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Prologue 




July, 1893 

It was dark by the time the circus arrived in Liverpool. Enormous wooden wheels creaked as they rolled through squelching, uneven mud. “Is this it?” the man driving the leading cart asked, looking out at the veil of torrential rain. In the drenched warmth of the summer night, everything was heavy with the scent of hay, leather and sweat. The lantern on the cart swung violently, threatening to detach at the next dip. 

“Yes,” said the cloaked man next to him. He muttered something that the driver couldn’t hear and waved his hands. Speaking more clearly this time, he said, “This is the place. I promise you.” He pulled his hood down to reveal masses of dark wavy hair, and secured his top hat on his head. His ringed fingers twinkled in the lamplight as he struck a match and lit another lantern with filthy hands. The driver stopped the cart and held out a palm to the sky. The rain lessened off.

Moments before, two urchins had watched the gaudy convoy of wagons veer left off Scotland Road and onto the designated green, quickly churning it into a quagmire, muddying the travellers’ shoes and boots as they disembarked. Somewhere in the distance, the animals protested in their various calls and grunts. Some noises were familiar; other noises sounded strange and unsettling. Amidst the undulating din, a woman laughed. 

The boys stalked the train of vehicles in the darkness, ducking beneath the windows of the carriages as they came to a halt. They stopped when they saw a carriage door open, and as fast as rats, scurried into safety, squatting beneath the wheels. 

They listened.

“I wish we could have come on the train,” a small man said, picking a splinter out of his bare shoulder. They couldn’t see who he was talking to, but some people were still in the carriage above them. “At least we’re here now, eh?” he said, looking up at the lit cab. 

“It looks dreadful out there,” said a young woman.

“It’s not too bad. We’ve ground sheets, I suppose.” The small man standing in the mud looked around, surveying the bleak surroundings. Tiny yellow squares winked at him from within the gloom like eyes—the windows of the few slum-dwellers who were still up. The small man stretched and yawned. 

The boys remained still. They watched as a pair of black shoes lowered themselves from the step slowly, landing in the mud. The black shoes belonged to a man wearing white stockings.

“Would have been nice to have done the parade first,” the man with the white legs said. He sounded funny to the children, speaking in an accent they didn’t recognise. 

They heard the young woman laughing again: a shrill, wild laugh. “What’s so funny?” Whitelegs asked, unamused. 

“You look so sad about it,” said the woman from inside the carriage. 

There was a pause, and the man with the white legs sighed. “I didn’t—I thought we were doing the parade!” He waved his arms about, soliciting another giggle from the woman. “Nobody said it was off!” 

She laughed harder. 

“Merde,” Whitelegs said flatly.

“What’s wrong?” the girl asked, calming down. 

“I’m all in white.” 

The laughter started up again until there was a bang on the side of the carriage, shocking the speakers out of their tomfoolery. The children remained still, eyes peeled. “Come on. Get these tents up,” the voice barked. It was the man who’d been sitting with the driver. He had a strange voice, too, but it was different to Whitelegs’ voice. The boys turned to see his long, black boots on the other side of the vehicle. Another door swung open with a creak. Projecting onto the mud, they observed his shadow in what narrow light streamed from the open door. The shadow man was taller than any man they’d ever seen. Long and thin. The crooked man. 

“They’ll be all wet and horrible,” the woman whined.

“No, Tilly! The tents are waxed canvas. Do not fear the rain,” the strange man in the long boots said. “Now get out.”

There was a shuffle and a thump above the children as they heard the woman drop back into her seat. The strange man walked past them, his boots squelching along as he banged on the other vehicles with his cane. At a distance, and illuminated by the lanterns, they could see his grotesque features outlined by the light he held out in front of his face. He said something to the other travellers, and turned away, walking further down the line until he and his billowing long coat disappeared from view.

The young woman’s whining caught the boys’ attention again. “Oh I wish we’d gone through with the parade. It’s going to be awful.” 

“We had no time for th’ parade. Had to get on t’ road,” the small man said from the other side of the carriage. They had heard men speaking like him before, and his face was round and kind. He was unrolling a large sheet and hammering metal pegs into the ground. “Anyway, it’s nowt to worry about. Let’s just get set up, eh?” 

“Why did we leave early?” asked the woman, leaning out of the window.

“I don’t know the er, specifics,” said the smaller man, down on one knee with his mallet, “but we’re ’ere a day early. Folk got spooked again, perhaps.” He hammered the peg in and moved to the next corner. “Don’t blame ‘em, like,” he said with a lowered voice. White legs shushed him.

The girl sighed. “It’s not ideal, Thomas. No one even knows we’re here.” 

Whitelegs walked to the end of the carriage and back. “That could change,” he said. 

The boys yelped when Whitelegs suddenly shoved his face under the carriage. “Hello there,” he said. “You can come out now.”

Their frightened faces stared up into the light of the lantern Whitelegs was holding. Large, white eyes sprang out of their gaunt, muddy faces. Whitelegs, it appeared, was white all over, with black eyes and a black tear on his cheek. “You want to give us a hand?” the white-faced clown asked. 

The two boys nodded silently, dazed by the striking clown face smiling at them as they emerged from beneath the carriage. The clown looked them up and down: no shoes, sleeves too short, trousers lacking the love of a mother’s mending needle. “Are you all alone here?” he asked. They nodded. The small man erecting the tent stopped for a moment, and studied them too. 

“What… who are they?” asked the girl. They could see her now. She wore a neat little hat and a dark travelling gown. 

“I found some children,” the clown said. “But we must be quiet.” He placed a finger on his lips, and patted them on the head. “Fontini doesn’t like children all that much,” he said quietly. 

“Hugo…” said the girl, sternly. 

He ignored her. “Do you like rock?” the clown asked. He pulled some out of his bag and waved a stick of it at them. Their little faces lit up, and Hugo nodded with them. “Everybody likes rock,” he agreed. 

“Hugo… don’t…” the girl said again, quietly. 

“Shh, it’s fine.” The clown towered over them, his dark shadow absorbing them as he stood there. He looked about, to make sure that they were as alone as they seemed. “Come and give us a hand. We have lots of rock.” 








  
  
Part I











  
  
1 




July, 1893 

Constable Lacey turned the corner of Ashfield Street and stopped outside a shoddy, multi-storey brick tenement. In the early days of the building’s life, he presumed that the bricks must have been red once, but on closer inspection, they had always been grey. Now, they were tired and as soot-ridden as the people that existed within their walls. He passed a beggar who rested against one wall, his head slumped, probably in sleep. Lacey sidled past, trying not to smell him, and moved through to the courtyard. 

The steps in front of the building, lined with hungry-looking, flat-capped men made him shudder. Each dull, hollow eye focused on him, his suit, his clean-shaven face. The uniform, reserved mostly for the beat and attending to street brawls and other cases of public disturbance, remained on the hook back at the station. Behind him, women were talking quietly to each other, casting a suspicious glance at the young man as they did so. When he turned to look at them, they quickly returned to filling their pots and buckets at the standpipe. 

Filthy, ragged children played in the courtyard below the hideous building, stopping dead in their tracks when they saw the young man standing there. They stared with curious, wide eyes poking out of blackened, dishevelled heads. He tried not to make eye contact. The sad, filthy windows could have harboured a thousand faces, none of whom he’d be able to see watching him through the glaze of soot. 

Lines upon lines of clothing and other articles hung over the courtyard and the balconies, limply waving in the breeze. The heat, as oppressive as it was, was no match for the sour, filthy hum of the slums in summer. Pretending not to be affected by the poisonous air, he reached for a slip of paper in his pocket, checked it, and returned it to its resting place. Crossing the courtyard to the main door in the centre of the building, he covered his nose and mouth with his handkerchief to relieve himself of the overpowering odour of urine—a mix of animal and man. 

He ascended the stairs with purpose. The unfurnished, stone hallways were alive with the cries of infants, hacking coughs of the sick, and the sad warbling of all-day drinkers. He stepped over some rubbish, disturbing a couple of rats that squeaked and scurried off into another dark corner of a corridor. The coolness of the building should have been welcoming on such a hot day, but Constable Lacey’s face flushed with exertion as he flew up the steps, skipping suspicious puddles as he did so. He cringed every time he heard the clacking of his Blakey’s on the hard, stone steps. He felt he’d blown it. He’d attracted too much attention, just by being there; as much as he wanted to turn back and try again later, it was too late.

The emotionless audience he had endured outside was replaced with the shuffling of feet further down the stairwell. The children were following him. They shambled along like a chaotic shadow, careful to keep their distance. Their dirty hands grabbed and let go of the rail like fleshy spiders. Even when he reached the floor he needed, no privacy was granted. 

The door that Lacey knocked on opened only a couple of inches, revealing half a wrinkled face, embellished with a narrowed eye. “Who is it?” asked a woman from the sunless hallway. 

He cleared his throat. “Constable Lacey, from the City Police, Madam. I would like a word with Mrs Flannery.” He held out his police wallet. She wasn’t looking at the wallet—her eyes focused on the smart shoes, the suit, and the clean hat.

“Why?” 

Conscious of the thin walls and number of ears at hand somewhere behind him, the young constable lowered his voice. “It’s about your son, Mrs Flannery,” he said quietly, his neck prickling under the eyes of his silent audience. 

The door opened further and revealed a small, old woman in a tattered shawl and a grey dress. He sympathised with the groan of the hinges as she widened the door. She turned and went through to the sitting room. “You’d better come in, then.” 

Lacey closed the door, leaving the curious onlookers to speculate among themselves. 

The old lady sat down in the only chair in the room, and gestured for Lacey to take the empty wooden crate next to the bed. “I’d offer you the chair, only, my knees are bad,” she said apologetically. Just as Lacey was about to say it was no bother, a decrepit wire-haired terrier came shuffling over from a heap of fabric in the corner, approaching him with a wagging tail. “Giblet, bugger off. You’ll get ‘is uniform all grubby,” she cried, shooing the little creature away. He turned around and went to lie down somewhere else. “So sorry, Constable. He’s too friendly for his own good.” She smiled to reveal her three remaining teeth.

“It’s no bother.” 

“Forgive my rudeness, Constable, but I’m paid by the piece, and I need to finish these today.” There was a basket beside her chair. From inside it, she picked up a small piece of folded fabric, laid it on her lap, pulled a needle from its pouch and cut some thread with one of her teeth. “My hands aren’t as good as they used to be, but I can catch up on a good day.”

“It won’t take long, Mrs Flannery,” Lacey said, his heart sinking with pity for the old girl.  

“So you want to know about our Ryan then?” she said, working the stitches with her gnarly hands. At a glance, her fingers looked unworkable, but she held the needle and thread with the grace of a skilled seamstress.

“Yes, Mrs Flannery. Your son has been involved in a few burglaries recently and—” 

“Oh!” She dropped the work on her lap and brought her hands to her face in shock. “Not my Ryan?” 

“We have… we have witness statements, and his accomplices are already in the Main Bridewell, Mrs Flannery.” 

Her eyes looked about the room wildly. “Well maybe they’re lying!” Her jaw jutted forward in disbelief. He had to turn his face away politely; it was a small room, and Mrs Flannery’s breath, sour with the scent of decay, made it hard for him to breathe. 

“One of them, Mrs Flannery, has already been charged. He has nothing to gain by lying, I should think.” He turned back to look at her, for the sake of politeness. 

“Who?” 

“Sean O’Donnell, Mrs Flannery.” 

“Oh!” She buried her face in her hands. “That good-for-nothing scumbag. He put Ryan up to this!” She revealed her face again and shook her head angrily, waving a finger. “He put ‘im up to it.”

“Do you think so?” 

“Yes. Much older than my boy, you see.” She looked up at him with large, helpless eyes that didn’t look too dissimilar from those of the old dog he’d just seen. “Ryan’s Dad left us one day and never came back. Ryan didn’t have no father, and that O’Donnell moved in on ‘im. I’ve got an older boy, but he’s at sea. Never around for Ryan.” She clicked her tongue. “In with a bad crowd. It’s what happens to boys like my Ryan.” 

“How old is Ryan, Mrs Flannery?” 

“He’s… he’s er… twenty-five…” she raised a finger, as though there was a prize for her answer. “But not really,” she continued, shaking her head. “He’s just a boy in his head. He wouldn’a done nothin’ if he hadn’t been told to.” 

“Do you have any idea, Mrs Flannery—where Ryan could be?”

“No,” she said, shaking her head. Her voice was breaking. “No, I ‘aven’t seen ‘im. He’s missing. He must be.” Her face darkened. “Somethin’s ‘appened to ‘im.” 

“Where did you last see him, Mrs Flannery?” 

She put her hand to her mouth in thought. Lacey waited. “He went to that circus there with some friends… or maybe a girl, I don’t know.” She rose from the chair, turned, and pointed to the window behind her. “He loves animals, you see. Always has.” Lacey crossed the room and followed the direction of her finger. He caught a glimpse of the large, canvas top in the distance, hovering over the obnoxious rooftops in the hazy sunshine. “It’s been there since Saturday, and that’s the last time I saw our Ryan.” 

He could smell her entirely now—the beggar’s bouquet—poverty, decay and gin. 

He coughed slightly and composed himself. “Does Ryan… Has Ryan left home for a few days at a time before now?” 

“I don’t know, Constable. I don’t know. Sometimes he’s out at night, but I don’t know.” Lacey studied her bloated face, her red, swollen nose and her slurred speech. “He’s just a boy. He’s just a boy.” 

Lacey left the house and headed back the way he came, passing the recreation ground where the pale canvas of the circus may as well have been the purest white cloth in the summer sun. It almost glowed, surrounded by the grey tenements and churches of Scotland Road and Vauxhall Road. Further down, on the way to the Main Bridewell, he stopped outside a cluster of taverns and shops. Pinned to the side of one cobbler’s shop on the next corner, he saw the poster titled, ‘The Greatest Show In The World.’ In the centre of the poster, a beautiful woman with flowers in her hair, flying across the roof of the tent with the voluptuous lips of a pre-Raphaelite girl, if ever she were to smile. Beneath her were towers of acrobats, dancing animals and a sad-looking clown amusing a delighted crowd in the stands, where the text said: ‘Fun For All The Family’.

He made his way to the other side of the street, and passed the market stalls that partially obscured the big top in the next field. He checked over his shoulder while pretending to peruse a fruit stall, and caught something in the corner of his eye: one of the urchins from outside Mrs Flannery’s dwelling. He walked the length of the bustling pavilion and circled back, dodging wheelbarrows, livestock and busy shoppers. The child followed him, ducking beneath stalls and tables any time Lacey turned his head to look in that direction. He passed a newsagent some money and took a paper, sitting himself down on the bench opposite the stalls. He pretended to read an article about strikes on the docks as his eyes peered over the top of the pages. They were watching him. What did they want? He wondered if Flannery had eyes everywhere. 

Deciding that it was time to go, Lacey folded the paper and tucked it under his arm. He drew a breath of relief when he heard the ring of a bell. A tram was coming. The horse leading it nodded eagerly as it lifted its heavy legs. He hurried to the stop and waited. His stalkers remained on the other side of the road, watching. Lacey climbed onto the half-empty tram and turned to see if they’d follow. They stayed where they were, watching with emotionless, dirty faces. 


      [image: ]Police Chief Inspector Andrew Gill stood at the window of his bare office, his hands behind his back as he mused. His gruff, dour countenance matched the atmosphere of the building perfectly. Lacey, invited in but not told to take a seat, stood there awkwardly, waiting for his superior to say something. “You didn’t tell her about the murder, then?” Gill finally asked. 

“No, Gov. I thought, if it didn’t seem like much of an offence, she’d be more helpful with the inquiry. And of course, you know what it’s like for bobbies up there. I didn’t want the mob treatment.” 

“Deceptive, Lacey.” Gill leaned on the window sill with an elbow and looked up at the clear blue sky. “It works, though.”

“Thanks, Gov,” Lacey said with a faint smile. 

“Very well then. So you didn’t lie and she knows nothing anyway?” 

“I didn’t lie, sir. I just, I just didn’t mention it.” He wiped some sweat off his forehead with the back of his hand. “I didn’t even get to mentioning it before she started wailing and fingering it all on Sean O’Donnell.” 

“O’Donnell?” 

“Yes. The mother is adamant that Flannery just does as O’Donnell says. Like his little lap dog.” 

“Course she is. That’s a mother’s love for you.” Gill sighed and turned to look at Lacey. 

“She says he’s young in the head, Gov. Like a kid.”

“Interesting.” Gill rubbed his chin. “All right then. Change of plan.” He clapped his large hands together. “Say this scumbag has done a flit—which I don’t think he has—who’s he gone with? His face is all over every train station, every coach house, every pub, and it’s not because he’s missing. There’s a bounty on his head... There's no way Mrs Flannery hasn’t seen it, unless she’s always pissed.” 

“I think that’s likely, to be honest with you, Gov.”

“That’s a shame.” He took a deep breath, as though the thoughts would deepen with every inhale. 

“Unless you think she’s covering for him?” Lacey offered.

Gill folded his arms. “What’s really baffling is that there’s a bounty on his head and even the worst of the scroungers hasn’t handed him in.” 

“No one likes a grass, Gov.” 

“Pah.” Gill sneered, rocking on his heels. “I don’t think they’d care. They’d be off over the water or something if they’ve got any sense.” He brushed some lint off his jacket.

“What did his cronies say, Gov?” 

“Nothing much, other than he was just as involved as they were. They say he’s a soft lad and didn’t listen to O’Donnell. They were supposed to be in and out.” He sucked some air in through his teeth. “The whole thing’s puzzling. He’s been missing since that circus arrived. It could be a coincidence. It could be that he’s planning to leave with them. Flannery doesn’t go far. None of them do. He’s got to be hiding close to home.” Gill paced the room. “O’Donnell’s not going to get off the murder charge. He’s admitted to it.” 

“Why is he desperate to have Flannery go down with him?” 

“That, Lacey, is what we’re going to work out. I’ve asked for O’Donnell’s execution to be delayed. He’s still of some use to me. I can’t have him hanged till we know the full story, and for that I need Flannery. I need you to find him for me—anything on the brother?” 

“At sea, Gov.” 

“Till when?” 

“September.” 

“Right. That leaves us with some more questions. You’ll have to head that one.”

“That would mean… going back over there?” 

“Yes. You need to chat to those people at the circus.” 

“On my own?” 

“Do you want to be a detective or not?” 

“Well, yes, Gov… But…” 

“But what?” 

Lacey said nothing.

“It’s fine. It’s fine.” Gill straightened Lacey’s lapels. “You just do what Mulders does. Go in, ask around, say nothing. It’s all about what they say, and what they don’t.” He looked at Lacey’s hat in his hands and smirked at the choice: a felt Bowler, just like the one Muldoon wore. “They might be a bit quiet, but you need to poke around.”

“All right. I’ll be back in the morning, Gov.” 

“You’re going now? Good. Show willing.” 

“I just don’t–-I don’t know what to… who to…” 

“The manager. Find out who he is, talk to him, then go and talk to the others. If he’s got nothing to hide, he’ll comply. Then when you’re done…” Gill looked at him mischievously. 

“Ask one of the girls out.” Gill picked up the poster, looking at it intently. “Maybe ask that one,” he said, pointing to the flying beauty with the roses in her hair. 

“Eh?” 

“One of the flying beauties. Do your investigation and all that, then come back later for the show, have a good time, and meet one of them after the show. Ask them if they want to go out with you. Take one of your mates. It looks genuine, then.”

Lacey’s skin flushed red. “The girl, Gov… where should I?” 

“I don’t know! Wherever you young people go these days. The park or something. Pick one of the normal looking ones. No bearded ladies or anything.” 

“Gov, I’ve… I…” 

“You’ve never asked a girl out?” 

“No, sir.” 

Gill blew some air out with puffed cheeks. Lacey’s innocence had snapped him out of whatever thought cloud he’d become stuck in. “It’s easy. Just take some flowers, go and see them after the show, shake their hand or something, say they did a great job, and ask if they’d accompany you on a walk around the park the next day. Offer to show them the sights or something. Take them out to a cafe for coffee, or tea. Whatever. Feed the ducks.”

“Yes, Gov… but… what if?” 

Gill slapped a strong hand on Lacey’s back. “You’re a handsome lad, son. Someone’ll say yes. The freaks’ll definitely say yes but I want you to try one of the nice girls first, all right?” 

“All right.” 
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Early the following morning, Constable Lacey reached the top of the staircase, the muscles in his legs only beginning to show signs of fatigue. He opened the stairwell door and rushed down the long, empty corridor of the Main Bridewell. Checking himself quickly in the glass of the door, he adjusted his tie and knocked. “Come in,” Gill said. 

Police Chief Inspector Andrew Gill waited for the young constable at the window overlooking the empty courtyard. Lacey slipped in and closed the door quietly behind him. He held his helmet under his arm, and stood to attention by the desk. 

“Good morning, Constable Lacey,” Gill said, turning around. He had his pipe in his mouth. He’d been ruminating.

“Morning, Gov.” 

“Any luck with Flannery?” 

“Not as yet, Gov, but—”

“Why are you in uniform?” 

“I thought—”

“Detectives don’t wear uniforms, Lacey.”

“Sorry Gov. Of course, Gov.” 

“Don’t tell me you went to that circus in your uniform.” 

“No, Gov.” 

“Thank God for that.” 

“Don’t worry, Gov.” 

“How goes the detective work, then? I’m going to sit here, and hopefully you’re going to tell me something useful. I got a bit more out of O’Donnell. He doesn’t think Flannery is on the run. Says the lad has been loyal to him—like a brother, but Flannery got off with the money. We searched O’Donnell’s lodgings and those of his minions. Nothing. He says Flannery was in charge of keeping it safe.” 

“But we can’t find him.” 

“Aye. It’s a pig’s ear of a job now. Anyway, how did you get on yesterday?”

“Mr Fontini is an odd man, Gov.” 

“Fontini eh?” Gill asked with a raised eyebrow. He examined the flyer that had been left on the desk all night. “When was the last time you went to the circus, Lacey?” 

“Yesterday was the first, Gov.” 

“You wouldn’t know then, that the show name isn’t always the person’s real name, Lacey. Ever heard of Pablo Fanque? You must have seen his posters around here when you were a littl’un?” 

“No, sir.” 

“Anyway. Pablo wasn’t a Pablo. He was William Darby. Coloured artiste. Very good with a horse. God, I loved that show. My old man used to take me when I was a kid. Anyway, they’re just show names. Is Ezra Fontini—or whoever he is—the owner or the manager?” 

“He’s the manager, Gov.”

“What about the owner?” 

“Fontini told me it’s owned by Edward French, but he doesn’t come on the road with them. He’s an ex-cavalryman who set up the circus after retiring. Lives in North Wales. Fontini manages everything.” 

Gill crossed the room and sat himself down at his desk. “Right, so what did Fontini have to say about our fugitive?” 

Lacey sat down opposite. “Nothing much, Gov, but shall I tell you everything anyway?”

“Go on then, Lacey.” Gill crossed his feet over the desk. “Tell me everything.” 

“It was yesterday afternoon that I went inside the tent of Mr Fontini. I’d been stopped by one of the hands—a gigantic, brutish looking fellow—and in his strong, Slavic accent, he asked what business I had there. I explained I was with the police and someone had reported a missing person, last seen attending the show the Tuesday before I got there. He didn’t challenge me. He actually apologised for the rough treatment. They’d had trouble with freeloaders and people trying to pinch from the collection at the end. He showed me to a section where the performer tents were set up. The marquee, much larger than the staff tents together, sat in the background, its huge pointed top reaching up into the grey sky. It was a wet day—” 

“Lacey, I don’t care about the weather. Did the weather steal him off into the night? Unless it’s important to the case, don’t tell me.” 

“Pardon me, sir, but you said tell me everything.” 

“Suppose I did.” Gill blew some more smoke from his pipe. “Go on then.”

“We trudged through some of the mud in what had been a hired field for the circus, and it was a minute or two before I realised I’d stopped to gasp at a giant creature! A moving spectacle of brown, grey, pink and gold, walking toward me in a headdress.” 

“Jesus, Lacey,” Gill said, rolling his eyes. “You saw an elephant. Did the elephant have anything to do with our missing person?” 

“No, sir.”

“Have you managed to find out where Mr Flannery got to?” 

“No, sir… but I have some ideas.” 

“Carry on.” 

“Well, for a moment, I felt as though I was boarding Noah’s ark, but the animals soon passed by and were ushered into the menagerie tent. They had everything you could think of! I stood by and watched for anything suspicious. It did cross my mind that our missing man could have been butchered and fed to the big cats, who were wheeled past me in cages, but I had absolutely no evidence and dismissed it as my imagination running wild. I found the whole situation to be a tricky thing; if our suspect was a runaway, why would any of the labourers cough him up? What benefit would it give to them to be a man down? What if he gave them some of the stolen money to cover his back? It looks like hard graft, watering and feeding the animals, cleaning the cages, the carts, the tents… anyway, I let that idea sit. Each labourer looked like… well it was strange. They were really young but looked like they’d lived a hard life; they were happy in their work, and more than civil with each other. Flannery is a thief, of course, but he hadn’t thieved anything from them. I took every opportunity given to me to make a mental note of every face, every name I heard. Flannery wasn’t one of them, but then of course, they knew I was there. 

“Surrounded by spectacles clad in feathers, tassels and bells, I barely took note of the rain lashing down on us as we reached a large, tasselled tent at the end of a horseshoe of canvas dwellings. 

‘Wait here,’ my large Slavic friend said, gesturing for me to stand still. He ducked his head—being a giant of a man—and went inside. I heard a couple of male voices talking quietly and a moment later, the giant reappeared. ‘You may go in,’ he said.” 

“...and you’re doing the accents as well, eh?” 

“Sorry, sir.” 

“Carry on.”  

“The first thing to strike me was how hard it was to see in the room. Incense made my nose itch, but it was everywhere, strangled by tobacco smoke. The concoction of smells had me somewhere between being intrigued and repulsed. ‘Come in, constable,’ someone said in an accent I couldn't place. ‘Take a seat.’ 

"The smoke parted when a man’s hand came wafting through it, and allowed me to see the round outline of a lit table lamp. It beckoned me like a lighthouse in the fog; as I moved toward it and saw that there was a desk, and a single, empty chair. Without meaning to, I dropped into it clumsily and sent smoke rolling up into the roof of the tent, away from myself and my host. That was the first time I laid eyes on Ezra Fontini, the ringmaster of Fontini’s circus.

“He was the strangest looking man I’d ever seen, and I’ve seen some. He wore that black stuff around his eyes, like one of those exotic dancers—or an Egyptian. I didn’t mean to stare, but I found that one of them didn’t move like the other; he had a glass eye. His teeth, when he smiled, were gold. His skin was what we’d call… swarthy. 

“‘Good afternoon, constable,’ he said, in that funny accent again, extending a hand. I took it and shook it. It was calloused: The hand of a man who works with rope and horses. I wondered if the excessive use of incense had been a means of disguising the smell of sawdust and stables, because I could smell it still, ever so slightly. He started shuffling a deck of playing cards, laying them out in some array. I didn’t care to ask. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Fontini,’ I said. 

“We exchanged some words about the weather and the disappointment of the British summer for a few minutes. I can’t say I relaxed around him, because he was focusing on the cards as though looking for something. He grumbled to himself a few times and shuffled them again. 

"‘Do you believe in magic, constable?’ he asked, not looking up at me. 

"‘Not so much myself,’ I said. 

"‘The occult?’

"‘I know of it.’ 

“‘Interesting. Men like you are usually straight-laced. Everything is just so. Good, evil, crime, punishment.’ As though tired of the cards, he gathered them in one fell swoop and stuffed them back into the packet. I then watched him stick a long pipe into his mouth and light the tobacco. The fiery glow around his face gave him a menacing look—like a trickster, about to swindle me out of my wages. I didn’t know how to handle him, if I’m being honest. I tried to think of what Muldoon would do, and I put on my best poker face.

“‘I wouldn’t say that, so much,’ I said. ‘The modern police force is quite open minded,’ I spoke as calmly as I could, pretending not to be affected by this strange man. I then remembered about controlling the conversation, and said, ‘Pardon me for interrupting, Mr Fontini, but I am here regarding a missing person.’ 

“‘Who?’ 

“‘A young gentleman, Mr Fontini. Goes by the name of Ryan Flannery. He is about—’ 

“Before I could finish describing the missing person, he waved a hand at me and declared, ‘ I know no such man.’ 

“‘Mr Fontini, I haven’t yet described him to you.’ 

“Fontini was having none of it. He shrugged and said, ‘I don’t study my patrons. They come, they clap, they drink a bit and they leave.’ 

“‘This young man is believed to have been with a group of other young men,’ I said. 

“‘So? I know nothing of him. They all look the same. If they didn’t, they’d be in my show!’ He cackled and took a drag of his pipe with a heavily ringed hand. ‘No one stayed here. My girls… they don’t do that sort of thing. This is a family show.’ 

“His appearance confused me. With the man’s long locks of black hair resting on his shoulders, I felt the ringmaster looked more gypsy than circus manager in his gaudy tent.

“‘Has anybody joined your payroll since you’ve been in town, Mr Fontini?’ 

“‘No,’ he said, leaning back in his chair. He eyed me with… I wouldn’t say suspicion. He was studying me, as though I interested him greatly. ‘We have all the manpower we need for now, but you can check the books, if you must. They are with Wicky, in the ticket booth. I am sure Roman will take you there.’—I learned that Roman was the guard who brought me to him in the first place. Fontini smiled, revealing the gold teeth again. ‘We are as we were before we got here. I promise you.’

“‘Thank you, Mr Fontini,’ I said. ‘I should also like to interview everyone who works here.’ 

“‘What?’ He stared at me. 

“‘The performers, the labourers and anybody else who works for you.’ 

“He let out a long, laboured, rasping laugh, made me wait longer than I should like for a response, and puffed a perfect O into the air above us. ‘There are a lot of people here,’ he said. 

“‘Mr Fontini,’ I said, coming back to what he said about the girls. ‘Is there anyone who might have a reason to socialise outside of the circus?’ 

“‘No,’ was his answer. 

“‘Correct me if I’m wrong, Mr Fontini, but only a few days ago, Madame Sophia was reported as missing.’ 

“Fontini remained silent, staring.

“‘Yes,’ I continued… ‘I wondered if… if there was any connection between Madame Sophia and Ryan Flannery?’

“‘No woman in her right mind would have any interests outside of this circus. Take Sophia for example.’ He pointed to the framed photograph of a lady in a headdress on his desk. ‘She is the star of the show. The damsel, the dame, the diva. She is all of them, and everyone loves her for it.’ 

“‘Has she ever wandered off before the occurrence earlier this week?’ 

“‘Sometimes.’ He shrugged. ‘She’ll wander off if a punter with a fat purse comes her way.’ He lowered his pipe, leaned forward into the haze of the lamp, where I could see every feature of his face, grotesque in the elongated shadow of the light. ‘The girl’s like a cat. She always comes back when she realises she has the better deal here.’ His grin, accompanied by the assurance of his wild eyes, made me squirm in the chair. ‘She knows she is the star. And she knows the show must go on, if she wants to be part of it or not. She only does it to make me jealous.’ He lowered his pipe. ‘I have that effect on women.’ 

“‘There is nothing else then,’ I began, coughing from the various fumes in the room, ‘you can think of that would cause her to disappear, then, even if it was for a short time?’ 

"His tongue came out like a wandering serpent, touching his top lip and returning back to its hiding place. ‘No. She’s not the magician’s assistant.’ He laughed again. ‘You think we turned her into a rabbit or something, eh?’ He rested his pipe in his mouth and opened the packet of cards again. He spread them out in his hands and offered them to me. ‘Pick a card,’ he said in his gravelly, insistent way.

“‘I…’ 

“‘Just pick a card. It won’t bite.’ The gold teeth gleamed in the light. I’d heard about gangs biting ears off in fights with teeth like that, so I just did as he said. I wouldn’t put it past the man to have a jar of extremities under the desk. Fontini’s cold cuts. Great with chutney.

"I took one of the decorated cards from the middle and held it to my chest. It was the ace of spades. ‘Very well, give it back.’ He held out his hand. ‘Do not show me. Just give it back.’ 

"I did as he said. He took it with one of his bejewelled fingers and placed it back in the deck, shuffling it once more. I watched him pull a card out from the collection. ‘Is your card… the ace of spades?’ 

“‘It was, yes.’ 

“‘Ha! Don’t get excited, Constable. It’s the only trick I know.’ 

“I found that hard to believe. His attention flitting back to his pipe, he put the cards away again and picked it back up. Never had I felt so small as I did when I sat within the penetrating gaze of Mr Fontini. The man was an enigma. Somewhere, a clock ticked. 

“‘Who reported her as missing, Constable?’ he asked, breaking the enchantment.

“‘I’m afraid I cannot say.’ 

“To my relief, he leaned back in his chair, dissatisfied. ‘It had been two days. Imagine it!—our first performance in Liverpool, and she goes missing. Foolish girl. Any of the girls would happily take her place. She is the best, but a replacement would have had to do. She is back now. She will not leave again. Now, if you’d excuse me, constable, I have a rehearsal to oversee.’ 

“‘If you would, Mr Fontini,’ I asked, annoyed with myself for handing over control again. ‘I should like to speak with the other performers.’

“His face was unreadable, hidden slightly by the collar of his coat. ‘Today?’ he asked over his shoulder.‘Yes. I feel that it would be best to gather as much information, while it is fresh in everyone’s mind.’

“‘Out of the question! We have a show tonight,’ he protested, grabbing a whip from a coat stand.

“‘For now, you do,’ I said, feeling my heart crawling up my throat. For a moment, nothing stirred, nothing rustled. The voices outside seemed too far away. Whatever test I had undergone, I had passed. The ringmaster turned back to me, smiled, and followed through with a laugh; this time, I could see the creases around his eyes. ‘Of course,’ he said, running his hands along the length of the whip. ‘Of course. If there is anything that I can do to help, constable, ask me, and it shall be done.’

“Before I could say anything else, he was gone.

“A few minutes later, although in some sort of daze still, I walked out independently and asked my chaperone to take me to the performer tents. I didn’t see where Fontini went.”

Gill sat back in the chair, processing the information. “Sophia’s what then, Fontini’s wife?” 

“Mistress, I think, Gov. It’s hard to tell. There are always women on his arm.”

“How do you mean?”

“Wherever he goes, he has a woman on his arm. Different performers each time.” 

Gill’s face scrunched up in bafflement. “And he says it’s a family show?” 

“Yeah,” Lacey said with a slight laugh. “I don’t believe a word he says about anything.” 

“So, the girl then. Did you get one?” 

“I did. Not the poster girl—that’s Madame Sophia. Out of bounds. There was a younger girl there—about seventeen. She goes by the stage name Tilly Mint.”

“Does she now?”

“Yes. She was more than happy to talk to me after the show and I’m seeing her later, in the park.” 

“Good lad—but hang on—who reported Sophia as missing?” 

Lacey blushed. “No one, Gov. I heard women arguing on the way in, and as soon as I saw her, I knew straight away who she was. Something about threatening to run away again, and there was a dwarf and a bearded lady telling her she was full of shit—she’ll be back, and so on.” 

“Lacey…” Gill looked at him sternly, relaxed, and burst out laughing. “Lacey! We’ll make a detective of you yet.” 
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