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One



The Circus Comes to Town
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‘The circus starts tonight. We’ve got to go!’


Emily Wild scrambled up onto the sun-baked rocks and sat hugging her little dog Drift and gazing out over Pirate Cove. The Romaldi Circus always came to Castle Key for the last week of the summer holidays and Emily had gone every year she could remember. This year the theme of the show was the Arabian Nights. She couldn’t wait!


But Scott wasn’t exactly jumping up and down with excitement. He’d noticed the circus setting up on the common, of course. You could hardly miss a convoy of trucks and caravans and a red-and-yellow-striped big top. Especially when it was only a few minutes away from Stone Cottage, where he and Jack were staying for the summer with their Great-aunt Kate. But weren’t circuses a bit on the cheesy side? Clowns with silly shoes and red noses squirting each other with water? That sounded right up there at the gorgonzola end of the cheesiness scale.


His younger brother Jack was more enthusiastic. ‘I’m up for it!’ he said, rummaging through the picnic bag for a packet of crisps. ‘As long as there’s a lion-tamer with really ferocious lions. Oh, and some tigers.’


‘Jack Carter!’ Emily cried, aiming a sandwich crust at his head. ‘They don’t have animals, apart from a horse and a poodle. Making wild animals perform tricks would be cruel!’


‘Yeah, obviously! I was joking!’ Jack said, back-tracking rapidly. ‘What do they have then?’


‘Oh, acrobats, sword-swallowers, flying trapeze . . . It’s amazing!’


‘Sword-swallowers?’ Jack echoed. ‘Now you’re talking!’ He threw back his head, and did a revoltingly realistic sword-swallowing mime using the last crisp. ‘Anyone fancy another swim?’


Drift pricked up his ears, the black one and the white one with brown spots. Swim was one of his favourite words!


Scott stretched and pretended he wasn’t interested. Then he leaped up and took off across the scorching sand towards the waves. ‘Last one in buys the circus tickets!’ he shouted over his shoulder.
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Scott had to admit Emily was right. Sitting in the front row of the packed big top, he couldn’t help being seriously impressed by the Romaldi Circus. The show opened with a dramatic laser light display and swirling Arabian music. Suddenly they were plunged into darkness. Stars gradually twinkled into life all over the roof of the big top. Flying carpets began swooping in from every direction and hovering above the circus ring. The performers hopped down from the carpets, backflipping and cartwheeling around the ring in a welcome parade. And that was just the opening sequence.


Sitting between Scott and Jack, with Drift curled up on her lap, Emily joined in the applause. But beneath the excitement, she couldn’t help feeling a trace of sadness. Coming to the circus meant the summer holidays were almost over. And what a summer it had been – full of secret passages, flooded caves, ghosts, film stars, buried treasure and stolen masterpieces. But soon Scott and Jack’s dad would be back from his archaeological dig in Africa. The boys would be going home to London. School loomed just over the horizon. Emily didn’t mind school in principle but it took up valuable time she’d much rather spend conducting important investigations.


Emily jumped as Jack nudged her arm and shook a bag of popcorn under her nose. She snapped back to reality and settled down to enjoy the show. The ringmaster was galloping around on a magnificent white horse. Enzo Romaldi – a stern-looking old man with bushy white eyebrows and moustache – was dressed as a sultan in a fabulous jewelled turban and cloak. He pulled the horse up in the middle of the ring and introduced the first act. ‘. . . the Sword of Persia, a man who laughs in the face of peril . . .’


Jack craned forward in his seat. ‘Sounds like my kind of guy!’


Accompanied by the beating of gongs, a huge copper-coloured man burst into the ring, juggling six mighty scimitars, their blades flashing in the spotlights. He was wearing leggings and wrist-guards of tooled leather and a metal breastplate. His back was tattooed with crossed swords. To Jack’s delight, the Sword of Persia wasn’t content with just swallowing swords; he set them alight and then swallowed three of them, while hanging upside-down over a bed of nails.


‘Don’t try this at home!’ Emily whispered to Jack.


‘Spoilsport!’ Jack brandished his stick of candy-floss like a flaming sword.


Scott shook his head. ‘I’m telling Aunt Kate to lock the cutlery drawer!’


For his next trick, the Sword inserted six long swords into a giant Ali Baba jar. He tipped the jar over to show the audience how the blades criss-crossed inside. Then he removed the swords and his assistant – a lady in a belly-dancing outfit – climbed inside. She smiled and waved as the Sword of Persia placed the lid on the jar. Slowly, he slid the swords into the jar again, jiggling each one a little until the tip poked out through a small hole on the other side.


Emily cringed. She could almost feel the cold metal blades on her skin. Of course, she knew the lady wasn’t really being stabbed. There had to be a trick to that jar. She wished she could get inside and see how it worked. At last, the Sword of Persia drew the swords out and sliced the air with a flourish and a cry of Open Sesame! The assistant jumped out and belly-danced around the ring – not a puncture wound in sight.


‘How did they do that?’ Jack marvelled. ‘I thought she’d be skewered like a kebab.’


‘False bottom!’ Scott said knowledgeably.


‘I dunno. It looks real to me!’ Jack laughed, glancing at the belly-dancer’s wiggling hips.


The Sword of Persia was followed by acrobats and jugglers and a contortionist who folded herself up inside tiny boxes and bags. There was an incredible mind-reading act called Incognito. He was a sinister figure, in lizard-green body paint and a long black cloak, who appeared like a genie from a giant golden lamp in Aladdin’s cave, and could somehow guess people’s secret wishes. Then Mimi the poodle took to the ring. Her trainer played the part of the bored Princess Jasmine, locked in a tower. Mimi – her fur dyed pale pink and sporting a veil and jewelled headband – pulled off amazing balancing tricks to fetch beautiful objects to amuse the princess.


‘I thought you were the smartest dog in town, Drift,’ Scott joked, ‘but I bet you couldn’t do that.’


‘He could if he wanted to!’ Emily said loyally. ‘But how often is he going to need to walk backwards along a tightrope?’


Drift’s ears pricked up as he watched. But whether he was more interested in Mimi’s sensational sense of balance or her cute little pom-pom tail, it was hard to tell.


The grand finale was the trapeze act. The Flying Romaldis’ breathtaking display told a story of young princesses who turned into birds to escape from their palace, and were then pursued by evil guards. Emily watched in amazement as a girl – not much older than she was – swan-dived from the very pinnacle of the big top. Just as it seemed she would free-fall into the audience, one of the men caught her and tossed her back up into the air to land on a tiny platform.


‘Wow!’ Scott said. ‘These guys are good!’


‘Good?’ Jack laughed. ‘They’re awesome!’ Spellbound, he watched as the girl swooped overhead again. She let go of the swing, caught it with her feet, then sprang backwards; one flip, two flips and here was the guy flying in to catch her again as she soared past. She reached for his outstretched arms but at the last moment he seemed to draw back. The girl lunged for his wrists again and then grabbed at an empty trapeze. But it was too late.


The entire audience gasped.


Then there was a terrible silence as the girl spun out over the edge of the safety net and plummeted to the ground.





Two



Quick Thinking and Decisive Action
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The sound of the girl’s body hitting the ground made Jack’s stomach turn over. She’d landed in the aisle just a few metres away. She looked as tiny and fragile as a hummingbird, with a strand of her long dark hair across her face and her left leg bent at an angle that just wasn’t meant for legs.


A crowd instantly gathered around the motionless figure, but everyone stood aside as a tall man in a sparkly crimson costume pushed through and sank to his knees. ‘Gina!’ he cried, holding out his arms to scoop the girl up.


‘Noooo!’ Jack yelled. ‘Don’t do that!’ They’d done life-saving training at school and although Jack wasn’t exactly known for being the best listener on the planet – there were hyperactive goldfish with longer attention spans – he remembered one thing: if someone falls onto their back you shouldn’t move them. He sprang out of his seat and rugby-tackled the Flying Romaldi guy to the ground.


‘Get off!’ The man lashed out trying to dislodge Jack from his back. He was big and strong, with biceps the size of basketballs.


Well, if you’re going to pick fights with trapeze artists, Jack told himself, you’ve got to expect that upper body strength comes as standard! He was wondering how much longer he could cling on, when an elderly woman stepped out of the crowd, shooing people away. ‘I’m a doctor!’ she announced in a commanding voice.


The Flying Romaldi shook Jack off with a mighty jerk of his shoulders, then dropped his head in his hands and stepped back. The doctor felt the girl’s neck for a pulse and looked under her eyelids. ‘Unconscious but breathing. Someone call an ambulance!’


Scott held up his phone. ‘I’m on it.’


‘Jolly good!’ the doctor barked. She turned to face the Flying Romaldi guy. ‘Is this your daughter?’


‘Yes,’ the man sobbed. ‘Gina!’ He reached out to hold her again.


The doctor pushed his hands away. ‘No! You never move a patient if there’s any chance of a spinal injury. Wait for the paramedics.’


‘Oh, OK, sorry,’ the man mumbled, letting his arms drop to his sides. ‘I panicked.’


‘Of course,’ the doctor said, a little more gently. ‘Now, this young man had the right idea!’ She beamed at Jack. ‘Well done. Your quick thinking and decisive action may well have saved this unfortunate girl from being paralyzed!’


Jack grinned. Quick thinking and decisive action! He liked the sound of that!
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Next morning Jack and Scott were in the kitchen at Stone Cottage polishing off a cooked breakfast. Jack was telling Aunt Kate, yet again, how he’d leaped to the rescue at the circus. Scott sighed. He was proud of what Jack had done, of course, but if he heard the words quick thinking and decisive action one more time, he was going to have to lock his brother in the shed at the bottom of the garden and throw away the key.


Jack’s story was interrupted by the doorbell. Aunt Kate returned to the kitchen with a dark-haired man, so tall he had to duck to avoid head-butting the low wooden beams. Scott did a double take before recognizing him as the trapeze girl’s father; his outfit of jeans and white polo shirt was a long way from yesterday’s sequined leotard arrangement.


The man grasped Jack’s hand. ‘I’m Luca Romaldi. I wanted to thank you for what you did yesterday.’


‘How is your daughter now?’ Aunt Kate asked, handing him a mug of coffee.


Luca took a sip. ‘Gina has a broken leg and some bruising. They’re keeping her in Carrickstowe Hospital for a few days. But it could have been much worse, if it hadn’t been for our hero here!’


Aunt Kate smiled and peered over her glasses at Jack. ‘So I’ve been hearing.’


Jack grinned. ‘Cheers! It was nothing!’ He was trying to act like a modest and humble hero instead of the annoying big-headed kind. But he couldn’t help feeling pleased with himself. Scott ‘Teenage Hero’ Carter had been hogging the limelight for daredevil rescue bids since saving that Hartley kid in The House Of Horrors during Operation Gold.


‘Gina would like to thank you in person,’ Luca Romaldi was saying. ‘I’m going to the hospital now if you’d like to come? And Scott too, of course,’ he added. ‘I heard you called the ambulance. Thank you.’


Scott smiled. Calling nine, nine, nine was hardly a major deal. But it was nice of Luca to share out some of Jack’s glory. ‘Can our friend, Emily, come too?’ he asked.


‘Of course,’ Luca said. ‘We’ll pick her up on the way.’
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Gina’s younger sister, Bella, was sitting in the front of the car but she spent the whole journey, across Castle Key island and over the causeway to the mainland, twisting round in her seat to chat to the three friends in the back. She was twelve – the same age as Jack and Emily – small and slim with dark sparkling eyes and black hair in a single plait that reached almost to her waist.


Emily soon realized that being an amazing trapeze artist wasn’t Bella Romaldi’s only major talent; she could also talk at dizzying speed without coming up for air. Normally, when Emily met someone new, she had to ask lots of questions to build up a complete profile – you never knew when such background information could come in useful for later investigations – but with Bella, there was no need.


‘You three are so lucky. I don’t really have any friends my own age,’ Bella said, ‘because we’re always travelling around. I’ve got my sister, Gina, of course. She’s two years older than me and she’s cool, but I wish I could go to a proper school with classrooms and teachers and all that . . .’


‘Whoah!’ Jack threw his hands up to hold back the tide of Bella’s chatter. ‘Let’s just rewind that bit. You live in a circus. You get to do a flying trapeze act every day. Your life is totally awesome. And you wish you could go to school? Are you insane?’


Bella laughed. ‘We still have to do school work. We train all morning and then we have shows in the evening. We have lessons at home in the afternoon. My Mum’s a real slave-driver.’


Jack was starting to see Bella’s point. The only good thing about school as far as he was concerned was mucking about with his mates. All the work but with no friends would really suck!
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Gina was propped up on pillows with her leg in a plaster cast, but she smiled as her visitors arrived. Luca went off to fetch a drink for her, while Bella, Emily, Scott and Jack pulled up chairs round the bed.


Jack lapped up Gina’s heartfelt thanks for his help. ‘Oh yeah, nothing to it!’ he said, sticking his hands in his pockets and swaggering around the bed – as if rescuing damsels in distress was all in a day’s work.


Scott rolled his eyes.


Emily let Jack enjoy his moment of glory. Then she got down to business. ‘Gina, do you have any idea what caused you to fall?’


Scott couldn’t believe it. You were supposed to ask people in hospital how they were feeling or whether they’d like a grape, not start interrogating them about their accident! But Emily just couldn’t resist trying to get to the bottom of things – preferably dark, suspicious, criminal things. In Emily World the ropes had, no doubt, been sabotaged by a ruthless gang of rival trapeze artists. She’d be whipping out her notebook and taking a statement next.


But to Scott’s surprise, Gina was happy to talk about it.


‘I’ve been going over and over it in my mind,’ she said. ‘We’ve done that catch a thousand times. Danny’s never fluffed it before.’


‘Who’s Danny?’ Jack asked.


‘He’s our creep of a cousin. His Dad, Uncle Tony, is our Dad’s older brother,’ Bella explained. ‘Danny thinks he’s the boss of us just because he’s sixteen and because he’s a boy. No offence!’ She grinned at Scott and Jack. ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he missed Gina on purpose.’


Gina’s mouth dropped open. ‘Bella! Don’t be silly. Even Danny wouldn’t do something like that! Anyway it was my own stupid fault I missed the safety net.’


‘What do you mean?’ Scott asked.


‘Well, we’re trained to fall safely if something goes wrong. But I was so desperate not to mess up the catch that I tried to grab another swing and ended up catapulting myself right over the edge of the net.’


Back from the vending machine, Luca Romaldi handed Gina a bottle of sparkling water. ‘I’m going to extend that safety net to make sure it can never happen again.’


Gina took the bottle. ‘So, have you decided?’


Luca nodded seriously. ‘Yes, Bella can take your part tonight.’


Bella leaped into her Dad’s arms. ‘Thank you! I can’t wait!’ Then she turned to her new friends. ‘They only usually let me do the baby stuff, because I’m the youngest, but I’m perfectly capable of doing all Gina’s big moves; I do them in training all the time.’


Luca smiled and turned to Scott, Emily and Jack. ‘How would you like to come along and see Bella in action? It’s Saturday, so there’s a matinee show this afternoon. In fact, we’d better get going because this young lady needs to run through that swan-dive a few more times!’


Bella made a face at her Dad. Then she did a cartwheel and a backflip back to Gina’s side. ‘See you tomorrow.’


‘Good luck,’ Gina said. Then she laughed and tapped her plaster cast. ‘Break a leg! Isn’t that what they say in the theatre?’





Three



Another Near-Disaster
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The circus was just as good the second time around.


But shortly before the Flying Romaldis came on, disaster almost struck again. Two clowns were chasing each other around in a hilarious fight scene, playing the parts of rival merchants in an Eastern bazaar. They ran up and down poles and tight ropes and ladders, using random objects from the market stalls – rolled up carpets, brooms and baskets – to attack each other. It was very fast and very funny.
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