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      A voice grows out of the darkness. It breathes against my face and whispers in my ear. They say that he’s the Puppet Master and we exist to be his puppets. Everyone knows it, everyone: the audience who can’t get enough of it, the Master himself who lives and breathes it, and we – we who can’t escape it. You’re one of us now. And you know it, too.

      The walls are silent. Maybe there’s only me here, and the voice is just my mind wishing, hoping for someone I can confide in, but instead it taunts me with its honesty. I don’t know. It must be the case; the others here are voiceless through training and terror. It’s safe in this place. Underground. The only place that’s safe. That’s what he tells them. They believe him.

      Sometimes one of them disappears. No one can manage to voice the question and ask where they’ve gone. I know what they’re all thinking and the shame of that secret thought stops them daring to talk, in case it slips out of their mind and into the darkness. But just like them, I’m glad it wasn’t my turn – and I hope it won’t be me next.

      My ears prick at the click, click that echo on the stone, somewhere beyond the heavy black door. The sound moves steadily, taunting my escalating heartbeat and my sticky palms. It gets closer; stops. The heavy grind of the key; the scrape of the ancient bolt. Then a glimmer of wavering flame as the door creaks open. The flame grows bigger, casts both light and shadow onto one side of the face which looms at mine and tilts while it considers me, then breathes into my hair. The breath becomes a whisper.

      ‘Who am I?’

      I fight the words in my throat but I have no choice except to reply.

      ‘You’re the Master.’

      The flame illuminates me only, in a spotlight of fire. His face falls away into the darkness, his whisper tainted by a growl.

      ‘What am I?’

      My blood runs cold. A shiver, like an eel, squirms up my back and wraps itself around my neck. Something runs over my foot and scuttles away.

      ‘You’re the one who will make my nightmares come true.’

      

      Sometimes I wake in the chair behind the desk that was once his, curled like a blood-soaked foetus. My red dress tangles all around me. The fabric sticks to my skin and beads of sweat drip down my neck, onto my chest, and glimmer orange in the torchlit flames. The memory of his breath, like the air of pure evil, lingers around my hair.

      And then my brain reminds me who I am now, and tells me that the dream belongs to the past, when fear was the only thing that kept me alive. But in those dark moments when my eyelids close, I live all of it again. It’s a weakness I’ll never reveal to anyone.
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      The moment I left the shadow of the big tent behind me and began the walk across the grass towards the clifftop, the sun tried to scorch my back. It was stifling, oppressive. To the rest of the family, and for the audience, it was another beautiful day with perfect weather and a Big Top with a stunning view. There always felt a sense of irony in all of that to me. In this place, anyway. But it was better than thinking of it as a mobile home on grass like brittle, sun-bleached twigs, overlooking a deadly drop to grey, merciless water and skull-crushing rocks.

      To the left and to the right of me, the other circus people were immersed in their daily grind. It had been a matinée performance only – it was what the Council would allow. But I knew it left each of us free to spend the remaining hours contemplating what would become of us all after tomorrow. Audiences didn’t understand just what went on in a place like this, how performers’ lives were really no different to theirs. Breakfast, hanging out the washing, working hard at the job. The only difference was that they didn’t have to put theirs on public display. Or pack up their house every couple of weeks and move on to places only vaguely familiar, and to welcomes – or not – as yet unknown.

      It might seem strange, but I always felt safe wherever we went. With the people, I mean. My family. Because that’s what they were. It wasn’t always about blood ties. It was about having the same needs, wants, the same outlook. I suppose I had that, didn’t I? I was brought up surrounded by people who valued freedom more than life itself. As a family, we guarded it against the crowds who came, against the authorities, against anyone. I’d been brought up to believe that freedom is the only thing we have that’s truly ours. But more than that, it went hand in hand with being afraid.

      I carried the buckets, taking care not to slosh the contents onto the grass. No one wanted their costumes, or anything else, covered in blood. I glanced sideways at the bent shape of old Tom, busy double-checking all the tent pegs, his mallet thumping against steel. It was an obsession of his, literally something he did morning, noon and then again as night was due. He said you couldn’t be too careful. That you always protected whatever was vital to your survival. He waved at me; I waved back by lifting my buckets up and down.

      The grass was warm under my feet, even through my boots. My soles felt the drop in the earth beneath them, too, as the ground began its steady slope down towards that raggedy white strip that warned me that the edge of the cliffs was directly in front of me. I turned my attention to the cliff edge.

      The pacing had begun already. They knew I was coming. They could smell the contents of the buckets. As I approached, the heavy footfall and the scratching on metal grew more urgent.

      ‘There, there. You can stay calm, my beauties. I’ll feed you. But you’re not getting it all at once.’

      I knew to place the buckets behind the cage where Zigzag couldn’t see. He was such a beautiful tiger. Intelligent. The largest of the three that our circus had. Everyone knew the day was coming that being able to have animals like this in a circus act was going to be eradicated. I stayed out of the arguments. The elders dealt with all of that stuff. The public knew it was coming, too, and I was sure some of them took their opportunities to see such an incredible animal close up like this while they could, while it was still not ‘quite’ breaking the law, in the same way as they used to come and watch the freak show. Thinking about it left me with a pain deep inside me that gnawed and never went away.

      I checked each of the cages, murmuring soothing words before retrieving one of the buckets and flinging in a piece of meat to each cage in turn. I sat down where I always sat – on a little stool on top of the rise in the ground that I knew so well. I ran my fingers over the mound of earth beneath my stool. Sadness sunk deep into my belly and lodged there. After tomorrow we would be packing up and moving. Seeking the next crowd, avoiding the next warning from the men from some office who would come down to talk to the older ones. And there would be shouting, and swearing, and it always ended in the same way – a silence which the men in suits took to mean we promised not to make a mess on their land, not to steal stuff, and to leave when our time was up. Sometimes I wondered whether freedom was just a word. Or whether everyone feared something or someone.

      Despite the heat, I shivered. Maybe it was the shadow cast from the big tree, like some kind of grey omen. Or maybe it was because this was the place where I felt more alone than anywhere on earth, despite knowing all the hard-working people in the distance loved me and would do anything for me. But I had to sit here, in this spot. I was caged, just like my tigers, trapped in a memory that would never leave.

      I pulled a knife from inside my boot and sat there playing with it, twirling the blade against a fingertip, stroking the metal. Right above my head was the branch that had snapped. If only I’d been older that day. If only the knife had belonged to me then. Rope was easy to cut with this blade.

      I twisted on the stool and stared out to the sea. There was a stripe of blue almost where it met the horizon. The rest of it was a pale but vicious grey. Mesmerising to look at but as dangerous when it crashed against the rocks as it was falling from this clifftop. Deadly. It would smash a person into pieces.

      I pulled my eyes away from the sea and looked at the floor where the ground rose into the mound underneath my stool. Some people would think it was strange Ma was beneath me right now. The authorities would probably make us dig her up. But how would they know that she was dead? They knew nothing about any of the people here. And they didn’t care. But we did. It was a testament to the closeness of our large family: the way we all looked after each other. Kept each other’s secrets. We would do it to the death. It was how we were all raised. And it was how I was brought up.

      That was why Ma’s death hit them all so badly – they never saw it coming. They couldn’t stop it. And they all told me I was too young. There was nothing I could have done. If I’d had that blade at the time, I could have. I know I could.

      The sunlight seeped through the leaves on the big tree and caught the blade. It glinted and shone straight into my eyes. I was blinded momentarily.

      I turned inwards instead. The same daydream I always had grew in focus inside my head. The man never had a face. I had to make him up because I knew almost nothing about my father. This daydream, like every other, drifted into ideas of what he might be like. Maybe someone with loads of money who could buy us a big caravan to live in and we could all travel the world together, the three of us: my father, Ma, and me. Or maybe we’d live in a house of some kind. What would it be like to live in a building with foundations, that was grounded, rooted in its own history? I’d never done it. What would it be like to call the same surroundings ‘home’ every single day?

      The blue daylight had now begun to fade to wispy white strips in the sky. Soon they would turn salmon pink, and orange, before the darkness began to creep in and stole the daylight altogether. I hauled myself up off the stool and fetched the other bucket.

      Claws scratched at the bottom of the cages. And it filled my heart with something that pounded with a dark excitement. It was the power of these stunning creatures that fascinated me. I threw in the rest of the food, then I stood there under the tree, watching the way they devoured the prey that I’d offered up to them. My mind began filling with perverse thoughts. I wondered what it would be like to be bitten by one of those big cats. Or how I would feel if I fed someone who had spat at my Ma to these tigers. Would I be able to stand there and watch them as they ripped the culprit apart, chunk by chunk, in the same way as Ma had fallen to pieces day after day at the hands of people who had no idea how to treat her, and no understanding of how special she’d been? She was special. To me, she was everything.

      Anger began to consume me. It filled the fire pit in my belly and infiltrated my body and my mind to join the stench of blood in my nostrils. So much so, that I hadn’t noticed the appearance of another human being anywhere near me. Not immediately. A man lurked the other side of the big tree trunk, in the elongated shadows of the branches, his hat pulled down over his face.

      ‘It’s beautiful just here, isn’t it?’

      The man’s voice circled around my head. I couldn’t answer at first. The anger of my memories was still too much. We stood in silence until I finally managed to grunt, ‘Yeah, it is. Peaceful.’

      ‘I’m surprised the circus still exists.’

      The man seemed to want to push my buttons. Maybe he just wanted conversation, and if he did, he was going the wrong way about it. Or, as usually happened when any of the family found a stranger talking to them, maybe he was poking around for a story or evidence to get rid of us once and for all. I became wary, watching for signs of a tape recorder or a notebook sticking out of his pocket.

      I shrugged my shoulders. ‘People want to see. We just give them what they want. Something different. Something that takes them away from their ordinary lives.’

      ‘You still have animals? Is that really still allowed? There must be laws about things like this. I wonder how many you’re breaking?’

      He began to really rile me. ‘We’re not breaking any. What’s it got to do with you, anyway? We know it’s coming, but there’s nothing wrong with these beauties. They’re the most amazing creatures on earth. And if ignorant people—’ I gave him a glare. ‘—took the time to get to know them, they’d realise it too.’

      He laughed. If I’d had spines up my back, every one of them would have been standing on end.

      ‘You’re feisty, aren’t you? Where do you get that from, then?’

      ‘Well it wasn’t from my Ma, that’s for certain.’ My face became pensive. ‘The kindest person alive.’

      ‘It must be from someone else then.’

      I stared hard at him. Or at the shadowy version of him, standing there, partially hidden by the darkness of the tree.

      ‘I haven’t got anyone else. Not a blood relative anyway.’

      ‘Do you think I could take a picture of you next to the animal cages?’ The man stepped forward, as if trying to coax me away from both the security of the tree and, inadvertently, the melancholy that would take no time at all to set in.

      I shrugged and agreed. This sort of thing happened all the time at the circus – people wanting pictures. There were still scraps of meat in the bucket. I reached in and lifted a piece high in the air. The blood dripped up my arm.

      ‘Hold it there.’ The man’s voice was strong, insistent.

      Zigzag was pacing. His claws were scratching. I could hear his breath behind me. There was a flash from the camera and a growl as the beasts ripped at the meat. No one normally wanted to see that. No one wanted to see the blood. It made the danger too close to home.

      ‘Was that okay for you? I’ve got a scrap more meat if you need another one.’ I turned towards the stunning creature behind me and threw another raw morsel to him, my murmurs soothing the pacing of the animals as the man spoke.

      ‘Yes, that’s fine. Thank you. I’m sure you’ll see me again.’

      I shook the blood off my hand as well as I was able. Over my shoulder, I spoke to the man. ‘Coming back, are you? Is there anything else you want? Another photo? Maybe you’d like a ticket for the next show? I say the next show, but it’s actually the last one. Our final performance is tomorrow.’

      I heard a murmur from the shadow man, but the words were unintelligible to me. I asked again. Anything was for sale here – it was our livelihood. I looked down at the blood. All of this was survival.

      There was no sound from behind me. I turned to look at the man but there was nothing there except the tree, casting relentless shadows over what was left of the remaining daytime.

      I completed my tasks. Ensured there were no more scraps of meat. Washed myself in a bucket that was already beneath the cage and fit for the purpose. I picked it up, turned to the cliff, and walked to the edge. Almost. I stared down at the ground beneath, at the rocks and the beach which the deceptive sea had left wet and tainted with its lapping waves.

      With a violence I hadn’t felt for a long time, I flung the water over the cliff. I watched it fall until I could see it no longer. My heart felt like it had fallen with it as I watched how far down the water went. To snap from a rope on that tree would be certain death. It was for Ma.

      There was squealing, laughing in the distance. I gathered all the buckets and my memories, and headed back through the grass to my family. And I wondered if, maybe, I’d intrigued another customer enough to want to come and watch the final performance before I had to go and leave Ma behind for another year.
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      It had been the kind of day that I’d expected our last one to be. The show had gone really well. Now we were surrounded by the silence that always fell on us, here, on our last night. Everyone knew what – who – we were leaving behind. They wanted to comfort me, but they knew better than to try. The men were reluctant to take down the Big Top. It would have to be down before morning. We would be expected to be off the land before it got light.

      I sat there, the lazy sun already becoming blanketed by twilight, while I debated these things with the eyes that held my gaze with his every circle of the cage. I loved Zigzag. His markings were like slashes of congealed blood on new rust. The spark in those eyes told me that he knew exactly what I was thinking. I had a respect for him that many people wouldn’t understand. And that was because we both knew one thing: fear. Danger in life was real, not just in stories.

      ‘Fear is a grotesque thing. Like me. But without it, your life won’t be worth living.’ Ma’s words drummed it into me, even while I used to cry and tell her she wasn’t grotesque. I knew what the word meant, even when I was very small, being brought up around the people who hated us. But she wasn’t it. She was beautiful. But it didn’t matter what I said. She looked at her body in the mirror and shook her head.

      For me, though, it wasn’t really her hair or her skin that I was looking at. As a small child, looking up at her as I sat on her knee and she taught me how to read, I was seeing her from the inside out – a heart like a white light, the warmth that I got, just by being with her. Her wavy auburn hair and the beautiful pattern of scars that looked like feathers, embedded into her skin from her neck down to her waist. All of these exterior things were like veils. I could see what was behind them. Mostly. For years as I was growing up, I wondered what kind of fear had killed her.

      I stayed sitting on my stool, watching the terrifying beauty of my animal companion. Reflections on the sea way below the cliff top sank to shadows in the onset of twilight. Dot rode by on her unicycle, no costume but red nose intact, which made a change for her. She was getting really good on that bike. It wouldn’t be long before she was old enough to join in the main act. She waved at me with two simultaneous hands, grinning and wafting her arms in a flourish. I felt, rather than saw, Zigzag spin with a throaty half-growl as I yelled, ‘Stay away from the edge, Dot. Back you go. Bloody pest.’

      She laughed. ‘Takes one to know one, Sis.’

      Something twanged deep inside me every time she called me that. She was the closest thing I’d ever have to one. A really lovely kid.

      The unicycle vanished, leaving a violet trail in the grass that was now beginning to look a deep grey-blue. Every so often, bulbous pockets of semi-brightness popped out of the ground where our solar lights were rigged up and were beginning to turn themselves on. Someone had managed to get a load of them, no questions asked, when they first came out. It saved us having to run cables to our caravans. The lights would be packed away by the end of tomorrow, too. Then we’d be done here for another year.

      I tried not to think about it. Instead, I concentrated on the camp fire where they were all sitting. There was always the mesmerising glow of the fire. I preferred staring into that than almost anywhere. In its flames I could see the sway of Ma’s dress as she used to dance around the fire and sing. For as long as I could remember, I’d wanted to be like Ma. They all told me I had a voice like hers. If I could sing for my living, I swore I’d do it, if for no other reason than they all told me that Ma would have encouraged me to use my voice. For now, I had to be content with knowing that my songs made our old men happy and calmed the animals. That was something.

      A voice yelled out, ‘Come and get it!’ There were the usual whoops and banging together of bowls and spoons. The laughter began again, as I sat there on the edge of the world. I had no hunger, except for the night to come and never be morning. I looked into the glinting eyes of my predatory companion and blinked back tears.

      The big tree loomed over me, its branches spreading beyond the edge of the cliff top. The unknown depths of the sheer drop below tied my stomach in knots. Every time we came back to this place, it grabbed me and twisted my insides. Had she been afraid to do it? To hang herself, really? Is that why the branch had snapped where it had? Or had the sadness been worse for her than the cliff top could ever be? Had she hoped it would break, so she would fall, once and for all?

      ‘Ma, I don’t want to leave you here. What did you want to go leave me for?’

      ‘Did she really?’

      The voice made me jump. It tailed away. I heard no movement, but even so, I sensed someone was still there.

      I couldn’t see who it was properly, but I recognised his voice. The man who had been standing on almost the same spot the day before emerged from the point where shadows met the looming darkness. I wasn’t very pleasant in response. But polite chit-chat to a complete stranger wasn’t really how I wanted to spend the time I had left here.

      ‘Oh, it’s you. What do you want? Another photo? You missed the last show. Everything’s dead here now. Everything.’

      He stepped forward and I noticed two gnarled hands, lit up by the solar light on the grass close by. A cigarette that glowed at the tip rested between two of his fingers. The rest of him was still hidden in darkness.

      ‘I said you’d see me again, didn’t I? Why are you sitting here alone?’

      I stared at him, through him. ‘I miss her. My Ma. That’s why I’m right here, sitting on her grave now. I always sit on it, when we come back to this place. I don’t think she minds.’

      ‘She’s dead?’

      I stared at the ground beneath me. ‘You’re a genius, aren’t you? You don’t think I’d be sitting here if she was alive, do you? We’d be over there with the others.’

      ‘How did she die?’

      No one had ever questioned me about it, except for one cop who had knelt down next to me to ask me about her and what I’d seen. But I hadn’t told him anything. We never told.

      ‘What difference is it to you?’

      The voice didn’t reply. I sat there, cloaked by impending blackness. Beneath me, the waves lashed against the rocks. Maybe I just needed someone to talk to. Someone who didn’t know me.

      ‘I think… she died because… because she stopped being afraid. She was killed by her own heart.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      The hairs on my arms prickled. A shiver took hold of me, yet my heart hammered away, hot and full of anger. I spat out my words. ‘She stopped protecting herself properly. From getting involved. You have to do that in our world.’

      The absurdity of talking into the darkness to a face I couldn’t see suddenly struck me dumb. I turned back towards the bars of the tiger wagons. The animals were pacing back and forth in a figure of eight. Did they sense my distress? Or just weakness?

      ‘What are you thinking about?’

      I gave the man, or what little I could see of him, a glare. ‘How people aren’t much different to how they used to be, long ago.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ He shuffled around near me. Maybe I was making him uncomfortable. Good. Then maybe he’d leave me alone. I frowned, and answered.

      ‘Things they want to see.’

      ‘Do you give them things they’re not meant to see, then? Isn’t that against the law?’

      I retaliated with questions. ‘You obsessed with the law or something? What’s it got to do with you? Are you a copper?’

      He gave a short, low laugh. ‘No, I’m definitely not. Tell me, what do you give the people that they’re not supposed to have?’

      ‘Who said we give them anything?’

      A tense silence fell over us. He broke it.

      ‘That’s not what you’re thinking about, though, is it? What were you really thinking?’

      I sat there, staring down at my boots. ‘That I wish I was under the ground, too.’

      The shape of the man melted back into the shadows.

      The silence was broken only by the waves as they crashed on the murderous rocks. It stayed like that for minute on minute and I just sat there, listening to their torturous tune.

      I felt movement behind me. It brought my dulling senses quickly back from the semi-dead. I reached down into the side of my boot for the knife that was always ready and waiting. Apparently, it had been my father’s. The only thing he left behind – except Ma, with me inside her.

      ‘I could make that happen. I can give you that. You can be under the ground.’

      Pain shot through my ribs and left my fingers clenching. Blood rushed to my ears. I gripped the mother of pearl handle. It sent an icy chill through my boiling palm.

      ‘You still here?’

      His breath was right behind me, rasping into the air. ‘I really can, you know, if that’s what you want.’

      There was a stench, briefly, like something rotting over my shoulder. Cigarette ash floated and landed on my cheek. Everything about my senses was heightened now. My nostrils filled with whatever it was he was smoking. It wasn’t like anything we smoked here. It was the kind of smell that you breathed right into your throat, like hot wood.

      The tip of his cigarette pierced the dark with a vivid orange. It was behind my eyelids when I blinked.

      The orange seemed to stretch out near me, like some devil’s pathway. All I could think was that it was showing me the way to hell. If I screamed out across the field to the others, whatever he was going to try and do to me was likely to be a whole lot faster, and just maybe a whole lot worse. We were too near the cliff for me to take chances. My body was coiled, ready. Fear drove the adrenaline. It was so acutely focused on protecting myself that the real horror had escaped me.

      A line of orange had scorched its way through the grass. It circled the big tent. There were crunches, screams, cracks. The entire structure was ablaze, collapsing. The flames in the grass grew higher. I knew I was screaming. I felt it. Everywhere was orange smothered with billowing grey and black. I ran, ran to try and find a way in, to try and get someone, anyone, out, but there was nowhere to get through, just a hell-coloured wall between me and them. And screams.

      Were the screams mine or theirs? I didn’t know. They were one and the same. Each one took away the life that I had left. I wanted to rip at the flames but I couldn’t. I would have, but I couldn’t get at them. Something was stopping me. Holding me back from the furnace in front of me. I screamed back at it, tears running and drying as fast as they poured from me.

      There were arms pulling me away. They fought against my fist and dodged the knife as I hacked and hacked away at the rancid air, trying to force whatever it was to let me go. The smoke began to overpower the half-words and screams that dredged themselves out of my gasping throat. I heard them fading, but it was as if I wasn’t in my body. Everything was grey and orange and it smothered my sight and my voice and everything got darker and darker...
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        * * *

      

      I pushed apart my eyelids. Everything was raw and my eyeballs felt like they’d been scraped with splintered sticks. There didn’t seem to be enough air to fill my lungs. I gasped, breath following cough a number of times, and it took some minutes before I could take in air without feeling like I was going to choke.

      My head rocked involuntarily back and forth and my stomach was rolling. I thought I might be sick, but I managed not to be. I don’t know how. Every time I blinked it hurt, not just physically but flashes of orange filled the space where black should be. I couldn’t remember all that had happened – not right then. I only knew that everything inside me was crying, but no one could see it.

      I managed to lift my head just a bit but I could see nothing except the shadows. I sensed someone leaning over me and panic flicked some kind of switch inside me. I struggled but I didn’t have the energy to put up any real resistance. The smell of cigarettes got into my nostrils and it was this which made it register in my fuzzy head who exactly it was, now pulling me into an upright position.

      From the darkness I heard a voice. The man’s voice.

      ‘Were you afraid?’

      I didn’t answer. I could taste smoke, smell the singed hair. I had no clue why he was here with me or why his voice was still hovering over me. Or where I was. I managed to mutter, ‘We’re moving.’ I thought the motion might send me back into the unconsciousness that had clearly overpowered me before. Being unconscious felt like a good place to be. I let it start taking me back there.

      My mind jerked my body alive when a hand put smoky fingers on my face. There was a flick. A tiny flame appeared from a lighter, right next to my cheek. It went out; flicked on again. Every part of me wanted to flinch from it, but I bit my tongue and kept my lips tightly together. I’d been brought up not to show weakness, especially if I was scared, so I turned to try and look directly at the man who held this tiny flame that he kept flicking on and off. There was the sound of scraping flint and the flame remained steady. It cast just enough of a glow for it to light up one side of his face.

      Staring back at me was grey evil. The eyes shone, yellowing in the warped, wavering light of the flame. My stomach curled on itself, tore, retched. All there was in my head were flames, and smoke – so much smoke – and the screams. The roars. Tears welled up and burnt my eyes and stung the skin under my eyelids. My heart tried to bang its way out of my ribs.

      ‘Where am I? What’s happening? Where... Are they all...?’ My words tailed off. I couldn’t bring myself to say what I wanted. I didn’t really want to know the answer. He didn’t respond to my partial questions, anyway.

      ‘Who are you?’

      His breath was in my hair. ‘From now on, you’ll know me as Master.’

      I looked at him again in the tiny light. From the front of the vehicle, there was a bang and a gruff, ‘Oy, no smoking.’ The light went out.

      Was I still in the land of the living? Or something worse, the kind you read in dark books? ‘What are you?’ I asked, but with every second I wasn’t sure I wanted an answer to that, either.

      ‘I’m the man who’s going to make you more than you ever dreamed.’

      Dreams. Nightmares. Two sides of the same coin. I should know. I’ve had my share of both since I was a child.

      My head had stopped rocking. It took me a while, but eventually it registered that we weren’t moving anymore. And it was only then that I realised my hands couldn’t move. They were tied.
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      I tried to pull my wrists apart. Twisted them around in front of me. Two things became clear immediately: firstly, at that moment I didn’t have the strength to fight the rope, and secondly, my wrists had been fastened together by well-practised hands. I’d been tied by enough ropes in front of crowds over the years, contorted my body into enough positions to get out of them, to know an expert knot when I came across one.

      Whatever vehicle we were in just sat there. My insides twisted into a mangled mess. Was I about to be sold into some kind of slavery? It happened, even if no one ever talked about it. Or maybe it was something worse than that. I couldn’t get words to come out of my mouth, couldn’t even find the energy to make another sound. My imagination ran wild with the possibilities that could be worse than slavery. It fixed on the notion that I might be about to become a psychopath’s victim. Was I the first? The ninth? Was he a serial killer who had some kind of crazed fascination for Victorian England and an obsession with the Jack the Ripper murders?

      My breath began to come in shallow, fast gasps and my head felt muzzy again. My wrists had another frantic attempt at wrestling with the rope but I weakened too quickly and just couldn’t manage to create any slack. There was no gap where I could dislocate my thumb and slide my hand through. Other parts of me were better at contortionist movements than my hands. I fought back tears at thoughts of circus tricks, those flames that lit up the sky and made the smoke orange. It made the blackness surrounding me feel like a gigantic chasm of loneliness. What the hell was about to happen to me?

      All of this was thrashing around in my head as the man opened the door of the vehicle – a taxi, I’d already guessed – and got out. Did psychos use taxis? Did they leave their victims sitting there while they went off and did who knows what? My instinct to get the other door open and at least try and run was destroyed in seconds. He appeared on my side of the car, opened my door and helped me out, holding onto the ties at my wrists. If this was a taxi, then the driver must be on his payroll or something. Or maybe he just didn’t care as long as he got his money.

      My eyes blinked rapidly, soreness scouring my eyelids as the man pulled me away from the car and it disappeared into the night. I looked around me, at the slivers of light behind various curtains at scattered windows. I made a feeble effort at taking note of any recognisable shapes in what was otherwise basically darkness all around, but I couldn’t get any kind of bearings at all. My head was drifting in and out of random states of wooziness. All I was almost sure of was that there was stone, or possibly brick, under my feet. Buildings of some kind loomed all around but those slivers of light never changed, never shifted or grew in size. No one had the slightest interest in what was happening to me.

      He gripped me by the arm in vice-like fingers and pulled me into a doorway. My heart stuck in my throat. I flung myself this way and that. I yelled obscenities, screamed, but then it dawned on me that there must be a reason why he hadn’t bothered to gag me. Again, I threw glances towards those slivers of light. No curtain moved. No silhouetted body even stood watching. My mind ran all over the place – maybe they knew what would happen to them if they saw anything, or maybe worse things were actually going on behind those curtains. You didn’t kidnap someone then take them to a place full of law-abiding, nosey neighbours, did you? I felt sick.

      There was just enough light cast on the doorway from those empty, uncaring windows for me to see a ghostly version of his hand twisting a key in a lock. It grated as it moved, the sound of it shooting a tingling ache through my teeth.

      A shiver ran all the way through me and I wanted to curl up into a ball. I wanted a loving arm around me. I wanted to be wrapped up in a coat and cuddled, but all I had was this near blackness and a strange body pressed against me, and a grip that felt like it would break my arm. I tried to pull away again, but dizziness attacked me from nowhere and I struggled to stay upright. There was no way I’d give this man the satisfaction of watching me fall. My hands became fists. I twisted and pulled my bound wrists and breathed hard in an effort to stay focused. The breath turned into a cough. A fit of it clawed at my chest and I struggled to regain my breath.

      ‘That’s the smoke. Do you smoke?’

      The question confused me. My head filled with images of smoke that I knew was stopping me seeing burning bodies. I tried to shut it out but it wouldn’t leave me.

      ‘What? I’m not telling you anything. Get your bloody hands off me and let me go.’ I struggled again, hoping that his grip would have relaxed, that he would have arthritic fingers, anything. But his nails dug in through my clothes. Mine wasn’t much of a struggle anyway because my head began to spin again and my legs buckled. The heat of his breath hit my cheek; the wreak of tobacco and something sulphurous hovered around my face. I withered back against the wall.

      ‘You will answer me. I’ll tell you why. Because I am the Master. And, seeing as you’re now living here, it’s only polite.’

      ‘What the hell are you on about? I’m not staying here. Get off me.’ I spat in his face. He twisted the rope until my wrists felt like they would break. The yelp betrayed me.

      ‘You see, my darling. You are. Now come on inside.’

      He pushed the door which groaned on its hinges. He nudged me through before him, with his fingers still digging into my arm. The stone floor changed to the clonk and echo of wood beneath my feet. As my eyes tried to acclimatise to the sporadic, dim glow inside, the door groaned shut behind me and the key grunted in the lock almost instantly. My chest banged. I spun to look, reeling a bit and silently cursing this wooziness.

      There he was, the man who thought he was going to do who knows what to me. I could see him at least a bit better in this dim lighting. He was maybe thirty years older than me. I was almost equal in height and I was determined to look through my raw eyelids, straight at him. Ma had always said, ‘Look them in the eye. Show them you won’t break.’ Tears tried to sting my eyes but I buried them deep. I needed to see what was coming.

      The intermittent light caught itself on his failing hairline, followed by a glimpse of his face. All I could think of was that he looked like a gargoyle on a really old church. The lights flickered again, and I saw him let go of a large key that hung around his neck. A dim glow caught his wrist. Poking out was a silvery scar that began at his wrist and ran up into his sleeve. I tugged again at my own wrists.

      ‘Where am I?’

      I got no reply. I yelled, demanding to know who he thought he was, and what he thought he was doing, sticking me in a car, dragging me to a place I didn’t know, pulling me here and there, telling me nothing. ‘You can’t just take me, you madman. You can’t keep me here. People will come looking. I’ve got brains, you know. You’ll never be able to keep me prisoner.’ I scanned the area as best I could. The door we’d just come through was the only one I could see. Everything else was flickering shadows and an irregular glimpse of stone wall.

      ‘You’ve much more than brains. You have the darkness inside you. I can see it.’ He circled me, stopping behind me so I could no longer meet his look with my defiance. His chin pressed against the back of my head as his voice dropped to a whisper. ‘It’s irresistible.’ His words breathed into my hair and left me squirming, as if a thousand spiders had crawled over me. ‘And who said you were a prisoner? I told you, you live here now, sweet, feisty creature that you are. And no people will come looking. But I think you know that.’

      I didn’t know how to retaliate. His final sentence, I’m sure, was deliberate and designed to reduce me to nothing but an emotional mess. It did, inside. But I couldn’t let him know. I had to stay as strong as I was able, which, of course, was ironic, as my legs still kept letting me down.

      My anger wanted me to say, ‘No I bloody don’t, and I won’t ever be living in this hellhole,’ but I expected him to smile in some superior, psycho, all-knowing way. I didn’t want to give him a reason to gag me, or tie my legs together, too. Or worse. I just kept my mouth shut and tried to stay as aware of everything as I possibly could. The more I noticed now, the more it might be useful to get out of here later. And I needed my limbs free for that.

      The deceptively strong grip moved me towards a corridor. The glow that was so intermittent, I then discovered, came from globules that hung on the wall, each about the size of a human head. One lit up as we approached it, and went out almost immediately after we moved a few feet away. Unless you knew what was in front of you, there was no way of telling by more than about the length of your arm.

      The man said nothing more as he forced me along, even though I gave him enough provocation. I called him every filthy name I could dredge up, every sane reason I’d thought of for keeping my mouth shut disappearing with each footstep into the dark. I was driven purely by adrenaline of the self-preservation kind, and the pain that fills your insides when you have no idea what’s about to happen next but that your imagination fills in for you.

      We turned in what seemed to me to be a constant anti-clockwise direction several times, until I was sure we would just come back to that door where we’d started. Without warning, the wooden floor began to give way to steps. I stumbled down two, but was held back from actually falling by a heavy hand wrapping across my chest. I didn’t know whether I’d rather have fallen or have him touch me.

      ‘Now you know why I’m holding onto you tightly.’ He said it with the sternness of authority.

      I retaliated with, ‘Piss off.’

      ‘Shall I just let you fall, then?’ He let go and I began to topple. I just about managed to stammer, ‘Oh shit... shit.’

      His fingers immediately dug back into my arm again.

      There was no light here at all. My insides whined and rolled and I tried to stay focused, counting the steps in my head. I’d done two, then fallen down two more, so I started at five. I got to twenty-four and lost count because he yanked on my arm, pulling me to a halt, and I nearly lost my footing altogether. My brain was furious with my useless body – you never lose count when you’re on a trapeze, and you always have your feet under control when you’re on a tightrope. It had been drummed into me since I began walking. Had it been more than just smoke inhalation that had affected me? Had he drugged me, too?

      While I was beating myself into an internal pulp, the old man had lit an object.

      ‘Aren’t they wonderful? They fill this place. Medieval torches. Pure flame.’ He stared straight at me as he spoke. He eyeballs were like two bulbous balls of lava against this new light. Had he said that on purpose, to feel me quiver, to force those recent memories back to the surface and stop me fighting? My body stiffened. I held myself upright, my legs trying to bring me down.

      ‘That’s not real flame.’

      He smiled. It was horrific. ‘Of course not. Do you think I want you to shove a naked flame into my face in your temper? But the light’s very realistic, isn’t it? It’s all about creating the experience – making people believe. Giving them what they want. You know that. You told me.’

      I drew blood on my lip, wishing I’d bitten it earlier and not spoken to him at all. ‘What are you on about? What experience? What people?’

      He didn’t answer.

      The thud of his shoes on the wooden floor upstairs now became a click, click that echoed around the walls. I could see enough to know that floor and walls were both solid and dark, made of large stones. I had no idea where we were, except that it was underground. And I’d never been below the surface of the earth. That was where dead people went. I dug my nails into my palms, to check I was alive. It also gave the fear somewhere to go, because once it reached my nerve endings I was sure I’d explode.

      The light of the false flame wavered around the walls. It caught the ceiling every now and again. Something was moving around up there. Cobwebs hung in white masses and wavered above me, like sheets hung out to dry. Something scraped, then scuttled in the blackness. Rodents have never bothered me: there used to be a man with us when I was very small, who trained rats. Because the right side of his face was missing, he was often in the side tent with Ma. The people queued up to watch the freaks. You know what people are – they all wanted to get in there because it had been the 1960s and they did anything they wanted. Even more of a draw for human nature was that it had been the secret show those customers with particular appetites had to keep quiet about. They were prepared to pay extra for it.

      Ma no longer cared by then, she said, even when some of them sharpened the edges of their coins and flicked them at her. They could cut deep. I used to watch the blood trickling down her face, over the beautiful markings on her cheek and her neck. It ran in a dark red line over the pattern that covered her breast and her ribs. I couldn’t see the blood after that because it soaked into her dress.

      My arm twisted. It snapped me back to the present moment as the old man steered it, and the rest of me, around another corner. There was a story in a book Ma had read to me once about a man in a labyrinth with a monster. A Minotaur. That was what I conjured up in my head now. We were working this way and that, and any minute there would be a gigantic monster at the heart of this underground maze.

      We stopped, and he stood the torch in a holder next to a doorway. Its false flame grew and shrank and wavered. I watched it and my eyes began to throb and sting, but I couldn’t help but look: it was mesmerising.

      I pulled my gaze from it and concentrated on what was in front of me. A door. It was more like a cage door than a proper one. There were bars either side of it, too, so that I stared into the pitch black of the entire room.

      There was another torch on the wall opposite the door, which cast a small amount of light into the centre of the room, or cell, or whatever it was. Straw was strewn across the floor. A bucket near the door gave off a strong stench of urine. It didn’t take much nose twitching to get a whiff of other things in the bucket.

      The key around the old man’s neck now rattled in the lock. That was a point to note – this key of his appeared to fit more than one lock. That might come in useful one day. The metal groaned in the way a heavy, solid lock does, but it opened really easily.

      Still gripping hold of me, he moved the bucket into the corridor and replaced it by an empty one which he reached down and grabbed from the darkness. I must have walked right past it and not known. At least it was empty, which would have been handy if I’d managed to kick it over. What else had I walked past and not known about? I was still thinking about that when the man’s hand pushed the small of my back and I found myself inside the room.

      I’d expected him to do that. I didn’t think he’d brought me down here for a tourist’s day out. What I’d not expected was the grinding of the lock so quickly behind me. The torchlight that he’d brought down with him was no longer at the side of the door. And he had vanished into the darkness, leaving only a faint click, click on the stone.

      I stood there, in the middle of the floor. Everything in front of me was cast in the dirty yellow-grey glow thrown my way from the remaining light in the corridor. Did those lights work like real flame torches? Were they battery-powered, or what? How long before that flame went out?
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      I stood there, the cold registering in goosebumps on my skin, but not inside me. I watched the single torch through the bars. It danced for a while, then slowed. It was almost as if it had realised it was the only one trying to bring light to the darkness, and had started to give up hope. My throat constricted. I had no one now – I knew nobody in the entire world.

      I began to shake. My eyes filled up and this time I couldn’t stop them. But the tears wouldn’t fall. I just remained there, wracked with continuous waves of quivers, some trying to engulf me in agony.

      I don’t know how long I stood there like that. My brain tried to accept the word ‘alone’ but it made my body jerk more violently until I dropped to the floor and crunched my tied arms around my knees. I stayed there like that, rocking back and forth. Flames and emptiness and screams and Ma’s face and pacing tigers and rocking and rocking until I let out one almighty scream.

      There was a sound. Rustling. Something. I wasn’t sure what it was.

      ‘Is someone there?’ My voice was sharp. Defensive. It was met with total silence. I stood up and looked around me, even though that was mainly a futile act. The room disappeared into shadows just beyond the sad spotlight where I sat, then into total darkness. I felt around blindly, shuffling my feet through what I hoped was straw and punching at the air with my tied hands. I had no idea how big the room actually was, but I did manage to figure out by lots of random thumping that it was made of solid wall, with the exception of the bars at the front.

      I guessed this ‘Master’ wasn’t stupid. Deluded definitely, dangerous most probably, but not an idiot. A full front section made of bars meant there was no wall tucked at either side of the door where someone could lie in wait for him. So taking him by surprise, or the easier option of waiting behind the door until he was inside then slinking past and out, wasn’t a card I could play. And calling for help was pointless above ground, never mind about down here.

      The knife. The thought of it left a pang in my chest. If I could reach my knife with these cumbersome tied hands, I just might be able to… I reached down into my boot, feeling for the mother of pearl handle. It was gone. The old man was thorough. Rage and devastation ran together inside me. I’d always had a flair for knife-throwing. And I’d have liked nothing more than to skewer his neck to the wall, just for taking Ma’s knife, never mind everything else.

      My bladder wasn’t happy. Out of necessity, I made use of the empty bucket that the old man had left. It wasn’t the worst place I’d ever had to do it, that was for certain. A life on the road, moved on by councils and red tape, leaves you capable of adapting to pretty much anything. All except confinement.

      I blocked that from my mind. I screwed my foot in the straw on the floor, scooping up enough of it to push into a kind of pancake that I could drag over to the back of the room and sit on. When he came back, I wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me in the middle of the floor like some lost rag doll. I could lean against one of the great big stone walls while I tried to figure out what the hell I was going to do. My legs were ready to give way again. I had to stay positive and not let thoughts slip in about what he might be planning on doing, but focus on what I could control and what I was able to do. Which wasn’t a lot.

      Somewhere way off, there was a faint click, click. It was steady, repetitive. I immediately recognised the sound as the old man’s shoes. It was as good an early warning system as any.

      It didn’t get any louder or clearer. My heart was pounding as I crouched in the darkness with my back against the wall, unable to help wondering what he was doing. Were there other people like me, that had been scooped up and buried in this maze beneath the real world? Maybe he was changing their buckets.

      My stomach began rumbling, leaving behind it that sick pain belonging to skipped meals. I thrust my hands in my pockets, fishing around for half a stale biscuit, an apple core – anything to take the edge off, as I sat there, alone. I wished I’d not tried to associate that word with me. What would I do, now that I was on my own? Now there was no one who understood me? I refused to let myself cry. My insides were like a rock, awash with ice cold waves of exhaustion. I thought they would drown me.

      ‘You need to know something. Because he’ll say it. Fear...’

      The voice was tiny, but it crashed into my head and I flinched.

      ‘Who’s there? Is there someone else in here?’ The only thing my brain would focus on was an image of me sitting on the bucket. I suddenly felt exposed, even there in the blackness, and for some stupid reason it seemed important that an unknown someone could have that image to hold over me. My skin prickled.

      The voice had stopped. It was replaced with a slow, steady click, click. My body tensed and I struggled to swallow. Was this what it was like awaiting a death sentence – listening to a clock, ticking away your time left on earth? Click, click, click. Utter silence, except for this sound, gradually getting more distinct, crisper, closer.

      I asked again, my belly in knots. ‘Is someone there?’

      I got no reply. The silence, the waiting, started to make my fingers twitch against the rope that bound my wrists. ‘For crying out loud, say something.’

      Something scuffled across the stone then scrabbled around in the straw. There may have been virtually no light, but I didn’t need it to know there was another human being in here, right beside me.

      ‘Who are you?’ I tried to sound in control of my words, but it sure as hell wasn’t how I felt.

      A little hand touched mine. I flinched. It was cold, as if it was dead.

      ‘Same as you. Taken. You were taken, weren’t you?’

      The other living creature pressed up against me. Instinct would make a sane person slink away from an unknown touch in the dark. But the voice was so tiny, so sad, belonging to another female. She sounded younger than me. I let her stay leaning against me.

      ‘Yeah. Everything got burned. I was tied up. I don’t know where I am.’

      The tiny voice spoke again, almost a whisper. ‘What’s your special talent?’

      ‘What do you mean? I haven’t got one.’

      She almost crawled into my lap and put her head through my tied arms. She clung to my clothes. I tried not to flinch or cringe. There was something desperate about the way the fabric pulled tight against me as her fingers wound themselves into it.

      ‘You must have. Or he wouldn’t have brought you here.’

      ‘Who? Who wouldn’t have brought me here?’ I wished I could see her face.

      ‘Him. The Puppet Master. All his puppets have a talent. We all do.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’ I shivered, as if ghosts were playing hide and seek in my spine. ‘What do you mean, “we all do”? What the hell is this place? Can you untie me? Can you feel the rope around my wrists? Can you get me out?’

      I tried to grapple for her hand, to make her touch the rope, but I couldn’t drag them off my clothes. The click, click was much closer now, and there was an orange glow some distance away, playing flame and shadow against the stone.

      The little voice whispered as a silhouetted shape appeared, the walls now lit by a gradual glow of sulphur-coloured light.

      ‘We’re in the belly of the earth. Somewhere. There’s usually only darkness here. But you... you’ve brought the flames of light with you. Look.’

      ‘Don’t.’ I bit into the insides of my lips as my nostrils caught the stench of smoke that lingered on my skin and in my hair. The glow along the wall was getting brighter. ‘Believe me, I’ve only brought darkness. The bloody psycho man, whoever the hell he is, already told me that.’

      ‘Maybe that’s your special talent...’

      The little voice faltered. I caught sight of her tiny face and the sacking or nightdress or whatever she was wearing. But most of all, I saw the wide, desperate eyes. She was young. Almost still a child.

      ‘Who cares what he told me? He doesn’t know me.’

      The footsteps went away again, but there was a clunk and the extra light remained, glowing in a dirty yellow upside down triangle against the wall and onto part of the ceiling.

      ‘He’ll be back. Soon.’ Another voice crept from the shadows and its body sat alongside the little creature who had let go of my clothes and now clutched onto my arm instead.

      ‘Bloody hell.’ My chest flooded with a hot shock and left the rest of me thumping blood around my body. ‘Who are you? How many of you are in here?’

      Several ghostly faces grew from the dark. My body instinctively recoiled with an, ‘Oh shit.’ I could just about see the tight-lipped, ashen faces tinged filthy yellow in the awful, feeble light, and each one had their eyes glued to me. I felt like the owner of an injured animal who looks at you, hoping you’ll save it. The thought made my throat close and I had to force out my words. ‘What are you all doing in here? Can someone untie me? Don’t you want to get out? Don’t you try?’

      ‘Why would we do that?’ The little creature who had nestled herself on me looked up, her eyes wide. ‘Nothing up there is safe. We’re safe here.’

      ‘Under the ground in the dark and this bloody squalor? Even when we move from place to place, we don’t live...’ A rock of realisation that there was no one to do this with anymore stuck in my throat and brought me to a complete halt. Anger bubbled up and I focused it on the faces in front of me. ‘You don’t believe that. That crap about being safe here. You can’t, or you’re just plain stupid.’ The eyes widened all around me, and some looked to the floor. I tried to redeem myself, although I just wanted to claw back my cruelty. Taking out my fury on these poor people wasn’t fair. ‘Or just plain terrified, maybe. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to... You’re all in some kind of... a prison... a... I don’t even know what this is. Will someone tell me? I haven’t got a clue what the hell I’m doing here.’

      It had at least occurred to me that, as other people were here and still alive, I probably wasn’t at the mercy of some serial killer who brought victims to a spot to offload them, one by one. That was as far as my patchy understanding got before more light began to waver down the stone corridor. Shadows danced against the wall. None of us had noticed the clicking echo of the old man’s shoes until his shadow loomed in a massive hideous form on the wall beyond.

      All the bodies except my little ice cold friend, who still curled herself in my lap, scuttled back into the protective darkness around the edges of the room. Silence reigned as we waited for what would come next. All except the pounding of the blood in my ears, as a key clanked in the lock.
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