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				It happened in the 21st Century,
when London was still the capital of an Empire,
and the Empire still ruled the world…
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			Chapter 
One

			It was the week before Midwinter. The rain was lashing down, and the narrow streets of Soho were deep with puddles. Although it was midday, the sky over London was iron gray. Clouds of smoke hung heavy up above, as always.

			Adam Alhambra wasn’t looking at that bleak Midwinter sky. He was looking at the checkpoint up ahead of him, and shivering. He huddled into his coat, but the wind cut through it like a whip. And that wasn’t the only thing that made him feel cold.
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			He could see the soldier there, behind the metal bars and railings. He could hear his stern voice, turning people back from the boundary that separated Soho from the rest of London. As Adam watched, biting down on his pencil, a whole family was being marched away at gunpoint, not allowed to leave the Ghetto.

			“Next!”

			And now it was his turn. Adam put his pencil behind his ear, and stepped up for inspection, under a row of Union Jacks and a portrait of the Emperor.

			The soldier was a guardsman in a red coat, with a bristling white mustache. He looked Adam up and down, taking in his skin, his hair, his eyes. The fact that everything about him was just a little different, just a little darker. Then he looked at Adam’s papers, saw his name, and here it came…

			“Alhambra?” said the soldier. “And where are you from, boy?”

			“Um—London, sir,” said Adam, trying to sound calm, and failing.

			“You know what I mean,” said the soldier. “Where are you really from?”

			Adam looked down. “My parents came here from the Middle East, sir,” he said, “but I’ve lived in London all my life.”

			“The Middle East.” The soldier frowned. “Isn’t that where camels used to come from?”

			“Camels?” said Adam, mystified. “I don’t know, sir. I don’t know anything about the Middle East. I’m just doing the deliveries for my family’s shop, Alhambra & Company. They’re depending on me to do them.” He held up his bag, to show the soldier the parcels that were packed so carefully inside.

			“Where are the shop’s papers?” said the soldier.

			“Oh—right here, sir!” Adam fumbled in his pocket for the documents. But as he pulled them out, a little scrap of paper fell out with them, and fluttered to the floor.

			Adam’s heart thumped. Quick as he could, he scooped it up, and shoved it back into his pocket.

			“Was that a drawing?” said the soldier. “What do you think you are—an artist?”

			Adam’s cheeks burned. His mouth went dry. “No, no, sir, of course not,” he said. “Please. Here are the shop’s papers, see?”

			The soldier gave him a long, hard look. He looked at the documents even longer and harder. But finally he grunted, and waved Adam through. “Go on then, camel boy,” he said. “Don’t start any trouble.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Adam made himself say, as he went through the checkpoint, and came out onto Oxford Street.

			And here, on the other side of the checkpoint, everything was different. People were shopping on the wide open street. Adults were going to work. Children were going to school. No one was stopping them, searching them, asking them questions.

			For a moment, he wished he could be one of them. Just an ordinary British boy, on his way to school. Someone who could go anywhere he wanted, and do anything he dreamed.

			But he was a foreigner, and he had a job to do.

			He began to run. He raced up Oxford Street, past the grand department stores, onto Tottenham Court Road. Some of the people he passed gave him the same look as the soldier. He could feel their eyes on his skin. Keep your head down, his father always said. Eye contact only makes it worse. Don’t look at anyone, or anything, or—

			CRASH!

			“Look where you’re going!”

			Oh no. Adam looked up to see a lean, hungry-looking man, staring down at him with cold blue eyes.

			“Sorry, sir,” said Adam—but the man grinned. His white teeth gleamed.

			“Relax!” he said brightly. “Here, I want to show you something.” He put an arm round Adam’s shoulder and steered him off the main road, into a side street.

			Adam went with him, grateful that he wasn’t in trouble. But doubts were gnawing at his mind. The streets around Tottenham Court Road were grimier and less grand than Oxford Street. There was nothing to see; just thick brick walls, blackened by chimney smoke. No one else was walking here. Something wasn’t right.

			“Now then,” said the man, as thunder rumbled in the sky. “Give me your bag, and all your money, and I might just let you live.”

			Adam gasped. The man’s grip on his shoulder was very tight now, and he was blocking the way back to the road.

			“Help!” Adam shouted. But no one on the main road even turned to look.

			“Who do you think would help a foreigner?” The man’s grin grew wider. “Now give me that bag, you cockroach.”

			Adam’s heart hammered.

			Desperately, he twisted.

			Turned.

			And tore himself free.

			He ran in the only direction he could: down the side street. But it was a dead end, and it ended at the gates of the dump. A big block of common land, filled with stinking rubbish.

			Behind him, he could hear the man’s footsteps, pounding on the pavement, hunting him down through the rain.

			So he ran through the iron gates of the dump, through heaps of bin bags and crushed tin cans, shattered glass and torn-up posters. The man kept coming, closer and closer, chasing him deeper into the dump.

			Lightning slashed the sky. In its glare, Adam saw a little wooden doorway, hidden behind a mountain of ashes.

			He plunged through it into darkness.

			Broken windows flashed past him as he ran through the rooms of an empty, ruined building. Then a wall loomed up before him. There were no doors except the one he’d come in by. There was no way out. He was trapped in here, and all alone.

			He turned to see the man stalking through the door behind him, something glinting in his hand. A knife.

			A metallic taste filled Adam’s mouth. “HELP!” he screamed—

			—and then something roared above his head, louder than the thunder.
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			Chapter 
Two

			It was very dark in the ruined building. But as Adam looked up, his whole body shaking, he saw two points of light above him.

			The lights blinked, like eyes.

			And then something erupted out of the darkness, moving so fast, he saw only a blur at first. A streak of black and gold, leaping down from the roof beams to land on all four paws beside him.

			An animal! A gigantic animal stood by his side, growling at the man with the knife. With one huge stride, she put herself between him and Adam. Then she threw back her head and roared, as if protecting Adam from the knife.

			The man screamed. He ran. He fled through the door he’d come in by, and was gone.

			Adam couldn’t run. The animal still stood between him and the door. He could only stand there, staring at her, his senses filling with a sweet, high, musky scent, like honeysuckle growing wild. In her presence, everything else just melted away, even his fear.

			His skin was prickling and his eyes were wide. But inside him was a feeling stranger than fear. For this animal had come down from the darkness to defend him. Why?

			And…what was she?

			A flash of lightning revealed more of her form. She was ten feet long from her whiskers to her tail. So broad, she filled the doorway. Her fur was fiery gold with coal-black stripes.

			Time seemed to stop as she turned to look at Adam, and Adam looked back at her. He couldn’t look away. He’d never been so close to any animal before, let alone one so huge and wild.

			Her eyes burned like liquid golden fire. They were shining with a light that was different to any light he’d ever seen. Yet he thought he saw pain inside them, too. And now that she was facing him, he could see that she was wounded. There was blood on her fur, between her stripes, dripping wet and red.
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			He breathed in sharply. Whatever she was—this animal was wounded.

			She shuddered as a blast of thunder shook the building. She turned and snapped at something over her shoulder, then growled when she couldn’t reach it. As she twisted and turned, Adam crept round to one side—

			—and froze as he saw the shaft of an arrow, sticking out of her shoulder. On the other side, he could see the arrowhead.

			This animal had been hunted. Someone had shot her, trying to kill her. The point of the arrow had passed right through her. All around it, the blood was dripping.

			Adam’s throat went tight. She would die if that arrow stayed inside her. And she couldn’t get it out herself. She had saved his life—but she needed help, even more than he did.

			Lightning flashed again. Thunder broke above the ruined building. The animal turned to face Adam. She stood very, very still, and looked him straight in the eye.

			Every hair on his head prickled. But she didn’t move a muscle. Didn’t even twitch her tail. She just kept looking at him, impossibly sharp focus in those golden eyes.

			Slowly, as if in a dream, he held out a hand towards her.

			Still she didn’t move.

			He reached closer. And closer. He could see now that the arrowhead was broad and barbed. It would never go back through. He had to pull it out instead.

			Adam’s mouth was dry as dust as he touched the arrow’s shaft. The animal held herself absolutely still as he snapped off the shaft, below the wound, and began to pull very carefully at the arrowhead, drawing it inch by inch from her flesh and fur—

			—and still there was more, but he just kept pulling, and pulling—until finally, it came all the way out.

			The animal sighed a huge sigh of relief. She slumped to the ground, and began to lick her shoulder, licking and licking with her tongue, trying to stop the bleeding as the rain streamed down outside.

			Adam slumped down beside her. His knees felt weak as water. But somehow, he had done it. He had got the arrow out.

			“I think you’re going to be all right,” he said, to himself as much as to her.

			And that was when she spoke, in a voice as clear and close as his own heart, thumping in his throat.

			“I thank you,” she said. “I thank you, O Guardian, for your help.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 
Three

			Adam stared at the animal who lay before him in the ruined building. In the whole world now, there was nothing but him and this impossible animal. The animal who had just spoken.

			Was he dreaming? He reached out to touch her again. Felt her fur beneath his fingers. Massive muscles underneath. He could feel the beating of her heart. And as that sweet, high, honeysuckle scent filled his mind, he realized the scent was hers. He’d never had a dream so vivid he could smell it, or hold it in his hands.
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			“What’s your name?” he whispered.

			“I have been known by many names,” she said. “But you may call me…Tyger.”

			Adam’s scalp tingled as he heard that voice again. It made him feel strange and shy.

			“Tyger?” he said. “But—tygers are extinct. They were all hunted down, a long time ago.”

			The tyger stared at him with eyes like golden fire.

			“Tell me,” she said, after a while. “Why are you here?”

			“I was hiding from that robber,” said Adam. “No one else would help me, because I’m a foreigner…” He cleared his throat. “But what about you, Tyger? Why are you here, and not locked up in a cage somewhere? Did you escape?”

			The tyger blinked. Her tail thumped behind her. Her whiskers probed the air.

			“What sort of world is this?” she said. “And what sort of Guardian are you?”

			“What sort of what?” said Adam, confused.

			The tyger turned to gaze up at a window. He followed her gaze. The glass was long gone. Creeping vines had grown all over it, but in the gaps, he could glimpse fragments of the sky.

			“I see,” said the tyger at last. “You are not a Guardian, are you? I felt sure they had arrived.” She glanced back at the crumbling doorway, and the thick white webs that ran across it. “In all the time I have been hiding here,” she said, “you are the first to find me. But my enemy’s agents are forever on my trail. Please, tell no one I am here.”

			Adam felt dizzy. He didn’t understand everything the tyger was saying. But he did understand she had risked herself to save his life.

			“I won’t tell anyone,” he said. “I promise.”

			The tyger settled down on her paws. Her tail curled around her, and she began to lick her wound again in silence. Adam watched, mesmerized by the patterns of her stripes. They were perfectly symmetrical, rippling down both sides of her body like currents flowing down a stream.

			His mind was full of questions. But it was clear that the tyger didn’t want to talk anymore. So he tried to imagine her story for himself: where she’d really come from, who her enemies were, and who these Guardians might be.

			His head swam. He felt out of his depth. The only thing he knew for sure was that he wanted her to survive. He wanted to keep her secret, keep her safe, at least until her Guardians arrived.

			They sat there quietly together, the two of them, as the rain came down outside the ruin. Gradually, the storm passed. The thunder and lightning moved on, and there was just a steady stream of raindrops on the roof.

			The tyger’s eyes closed. Her breathing deepened, as if she was falling asleep. Adam stood up slowly—but at once, her ears went sharp, and her eyes flicked open again.

			“I must recover my strength,” she said. “But if you wish…you may return here. And perhaps you might help me once more.”

			“I will!” said Adam. “I’ll come back as soon as I can, and make sure you’re all right. Can I bring you anything? Some food, or water? Or maybe something for that wound?”

			The tyger shook her head, and yawned a massive yawn. “Just a spark,” he thought she said, but already her eyes were closing. She was fast asleep in moments, and a deep, deep silence descended on the ruin.

			Adam watched her for a while.

			For the first time in a long time, he smiled.

			Then he picked up his delivery bag, and went back into the world, alone.
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			Chapter 
Four

			Adam walked out onto Tottenham Court Road. It was a shock. Inside the ruined building, it felt like time had stopped. Outside, the modern world rushed by, harsh and loud and brutal. Already, he could smell the city’s smoke and grime, so different to the sweet, high scent of the tyger.

			He put his head down and made himself get back to work. At once, he felt people’s eyes on his skin again. But the memory of the tyger was burning bright inside him. He felt warmer when he thought about her. The rain lashing down on him didn’t seem so hard.

			He raced through the streets, delivering his parcels, collecting the customers’ payments. The last delivery of the day was to a place on the New Road. Only the richest people lived here, in great white mansions set back behind black iron railings. At the end of the road, by the biggest mansion of all, he saw the signs he was looking for, hanging from the railings:

			
				Maldehyde’s Menagerie

				London’s finest collection of animals!
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			The menagerie had three gates. Adam had to go the long way round: past the first-class entrance, which was for lords and ladies; past the one for commoners; and finally to the gate for foreigners, at the back. There was a queue outside. Most were tourists from other parts of the Empire, on their Midwinter holidays. They were smiling and laughing under their umbrellas, excited to see the animals.

			A gust of wind cut through Adam’s coat. He shivered as he sloshed past the people, through the puddles, up to the guards at the gate.

			“Delivery from Alhambra & Company, sir,” he said, as he showed a guard his papers.

			“Alhamper?” said the guard. Adam gritted his teeth. His name brought him nothing but trouble. “Oh, I see,” the guard went on, as he took down Adam’s details. “It’s Aaaal-Haaaam-Braaaa!” he said, dragging out each syllable painfully. “And your Christian name is Adam?”

			Adam looked away, avoiding his gaze, but there was no way he could avoid the question. “I’m not Christian, sir,” he said. “I’m Muslim, like my family. But my first name is Adam.”

			“Oh,” said the guard. “Well. You speak good English, for a foreigner.” He opened the gate. “Go through to that mansion at the end.”

			Adam took a deep breath, and went into the grounds, past the colorful signs:

			
				Sir Mortimer Maldehyde welcomes you to his famous menagerie!

				Our animals are very rare, and kept here for their own protection.

				Do not feed them!

			

			Adam felt colder and colder as he walked through rows of covered cages. Inside them were creatures from every corner of the British Empire: from Africa, India, and the Middle East. Even the American Colonies.

			There were no tygers, of course. But there was a bear, which was being fed by its keepers as spectators watched in awe. There were monkeys doing tricks: jumping up onto each other’s shoulders, then tumbling down as the people laughed. And there was an elephant on a chain, giving rides to children. It was being guided by some men in turbans who were trying to keep their heads down, just as Adam was.

			Before he’d met the tyger, he might have been thrilled by this menagerie. But now he couldn’t help imagining her in one of those cages, and shuddering at the thought.

			He approached the mansion at the end of the grounds. It was the grandest building he’d ever been to, with tall stone columns and intimidating double doors. His hands shook as he reached up to ring the bell.

			After a moment, a dark-skinned slave in a butler’s uniform opened the doors, and bowed silently. Adam bowed silently back, and gave him the parcel. As the slave handed over the payment, Adam couldn’t resist peering over his shoulder, through the doors and into the mansion, where only lords and ladies were allowed.

			And just for a moment, he glimpsed cage after cage after cage in there, though he couldn’t tell what was inside them. Then the slave closed the doors and Adam walked away, his head down again, and silent as always. All he wanted now was to get out of this home.

			sniff sniff sniff sniff

			Very carefully, he put his head up to see two bloodhounds by the gate. They were sniffing at everyone who went through, as if searching
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