


[image: Front cover of The Lighthouse at the End of the World By Philip A. Suggars]






Praise for

THE LIGHTHOUSE AT
THE END OF THE WORLD

“The Lighthouse at the End of the World is a charming portal-esque fantasy with gritty wit, taking its readers on a twisty adventure that is both mythic and mystic, at times violent, with dashes of whimsy, exploring familial trauma, wayfinding and learning to navigate the world, reclaiming control of a life that has always been dictated by others, finding courage, and discovering the power and strength of found families.”

AI JIANG, Hugo-nominated author of A Palace Near the Wind

“Inventive, immersive worldbuilding.”

CAITLIN ROZAKIS, bestselling author of Dreadful

“A quirky riot of a debut that will leave you in stitches. Suggars’s delightful voice brings to life Dickensian characters in a magical London. Stunning and startling in equal measure.”

T. L. HUCHU, Nommo award-winning author of The Library of the Dead

“Do you like steam-punk beetles? Old gods? And scamming tourists? You can find it all in a single hallucinogenic book. This debut has cemented Suggars as an author to watch out for.”

GREER STOTHERS, author of Apparently, Sir Cameron Needs to Die

“The Lighthouse at the End of the World is gloriously unhinged in all the best ways, with Oyster McLellen as the kind of scrappy, street-smart protagonist you can’t help but root for, even as he cons his way across realities. If you’ve ever wanted China Miéville and Scott Lynch to get into a bar fight over a manuscript, this is the book that crawls out of the wreckage.”

HELEN MARSHALL, award-winning author of The Lady, The Tiger and the Girl Who Loved Death

“The creativity and imagination on display is breathtaking. The language employed by the characters is unique and complex, while the story immerses you in murky microcosms that will leave you astounded.”

CHARLOTTE BOND, author of The Watcher in the Woods

“A vivid and boisterous portal fantasy with a bold, playful voice. I loved the inventive and daringly weird world, mixing dangerous London gangs with 17th century slang and pagan folklore with body horror that made me squirm—but never losing sight of the personal story at its core about found family and lost fathers. More, please!”

GV ANDERSON, World Fantasy award-winning author

“Fantastical other realities, great characters – a glorious world to dive into.”

MARIE O’REGAN, editor of In These Hallowed Halls, These Dreaming Spires, author of Celeste and The Last Ghost and Other Stories

“A collision of the razor-sharp, grounded and urban, with the hugely imaginative and fantastical. A fish out of water genre tale with flashes of Burroughs, Ballard and Barker. You’ll never look at a beetle the same way again…”

PAUL KANE, award-winning, #1 bestselling author of Sherlock Holmes and the Servants of Hell and The Storm






THE
LIGHTHOUSE
AT THE END OF
THE WORLD





The Lighthouse at the End of the World

Print edition ISBN: 9781835412497

E-book edition ISBN: 9781835412503

Published by Titan Books

A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd

144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP

www.titanbooks.com

First edition: April 2026

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

This is a work of fiction. All of the characters, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.

© Philip A. Suggars 2026.

Philip A. Suggars asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.

EU RP (for authorities only)
eucomply OÜ, Pärnu mnt. 139b-14, 11317 Tallinn, Estonia
hello@eucompliancepartner.com, +3375690241

Designed and typeset in Adobe Garamond Pro by Richard Mason.





For whom I stopped my zig-zagging:
Red, Boo and Little Lou.






THE
LIGHTHOUSE
AT THE END OF
THE WORLD

by

PHILIP A. SUGGARS

TITAN BOOKS





LEAVE US A REVIEW

We hope you enjoy this book – if you did we would really appreciate it if you can write a short review. Your ratings really make a difference for the authors, helping the books you love reach more people.

You can rate this book, or leave a short review here:

Amazon.com,


Amazon.co.uk,


Goodreads,


Barnes & Noble,


Waterstones,

or your preferred retailer.







PROLOGUE

Two men sitting at the back of
Deb’s café in Camberwell, 2007
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“Of course. Separated out into three so it doesn’t go off prematurely. We’re not like the rank amateurs that you insist upon employing. It’s quite sweet really, your naïve reliance on intermediaries.”

“Whatever. You and I are taking a big chance here. What if he doesn’t find them? Or worse, what if he finds them but doesn’t use them?”

“‘To work mine end upon their senses that this airy charm is for.’”

“I hate it when you talk bollocks.”

“By which, we mean they’re glamoured, aren’t they. They’ll do the trick. It’s up to you to leave them close enough at hand to be found. What’s the matter? Getting cold feet.”

“No.”

“You sure? If you want to forfeit this go around, we could always just forgo—”

“No. For this to work, he has to find his own way. They always do.”
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PART ONE


ON THE BRIDGE
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THREE CARD MONTE

Oyster emerged from the burnt-air stink of Westminster Underground station and trudged up the steps, avoiding the gum and cigarette butts that might ruin his white Airmax 97s. As he crested the steps, a chill breeze blew around his ears and his fingertips tingled with nervous energy. Directly across the road from the Tube’s exit stood Big Ben. No matter how many times he came here, he was always surprised by the reality and size of London’s most famous clock tower.

This part of the city always made him uneasy. It was possessed of an artificial sheen and a sort of theme park energy. Nothing like the bit of town he’d grown up in; the place where he had attended – at least some – schooling. He’d always assumed the sensation was caused by the fact that there were probably more feds around.

On this day, though, he pulled the collar of his puffer jacket up around his ears and squinted, his eyes watering from the cold. He’d already made out Broadsides, the crew’s rangy twist of muscle, lurking on the other side of the road. He was propped up against the bridge’s low wall, smoking. Oyster nodded at him. Broadsides fluttered an eyebrow, drew on his cigarette and played it cool. Oyster scanned the bridge for Baby Ed, their lookout, but he was nowhere to be seen.

He watched Deano, their inside man on the game, arrive. He was late as usual. There was an inevitability about the way he moved, Oyster thought, like an oil tanker or a freight train, coasting along the pavement and coming to a slow halt just far enough from the other members of the crew. He dropped his plastic palette to the ground and adjusted it with his feet till he had it just the way he wanted. Then came the shallow cardboard gaming table. Finally, with a hydraulic sigh, he settled onto the crate.

Oyster yelped as he was struck on the ear.

“Wake up, wanker!” yelled Baby Ed, as he ran past.

The teenager dodged across the road through the buses and taxis, taking up position where he could watch for feds. Unlike Oyster, Ed had no compunction about pulling bag snatches on old ladies or posting flaming shit through letterboxes. While Oyster had little enthusiasm for these sorts of jobs, he understood they were a necessary part of the crew’s business from time to time, but the more filthy or violent the task, the more it seemed to appeal to Baby Ed.

In his more generous moments, Oyster put this down to the fact that Ed had been doing this since the age of twelve, while Oyster was relatively late to crew life. But whatever the reason, there was no love lost between them. Less generously, he remembered being at school with kids like Ed. The ones that seemed to enjoy the kickings and the shamings, who revelled in the boredom and the battles. Some people were just shits. Oyster found himself thinking about his dad and shooed the thoughts away.

Deano, meanwhile, had pulled three playing cards out of his coat and placed them face up on the cardboard: a king of hearts, a four of diamonds and a queen of spades. King on the left, four on the right and queen of spades in the middle. The cards were old, with a waxy sheen to them. They curled on their backs where they lay.

“Game of chance is a sacred thing,” he announced. “Once you been challenged you’ve got to see it through. So, come on! Be part of something sacred! Come and watch the black queen. She’s going for a ride!”

In one fluid motion, he threw the queen face down onto the middle of the makeshift cardboard table. With his right hand he landed the four of diamonds to her left, scooping up the queen with his right hand before throwing down the king which had remained in his left. With a deliberate rhythm he continued this shuffle for two or three rounds, always ensuring one card remained in his hands and two lay on the table.

“Easy money, people. Easy money. Come on. Come on now. Follow the lady. Follow the queen of spades,” he chanted as he ran the shuffle.

After a fourth round he threw the final card face down onto the cardboard, turning his large palms up to the sky.

“Now, people, where is the little lady?” he said.

Deano flipped over the centre card with his index finger. The queen of spades rocked back and forth, staring up at him.

“And there she blows!” he said. “Come on, people. This is easy money. Just tell me where she’s gonna be.”

With the punters hooked, Deano would run a couple of straight shuffles. If no one had thrown down cash by the third hand, it was Oyster’s job to step in and lay down a fiver out of his float. The game was a typical outside man scam, in that once people saw Oyster betting, they assumed it was on the level and followed his lead.

Buses shuddered over the bridge, bringing a steady stream of tourists past the game. A young man wearing a baseball cap and a black windcheater watched Deano run his shuffle.

“Lay down some cash, my friend,” said Deano, looking up at him and smiling toothily, “and walk away with plenty more.”

The young man reached into his pocket and pulled out a fiver. Oyster could tell from the unfamiliar way he held it that he was a tourist; a child with Monopoly money. The kiddie folded the note over and placed it on the edge of the cardboard box. Deano pulled a clear plastic paperweight out of his pocket and placed it on top of the money.

“Let’s go. Queenie’s doing one,” he said, waving the two cards in his hand at the tourist so he could see the queen of spades. Oyster hung back, playing the casual bystander. He heard the almost inaudible double click of cards hitting each other as Deano surreptitiously dealt the king over the back of the queen. This throw, a hype, was the key to the scam.

It meant that, even though the rhythm and motion of the shuffle looked exactly the same as a straight deal, the card Deano’s mark was following around the table wasn’t the queen of spades at all.

As the shuffle progressed, a young couple in matching T-shirts arrived, followed by a man in a buttoned-up black shirt. Three tourists with actual cameras riding on their chests were the last to be hooked in. Oyster clocked each of them, assessing their cash potential.

“Here we go! Where is she, my man?” said Deano.

The kid bit his bottom lip and squinted at the board. He tapped the centre card. Deano flipped it over to reveal the king.

“She’s a sneaky one that queen of spades,” he said, shoving the cash into his coat pocket.

The kid looked bemused.

“Listen,” said Deano scratching his chin. “You look like a nice guy. So let me give you the chance to win your money back. Why don’t we say double or quits?”

The kid bit his lip again. He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a folded wad of money secured with a metal clip. Silently, he put a tenner down on the table. Again, Deano placed it under the paperweight and shuffled the cards. Again, the kid’s face twisted in disappointment as Deano threw a perfect hype and collected his winnings.

“Guess you just need to warm up a little more, cuz,” said Deano, stowing the money in his pocket and opening his hands.

“One more go?”

Oyster could see the kid was cooling, so he stepped forward.

“Count me in, mate,” said Oyster, laying down a twenty. “Let’s go.”

“A twenty from boydem with the big balls here,” said Deano, running a regular toss now Oyster was in play.

“Where is that lady?” said Deano at the end of the shuffle.

Oyster knocked at the rightmost card. Deano flipped it over and gave a pantomime “Oh!” as he revealed the queen of spades. He grimaced and counted out four tens to Oyster.

Seeing Oyster win hooked the mark in for twenty on the next round. By the time they’d finished with him he stumbled away, dazed and a hundred quid lighter.

Oyster watched their victim go. He ran his hand over the stubble on his head. The guy looked like he’d been hypnotised. And in a way he had. The part of Oyster that felt bad for him was answered by the part that told him everyone was fair game. Everything was a con, one way or another. Everyone got fooled, abandoned, chewed up, or shat out. What he was doing wasn’t any different than what the coked-up-brace-wearing ding-dongs that ran the square mile did. And those guys were fucking heroes. Captains of Industry. The only difference between them was their patter.

For the rest of the day, Oyster watched as Deano leaned into his work. With a mark hooked, he would regulate the rhythm of wins carefully, leavening the fair hands with the hype throws. If it looked like their mark was going to spring before they could soak him, or if he started to get uppity, Oyster stepped in to keep them in the game. As a general rule, Deano was so fluid in his deals and so generous with his smiles that Broadsides hardly ever had to get involved.

As evening arrived, they’d had a good run and were almost three grand up. The tips of Deano’s fingers were nicked from running the cards all day, and when he sat up Oyster heard the man’s back crackle from being bent over the deck. The sun was setting and the traffic on the bridge cast long shadows onto the punters as they trudged along the pavement.

They took one more slick billy for a ton and Deano decided to call it a day. With a nod, Oyster melted back towards the wall of the bridge, his legs aching from being on his feet all day. As he turned to head home, a tall man wearing a trench coat materialised from a hustle of suited commuters.

Oyster’s gaze was drawn to the man’s face. He looked, at least superficially, handsome: his eyes were a resinous black, his nose heroic, his jaw set like some cop show detective. Certainly, Oyster read him as a fed at first. But at second glance, the man’s features were all off; each unhappy at being parked on the same face. Taken together, they looked like they had been arranged by someone who had only ever read descriptions of what a human face should look like.

“Excuse me,” said the man in an oddly unplaceable accent. He paused to take a long sniff. “We’ve been watching your game for a while. Would you mind if we offer you a wager?”

The man sniffed again.

“Well, we’re just about done here, friend,” said Deano, rubbing his back with a conclusive sigh.

“That is a shame,” said the man.

He withdrew a gloved hand from his pocket, holding a fifty-pound note between his thumb and forefinger.

“We really would like to play.”

The man’s mouth creased into a smile. Oyster glanced down at his shoes; spotless brown brogues glistened in the sunset.

Deano looked him up and down, seemingly calculating the benefit of parting this mug from his money and weighing it against the odds that he was a plant from an Eastern European gang or a fed in need of some collars.

“Nah, you’re alright, mate,” he said, stowing his cards and standing.

“Very well,” the man replied, his expression frozen in a rictus smile. He sniffed deeply once more, as though transported by the smell of something delicious.

He turned to Oyster. The man’s eyes bored into him. Oyster’s neck prickled. He’d been made.

“Maybe next time,” said Deano, picking up his palette and table.

He turned his back and trudged towards Westminster Underground station. Oyster suppressed a shiver and walked in the opposite direction.

He glanced back to where Deano had stood. The man was still there, grinning at no one and nothing in the gathering dark. The prickling sensation trickled down Oyster’s back. And there was something else, too, a peculiar sensation that maybe he’d seen this man before.

It was at times like this that the black weight of his dad’s absence crept out of his stomach and pulled him into the ground. If Lucas had been there, Oyster thought, he could just run home and lie on his bed with the lights out. He could go back to being a son who did not measure up, but who nobody noticed.

He shook his head. All this, I wish. I wish. I wish. So much whiny kiddy-think. I’m too old for this.

Time to man up, he thought.

He checked his phone. Amongst the jumble of status updates was a message from Cécile asking him whether he was okay with fish fingers for dinner. He imagined them now, Cécile and his mum, Paris, sitting at the small dinner table, ignoring the space where his dad, Lucas, ought to be.

Oyster leaned over the stone balustrade and looked down at the oily waves below. A refuse barge shrugged its way upriver, facing into the current and the wind. Its struggle put him in mind of his own situation. Stepping up in the gang hadn’t been part of his game plan, but with his dad out of the picture, you did what you had to, to put food on the table.

Sighing, he started walking towards the Tube. It was late and Paris would already be sitting in the dark, watching telly and smoking herself into oblivion. She would be there now, dreaming about a world where her man hadn’t gone out one day and never come back.

*   *   *

Oyster was knackered when he got home, handing the fish fingers and a couple of tins of beans to Cécile. He offered to help prepare the meal, but was shooed into the cramped lounge. Slumping deliberately in the tatty green armchair that Lucas had liked the least, he stretched, his legs aching from being on his feet for most of the day.

Several of his dad’s books had been removed from their home on a crowded shelf and piled beneath. Likely Cess’s doing, since Paris didn’t read. Lucas had collected loads of books on wackadoo subjects such as past life regression, UFOs and stone circles. Oyster eyed their lurid, dog-eared titles, wondering how the founder of a short-con crew could have been gullible enough to spend his time reading such obvious bullshit.

He’d tried to toss the books out when it had become clear that Lucas wasn’t coming back, but Paris would have none of it. He wondered idly now, looking at the pile, if he could chuck the remaining ones onto it, set fire to them and claim some kind of accident. He felt an odd antagonism towards them, sitting there taking up space while their owner was, well, who knew where exactly?

Cécile placed a steaming plate of food on the dinner table. The meal was simple stuff, oven chips, fish fingers and beans, but Oyster had wolfed half of it by the time Cécile sat opposite him.

“Trying to make some space for my own,” she said, nodding at the heap of Lucas’s property between mouthfuls.

“Let me give you a hand,” replied Oyster. Standing with a back-cracking stretch, he took great pleasure in turfing a few more of the books to the carpet.

“Easy,” said Cécile. “We might be able to sell some of those.”

Three leaves of yellowed paper fluttered to the floor like paper butterflies.

Oyster knelt and picked them up.

Drawn on each sheet, with a hand too delicate to be Lucas’s, were looping, twisting shapes, containing what looked like hundreds of diamond points connected to each other with threads as thin as spider silk.

As he laid eyes on them time stopped. The patterns were mesmerising. Despite their irregular, undulating shapes, he was overwhelmed by a sudden sense of recognition. That the designs were trying to communicate something to him, he was sure; he just didn’t know what that might be. It was like trying to remember a word that was on the tip of your tongue. A word that was too long and broad to pronounce, along with a niggling sense of incompleteness.

“S’up, bro? Is it a map to where the old man kept his treasure?” said Cécile through a mouthful of beans.

Oyster shook his head and stood, folding the papers back up and slipping them delicately into his pocket.

“S’nothing,” he replied. But he knew it wasn’t.
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BIG MICKEY

Big Mickey was the largest person Oyster had ever seen. Big enough that he even made his chief lieutenant, Deano, look small, and Deano was a henched-up wreck of muscle. Despite his size, Big Mickey was quiet and his hands were small, with fingers that on a less imposing frame would have been feminine.

Those hands fascinated Oyster. Wrapped in tattoos, they seemed at odds with a man who had come up through the ranks and who had used them to do things which even other crew members were reluctant to describe.

The tip of Big Mickey’s left pinky was missing from the middle joint onwards, something that Oyster found both hypnotic and repellent in equal measure.

Mickey sat opposite Oyster in the red vinyl booth of Captain Cluck’s, a fried chicken joint on Streatham High Street he used as an unofficial office, drinking coffee from a small paper cup. In an attempt to look bigger and broader than his twenty years, Oyster was dressed in an outsize grey Champion hoodie, black track-pants and his spotless Airmax. Over the hoodie he wore a black puffer vest.

“How’s it going, youth?” Big Mickey said, clapping Oyster on the shoulder. The booth’s upholstery wheezed in complaint.

Oyster nodded. There was a silence which he felt too intimidated to fill.

Big Mickey eyed him, and after what seemed like an eternity, he spoke.

There was a foreign lilt to his words. It protruded into his South London vowels the way an ancient shipwreck pokes through the silt at the bottom of the sea.

“Your old man was an excellent ginnals. Knew how to reel in the punters. Solid. Kept his trap shut and not averse to more choice work upon occasion.”

Oyster shifted in his seat. When he’d joined the crew, Big Mickey had started him on the usual low-key stuff: drop-offs and pick-ups; ferrying messages on balled-up cigarette papers. His progress had been steady. Nothing as meteoric as Lucas, who had founded the crew, but then Oyster had none of his father’s flair for strategy or raw appetite for business. Lucas had been gone for almost two years now, but his absence still blindsided him.

Lucas’s disappearance had been at the root of why Oyster had joined the Urbans in the first place. He’d never wanted to step into his dad’s line of business, and Lucas had never pressed him on it. But once he was gone, the family needed money and flipping burgers just hadn’t cut it. Oyster had been surprised that, despite his reticence, he had discovered an unexpected solidarity in the crew. A sort of fucked-up brotherhood that he’d not known anywhere else. It was a feeling he’d never realised he wanted or needed until he found it.

Big Mickey took a sip from his cup and exhaled. The sour smell of coffee washed over Oyster. Big Mickey’s grey eyes looked through him. They sat in silence, neither of them sure how to navigate their way out of the awkwardness.

“How you and…” He paused, waiting for Oyster to fill in the blank.

“Cécile,” said Oyster.

“Yep,” Big Mickey nodded his huge head, “your sis, Cécile. How you all holding up?”

“Good,” grunted Oyster.

“Knew your mum, Paris, back in the day. She’s a good woman. Here in her heart,” said Big Mickey, pressing a manicured digit to his chest. “You got to give her time is all. You’re her last man standing.”

Oyster pressed his lips together and nodded. He couldn’t maintain eye contact. His phone buzzed in his pocket, rattling the vinyl of the seat. He fumbled to switch it off.

“When I stepped up,” continued Big Mickey, “was a few years younger than you and your old man was captain.”

Big Mickey leaned closer as though imparting some choice information.

“Ever wonder why we’re saddled with that name, ‘Urban Camels’? Your dad told me way back, he named our crew after some old-school word for trickster.”

Oyster nodded with an expression which, he hoped, gave the impression he hadn’t heard this little nugget a hundred times before.

“So, Lucas took me on even though I wasn’t local,” Big Mickey continued, “but I got it into my head he hated me. Used to slap me down like he was my daddy. The crew had a bunch of games all over town and Lucas had his fingers in lots of pies. Too many pies. Had us playing every game there was and had us pushing bathtub crank all over the south, but seemed to me no matter what I did I never got any props.

“One day, I thought, screw you Lucas, I’m gonna get myself some glory and some green. So, I got me some flake and jellies and went on a mission over the water, up north. Long story short, didn’t go so well. Someone put it about I was working off territory and three Polish paid me a visit. They worked me over proper. Baseball bats. The whole bit.

“Lucas turns up and I think I’m saved. I swear that man was swollen three times his normal size, like a fucking berserker. Shoos these kiddies away like flies, and you know what he does? He picks me up from the floor. Dusts me down, puts my pinky in his mouth and bites. Bites till he gets to bone and keeps on going. Spits this little bullet of blood and meat onto the floor in front of me. Before I pass out from the shock and pain, he says, all quiet like, ‘You belong to me. If I decide to eat you and shit you out, then that’s what will happen.’”

Big Mickey’s eyes were grey glass. He reached over and pulled Oyster’s hand towards him, kneading the fingers apart with his own.

He looked down at them.

Oyster was momentarily distracted by ink knitted across Mickey’s fingers.

“Got a tat each time I got a bump, didn’t I,” said Mickey. He rocked from side to side as though to beats only he could hear. “Now, you got another month on the bridge as outside man. Learn. Watch how the game is played. I got face riding on you, bumping you up so quick. Do not disappoint. And then maybe you get a new mark, too.”

He released Oyster’s hand. Oyster nodded at him and rubbed his palm.

“You do good, then I got plans for you,” said Big Mickey. He shifted in his chair. “Dunno if Deano has trued you up to this, but we’re comin’ under pressure. There are some new players over the river. Some new outfit pushing in on our games, kicking us off turf. Pressing on all our business, actually. I’ve reached out, but these fuckers are like ghosts. So, we gotta expand.”

Oyster nodded.

“You do well on the bridge and I’m gonna set you up as inside man. On your own game.”

Oyster was surprised. This was a big jump up.

“I don’t got the skills,” he replied.

Big Mickey raised a hand to silence him.

“We’ll take care of the necessary. You got the makings of a proper crew captain.” He tapped his chest. “Ain’t never wrong. This new game is a smaller gig, you’ll have no muscle and a float of half a gee. Baby Ed will be roper. You kick the float back to me plus two points each day. Keep anything else you make.”

“Thanks, boss,” said Oyster.

“One other thing,” said Big Mickey, pursing his lips and looking down at his coffee. “I can trust you, can’t I, cuz?”

“Course,” replied Oyster.

Big Mickey leaned forward and licked his lips. He looked over Oyster’s shoulder for a second then back at him.

“I got the feels that someone on the bridge crew isn’t kicking back their full share. So maybe the bag man is skimming. Maybe your lookout is lifting from the float and making it up from your winnings. Whatevs. I got the sense it’s to do with this new crew breathing down our neck, but I ain’t sure. Maybe you see something. Maybe you see nothing.”

Oyster nodded.

Big Mickey eyed Oyster with the air of a man about to reveal a secret.

A tinny rendition of “Ride of the Valkyries” blared from his pocket, killing the moment. He pulled out his phone and checked the number.

“Sorry, got to take this, you know how mothers can get,” he said, and shooed Oyster away.
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MARY’S BOY CHILD

At home that evening, Oyster lay on his bed with his shoes off and his legs crossed. The telly burbled in the lounge with some sort of reality show. He sensed Cécile in the room next to his, trucking through her homework. Sometimes he wished he’d made more of an effort at school himself. But then, even if he had, with Lucas skipping out and the benefit not stretching to support the whole family, it wouldn’t have mattered. He would have always had to get a job.

He’d spent some time staring at the papers he’d rescued from Lucas’s books. Thin as Rizlas and humming with some sort of hidden intelligence, he’d stared at them. There was information buried in them just out of reach, but after staring at them for what seemed like an age, he’d set them aside on his bedside table. He was missing something here, but he couldn’t seem to forget about them.

He took a gulp of warm beer and put the bottle down on the side, washing the mouthful back and forth between his teeth before swallowing it.

“Hey, Mary’s boy child.”

It was Cécile leaning against the doorframe.

“Got a plug? My ears are all out.” She waved the pair of over-the-ear cans he’d bought her for Christmas with a desolate expression. “No tuneage, no brainage, bro-bro.”

Oyster nodded and rolled off the bed, opening his bedside cabinet and rummaging around until he found a charger. Standing to offer the plastic block to Cécile, he clipped the neck of the beer bottle and sent it spinning, spraying suds all over the deck.

“Fuck!”

Cécile and he dashed for kitchen roll and tea-towels, and between the two of them did the best job they could of mopping the liquid up.

It wasn’t until he was ready to turn in that he thought of the papers he’d left on the bedside table. They had been soaked and were stuck together into a single sheet. For a second, he thought they were ruined, but then with a sharp intake of breath he saw that somehow they had been perfected.

Stuck together and translucent, each page’s patterns wove together into something more than they were alone. Admittedly, Oyster had no idea what he was looking at or what it meant, but the pattern was complete. Whole. The moment he saw the design he knew that it belonged to him. Or perhaps that he belonged to it.

Mickey’s words came back to him about getting some ink.
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EMBANKMENT

Oyster had already learnt the rudiments of being a pickpocket, a skill the gang resorted to on the rare occasions a punter went one-up on the game and skipped out early. But being a whiz-man relied on getting away before your mark realised they’d been robbed. As inside man he’d need a different set of skills, and so, as Mickey had promised, Deano set aside thirty minutes at the end of each day to teach Oyster the rudiments of dealing.

Oyster was nervous about the bump up, but he had no real alternative other than to accept the possibility. Like it or not, the crew was his life now, Deano and Big M were both mixed up with the unarticulated loss he felt for his dad. Their presence hard to separate from Lucas’s absence. And words had never been his forte. Easier to say nothing, to swallow the hurt like the black stone that it was than talk about it. Both he and Cécile were like twin survivors from a shipwreck, clinging to each other in the cold water, saying nothing to conserve energy. Of course, Paris was there too. But she was her own problem.

The first dealing technique Oyster had to master was picking up the king and the queen with one hand using his fingertips. Done right, it made it easy to deal either card without your mark knowing. The second was the steady patter that conditioned them to follow the card and not your hands. Finally, there was the hype move: throwing down the king rather than the queen.

After three weeks of intense practice, Oyster arrived on the bridge one day to find Deano waiting for him. The man stood and pressed Oyster into his place on the blue palette.

“You’ve got your cards. Got your chat. You’re ready,” he murmured.

Oyster tried to get up, but a glance from Deano rocked him back onto the palette. Before he could object, Deano was off, blending into the crowd to play outside man.

Oyster took a deep breath. I got this. The early morning sunlight streamed through the cut-outs in the bridge’s low parapets. He unzipped the pocket in his coat and took out his cards. His tongue was fat and his mouth dry. He became aware of the buses as they throbbed over the road, hissing, rumbling and shaking the palette.

The cards were slippery. As he threw them onto the table a gust of wind caught the queen and flipped her over its edge. He swore and grabbed her. Swallowing, he put the other two cards down on their backs and they rocked in the breeze. He traced around the edge of the queen with his fingertips, praying to her for the words to come.

“Come on, ladies and gentlemen. It’s a lovely day to play,” he said, scooping up the other cards and laying them face down. His voice cracked and was carried away by the wind.

He ran a practice hand and the cards moving in his hands loosened him up. The rehearsed movements getting him out of his head and into his body. He cleared his throat and started again. This time he upped the volume and moved backwards and forwards as he ran the shuffle, doing what he’d seen Deano do a thousand times before.

As he relaxed into his role, the cards flew from his hands in a hypnotic parade.

“Let’s go! Go! Go!” he shouted, surprising himself at how loud he sounded.

A couple turned towards him. Their neat hotel-ironed pastel outfits marked them as tourists. Probably here to look at Big Ben, peer at the Houses of Parliament – and here they were now at his own talking shop. He breathed deeply and licked the edge of his mouth.

“You look like the lucky type,” he said.

The man turned to him and Oyster ran a few more straight shuffles.

Deano’s hovering presence receded as Oyster reeled in his mark, snagging sixty quid from him before his girlfriend talked him into walking away. Even so, Oyster had passed the test.

More punters followed and he rolled and rolled for three hours solid, racking up a good six hundred quid. He felt the rhythm of the cards and the flow of his patter weaving together, netting the punters around him. He sensed Deano’s distant pride in him as he worked. Hell, he was pretty proud of himself, too.

He took a break at noon and hoofed it over the bridge to get a burger for himself and a smoothie for Deano. On the way, he noticed Broadsides had found an unlocked service ladder and climbed down to the embankment. Remembering what Big Mickey had said about someone on the game being bent, Oyster bought an extra cheeseburger, wrapped it in paper napkins and shoved it into his jacket pocket.

After delivering the smoothie to Deano, he headed for the embankment. The tide was low and stones protruded from the river like black knuckles. Broadsides was skimming pebbles across the chocolate foam of the Thames as it slid by.

Oyster was mildly surprised to see him doing anything so normal. Perhaps it was part of maintaining a hard man image, but Oyster had never seen Broadsides eat anything, take a piss break, or even nip off for a cheeky smoke as he and all the other members of the crew did from time to time.

“S’up, geez,” said Oyster as he picked his way across the carpet of stones and mud, doing his best to keep his trainers on fleek, while simutaneously ignoring the amount of grease the cheeseburger must be oozing into his jacket.

Broadsides turned and nodded. Up close, he was an imposing figure. Tattooed arms as thick as Oyster’s thighs ballooned from his T-shirt. On his left arm, the name “Ida” was woven into a thicket of faux Celtic motifs that many of the Urbans favoured. His right arm was covered in a group of geometric shapes that orbited a central red eye. A cheap sliver link bracelet hung from his wrist, the words “brute force” engraved on it twinkled in the weak sun.

“Ida your woman?” asked Oyster, standing next to him.

Broadsides rocked back on his feet, laughing. It was a noise that Oyster felt rather than heard.

“What’s so funny?” said Oyster, suppressing his annoyance at being the butt of some private joke.

He pulled the cheeseburger out of his pocket and passed it to Broadsides, who took the offering wordlessly, before dispatching most of it in two bites. He swallowed, but still didn’t answer.

Oyster shrugged, turning to return up the strip of beach to the service ladder.

“Hope not,” came Broadsides’ reply.

“What?” Oyster called.

“Said, I sure hope not,” replied Broadsides. “Ida’s my aunt.”

Oyster took a few steps back to him.

“She raised me, didn’t she,” said Broadsides, swallowing the last of his burger and whipping the balled paper out into the Thames.

It bobbed up and down on the murky water.

Oyster nodded slowly. He pointed at Broadsides’ arm.

“That’s some serious ink you got, bruv-bruv, you been on the inside?”

“Ain’t a prison tat,” said Broadsides, raising his right arm and displaying its black and red spirals. “Traditional, innit. Protection against the evil eye. Or something. From the old country.”

“Where’s that then?”

Oyster picked up a stone and skipped it out at the white ball of paper as it floated away from them.

Broadsides tapped his nose. “You might be on the way up, but you’ve got a big hooter.”

“Just into my ink is all,” Oyster replied, embarrassed at having been called on his curiosity, and as if in explanation, he flipped up layers of clothing to expose his latest tattoo: the pattern that he’d found amongst Lucas’s books It had only been finished the week before and its intricacies were still traced in pink scabs. It covered half of Oyster’s midriff, wrapping around the sides of his torso, clutching him in inky tendrils.

The tattooist had charged Oyster double and then some, but he had to admit the dude had done a bang-up job. The design wrapped around him in an uncanny way, giving the viewer the impression that it extended into Oyster’s body. It had taken weeks and a fair amount of his disposables to complete the job, with long gaps between each session while he healed. He had gritted his teeth against the discomfort as the design became part of him, but the pain had been something real, something he could hold on to.

Broadsides whistled and nodded in approval as he took the tattoo in.

“Very nice. Well fucking trippy. Might have one of those myself next time I get marked up, know what I’m saying.”

Broadsides offered Oyster a high five that he had to stand on tiptoes to return.

“And thanks for the feed, cuz, I needed that,” he said.

He turned and offered Oyster his hand. Oyster shook it.

“There’s some bad blood around here about you, but you’re alright, mostly,” he said.

“Mighty big of you,” Oyster replied sarcastically.

Broadsides laughed and launched a stone the size of a baked potato into the river. It missed the balled-up burger wrapper, but kerplunked into the water with such energy it washed its target beneath the surface.

“Brutalist!” said Broadsides with a cackle.
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TOOTING BEC

Oyster took the Tube home. It was stuffed with suits, tourists, students. Peak time. All people who had a direction, a sense of purpose in their lives. He counted the stations, feeling himself pass through them as though they were organs in a sprawling, subterranean body. He suspended himself from a yellow plastic handgrip, arse jutting outwards. He was like this train, he thought, chugging underground in the dark. Unsure of where he was headed.

An elbow pressed into his back and he twisted around, ready to cuss out whoever was behind him, but there stood Broadsides. Oyster clocked he was toting the vinyl sports bag they used to transport the day’s takings over to Mickey.

“Where you steppin’ off, bro?” Broadsides asked.

“Tooting,” replied Oyster.

“I’ll come with.”

Oyster tried to make conversation, but all he got in return was grunts and grimaces.

They rode the escalator, Oyster scurrying to keep up with his taller companion.

“Don’t want to talk down there. Can’t trust it,” said Broadsides, over his shoulder.

“Whatever,” said Oyster. “It’s your trip.”

Broadsides stooped as he walked, but it wasn’t the stoop of a tall man fitting into a world too small for him. Rather, it was the stoop of a man who didn’t want to be noticed. Broadsides’ gaze flicked from side to side, sizing up travellers descending on the other side of the escalator, expectant and wary.

When they hit the street, they crossed at the lights outside the station and headed up Garrat Lane. There was a series of beeps and chirps as Oyster’s phone lit up with messages from Cécile.

“You use that thing too much,” said Broadsides. “They’re keeping an eye on you, wherever you are.”

He extended his index and middle finger, pointed them at his own eyes then turned them towards Oyster in a gesture of surveillance.

“And who would ‘they’ be?” Oyster replied.

“Alexa? Siri? They’re all the feds. You forgetting the business we’re in, brother?”

Oyster nodded and stowed his phone in his pocket. Broadsides had a point. And Deano was always ragging on him for using it too much.

It was early evening. Pairs of yellow headlights ran past them, whipping up the acrid smell of exhaust. Oyster and Broadsides ambled through rows of terraced houses, takeaway joints and lurid newsagents that advertised phone unlocking services. Shabby as it was compared to Westminster, Oyster was at home here. Everything torn up, tossed up, and he kind of liked the lack of greenery.

After five minutes of walking in silence, Broadsides visibly relaxed and drew himself up to his full height. He reached into his pocket, took out a bent roll-up and clamped it between his lips. He lit the cigarette and puffed.

“Some weird shit going down in this crew, man,” he said.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” replied Oyster.

They crossed over the road again and Oyster led them past the low stone walls of Streatham Cemetery. The first patch of green they’d seen since emerging from the Tube. Broadsides sniffed and cracked his knuckles.

“Lot of men down, women too.”

Oyster didn’t want to invoke the spirit of Lucas. He remembered half-caught conversations that his dad had had with other crew families. We’re soldiers. It’s a war, he would say. But Oyster couldn’t repeat the words. They stuck in his throat. Broadsides rolled on anyway.

“We’re a short-con outfit. Ginals all. How come so many been fingered, done runners or worse?” He twitched his head from side to side and looked around. “No dis.”

“None taken,” Oyster replied.

He thought of the games of hide and seek that he, Cécile and Lucas would play around the flat when he was home from the crew. Lucas was too big and tall to hide anywhere really, and his trainered feet would always stick out from under the curtains, or his shoulders would bulge from behind a door. It had become a joke in itself after a while.

Oyster pursed his lips, his throat was tight. There were a lot of car fumes around here.

Broadsides snapped a twig from an overhanging tree, suddenly uncomfortable. He stripped the leaves from it one by one and discarded them.

“What you still doing here, then?” said Oyster, scratching his nose.

Broadsides cracked a wide smile. He took a leaf between thumb and forefinger and mimed rubbing money.

“Need the papes, don’t I?” he said.

Oyster nodded.

“Don’t we all? If you need money there are better ways of making it.”

“Ain’t into shifting.” Broadsides shrugged. “Know my limitations. I’m good muscle for a game. But once you go narc you have to step it up, mate, know what I’m saying? Ain’t ready to rain that sort of shit down on everyone I know.”

Oyster nodded. It was true. He’d made much the same calculation himself. You could make a lot of money selling drugs, but your life expectancy decreased proportionately. He bit his lip. Big Mickey had told him to play this close, but he felt Broadsides was being straight with him.

“You in the know about this new mystery crew causing so much grief?”

Broadsides cast him a sideways glance.

“Why you asking?” he said.

Oyster shrugged.

“Big Mickey asked me to keep an eye out.”

Broadsides nodded and the two of them walked for a hundred yards in silence as the sky purpled like a bruise.

“Don’t know nothing about them. And that wouldn’t be all that odd. ’Cepting no one does. From what I hear, they just show up out of nowhere and knock shit right over.”

“Games?” said Oyster.

“Everything. They’re sticking their fingers deep into deals. Pop out of nowhere and then ghost afterwards. They know shit, too. Almost like they got sources. Like they’re hooked up with the feds. Or got peepage on the inside.”

On the opposite side of the road, a car pulled out of the traffic and drew up to the kerb. There was the echo of a backfire and Broadsides’ expression made it clear he thought he’d said too much.

“Fuck this, man, I’m creeping myself out.” He looked around, hugging the football bag closer to his chest. “What you reckon. Through the Stretch?”

The thought of heading home through disputed territory made Oyster’s stomach twinge. He’d sneaked through this shortcut, which edged into the Stick Up Kidz’ turf, in the past, but those occasions had been in daylight on a weekday. And he hadn’t been carrying a bagful of cash.

His anxiety was initially balanced by how proud he’d feel at having helped to ferry the bag to Big Mickey, and that in turn made him feel manipulated. The feelings all swirled into a kind of righteous anger directed at… life? Fuck this shit. It would give him something mildly braggable he could drop into his next chat with Big M, and if he got shanked up? Well, who would give a crap. Paris? A crow landed in one of the overhanging trees and eyed them both. A ribbon of pain flickered around his tattoo and was gone.

“What we standing here yapping for then, geez?” said Oyster, hopping over the amputated stumps of the cemetery railings and into the wet green of the graveyard. His feet whipped through the unkempt grass, beating a counterpoint rhythm to Broadsides’ huge trainers as they did the same.

Oyster’s spider-sense tingled. He glanced at Broadsides, whose hunched frame betrayed how he felt too. They were over halfway across the graveyard when Oyster saw them: a group of youths on the other side of cemetery keeping pace, but hanging back just enough to betray their intention of avoiding being made. A Stick Up Kidz crew.

Oyster’s toes prickled and his mouth was dry. He’d only got into a couple of beefs since stepping up. Luckily he’d inherited Lucas’s broad frame, which meant he looked like he could handle himself. But the batterings he’d been involved in had left him feeling initially giddy and then sick to his stomach. He tried to count their pursuers. Four, maybe five: bad odds. He reached into the front pocket of his jeans where his knife pressed against his leg. His fingers curled around its grip.

He and Broadsides were marching now, heads down, across the green, heading for a gate in the graveyard’s far corner. If they could get to it before the others, they’d be able to sprint back into Urbans territory and relative safety.

A moment later and their silent game of chicken dissolved into them both running as fast as they could towards the gate. The Stick Ups on the other side of the wall broke into a whooping gallop.

Oyster leaned into the run, but it was too late. The Stick Ups had already made it to the gate. They crowded around it, blocking the exit. There were two mean-faced minnows about Ed’s age, one henched-up type in a bomber jacket who was probably captain and one tubbier lad who hung back. Oyster pegged him as the brains. While all the other crew members had their aggro on, the boy’s pinprick eyes regarded Oyster and Broadsides coldly.

There’s no shame in doing a runner if the odds are against you. Represent your ends and all that, but not at the cost of doing a dirt dive.

Deano’s words tumbled through his head. Fear squeezed his insides.

The cemetery wall was too high to vault over, even with a runup. Plus, it would be easy for the Stick Ups to catch them on the other side.

“Game’s up,” said Bomber Jacket, “you batties are off base, slipping in the wrong place.”

Oyster and Broadsides slowed to a saunter. They couldn’t show they were frightened. Broadsides sniffed and wiped his nose with the back of his hand. Every bit of Oyster’s body throbbed with adrenaline. He wanted to turn around and run back, but without some sort of advantage they were stuffed.

“Could say the same for you and Supersize here,” replied Broadsides. “Last time I checked, Stick Men turf started thataways.”

He nodded at the road on the other side of the wall.

“Supersize? Is that all you got, fat-shaming?” the fat kid responded. “Tell me, if I’m such a wasteman, how is that we’ve battered so many of your bros?” The boy’s delivery glittered with barely concealed malice.

“Looky,” said Broadsides, “we ain’t looking for no mischief.”

“Bit late for that, innit.” The fat kid nodded at Oyster. “We know all about boydem here. His daddy did a runner. Now he comes here, all shook, weeping his old man tears all over our territory.”

Oyster closed his eyes and bit his lip. His knuckles ached as his grip became ever tighter on his knife. Everyone here would be tooled up, no doubt. That’s why he carried. That’s why they all did. It was times like this that he wondered about the value of getting strapped, just for show. But then a gun drew its own kind of trouble.

“Come on now,” said Broadsides, “no one’s looking to misbehave.” He laid a hand across Oyster’s chest.

“Could’ve fooled me,” Bomber Jacket’s voice was a deep baritone, “steppin’ all over our turf. Guaranteed upset. Way I hears it, you lot have been leanin’ on us all over. Kickin’ over our games. Hurting on our business. Enough is enough. Message needs to be sent.”

Broadsides shook his head.

“I dunno where you wallads get your information, but it’s all fucked. Things have been peaceable between us. For the most part.”

Oyster took a step forward. The Stick Up Kidz issued a chorus of mocking hoots.

“Just trying to rile you,” Broadsides hissed to Oyster.

Memories stirred and Oyster pushed them down deep. He released the knife and pulled his hands out of his pockets. He cracked his knuckles. He had to do something to save face. But maybe not what they wanted.

“Stay tight,” he whispered to Broadsides, gently pushing his friend’s restraining hand aside.

Oyster inhaled deeply, trying to push his anger away along with his memories. He lurched towards the gate and gave his knuckles another crack. Shoving one hand deep into his other pocket, he fished out four coins. A two-pence piece, a fifty-pence piece and two tens. It wasn’t great, but would have to do.

For all his bravado, the fat kid flinched as Oyster approached. Bomber Jacket intercepted him, his arms folded.

“That’s enough,” he said.

Fat Kid recovered his composure. “What you got to say for yourself?”

Bomber Jacket retreated, but reached his hand into his pocket, no doubt fingering his own knife. Oyster took a breath and stepped through the gate. He shook his shoulders, felt the air rolling across his temples. The sun was setting. All across the city it was getting dark. He sensed its raw earth under his feet, felt the stars turning unseen overhead and took a breath. Everything – him, Broadsides, the Stick Ups, the rotting bones in the ground beneath his feet – were all part of the same thing; the same mechanism, like a clock that had been wound too tight.

He held the coins in a stack in the tips of his right hand, and with a practised movement used his right thumb to spread them so that each was held between adjacent fingertips. A four-coin flourish, Deano had called it.

“Watch,” he said, voice cracking. He held up his hand, brandishing the coins. The yellow flicker of streetlights turned them to slivers of gold.

“Fool’s going to tug us off with some David Blaine shit?” said the smallest of the Stick Ups. “You seeing this, Tanks?”

Oyster ignored him and dug in with his patter. This was the most dangerous moment. Bomber Jacket could stick him easy enough now, but if he kept the crew distracted, he and Broadsides might stand a chance of getting away.

Silently, Oyster performed the first two of the four sleight-of-hand tricks he knew: Coin through the Hand and a French Drop. The first was always a guaranteed way of getting attention, sending a couple of the coins tumbling though the back of his hand only to make them reappear from behind his ear, while Le Tourniquet or French Drop was one of the oldest tricks in the book. You held a coin by your fingertips, only to make it vanish with a twist of the fingers and a theatrical puff of breath. Oyster supercharged it using all the coins to hand. By the end of the second trick, he knew he had them. He could feel the temperature of the situation dropping, but he was running out of repertoire.

He went into another flourish and then into the setup for a Three into Two. He needed to get the muscle off guard. He tapped Bomber Jacket’s hand to get him to put it out for the trick’s finale. By now, the Stick Ups were engrossed in the illusion despite themselves. The boy complied without thinking, but Oyster caught Fat Kid’s eye and he knew he’d been made.

Instantly, Oyster whipped his hand back and let the coins fly at Bomber Jacket’s head, but Fat Kid pushed him out of the way before they made contact. Oyster spun around and ran. Broadsides’ long legs had already carried him a quarter of the distance back the way they’d come. He galloped over gravestones like he was a prize steeple-jumper. Oyster didn’t look back. He wasn’t sure who, if anyone, was behind him, but his trick had given them a head start. He ran as fast as he could, bearing away from the gate at an oblique angle. The sound of his feet on the grass and his breathing were his world.

A memory came to him. Him and Lucas running across the park not far from here. It had been a Saturday. Lucas had come home from the crew with a football autographed by the entire Chelsea squad. Even then he had already learned not to ask how such a priceless artefact might have come into his dad’s possession. Cécile had still been a toddler, young enough that she could only run a flurry of steps before toppling backwards onto her bum. She had sat in the grass and watched and clapped as he and Lucas had chipped and flicked the ball back and forth between them, using their jumpers as goal posts. Another jagged breath and the memory evaporated.

Bomber Jacket streaked past him on the right, heading straight for Broadsides. They were after the money, and fast as he was, the bag was slowing him down. Bomber Jacket was gaining ground. Oyster’s lungs were at the top of his throat as he swung towards Broadsides’ pursuer and pumped his arms as fast as he could.

A burst of muscle-burning speed and he was directly behind him. Bomber Jacket was already reaching a hand out towards Broadsides. Oyster gulped in a final breath of air and dived at Bomber Jacket’s ankles in a flailing, desperate rugby tackle. Bomber Jacket twisted in surprise and kicked back, but it was already too late. Oyster had him. He clung to his legs, wrapping himself around them, and closed his eyes. The two of them fell for what seemed like a long time and then there was a bright, sharp pain as a thick-soled trainer caught Oyster in the stomach.

They rolled to a stop. Oyster was breathless and paralysed. Shards of light flickered behind his clenched eyelids. He rolled to his knees, forced a breath into his rigid stomach, and then he was up and running again. He risked a glance back. Bomber Jacket lay sprawled among the grass. His temples were stained black in the yellow light. He must have head-butted a gravestone on the way down. The other members of his gang gave up the chase and turned back to check on their fallen comrade.

Oyster ran wide, heading to the gate furthest from them, but they’d no interest in him anymore. He caught sight of Fat Kid’s face in the streetlight. The boy’s expression was the face of a child, knitted with worry.

Broadsides caught up with him as he got back on their territory, out of breath but jubilant.

“Rep-res-ent.” He offered a fist bump.

Oyster’s hands were still shaking, but his breathing was returning to normal. He was elated at their escape. Something like pride unfurled in his chest. Then he remembered the boy’s face. There was a caw from the nearest tree. With a flap of wings, the crow flapped up into the night.

It was dark now and they hurried deeper into home turf. Oyster felt the comfort of the neighbourhood wrapping around him as his shuddering breathing returned to normal. They walked a block in silence. After all the excitement Oyster was suddenly empty.

“Right,” said Broadsides, patting the football bag. “Gotta skadoosh.” He offered Oyster a fist bump, before turning and slouching into the city.
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CEREMONY

Oyster dreamed he was being chased. The lifts in the block were out and he ran up the stairs, pursued by some sort of faceless dread. Hands trembling, he got the key into the lock, burst into his flat and slammed the door. It was then he was faced with the sickening certainty that whatever he’d been running from was already inside with him.

He raced to Paris’s room and shut himself in a wardrobe, listening as the house was ransacked. Light seeped in around the doorframe. At his feet was a small enamel box. This was what his pursuer was after. He reached down to it and froze as he heard the sound of sniffs at the wardrobe door.

The thing outside wanted him to open the box, but he was seized by the certainty that its contents were more terrifying than what was searching for it. He dropped the box, held his breath and closed his eyes. Where was Paris? Why wouldn’t she make all this go away?

The light went out and the sniffing stopped. Oyster waited for what seemed like an age and then opened the wardrobe door. He was in a wood. Blue light danced ahead of him through a thicket of naked branches.

Oyster pushed on towards the centre of the wood, skin crawling but drawn on by the flashes of lightning. The night was suddenly cold and his fingertips were numb. He pressed through a final clawing tangle of branches and into a broad clearing, dominated by a single oak.

On the muddy ground, centred on the tree, was a swirling symbol composed of three interlocking spirals which glowed with an unnatural fire. At the centre of each of these spirals stood a figure. The nearest, grasping a spear, had his back to Oyster. Lightning lanced down from the sky and danced around the weapon, energy coursing into the ground and illuminating the spiralled scrub in which he stood. The acrid smell of ozone stung Oyster’s nostrils.

The second figure, on the far side of the tree, was tall, antlered and cloaked in shadow; the third, to Oyster’s left, was a young woman. She looked to be a few years younger than he was and was barefoot, clad in a simple robe. The most disturbing thing about her was her face, which had been stained a shocking midnight blue. He felt as though he was witnessing something he shouldn’t be, and as much as he wanted to keep out of sight, a feeling deep in his stomach compelled him to creep forward.

The antlered figure barked in a language Oyster couldn’t understand, before emptying a leather purse at the foot of the tree; three coins glittered in the strobing darkness. As they hit the ground, some ancient circuit was completed and the spiralling symbol caught fire, crowning the antlered figure with a silvery halo. An ominous bass growl pressed in on them, so powerful that Oyster felt it in his chest.

The woman advanced stiffly like a doll and knelt before the tree. She scooped up the coins and stood. The low throbbing rose to a crescendo. Pausing for what seemed like an age, she stepped towards a terrified Oyster who, for a second, thought he’d been made. Panicking, he tried to hunker down into the foliage but found himself unable to move.

The woman was unseeing, though, totally tranced out. She faced the spear carrier and reached up. With a flash of metal, she pressed the coins to his forehead. The deep vibration became almost unbearable, making it hard for Oyster to think and shaking his lungs so much that it was difficult to breathe.

As the coins were placed, the man with the antlers threw up his arms and roared with hysterical laughter. Lightning came down again and again, striking the spear carrier, making him swell in size and strength. Then with a flash Oyster was knocked on his back again, staring up at the unfamiliar stars that gazed at him coldly.
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THE BRIDGE

Cécile shook Oyster awake. He’d fallen asleep on the sofa.

“Come on bruv-bruv,” she said. “Rise and shine an’ all that.”

She was dressed in her school uniform, her bag slung over her shoulder.

“You pull an all-nighter or something?” she said. Oyster’s mouth was dry. Cécile pulled the curtains open, searing him with early morning sunshine. He grumbled and covered his eyes. The nightmare still had him in its grasp.

“You need a girlfriend,” she said.

Oyster grunted.

“Or a boyfriend.”

Oyster grunted again.

“Or any sort of friend at all. You need to get out of this house and get some sort of life. Other than work.”

Oyster assumed what he hoped was a winning smile.

“What, and miss out on all this love and attention?”

Cécile rolled her eyes.

“I dunno what your malfunction is,” she continued, “but you were dribbling all sorts of nonsense while you were asleep.”

Oyster shrugged. Cécile shook her head in exasperation.

“Well, it is a school day, so you know, girl’s gotta shift.”

“Hey, hold it.” He looked around to make sure that Paris hadn’t got up yet. He padded to his bedroom and returned with a thin roll of tens.

Cécile pocketed the money.

“I’ll do a shop on the way home, we got nothing much in. Again,” she said.

Oyster rubbed his eyes and nodded. Cécile snapped the front door shut behind her and was gone, leaving Oyster alone and uneasy. He felt small, as though he was being watched. Chalking it all up to the strange dream, he showered, dressed and ate in a trance, then made his way to the bridge.

The queasy, disembodied feeling haunted him all morning, throwing off his game so much that Deano stepped in for him and packed him off for an early lunch. Oyster improved a little when he came back, but the emptiness inside him had sucked up all of his patter and he couldn’t get warm. He found himself turning the images from his dream over and over in his head: the ceremony, ritual or whatever it was; the tripped-out, stained face of the young woman.

He was jumpy, and every now and then he thought he saw the blue-faced woman: suited and booted and on her way to an office job; or as a uniformed attendant at the Underground turnstiles. A second look and she wasn’t there. A breeze whistled across the bridge and Oyster pulled the zip of his puffer vest up higher around his throat. He leaned forward, flexing his toes in his trainers and lifting the arches of his feet off the floor to stop them going to sleep.

It was then that he spotted the shiny brogues and trench coat of the weird dude who had challenged Deano a few weeks ago. The coat was undone, revealing worn woollen trousers and an Ed Sheeran T-shirt that still showed the creases from its packaging. Oyster’s stomach prickled and he realised the pain was coming from his tattoo. He scratched it with fingers that were suddenly numb.

Before he even opened his mouth, the wellspring of patter within him sputtered. He knew what was going to happen next. He realised that he’d felt like this before, on the night Lucas had disappeared. His mouth felt dry and there was a sickly sensation spinning around in his stomach. He shut his eyes and made a conscious effort to put it out of his mind.

He tried to picture something else. He thought of last Wednesday: he’d picked Cécile up after school, and flush with his earnings from the bridge they’d gone for Happy Meals. A ritual from an earlier, simpler life, they’d taken their time over the food and improvised a sweary puppet show with their crappy plastic toys as they fought over who got the last fruit bag.

His tattoo fizzed with pain, breaking him out of his reverie. The happy memory was chased away by an overpowering sense that he was falling; that there was an inevitability to everything that was about to happen and there was nothing he could do about it. The man pulled a crisp fifty from his pocket and laid it on the makeshift table. He sniffed loudly and a too-small tongue wet his lips. Several other people gathered around to watch the game.

“Now we’ve challenged,” said the man, “you have to play. Those are the rules. After all, a game of chance is a sacred thing.”

Oyster wanted to refuse but he couldn’t, not without blowing it entirely. He looked for Deano, hoping his captain would signal to tell him what to do, but he’d disappeared.

“Okay! People, let’s go. Geez here wants to play. Let’s see if he’s got the juice!” shouted Oyster, but he knew he sounded forced and unconvincing.

Oyster dropped a stone over the fifty to hold it in place and the man nodded, moving in closer. A choking collection of smells emanated from him: cut grass and blood, plus the merest suggestion that he might have shat himself. Oyster winced.

He threw the cards down onto the deck and did his practice runs, calling out the black queen and flipping her over with his index finger.

“You still up for this, mister?” he said.

The man’s almost-a-face creased into a lupine smile. Oyster did a quick scan for Deano, but there was still no sight of him. Broadsides’ comforting bulk, however, lurked like an oak tree on the horizon.

Best to nip this one in the bud, thought Oyster.

He went in quick with a perfect hype pass and nodded to the man to choose where the queen lay.

“Well, let us see,” he replied. “We’re new to all this, but,” he sniffed ostentatiously, “we think it may be this one.” He touched the leftmost card. Oyster flicked it over. The queen stared back up at him. He couldn’t believe what he was looking at. He’d made the hype and was sure the card should have been in the middle.

“That means we’ve won, doesn’t it?” said the man, his maggot tongue poking through his lips again. His mouth twisted into a smile which failed to reach his unblinking, birdlike eyes.

For a second, Oyster was sure he saw something small and black emerge from the man’s left ear and crawl into his hair. It was such a disconcerting sight, he looked away as he handed over the man’s winnings.

“You’re supposed to ask us if we want to play again,” he sniffed. “Double or quits.”

“Yeah. Yeah. That’s it,” said Oyster trying to recover. “Double or quits!”

The man put three hundred down in fifties. The crowd oohed in approval.

Oyster smiled mirthlessly and ran another perfect hype; the man picked the correct card again. And again. And again. Oyster felt sick. He was cleaned out. This wasn’t supposed to happen.

“Cops!” screamed Broadsides, charging in and belatedly breaking up the game.

He scattered the crowd and kicked over the cardboard deck.

“Game over!” shouted Oyster, running past the end of the bridge for a few hundred yards, just for appearance’s sake.

He stopped and looked back for the rest of the crew. The squat shape of Deano beckoned him to return. He ambled back, biting the inside of his mouth. His legs and lungs ached from the sudden exercise. Looking over Deano’s head, he caught sight of the man heading west over the bridge, walking at a steady pace. It was late in the day and passersby threw long shadows onto the bridge’s low parapets. Oyster shook his head and looked again, his brain unable to process what he was looking at. He squinted. It must be a trick of the light, but he was as certain as he could be that the retreating figure had a pair of shadowy antlers.

Oyster’s confusion was interrupted by Deano’s low whistle.

“You took your time,” yelled Oyster, forgetting the man in his anger. “Where were you? I needed you to cool that mark down.”

“Easy now. No need to go blaming me, young blood. You messed this one up good and proper all by your jackie-jones.”

Oyster looked up at the sky and swallowed. He wanted to cry.

“This is a bad one, son. Bad. Sent Broadsides after your man, though. Let’s see if he pulls your arse out the fire.”

Oyster swallowed and wiped his eyes, trying to hide how upset he was. “Fucker picked right every time.”

Deano wobbled his head from side to side.

“Maybe you just been clipped by a ringer from the Ukrainians or a Roma.”

Oyster’s chest was tight and his eyes throbbed. The inside of his mouth was wet from the bite he’d taken out of it.

“Listen. I’ll try and straighten this out for you with Mickey. No need to pick it up with him. Whatever happens with Broadsides,” said Deano clapping Oyster on the shoulder. “The Big Man knows everyone catches it in the shitter from time to time. Either way, you’re on your own game from tomorrow.”

Deano pulled out his phone and turned away. It was an ancient plastic lozenge the size of a brick. Binable and untraceable. He dialled a number and put it to his ear. He turned again, surprised to see Oyster still standing there. He waved him off.

“Go home,” said Deano, “you’re done.”
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