ‘What if I open for two hours a day, just mid-afternoon to miss the breakfast, lunch and after-work crowds? You can put whatever you like on the books.’

      ‘Now you’ve got the idea,’ Charlie said approvingly. ‘Minimum hours. You can flip the sign whenever you like.’

      ‘I appreciate your concern, but what else is this about? You don’t really need to open the place, nobody official is going to bother you –’ Lydia began, then she stopped, realising she didn’t want to know. ‘Never mind.’

      ‘We can talk more in person. I’ll be round soon.’

      In the kitchen, Angel had rolled up her sleeves and was kneading dough.

      ‘You don’t need to do that,’ Lydia said. ‘I’m not opening today.’ I’m not opening at all, she added silently. She wouldn’t be here long enough for any of this nonsense and, once she was gone, Charlie could do what he liked.

      ‘This is for the freezer,’ Angel said without looking up. ‘I need a stock ready.’

      Lydia thought about telling her that she didn’t need any stock ready as they wouldn’t be selling any food anytime soon, but she decided life was too short and went back upstairs to put on some war paint. She knew she looked like shit and didn’t want to present Charlie with the pale, wan visage she had seen in the mirror that morning. She might be currently persona-non-grata at her place of employment, she might have been attacked by an armed man the day before, but Lydia Crow was nobody’s victim and she had no intention of looking like one. Especially not in front of the head of the Crow Family.

      

      Uncle Charlie sat in the seat opposite, his hands on the Formica table, palms down. His shirt sleeves were rolled up exposing hairy forearms, the skin inked with old green and black tattoos. Lydia knew that the twisting vines continued up his arms and over his chest and stomach and that the Family emblem, the silhouette of a crow in flight, was repeated several times. When she had been little she had sat on his legs and traced the lines of ink. ‘How many crows can you find?’ Uncle Charlie had said and then bounced his legs up and down so that Lydia’s vision had blurred and the ink had seemed to shift.

      Angel brought a pot of coffee and poured it, her expression blank.

      Charlie didn’t speak, even after she had returned to the kitchen and Lydia decided to wait him out. She busied herself with the milk and then, on a whim, added a sachet of brown sugar to her drink. It was pleasant to stir the liquid and she counted the rotations rather than look at her silent uncle.

      ‘I can’t read you,’ Charlie said finally.

      ‘I’m an open book,’ Lydia replied, forcing herself to look into Charlie’s face.

      He leaned back in his seat, clearly sizing her up. ‘Little Lydia, all grown up.’

      ‘You said you needed a favour. I’m assuming you’re talking something in addition to this little set-up?’ Lydia waved a hand to indicate The Fork. ‘Are you going to send in a manager for that, or will it just be me and Angel.’ Lydia mentally kicked herself. ‘Angel on her own, I mean. I’m not managing anything.’

      ‘I need an investigator.’ Charlie said, his face and voice serious.

      Was he making fun of her? There had to be hundreds in the city. Every single one of them more qualified.

      ‘I can’t use any of my regular crowd,’ Charlie said, as if reading her thoughts. ‘This has to be very private.’

      ‘That’s in the job description. Any decent investigator is going to be completely discreet.’ Quite apart from the fact that nobody in their right mind would screw over the Crows.

      ‘I need someone I trust,’ he said.

      Lydia leaned back in her seat and resisted the urge to reply. He wasn’t telling her anything that suggested he needed her, the lame duck of the Crow Family. He wanted her back in London and he still wasn’t telling her why.

      ‘I will pay your standard rate, of course.’

      Lydia named her hourly rate. ‘Plus expenses.’

      He nodded. ‘There’s a bonus if you complete the job, too. I look after my people and I reward results.’

      ‘And I stay here rent-free, hassle-free,’ she put a little emphasis on the words, ‘as arranged.’

      He hesitated for a micro second and then nodded.

      ‘Good,’ Lydia said. ‘So, what’s the case?’ Lydia didn’t really believe there was one. Charlie was up to something else and she was just curious enough to play along until she found out what.

      ‘Madeleine is missing.’

      ‘My cousin, Maddie?’ Lydia frowned. Family was sacred. Charlie wouldn’t lie about that. ‘For how long?’

      ‘Five days,’ Charlie said. ‘I’ve followed every lead I can think of, checked with her friends and the people she works with. I’ve looked in all her usual locations, interviewed her ex-boyfriend.’

      That wouldn’t have been fun for the ex, Lydia thought. ‘Is he still breathing?’

      Charlie nodded, his expression perfectly neutral. ‘He had nothing to do with it.’

      The certainty of his words said it all. Charlie Crow knew how to conduct an interview.

      ‘What about a current boyfriend? Anyone on the scene?’

      ‘That’s what I want you to find out.’

      Lydia sat back, unconvinced. Charlie was all-powerful, head of the infamous Crow Family. Every single person he spoke to in connection with this would have spilled every last secret they had, every illicit thought they had ever had, every grudge they had held. He really didn’t need her. She opened her mouth to say as much, but Charlie spoke first.

      ‘I can’t be on this,’ Charlie said, lifting his massive shoulders. ‘Not anymore. I’m like a hawk amongst the sparrows. It draws attention and this can’t get out.’

      The truth of that statement hit her even as she was saying ‘I know’. It would look weak. A problem in the Family, the merest suggestion that someone had got to a Crow, that sort of thing had repercussions. None of the families had any real power, not like the good old days. The Crows had the most, though, and that mattered.

      ‘Tristan Fox has been sniffing around. Either he senses something is wrong and he wants to press an advantage while I’m weak or he has something to do with it and he’s gloating.’

      Now Lydia was properly shocked. ‘He wouldn’t. He would never dare.’

      ‘Things have changed,’ Charlie said gently. ‘You’ve been away a long time.’

      ‘Five years,’ Lydia said. And the truce had held for seventy-five before that. The thought that it might crack was unimaginable. Horrifying.

      Charlie must have seen something in her face as his grim expression softened and, at once, he looked like the uncle she remembered. His hands had stayed completely still but now he moved, reaching across to cover her hand with one of his. It was massive, dwarfing hers. ‘Nothing is going to happen. We won’t let it. Tristan, me, David and Alejandro. None of us want that so it won’t happen.’

      Lydia swallowed hard, then nodded. ‘I’ll find Madeleine,’ she managed. ‘I’m sure she’s just taken a few days away. Her mum’s a bit...’ She stopped speaking, remembering abruptly that Madeleine’s mum, Daisy, was Charlie’s cousin.

      ‘She is.’ He smiled properly for the first time. ‘That’s another reason I want back-up.’
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      Lydia's mum married into the Crow Family with her eyes wide open. When she met Lydia’s dad, he was twenty-five and a big deal. Not as powerful as his big brother, Charlie, but a man to watch nonetheless. Mum was twenty-two and doing a PhD in biochemistry. She knew about the forces in the world, the building blocks of life and the tiny little pieces of matter which made up every single thing in the universe. She was an outsider, having grown up in Maidstone. She had heard rumours about the four Families, but had dismissed them as urban legend. She knew that only children believed in magic and that her beloved science explained everything in the physical world. And then she met Henry Crow in a bar and watched while he pulled coins from thin air, thinking that he was very good at sleight of hand.

      Lydia had loved to hear the story of how they met, the idea of her suburban parents drinking cocktails in a bar and being smitten with each other across a crowded room, as quaint and alien as an old film. When she pictured the scene, it was practically in black-and-white.

      ‘And then he sent flowers to the lab, even though I hadn’t told him where I worked. And waited outside for hours because he didn’t know what time I would be finished.’

      ‘Which was cute, not creepy,’ Lydia would add, smiling to show she was joking and truly wasn’t raining on her mother’s good memory.

      ‘And I just knew.’ She always finished with this. This and a dreamy, faraway expression that was hard to decipher. It was happy, certainly, but mixed with other ingredients that a teenage Lydia hadn’t recognised.

      Susan Sykes had only one condition before she joined in holy matrimony; that if they had children, they would be brought up away from the Family and, as far as possible, away from magic. Henry Crow whole-heartedly agreed – Lydia’s parents really were ridiculously well-suited and, when Susan was nearing her due date, they moved lock-stock out of Camberwell and Henry handed in his resignation to Grandpa Crow. Once Lydia was old enough, her dad explained that it hadn’t been that easy and, if he had been the eldest son, it would have been impossible. Luckily, that role was inhabited by Charlie. Charlie didn’t understand Henry’s desire but he was a good big brother and he respected Henry’s decision and he smoothed the path with Grandpa.

      Standing on the pavement outside her parents’ 1930s bay-fronted semi-detached on the quiet leafy street she had been desperate to escape, Lydia felt the familiar mix of love and guilt and panic. She didn’t know why, but her childhood home made her skin itch, like it was a too-tight dress. Taking a job in Scotland had been about more than just finding her professional calling, it had also been about minimising contact with the two people who were, at this moment, pulling back the net curtain at the living room window and waving enthusiastically. And there was the volume knob on her guilt, twisted up to ten.

      Her mother was already opening the front door. ‘Darling!’ Then, a small frown. ‘You’re too thin, are you eating?’

      ‘All the time,’ Lydia said, kissing her mum’s soft cheek and hugging her tightly.

      ‘Look who’s here,’ Susan was turning, her voice raised and unnaturally bright. It must be a bad day. Lydia braced herself, but her father stepped forward and hugged her, too.

      ‘Lyds,’ he said. ‘My beautiful girl.’

      Lydia blinked back sudden tears. ‘Hi Dad, how are you doing?’

      ‘We won the rugby,’ he said, turning away and heading back towards the living room.

      ‘Congratulations,’ Lydia said, scanning his figure for weight loss and his movements for shakiness.

      ‘Tea?’ Her mum still sounded as if she’d been sucking helium and her cheeks were flushed.

      ‘Sure,’ Lydia changed course and led the way to the kitchen.

      ‘Charlie phoned,’ her mother said, the moment her feet crossed from the hall into the tiny square kitchen.

      ‘Oh?’ Lydia concentrated on filling the kettle, pulling cups from the little wooden mug tree and getting the milk out of the fridge. The longer she could put off looking at her mother, the longer she would have to formulate some kind of reassuring response.

      ‘He says Madeleine has gone missing and that you are looking for her.’

      ‘Mmm.’ Lydia made a non-committal noise to hide her surprise. What was Charlie doing running to her parents, spreading the news? She held up the sugar jar. ‘Still two for Dad? Or have the anti-sugar police knocked down the door, yet?’

      ‘Is it true?’

      ‘It’s just a job,’ Lydia said, keeping her eyes on the tea. ‘You know I’m an investigator. Charlie wants my professional opinion.’ She squeezed the teabag on the side of the mug and then put it into the pot her mother kept for the purpose.

      ‘I told you there would be strings. You know how we feel about...’ Her mother took a breath, tried again. ‘It’s not safe.’

      ‘I’ll be careful.’ A stack of rinsed eggshells sat in a cardboard container, waiting to go out to the compost heap along with the used teabags and the sight of this familiar domestic detail, clutched her heart. Was her dad even tending his beloved compost heap anymore? ‘How is Dad doing?’ She asked, finally looking at her mum.

      ‘Good days and bad days.’ She picked up a cloth and began wiping up non-existent spills from the gleaming worktop. ‘It’s been better since –’ She stopped abruptly and hung the cloth over the tap.

      ‘Since I’ve been away.’ Lydia finished her mother’s sentence. Swallowing the bitter pill.

      ‘Just coincidence, darling.’ She reached out and patted Lydia’s arm.

      In the living room, Henry Crow was watching the snooker with the sound turned off. He accepted his mug of tea and then frowned at Lydia, as if trying to place her.

      No, no, no. ‘Enjoying the snooker, Dad?’ It was just an excuse to use his name, to remind him of their relationship. Every time he forgot her it was like a blow.

      ‘Yeah. It’s all right.’ He blew on his tea, the steam fogging up his glasses. ‘How was the frozen north?’

      Relief flooded through Lydia’s body. ‘Yeah. It’s all right.’ She smiled. ‘Bit chilly.’

      Her dad took his glasses off and squinted at her. His blue eyes were as bright as ever and his face still handsome. ‘I don’t like that job.’

      ‘I know, Dad,’ Lydia said. ‘I do, though.’

      ‘Too dangerous,’ he said.

      ‘Are you staying for dinner?’ Her mum was perched on the edge of the sofa, looking as if she wanted to get up again. She was never one for sitting still.

      ‘Sure,’ Lydia said. ‘Thanks.’

      ‘It’s terrible about little Madeleine but you’re not to get involved.’

      ‘She’s my cousin.’

      ‘Second cousin. And she’s Family. It’ll be handled. Charlie will sort it.’

      ‘He’s asked me, though,’ Lydia said. ‘And I’m Family, too.’

      Her mum hesitated then she said: ‘I know, dear.’

      ‘Who is missing?’ Dad had his glasses back on but he must have cleaned them with his fingertips or a less-than-fresh handkerchief as they were smeared.

      ‘Madeleine. Daisy and John’s little girl.’

      Daisy was her dad’s cousin.

      ‘Who the hell is John?’

      Lydia wanted to close her eyes, to block out the sight of her Dad's confused expression.

      ‘Daisy’s husband,’ her mum was saying. ‘The accountant.’

      ‘That bloody Pearlie.’

      ‘Darling,’ her mother shot a warning look. ‘Don’t say that. John is a very nice man and he’s good to Daisy. You like him. He brought you that ale back from Somerset.’

      ‘When did you last see them?’ Lydia asked.

      ‘Oh, couple of months. You know what we’re like.’

      Her parents loved their family and were loyal, but they kept away as much as possible.

      ‘It was January I think. There was a pot luck at Charlie’s and we missed the last one, so we thought we’d better...’

      ‘Was Madeleine there?’

      ‘Oh, yes. Looking very pretty, too. Not too thin the way some girls get.’

      ‘And did she seem happy?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ her mother looked mystified by the question. ‘She was probably bored. You know what those gatherings are like. All the old ones reliving their past glories.’

      ‘Was she talking to her parents? All seem well there?’

      ‘Oh, darling, I’m sorry,’ her mother shook her head. ‘I hardly said two words to the girl.’

      

      After stuffing herself with her mother’s delicious home-cooking, Lydia said goodbye to her father in the living room. The television was off, but he was staring at it anyway. Perhaps he was looking at his own reflection, or just deep in thought. At the door, Lydia kissed her mother. ‘I'll keep in touch. I promise.’

      ‘Come for lunch next weekend? If you're not too busy.’ Her mother's ash blonde hair fell into two perfect curtains around her face and she had recently applied her habitual red lipstick. She was as beautiful as ever, but there were new lines on her brow and around her eyes. She looked worried.

      ‘If I can,’ Lydia said. ‘I’ll text you.’

      Her mother made a face. ‘Call me. I want to hear your voice.’

      Lydia hugged her again.

      ‘You know you can stay here,’ her mother said, pulling back to look into Lydia’s eyes.  ‘Your dad will cope.’

      Lydia swallowed. ‘It’s fine. The Fork is fine. It’s great.’

      Her mother's worry lines deepened. ‘What about your job in Scotland? I don’t want you to lose that one.’

      ‘I won’t,’ Lydia said, suddenly desperate to leave. This was the problem with parents. Their love was a weight. Reassuring and solid and necessary, but a weight nonetheless.

      

      That evening at The Fork, Lydia was alone in the café. She had raided the kitchen freezer and baked a couple of Angel’s pastries in the industrial-sized oven. If Charlie was going to insist on keeping a chef on the payroll, then Lydia was damned if she was going to buy and cook her own dinner. She had a bottle of beer to go with it and sat in the booth that she had sat in with Charlie earlier. She could still sense the faint residue of Crow from his seat. Either her senses were sharper here in London or it was testament to Charlie’s strength.

      A dark shape loomed in front of the plate glass in the café's front door and Lydia felt her heart lurch. For a moment she saw the shape as giant black bird. In that instant she could imagine the sharp curve of a beak, and the bedtime stories of the The Night Raven, mythical scourge of the Crow Family leaped into her mind. The shape moved, knocking loudly on the wooden frame of the door, and the illusion disappeared.

      ‘Sorry to bother you, I was just passing and I saw the light was on.’

      Detective Chief Inspector Fleet was wearing a grey wool three quarter length coat over a dark suit and there were droplets of water on his short black hair.

      ‘What can I do for you officer?’ Lydia said, annoyed with herself for being so fanciful and jumpy. Visiting her father always brought those old memories back, the stories of Crow magic and vengeful raven-shaped spirits. ‘At this time of night,’ she added.

      He smiled as if they were sharing a joke.

      ‘I wanted to check that you were okay. After yesterday.’
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