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1


Cold wind blew down the concrete halls, carrying the scents of stone and water. The rain had stopped at sunset, leaving the streets and walkways wet, but the air still carried its chill. Distant traffic and faraway voices blended into background noise, but here, in the heart of the city, I was alone.


I was standing on a concrete walkway. Lights along the walls cast glowing rings of orange that faded quickly into the sea of darkness all around. Lit windows looked down from the flats above and from the theatre complex across the water, but I couldn’t see a single living person. I glanced up and down the walkway one more time; when nothing moved, I kept going.


The structure around me was the Barbican, a huge sprawling complex of brown concrete in central London. It was the first time I’d visited the place, and it felt to me like a richer version of the council estates I’d grown up around. The tower blocks were the same, the rows of flats were the same, but it all looked cleaner and posher – there was even a handful of plants and trees, though all they really did was draw attention to how cold and sterile everything else was. Scattered living things, dwarfed by the thick stone barriers made to contain them, the essentia in the air muted and weak. It would be a terrible place to find a Well, but I wasn’t looking for a Well. I was looking for my father.


Twelve days ago, I’d been attacked in Covent Garden by a man calling himself Vermillion. He’d tried to stab me to death and nearly succeeded, but in doing so he’d also given me what I’d been searching for. Vermillion was a member of the Winged, the weird mysterious group who for most of the past year had been alternating between attacking me and trying to recruit me. According to them, my father had been a member. I wasn’t sure whether to believe it, but I was sure they held the key to finding him, and Vermillion’s attack had given me the leverage I’d needed to pressure one of their other members into handing over a letter from my father.


That had been three days ago. Two days ago, I’d sent a message to the email address the letter had given me. Two hours ago, I’d been told to come here.


But told by whom?


I slipped behind a concrete pillar, my back coming to rest against the cold stone. To my eyes, the essentia currents glimmered faintly as they drifted through the darkness, taking on tinges of colour as they passed through objects; reddish-brown as they moved through the concrete, pale blue as they moved through the fluorescent lights, a hint of green as they gathered around the leafless trees down on the courtyard below. It was beautiful, in a quiet peaceful way, but all it was really telling me was that there was no one with an active sigl nearby.


And even that wasn’t much help. If there was someone out there, they could just have their sigls turned off. Like me.


Middle of the Barbican, I repeated to myself. I’d rushed out of the door as soon as I’d seen those words on my screen; only now was I realising how ambiguous they were. I’d studied the orange-grey-green maps posted at the Barbican junctions, and, as far as I could see, this spot, around the southern side of the artificial lake, was as close as you could get to ‘middle’. But there was no sign of my father.


When you show up for a meeting and no one’s there, you start second-guessing yourself. What if my father had already been here and left? Maybe we’d both wandered around the Barbican, somehow missing each other? What if I’d got the time wrong, or the place, or …


A line from the letter floated to the surface of my thoughts. The spirit is served by demons that give gifts to those they favour.


I shivered, pushing the thought away. That letter had left me with a million questions, but now wasn’t the time. The message that had led me here … had it really been from my dad?


If it hadn’t, the best thing I could do right now was to stay hidden. But if it had, then my dad might be out there doing exactly the same thing. And if I was hiding and he was hiding, we were never going to find each other.


I hissed out a breath. Screw it. I’d been waiting for this chance for years. I wasn’t going to lose my nerve now!


I headed for the nearest stairwell and trotted down the steps until I came out at ground level, next to the dark stillness of the Barbican’s artificial lake. The breeze blowing off the water was cold. I walked out into the middle of the courtyard then stopped. A hundred windows looked down on me, blank and shadowed and faceless. Any of them could be holding someone watching me.


I took a deep breath and channelled.


Essentia stirred inside me, flowing through my body. In the early days channelling my personal essentia felt like trying to pick up water between my fingers. Nowadays it feels more like flexing a muscle, the essentia an extension of my own body, my nerves extending through the flows to brush the surface of whatever they touch. I lifted my right arm and sent essentia surging through my hand and into the sigl ring on my fourth finger.


Blue-white light erupted silently into the night. The sigl was weak, made years ago when I was still fumbling my way through shaping, but it was still bright enough to make me shield my eyes. To anyone looking out of their window, I’d look like a figure holding up a tiny star. Most people wouldn’t understand what they were seeing. A drucrafter would.


I held the sigl at full power for a slow count of five, then cut the flow. The light winked out, leaving spots dancing in my eyes. I jogged away across the courtyard, disappearing into the shadows beneath the walkways, then stopped.


Murmurs echoed, louder than before. I heard the scrape of a window opening, then another; questioning voices. A flicker of movement showed up on the walkway, though I couldn’t make out the figure behind it. The Barbican seemed to stir, turning towards the source of the disturbance.


Using a sigl in public, as I’d just done, is a bad idea. Drucraft isn’t something you’re supposed to advertise, and if the wrong person notices you doing it, it can mean trouble. But London’s a big place, and one weak sigl doesn’t draw that much attention, especially one that doesn’t actually do anything you couldn’t duplicate with a good torch. Most of the time, if I get caught using drucraft, all I have to do is hurry out of sight, and that’s going to be the end of it.


But that’s if the people watching don’t know who I am. For someone who did, and who knew what I could do, I’d just written ‘Stephen Oakwood is here’ in letters of blue-white fire.


The Barbican came awake, scattered lights coming on, voices echoing around the courtyard. From down where I was hidden I heard the sounds of questions and answers. But as the minutes passed and nothing happened, they tapered off. One by one the voices ceased, until everything was quiet. The Barbican slept once again.


I stayed out of sight behind a concrete pillar, listening. Nothing came, and I clicked my tongue. Was I going to have to do something more obvious?


The scrape of a footstep sounded from nearby.


Instantly I was on full alert. You can tell a lot from a footstep. Normal footsteps are steady and rhythmic; the sound of someone with somewhere to go. This had been a single motion, followed by silence.


I stood very still, straining my ears. Nothing else came, and I focused on my sensing, reaching out. And this time, I felt something. It was faint – very faint – but beyond the currents of essentia drifting through the Barbican, the white-grey tendrils carrying with them echoes of water and concrete and earth and stone, was something else. Something …


– water, deep and crushing. Gold gleaming in the depths. Scales like mountains, rippling like the tide –


I wrenched myself away, the flood of images cutting off as if with a knife. I’d been about to stick my head out in the hope of seeing my father; instead I stayed where I was.


The corridor was silent for a while, then I heard quiet footsteps moving towards me, passing my hiding place without stopping. I reached out again with my sensing, more cautiously this time, and felt nothing – there was some kind of wispy essentia signature, but it was so faint that I might have imagined it, and as I watched it faded. The footsteps faded. I was alone once more.


I waited.


Doubts started to nag at me. Only minutes ago I’d been promising myself that I wouldn’t let this chance slip away. Why had I hesitated?


I shook my head; this was getting me nowhere. I stepped out around the pillar, out of cover. I was going to have to come up with—


‘Stop.’


My head snapped around and I stopped dead.


‘Stay where you are.’


The voice was coming from behind the pillars a little way down the corridor. I couldn’t see who was talking, but whoever he was, he was close. Without thinking, I took a step—


‘I said stay,’ the voice repeated. ‘One more step and I’m gone.’


I stopped.


‘Good,’ the voice said when I didn’t move. ‘Now. I’m going to ask you a question. Just one. Think carefully before you answer. Answer wrong, this conversation is over and you’ll never hear from me again. Take another step, this conversation is over and you’ll never hear from me again. You understand?’


It was a man’s voice, middle-aged, and in the time he took to finish speaking my hopes soared and plummeted, up and down like a rollercoaster. I desperately needed to know if it was my dad, and I couldn’t tell. It didn’t exactly sound like him … but it didn’t sound not like him, either. It had been so many years …


‘You understand?’ the voice repeated.


I swallowed, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘Yes.’


‘Good,’ the voice said. ‘Now. What was the number of the house where Stephen got his cat?’


I stared. ‘What?’


‘You need me to repeat it?’


‘What do you mean, “Stephen”?’ I demanded. ‘Answer the question.’


‘… I can’t.’


‘Don’t know?’


‘No, I can’t, because there isn’t an answer. I didn’t get Hobbes from a house, it was from one of the ground-floor flats on that estate round the corner. I mean, I guess it had a number, but why would I care? It was just “the flat with the old sofa out front”.’


The voice didn’t answer.


‘You there?’ I asked. Subtly, I tried to crane my neck to catch a glimpse of whoever was talking, but all I could see was the concrete pillars. A few steps to the side would give me a clear line of sight, but …


‘Yes,’ the voice replied. ‘Stay here for a slow count of fifty. Then go up the stairs to the level directly above. Ring the bell for flat 117. You’ll be let in. Follow?’


‘… Yes.’


‘Repeat it back to me.’


‘Stay here for a slow count of fifty, go up a level, ring flat 117,’ I repeated. ‘Then what?’


‘You’ll find out. Start counting.’


‘Hello?’


Silence.


I started counting. I’ve had longer minutes in my life, but not by much.


As I counted, my thoughts raced. Who had I been talking to? It had to be whoever had sent me that email … which meant it had to be my dad.


Didn’t it?


I desperately wished I could identify him from the voice. But the voice had been maddeningly vague, close to my memories but not quite a perfect match. Were my memories wrong? Or was it someone imitating him? Or was he disguising his voice? Or … or … or …


Forty-eight. Forty-nine. Fifty. I darted forward.


There was no one behind the pillars. I looked from side to side, trying to figure out where my stalker had gone. There was a small, blue-painted door, but when I tried the handle it didn’t open.


I took the stairs up.


The first-floor level was silent, lights winking in the darkness; if I’d stirred the Barbican awake, it had gone back to sleep. I walked along the walkway, my feet echoing softly on the tiles, then pressed the button marked 117.


There was a pause, then a metallic buzz and the door clicked. I slipped inside.


Flat 117 was at the end of one of the corridors. The door was very slightly ajar, and as I pushed it, it swung open without resistance. The inside was dark.


I hesitated. I could make out a few pieces of furniture in the shadows; all else was black. I felt stretched, like a taut wire, ready to snap forward or back. Was this what I’d been waiting for, or was it a trap?


The door yawned before me, inviting me to step through and find out.


Resolve flared up in me and I set my teeth. I’m not backing out now. I stepped through and swung the door closed behind me. The lock resisted slightly, then clicked shut.


I swallowed, then spoke into the darkness. ‘Show yourself.’ I could hear the tension in my voice.


For a moment everything was silent. Then there was the click of a switch and the room flashed into light. I blinked, squinting, as a man stepped out and turned towards me.


My father had my looks, matured and weathered. His jaw was a little squarer, his brow a touch heavier; still handsome, but in a more distinctively masculine way. He was a couple of inches taller than me and a little stronger, and brown eyes sparkled at me from beneath a head of wavy black hair. ‘Stephen,’ he said with his lopsided smile. ‘It’s been a while.’


I think right up until that last second I’d still been wondering if it was really him, whether the whole thing had been some sort of insanely elaborate trick. But the sound of his voice, steady but warm, with the trace of his old East End accent, banished all that in an instant. My doubts turned to smoke and I flew into his arms.


My father staggered as I crashed into him, then laughed, hugging me tightly enough to make me lose my breath and then ruffling my hair the way he’d used to do when I was a little boy. ‘You okay,’ he asked. ‘Not hurt?’


I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak.


‘Were you followed? Anything we need to deal with right now?’


I shook my head again, then spoke. ‘No.’ My voice wavered a bit and I had to swallow. ‘Nothing like that.’


‘Good.’ My father disentangled himself and pushed me back slightly to arm’s length. ‘Let me take a look at you.’


He studied me. I did the same to him, and as I did, I started to notice the differences that my first glance had missed. When we’d last met, he’d had a scattering of white hairs, mostly on his sideburns; now they’d spread upwards through his hair, which had left ‘jet black’ and was teetering on the edge of ‘salt and pepper’. There were small wrinkles at the corners of his eyes that I didn’t remember. But his grip as he held my shoulders was just as strong, and the spark in his brown eyes was just as I remembered it.


‘Good,’ my father said again. ‘Good.’ He was smiling, but a stranger probably wouldn’t have recognised the warmth in his eyes. Only I could tell how happy he was. ‘You have no idea what a relief it is to see you.’


‘You think it’s a relief for you?’ I said. My voice wobbled a little bit at the end. ‘I was afraid you were dead.’


My father laughed. ‘Not quite. Now, come on. Sit down and tell me what’s happened.’


With the rush of seeing my father again, I’d been blind to where we were. Now that I finally looked around, I saw that we were standing in a cramped, expensive-looking flat. Books and papers were piled on cheap white Ikea shelves, and two mustard-yellow sofas filled the living room behind. The sofas backed onto a floor-to-ceiling window, but the blinds had been pulled down so that no light would escape.


My father walked into the kitchen as I sat down on one of the sofas and tried to lean back. The sofa looked like one of those you see advertised on the Tube, but it was hard and uncomfortable. On the wall opposite was a painting of a naked woman with oversized lips lying in a bed of garishly coloured ivy. ‘Do you live here?’ I asked my father doubtfully.


‘God no,’ my father called over from the kitchen. ‘Belongs to some fancy interior designer.’


‘Oh,’ I said, slightly relieved. ‘Are you renting it?’


‘We’ve got a kind of timeshare,’ my father said, walking back in with a couple of half-litre bottles. ‘He uses it while he’s in London, I use it while he’s in New York. I bring my own food, clean up after myself, make sure not to leave any sign I’ve used the place.’ He grinned. ‘If he knew I existed, he’d probably think I was the perfect tenant.’ He set down one of the bottles and pushed it over; it was a Coke. ‘Here. Used to be your favourite, right?’


‘Actually, I haven’t drunk it in years.’


‘Really?’


‘Too expensive. And after I quit soft drinks for a couple of months, I found I wasn’t missing them.’


‘I’ve missed a lot, haven’t I?’ my father said. For a moment he looked melancholy, then seemed to shake it off. ‘All right, first things first. Here.’ He pushed a card across the table. ‘Memorise that address, then destroy it. From now on, you want to contact me, use that. Don’t use your old email, it’s compromised. Create a new one and use it for this and nothing else. No names.’


The card was blank except for a handwritten address. ‘What do you mean, compromised?’


‘As in, someone else can access it. They’ve been reading your mail for years.’


‘Wait, what? But I just used it to send you—’


‘Why do you think I gave you such a hard time downstairs?’ my father said dryly. ‘Don’t worry, they haven’t got the manpower to search the whole Barbican.’


‘There was someone else there,’ I said slowly. ‘Before I met you. Was it …?’


‘Someone trailing you?’ my father asked. ‘No idea, but no reason to take the chance. Anyway, he didn’t follow you.’


‘So we’re safe to talk?’ I asked. I wasn’t sure exactly what ‘safe’ meant in this context, but from the way my dad was acting, I figured it was best to follow his lead.


‘For the rest of the night,’ my father said, flashing a quick smile. ‘Hopefully long enough for us to catch up. Now, how about you tell me why you sent me that email? Obviously you must have got my letter, but why now?’


‘Because I didn’t have your letter! I got hold of it on Monday and decoded it on Tuesday.’


‘How come you only got hold of it on Monday?’


‘Byron had it.’


My father’s expression darkened.


‘You didn’t know?’ I asked.


‘I knew there was a chance he’d intercepted it,’ my father said. ‘But … I also knew there was a chance he hadn’t. And that maybe things weren’t so bad, and you didn’t need me …’ He sighed, and for a moment he looked old and tired, like someone weighed down by old choices and regrets. Then the next moment he was back to normal, the change so sudden that someone who didn’t know him might have missed it completely. ‘Well, I’m here now. Tell me what’s been happening.’


I almost wanted to laugh. ‘That’s … going to take a while.’


‘We’ve got the time,’ my father said, that smile of his flashing out again. ‘Come on. Start at the beginning.’


This time I did laugh. ‘The beginning? Well, about a year ago, I looked out of my window one morning and saw a strange car at the end of the road …’


I started from there, and kept on going. Meeting Lucella. The kidnap and escape. Tobias, the party, and Charles Ashford. What had happened to Hobbes. Becoming a locator and that long summer of work and training. Byron, and his house in Hampstead. The raid on the Well in Chancery Lane. Byron’s increasing interest in me; the attack by Mark. The way locating had become harder and harder, leading to me dipping my toe into shadow work, which had led in turn to that raid in Moor Park that had nearly got me killed. Calhoun Ashford and my new job as a bodyguard. The deadly ambush by Vermillion in Covent Garden. How I’d turned the tables on Mark, extorting him into stealing that letter from Byron and giving it to me.


It took a long time. My father stayed nearly silent; he asked a few small questions to clarify things, but for the most part he just let me talk. It was an old habit of his; ever since I could remember, whenever he asked me what I’d been doing, he’d always listened with that same close attention. I’ve never been the kind to overshare, but growing up, I’d always known that if I did share something with my dad, he’d listen. Only when I got to the fight at the theatre, when I’d been stabbed, did I see him react; I heard a faint crackle as his hand tightened on the plastic bottle before he controlled himself again.


By the time I’d finished, the bottle in front of me was empty, replaced by a glass; my father had fetched it from the kitchen while I’d been talking. His own drink was opened but untouched.


‘… And from there it was just a matter of getting my old copy of the book from my aunt’s and cracking the code,’ I said. ‘Then I emailed you, and … well, you know the rest.’


My father was silent.


I tilted my head. ‘Dad? Hello?’


My father didn’t react for a few seconds, then got up, walked around the coffee table, and put his hand on my shoulder. ‘Well done.’


I blinked, craning my neck to look up at him. ‘Why—?’


‘I had no idea all this was happening,’ my father said. ‘If I had, I’d have done something. But I hadn’t, and I didn’t, and you handled it all on your own, and you did a better job than anyone could have expected. I’m proud of you.’


A warm feeling spread through me. I put my other hand over my father’s and gave it a squeeze.


My father stayed there for a moment longer, then gave me a last affectionate shake and let go. ‘All right,’ he said, returning to his side of the coffee table and dropping back down into the sofa, then giving me a piercing gaze. ‘We’ve got a lot to talk about.’


I nodded.


‘First is Vermillion,’ my father said. ‘He attacked you … what, two weeks ago? He’s the priority. Everything else can come second.’


‘No.’


My father looked taken aback. ‘Stephen, he just nearly killed you. That wasn’t a joke.’


‘You don’t have to tell me that,’ I said testily. ‘And we can talk about Vermillion as much as you want, but we’re doing something else first.’


‘What?’


‘You’re going to tell me why you disappeared,’ I said. ‘The whole story, this time. What happened with you and my mother, your history with the Winged, why you had to vanish, all of it. I’ve been in the dark for years now. I’ve had to piece everything together bit by bit, working on my own with nothing but scraps, and it’s been really hard. All those years, I wished over and over that I had you here to talk to. Well, now you’re finally here, and you’re going to tell me the things you should have told me from the start.’ My voice started to rise, heat creeping into it. ‘No more sweeping things under the carpet, no more “when you’re older”. All of it. Now.’


My father took a deep breath. ‘Fair enough.’ He looked at me. ‘Where do you want to start?’


‘The Ashfords,’ I said immediately.


My father nodded. He seemed to settle himself, as though deciding what to say, then began.
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‘When I entered the service of House Ashford, I was younger than you are now,’ my father said. ‘I’d just left school and was looking for a job. My mates were going into all kinds of things – sales, building, the army. The economy was better then, but it was still hard if you didn’t have the right piece of paper. I knew about drucraft by then – you know that story – so I thought I’d look for work with one of the Houses.


‘Well, I learned pretty fast that most Houses weren’t interested. They were snobby old-money types who didn’t have time for a poor working-class kid from the East End. But I stuck with it, and eventually a woman I knew gave me a tip about a place called House Ashford. Still an old House, but they were up-and-comers – they’d just bought a big mansion and they had boots to fill. So I gave it a shot, and I probably wouldn’t have made it, but as luck would have it, I managed to impress someone. The new Head of the House, Charles Ashford.’


‘You impressed him?’


My father grinned. ‘Sounds funny now, doesn’t it?’


‘I’m pretty sure that Charles absolutely hates you,’ I told him. ‘Enough that just us looking alike is enough to make him hate me as well.’


‘Yeah, that one’s my fault. Sorry. Though the thing I did that pissed him off the most is also the reason you exist, so I’m not actually that sorry. Anyway, I served as an Ashford armsman for two years. Got tapped for drucraft training – usually Houses don’t give you that until you’ve been there five years minimum, but rules don’t matter when the boss likes you. In exchange I did off-the-books work for Charles, including bodyguarding his younger daughter. And that was where the trouble started.’


‘Okay, I know I said “everything”, but you don’t need to give me the details on that part.’


‘Good, because I wasn’t going to. Anyway, short version is that it was a secret, until it wasn’t, and then everything blew up. I went to Charles to talk things out and … let’s just say it didn’t go well.’


‘What did you do, tell him you quit?’


‘Worse. Asked him if I could marry his daughter.’


I blinked. ‘Really?’


‘Wanted to do the stand-up thing,’ my father said with a shrug. ‘Plus, I thought he might say yes. He’d started almost treating me like a son, some of the time – he had two daughters and had never done the father/son thing, so I think he enjoyed it just a little, though he’d never admit it. So I thought, hey, give it a shot, maybe he’d be willing to let me join the family. Stranger things have happened.’


‘And you actually thought that would work?’


‘I was twenty years old, and like all twenty-year-olds, I was a bloody idiot.’


‘Hey.’


‘Yes, I know you’re twenty-one, and no, that doesn’t make much difference. Trust me, when you’re my age, you’ll think your current self was a bloody idiot as well. Anyway, that was when I discovered that rich guys only like you so long as you know your place. And that’s how I got fired and your mother got disinherited and we both ended up living hand-to-mouth in Plaistow.’


I sat quietly for a few seconds, taking that in. Was that why Charles had always been so harsh with me? Because he felt as though he’d trusted my father, and wasn’t going to make the same mistake twice?


‘You said you’d talked to your mother,’ my father went on. ‘How much did she tell you about that part?’


‘That you two fought like cats and dogs. Then her sister died, and Charles came to her and invited her back.’


‘Yeah, I guess that’s the part she’d have remembered,’ my father said. ‘For me … I came home one day and found her gone. Flat was stripped of all her things. All that was left was you.’ His mouth set in a hard line. ‘She never talked about it with me. Not once. Just walked away. I never forgave her for that.’


I sat there uncomfortably, not sure how to answer.


‘So, there I was,’ my father said. ‘Back where I started, with a couple of sigls that they missed when they tried to confiscate them, and with you. And that’s how you ended up growing up in Plaistow, with me and your babysitters and your aunt.’


I hesitated a second before speaking; I was afraid of hearing the answer to the next question. ‘Byron said you worked for him,’ I said. ‘For the Winged.’ With an effort I looked my father in the eye. ‘Was that true?’


My father met my gaze. ‘Yes.’


I felt my heart sink. I think at some level I’d known it was true – it explained too much – but I’d still hoped Byron had lied.


‘There were reasons,’ my father said when I stayed silent.


‘These guys … seem like really bad news.’


‘Actually, they’re probably even worse than you think they are.’


‘Then why did you work for them?’


My father sighed. ‘Like I said, there were reasons. Anyway, listen and you can judge for yourself.


‘Things were okay for a while. Money was tight, but we scraped by, and it got easier once you started school and I could work through the day. I’d burned my bridges with the Houses, but I’d picked up a few contacts while I was with the Ashfords and I was able to find enough work to keep us going.


‘But then the recession happened. Rent went up, hours went down. I’d never managed to get anything long term, so when the jobs dried up, I didn’t have much to fall back on – I needed to have started saving years ago, and I hadn’t. We started missing payments, having to go short on food. And then I meet this weird guy who says he wants to hire me. Better pay, better hours, and all I have to do is not ask questions.’


‘Did you know he …’


‘Worked for the Winged? No. I could tell he was dodgy, but I thought his crew were just regular crooks. Stolen goods or something.’


‘You always told me to steer clear of all that.’


‘Yeah, I know I come across like a bloody hypocrite here. But … look, you said you were living on your own for about three years?’


‘Plus a year with my aunt.’


‘I’m guessing it wasn’t easy.’


‘No.’


My father nodded. ‘Imagine doing all that, but with a kid to take care of. Sorting out babysitters and food and school. You were an easy kid – looked after yourself and didn’t cause problems – but there’s always something. And then the money started drying up, and … I’d look at you and think about how I could hardly even buy you food, much less anything nice. I’d wonder if you were getting enough to eat, whether you were getting picked on at school for having holes in your clothes. All the things other parents did for their kids, holidays and trips and nice restaurants – you weren’t getting any of that.’


‘I didn’t care about any of that,’ I protested. ‘I mean, yeah, having newer clothes and a console and TV that weren’t made in 1990 would have been nice. But at least you always paid attention to me. I mean, look at Colin – his dad was so caught up in all that drama with his mum that there were whole weeks where he’d barely say a word to him. Or Gabriel, his dad isn’t even there. I never felt like I was the unlucky one.’


‘And if the money had run out?’ my dad asked. ‘If the landlord had thrown us out on our ear and we were living off charity? Moving from place to place, no real home, living out of a suitcase and a cardboard box?’


I hesitated.


‘You see, it’s not easy,’ my father said. ‘Knowing what I do now, yeah, working for Byron was a mistake. But knowing what I did then … different story. And Byron knew how to sell it. He’d dug up my history with the Ashfords and made the Winged out to be the underdogs. Rebels fighting against the rich Houses.’


‘Is that true?’


‘Half true,’ my father said with a grimace. ‘But it’s the other half that’ll mess you up. Anyway, I didn’t really need much persuading. I was pretty bitter about the way things had gone with the Ashfords – I was still in touch with your mother, and when you’re scraping to find enough money to pay the gas bill, while they’re going on summer holidays in the Mediterranean … well, working for the Winged let me feel like I was getting back at them somehow.’


‘Working for them how?’


‘Grunt work, to start. Watching doors, driving people around, walking the floor at parties. I didn’t have the shortcuts I had with the Ashfords, so I had to work my way up from the bottom this time. From time to time Byron’d hint that he could get me special treatment if I showed “extra commitment”, but I’d always shut him down. But the work was steady and the money was good. And after a while I started getting given more sensitive stuff. Stakeouts, watching houses, sealed deliveries. Never anything blatantly illegal, but enough that you could tell something was up.


‘And gradually I started to build up a picture of the Winged. At the lower levels they’re less of a cult and more of a big patronage network. Really active in the arts, which was a new experience for me. I’d never been part of that world, you see. Then I started driving Byron around, and I’d take him to one of his parties and show him in the door and you’d see every artist in the room turn and stare like wolves at a hunk of meat.’


‘Why would they do that?’


‘Because artsy middle-class kids are taught growing up that success is all about getting in with the right guy,’ my father said. ‘And back then, Byron was that guy. Could make or break a career with a phone call. Every party, all the young hopefuls would buzz around him like flies, hoping to be the one he’d pick. Was an education for me, I’ll tell you that much.’


‘So the Winged spend their time…’ I said with a frown, ‘… going to parties?’


‘The ones I was hanging around with.’


‘And that turns into something else later?’


‘No, they mostly just keep on doing the same thing.’


‘I thought the Winged were important.’


‘They are.’


I gave my father a confused look.


‘You’re not thinking big enough,’ my father told me. ‘Listen. I worked for Byron, driving him to parties. Byron would use the parties to meet up-and-coming artists. The artists he liked, he’d tap to make films. The films get funded by finance companies linked to the Winged. Eventually the film comes out and nudges the audience into whatever message the Winged happen to be pushing. Add in all the other guys doing the same thing as Byron, and that’s hundreds of films a year. It adds up.’


‘It still sounds …’


‘What?’


‘I don’t know. Ordinary.’


My father laughed.


‘What’s so funny?’


‘What did you think the Winged spent their time doing?’ my father asked. ‘Trying to overthrow the government?’


‘I guess.’


‘You know why they don’t?’


I shook my head.


‘Because they’d be overthrowing themselves.’


I stared for a second. ‘You mean …?’


‘Well, not completely,’ my father said. ‘They have a lot of people in their pocket, but not everyone. But the point is, these guys aren’t trying to overthrow the establishment, they are the establishment. A massive network, everything from artists to security to bankers to politicians. And not only in the UK. We’re just one piece of their network, and not even close to the most important one.’


I looked at my father dubiously.


‘I told you, you’re not thinking big enough,’ he said. ‘The Winged are one of the most powerful factions on the planet. They count support in countries, not men. Their only real rivals are the Order of the Dragon.’


‘Who are they?’


‘The Winged’s opposite number. If the Winged are about getting what you want, the Order are about holding on to what you have. Stability instead of freedom. They and the Winged have been fighting over who gets to be top dog for hundreds of years. Remember what I told you about the Cold War? The US and their allies on one side, the Soviets on the other?’


I nodded.


‘That was one front in the Winged against the Order. Not the whole war; one front. That’s the kind of scale these guys work on.’


I tried to wrap my head around that.


‘But at the time, I didn’t know any of that,’ my father said. ‘And neither did the guys I worked with. There’s a big cut-off in the cult. The patronage network, the money and the parties and the circuit … the bottom ninety-five per cent of the Winged, that’s all they ever see. It’s only the ones on the upper level, the guys like Byron, who know the real story. They call themselves vanguards. Lower-rankers don’t have any clue about what the vanguards really do – all they see is that the vanguards have all the money they could ever want, people jumping to their feet when they walk in the room, and an entry pass to every VIP event in the city. So they spend all their time trying to get into the vanguards’ orbit so that they can get some of that, too.’


I remembered what Father Hawke had told me about the Winged’s ‘inner circle’. ‘Was that what you did?’


‘No,’ my father said, shaking his head. ‘I just wanted to take care of you. From time to time I’d get approached for shadier stuff, but the payment they’d offer would always be things like expense accounts at a club, so you could sit in a booth and pretend you’re a high roller. Stupid shit like that. So I turned them all down. I had the feeling I was probably shooting myself in the foot, cutting myself off from the fast track, but I didn’t care as long as I was earning.


‘But I was wrong.


‘You see, I didn’t understand the Winged back then. I saw how most of the guys were just in it for the money and women and parties, and I thought that was all there was to it. What I didn’t get was that the ones at the very top, the vanguards … they’re believers. It’s why the Winged are so powerful. The corps might be rich, but they don’t care about anything but next month’s bottom line. But the vanguards, they actually believe in the cause. And so when I didn’t act as corrupt as the others, I got their attention without realising it.


‘So I started getting given the sensitive jobs. And I found out what the people I’d been working for were really like.


‘The world at the top of the Winged is totally different from the layers underneath. Think of it like a very exclusive club. Hard to get into, but once you’re in, you can do whatever you want for the rest of your life. And when I say whatever you want, I mean it. They go in every direction you can think of. Some of them sit in their studies writing political philosophy. Some pull strings and move money around. Some are warriors – they fight the enemies of the Winged, and they’re no joke, believe me. Some are sex-and-drugs hedonists. And most are some mixture of those things.


‘My new job was “cleaner”. As in, someone who cleans up a mess. And just like everywhere else, ten per cent of the people cause ninety per cent of the problems, so I wasn’t seeing the ones holed up in their studies, I was seeing the bad ones. I did that for maybe two years, and I saw things that’d make your hair stand on end. Remember that movie we watched together the last Christmas before I left? Where some junkie hitman’s in a car and he manages to shoot one of his own partners in the face? And now the third guy’s driving a car that looks like a prop from a horror movie and he’s trying to figure out what the fuck to do next?’


‘Yeah.’


‘Remember how I didn’t think it was very funny?’


I nodded.


‘Because I’d been in pretty much the same situation as that guy driving that car. Trust me, it’s not funny. And that was just an accident. I’m not going to get into the things that were on purpose.’


‘Like what?’


‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ my father said. ‘I’m not proud of what I did in those couple of years. I didn’t murder anyone, or rape anyone, or torture anyone, but I drove cars and watched doors and cleaned up problems for people who did.’


I stared at my father for a second, trying to figure out how to take that. It was a disquieting thing to hear. ‘Do all the Winged spend their time doing stuff like that?’


‘No, thank God. But they all know about it. Every now and again it spills out into the news, and you’ll see people on TV saying they’re shocked, shocked, to find out that their dear friend and colleague was doing something so horrible.’ My father’s expression was grim. ‘It’s bullshit. They know. They always know.’


‘But why? What do they want?’


‘They do dirty work because it gets them in with the rich and powerful. That gives them influence, and they use that to push their agenda.’


‘What agenda?’


‘Freedom, progress, all that stuff,’ my father said. ‘There are a hundred sub-groups and they all have a different emphasis. Mostly they pull in the same direction, but when you’ve got a group as huge as the Winged you get a lot of little variations. and those little variations make a big difference to whoever’s on the receiving end. You told me Byron already gave you his recruiting pitch, but if you went to a different member of the Winged, they’d give you a different one. Probably be about three-quarters the same, but the disagreements over the last quarter can get pretty nasty. Some of those jobs I was doing for Byron, it was other members of the Winged who were the targets.’


I couldn’t wait any longer. I’d been holding off on this for a while, but I’d been waiting for an answer to this for a long, long time. ‘Why did you disappear?’


My father was silent for a moment. ‘Something finally happened where I couldn’t look the other way,’ he said at last. ‘I had to choose. Stay with the Winged, or leave.’


‘What was the “something”?’


‘You’re better off not knowing.’


I frowned.


‘I mean that literally,’ my father said. ‘You are better off not knowing. Because that way, if someone from the police or the Winged asks you about it, you won’t have to lie when you say you don’t know.’


‘The police …?’


‘Well, probably not the police,’ my father amended. ‘The Winged couldn’t pin the whole thing on me – too much mess. So they had to sweep the whole thing under the rug. In the meantime, I was gone. Had just enough time to leave you that letter before I had to run.’


‘Why?’


‘Because I knew that the first place the Winged were going to look for me was with you,’ my father said. ‘And if they couldn’t immediately catch me, their next move would be to go after you. These are not nice people, Stephen. They do not play by the rules. Kidnapping a kid and threatening to hurt or kill them if the parent doesn’t cooperate is absolutely in their playbook.’


‘Then why didn’t they—?’


‘Because I put a lot of effort into making sure that didn’t happen,’ my father said. ‘As soon as I realised that you could be a target, I started preparing. Every time I was with other guys on a job and the subject came up, I’d talk about how badly you and I were getting on and how I was thinking about just walking out and never coming back. There are probably guys in the Winged who’ve never even met me who think you and I absolutely hate each other, that’s how hard I sold it. So if you ever do run into them, they’re probably going to assume you’ve got the biggest case of daddy issues known to man.’


‘Uh, thanks.’


‘You’re welcome. Next step was to make sure they couldn’t talk to me. Pretty hard to blackmail someone if you’ve got no way to get in touch. I couldn’t hide or guard you well enough that they couldn’t get you, but I could disappear well enough that they couldn’t find me. So that was what I did.’


‘You could have taken me with you.’


‘No, I couldn’t.’


‘I would have come if you’d asked.’


‘Yeah, and that was why I didn’t do it. You don’t know what you would have been signing up for. Look, Stephen, I know your life’s been hard these last few years, but no matter how tough it was, no matter how much you had to go through, you still had a life. You had friends, a job, a normal place to live. You didn’t have to sleep in hotel rooms with a gun under your pillow.’


‘You could still have given me the choice,’ I said. I could hear the resentment in my voice, but I couldn’t help it.


‘No, I couldn’t,’ my father said, emphasising the word. ‘If you’d associated yourself with me, you’d have had no chance of a normal life, ever. I got into this whole stupid mess because I wanted to help you.’


‘And you didn’t think to at least ask?’


‘No,’ my father said flatly. ‘I knew you wanted me to stay. I knew that by leaving you, your life was going to be pretty hard and lonely for a pretty long time. But when you have kids, your job is to do what’s best for them, not what’ll make them happy right now. I hate that I had to leave you alone for so long, and if I could go back, there are a lot of things I would have done differently. But leaving … that’s not one of them. Given the situation, I’d do the same thing in a heartbeat. No matter how much it hurt.’


I opened my mouth to fire back an angry retort, then stopped. Why was I acting like this? I’d come to talk to my father, not to fight with him. I stared down at the floor, the feelings draining away.


The silence stretched out awkwardly. ‘Shall I go on?’ my father asked.


I nodded.


‘Once I’d left, I knew Byron was going to try to find me,’ my father continued. ‘I don’t think he cared personally, but that didn’t matter. And I knew the first thing he’d do would be post men to watch you. It was the same job I used to get.’


‘Yeah, I know. That white Ford.’


‘White Ford Fiesta with 2009 plates,’ my father agreed. ‘Every time I showed up, it was there. You ever wonder why it was the same car?’


‘… No?’


‘I mean, that was how you were able to spot it, right? Same car, same plates, every day?’


‘Yes …’


‘So if you’re watching someone, that’s not the best way to do it, right? Even someone who hasn’t been trained to spot tails, they see the same car outside their house every morning, they’re going to catch on eventually. And it’s not that hard to fix. Most of the cost of putting men on a job is the men. Having them switch cars isn’t much dearer.’ My father looked at me. ‘So why do you think they didn’t?’


I looked at my father.


‘If you just want someone watched, you send out a guy,’ my father said. ‘If you really want someone watched, you send out a guy, then you send out another guy where he can watch anyone watching the first guy.’


I felt stupid. All this time, and that had never occurred to me.


‘The first time I came back to our house, all I saw was that white Ford,’ my father said. ‘Second time, all I saw was that white Ford. Third time, all I saw was that white Ford, and by then I was getting impatient. I knew Byron wasn’t going to give up that easily. But I also knew that you were on your own in that house, and you had no idea what was going on, and I wanted to talk to you. So that night, I came back. Hoped to sneak in and spend the night talking, just like we’re doing now. If I’d been more careful, I’d have waited longer, taken more precautions … but I didn’t. I figured maybe Byron’s men had got sloppy.’ He rolled up the sleeve of his left arm and held it up to me.


I stared at my father’s forearm. There was a faint, puckered scar that I’d never seen before running from just above the elbow to just below the wrist.


My father held his arm up for a few more seconds, as if to make sure I’d got the message, then lowered it again and began rolling up his sleeve. ‘It was close,’ he said. ‘If I hadn’t had that one extra sigl Byron’s guys didn’t know about … well, let’s just say we wouldn’t be having this conversation. Anyway, I learned my lesson. I sent that letter, but when I didn’t get an answer I went no-contact. I knew the more times I tried to contact you, the more likely the Winged would get suspicious. My best chance – your best chance – was if they believed I wasn’t coming back.’


‘But I just emailed you,’ I said. ‘And you said my account was compromised. Does that mean …?’


‘That’s the big question, isn’t it?’ my dad said. ‘But if I had to bet on it, I’d say probably not. The first few weeks after I left, I guarantee you there was a guy reading your emails every day. But that was four years ago and the Winged have a lot of people on their shit list. Very unlikely they’re still watching you after all this time. Still, that’s only going to be true so long as they don’t realise anything’s changed. If this Mark guy tells Byron what he did, they’re going to start paying you attention again. So first thing you do, when you get home, delete those emails from your folders, and you make damn sure you never mention me or the Winged in any other communications you send, email or phone or letter or anything else. There has to be absolutely no visible link between the two of us.’


‘Why do they want you so badly? What did you do?’


‘Well, it’s not just a matter of what I did.’


I looked at him with eyebrows raised.


‘I haven’t been just sitting around the last few years,’ my father explained. ‘Let’s just say I’ve been giving the Winged other reasons not to like me very much.’


‘All right,’ I said. ‘That answers the first big thing I wanted to ask you about. What about the second?’


‘What’s the second?’


I looked at him with eyebrows raised. ‘You can’t guess?’


My father shook his head.


‘You told me in your letter that the Winged are a cult that worships some kind of a spirit and they have demons giving them gifts.’


‘… Oh. That.’


‘Yes,’ I said with some asperity. ‘That.’


‘Right now I’m a bit more concerned about the guy who stabbed you.’


‘I kind of think there might be a bit of a connection!’


For the first time in the conversation, I saw my father hesitate. ‘What do you want to know?’


‘I want to know the truth,’ I said. ‘Do these things really exist? Is that how the Winged get those weird powers?’


‘… I’m not sure.’


‘What do you mean, you’re not sure?’


My father was silent for a few seconds before answering. ‘The Winged vanguards have some abilities that are hard to explain,’ he said at last. ‘A couple of times I saw Byron talk people into things they should never have been willing to do. He didn’t seem to use a sigl to do it. Maybe he was using some new kind I’d never heard of, but …’


‘When I was there for that raid last year in Chancery Lane, I heard my half-brother talking to Byron about that,’ I said. ‘He claimed mind-controlling someone with drucraft was supposed to be impossible. Well, I looked it up afterwards, and as far as I can tell, he’s right. Every expert says magical suggestion is something drucraft just can’t do.’


‘Yeah, I got told the same thing. Still, a lot of Drucraft Houses have secret techniques. And the Winged have more resources than any House.’


‘You think that’s all it is?’


‘It’s as good an explanation as any.’


‘That wasn’t how you made it sound in that letter.’


‘That was a while ago.’


‘So what happened since then?’ I said with a frown. This wasn’t at all how I’d expected this conversation to go. I’d come here braced to hear something completely crazy. Now my dad was walking his claims back, and I wasn’t sure how to take it.


‘Like I said, the Winged aren’t the only cult out there,’ my father said. ‘And they’re called “cults” for a reason. They don’t think they’re just a bunch of drucrafters. They think they’re agents of some kind of god.’


I hesitated a moment before replying. ‘Are they?’


‘Who the hell knows? If you listen to these guys, they’ll all try to tell you they’re got some kind of secret knowledge or special power. They’re the chosen ones, they’re on the right side of history, whatever. It’s all bullshit. As soon as your back’s turned, they’re giving the same speech to the next guy, trying to convince him that he’ll have everything he wants if he just does as he’s told.’


I gave my dad a dubious look.


‘You don’t believe me?’


‘I do. I’m just … having trouble squaring all this with what you wrote.’


‘When I wrote that letter, I’d been working for the Winged for nearly ten years,’ my dad said. ‘It changes your thinking, being in a cult that long. You start believing stuff that an outsider would think was crazy.’


‘Is that really why?’ I asked. Something about my father’s manner seemed off, as though he was trying to convince himself more than me.


My father looked to one side, staring at the wall of the flat. ‘Maybe,’ he said at last.


‘Maybe?’


‘When I started working for the Winged, I thought they were just a bunch of criminals who used the whole cult thing as a con,’ my father said. ‘Keep the gullible in line, that sort of thing. By the end, I thought they were a bunch of demon-worshippers. Back then, I thought that the worst case was that some of those demons might actually be real.’ He paused. ‘Want to know what I think the worst case is now?’


I nodded.


‘That we’re all playing pieces on a gameboard the size of the universe, and there are gods looming over us playing a game of death chess where the moves are our lives.’


I couldn’t think of how to respond to that.


‘Anyway,’ my father said, and shook his head, seeming to throw off the thought. ‘I wouldn’t worry about it too much. If you’re trying to deal with someone more powerful than you, how they got that way doesn’t really matter. That fight you had with Vermillion – does it make that much difference where his powers came from? If you’re lying there bleeding to death, is your last thought really going to be “wow, I wonder how he did that”?’


‘He didn’t use any really special powers. Just a pair of high-tech goggles and a transparency sigl.’


‘He’ll have more up his sleeve than that,’ my father noted. ‘So let’s not give him a second chance to use them. Now I want you to go through that fight with him again, in more detail this time. After that we’ll look at your home setup, so we can start making some contingency plans …’
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Dawn was breaking when we said our goodbyes. I didn’t want to leave, and when my dad tried to shepherd me out of the door I dug in my heels. He tried to argue that I might have been tailed and would be safer somewhere else, that I needed to wipe my old email account and set up a new one, and finally that we’d both been up all night and needed to sleep. None of it worked and I still refused to go. Only when he faithfully promised that he’d be sticking around this time, that I could come and see him whenever I wanted, and that he was never going to disappear the same way again, did I reluctantly agree.


I slipped out of the door and stood blinking on the Barbican walkway. All around, I could hear the bustle and noise of the London morning; doors opening, calls and shouts, the slow beeping of a delivery lorry backing into a bay. The sun was hidden behind grey clouds, and the air was damp and cold.
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