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CHAPTER ONE

A BOY IN A BARREL
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On a blustery October night the Circus Oscuro came to town. It was clear from the start that this was no ordinary circus. It did not roll into town with fanfares and cartwheeling clowns. No one handed out flyers or announced the show through squawking loudspeakers. Instead, the circus came in the dead of night, when all the townspeople were asleep. Its wagons crept and rumbled down the winding road and across the old stone bridge while the town’s fat mayor, who normally had to give his permission before anyone could set up as much as a fruit stall, was snoring in his bed. The circus wagons turned in to the long field at the bottom of the hill that overlooked the town of Larde, and creaked to a halt in neat rows with barely a sound.

From the wagons and trucks a strange crew emerged into the moonlight—great muscled men with sun-darkened faces, a tattooed giantess with a booming voice who could lift three of the men at once, small wiry boys dragging coils of rope and buckets of sawdust. They began to set up their enormous tent there and then by the light of flickering lanterns, with the wind whipping at the stripy canvas and cracking the ropes across the men’s hairy arms. Their shouts and curses were snatched from their throats by the wind and flung up over the hill. Two elephants were led from one of the wagons and set to work, lifting wooden poles into place and pushing them upright with their stubbly foreheads. Acrobats ran up the swaying poles like monkeys, fixing ropes and leaping from point to point as though they were only inches from the ground, gripping lanterns in their strong teeth. A thin man on stilts 20 feet high checked blocks and pulleys and shouted orders to the men below. Slowly the huge tent rose from the grassy field like a great beast awakening, and still the townspeople slept, and the fat mayor’s snores ruffled his walrus mustache and rumbled through his wife’s dreams.

There was just one witness to the arrival of the circus. A small boy, huddled in a large wooden barrel high on the side of the hill, watched the raising of the big top, awakened from his sleep by the shouts of the circus people and the occasional trumpeting of the elephants. The boy’s name was Miles, and the barrel was his home.

Now if you are picturing a shivering boy standing knee-deep in slimy rainwater in an upright barrel, you will need to turn that picture sideways and let the water run out for a start. This barrel lay on its side under a low-spreading pine tree, which provided shelter from the wind and the rain. It was an enormous barrel that had once held a fine vintage wine, and Miles could almost stand upright in it, although he was nearly eleven. It was dry and warm inside. In the barrel was an old mattress that had been thrown out by Piven, the baker, and which still gave out a cloud of fine flour when you sat on it. A candle stub in a fat bottle served as a lamp, and an old biscuit tin with the paint worn off as a larder.

Miles had lived in his barrel on the side of the hill since escaping (for the seventh time) from Pinchbucket House, the county orphanage. He shared his wooden home with a small stuffed bear named Tangerine, no larger than a tall man’s hand. When Tangerine wasn’t out and about with his owner, he lived in a deep pocket of the old overcoat that Miles used as a blanket. Some of Tangerine’s stuffing had escaped, which made him a little floppy. His fur, which had once been the color of a tangerine, was now a kind of orangey gray. His mouth wore a crooked smile, and although he never said a word, he was a good listener.

Under a silver moon Miles, curled up in the mouth of his barrel, watched as the circus tent grew fatter and taller and the thick ropes that anchored it grew tauter. The hypnotic ringing of sledgehammers on iron pegs and the snatches of strange music that floated from the trailers made his eyes heavy and his head nod with sleep. He pulled the old overcoat tighter around him, and closed his eyes for a moment.

When he opened them again he did not know how much time had passed, but everything seemed strangely still. Not an owl’s hoot or mouse’s rustle broke the silence, and the pine tree stood silently, undisturbed by the faintest breeze. Miles rubbed his eyes and looked out to see if work on the circus tent had ceased, but his eye was caught by something that had not been there before. A large shape crouched in the grass not twenty paces from where he sat in the mouth of his barrel. A shape with a huge head, enormous paws and a long striped tail. It was a fully grown Bengal tiger, stretched out motionless except for the tip of his tail, which twitched from side to side in the silvery grass.

The tiger was so close Miles could almost count his whiskers. His inky stripes seemed to shift and breathe as the thin clouds swept across the moon. Miles held his breath. It was no use crying out; no one would hear him. He had never been face to face with a tiger before, but he was pretty sure that to the magnificent striped beast who sat a stone’s throw from his barrel, he must look like a sandwich whose bread had fallen off.

The tiger yawned, his teeth like yellow knives in the red cave of his mouth, and gave a loud but oddly human sigh that made his whiskers shiver. His massive head turned and he stared directly at Miles with his amber eyes. The world turned and the grass grew, and still the tiger regarded the boy silently. Although he had never seen a tiger before, Miles found his gaze strangely familiar, like an echo of a dream often visited and always forgotten. He could feel his heart thumping, and realized that he had not taken a breath since the tiger had appeared.


“Most people run,” said the tiger at last, in a deep smooth voice. He flicked the tip of his tail.

Miles said nothing for a moment. Obviously the tiger could not really have spoken to him. Everyone knows that tigers can’t talk. Except for the tiger himself it seems, who was waiting for an answer.

“I have nowhere to run to,” said Miles, his voice barely above a whisper. “So if you are going to eat me,” he added after a moment, “please make it quick.”

The tiger gazed at the skinny boy, wrapped in an oversized overcoat and curled up in the mouth of a barrel. “Now that you mention it,” he said, “I do get a little peckish at this time of the morning, but you wouldn’t make much of a snack.”

“You’re right about that,” said Miles in a slightly stronger voice. “I am very thin, and…and my feet smell terrible! I don’t think you’d like them at all, unless you like strong cheese.”

The tiger made a rumbling noise, which might have been a chuckle, or the sound of an empty stomach. “I’ve eaten far fouler things than you, tub boy,” he said. “I once ate a health and safety inspector, clipboard, bowler hat and all. I had stomach cramps for a week.”

“D-didn’t that get you into terrible trouble?” asked Miles.


“On the contrary,” rumbled the tiger. “I was given a week off from performances, and a whole wagon to myself.”

He got to his feet and stretched himself, five hundred pounds of teeth and muscle rippling in the moonlight. “All this talk of food is making me hungry after all,” he said, taking a step toward the barrel and fixing Miles with his steady gaze. “And one can’t be too choosy when there’s only one item on the menu.”

Miles shrank down into the overcoat, trying to look stringy and unappetizing. He had often wished he were anywhere but inside a wooden barrel on the side of a hill, but it had to be better than being inside a large tiger’s stomach. He groped desperately behind him on the untidy floor of the barrel. His fingers closed on the stub of a candle. No good. He dropped it and groped again, finding one of his threadbare socks. “Maybe I can stink him to death,” he thought as the tiger padded closer. He was only a few whisker lengths away now. His hot musty breath warmed the boy’s face, and his eyes burned like cold fire, but Miles could not look away. The tiger stopped, the rising sun giving him a halo of fur the color of flame.

“You can stop scrabbling, little tub boy,” he said. “There are some hungers too deep to be satisfied by skin and bones.” His nose twitched slightly. “Besides,” he said, “I never had a taste for circus people.”

“What do you mean?” asked Miles, the words barely escaping his dry throat.

“What I say,” said the tiger. “I can smell the circus in you, though you don’t look like you could even stand on your head.”

“I can’t,” said Miles, “and I’ve never even been to a circus.”

“Believe what you will,” said the tiger, and he turned slowly and began to pad down the grassy slope without a backward glance. The circus was quiet now, its people hidden in their wagons as the town began to stretch and wake in the dawn. The only sound from below was the faint cracking of the long black pennant that fluttered from the peak of the big top, and the squeaking of a rusty wheelbarrow in which a tiny man carried large slabs of red meat between the animal cages, shoving them through the bars with a stout pole and whistling softly to himself.

Miles rubbed his eyes, which smarted from lack of sleep. He shook his head and looked down the hill, but the tiger was nowhere to be seen, and the wheelbarrow sat empty and unattended in the shadow of the farthest wagon.

 


Miles woke again when the morning sun was already high in the sky. He was stiff from sleeping curled up in the mouth of his barrel, and his hungry stomach grumbled. He looked down to the bottom of the hill, half expecting to see nothing but an empty field, but there it was, the enormous black and red tent with its rows of silent wagons. “At least that part wasn’t a dream,” he said to Tangerine, whose head poked from the overcoat pocket. Tangerine just smiled.

In the daylight Miles could see more clearly what a strange circus it was. The wagons were painted in dark and lurid colors, with patterns that were spiky and tangled. Their wooden wheels were studded with iron hobnails. The largest wagon was decorated with an enormous clown’s face, his eyes and black-lipped mouth wide open in a silent laugh, and his electric-blue hair standing out from his head, like a hungry crocodile that had been struck by lightning. There was a painted scroll beneath the clown’s head, and Miles squinted as he read the letters. “The Great Cortado,” said the scroll. The name was somehow ominous. The Great Cortado. He shivered in the thin sunlight.

The two elephants were tethered to a tree at the edge of the field, where they stood patiently resting from their labors of the night before. Other beasts could be half seen in their cages. Several monkeys screeched insults at the haughty camels next door. Another wagon housed a pair of zebras whose stripes blended with the shadows of the bars, so that you could only see them when they moved. A long scaly tail hung through the bars of one cage almost to the ground. Miles searched for any sign of a tiger.

There was one wagon set apart from the others in a corner of the field. It was painted entirely in red, except for black frames on the door and on the tiny barred windows. The door was fitted with three strong bolts, each with a padlock the size of a man’s fist. The dogs that ran in circles, barking at the flapping canvas and stealing scraps of meat that had dropped from the cages, steered well clear of the corner where the red wagon stood. It seemed a strange sort of housing for a tiger.

“As soon as it gets dark,” said Miles to Tangerine, “we’re going to sneak into that circus, and we’re going to find that tiger, if he really exists.”








CHAPTER TWO

A BAG OF BONES
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Miles Wednesday, barrel-dwelling, unwashed and tiger-visited, made his way through the narrow streets of Larde until he reached the warm smelly butcher’s shop in Sausage Lane. Haunch the butcher was chopping ribs with a shiny cleaver, flipping them over on his worn wooden block behind the marble counter and grumbling to his customers as he chopped. He saw Miles in the doorway and scowled.

“You again,” he said in his big bassoon voice. “It’s no good scrounging off me. I’ve got nothing for you.”

“I’m not scrounging,” said Miles. “I’m looking for work. You must have something you need doing.”

The butcher grunted and went back to his chopping and complaining, while the women queuing for his paper parcels of meat clucked sympathetically. Miles waited patiently, his arms folded and his feet planted wide in the doorway, making it difficult for the butcher to ignore him.

“Well don’t just stand there,” he growled eventually, as he handed a packet of sausages to a big square woman with a head scarf knotted under her chin. “Out the back with you and get scrubbing. And mind you make a good job of it or you’ll feel the toe of my boot.”

Miles slipped through the forest of women in their scratchy woolen coats, out into the butcher’s yard, where halved carcasses swung from steel hooks, and the smell of old blood made it hard to breathe. He filled the wooden pail with soapy water and began to scrub the cracked tiles with a worn brush. The water was cold and his hands were soon red and raw, but he scrubbed and dunked and scrubbed again. The last time he had cleaned out Haunch’s yard he had been paid with a dozen leftover sausages. He could almost smell them now, sizzling plumply on the end of a stick, the drops of fat hissing on his little campfire under the pine tree on the side of the hill.


As he scrubbed the smelly yard he thought about the tiger. Its steady gaze burned so clear in his memory that a couple of times he glanced over his shoulder, half expecting to see the huge beast stretched out in the corner, watching him. His head buzzed with the strange sounds of the circus, and when his hunger made him dizzy, the patterns in front of his eyes were spiky and tangled like the decorations on the wagons. He could not wait for nightfall, when he would sneak into the circus and look for the tiger’s cage, just to see if he was real. Darkness seemed a long time away, and he scrubbed even harder, as though it would make time pass more quickly.

A burst of laughter came from the butcher’s crowded shop, the cackling of the customers like a flock of geese startled by the distant thunder of the big man’s guffaw. Miles edged toward the back door to see what was happening. Laughter had been strictly banned in Pinchbucket House, and it always made him curious. The butcher was wiping his eye with the corner of his apron. “There’s not enough laughter in this world,” he said, and he brought his chopper down hard on a chunk of meat. His customers nodded and sighed, their shoulders sagging and the tiredness returning to their faces. Miles went back to work.


By the time he had finished, the floor tiles were gleaming, and the pail had been emptied of water and filled with the big blue-knuckled bones that had littered the yard. Haunch came to the door and scowled at the scrubbed floor, as though it were knee-deep in rotting meat.

“Hmff,” he grunted.

“I’d like my sausages please,” said Miles. His stomach was rumbling at the thought.

“No sausages,” grunted the butcher. “Sold out of sausages. Sold out of everything. You can have some bones.”

“Bones?” said Miles “I can’t eat bones!”

“Boil ’em up. Make soup,” said the butcher. “Bones is all I got.” He shook open a paper bag and scooped a few handfuls of bones from the wooden pail, rolling the top of the bag shut and thrusting it into Miles’s arms. “Hold it underneath,” growled the butcher, “else them bones will fall out the bottom.”

As Miles left the butcher’s shop, his bag of bones clutched in his numb fingers, the butcher called after him. “Shouldn’t of never left that orphanage. You’d’ve got properly fed there.”

“I’d have got properly poisoned there,” Miles shouted back over his shoulder, “if I’d stayed much longer.”


A pale sun hung low in the afternoon sky, and the sound of barking dogs carried on the breeze from the city pound. The smell of the butcher’s bones seeped from the soggy brown bag, making Miles turn his head to the side just to breathe clean air. “I can’t make soup from these,” he thought. “Even Mrs. Pinchbucket’s gruel would be better than that.” He stopped for a moment, shifting the weight of the bag in his aching arms.

A smile crept over the boy’s face. If you knew Miles well (which few people did) you would have recognized that smile as the one that always appeared on his face when a plan was hatching in the back of his mind. The smile grew wider, and he turned to head for the pound, following the noisy barking of the mongrels of Larde.

 

The city pound was a narrow yard beside the police station, surrounded by a high red-bricked wall. Right now it was full of shaggy, limping, drooling dogs, the result of Mayor Doggett’s annual roundup of the town’s stray mongrels. The order had been telephoned to Sergeant Bramley, who had listened with his little raisin eyes screwed up in his porridgy face. Sergeant Bramley and his two trusty constables had dropped their official duties (searching the newspapers for evidence of crimes, especially in the crossword clues, and making hot sweet tea in a battered tin pot in case of emergencies), and had marched out purposefully into the street with a large net on a pole, and two big cloth sacks.

The sergeant and his constables, who worked in a crack team of three, had rounded up the dogs of Larde and taken them into custody for the Good of Public Health. They knew the mayor’s fickle attention would soon turn elsewhere, and the dogs could be quietly released “back into the wild,” as Constable Wigge put it, and in any case it made a change from the crossword.

The barking grew louder as Miles approached the pound. Thirty mongrels and more were in full throat at the sound of his footsteps and the reek of tasty bones carried on the breeze. Miles laid the bag carefully outside the pound, leaving the smell to creep over the high wall, and climbed the worn stone steps of the police station next door.

The police station was small and cluttered and stuffy. It contained two old wooden desks, an ancient typewriter with several keys missing, a cast-iron potbellied stove, three very unhappy policemen and a little old woman with a green umbrella. The end of the umbrella was a dangerous metal spike, and its owner was waving this under Sergeant Bramley’s shapeless nose. She was yelling at him angrily, but what she could be yelling about it was impossible to tell. The pokey office was so full of the din of barking dogs that there was no room for any other sound. Indeed the old woman might have been barking herself and no one would have been any the wiser.

Sergeant Bramley had his hand cupped behind his good ear. He was trying to lean close to hear the old woman’s words without getting the point of her umbrella up his nose at the same time. He turned and bawled something at Constable Wigge, but Constable Wigge could hear nothing, as his ears were plugged with soft wax from the candle on his desk. He was frowning at the crossword, trying to think of a seven-letter word beginning with “B” and meaning “dog speech.”

Constable Flap, who had once done a short course in lipreading in Modern Constable magazine and could read the sergeant’s flabby lips like a large-print book, leaped from his seat instead, and opened the side door that led into the pound. The noise of the dogs was deafening. Constable Flap opened his mouth and yelled “QUI-ET!” but his mouth was small and his voice was reedy, and the dogs ignored him completely. He shut the door again and flopped back, defeated, into his chair.

Miles climbed onto a stool beside the high counter, where he found a yellow pencil stub and some squares of paper. He thought for a moment, then wrote carefully with the neat letters that his friend Lady Partridge—who lived up a tree—had taught him:

I CAN STUP THE DOGGS BARKENG

He slid the note over to the sergeant. The old lady was still shouting at the top of her voice, despite the barking of the dogs, and the sergeant’s glasses were flecked with old-lady spit. He removed them from his nose and wiped them with his handkerchief. He read the note twice, then turned it over to see if there was more.

He squinted at Miles for a moment, then he reached into his pocket and held up a silver coin. Miles nodded and left the police station, being careful to close the door behind him. He picked up the bag of bones and selected the biggest one. This he wrapped in paper torn from the bag and wedged it into his pocket. Then he began to toss the rest of the bones, as quickly as he could, over the wall. The barking turned to snarling and yelping as the dogs fought and nipped and shoved, then one by one they fell silent, until the only sound was the crunching and cracking of dog teeth on butcher bones, and the occasional growl as a dog warned his bone not to try any funny business.

Back inside the police station the silence seemed almost as deafening as the barking had been. Constable Wigge had removed the candle wax from his ears and was writing in his crossword, his tongue sticking out with the effort: B-A-R-K-I-N-G. The sergeant stood and stared, his pudgy fingers still holding the coin in the air. Miles climbed onto the stool, plucked the money from his fingers, said thank you, and jumped down again. The old lady jabbed Sergeant Bramley in the chest with the point of her umbrella.

“Well?” she shrieked. “What are you going to do about it?”

“About what?” asked Sergeant Bramley.








CHAPTER THREE

THE TINY ACROBAT



[image: image]

Miles Wednesday, wind-swayed, bread and cheese in hand, sat in the fork of a tall tree outside Pinchbucket House. He had bought his dinner with the sergeant’s shilling, but it was not yet dark enough to sneak into the circus. With time to kill, his feet had found their way through the familiar lanes to the grimy building that had once been his home.

Pinchbucket House was a squat gray building with row upon row of small, mean windows. Steam belched from basement-level gratings, creating a permanent fog around the lower floors. Any children of Larde or the surrounding area who had the misfortune to lose their parents would sooner or later find themselves hauled to the doorstep of Pinchbucket House. Once inside those gray metal doors, they would have their hair shaved off (Mrs. Pinchbucket sold it to the wigmaker in Calvo Lane), and their nice clothes (if they had any) exchanged for a set of worn and faded pajamas. Anything of value in their pockets would end up in the locked tin box under Mrs. Pinchbucket’s rickety iron bed.

In return the child would be given a name taken from the day on which he arrived, and set to work in the sweltering laundry that steamed and rumbled all day long in the basement of Pinchbucket House. The only child in the whole building who was not named after a day of the week was Hettie November. She had been found, half frozen in a cardboard box on the orphanage steps, while Mrs. Pinchbucket was in the hospital having a stubborn trace of generosity removed. Her husband, Fowler Pinchbucket, who could not tell one day from another, had put the child in the boiler room to thaw out and forgotten all about her, until one of the older girls heard her whimpering and rescued her from the sooty basement. Miles himself had been brought there as a baby, and could remember no other home.


From his perch in the tree Miles had a clear view through the lit windows at all the little Fridays, Mondays, Saturdays and Tuesdays who sat in shaven-headed rows at the two long tables that stretched the length of the dining hall. Mrs. Pinchbucket, as thin and dry as a pencil, stalked between the tables, rapping her knuckles on the skull of any child who was not spooning gruel into his or her mouth as fast as possible. Miles imagined he had a powerful catapult and a smooth stone in his hand, and squinted through one eye. Mrs. Pinchbucket’s nose, like a pink shark’s fin dividing her sour face, made a tempting target.

Fowler Pinchbucket was kneeling by a square hole in the wall, a screwdriver between his crooked teeth. A tangle of brown and black wires stuck out of the hole, and Fowler frowned stupidly as he looked at them. Fowler fixed everything in Pinchbucket House to save money, and once something had been fixed by Fowler the Growler it was never the same again.

Miles had finished his bread and cheese and was about to climb down from the tree, when Fowler Pinchbucket reached a decision on his electrical problem. He grabbed a thick black wire and a crumbling brown one with his hard square fingers and twisted them together. There was a loud bang and all the lights in the orphanage went out. The lumpish silhouette of Fowler Pinchbucket flew backward through the dining hall in a shower of sparks.

As the lights flickered back on, a singed figure could be seen rising unsteadily to his feet. His hair stood out from his head like blackened corkscrews, and wisps of blue smoke escaped from the collar and cuffs of his shredded shirt. One of his shoes had landed upside down in Ruben Monday’s soup bowl, the other was steaming in the mop bucket. He swayed on his stockinged feet for a moment or two, squinting at Mrs. Pinchbucket as though trying to remember who she was.

At the sight of the singed Fowler Pinchbucket the children burst into laughter, and the sound seemed to fill the drab dining room with warmth. Now you might remember that laughter was strictly forbidden in Pinchbucket House, and at the sight of the laughing orphans Fowler’s face turned even blacker. He took a wild swipe at the nearest table, knocking a small child clean off the wooden bench and smashing a couple of plates. At the other end of the table Mrs. Pinchbucket boxed a few ears for good measure. The laughter died at once, leaving only the ceaseless clanking and belching from the laundry below, and the scraping of benches as the children scrambled to their feet, ready to be marched to their dormitory.

Miles sat in the fork of the tree a moment longer, feeling the same knot in his stomach that had awoken him every cold morning in Pinchbucket House. He pictured himself now, bursting in through the gray doors on the back of a magnificent tiger, leaping the stairs in a couple of bounds and prowling into the dining hall, where the tiger would swallow the Pinchbuckets whole, to the cheers and whoops of the orphans.

He thought of his barrel on the side of the hill, where he would curl up later that night with only a stuffed bear and the hooting of the owls for company, and quickly turned his mind to the circus instead. Dusk was falling, and he had an appointment to keep. He scrambled down the tree, and his feet skipped on the worn paving stones as he trotted down the hill toward Beggar’s Gate, feeling the weight of the bone that he had kept for the tiger swinging in his jacket as he ran.

 

The strange smells of animals from foreign lands drifted through the narrow streets at the edge of town. The townspeople were making their way in a steady stream toward the circus, which was dressed in a million red and yellow lights. They pushed and jostled, and their children pulled eagerly on their hands as they followed the jangly music and the rolling of drums. Brightly colored posters were tied to every lamppost. Some showed daring trapeze artists flying through painted air; from others the proud face of a tiger snarled, his great paws raised in menace. Miles joined the crowds, hoping to slip in unnoticed among them, but at the circus entrance he spotted Constable Flap standing on tiptoes to shout in the ear of the tattooed giantess, who loomed over the policeman as she collected the tickets at the turnstile. Miles remembered Constable Flap’s Special Ear Pinch Arrest Method, which he had also learned from a short course in Modern Constable magazine, and decided to find another way into the circus.

He made his way around the edge of the moonlit field, where the outer trailers squatted silently in pools of darkness. Miles slipped in among the wagons, looking for anything that might betray the presence of a tiger. As he darted between the shadows he saw two men walking toward him, deep in conversation. One was a dwarf wearing a shiny round helmet decorated with flames. The other was a big square man with a high old-fashioned collar and a bowler hat. His huge bloated belly hung out between his suspenders, and the ends of his trousers stopped several inches short of his ankles, as though he were expecting a flood.

“Now look here, Mr. Genghis,” the dwarf was saying. “I need a proper flying suit for this stunt.”

The big-bellied man gave a wheezy laugh. “A flying suit, is it? We ain’t shooting you to the moon, you pocket-sized prima donna.”

“You can laugh,” said the dwarf testily, “but last show I was blown clean out of my trousers by the gunpowder, and it’s no fun sailing over five ’undred people in your second-best underwear.”

Miles ducked down just in time and slipped under the canvas of the circus tent where a missing rope left it flapping loosely in the breeze. He found himself under banked rows of wooden seats, his boots squelching slightly in the trampled mud. The orchestra had struck up for the start of the show, and Miles moved forward quietly, crouching down as he came to the lower benches nearest the ring.

Looking for a clear view through a forest of ankles, he caught a glimpse of the elephants that he had seen the night before. They wore ornate blankets with swinging tassles now, and a man in shiny knee-length boots was cracking a whip and shouting commands at them in an unfamiliar tongue. Miles could only see the bottom half of the elephants, their wrinkled knees bending as they performed some trick that he could not see. The crowd applauded, and the shiny-booted man bellowed something more at the elephants. Their big round feet began to trot around the ring. A clown’s baggy trousers and battered boots appeared, the feet leaping high as he ran in front of the elephants. The townspeople laughed and clapped some more.

As Miles hunkered down to watch, a generous scoop of ice cream dropped through a gap between the benches and fell straight down the back of his shirt collar. His gasp was drowned out by a child’s wail from the seat above him. The upside-down, ice cream–smeared face of a small girl appeared below the bench. Her eyes widened when she saw Miles. “Give me back my ice cream,” she yelled at him. Several voices shushed her. She shouted louder.

“Mum—a mucky boy has my ice cream! Dad! There’s an escaped ice cream thief under the seats!” As Miles scrambled away in the gloom a few more heads appeared below the level of the seats and peered about, like ducks foraging for river weeds.

If you’ve ever had to crawl through cold mud with half a pound of strawberry-vanilla ice cream creeping down your spine, you will know why Miles felt that his first visit to a circus was not going according to plan. As soon as he had put a safe distance between himself and the scene of the crime, he sat down in the muddy grass below the banked backsides of the people of Larde, and removed his shirt and jacket. He rolled the sodden shirt into a ball and crammed it into his remaining jacket pocket, then put his jacket back on and buttoned it up tight.

He turned back to face the ring, and found himself a gap between a pair of pin-striped trousers and some very tall high heels, which gave him a clearer view of the performance.

The elephants and the clown had gone, and in the center of the sawdust-carpeted ring sat a large frosted white ball. Balancing on the ball was a colored pyramid, and on top of the pyramid wobbled a cube, and on top of the cube another frosted ball, and on this ball a steel table was balanced on its side, and as Miles craned forward, he could see more and more shapes piled up in a teetering tower that stretched up almost to the pointed roof of the circus tent.

At the very top of this precarious tower stood a tiny girl in a sparkling white outfit. Thirty feet from the ground she balanced on tiny feet, with her arms outstretched and her head held high. No one watching dared to draw a breath. Every eye in the tent was fixed on the little girl, who looked no more than six years old. Her short blond hair was tucked behind her ears, and though she was lit by a spotlight she seemed to give off a soft glow of her own. To Miles she looked like a magical creature, more like a dream than the tiger he had dreamed of the night before. As he watched, transfixed, he saw her glance down at the crowd far below her, and Miles was sure that she looked straight at him, hidden in the gloom between the ankles of the people of Larde.

And then it happened—the tower began to fall. A ball halfway up began to wobble off the pyramid that supported it; the cylinder on top of the ball tipped the other way, and the whole fabulous balancing act came undone in slow motion and began to cascade to the ground. The crowd gasped in horror as the tiny girl began to fall to earth, her eyes wide with fright, and neither net nor cushion to catch her.








CHAPTER FOUR

THE NULL
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Miles Wednesday, ice-cream-chilled and mucky-booted, saw the tiny acrobat fall from the toppling tower. Before he knew what he was doing, he was scrambling through the gap between the bench and the walkway as though he could catch her in his arms, but as he clambered over the seat in front of him the crowd gave another gasp, this time in wonder. Halfway to the ground the girl’s fall had suddenly slowed. A pair of delicate pearly wings sprouted from her shoulders, fluttering minutely as she floated gently to the ground.

Her feet touched down so lightly that they left no mark in the sawdust. Her wings folded and tucked themselves away, and a tiny smile crossed her face as the last of the colored shapes crashed to the ground around her and bounced to a standstill. In the stunned silence she looked directly at Miles, who was suspended half in and half out of the darkness. She looked into his face with her clear blue eyes and gave him a tiny bow, before being scooped from her feet and set on a beautiful piebald horse, which carried her proudly from the ring and through the star-strewn velvet curtains at the back.

Forgetting altogether that he was not supposed to be there, Miles picked himself up from the dusty planking, and stared at the swinging curtain through which the horse and his rider had disappeared. He was not the only one. At the other end of the curtain stood the ringmaster, a small neat man in red trousers and high black boots, and he too was staring after the tiny acrobat, stroking his blue chin beneath his enormous mustache and frowning to himself.

Some of the townsfolk broke into halfhearted applause, but others were confused and angry.

“Shouldn’t be allowed to give people frights like that,” said a woman with a fur collar.

“Nearly gave me a heart attack,” said another.


“If you ask me she’s far too young to be performing dangerous stunts,” said her husband. “You can be sure they’re breaking some law putting her up there. Probably breaking a dozen of them.”

“It’s all done with mirrors,” said a man in the row behind. “You’ll find she never left the ground in the first place, if I’m any judge.”

“I prefer the clowns, anyway,” said the first woman. “I get enough of balancing just doing me finances of a Monday.”

Miles was about to say that it was the most magical thing he had ever seen, but he never got the chance to speak. A hand gripped his collar tightly from behind. He twisted around to see the man with the enormous belly and too-short trousers glowering down at him.

“Got your ticket, then?” said Genghis, giving his collar a shake for good measure. His voice was high and wheezy like a broken whistle.

“Lost it,” said Miles, looking him in the eye.

“Cobblers!” said the man. “You never came in the front door at all, you little weasel, but that’s the way you’re going out.” His swollen purple nose stuck out between his battered bowler hat and his stiff white collar, and he smelled of stale cigar smoke. He marched Miles toward the entrance, the boy stumbling as he tried to keep up. When they reached the flap of the tent, Genghis grasped the seat of Miles’s pants with his free hand and tossed him through the air like a sack of coal. He landed in the mud with a splash, and picked himself up just in time to avoid the toe of Genghis’s boot.

“Next time I see your dirty face around here I’ll feed you to The Null,” said Genghis as he turned on his heel and went back into the tent.

Miles headed for the exit, but as soon as he was sure the fat-bellied man had disappeared, he doubled back and began to slip between the wagons again. The second half of the circus show had started, with a clashing of cymbals and banging of gongs, and he was still determined to search for a tiger’s cage. He peered into a wagon with barred sides. A reptilian eye stared at him unblinking from the smelly darkness. “Not that one,” he whispered to Tangerine, and crept on. Cage after cage he visited, some empty and some occupied. The zebras he had seen that morning stamped and whinnied. The next wagon contained long-necked wooly animals he had never seen before. The last one in the row was full of parrots and macaws, who screeched insults at him in several languages.

A little distance away he spotted a single red wagon standing apart from the others. It was the one he had seen that morning, the one that even the dogs steered clear of. Making sure he was not watched, he ran lightly across the grass and slipped into the shadows beneath the red wagon. He took from his pocket the bone that he had kept for the tiger, and unwrapped it carefully. He wondered what would happen if he dropped it in through the small barred window above his head.

Miles did not know that this decision, along with the bone itself, was about to be taken out of his hands. The creature that lurked in the wagon above him was no tiger, nor anything that had been given a name. It was known only as “The Null,” a word that means “nothing.” It was a dark and terrifying beast, the sort of being that haunts the deepest corners of your blackest nightmares. The Null was large and squat and hairy and immensely strong, with red-rimmed eyes and bone-crushing teeth. Some said it was a kind of ape, or even a yeti from the unexplored reaches of the Himalayas. Others whispered that it had once been a man, turned into a monster by powerful witchcraft. Whatever was the truth, few had ever seen The Null face to face, for it could be neither tamed nor trained. The last man to try had ended up in Saint Bonifacio’s Hospital for the Unhinged, and had not spoken a coherent word for seven years.

As Miles removed the last shred of soggy paper from the bone, an immense knotty black arm swung down from the small barred window, snatched the heavy bone in its clawed hand, and withdrew with it into the darkness.

Crack! The Null’s mighty jaws split the bone with ease, and it slobbered and gulped as it sucked the marrow from inside. Its great teeth ground the bone to splinters in seconds, and a belch like a blast on a tuba made the wagon dance on its iron springs. Miles crouched, trembling, under the monster’s cage. He had no idea what kind of creature lurked in the wagon above him, but it was not the tiger he had expected, and he knew that if it once got hold of him it could crack his skull like a boiled egg.

 

Miles Wednesday, bone-bereft and shaken, crouched behind the wooden spokes of the red wagon. He was afraid to leave his hiding place, and just as afraid to stay in it. As he huddled out of reach (he hoped) of the monster’s hairy grasp, he saw two figures emerge from the back of the circus tent, one large and one small. The bigger one, a black shadow with a bowler hat and an unmistakable belly, was pushing in front of him the tiny acrobat from the toppling tower. Her hands were tied behind her back. The moonlight shone in her hair and winked from her sparkling outfit. Genghis opened a small wagon with a key from the large ring hanging on his belt. He lifted the girl, threw her bodily into the wagon and locked the door. He turned and stumped over to the Great Cortado’s trailer with its crazed clown’s face, and disappeared inside.

“It’s time we got out of here,” whispered Miles to Tangerine.

Tangerine said nothing, but Miles knew what he was thinking.

“If they catch us, we’ll be fed to The Null,” he said. Still Tangerine kept silent.

“We can’t get her out,” he hissed, beginning to feel annoyed. “The door is locked, and there are bars on the windows. Besides,” he said, forgetting to whisper now, “it’s none of our business.”

At the sound of his voice the red wagon tilted on its creaking iron springs. The Null’s hairy claw appeared and began to grope between the spokes of the wheel. It had enjoyed its starter, and was looking for the main course. A curved yellow nail scraped Miles’s bare ankle, and with that he was out from under the wagon like a greyhound from a trap and flying across the muddy grass. In his panic he headed for the cover of the nearest wagon, and only when he reached it did he realize it was the small one in which the tiny acrobat was imprisoned. He groaned quietly.

“Who’s there?” came a small voice from the barred window.

“Me,” said Miles.

“Can you get me out of here, Me?” said the voice.

“Not Me, Miles,” said Miles.

“Who’s Miles?” asked the voice.

“I am,” said Miles. “And I can’t get you out. The door is locked.”

“Then you’ll need the key,” said the girl.

“Genghis has the key,” said Miles.

There was a shuffling sound from inside the trailer, and the top half of the little girl’s face appeared in the window, peeping over the wooden sill.

“Oh!” she said in surprise. “It’s you! You tried to save me when I fell.”

Miles blushed in the darkness.

“I’m glad it’s you,” said the tiny acrobat. “You are very brave. I’m sure you can get the key and let me out.”


Miles sighed, and looked up at the girl. She looked small and frightened in the darkness of the wagon.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

She hesitated for a moment, then said, “Little.”

“All right, Little,” said Miles. “I’ll try to get the key. Get down from the window and stay quiet.”

Little nodded. Her face stayed at the window.

The large wagon that Genghis had entered stood a short way from the one where Little was locked up. It was a dark midnight blue, edged with silver decorations that curled and twisted like thorn bushes. The door to the wagon stood ajar, and a dim red light and the sound of muttered conversation escaped from inside. Miles crept forward and hid himself beside the wooden steps. His heart was beating like a drum.

A man’s voice came from inside the wagon. “The older one is going down a storm at the Palace of Laughter. His trick with the firebolts works a treat, though I still haven’t figured out how it’s done.”

“You reckon we can trust him?” asked Genghis’s reedy voice.

“As long as we keep his little sister here at the circus, he’ll do as he’s told.”

“What about her then…that business with the wings?”


There was a long silence, followed by a cloud of smoke that curled out through the half-open door and was whipped away by the breeze.

“There’s more to that little one than meets the eye,” said the first man finally. “We’ll have to get to the bottom of this before someone gets too curious, and the sooner the better. See that she gets some sleepwater with her supper tonight.”

Miles raised himself up quietly and risked a glance over the top step. Through the gap in the doorway he could see a slice of the wagon’s interior. The two men sat in leather armchairs, their faces out of sight, their legs stretched beneath a black marble table that stood in the center of the thick red carpet. Big Belly’s too-short trousers revealed lemon yellow socks peeping over the necks of his boots. Miles recognized the other man as the ringmaster by his black knee-length boots and red trousers with the yellow stripe. Lazy plumes of cigar smoke drifted back and forth in the dim red light, as though each man were trying to outsmoke the other.

An ebony carving of the laughing clown’s face hung on the trailer wall, just inside the door. A mirror was set in the clown’s wide-open mouth, and below it was a row of hooks. An enormous key ring, carrying at least forty heavy keys, hung from the nearest hook. Miles felt his heart beat even faster. He had just made up his mind to run up the steps as quietly as he could, when Genghis leaned forward and placed his empty glass on the table. Miles froze.

“Well,” said Genghis, squinting through the smoke at a large pocket watch, “show’s just about over.” He put his cigar butt in his mouth and sank back out of sight, in order to make the biggest smoke cloud he could manage by way of a finale.

The orchestra in the circus tent reached a crescendo that sounded like several angry cats doing battle with a buffalo in a hotel kitchen. Miles seized his chance. He ran up the wooden steps of the Great Cortado’s luxurious wagon and reached for the heavy keys that dangled from the hook. As he did so he glanced in the ebony-framed mirror, and found himself looking straight into the eyes of the Great Cortado himself.
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