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CHAPTER ONE

SURGERY MOST FOUL
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Listen: Rain is falling, and what a rain! A billion beads of cold sky slant down through the night, turning the damp earth to mud, and the mud to pools, and the pools to streams that feed the underground river that flows beneath the cobbled streets of Larde. As lightning fills the sky the raindrops pause for a heartbeat, and are released again into the darkness. They roar on the roof tiles and stream from the gutters; they rattle on the dancing leaves and spatter on the pavements, and the people of Larde burrow deeper into their beds with a grateful shiver.

In the dormitories of Partridge Manor, on the edge of town, sleepless children count down the storm’s approach; one second less for every mile closer. Lightning floods the rooms and they count: one . . . two . . . three . . . . Then thunder crashes and rolls through the night, making the windows rattle and the smaller orphans shriek. It’s getting nearer.

Miles Wednesday, floating somewhere between wakefulness and sleep, dreams of a tiger who stands below his window and roars in anger, making small birds burst from the treetops and beetles cower in the grass. The tiger’s roar shakes the clouds loose and they begin to tumble earthward like boulders. Miles wakes from his dream with a start. The room is lit by a blinding flash and thunder fills the air. He looks across to see if Little is awake. Her bed is empty, the covers thrown back, and she is nowhere to be seen. Miles slides his feet into his slippers and pulls on his old overcoat, a knot forming in his stomach.

He moves to the window and presses his nose to the cold glass, cupping his hands on either side of his face. He can just make out the tree house perched between the twin trunks of the great beech tree in the garden, a dark jumble in the downpour. Smoke rises from the tree house roof like a pale ghost. As his eyes get used to the darkness he can see torn branches hanging from the tree. He catches sight of a light blur beneath the tree house, and as it starts to climb the rope ladder he realizes with a shock that it is Little.

“What on earth is she doing?” he says to Tangerine. The orange-gray stuffed bear doesn’t answer. He lies curled up in the pocket of Miles’s overcoat, pretending to be asleep. For a moment Miles is tempted to climb back into his bed and do the same, but he can hardly leave Little alone in a smoldering tree house in the middle of a thunderstorm. He shivers as he turns to leave the dormitory. At the door he pauses. It’s cold outside and he knows that in a moment he’ll be soaked to the skin. He slips back across the room, lifts Tangerine gently from his pocket and tucks him under the bedcovers.

“You stay right there until I get back,” he says.

 

Miles Wednesday, squelch-slippered and rain-frozen, ran through the muddy garden, leaping over the deeper puddles, though he was already as wet as it was possible to be. The rain hammered on the top of his head and ran down his neck, plastering his pajamas to his skin. He reached the shelter of the tree house and stood there panting. From the square hole above him a yellow light flickered, and he could just make out the sound of voices through the roar of the rain. He grasped the ladder, pushed his dripping hair out of his eyes and began to climb.

The inside of the tree house was dimly lit by a couple of candles, if the mounds of knobbly wax that grew on Lady Partridge’s shelves could be described as candles. Their ragged flames danced in the drafts, making shadows leap among the jumble of bric-a-brac that spilled from shelves and washed up in every corner of the room. Little was sitting on the hammock that was strung between the twin beech trunks in the center of the tree house. Her arms were crossed and she wore a stubborn frown that Miles knew well. The frown was directed at a tall, slim boy who stood facing her, with his back to Miles. The boy was speaking in low, urgent tones, and though his voice was quiet it cut like glass through the din of the storm.

“That’s his problem. He’s already marked, but there still may be a chance for you. I’ve told the Council that you lost your wings trying to retrieve—” The boy stopped in midsentence and turned, following Little’s gaze, to see Miles’s head poking up through the square hole in the floor. His dark eyes narrowed, and Miles recognized him at once. It was Silverpoint, the Storm Angel whom Little had been following when first she fell from the sky, a winged boy one thousand years old who could command lightning with a flick of his wrist and herd thunder like cattle. He seemed to be having a little more trouble controlling the anger on his face, but he managed a thin smile.

“Hello, Miles,” he said.

Miles climbed the last few rungs and stood dripping on the rug that covered the creaky floorboards. “Hello, Silverpoint,” he said, and turned to Little. “Is everything okay?” he asked her, glancing up at the smoldering roof. Smoke was gathering under the ceiling, and a glowing ember fell as he watched, landing on Silverpoint’s shoulder. The Storm Angel brushed it away without seeming to notice.

“Silverpoint has brought some news,” said Little. The frown had not left her face.

“It doesn’t concern him,” said Silverpoint, turning back to Little as though he expected Miles to melt back into the puddle that was forming at his feet.

“If it concerns me, it concerns Miles too,” said Little.

“Maybe we should go inside,” interrupted Miles. “It’s dry in there, and the roof isn’t on fire. We should also call the fire brigade before this has a chance to catch properly.”


Silverpoint spun back to face him, and the air around him crackled briefly with a blue haze. “Forget the shack!” he barked. “There are urgent matters to be discussed, and time is fast running out. You can stay or go as you please. I don’t have the time to argue.”

Miles opened his mouth to reply, but caught sight of the anxious look on Little’s face and closed it again. “Tell Miles what you told me,” she said, pushing a lock of her white-blond hair behind her ear.

“He wouldn’t understand,” said Silverpoint. “What does he know of the Realm?”

“I know what Little has told me,” said Miles.

“There’s no time to explain in detail,” said Silverpoint. “The Sleep Angels have passed a condemnation on you for using a Tiger’s Egg. Your life is forfeit, but I may be able to save Little if I can convince the Council that she was only trying to retrieve the tiger’s soul for them.”

“My life is forfeit?” echoed Miles. He was tempted to laugh. It seemed like a bizarre joke to be condemned to death in his absence for something he had been unaware of until mere weeks before, but still it made his stomach tighten.

“I don’t want to be saved,” said Little, “not on my own. Miles and I stay together, whatever happens.”


Silverpoint threw his arms out in exasperation. “You have no obligation to him,” he said. “You have already repaid your debt three times over.”

“Miles is my friend,” said Little.

“Your friend,” repeated Silverpoint, as though he were trying an unfamiliar taste. He looked again at Miles, his eyes like ink spots in his pale, narrow face, before turning back to Little. “You’ve lived here too long,” he said. “I should have tried to bring you back with me.”

“You couldn’t have,” said Little. “I gave up my wings to save Miles.”

“If the tiger’s soul is surrendered I may be able to persuade them to allow you back,” said Silverpoint. “I need the Egg,” he said to Miles. He held out his hand. His fingers were long and pale. “You must give it to me if you want Little to live.”

Little jumped down from the hammock. “He doesn’t even know what it is,” she said before Miles could speak.

Miles shook his head. He knew, of course, what the Tiger’s Egg was. The small stone, no bigger than an olive but containing the trapped soul of a tiger, had been stitched into the sawdust-filled head of his stuffed bear, Tangerine, when Miles was only days old, and there it had remained hidden for twelve years. He suddenly felt anxious for Tangerine, whom he had left tucked up in his bed. “I have to go and tell Lady Partridge about the fire,” he said, though the rain had gotten the upper hand and the tree house roof was giving off little more than a loud hiss and a lot of steam.

“I’ll be right here,” said Little.

Miles turned and half climbed, half slithered down the rope ladder. The rain twisted with the wind, and thunder rolled continuously as he ran, bent forward against the storm, toward the house. As he turned the corner he collided with something soft and soggy, and both boy and obstacle fell backward into the sodden grass.

“Oof!” said the obstacle, which was large and round and wrapped in silk. Miles scrambled to his feet, and the obstacle did the same, just as they were both lit by a dazzling flash of lightning.

“Doctor Tau-Tau!” gasped Miles, winded and surprised. “I thought you’d been deported!”

“Deported?” shouted the plump fortune-teller over the hissing rain. “Nonsense, boy. I . . . I resumed my travels. But I had to come back to . . .” He straightened his battered fez and stared wildly over Miles’s head. “To report a fire! The tree house . . .” He pointed at the smoldering tree house roof.

“But that’s only just started,” shouted Miles. There was something in Doctor Tau-Tau’s look that was even shiftier than usual.

“Second sight, my boy,” replied the fortune-teller. “I can predict . . .” He hesitated for a moment, and as lightning flashed again he smiled nervously at Miles, fidgeting in the pocket of his silk dressing gown. “We had some adventures, you and I,” he said suddenly.

Miles stared at him in puzzlement. It was such an odd thing for Tau-Tau to say in the heart of a thunderstorm, his white hair pasted to his forehead and rainwater streaming from the end of his nose. Doctor Tau-Tau stepped forward suddenly and grabbed Miles’s hand, pressing a couple of coins into his palm and closing his fingers over them. “Buy something nice, eh?” he shouted. He took a couple of paces backward, a smile still stretched across his face; then he turned and hurried toward the gravel driveway and was swallowed by the darkness.

Miles made his way quickly to the back door of the mansion. The coins felt gritty in his hand. He frowned as he let himself in, dripping, and as he squelched through the kitchen he thought he heard the sound of a motor starting over the roar of the rain. The feeling of unease was spreading up from his stomach, and he began to shiver uncontrollably as he took the broad stairs two at a time. By the time he reached his room, unease had turned to dread. The door stood open and the covers had been dragged off his bed. Something lifeless huddled in the center of the bedsheet. Miles approached the bed slowly, his teeth chattering like castanets. It was Tangerine, and it was not Tangerine. The bear lay in a small pile of stuffing and sawdust, his head almost completely removed from his limp body.

Miles sat down heavily on the edge of the bed, the blood draining from his face. He knew that he had to think of something quickly. He shook his pillow out of its pillowcase and gathered up the remains of Tangerine gently, trying not to miss any of the stuffing. The bear’s head felt lighter than usual, but it did not register with Miles. He felt numb, and for a moment he forgot all about Little and Silverpoint. “I’ll fix you back up,” he said to Tangerine. He placed the bear carefully into the pillowcase and tied it loosely. His damp fingers felt gritty from the sawdust, like the coins that Doctor Tau-Tau had given him, and all at once the fortune-teller’s guilty smile swam before his eyes. He stopped dead for a moment, and his heart pumped freezing air. The Tiger’s Egg . . . Tau-Tau had taken it! He had torn open the sleeping bear and plucked out the little stone, and Miles had let him go. His stomach lurched and the room seemed to tilt. He took a deep breath to steady himself, and rose from the bed on shaky legs.

As he turned to go he spotted his mother’s diary, which he kept under his pillow. He had been studying the diary in the hope that it would be the key to the secrets of the Tiger’s Egg. The hope drained from him as he remembered what he had read before falling asleep that night, but he picked up the diary nonetheless and slipped it into his pocket along with the dismembered bear in the knotted pillowcase. He stumbled out through the open door, and in the darkened landing he almost ran into a small girl who was hurrying, wide-eyed, in the direction of Lady Partridge’s room.

“Jessica,” said Miles, “tell Lady Partridge the tree house is on fire.”

Jessica Tuesday’s eyes opened even wider, and she nodded mutely.

“And tell her,” called Miles as he slid down the curving banister, “that I’ve had to go out for a while, but I’m okay.” He flew off the end of the banister and ran through the darkened kitchen. Outside, the night flung freezing rain in his face as he rounded the house and headed for the driveway down which the thieving fortune-teller had disappeared. He stopped for a moment and squinted into the darkness, remembering the engine he had heard starting up minutes before. “Think,” he said aloud. “How are you going to catch him on foot?”

He thought of the tiger, and how the powerful beast had carried himself and Little on his back through field and forest, never seeming to tire. He reached into his pocket and grasped the limp shape of Tangerine inside his pillowcase ambulance, and he closed his eyes. With a great effort he slowed his breathing and listened for the tiger’s rumbling voice in the roar of the surrounding rain. He flared his nostrils to let in the odor of damp earth, willing it to turn into the musty smell that had risen from the tiger’s pelt as they ran through the rain-drenched vineyards on the way to the Palace of Laughter. He opened his eyes and saw the tiger’s stripes appear through the slanting rain, and despite the cold and the awful sense of dread he felt a wave of relief sweep through him. He would have to leave Little behind in the tree house. He could not risk Silverpoint seeing the tiger; nor could he—

The tiger loomed before him suddenly. He looked somehow larger than ever. He stood with his black lips curled back from his teeth, and his eyes burned with a cold fire. For a moment Miles was struck with the horrible feeling that the wrong tiger had somehow appeared. He waited a moment in silence, but for once the tiger said nothing.

“Hello,” said Miles uncertainly. He raised his voice to be heard over the sound of the storm. “I . . . I need your help.”

The tiger opened his mouth and roared, and if you have ever stood two paces from a furious tiger in a midnight rainstorm you will appreciate just how terrifying an experience it was. The raindrops scattered before the force of the tiger’s roar, which almost knocked Miles off his feet. He shook his head to try to clear the sound from his ears, and the tiger took a step closer. “Who are you to call on me, a king among kings?” demanded the tiger in a deep rumble. “Do you think I’ll be at your beck and call like a beaten donkey every time you lose a toy or miss a train? I’d snap your neck and swallow you whole, boy, if I could be bothered to spit out the boots.”

Miles stared at the tiger in astonishment. He was shaking as much with fear as with the cold. Somewhere at the back of his mind it occurred to him that he was not wearing boots, but he did not think it was a good time to point this out. “I only . . .,” he began, but he got no further. The tiger reached out almost casually, like a cat playing with a small bird, and dealt Miles a blow with his mighty paw that sent him sprawling sideways into the freezing mud. Before Miles could regain his wind, the tiger pounced forward and planted a forepaw on his chest. The weight made stars swim in front of Miles’s eyes, and the tiger’s face appeared in the middle of the swirling pattern, his yellow teeth bared in menace.

“If you wanted a pet,” said the tiger, his hot breath smelling of blood and meat, “you should have gone for a goldfish.”

Miles could not take a breath to speak, even if he could have thought of something to say. His head swam, but he held the tiger’s eye in the hope that it would somehow save him from being eaten. Just as he thought he would faint from the crushing weight on his rib cage he saw the tiger’s ears swivel and felt the pressure ease. The tiger stood upright, and with another earsplitting roar he wheeled suddenly—as though he had just remembered something more urgent than snapping Miles’s neck—and disappeared into the night.








CHAPTER TWO

BORROWED WINGS
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Miles Wednesday, storm-soaked and tiger-winded, lay on his back in the pelting rain, gasping for breath. He had the dizzying sensation that he was looking down at himself from somewhere above the treetops, a bedraggled boy sprawled in the mud in an outsize overcoat. In his pocket lay the cruelly plundered Tangerine, the fragile life that Little had breathed into him dispersed like smoke on the breeze. The Tiger’s Egg was gone, taking with it the friendship and trust that Miles had built up with the tiger. He was wet and cold, alone, except for . . . 


Little’s pale face swam into view, and all at once Miles was back inside his own body. His head sang from the tiger’s blow, and he could feel something warm and sticky on his neck. He struggled to sit up, his hands slithering in the cold mud.

“What happened?” said Little, a worried frown on her pale features. “Your face is bleeding!” She reached out to wipe his cheek with her sleeve, and Miles flinched. The whole side of his face was burning, and he realized that the sticky feeling on his neck must be his own blood.

“The tiger!” gasped Miles. “The Tiger’s Egg . . .” He caught sight of Silverpoint standing over Little’s shoulder, and stopped uncertainly.

“It’s all right,” said Little. “You can speak.”

“Doctor Tau-Tau has stolen the Tiger’s Egg,” said Miles, clambering to his feet. “He took it from . . . from its hiding place.”

“Doctor Tau-Tau?” echoed Little. “But I thought—”

“He came back,” said Miles. “He must have figured out where the Egg was.”

“Did Tau-Tau do that to you?” asked Little, her eyes widening.

Miles shook his head. “It was the tiger,” he said reluctantly. “It probably wasn’t a good time to call on him, but I didn’t think of that until too late.” He fought back the hollow feeling that threatened to overtake him.

“That will teach you to meddle with trapped souls,” said Silverpoint.

Little rounded on the Storm Angel, and if she had been capable of producing lightning he would undoubtedly have said good-bye to his eyebrows at that moment.

“Silverpoint,” she snapped, “don’t be such a pain!”

Silverpoint raised his eyebrows (he still had them to raise) and looked at Miles, and for the first time Miles saw his ice-cool expression seem to melt a little.

“Which way did the thief go?” asked Silverpoint.

Miles pointed along the darkened driveway. “He went that way, but he had a car or a van—I heard it start up. We’ll never catch him on foot.”

Little and Silverpoint exchanged glances, and he gave a little smile. She turned back to Miles. “Are your trousers tied tightly?” she asked.

Miles gave her a puzzled look. He checked the cord that held up his pajama trousers, and nodded.

“Good,” said Little, and at the same moment Miles felt something grasp his coat between his shoulder blades. There was a loud Whump!, and he was twenty feet from the ground in an instant, rising rapidly into the heart of the storm with Little by his side. His overcoat held him by the armpits, and his stomach had been left somewhere far below. He looked down in astonishment and saw that they were already above the treetops, and when he twisted his head he could see Silverpoint above and between them, his eyes fixed on the night sky and his mouth a thin line across his pale face. The Storm Angel gripped them, one in either hand, and with every beat of his powerful wings he lifted them higher. Lightning struck away to their left, and Miles saw Little’s face lit with the pure joy of flight, even though on borrowed wings. Her delight was so infectious that he laughed giddily and almost forgot his fear. Almost.

They had stopped rising now and were traveling at speed over stubbled fields, rain flying at them like a silver tunnel. They cut across the loops of the road until far below Miles could see yellow headlights careering through the darkness. Silverpoint swooped a little lower and began to follow their winding path. A car approached in the opposite direction, and in its headlights Miles could see more clearly the outline of the vehicle they were pursuing, a battered circus van decorated with a laughing clown’s head and the words THE PALACE OF LAUGHTER.

“I don’t think he’s alone,” shouted Miles. The wind whipped into his open mouth and left him gasping for breath.

Little shook her head. “It’s Cortado,” she said. “It must be.”

Miles nodded. He did not want to risk opening his mouth again. He thought of the malignant little ringmaster of the Palace of Laughter, who had been locked away in Saint Bonifacio’s Hospital for the Unhinged after Miles and Little had put an end to his sinister scheme, only to escape the hospital more twisted and dangerous than before. It would not surprise Miles to find that the Great Cortado himself was the driver of the van. As devious as Doctor Tau-Tau could be, Miles could not imagine him having the sheer audacity to enter Partridge Manor and steal the Tiger’s Egg from inside the bear’s head without orders from someone else. He tried to button his overcoat at the neck with frozen fingers, feeling for the lump in his pocket to reassure himself that Tangerine was still there.

 


The driving rain stung Miles’s face, but after a while the stinging faded into a kind of hot numbness. The steady beat of Silverpoint’s wings gave a reassuring rhythm to their flight. The Storm Angel’s grip had not slackened in the slightest, and Miles noticed that he was swooping and jinking as he flew. His face gave nothing away, but Little was laughing and whooping with delight with every curve of their flight. As his fear of falling began to melt away Miles felt the thrill of flying radiating from his stomach like a warm glow. Faint memories of many flying dreams rose in the back of his mind, as though they had all been foretastes of this moment. A grin spread across his face and he turned to look at Little.

At that moment he was blinded by an intense flash that seemed to come straight from Silverpoint’s mouth. When his vision cleared he saw a streak of blue lightning arrowing toward the van below them. His hair stood out from his head and crackled with electricity. The lightning bolt sped toward the van, and a tree burst into flames by the side of the road. The van swerved dangerously before righting itself.

“What happens if you hit them?” Miles yelled. The wind filled his mouth again, and he tucked his head down to take a breath before continuing. “You might destroy the Egg.”

“I’m aiming for the tires,” said Silverpoint. “The Tiger’s Egg must be returned intact, and in any case I can’t risk killing the occupants. It’s not permitted for a Storm Angel to release a soul to the wind. That’s the job of the Sleep Angels.”

There was another blinding flash, but this time it did not come from Silverpoint. A twisted rope of pure light split the darkness before them, and Silverpoint swerved suddenly to avoid it. Miles felt a tingle all down one side, and a blast of heat, as though they were flying past a furnace. Another bolt of lightning followed the first and Silverpoint dived steeply to the right, his exuberant dodging becoming a grim maneuver to avoid being burned to a crisp. Thunder blasted through the sky and Miles could feel it vibrating in his chest.

“Who knows you’re here?” shouted Little as the rumble subsided.

Silverpoint looked paler than usual, if that were possible. “Nobody except Rumblejack,” he said.

“Maybe he told someone,” said Little.

Silverpoint shook his head, veering to the left to avoid another streak of lightning. His face was strained with concentration, and for some time he said no more as he swooped and tacked through a buzzing, crackling thicket of lightning. Miles tried to keep sight of the van’s headlights below them, as much to distract himself from the prospect of being torched in midair as anything else. Sometimes he lost sight of them for a while, but Silverpoint seemed to have an uncanny ability to navigate their course even while performing acrobatics that would put a swift to shame.

The lightning eased off after a while. Whether Silverpoint had succeeded in outrunning it or the Storm Angel who created it had changed his mind, it was impossible to tell. The air grew colder and they left the rain behind as they rose to cross the mountains. Miles could no longer see the van in the darkness.

“I think we’ve lost them,” he said.

“No, we haven’t,” said Silverpoint. “Look, the trail is still there.” He pointed straight downward with his chin, but Miles could see nothing.

“What am I looking for?” he asked.

“The vehicle uses tiny sparks of trapped lightning,” said Silverpoint. “That faint silvery line shows the path it took. It will be hours before it fades completely.”

“He can’t see it,” said Little.

“Can you?” asked Miles.


“I can’t see the trail,” said Little, “but the pattern it makes in the One Song remains for a while also, and I can hear that.”

Miles tried to picture what the world might look like to a native of the Realm. He felt distinctly lacking in skills and abilities, and he wondered if Little’s own powers would fade in time, like the subtle whispers that the van left in its wake.

They passed over a jagged mountain ridge and Silverpoint swooped downward as quickly as the slope would allow, in search—Miles hoped—of warmer air. Miles caught a glimpse of a circular lake reflecting the pinkish glow that was spreading from the far horizon, and recognized it at once.

“Look!” he called to Little. “There’s the lake where we stopped with . . . with the tiger on the way to the Palace of Laughter.”

“Do you think that’s where they’re headed?” asked Little.

“I hope not, softwing,” said Silverpoint. “I could carry you all day and night, but your friend is starting to feel like a sack of rocks. I may need to rest soon.”

“I can see the van up ahead,” interrupted Miles. His own limbs were aching, even though he was doing none of the flying, and he shared Silverpoint’s hope that the van would not be traveling much farther. “Couldn’t you get ahead of it and let us down in the road?”

Silverpoint laughed. “I could,” he said, “but remember the Great Cortado may be driving. Do you really think he’d hesitate about running you over?”

“Maybe you’d better try hitting the tires again,” said Miles.

“I can’t risk that,” said Silverpoint. “We’re no longer in a storm, in case you hadn’t noticed, and shooting lightning out of a clear sky would draw a little too much attention. As it is we’re going to have to land before it gets light enough for us to be spotted.”

“Isn’t it more important to retrieve the Tiger’s Egg?” asked Miles.

“Of course it’s important, but the code of the Realm prohibits me from flying around like a lovesick jaybird for everyone to see.”

Little laughed. “You really need to lighten up, Silverpoint!” she said.

Silverpoint did not smile back, and Miles felt an unpleasant tingle run through him where he was encircled by the Storm Angel’s wiry arm. “Don’t preach to me, softwing,” he snapped. “There would only be chaos if we all broke every rule we were taught and abandoned our place in the Realm.”

“Maybe the Code of the Realm can’t teach us every song that’s worth singing,” retorted Little.

Silverpoint opened his mouth to speak, but Miles interrupted him.

“That’s Cnoc!” he said. “The van is driving into the village. It looks like it’s heading for Baltinglass of Araby’s place!”

“Are you sure?” said Little. “What would they want with Baltinglass?”

“No idea,” said Miles, “but they’re stopping outside his house. I can see the orchard at the back.”

Silverpoint began to spiral downward in broad circles over the village that clustered on the crown of the hill. Two tiny figures stepped from the van and disappeared into the front porch of Baltinglass’s house.

“They’re at the front door,” said Miles, twisting around to look at Silverpoint. “You need to let us down.”

“We’re already descending,” said Silverpoint calmly.


“Not quickly enough!” said Miles. Anxiety clutched at his stomach.

Silverpoint looked at him with his impenetrable black eyes. “You’re right,” he said. And he let Miles go.








CHAPTER THREE

WILDLIFE AND VERMIN
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Miles Wednesday, frozen, frightened and free-falling, plummeted earthward through the spreading dawn. After the heart-stopping moment when Silverpoint released his grip, an unexpected calm came over him, and he found himself thinking, “This the end of me, then. I shouldn’t have opened my big mouth.” Little’s laughter echoed through his head from somewhere near his left shoulder. Baltinglass’s orchard was coming up fast, and the fear suddenly rushed back into him like an electric shock. He closed his eyes tight, but just as he expected to hit the ground he heard the now-familiar whump of Silverpoint’s wings. The Storm Angel’s wiry arm grabbed him about the waist and he felt himself righted as they pulled out of their dive, his stomach left behind once more. With his eyes still tightly shut he was landed as softly as thistledown. His knees buckled under him and he sat down with a bump.

Miles opened his eyes to find Little sitting beside him in the long grass of Baltinglass of Araby’s orchard, laughing like wind chimes in a spring breeze. Silverpoint stood over them, his arms folded. “Now who are you calling a pain?” He grinned.

“Again!” said Little through tears of laughter. “Let’s do that again!”

Miles opened his mouth to protest, but he was interrupted by a crash from inside the house. Little’s laughter ceased abruptly, and Silverpoint’s wings folded themselves away as he glanced sharply in the direction of the sound. He put a finger to his lips. Miles and Little got quickly to their feet, and all three crept up onto the patio and peered into the gloom of Baltinglass’s cluttered living room. Baltinglass of Araby was tied to a chair, his mouth gagged and shards of china at his feet. He was struggling to free himself, and the gag did little to dim the sound of his muffled shouts. Doctor Tau-Tau stood over him, his arms folded and his habitual red fez perched on top of his fluffy white hair like a beach hut on a cloud. In the corner of the room with his back to the window stood the Great Cortado himself, rummaging through the drawers of a large plan chest and tossing rolled and folded papers in all directions.

Miles looked about him for something that would serve as a weapon. A rake stood against the wall, and he grasped the handle. The wood was old and bleached and the iron teeth rusty. It would not provide much protection against the frightening array of knives and swords that hung within easy reach of the Great Cortado, but it was all there was at hand. His heart thumped. He took a deep breath and pushed open the French windows. The Great Cortado whipped around in surprise, clutching a roll of yellowed paper. There was a patch over his right eye. Below it his cheek was pulled and puckered like a miniature mountain range where the wound that the tiger had given him had healed badly, unstitched and unattended.

“Tau-Tau,” said Cortado in an icy voice, “why is this . . . boy . . . still alive?”

Tau-Tau flinched visibly and shuffled his feet. “I . . . er . . .,” he mumbled.

The Great Cortado fixed his humorless smile on Miles and took a cigar from his breast pocket. “I’m glad to see you’ve added Spark Boy to your entourage of freaks,” he said. “I seem to have come out without my lighter.” He placed the cigar between his lips and giggled.

“I want back what you stole from me,” said Miles.

The Great Cortado reached up and grabbed a straight-bladed dagger from its place on the wall. “You’re not in a position to make demands,” he said. “You know I can pin you like a moth from here.”

“Go ahead,” said Miles, more boldly than he felt. He held the stare of the Great Cortado’s remaining eye, which fixed him like a rivet from his ruined face, making Miles feel as though he would be safer in a snake pit. He forced himself not to blink, and wisely so. The ringmaster made as if to turn away, but a sudden deft flick of his wrist sent Baltinglass’s dagger spinning through the air. Miles, whose circus training had prepared him well for just such a situation, deflected the blade with a sweep of the rake, and at the same time a bolt of lightning crackled from behind his left shoulder and hit the Great Cortado in the chest, knocking him back against the map chest. The hilt of the deflected knife struck Doctor Tau-Tau squarely in the eye.


Tau-Tau yelped like a small dog and slapped a pudgy hand to his face. The Great Cortado pulled himself upright, smoke curling from a blackened patch on his shirt. His face turned a dangerous white and he unhooked another blade from the wall. It was no dagger this time, but a Hungarian saber with a long, curved blade. Little squatted behind Baltinglass’s chair, working at the knots that bound him with quick fingers, and Silverpoint advanced toward Doctor Tau-Tau, who backed away into the corner, still covering his smarting eye.

“Now, then,” the fortune-teller quavered, “there’s no need for a fracas, young man. A fracas would be unnecessary. I’m a highly respected clairvoyant and a healer of note. I might even be able to do something for your unfortunate static problem.”

“Tau-Tau, you mollusk,” said the Great Cortado between clenched teeth, “make yourself useful and call up security.” He tested the sword edge with his thumb. “This will do,” he said, smiling coldly at Miles. Miles held the rake tightly, as though his grip alone might turn it into a sword.

Doctor Tau-Tau fumbled in his pocket and began to mutter an incantation.

“Um . . . Nature red in tooth and claw . . . er . . . in the forests of the night . . . regit eeht nommus I . . .”


There was a moment’s silence as all eyes turned to Doctor Tau-Tau. His florid face turned a deeper red. “Um . . . abracadabra?” he said hopefully. There was a mighty crash from the room above, and a disembodied roar shook the house. The Great Cortado flinched visibly, and Miles felt his own heart stop with a mixture of excitement and fear. There was a commotion of smashing glass and toppling furniture above their heads.

“It’s upstairs, you idiot,” said the Great Cortado without looking at Tau-Tau. “I thought you knew how to use that thing.” He tucked the roll of yellowed paper under his arm and stepped suddenly toward Miles, lifting the Hungarian saber high in the air. Miles raised the flimsy rake in response, but at that moment Baltinglass of Araby, freed by Little from his bonds, stuck out a gnarled leg and neatly tripped the Great Cortado. The saber slipped from the ringmaster’s hand as he stumbled, and Baltinglass caught it and leaped to his feet with the nimbleness of a far younger man.

“Cockroaches in my house!” roared the blind explorer, pulling the gag from his mouth. “I should have had the exterminators in.” The sword whooshed as he flourished it wildly, and had the Great Cortado still been standing he would have been sliced clean in half. Instead he crawled hastily toward the door, only to have his fingers trodden on by Doctor Tau-Tau, who had also decided on a hasty exit.

“Out of my way, fool!” hissed the Great Cortado, scrambling to his feet and dusting off his jacket in an attempt to recover his composure. The sound of splintering wood came from upstairs, and another earsplitting roar boomed through the house. The stairs creaked under a heavy weight. A look of panic flashed across the Great Cortado’s face as he elbowed Tau-Tau aside and wrenched open the door. “We’ve gotten what we came for,” he said, and turned to Miles with a sour grin. “I’ll leave you to play with your pussycat,” he said, and he disappeared into the gloomy hallway, followed quickly by Doctor Tau-Tau.

“Well, that’s gotten rid of the vermin, Master Miles,” shouted Baltinglass of Araby. “Now we just have to deal with the wildlife. Sounds like a male Bengal tiger, maybe five hundred pounds. Should make a fine rug, but we’ll need more than a pistol. I’ve got a twelve-bore shotgun in the pantry that I keep for shooting rats.”

“We’re not going to shoot the tiger,” said Miles.

“I thought you might say that,” said Baltinglass, his voice tinged with regret. “In which case we’d better batten down the hatches. That tiger’s not in a mood to parley.”

“I’ll speak to him,” said Miles. “We can’t let Cortado and Tau-Tau escape.”

“Miles,” said Little, “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

Miles looked at Silverpoint. “Couldn’t you stun him?” he asked. “I mean, without really hurting him?”

The Storm Angel folded his arms. His mouth became a thin slit.

“Silverpoint?” said Little.

“It’s not my place to interfere,” said Silverpoint haughtily. “The tiger would not be here at all if the Code had not been flouted.”

“I thought interfering was your specialty,” said Miles angrily. He threw the rake aside and marched through the door as a soft thump from the hallway signaled the tiger’s arrival at the bottom of the stairs.

“Take a sword, Master Miles,” Baltinglass called after him. “I once bit into a club sandwich with the cocktail stick still in it, and I can tell you I spat it out fast enough!”

The tiger waited in the gloom of the hallway, crouched low and ready to spring, his tail lashing the dusty air. Behind him the hall door swung slowly open in the morning breeze, letting in a strip of cold sunlight, and with it the sound of van doors slamming.

Miles faced the tiger, trying not to think of the outcome of their last meeting. “It’s me,” he said. His voice sounded thin.

“It’s meat,” rumbled the tiger mockingly.

“You know me,” said Miles. “I’m Miles—Barty Fumble’s son.”

“You’re a persistent irritation,” snarled the tiger. His eyes burned with amber fire, and there was a blackness at their center that Miles had never seen before, a nothingness that reminded him uncomfortably of the eyes of The Null. The tiger inched forward, and his great paws shuffled for position. His fur looked bedraggled and dirty.

“I won’t ask you for anything again,” said Miles. “Just let me past. I need to go after those two men.”

“The novelty has worn off your wild-goose chases, boy,” snarled the tiger, his tail flicking in anger.

Miles tested his own purchase on the floor. His only chance would be to leap aside if the tiger sprang. There was a rug under his feet, and it shifted slightly on the tiles. An idea began to take shape in the back of his mind. “This wild goose chase concerns you,” he said boldly. “Doctor Tau-Tau is the one who’s jerking your strings at the moment, and he’s doing it on the orders of the Great Cortado. Why else would you find yourself in an old man’s bedroom? Were you trying out his false teeth?”

With a roar the tiger leaped. Time slowed to a crawl. Miles saw his mighty claws outstretched and his eyes burning with rage. He saw the massive jaws open and felt in his chest the thunderous roar that swept like a wave toward him. He almost forgot to move, stepping aside only at the last moment. The tiger’s forepaws landed where the boy had stood an instant before, and the rug slipped beneath his weight. He slid along the hallway, scrabbling for purchase, and crashed headfirst into the stone wall, knocking himself out cold. Miles held his breath as a shower of old whitewash descended slowly and dusted the stunned tiger like a tiramisu.

“What the blazes is happening?” yelled Baltinglass, sticking his woolly-hatted head out of the living room door. “Are you still in one piece, Master Miles?”

“I’m fine,” said Miles, letting his breath out with a whoosh, “but I’m not sure about the tiger. I hope he’s not badly hurt.”


“Ha!” barked Baltinglass. “Just be thankful you’re not lunch. You’ve got nerves of tungsten, boy, to take on a tiger without a good rifle, and the wit of a magpie to survive it.”

Little stepped into the hall, a look of relief on her face, and bent over the tiger’s massive head. “He’ll be all right,” she said after a moment.

“Of course he will,” muttered Silverpoint. “You can’t kill a tiger when his soul is trapped in the pocket of some buffoon.”








CHAPTER FOUR

A TIGER-SHAPED HOLE

[image: image]



Baltinglass of Araby, ungagged and unshaven, cocked an ear and listened to the deep breathing of the tiger who lay stretched out in his hallway.

“Not exactly a rug in the classic sense,” he said, “but I suppose it’s the closest I’ll get.” He straightened up with a loud creaking sound. “No time to lose, then. We’ve got to get ourselves packed and provisioned before the rug wakes up.”

“Packed?” said Miles. “What do you mean?”

Baltinglass broke into a wrinkly grin and a glint appeared in his eyes, though they were as white as milk in a pail. “It’s time to saddle up and hit the trail, Master Miles. There are villains to pursue and valuables to retrieve, and I have one good journey left in me.”

“They’ve got a head start,” said Miles doubtfully. “How will we ever catch them?” He could not imagine Silverpoint trying to carry all three of them at once through daylit skies, and it was hardly likely that the blind explorer would have a vehicle stowed away in his garage.

“I have a vehicle stowed away in my garage,” said Baltinglass of Araby with a wink. “It’ll get us to Fuera in fine style.”

The mention of the bustling port made Miles’s heart leap with excitement. “How do you know they’re going to Fuera?” he asked.

“It was my map they stole, remember? Everyone knows that I have the finest collection of maps in the
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