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            PROLOGUE

            LONDON, AUGUST 1851

         

         Midnight.

         The heart-of-summer sky was black; filled with stars, the cloudy sweep of the Milky Way. A waxing moon slowly rolled across, showing off her pockmarks and craters, looking down at a smaller, man-made galaxy: the gas and oil lamps, candles and lanterns of old London town, twinkling their brightest and – through a haze of smog – bravely trying to outdo the heavens themselves.

         Each window seemed to be ablaze, every church steeple and cobblestone bathed in light. The centre of the city was wide awake, even at this late hour.

         Horses clopped up and down Oxford Street and around Covent Garden. Crowds of well-dressed gentlefolk strolled from inn to opera house, filling the air with the sound of chatter and laughter. Diamond necklaces glinted, gilded walking canes tapped. Baronets and ladies bowed and curtsied.

         This was the London that history books remembered. These were the scenes painters hung on the walls of museums and art galleries.

         But there was another side to the city entirely. A true side. A dark side.

         It didn’t have all the lights and glamour. It didn’t sparkle and shine like midnight constellations. Grubby and cruel, it hid down fog-choked alleys and inside crumbling houses. Soot-smeared and spiteful, it hoarded its secrets under a blanket of smoke and cinders.

         It didn’t want to be seen, but you couldn’t avoid the smell. The stink. The unholy, nose-melting stench.

         The River Thames gave it away. As it ran through the heart of crowded London – threading together palaces, towers, factories, docks and slums alike – it slowly filled with the most awful soup of ingredients. Rotting things. Dead things. Cast-away, spewed-up, flushed-out … stuff.

         It had an aroma like nothing on earth, tenderly brewed in its waters and wafted, with loving care, up among the narrow streets, where it was trapped by the thick shroud of dust and mist that covered the city.

         The place boiled with bad air. It seethed with stink, pulsed with pong.

         And down by the river itself it was worst of all. You could almost carve slices out of the air with a bread knife.

         It was the ripest, most putrid place in the whole of London. Nobody with a working nose went near it, unless they had a really good reason, which made it perfect for meetings of the shady, secret kind.

         One of which was happening right now.

         *

         Three figures stood on the shoreline, boots crunching on the thin strip of pebbles and broken glass that ran along the edge of the bank, like a dirty mark around a bathtub.i

         Broken, weed-covered ribs of wrecked boats jutted up from the mud around them. On the banks above, warehouses loomed, locked up and silent. The occasional watchman wandered between them, bullseye lantern gleaming in the dark.

         ‘Is it finished?’ one of the figures asked. He was smaller than the other two, stooped, with frizzy hair that poked from either side of a bald head.

         ‘Yes, it is,’ said another. The shadowy outline of her flowing skirts and corset caught the moonlight as she reached out to pat a covered mound next to her on the bank. A soft clang sounded and was quickly swallowed by the mist. ‘Did you bring the … specimens?’

         ‘We did,’ said the stooped man. He motioned to the third figure, who lifted up a hefty sack, dropping it to the ground between them. As it landed, something pale and spidery flopped from the opening. A small hand with thin, bony fingers. Bloodless. Dead.

         The second speaker jumped in shock, then laughed at herself. She bent to inspect the sack’s contents, rummaging around in the dark. ‘For a second,’ she said, her voice muffled by the hessian, ‘I thought that was a dead person. Looks very similar, does it not?’

         ‘I have a theory about that …’ the stooped man began, but the third figure silenced him with a growl.

         ‘Will they suffice?’ he asked. ‘That’s all I need to know.’ His voice was deep, stern. Someone you would think twice about disobeying.

         The silhouette of the woman stood. Nodded. ‘They’ve been dead quite a while, but they’ll do.’

         ‘Then our business is done,’ said the third figure. ‘As long as it works.’

         ‘Oh, it does,’ said the woman. ‘You can test it if you like …’

         A curtain of mist billowed past, hiding the three shadows from sight. Strange, unearthly sounds began to echo along the riverbank. Hisses, clicks, crunches. A muffled, metallic roar and then, with a wet slithering and the ripple of filthy water, something alien slid down into the mud and vanished beneath the surface …

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER ONE

            
        In which our heroine’s life takes a dramatic turn.
      

            LITTLE PILCHTON-ON-SEA, THE SOUTH COAST OF ENGLAND

         

         Sheba gazed through her tiny window at the pier’s end, to the seaside view beyond. It was a beautiful summer morning. The sounds of the beach drifted in and she closed her eyes to hear them better. Children splashing and laughing. The cries of gulls. She smelled the tang of fresh seaweed, tasted salt on the breeze. Her mind drifted, down to the sand and pebbles below. She could almost feel the waves lapping around her toes and the sun toasting her face. Almost thought she could turn and race along the beach, leaving a trail of footprints behind her.

         But such things were not meant for her, and dreaming about them only made it worse. Sheba gave a deep sigh and began running her comb through her chestnut-brown curls, taking out the tangles. She always took great care of her locks. Everyone said she had a lovely head of hair.

         And face of hair. And hands of hair.

         In fact, Sheba was covered in it, from head to foot.

         It wasn’t all the same hair, of course. Her face and body had a fine, fair coating that might be mistaken for tanned skin, from a distance. She could even have passed for normal in a crowd, if it wasn’t for her other unusual features.

         Her eyes were a deep amber colour; in a certain light they seemed to have an orange glow. She had small, sharp white teeth and her hands were tipped with nails that looked more than a little like claws. But – far stranger than that – there was a wild wolf sharing her body and when she lost control (or if she let it) more and more of it would slip free.

         Her nose stretched into a snout, bristling with fangs and fur. Her eyes gleamed with an ancient, deadly hunger. She was then filled with the urge to run on all fours, howling, snapping and growling.

         Anyone who saw it – especially if they were on the snarling end – soon started calling her ‘Sheba the Wolfgirl’. A name she hated beyond all hatred.

         And worse, they began to avoid her, as if she were some kind of wild animal. The whispers spread, the stares became filled with fear. It made her feel like a monster. A creature from a penny horror book. It was all so unfair.

         If they had just bothered to get to know her, they would have discovered that, although the hair and teeth were the first things they noticed, they weren’t the most interesting. Sheba was actually an exceptional eight-year-old girl. Her sense of smell was amazing: she could follow a trail like a bloodhound and read scents like the pages of a book. She had a sixth sense: mechanical things seemed to speak to her … Any locks she came across popped themselves open with just a few wiggles of her hairpins. And, by the age of five, she had taught herself to read from scraps of newspaper and chalk billboards. She would have liked to read a novel or two, but it was quite difficult to wander into the local library when you were locked in a cage at a seaside curiosity show. And that was where she had spent every minute of every long day for as long as she could remember.

         Grunchgirdle’s World of Wonders perched at the end of the rickety Little Pilchton pier, like a jackdaw on a branch. Mr Grunchgirdle, the owner, was a skinny old man who smelled of rotten kippers. Besides Sheba, the other attractions were a stuffed squirrel with a carp’s tail sewn where its legs should be (‘the world’s only true mermaid!’ii) and a two-headed lamb called Flossy. They all lived crammed into a one-roomed shack no bigger than a large cupboard and were forbidden to ever leave.

         It was a poor place to call home, and Sheba spent many hours wondering how she had ended up in it. There had been an orphanage before. A dark, miserable place that Grunchgirdle had bought her from. But earlier than that … surely there must have been a mother? A father? Sometimes, when he was feeling particularly cruel, her owner told her that her parents had died of shock when Sheba was born.

         Sometimes, she believed him.

         But there were hints of memories; wispy threads that came to her in the secret moments before waking. A large house. Cool marble floor beneath her bare feet. Scorched blue skies outside.

         These things always faded as her eyes opened, crumbling into fragments of dreams and wishes.

         When Sheba had finished grooming, she carefully put her comb inside the ebony box that held all her belongings: hairpins, some crumpled pamphlets and a sea-worn limpet shell someone had once dropped on the sideshow floor. As for the box itself, Sheba had no idea where it had come from, only that it had always been hers. She remembered clutching it with terrified claws, the day she was dragged from the orphanage. Which meant it must have been from her previous life. Had it belonged to her mother, perhaps? Or was it a gift from a loving relative? Many nights she lay awake, tracing the carved flowers on its lid with her fingers and wondering. Delicate flowers, with five narrow petals, like stars.

         Flossy raised one of his heads from the sorry pile of straw he lay on and gave a weak bleat. Sheba didn’t think he appeared to be in the best of health, but that was hardly surprising. Lambs were meant to be out frolicking and gambolling, not waiting in a dim shack for customers that never appeared. If he didn’t get some fresh air soon, he wouldn’t be long for this world.

         Grunchgirdle had spent the last of his money on Flossy a year ago in an attempt to make his tatty sideshow famous. But no one visited Little Pilchton any more. People travelled to places that had railway stations or fast coach routes. The tiny town barely had a road, only a collection of massive potholes linked together by smaller potholes. Grunchgirdle could have bought a seven-headed purple tiger and been no better off.

         Sheba offered Flossy a handful of oats, but he just sniffed at them and gave her a dismal look. She patted one of his heads, thinking how sorry she would be if he died. He was the closest thing she had to company. Grunchgirdle treated Sheba no better than an animal. Customers – whenever they turned up – just stood and gawked at her as she sat in her gloomy cage. Unless she summoned up her wolfish side. Then they ran out of the shack screaming, while Sheba snapped her teeth at the bars and howled.

         What would become of them if Grunchgirdle finally sold up? Poor Flossy would probably end up as a plate of lamb chops, and the squirrel-mermaid would get flung back in the sea, but who would want anything to do with a hairy wolfgirl?

         Leaving the oats in a corner of his cage in case Flossy changed one – or both – of his minds, Sheba rummaged in the straw until she found her latest treasure: a five-week-old copy of the London Examiner, scavenged from a bin. Hiding it in Flossy’s straw was a gamble. If Grunchgirdle found it he would be furious; firstly, to find out Sheba could actually read, and secondly, to discover she had been outside, ferreting through rubbish, when he was asleep. But she never strayed more than five or six yards from the shack on her nocturnal expeditions.iii Any further and she might not have been able to get back inside in time if she heard Grunchgirdle stirring in his sleep, and then she would be in for a beating and a half.

         Feeling the splinters of the pier under her feet, the salty wind all around her and the endless swell of the sea beneath the planks was enough. Those same waves broke on shores far away from Little Pilchton. Places she might be lucky enough to see for herself one day …

         Sheba flicked to the last thing she had been reading, an article about the Great Exhibition of the Industry of All Nations.iv As far as she could make out between the old coffee stains, it was a magical collection of the most original and incredible creations of man, gathered together in London, in a fairytale palace made of crystal. There were giant diamonds, stuffed elephants, machines that tipped you out of bed, pictures made of hair (she found that particularly intriguing), knives with thousands of blades, some revolutionary new engine for creating ‘electrical impulses’ (whatever they were) and machines that did everything from making envelopes to harvesting crops. If it hadn’t been written in a newspaper, she wouldn’t have believed it.

         She wasn’t sure she actually did believe it. With a snort she flipped the page and was about to start on an article about Prince Albert’s favourite trousers, when she caught an overpowering whiff of stale smoke and sweat. It was a few hundred yards away, but getting steadily stronger. Someone was walking up the pier. Surely not a customer? On the off-chance that it might be, she hid the paper, climbed into her cage and quickly locked it shut with one of her hairpins. She sat on her stool and arranged her threadbare dress as neatly as possible, ready to be gawped at.

         Then she went to that door in her head: the secret room, the place where the wolf lived. Inching it open, she let part of the beast out. Just a sliver, an inkling. Enough to show the hint of a muzzle, the tips of fangs and curve of claws. But always, always keeping the snarls, howls and bites in check.

         Usually she tried to empty her mind as well – so she didn’t have to bear the stares, screams and insults – but this time she couldn’t help wondering what was going on outside.

         The smoky, sweaty scent of the stranger was getting stronger. And now there were heavy footprints on the warped planks of the pier. She could smell Grunchgirdle, too. The bony old goat would be sitting on his milking stool by the pier railing, his fishing line cast out, waiting for supper – or a customer – to come by.

         Sure enough, there came the squeak of his stool as the measly old miser sat bolt upright. He’s seen his prey, Sheba thought. She could imagine his scrawny heart thudding away in his chest. Maybe a bead of sweat forming on his pasty brow, or even a drop of dribble escaping from his thin lips as he thought about what the penny admission fee would get him for dinner. A carrot, or perhaps even a potato to go with the usual fishy broth.

         The stranger probably only wanted a bit of fresh air and a stroll down the pier. But he’d soon end up staring at a hairy girl, a wilted lamb and a bad example of fish-based taxidermy.

         The footsteps came to a sudden halt. There was a clatter as Grunchgirdle leaped to his feet, knocking his rod and bucket over.

         ‘Good morning, fine sir,’ came his reedy voice. ‘And how may I help you this lovely summer’s day?’

         When the stranger spoke, his voice was deep and bitter – as if it had been pickled for many years in a brine of misery and spite – but the words were important ones. They would change Sheba’s life for ever.

         ‘I’ve come about the freaks,’ he said.

         *

         The stranger was a big man, tall and wide. His nose was bulbous and scarlet, and a wild tangle of hair stuck out all around the edges of his stovepipe hat. He was wearing a scowl that could have curdled milk.

         Sheba found it difficult not to stare back at him. She focused on her feet instead and kept her ears open – at the same time trying to keep her features as wolfish as possible.

         ‘Well, she’s not bad, I s’pose, but I’ve seen hairier,’ said the big man. ‘That squirrel-fish is a load of tosh, though, and the sheep’s nearly dead.’

         ‘Sheba is a real find, Mr Plumpscuttle! And I assure you the lamb is merely resting. He tires so easily, what with all the extra thinking he has to do. When he’s refreshed he hops and jumps about like a March hare, so he does!’

         ‘You can’t fool me, Grunchgirdle. I’ve been in the carnival business since afore I could walk, and I know a sick two-headed sheep when I see one. That thing’s got a month left at best before it’s lying on a dish, smothered in mint sauce.’

         Grunchgirdle fawned and whined at the big man for a few minutes more, but Sheba could see from the corner of her eye that his face was set like stone. It looked like a bargain was about to be struck. Was she finally leaving Little Pilchton pier?

         The very thought made her heart skip a beat. What kind of a man was this Plumpscuttle? She presumed he must run a sideshow of his own and, judging by the cut of his frock coat, it must be much more successful than Grunchgirdle’s.

         Beneath the whiff of stale gravy and sweat, she could pick up hints of gas, grime and coal dust. London, she thought. Maybe Birmingham or Manchester. What would his show be like? Her head raced with a thousand questions, hopes and fears. She began to feel quite faint.

         ‘Twelve pounds for the girl and the sheep, and that’s my final offer,’v said Plumpscuttle. ‘As for the mermaid, you can stick that where the sun don’t shine.’

         He pulled a cloth purse from his waistcoat and dangled it before Grunchgirdle’s eyes. The scrawny man stared at it, his face torn with indecision. Finally, with a great sigh, he dropped his head and reached for the money.

         *

         Minutes later, Sheba was walking down the pier beside Mr Plumpscuttle, clutching her ebony box tightly. It held everything she owned in the world besides the clothes on her back. A weak bleat came from the basket Plumpscuttle carried – Sheba was glad Flossy was coming too.

         She could hardly believe it: out in the open air, in full daylight, for the first time in years. Her little furry head was reeling. Wide eyes peeped out from the deep hood of her riding cloak. The urge to leap about screaming with joy nearly overtook her, but she got the impression her new owner wouldn’t approve.

         It felt as if she were walking inside a dream. The sunlight seemed impossibly bright. It gleamed off the waves, the sand, the hundreds of flapping pennants that hung along the pier. Everything was so vivid it hurt her eyes just to look. And there were such smells. Baking bread and ice cream. Sugared sweets and fresh fish. Ale from the pubs. Hundreds of people: old and young, sick, perfumed, unwashed. She’d never imagined there could be such variety. In between all these were scents she had no name for. Endless new odours rushed up her nose, making her dizzy with the desire to run and chase them to their source.

         As they came to the end of the pier, Sheba realised that, when she stepped from the last salt-streaked plank, she would actually be setting foot on solid land again. She wanted to pause and savour the moment, but Plumpscuttle was already striding ahead. She jogged to keep up, enjoying the satisfying thump her feet made on the stone cobbles.

         She had imagined Little Pilchton as some kind of exotic world, picturing shop fronts overflowing with silks and spices, great boulevards where grand ladies and gentlemen strolled in their finery, mansions and hotels in elegantly carved stone. Instead it was a dingy old place with a couple of ramshackle pubs and far too many fishmongers. The fantasy world she had yearned to walk in for so long was, like most daydreams, more than a little disappointing.

         They soon left the town and crested the brow of a hill. A whole tapestry of fields and woods opened up before them, as wide as the sea and every shade of green. Sheba paused to wonder at the sheer amount of space, and then they were over and down the other side. A narrow dirt track wandered along between hedges and mossy stone walls, and they headed down it, kicking up a cloud of dust behind them.

         They walked and walked and walked. It seemed as if they were never going to stop. At last, when Sheba’s legs throbbed from top to bottom, her cape was coated in grit from the road and the sun had painted the sky pink, they stumbled to the top of yet another rise.

         ‘We’re here,’ said Plumpscuttle, the first words he had spoken to her, and he marched through an open five-bar gate into a field. Sheba followed after him, wide eyes taking in everything around her.

         There were signs of recent festivities. Colourful bunting was draped along the drystone wall, the grass had been churned by hordes of booted feet, and there were paper wrappers, apple cores and pie crusts everywhere. Show-folk were packing up stalls and rides, and hitching them to horses, before rolling out onto the road and off to the next village fair. Sheba saw a coconut shy, a group of fortune-tellers and a rickety old merry-go-round. The place was a hive of activity, even though the festivities were now over.

         Plumpscuttle strode on, nodding to an acquaintance here and there, until they reached the corner of the field. Here stood a canary-yellow caravan, with a towering grey shire horse dozing between the shafts. Painted on the side were dramatic pictures: a giant lifting an elephant above his head; the black silhouette of a long-haired girl, her insides dotted with stars and a crescent moon; a hideous imp stirring a cauldron that spewed purple smoke. And dancing between their legs were little rats, all wearing human clothes.

         Sheba’s heart began to pound. This was much more exciting than Grunchgirdle’s dreary little display: this was a proper carnival show.

         Plumpscuttle interrupted her thoughts. ‘Get in,’ he said as he chucked Flossy’s basket up onto the driver’s seat and heaved himself up beside it. Behind him was a door into the caravan. He kicked it open with a hobnail boot and then, when Sheba had climbed close enough, shoved her through. The door slammed shut after her.

         The inside was dark and musty. She could smell people – at least three or four. A match was struck, a lantern lit.

         In the candlelight, a cluster of faces appeared, all staring at her intently. They were odd forms, hulking and mismatched. Like nothing she had seen before.

         Sheba started to scream.

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            In which Sheba experiences the scents of Victorian industry: coal dust, grinding engines and scalding steam.

         

         Once her shrieks had finished, the rhythmic clop of horses’ hooves and the gentle sway of the caravan began to soothe Sheba’s nerves. Enough, even, for her to brave a quick look around. Plumpscuttle had shoved her into what she now realised was a cosy wooden room on wheels, with a window, shelves, pictures on the walls and even a miniature stove. If it wasn’t for the other inhabitants, it would feel like a snug little home.

         There were two low bunks on either side, and she edged forward to sit on one – sneaking glances at her new comrades.

         The bulk of a giant, the biggest man she had ever seen, took up almost half the caravan space. He had a shaved head, a craggy face scratched with criss-cross patterns of old scars, and a broad-striped woollen jersey that looked as though it would pop its seams at any second. Squished into a curled ball, he was trying to jot notes in a leather-bound journal, his meaty fingers making the pencil look like a toothpick.

         Sitting on the bunk beside Sheba was a slightly older girl dressed in a boy’s charcoal-grey suit and trousers. She wore a top hat from which a cascade of ebony-black hair flowed, all the way down to her waist. Spectacles with smoked-glass lenses covered her eyes, making Sheba wonder what she had to hide.

         The bunk opposite was occupied by a mysterious figure puffing on a long clay pipe, its face hidden beneath the wide brim of a felt hat. It was only when the person looked up, showing vivid green eyes and soft, greying curls, that Sheba realised it was a woman. She was wearing a patched greatcoat, breeches and knee-high leather boots, and her left arm was resting on a large wooden box, from which Sheba could hear a quiet rustling. It smelled as though some kind of animals were inside, and when the woman caught Sheba staring at it, she gave her a quick wink.

         Stranger still, hanging from the roof was a small iron cage and in it was a young boy. His arms dangled through the open door, stretching far longer than a child’s arms were supposed to. They poked from his shirt sleeves, covered with bristly grey hair that spread down to his broad, spidery hands, even spilling onto the knobbled joints of his fingers. Fingers that were topped off with curved claws.

         The skin of his face was leathery and crinkled, like an old boot left too long in the sun. Wide yellow eyes glared out from under a mop of shaggy hair, and crooked fangs jutted up from his bottom lip.

         It was a bizarre set of travelling companions but one in which Sheba the Wolfgirl fitted quite well. She began to feel ashamed about her first reaction.

         ‘I’m sorry I screamed when I saw you,’ she said in a quiet voice.

         ‘That’s quite all right,’ said the woman with the clay pipe, smiling.

         ‘We’re used to it,’ added the giant, not looking up from his journal.

         ‘Bit of a cheek, though, when you look like an accident in a wig factory,’ said the boy.

         ‘Ignore him,’ said the woman. ‘He’s awful rude to everyone he meets, so you mustn’t take it personally.’

         ‘It’s fine. I don’t mind,’ said Sheba, although actually she did. ‘I am a bit strange, I suppose.’

         ‘As are we all, dearie.’ The woman turned to face the room. ‘And now you’ve pulled yourself together, I suppose it’s time you were introduced to the company.’ She leant forward, and with the end of her pipe, began pointing out the others in the caravan.

         ‘That great mound of might and muscle is known as Gigantus, the man mountain. Strong as a bull, but soft as a duckling on the inside. The young lady beside you is the famous Sister Moon: daughter of the dark but faster than the light. The long-armed creature in the cage is Pyewacket. One of the witch’s imps discovered by Matthew Hopkins himself, a full two hundred years ago.’vi

         As their names were mentioned, they each gave Sheba a glance or a nod. Sheba smiled back, then turned to the woman.

         ‘You didn’t tell me your name,’ she said.

         ‘I didn’t? How rude! I am Mama Rat and these here are my little darlings, the cleverest ratties in the country.’ She tapped the box beside her, at which a series of squeaks and squeals emerged. ‘Hush now,’ Mama Rat whispered into one of the holes on the top. ‘You can get a good look at her when we stop. Nosy things.’ She gave Sheba another wink and blew a few smoke rings from her pipe.

         Through the air holes cut into the bottom of the box, Sheba glimpsed the twinkle of cunning little eyes. By instinct, she hated rodents. The ratty stench made her hackles rise. But she managed not to growl. ‘My name is Sheba,’ she said instead. ‘Very pleased to meet you all.’ The rats all squeaked excitedly and raced around the edges of their box.

         ‘Did you come from another sideshow?’ asked Sister Moon.

         ‘Yes. Grunchgirdle’s. At the end of the pier in Little Pilchton.’

         ‘Little what?’ said Pyewacket.

         ‘We’re from London,’ explained Mama Rat. ‘The East End. Plumpscuttle takes his show on the road for a few weeks each summer, touring the local fairs. That was our last one for the season, so now we’re headed home.’

         ‘Just in time,’ said Pyewacket. ‘My spirit guide told me there’s going to be a terrible storm in the countryside. And a plague of giant turnips.’

         Gigantus snorted a laugh. ‘Are you sure he didn’t say “termites”?’

         ‘Ah, yes,’ Pyewacket grimaced. ‘That’s what I meant to say.’

         ‘I’ve never been to London,’ said Sheba. She tingled with excitement at the thought.

         ‘It’s stinky, smoky and horrid,’ said Sister Moon.

         ‘It’s fascinating, fun and beautiful,’ said Mama Rat.

         ‘It’s a festering cesspit of horror,’ said Gigantus, still not bothering to look up from his journal.

         Sheba was starting to feel anxious. ‘Is Mr Plumpscuttle a nice boss?’ she asked, looking to change the subject.

         There was a mixture of snorts, coughs and splutters from around the caravan.

         ‘That depends on whether you like being insulted, spat at, half starved and paraded in front of slack-jawed dimwits night after night. If the answer is yes, then he’s the greatest boss in the world,’ said Pyewacket with a scowl.

         ‘He’s a spiteful swindler,’ said Gigantus.

         ‘He smells almost bad as Pyewacket,’ said Sister Moon, with a wink.

         ‘Do you mind?’ The boy waved his arms and gnashed his teeth, making his cage swing round and round. ‘You all know that I’ll lose my powers if I wash!’

         Sheba wished she had never asked. Perhaps she would have been better off staying with fishy old Grunchgirdle …

         ‘Oh, hush yourselves!’ Mama Rat said, glaring around the caravan. ‘You’re starting to worry the poor girl.’ She leant forward on the bunk. ‘The truth is, my dearie, that Gideon Plumpscuttle hates himself almost as much as he hates everyone around him. He is most unpleasant, but … there are worse owners, as I suspect you already know. At least he manages to keep us fed and housed, and he has yet to lay a hand on any of us …’

         ‘If he ever does, I’ll pound his head into a pancake,’ muttered Gigantus.

         ‘… and for the most part, he is hardly ever around. He takes the money we earn him and goes out every night to lose it all at cards or on dog fights, and then wastes the whole of the next day sleeping it off. And if you know how to handle him, he’s a big pussycat.’

         ‘To you, maybe,’ said Gigantus, under his breath.

         ‘It’s true,’ added Sister Moon. ‘We do have a lot of time to ourselves. Plumpscuttle doesn’t mind what we do, as long as we stay inside the house.’

         Pyewacket pressed his face to the bars of his cage. ‘Sitting around all day is dull as stinky ditchwater.’

         ‘That’s because you haven’t found a hobby to occupy your mind,’ said Gigantus, looking over the top of his journal.

         ‘Actually, I think you’ll find I have several hobbies.’ Pyewacket looked down at Sheba and gave her a crooked smile. ‘How would you like me to read your cards, hairy? Or your palm? Perhaps take a look at your tea leaves?’

         Sheba swallowed. ‘Are you … are you really a magical imp?’

         ‘Of course he isn’t!’ Gigantus jumped in before Pyewacket could answer. ‘He’s barely even ten years old! He just looks like he was mixed up in a witch’s cauldron, that’s all.’

         ‘Oi! You bulgy brute!’ Pyewacket twisted his features into a hideous scowl, poking his tongue out at the big man. ‘I’ve got more magic in my left nostril than you have in all those flopping great muscles! I’ll prove it by telling this girl’s fortune!’

         ‘Um, maybe another time,’ Sheba said, catching sight of the others frantically shaking their heads. ‘But I can’t believe you’d be bored. Aren’t there hundreds of things to do in London? Sights to see, things to learn … and all the people.’

         ‘All the unwashed beggars, you mean?’

         ‘That’s rich, coming from you, Wacket,’ said Gigantus.

         ‘Isn’t London full of gentlefolk and royalty?’ Sheba asked. She had imagined crowds of beautiful people popping in and out of Buckingham Palace for tea.

         ‘There are many poor and needy,’ said Sister Moon, after Pyewacket had stopped cackling. ‘Some are very, very unfortunate.’

         There was silence for a moment, as Sheba adjusted her mental picture of the big city. Maybe it really isn’t such a great place after all, she thought, even if it has got crystal palaces and giant cathedrals.

         ‘Well, it’s lovely to meet you, Sheba,’ said Mama Rat. ‘I’m sure we’ll all get along. But now, I think, that’s enough chatting. It’s time for bed.’

         With a mixture of grunts and mumbles, the strange group began to ready themselves for sleep. Pyewacket wriggled around in his cage until he was somehow lying on his back, one of his stubby legs poking out of the open door. Mama Rat rested her head against her box of rats. Gigantus simply stretched himself out on the floor. Sister Moon curled at one end of Sheba’s bunk.

         Someone blew out the lantern, and the caravan was plunged into darkness, except for the glow of moonlight through its single, tiny window.

         ‘Night, all,’ said Mama Rat, and there was a chorus of replies. Not long after, a range of snores began: deep and rumbling; soft and smoky; high and reedy. Sheba thought she could place them all. She settled down into her mattress and was surprised to find herself feeling quite safe, despite her new surroundings and strange bedfellows.

         In the darkness, a voice came from the end of the bunk.

         ‘Are you all right, Sheba?’ It was Sister Moon.

         ‘I’m not sure,’ Sheba replied. ‘I mean, I think so. It’s a lot to take in.’

         ‘I felt the same when I first joined the show. Now I’m glad to be here. You’ll be fine, don’t worry.’

         ‘Sister, can I ask you something?’ There was a soft rustling sound, which may have been Sister Moon nodding. Sheba carried on. ‘The others and I, we all look … strange somehow. But you’re … normal. Aren’t you?’

         In answer, Sister Moon moved so that her face was caught in the moonlight. She motioned Sheba closer, then reached up to remove her smoke-lensed glasses.

         Her eyelids were closed. Sheba noted the long, dark lashes, the elegant curve of her brows. She felt a twinge of jealousy, looking at the older girl’s perfect, unblemished skin. She’s so beautiful, Sheba thought. But then Sister Moon’s eyes flicked open, and Sheba jumped back.

         The sockets were hollow. Empty.

         Or so they looked at first. When Sheba peered closer, she noticed light glinting on eyeballs. Her eyes were there, just jet black from one side to the other. Two pieces of polished obsidian, with no iris or pupil in sight.

         ‘That’s why I need the glasses,’ Sister Moon said, slipping them back over her ears. ‘I don’t see very well in the daytime.’

         ‘But at night?’ Sheba asked.

         ‘I see all.’

         As a ray of moonlight lit up the caravan, Sheba saw that Sister Moon was smiling.

         ‘Sweet dreams, Sheba,’ she said. Then the moon slipped behind a cloud. Everything disappeared into darkness, and there were only the soft sounds of sleep.

         *

         When the grey morning light stirred Sheba, it took her a moment to realise where she was. Her sleepy brain expected to be in her cage on the end of the pier. But instead of the fresh smell of the sea her nose was full of … the worst stink in the world. It was stronger than Mama Rat’s stale pipe smoke, or the ratty pong that came from her wooden box; stronger even than the crusty stench of Pyewacket’s trousers; and it was coming from outside the caravan.

         She stood on her bunk and quietly levered open the tiny window, trying not to wake the others. It didn’t reveal much except a view of hedgerows, the grey shire horse stomping moodily and Plumpscuttle dozing on the driving board. Sheba wriggled her head and shoulders through the opening to see more.

         Fields and woodland stretched ahead of them, broken here and there by small clusters of houses. It looked almost exactly like the countryside she had trudged through with Plumpscuttle the day before – except for a sooty smudge on the horizon. A giant storm must be brewing; great billows of grey and black clouds were boiling in the air. But as Sheba looked closer, she could make out buildings and church spires among the blackness.

         Then she realised what she was looking at.
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         London.

         That enormous smear of smoke and stone was just one city, a colossal sprawl. Thousands upon thousands of buildings, and all of them filled with people. Her jaw hung open as she imagined the amount of brick, stone and wood needed to build such a thing. How could there be enough food in the world for all the hungry mouths inside it?

         Sheba remained stuck, half in half out of the window, for the next hour, fascinated by the passing scenery. Quaint country houses rolled past; tiny thatched cottages with threads of white smoke drifting from the chimneys. Mile by mile, the view of London grew clearer. There was a hint of a great domed building that must be St Paul’s Cathedral.vii She squinted, trying to get a glimpse of sparkling glass that might be the Exhibition’s fabled palace made of crystal.

         Soon there were clusters of houses, then small hamlets with their own inns and churches, followed by the junk mountains. Great heaps of rubbish and manure up to thirty feet high,viii each with a gaggle of rag-clad paupers climbing and rummaging in it. They passed the first factory she had ever seen, a looming cube of red brick with rows of tiny windows. Then there were more, reeking of leather, meat, brewing beer, hot iron and molten lead. Each had at least one chimney; all were belching out masses of black fumes. The stink stuck in her throat, burnt her lungs and made her cough. Lines of tattered workers turned to gawk at the strange, choking, hairy thing hanging out of the yellow caravan.

         Sheba’s sensitive nose was now burning. Not only was she smelling new odours at an alarming rate, but they were stronger, more powerful than anything she had smelled before. Her coughing turned to retching and her head began to spin. Clumps of black soot drifted into her face and flecked her hair. She tried to pull herself back into the caravan, away from the overpowering stench, but found she was stuck fast. Then a pair of massive hands closed around her ankles and yanked her inside. Through stinging eyes, she noticed the others were awake now, although there seemed to be more of them, swimming in and out of focus.

         She opened her mouth to speak, but her head was so full of fumes she could barely think. ‘The smell …’ she managed to say, before she collapsed onto the bunk, unconscious.

         *

         The distant sound of a church clock striking echoed in Sheba’s ears.

         Ten? Eleven? But was it morning or night?

         Peeling open an eyelid, she saw daylight. Morning, then.

         She had been under for a few hours and, thankfully, her brain had used the time to adjust itself to London’s stench.

         The smells that had knocked her out were now dimmed to a background noise, thrumming in her nose. She tried to list them: smoke, burning. Rotting meat, blocked drains. Gas, of some sort. And sewage. Lots and lots of sewage.

         Sitting up, she discovered she was lying on a pile of tatty blankets in a small, square room. Plaster crumbled from the walls and, next to her, there was a window that looked out onto a street of squashed houses, pavements thronged with people. Around her were a collection of other beds and the box that held Mama Rat’s ‘darlings’. Tiny rodent snores drifted from within. Someone had left her little ebony box by her side. A quick check told her everything was still in its place.

         At one end of the room was a door from which strange noises were leaking. It sounded as if a herd of pigs were trying to gargle syrup. By the smell, she supposed it was Plumpscuttle, fast asleep and snoring.

         At the other end of the room was a staircase. She padded down it, emerging into an almost bare parlour with a simple fireplace and a single rickety armchair. Next door was a kitchen with a splintered table and chairs fashioned out of old tea crates. The window was open, but Sheba was too small to peep over the sill. Instead, she opened the back door and stepped out to see a bizarre sight.

         In the far corner of a dusty, fenced yard was the yellow caravan. The opposite corner held a small privy shed and a squat iron cage from which Pyewacket’s face was currently peeking. A gate stood open to the street beyond and on it, in flourishing but faded script, Sheba read, ‘Carnival of the Lost. Misfits, Oddments and Monstrosities. Terror and Amazement await you. Entry 1d.’

         All would have seemed quite normal, if it wasn’t for the giant grey shire horse in the middle of the yard, stalking back and forth with an evil glint in its eyes. That, and the figures who were trying to shepherd it into a stall next to the house.

         ‘Come on, Raggety dearie. Good horsey,’ crooned Mama Rat.

         The horse gnashed its teeth in her direction, and she skipped backward.

         Sheba hadn’t seen many horses, but she was pretty sure they weren’t supposed to scowl like that.

         ‘Don’t get too close,’ warned Sister Moon. She was poised just outside the horse’s striking distance, ready to leap to safety.

         ‘Get in the stall, you manky old nag, or I’ll pound you into glue,’ said Gigantus, bravely, but even he was keeping well away from the horse’s back hooves.

         Raggety made a deep rumbling noise that sounded almost like a growl.

         Sheba took a handful of sugar cubes from the bowl on the kitchen windowsill and walked slowly forward, holding out her offering. ‘Here, Raggety,’ she whispered. She didn’t know much about animals – except for Flossy, of course – but all creatures responded better to kindness, she reckoned. That, and a spot of bribery.

         The horse eyed her suspiciously, then edged forward and nibbled at the sugar. Despite looking as though he wanted to eat her hand as well, he was surprisingly gentle. He crunched the sweet granules, eyes closed in pleasure.

         Sheba slowly backed away, towards the stall. ‘Come on, Raggety, there’s a good boy,’ she murmured.

         Whickering under his breath, the horse clopped towards her. He knew he was being tricked, but it would be worth it for more of that delicious white stuff.

         Step by step, Sheba led Raggety into his stall, keeping him entranced by the sugar until Gigantus had closed the gate. As Sheba stroked Raggety’s long grey mane, she noticed Flossy’s basket was standing nearby. She guessed he was going to live here too. He gave her a nervous double bleat, and she kneeled to give his heads a reassuring pat. The journey to London seemed to have perked him up a bit, although maybe he was just relieved to get away from Grunchgirdle. Hopefully he would be happier in his new home. As long as Raggety didn’t squish him into jelly.

         Sheba fed Raggety the rest of the sugar, then clambered out.

         ‘Well done, Sheba!’ said Mama Rat, slapping her on the back. The rats squeaked in a rodent form of applause.

         Sheba felt a strange, warm tingle flow through her. It felt surprisingly good to be able to help someone.

         ‘Aye, good lass, that would have taken us hours,’ said Gigantus.

         ‘Clever, Sheba! Do you feel better now?’ asked Sister Moon.

         For the first time, Sheba noticed Sister Moon had two knives strapped to her belt, the handles visible beneath her open jacket. Big knives, with blades that must have been as long as Sheba’s forearms.

         ‘Yes. Yes, thank you,’ muttered Sheba, wondering what such weapons might be for. ‘It’s just this place … this city. I’ve never smelled anything like it.’

         ‘Make sure you steer clear of Pyewacket on a hot day, then,’ said Gigantus, chuckling.

         A muffled stream of insults began to pour from the rusty cage in the corner, but they were cut off by a deafening, gargling snort from the upstairs window.

         ‘Come on, you lot, there’s work to do before Plumpscuttle wakes up,’ said Mama Rat.

         ‘What kind of work?’ Sheba asked.

         Gigantus pointed to a stack of rope and sheets and paper lanterns. ‘We’ve got to get that lot up by sundown.’

         ‘And then what?’ asked Sheba.

         ‘Showtime,’ said Sister Moon, smiling.
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