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CHAPTER 1

Fly never meant to end up in the cage with a man-eating tiger. She just saw her chance to skedaddle, and she took it. And even when the cloud of soot cleared and she saw the golden eyes of a killer staring into hers, she still didn’t straightway turn round and climb back up the chimney. ’Cos there was worse waiting for her back on the roof.

At least, she realised, looking at those teeth, the tiger would swallow her down in one bite and it would be all over quick. Instead of having bits knocked off her, day by day, ’til there was nowt left. She’d seen that done to others, and she wasn’t going to let it happen to her.

‘Well, this is a right pandalorum,’ Fly said to the tiger.

When in doubt, say something. It was a bit of Fly wisdom that hadn’t always worked out too well in the past. But then she’d never been exactly in this particular boat of pickles before. And anything was worth a try. That was another bit of Fly wisdom. Not much more successful than the first, by the last count of her bruises under the soot.

The tiger looked like it agreed about the pandalorum. But it was saying nothing. Not yet, any road. It just stood still. Dead still. And stared at her with a steady golden gaze.

‘You ain’t stuffed, is you?’ Fly asked, half-hoping, but half not. There’d be nothing to brag about over a stuffed tiger. She was already spinning this story in her head for later, how she’d tell the others, and they’d all stand round with their gobs hanging open like herrings. It’d be her best story ever, what would beat everyone else’s stories into a flam-doodle. That was, if she lived long enough to tell the tale.

The tiger’s long white whiskers twitched and it curled its black lips delicately, like it had tasted something that had disagreed with it.

‘No offence, like,’ Fly added quickly, seeing the look on the tiger’s face. Perhaps it didn’t like the idea of being stuffed, she thought, and who could blame it?

Any road, this tiger was most definitely alive. In the shadows of the stuffy cage, meanly lit through a patch of grimy greased-paper that passed for a window, the orange of the tiger’s coat rippled and shifted and glowed like coals roasting chestnuts on a wet winter midnight. She wondered what it would be like to sink her fingers into its fur.

‘You looks like you is made of bottled lightning,’ Fly said.

The tiger stopped curling its lip and looked interested. It likes a bit of flummery, then, she thought.

‘You looks like sparks would fly up me arms if I touched you.’

The tiger seemed to like that too. Best tell it a story, she thought. Whiles we’re chatting, it’s not chomping on me, leastways.

‘There was this cove I saw, what had a show up the fairground, and he said he’d got bottled lightning in this fandangled machine he’d built. You had to hold on to the handles, both hands at the same time, and blimey! It fair frazzled off your fidgets!

‘He was charging everyone a penny a shock – and they was queuing round the block!’ Fly laughed and ruffled her short black hair until it stood stiff with soot like a devil’s halo. ‘Made your hair stand on end, like one of Black Bill’s chimbley brushes.’

She stopped and looked at the tiger, which was still saying nothing. But it hadn’t tried to eat her yet, either, and that was encouraging. It was then that Fly had one of her ideas. Fly’s ideas didn’t always work out too well, in the same way as her bits of wisdom often let her down. Like the rest of the gang of street urchins she reigned over, when she wasn’t scraping soot out of chimneys Fly spent most of her time thinking up money-making wheezes. Being hungry and cold was a great encourager of wheezes.

‘Here,’ she said to the tiger, before giving the notion quite enough thought. Like, for example, how the tiger might take it. ‘You and me, we could set up in business, down the fairground. “Step up, step up, penny a pat!” I bet they’d pay through the nose to have a go!’

Later on, Fly was to discover that the roar which exploded from the tiger’s mouth at this point was not the most gut-shaking, rib-rattling roar in its repertoire. But it was loud enough for her to get the message that selling the tiger pat-by-pat in a fairground was not the best idea she’d ever had. In fact, at that moment, she thought that it might well be her last.

When the roar ended Fly was surprised to find that the walls were still standing and the ceiling above the cage had not fallen in. Equally, when it closed its mouth and opened its eyes – after what was by anyone’s standards a pretty impressive roar – the tiger looked surprised to see that the skinny, ragged, soot-stained girl who had fallen into its cage was still standing solidly on her two feet, her large black eyes staring steadily back into its own. She didn’t even look scared.
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‘I’m sorry,’ said Fly. ‘That was a real nubble-headed notion. I begs your pardon.’ One solid bit of wisdom Fly had learned in her mostly miserable and mostly hungry years on the earth was when to say sorry. At some ticklish moments out there on the streets it had saved her skin. But this was a tiger. Quite a touchy tiger. And she wasn’t on the street. She was in its cage.

The space between Fly and the tiger shimmered with dust and possibilities. But Fly never considered simply turning round and climbing back up the chimney and facing another beating from Black Bill. She’d decided to run away, and once Fly had made a decision, she stuck with it. If she was unlucky enough to have run straight into the jaws of a tiger, then so be it. She was almost too big for the chimneys now, anyway. It was only a matter of time ’til her knees got stuck fast one day, and then no matter how much she wriggled she’d never get free. She knew Black Bill wouldn’t be paying no one to knock down no walls to get her out. He’d just pack up his brushes and leave her there ’til she starved to death and dried up like a prune and fell down into someone’s fireplace to be burned to a crisp. That’d cause a proper palaver in the parlour, me dropping in for tea over the cucumber sandwiches! she thought.

Besides, Fly didn’t get on well with doubt and her stomach was rumbling. Black Bill had given her no breakfast when he woke her at blue o’clock in the morning, before shoving her up the first chimney as dawn broke over the rooftops, and now it was five chimneys on and she could hear the bells outside the window chiming for midday.

‘You might as well get on with it,’ she said to the tiger, impatiently. ‘Look at it this way – neither of us will be starvacious no more. You’ll be full up – or almost, ’cos I suppose I’m no more than a nibble for a king of beasts like you. And I won’t be caring no more, will I?’ Then she finished, more to herself than to the tiger, At least I won’t be going to bed with an empty belly, any road.

It was then that the tiger moved.

Its stripes slipped through the soot-thick air towards her, sliding over shoulder bones that effortlessly shifted its weight from side to side. Its paws were like pudding plates, so massive they should shake the earth, but soundless as silk slippers.

The tiger’s tongue curled out pink and its mouth yawned red and its teeth shone white, and Fly reckoned this was it, but it was a good way to go.

This’ll give them something to talk about, down The Cut, come Saturday night, when I’m found in a heap of nobbut my bones, she thought. Fly liked the notion of being the talk of the streets, although she couldn’t help feeling a twinge of disappointment that she wouldn’t be around to fill in the details.

The tiger licked her left elbow where blood was oozing from the scrape of the bricks in the chimney. It felt as rough as a pumice stone on Fly’s skin, but there was a warmth to it that she’d never felt in her life before. The lick took some soot off with it, leaving a black stain on the perfect pink of the tiger’s tongue.

‘Trying before tasting,’ remarked Fly. ‘That’s smart. That’s what I does, when I prigs a meat pie. I sticks my tongue in and licks out the gravy first, real slow. Lasts longer that way.’

The tiger looked up at her with unblinking eyes. It looked like it was puzzled about something. Then it bent its head and licked her knees. Its tongue was so big that one lick did for both knees. The grazes there were older and deeper, so many that Fly couldn’t rightly remember which chimbley they’d come from. The pain will come when the chewing starts, she thought. But maybe that’ll be over nice and quick.

Fly looked down at her legs. It might be the last time she would see them, and she was fond of them. They had got her out of a few scrapes, like when she needed to disappear fast after half-inching a pie or an apple off a stall.

The skin round the scrape, where the tiger had licked off the soot, shone clean and deep brown, dark against the ragged red of her scars. She only got to see her skin the right colour twice a year, when Black Bill’s sour-faced cheese-box of a wife had to give her a wash, by law. That was no joke – she’d rather stay dirty than have her skin scrubbed raw by that mingy old trout. Sweeplings like her sometimes went for a dip to clean up in the Serpentine, but then someone told her that a boy got eaten by a corcodile, once, so she didn’t go there no more. She’d never been much for the washing, anyway, even back at the workhouse.

The tiger looked up at her again, but this time it didn’t look puzzled. It looked certain.

‘Blue blood,’ he said. They were the first words he’d said, but Fly wasn’t surprised. She had somehow known all along that he could talk.

‘Don’t be daffy,’ said Fly. ‘Blood is red. It’s just the soot, makes it look that way.’

‘You have blue blood – royal blood – in your veins,’ insisted the tiger, and he sank down and bent his knees and bowed his head to Fly.

‘Your majesty,’ he said. ‘I hereby vow to restore you to your throne. However long it takes, and however wicked the enemies that stand in your way, you shall be queen.’
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CHAPTER 2

‘Fly! Get your scrawny little backside up here!’

Even if Fly hadn’t already made up her mind to escape, Black Bill’s bellow down the chimney was all the convincing she needed. She was certain sure of what was waiting for her on the roof if she went back up there.

‘Where the devil is you, Blow-fly? You could have cleaned every chimbley in town by now, up and twice down again. Shift yourself, you little toe-rag, or I’ll be scrubbing the floor with your face!’

Blow-fly was Fly’s full name – or at least the only one she remembered – given to her by Black Bill out of the generosity of his heart. He’d always told her that she’d been born a maggot, and had grown up into a dirty fly. Her name was the only thing he’d given her since he’d bought her for a shilling from the workhouse and christened her into the ways of soot. She’d had nothing but a number before that, so having a name was a step up. The little gang of crossing-sweepers, mudlarks and tumblers that she’d gathered about her reckoned ‘Fly’ suited her anyway, because she was never in one place for long, and so it had stuck.

At the sound of Black Bill’s voice, one of the tiger’s round ears gave a twitch. Ripples of black and white and orange knitted into a deep frown across his forehead, and his pupils shrank to pinholes. Fly thought maybe he didn’t like Black Bill’s sort of talk any more than she did.

The bellow from the roof reminded her that she needed to scarper, before her master came down to find her. Usually he waited below for her, so when she’d clocked that he was staying safe up top today, that’s when she’d seen her chance to escape. She could see now why he’d stuck with the roof.

‘Look, mister, if you ain’t peckish, I’ll be off,’ Fly said politely. If it wasn’t for all this chin-wagging with the tiger, she would have been long gone by now. She started to sidle to the back of the cage, towards the patch of window that was next to the fireplace she’d landed in. The window – small though it was – looked like the most promising way out to the street. She’d not had much time to case the joint, but the cage had thick iron bars on three sides, bolted firmly to the wall. It faced on to a shadowy cavernous hall which echoed with strange shrieks and growls and cries that didn’t sound like they rightly belonged here at all. Fly was certain sure she didn’t want to meet whatever was lurking out there. A tiger was enough for one day. No, the window was the safest bet for someone accustomed to wriggling out of impossibly small spaces.

‘But what about your kingdom, your majesty?’ The tiger’s voice rumbled deep as a dungeon in his barrel chest.

Fly stopped sidling and turned to look at him. From the droop of his whiskers, he looked like he was disappointed in her.

‘Oh,’ said Fly. ‘I thought that was just a load of gammon. You must be mistook, mister. How can I be a queen? I’m just Fly.’

‘It does seem unlikely,’ agreed the tiger, ‘given the amount of dirt. But blood does not lie. What is your parentage?’

Fly looked blank.

‘My what-age?’

‘Your parentage? Who are your ancestors? Who are your father and mother?’

‘Blame me if I knows,’ replied Fly. ‘I was just found. Laid like an egg in a basket, outside the workhouse. Nobbut a year old, they said. But no one never said nowt about me being royal.’

There was another bellow from the roof, and Fly took a step closer to the window. It didn’t really deserve to be called a window, but she’d got through smaller gaps when the crushers were after her, and there was no glass in this one to slice her skin to ribbons.

‘Take me with you.’

There was something about the way the tiger said it that made Fly stop and look back. It was half-way between commanding and begging, and for the first time she twigged the woefuls in the tiger’s eyes.

‘How the devil am I going to take you with me? You’ll never squidge through that windy.’

‘But you could get through the bars of the cage.’

‘And then what?’

‘The keys.’

The tiger nodded to a row of hooks on the pillar opposite, from which were dangling a dozen sets of keys.

‘Those are the ones. I’ve been watching.’

Fly considered. She reckoned she was skinny enough to get through the bars, any road. They’d been built to keep in a tiger, not a half-starved street urchin like her. But then what? There was something she’d heard on the streets about this tiger that was preying on her mind.

‘Look, mister. Why should I take you with me? It just gives you more chances to eat me. Even if you ain’t peckish now, you will be, come tea-time. It ain’t in my own particular interests, see?’

‘If I were going to eat you, I would have eaten you by now,’ rumbled the tiger. ‘Besides, I don’t eat people.’

Fly looked the tiger straight in the eyes. It wasn’t easy going eye-to-eye with a tiger, but she wasn’t a girl to scare easy.

‘Now, see, I knows that ain’t true. ’Cos I heard about you. You is the one what broke out, down by the docks, and ran down the street and grabbed that little lad’s noggin in your grinders.’

The tiger dropped his golden gaze.

‘That was just a misunderstanding,’ he muttered. ‘I was never planning to eat him.’

‘Well, you can see how it might have looked that way to him, what with his noggin stuck down your gob, staring at your tonsils.’

The tiger looked up, defensive. ‘I had been locked up in a crate for many months, after wicked men from my country caught me and took me to a ship’s captain. He shut me in a cage and brought me here over the sea. When the ship docked, they left the crate open for a moment, and I took my chance at freedom. But then there were so many people, and I didn’t know which way to run.

‘The boy got in my way. So I picked him up in my mouth, like a cub. I could have swallowed him down in one bite, but I didn’t hurt a single hair on his head!

‘But then a cruel man came and hit me with an iron bar, over and over, and all was darkness. When I woke, I was a prisoner once more.’

The tiger’s great head was bowed so low that Fly could hardly hear him. ‘I have been shut up here ever since. Have I not been punished enough? What do they want with me? This place is so cold and grey. My land is full of bright colours and sweet smells that hang in the air so you can almost taste them …’ His voice was so full of longing, Fly could almost taste them too. He sighed. ‘I long for my country, to return to my homeland, but I think they will keep me a prisoner in this dark place until I die.’

Fly knew all about being trapped in the dark. She remembered when her waistband had got caught on a broken brick half-way down a chimney and the panic had taken hold and her breath had been like a wild animal trying to bust out of her chest. It had taken all the courage she’d had to stop herself screaming and to work out that the only way out was to buff it and wriggle out of her rags. She’d ended up popping out of the fireplace in nothing but her Adam and Eve’s.

Fly knew then that there was no way she could leave the tiger to die of despair, here in the dark. So she stopped thinking about that window and stepped over to the front of the cage. She almost tripped over the remains of a carcass attached to a pair of hairy grey legs in the corner. The legs looked familiar.

‘Last time I saw them legs they was fastened to Pardiggle’s donkey, what pulls the milk cart,’ she remarked to the tiger. ‘It didn’t look too good then, but it looks a lot worse now. So that’s why you ain’t hungry!’

Fly slipped between the bars like a hot knife through butter. ‘Good job I ain’t nobbut a bag of bones,’ she said.

She could, of course, have just kept going and left the tiger behind. But when she turned back and looked at him, her dark eyes were sparkling with excitement. There was nothing Fly liked better than an impossibility.

‘What next, mister? Once I gets my dib-dabs on the keys?’

‘The guard is always drunk by now,’ said the tiger, with that disapproving curl of his lip that Fly was beginning to recognise. ‘He only wakes up when his master comes to inspect us. Or when customers come to buy.’

‘Gin for breakfast, dinner and tea, I bet.’ Fly nodded. She knew about the ways of gin. You couldn’t grow up as a gutterling and not know the ways of gin.

‘We can just walk past him,’ said the tiger.

It wasn’t as elaborate a plan as Fly would have liked. She liked a bit of trickery and daring and a flying-by-the-seat-of-her-pants sort of plan, but she had to admit this had a simplicity about it that might just work.

The hooks for the keys were too high for her to reach, so she dragged a bale of bedding straw over and hopped on top.

‘It is the key on the end,’ said the tiger. There was something new in his voice, which sounded like hope.

Fly came back with a heavy iron key. It slid smoothly into the lock and turned without a sound. The tiger stepped out of the cage, and Fly almost went topsy-turvy into a pillar as he gave her a nudge with his great head, like an over-grown kitten.

‘Thank you, your majesty,’ he said.

‘Look, we ain’t out of this pickle yet,’ replied Fly quickly. ‘And I reckons you should hold off on all that majesty stuff until I gets my kingdom.’ She was thinking what the others would say if they heard talk of her royal blood. ‘That sort of chat will go down on the street like a bucket of rotten tripe.’

Anyway, she didn’t want to hurt the tiger’s feelings, but she didn’t believe for a moment in any future kingdom. A good day for Fly was getting through twenty-four hours with a bite to eat, and somewhere to sleep at the end of it, away from Black Bill’s beatings. Today it would be a good day if she made it to sunset without Black Bill catching her and laying her out flat as a flounder. Leave alone how she was going to find somewhere to kip with a full-grown tiger in tow.

She locked the cage behind them and hung up the key. ‘That’ll flummox them for a bit,’ she snorted. ‘They’ll think as you’ve gone up the chimbley in a puff of smoke.’

The tiger’s cage opened on to a kind of pillared arcade that ran all the way around the sides of the building. More bars stretched away to each side, and Fly could hear rustling and low moans and growls coming from the cages. She peered into the shadows. The dim light shone back from so many sets of eyes she couldn’t count them. ‘Blimey!’ she muttered. ‘There’s so much sadness in them eyes, you could bottle it and never run dry.’

Fly stepped out between the pillars and looked up. The building was as high as a church, not that she’d had much call to be inside many churches, but she’d stared up at their spires from the gutter. A narrow landing with railings ran round the whole building, and above it, hanging from the grimy glass ceiling, dangled a thick fishing-net.

Birds as bright as bits of broken rainbow were beating their brilliant wings against the glass, cut off from escaping by the net below. They were desperate to get to the open sky above.

‘Cor, them’s no spadgers!’ She whistled between her teeth.

These birds were nothing like the tattered brown sparrows with whom Fly had many a time shared a gutter and a crust on the streets of London. These birds were calling to each other with harsh wild cries and Fly reckoned she knew what they were saying to each other. ‘Keep trying!’ ‘Don’t give up!’ ‘The sky is just up there!’ She could feel their hearts busting in their chests. That’s how I felt, when I got trapped back there in that chimney. Some of the birds had exhausted themselves and had fallen, senseless, to the netting below.

Fly’s eyes blurred. As she blinked them clear, a feather the colour of flame fluttered past and drifted to rest on her bare feet. When she looked down she realised that the floor was thick with feathers, which lit up the grey building with colour. She hadn’t felt their softness beneath the street-hardened soles of her bare feet.

The cries of the animals were all different, but she guessed they were saying the same thing as the birds: ‘Take us with you!’ and they were pressing in on her until she had to lift her hands to cover her ears. She bent down and tucked the scarlet feather in her pocket, like a silent vow.

This was a new feeling for Fly. She’d never felt any obligation to look out for anyone but herself before. In her world, anyone would cheat anyone out of anything if it meant getting to the end of the day with a full belly. Money was all, and a few pennies made you a king on these streets. Those were the rules, and everyone knew the rules.

She turned back to look at the tiger, who was watching her from the shadows. ‘What is this place?’ she whispered.

‘They call it a menagerie. It is full of creatures from my country, captured by the same wicked men who caught me.’ The tiger shook his great head and flashes of anger leaped from him like the white-hot sparks from a blacksmith’s anvil.

‘Her majesty will come back for you all,’ he growled softly to the animals, under his breath. ‘She will not forget you.’

He’s precious fond of making promises for me that I’ll never be able to keep, thought Fly. But it was a relief to have the decision about the other poor creatures taken away from her, because Fly had no idea where she would put them all. For that matter, she had no idea where she was going to put a tiger. Or herself, now she’d escaped from Black Bill.

Or had she?

Fly and the tiger were about to step past the snoring sapskull of a guard, when a great banging came at the human-sized door that had been cut into the elephant-sized ones that stretched from floor to ceiling.

The old man spluttered back to consciousness and lurched to his feet before what was left of his gin-sodden brain caught up and warned him that he hadn’t done up his belt. As he started for the door, sending empty gin bottles clattering around him, his trousers tumbled down and trapped him by the ankles, and he went sprawling to the ground. He lay there flapping like a bluebottle stuck on a jam sandwich.

‘I’m a-coming, I’m a-coming,’ the guard spluttered as he struggled to work out why he was trussed up like a turkey on the floor.

‘He’s too tossicated to fasten up his kecks!’ Fly snorted with laughter. But then the banging got even louder and Fly knew that Black Bill had started ramming his block of a head against the wood in frustration. She’d heard it often enough before, wrapped in her blanket under the kitchen table, when he’d come home half-seas over and his wife had locked the door against him. Those were the nights when he took it out on Fly with an extra beating. It would only be a matter of time before his massive bull shoulders followed his head though the wood and Fly would be getting the larruping of her life.

‘Croopus! He’s in a rare old humdudgeon,’ she said to the tiger. ‘Time for us to scarper.’

Another bit of Fly’s street-wisdom was never to find herself anywhere without knowing the whereabouts of at least two exits, should the need arise, as it often did. She already knew there was a metal staircase that led up to the gallery at the other end of the building. And she knew that it would lead to a fire escape, sure as eggs is eggs.

She led the way. Some instinct still held her back from touching the tiger, some sense told her that was a liberty too far, even for someone who had recently been told that she had royal blood. But the tiger followed her without hesitation, and she could feel the hot breath from his great mouth on the back of her bare legs as she bounded up the wrought-iron steps.

At the moment they burst out on to the fire escape and into the fresh air – or as fresh as London’s spewing chimneys and stinking sewers had to offer anyway – Black Bill burst into the menagerie below. He was looking more wild and savage than any of its caged inhabitants. ‘Where’s that good-for-nothing brat?’

But the good-for-nothing brat was already dancing her way along the rooftops in the late spring sunshine high above his head, as swift-footed and certain as the great beast that padded after her, rejoicing in the movement of every unconfined muscle.

Fly thought she was free.

She didn’t see, because she’d never seen it, the dark figure that slipped silently though the streets below, shadowing her every move. It had followed her every moment of her life since she was brought to London many years before, years before her remembering. It knew where she was, as certain as seeing, but without needing to see. It was too small to be human, but it possessed an intelligence and a purpose that had been conjured by a human mind of immense evil.

It was a golem. Whose task it was to haunt Fly’s every step and never let her go. And to keep her from her birthright.
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CHAPTER 3

‘’Tis a penny for you, and a farthing for the dog …’

There are those people who might have thought twice about boarding an omnibus with a fully grown tiger, in broad daylight or otherwise. But those people were not Fly. She couldn’t remember a time when she couldn’t do the seeing trick, or more accurately, the not-seeing trick. People, quite simply, saw what Fly wanted them to see, and never saw the rest.

‘You is joking, mister! A farthing for me dog?’

‘Taking up a seat, ain’t it? Dog that size – ought to be a law against it!’

Fly paid the conductor from her precious little store of coins, and she and the tiger went and sat down at the front of the omnibus, behind the horses.

‘Putting the stares on’, as Fly called it, had many a time been the difference between eating and going to bed hungry, as she’d thieved her way around the crowded stalls of the city. It was her thing, and the feral little animal she had grown into never gave a second thought to the rights and wrongs of how she used – or misused – her power. Or even what that power was really for.

So now the conductor – and the rest of the passengers – saw nothing but a grubby little sweepling and a large dog. And the mutters of disapproval were more about Fly and her soot-stinking rags than about her pet. ‘Shouldn’t be allowed,’ observed one plump woman with a face like a pig in a pink bonnet. She felt it wasn’t a comfortable thing, to be reminded of how one’s chimneys were kept clean. And one didn’t pay good money to be made to feel uncomfortable on the number 10 omnibus.

The tiger shifted next to Fly and she felt his warm weight pressing against her thin legs, like a promise. She wasn’t accustomed to being touched without it hurting.
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