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				Life is being on the wire. 
Everything else is just waiting.

				Karl Wallenda

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1 HOW TO SURVIVE

				Danny Woo opens his eyes.

				The left one is electric green, the right a deep, chestnut brown. Intense and brooding, they gaze out into the October morning.

				‘Oi, Woo! You going to show us your stupid card trick or what?’

				Danny groans inwardly as Jamie G leans over him. ‘Now?’

				‘Got time, Freaky. Unless you’re scared of missing the bell.’

				Danny shakes his head and takes the magician’s deck from his trouser pocket. Heartbeat thickening, he shuffles the cards and cuts. It must work, he thinks. I must get it right – or face more rubbish from Jamie and his mates. He remembers this very same pack sliding through Dad’s practised fingers. Hard to believe. Concentrate, Danny.

				He draws a breath, steadies his hands as the others gather to watch. The raucous noise of the changing rooms ebbs away to an expectant hush.

				‘OK. Pick a card,’ he says, fanning the deck, holding them out face down, and – yes – the timing of the ‘force’ is perfect. As if drawn by a magnet, Jamie plucks out the King of Spades as planned. Good.

				‘Look at it,’ Danny says. ‘All of you take a look.’

				That gives him the vital half-second he needs to get the rubber band in place, tucked behind the deck.

				‘Put it back. Wherever you want.’ Except that’s not true. It must be in just the right place.

				Jamie shoves the card back, trying to throw him, but Danny gets his little finger in place – a perfectly disguised ‘pinky break’ – and snicks the elastic band around the corner of the King. He tightens the deck. Maybe it hasn’t quite caught? No going back now.

				‘Think about your card. Say it over and over in your head.’ He holds the pack at arm’s length, eyes burning into their backs, then snaps his little finger towards him, hidden from the others. But the band slips, and instead of jumping, the King does no more than jut up a fraction, before stopping dead. Damn it.

				Danny pulls it from the deck, putting on a brave face as he shows his audience. ‘King of Spades, right?’

				‘Uh huh.’ Jamie curls his lip, trying not to look impressed. ‘You got it. Now show it me again, Freaky.’

				‘No,’ Danny says, thinking of what Dad would say. Never repeat. Never explain . . .

				‘Then I’ll show you my own trick, Woo,’ Jamie says. He snatches the deck and hurls it into the air. ‘Fifty-flipping-two-card pick-up! Catch!’

				The others laugh as Danny scrabbles to retrieve the cards from the changing room floor. He can smell disinfectant on the tiles, sterile and cold. He’s been boarding at Ballstone for over a year, but still the place gives him the creeps. How different from the Mysterium and its heady aroma of wet grass, dry ice, burning paraffin, thunderclap smoke, greasepaint – the vital, living scent of the big top when you unrolled it at a new venue. But that’s all gone. And he’s got to get used to that.

				He picks the cards up one by one, counting them to make sure they’re all there.

				And now he’s late for the next lesson.

				Danny runs after the others, needing to make up time or face another mind-numbing detention. His slim form darts across the main courtyard, overtaking Jamie and the rest. He glances at his watch – only a fraction past ten thirty. Should be OK.

				The rooks are calling darkly overhead, flapping away at their nests in the elm trees. Danny’s fingers reach for the door—

				—and then the explosion rocks the building to its foundations.

				It flashes on Danny’s face, whites out his vision.

				The blast wave follows a split second later, thumping down the corridor, blowing out the doors, sending him sprawling across the tarmac. He knows how to fall and roll, but there’s no time to prepare. His face strikes the tarmac hard and he flops over twice, before lying there stunned, listening as the explosion dies away in a long, drawn-out growl.

				Stars dance in his head. The air is full of smoke and the stench of smouldering electrics – and it feels like all the breath has been sucked from his lungs.

				In his mouth there’s the iron tang of blood, and when he reaches up to check, his fingertips come away red. Sitting up, his mind blank for a moment, he tries to work out what has happened. It takes a minute or so to remember where he is. Who he is! He sees Jamie and the others staggering around looking equally dazed.

				Paper from the noticeboards floats down around them like oversized, charred snowflakes. One sheet, half crisped, brushes his cheek – and instinctively he reaches up to catch it. Instead of carrying the school’s logo and usual heading, it’s almost blank. In the middle of what’s left is a small diagram of sorts: a neat grid of black dots, seven rows by seven columns. One of them – second row down on the left-hand side – is circled in red pen.

				The dots swim in his vision, eyes watering.

				Under the diagram someone has written ‘1030’: the numbers are heavily done, pressed down into the paper.

				Nothing else.

				He looks at it for a moment, but, like so much in his life right now, it makes no sense at all. Absent-mindedly, he folds the paper and shoves it in his back pocket.

				Through the smoke he can see the rooks wheeling overhead, shaken from the trees by the explosion. They cackle and caw, ragged black crosses against the sky.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2 HOW TO BE FULLY ALIVE

				By a fluke the main corridor was empty when the explosion hit, and so there are no major casualties – just nasty cuts and bruises from flying debris, and a few students suffering from shock. They sit around the courtyard, dazed, wrapped in reflective blankets, while the emergency services put up yellow tape and walkie-talkies crackle the air with static.

				Danny is assessed by a paramedic. She asks if he banged his head, and gets him to follow her finger with his eyes, before shining a torch deep into them.

				‘Pupils dilating fine. Nice colours!’ she adds with a smile. ‘You get them from Mum and Dad? One from each?’

				Danny does his best to smile back, but as the medic dresses the cut, she notices that his eyes don’t join in. The rest of the face is almost frozen.

				‘You OK now? Sure?’

				‘Yes. Thanks.’

				‘Well, take it easy, young man. Watch out for shock.’

				‘What does it feel like?’

				‘Like you’re locked up tight. Can’t get moving.’

				He nods. But isn’t that what he’s been feeling each and every day this last year and a half?

				Classes are suspended until further notice and Danny retreats to the sanctuary of the room that – thankfully – he has to himself. He flops on the bed and stares at the cracks in the ceiling. A few minutes earlier and— No, it doesn’t bear thinking about. He shakes his head to clear the thought.

				But there’s more to cope with than that. The acrid smell of the explosion, the cold weather, the arrival of the emergency services are all conspiring to remind him of that terrible day twenty long months ago: snow falling steadily from the Berlin sky, shock tearing his insides as the policeman pulled him away from the charred, broken remains of their circus trailer. The ambulance unloading stretchers for Mum and Dad. Or what was left of them.

				He shudders. Tries to push the thoughts back down and lock them away again. Like normal.

				But this time it’s different.

				The memories refuse to lie down again. And vaguely he’s aware that the blast has shaken something loose. Agitation rises up in waves – as if waking him from a long but fitful night’s sleep. The feeling keeps growing; an impulse to get moving, to be doing something. Unable to rest, he starts to pace the room like Dad used to do when struggling to perfect an escape, eager to eat his dinner and get back to the practice ring.

				‘Woo!’ Jamie breezes in without knocking, throwing himself down in an armchair. The knowing smirk temporarily knocked from the corners of his mouth.

				‘Did you hear? It was a gas leak, and now there’s no heating. Old Kircher’s shutting early for half term. Result or what?!’

				‘What are you doing in my room? What do you want?’

				Jamie ignores the question. ‘If I hadn’t chucked your stupid cards . . .’ He lets the thought hang for a moment. ‘I saved your life, Woo! You could thank me.’

				‘Yep. Thanks.’

				‘Were you scared?’

				‘Not really.’ And strangely enough that’s the truth, Danny thinks.

				‘I nearly crapped myself!’

				The smirk’s coming back as Jamie’s eyes rove the room. They latch onto a framed photo on Danny’s desk: it shows a powerfully built dwarf standing beside an oversized cannon. He’s dressed in an astronaut outfit, his head shaved close and muscles bulging through his silver spacesuit. Tucked under his arm is a helmet marked with a big red Z.

				Danny follows Jamie’s gaze, and sees his eleven-year-old self standing in the picture beside the dwarf – smiling, looking relaxed. Only a year and a half ago, but it seems like a hundred. Even the little quiff in his short dark hair looks perkier there.

				‘And who’s this little freak you’re with?’

				‘Major Zamora. Our strongman,’ Danny says, biting back anger. ‘That’s his old human cannonball act – Captain Solaris.’

				‘Bet they fired him,’ Jamie says, laughing at his own joke.

				As if no one’s ever told that one before! How to explain to an idiot like Jamie Gunn? How to say just how important Zamora has been: lifelong friend, confidant, godfather . . . all rolled into one. Danny has missed Zamora almost as much as Mum and Dad. And it’s been ages. The one chance he had to see the dwarf again had been on a tour of Zamora’s latest outfit – Circo Micro – but being up close to the circus world again had felt too raw.

				‘He’s what? A midget?’ Jamie says.

				‘A dwarf. Midget’s rude.’

				‘So your circus was all freak shows, animal cruelty?’

				‘No! Never heard of Archaos? Cirque du Soleil?’

				‘Nah.’

				‘That’s “new circus”. Just like us. Scary, arty. Edgy stuff. No animals—’

				‘Circus is just for kids,’ Jamie says with a snort. ‘And what did your folks do, then?’

				‘Amazing things . . .’

				Danny’s still lost in the photo. You can just see part of his old trailer home in the background, and the memories come bubbling up – both good and bad. How to describe the wild beauty of the Mysterium and its band of misfits, loners, dreamers? Jamie G won’t understand, so no point trying to explain. You had to see it to believe it.

				‘Gotta go, Freaky,’ Gunn says, getting up to leave. ‘What’re you going to do with the extra holiday then?’

				‘Just going to be at Aunt Laura’s, I guess.’

				‘Well, have fun, woncha?’

				Jamie being nice? Just another bit of weirdness to add to the day.

				Phone calls are made to announce the closure, and Danny goes to wait for Aunt Laura in the common room. For some reason he can’t fathom, the windows there are barred. Keeping people out – or in? Through them he can see the mud-locked games pitches, and, beyond them, the high wall that circles the school cutting into the mist.

				Still he can’t settle, and, impatiently, he goes to stand on the front steps. Maybe it’s just the adrenalin rush from the explosion punching through his system. Maybe. But there’s something deeper there now, pushing him towards action, movement. Come on, Laura. Get a move on.

				And then suddenly she’s powering up the driveway, her old Citroën chewing up the gravel. He watches as Laura brakes hard, sliding the car between an ambulance and a smart Jag, missing both by a whisker.

				She jumps out, takes in the column of smoke drifting heavenwards from the back of the school, and, mouth dropping open in concern, comes striding across the fire hoses. Without thought for any embarrassment she might cause, she throws her arms hard around him. She takes her role as guardian seriously, and puts every ounce of strength into the hug.

				‘Danny! My God. Are you OK?’

				‘I’m fine,’ he says, wriggling free.

				‘So what’s this bandage?’

				She breaks off, holding his shoulders, appraising him at arm’s length. For an investigative journalist – a fearless one at that, who takes everything in her stride – she suddenly seems knocked off balance. Even the short stint in prison didn’t do that to her.

				‘God! A minute earlier and—’

				‘I’m OK,’ he says. ‘I just want to get going.’

				‘Well, I’ve got a thing or two to say to your blasted head first. What’s his name again?’

				‘Mr Kircher.’

				‘Kircher. Right! You go and pack your stuff.’

				‘Aunt Laura—’ he calls after her, but it’s no use. She’s marching through the front doors to tackle the head.

				‘Kircher, a word or two, if you please. No, I haven’t got time to wait! You’re lucky we don’t pursue a negligence claim. How’d you like that in the papers to make you choke on your bloody cornflakes!’

				No contest.

				Danny watches her go as Kircher takes a defensive step backwards. This is more like the usual Aunt Laura – a box of fireworks, ready to take on anyone, anything.

				He heads to pack, mulling things over as he goes. Maybe I should get out the posters of Mum and Dad from under the bed when I come back, he thinks. Put them up. Maybe it would help. But then people like Jamie would just mock them. And maybe it’s still too painful.

				They can stay where they are, rolled up – protected and safe – in their cardboard tubes: Mum strolling on the wire, under the very highest point of the Mysterium’s midnight-blue ‘hemisphere’, tossing firecrackers to the ground far below, the poster emblazoned with the words LILY WOO in the WONDER CHAMBER.

				And the beautiful painted one of Dad at the end of his burning rope, bound in the straitjacket, flames chewing his ankles as he turns to smile at the audience, oblivious of the danger. THE GREAT HARRY WHITE, it says. HE CAN ESCAPE FROM ANYTHING!

				Except it wasn’t true, was it?

				Danny sets about putting cards, magic books, home clothes into his old circus trunk. It’s the same dark blue as their old big top, and proudly carries the single word MYSTERIUM.

				Underneath that is the logo: a pure-white skull gazing out of the darkness, surrounded by pale-blue and red butterflies. Dad had said it was a kind of vanitas – an image that contained at once both death and fragile life, to remind you how everything changes, is transient. And one day gone forever.

				‘A whisker away from nothingness, Danny.’

				‘So why do we have it on our logo?’

				‘Because that’s what it’s all about. Being fully alive! By not forgetting that we’re lucky to be here at all!’

				Danny runs his finger over the golden letters now. Everything is changing. All the time. Maybe it would have been better to have parents who commuted to work and nagged you about homework and did normal things and expected you to do the same.

				He sighs. Maybe.

				From the bottom drawer of his desk, he takes Dad’s thick notebook and lays it on the clothes. It’s just smaller than A4 in size, and stuffed with working notes, drawings, newspaper clippings, photos, diagrams and lists. On the cover, in strong capitals:

				THE MYSTERIUM

				ESCAPE BOOK

				SECRET

				Danny shuts the lid and snaps the padlock shut. The sides of the trunk are covered in stickers, listing the places he’s seen: Rome, Athens, Budapest, Bordeaux, Lisbon, Paris, Buenos Aires, Santiago, Munich and on and on – one tour after another. There, tucked amongst them, the last one he stuck to the side: Berlin.

				No more stickers after that.

				‘Ready then, Danny boy?’ Laura says brightly, popping her head in the door. ‘Let’s move it! And I’ve got a surprise for you.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				3 HOW TO GET AN UPGRADE FOR FREE

				But on the drive back to Cambridge, Laura falls silent. Danny knows she’s thinking something through by the way she tilts her head slightly one way, then another – clearly weighing up options. She accelerates to overtake a string of lorries and glances back at him.

				‘So, what’s this surprise?’ he asks.

				‘Well. I was thinking. How about a change of scene? Take your mind off things? I’m up to here with research for my Hong Kong story.’ She forces a smile, and sweeps the blonde hair from her eyes. ‘Thought I might fly out earlier than I meant to and . . . And, well, perhaps take you with me? God knows if school will re-open on time. I doubt it very much.’

				‘Hong Kong?!’

				‘Why not? You’ve always wanted to go, haven’t you? See where Lily came from – God rest her soul. It might help.’

				‘I don’t know.’

				On the one hand he just wants to stay put. Enjoy that quiet, cosy half term as usual, surrounded by the salvaged stuff from the Mysterium. Tuck up in his attic room with the Houdini biography and watch YouTube clips of David Blaine and people like that. Afternoons poring over the Escape Book maybe, trying to crack the many coded entries.

				On the other hand – Hong Kong, Mum’s birthplace? Actually doing something rather than holing up, nursing his wounds.

				‘Thought you’d jump at it,’ Laura says.

				The thought of travel does chime with that urge for action and movement . . .

				‘And I’d appreciate the company, Danny boy! Some of these gangs I’m investigating are scary as hell.’

				‘So would I be helping?’

				‘God no. You’ll be sightseeing. Having a good time.’

				‘On my own?’

				‘You’ll need a companion,’ Laura says, playing her trump card. ‘A minder, if you like. Someone trustworthy. Someone whose shoulders we can rely on?’ A smile flickers on her lips. ‘Someone like . . . Major Zamora, for example?’

				He has guessed as much before she says it. After all, a dwarf who can lift a motorbike over his head? Now, those are reliable shoulders. Pinned to Danny’s bedroom wall are the postcards Zamora has sent as he drifts from one contract to another. Pictures of Paris, the Acropolis in Athens, the Trevi Fountain in Rome.

				And now? Somewhere new and unrelated to the Mysterium? Danny feels his face lifting. And to see Hong Kong at last . . .

				Laura glances at him again. ‘I’ll take that smile as a “yes” then.’

				She pushes hard on the accelerator and the Citroën leaps into the fading light.

				‘Yes.’

				From around his neck, hung on a bootlace, Danny takes his talisman: Dad’s lockpick set – one of the few items that survived the fire. Five slender picks and a detachable tension tool folded into a stainless-steel handle. Goodness only knows how many locks Dad picked with the thing. He looks at it for a moment as it turns slowly on the bootlace, rolling the names of the tools in his head: snake rake, half diamond, hook pick, double round. It’s like a prayer saying those words. A prayer of escape. And maybe it’s being answered.

				It’s dark by the time they reach home. Laura drives past a parking place right outside the house.

				‘You missed a space.’

				‘Dammit,’ she sighs, weaving into another one, some twenty houses further down the street. ‘Wasn’t concentrating.’

				But before she unlocks the front door, she throws a quick look over her shoulder. There’s something hyperalert in her eyes. Checking to see if someone or something’s there? Even though Danny is glad to be back – even though he feels the reassurance of his own room beckoning – he’s alert enough to catch that glance.

				‘Come on, Danny boy!’ Laura calls, disabling the alarm.

				He turns and scans the street. Nothing to see. Just a frost blinding the car windscreens. Imagination getting the better of me maybe, he thinks, and turns to head up to his room.

				‘Chuck your school clothes in the basket,’ Laura says. ‘We’ll wash them when we get back.’

				Deep in his back pocket the charred piece of paper with the diagram lies forgotten. The question he meant to ask forgotten with it.

				Two days later they are standing in a check-in queue at Heathrow Terminal 5.

				Laura has arranged everything smoothly, effortlessly, by her standards. Normally she would flail around and misplace something and make ten phone calls – and then find the thing she was looking for in the first place. To Danny it’s almost as if the change of flight and his inclusion has been anticipated. Her behaviour is a bit out of character, and although – for the first time in ages – excitement is building inside him, he keeps a watchful eye on her.

				Laura is studying the e-ticket, pulling a face. ‘Jeez, I wish the newspaper could have stumped up for premium economy. I need to work a bit. And get some sleep.’

				She looks at Danny’s small bag on the floor. ‘Sure you’ve got enough?’

				‘Never had much on tour. Dad always said too many things—’

				‘—stop you living properly. Yeah, I heard it! Too often!’

				Danny has packed light – cards, iPod, a few clothes. The Escape Book nearly came too, but much safer to leave that at home. There’ll be time to trawl its coded secrets later.

				Laura looks ruefully at her own bags bursting with notebooks, camera equipment, files. As she shuffles towards the desk, kicking one holdall in front of her, she turns her head. That same quick glance, senses alert, just like the other night. Something’s up, but what? He looks round to follow her gaze, but again there is nothing unusual to see on the wide, bright concourse.

				‘Are you OK, Aunt Laura?’

				‘Perfecto. Hey, our turn!’

				The BA attendant at the counter smiles her made-up smile at Danny, comparing his passport photo with his face.

				‘Danny Woo? Going home then?’

				How to answer that? The Mysterium trailer was home, even if it was a home that moved every week. But now that’s gone. And ‘home’ certainly isn’t Ballstone. Or Laura’s house – not quite. I’m not that same boy any more, not the circus boy who watched Mum and Dad and the rest of them. And I’m not a Ballstone student either. Not really.

				Feels like he is always defending himself at school from being typecast as some weirdo outsider or a grief-stricken orphan straight out of some Victorian novel.

				If I don’t fit anywhere, then who am I?

				‘You must know where home is, young man!’

				There’s something patronizing in her manner and it spurs him on to try something. Do Laura a favour. OK. Animate your face like Dad used to do. Get the woman on side.

				‘Sort of going home,’ he says. ‘It’s my mum’s name. It’s a tradition to take your mother’s surname where she came from.’

				‘Oh, really? Where’s that?’

				‘Chinese circus.’

				‘Fancy that!’

				‘But our circus was in Europe. The Mysterium,’ he says, keeping firm eye contact, making sure she can see their glowing colours.

				‘Goodness me.’

				‘We went everywhere. Germany, Italy, America . . .’

				Bit by bit, he starts to mirror the movements she’s making with her eyes, eyebrows. When her hand reaches up to scratch her forehead, he mimics her, and when she reaches down to the keyboard, he does the same.

				Laura is rummaging away in her leather shoulder bag. ‘Bloody hell, where did I put my passport?’

				The BA lady hesitates, glancing uncertainly back at Danny. Now’s the moment. He opens his eyes wide and looks deep into her pupils. Then waves his hand across them. ‘We upgraded yesterday. Booking ref IS4JS,’ he says.

				The woman checks her screen and, as she does so, he raps hard on the counter with his knuckles. ‘To business class,’ he says, voice ringing with conviction.

				Laura opens her mouth, but he kicks her foot under the counter – and she quietly hands over her own passport. The check-in lady blinks a couple of times, taps the keyboard – then blinks again.

				‘. . . So you have. I think. Business class. How nice. Here are your boarding passes.’

				They head for security leaving the woman looking at her screen, puzzled. Danny feels a glow taking hold of him, a spring in his step, like he’s grown a few centimetres. I did it, he thinks. Just like it’s supposed to go.

				‘Bad boy,’ Laura says, smiling. ‘One of your dad’s tricks, I suppose?’

				‘It’s a “mirror force”. You just copy their breathing, movements, that kind of thing, until they feel really relaxed.’ He shrugs. ‘Then hit them with the suggestion. Never works on teachers though.’

				‘What about your friends?’

				Danny is putting the lockpick set in the plastic tray. He shrugs again. Friends? There are people he can chat to at school. But no one you could really call a ‘friend’. Not like the ones he had in the Mysterium. Friendship in the circus was vital, a serious business, Mum always said. You had to trust – and be trusted – to walk a wire or be chainsawed in half by your husband.

				Laura watches him as he slips through the arch of the metal detector, contained, wrapped in his thoughts. Listed on the back of his Mysterium tour T-shirt are the dates for that last fateful show – WONDER CHAMBER. A roll call of European cities in block capitals that tick away the days and venues to BERLIN and – after that – all the places that were destined never to be played. After the tragedy, the company parted and ceased to exist in anything other than memory.

				She frowns hard, holding back her own emotion for a moment, and then follows him through the gateway of the scanner. This is the right thing to do, she thinks, trying, but not quite succeeding, to convince herself.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				4 HOW TO TRAVEL IN TIME

				The Boeing 777 cuts its way through the night and Danny settles back to enjoy the experience. As a small child he travelled tens of thousands of miles, but most of them were spent sitting high up front in one of the Mysterium’s dark-blue lorries, or alongside Dad in the van as they cruised down yet another long European motorway. He was too young to remember the US tour and can only just recall South America in fragments, so long-haul flight is a novelty.

				I’ve missed the travelling, he thinks. New sights, new sounds. That feeling you get as you come into a new city. New people. The sky map on his monitor shows the familiar cities of Western Europe slowly being replaced by places he has never seen in Russia.

				‘Feels a bit odd, I expect,’ Laura says. ‘Finally making this journey, I mean . . . You must be thinking about your mum?’

				‘Sort of.’

				‘Dad too, I guess.’

				He bites his lip. The truth is he doesn’t know what to think. Doesn’t even know if he wants to think about it or not.

				Maybe Hong Kong will help, he thinks, repeating the thought like a mantra. Even if it brings up the painful stuff. Mum always talked longingly about the food, the weather. The temples and the lush hills and countryside. But when he pressed her – and tried to find out more about her past life there – she would clam tight and change the subject. And when, in response to his persistent questions, she promised to take him there one day, it always had the feeling of ‘one day’ that would never come.

				‘I wish I remembered more Cantonese. Mum used to speak a bit, but in the end we stuck to English.’

				‘Your dad was always a terrible linguist,’ Laura says. ‘One thing he couldn’t do! Maybe some of it will come back to you. Anyway, most people who deal with tourists still speak English. Not that long since we rented the place from the Chinese, after all!’

				‘Can you tell me about the story you’re doing?’

				‘Oh, don’t worry about that, Danny boy,’ Laura says brightly. Slightly too brightly. ‘Just have a good time with Zamora. Eat noodles. Leave the bad guys to me.’

				‘It feels like you’re not telling me things, Aunt Laura.’

				‘Honestly not, Danny. Scouts honour.’

				‘I’m not a little kid any more,’ he says, cutting her short. ‘There’s something you’re not saying. About the trip.’

				It comes out sharper than he intends. But it’s frustrating the way silence descends whenever he asks the tricky questions. About his parents’ deaths, for example. People were kind and supportive, of course – Laura especially – and he appreciated that. It helped him cope with the shock, cope with how much he missed Dad’s deep voice describing the world and the wonders in it, missed Mum’s quick smile, steadfast optimism. Their love. He can just about cope with that. Most days.

				And he can generally push from his mind the wreck of their trailer, the deathly hush that hung over the Mysterium encampment, the white-sheeted stretchers. He can cope with all that.

				Just about.

				But he can’t cope with the fact that nobody, not even Laura, ever seems to want to answer the ‘difficult’ questions directly.

				‘I’m growing up, Aunt Laura. I can deal with stuff.’

				‘I suppose you are, Danny. Fair point.’ She glances around the cabin, then drops her voice. ‘Well, this lot are a really nasty Triad gang.’

				‘Triad?’

				‘Organized criminal gangs. Centuries old. Bit like the Mafia with a big code of honour and secrecy. This lot are called the Black Dragon. A bunch of upstarts forcing their way into the Chinese underworld. And they’re reaching out to gangs back home in Britain. I want to get up close and personal – and show how dangerous they are. Not glamorous. Just thugs.’

				‘What do they do?’

				‘Most of these gangs stick to drugs, pornography, human trafficking. But this lot have their fingers in a lot of pies. Getting into kidnapping. People are paying up because they realize the Dragon means business.’

				‘How?’

				Laura taps her fingers on the tray table. ‘They send the relatives locks of hair, with a warning to pay up fast. If they don’t, they get something else.’

				‘Like what?’

				‘A box of steamed dim sum, wrapped up like a gift . . . and in one of the dumplings there will be the victim’s little finger. Maybe two.’

				Laura laughs apologetically. ‘Like I say, Danny, “fingers in a lot of pies”. Just experimenting with a tagline. They use boltcutters, I believe.’

				‘How would you know whose finger it was?’

				Laura waggles her little finger in front of his face. ‘You’d recognize this little piggy wouldn’t you?’

				Danny’s stomach tightens, a brief image in his head of Laura’s lively finger severed and bloody on a white plate. He pulls a face. ‘And how do you get close to them? The Black Dragon?’

				‘Curiosity killed the cat. Don’t you know that?’

				‘Doesn’t seem to stop you.’

				‘This cat’s got a lot of lives left, Danny boy.’

				‘Mum always used to say that . . . if something went wrong—’

				‘And anyway,’ Laura adds quickly, ‘I’ve got an inside source in the Hong Kong Police. Organized Crime and Triad Bureau. Going to meet him tomorrow. Decent guy, not like some of them, bent as old nails.’

				A stewardess is working a trolley down the aisle, pulling level with them.

				‘We’ve got English or Chinese for you today, young man,’ the stewardess says. ‘Which do you feel like? Sausage and mash, or a lovely selection of dim sum . . .’

				‘Sausage and mash,’ Danny says quickly, the image of Laura’s severed finger still sharp in his head. But then he changes his mind. ‘No. I’ll have the dim sum. Thanks.’

				‘Good choice,’ Laura says. ‘After all, at least a part of you is going home!’

				After dinner he lifts the blind on the porthole and stares out into the dark. Laura is rattling away on her laptop, humming like she does when working a story. Dad would have been able to read so much in her eyes from micro-muscles you can’t voluntarily control, which betray memory, emotion. Or by the exact way she’s set her shoulders. Danny knows how it’s done in theory, but hasn’t enough experience to be sure of anything. I’ll just have to wait and see, he thinks.

				As the engines pulse, he watches ice crystals form in the glazing of the window and slowly he drifts into a reverie: not quite awake, not quite asleep, eyes half closing. He slips in time, memories playing again in vivid colour. When his guard is down they come back, unbidden – in bits and pieces . . .

				Now, in his mind’s eye, he’s there. He’s at the Mysterium again. Kaleidoscopic images well up into consciousness: he sees the Aerialisques tumbling on their red silk ropes from high in the hemisphere, finishing their burlesque-like act to a chorus of wolf whistles, applause, cheering.

				Half asleep, he drifts with the memory and sees the bearded electric guitarist, the pretty tattooed cellist, climb to their places high in the rigging and start the hypnotic riffs that signal Dad’s great new escapology routine. The amplified music throbs around the arena.

				. . . And there’s Mum watching from the performers’ entrance, peeking between the curtains, her bright-green eyes fixed on Dad as he is fastened into the straitjacket and chains. She doesn’t normally watch, but this is a first performance. She can’t help herself. Maybe more tension in her face than normal.

				And there, bright in the spotlight, Danny sees the water torture cell waiting for its prisoner. Every detail clear, as if he is still standing in front of it. A re-invention of Houdini’s famous escape: a glass tank – brimful of water – the size of a small lift. Its wooden frame is freshly painted red, the water inside reflecting the strobing lights, a projected image of Houdini’s own garish publicity poster.

				And then Dad’s feet are fastened into the ugly-looking stocks and hoisted up above his head by the winch. He dangles upside down at the end of the chain, smiling out over the expectant faces of the crowd, spotlight bright on his powerful figure, over the head of Zamora, who waits, axe poised ‘just in case’ for dramatic effect. But there will be no need to use it. Nothing ever goes wrong for Dad.

				The straitjacket and padlocks confine his arms tightly to his side as he hovers for a moment in the air. And then down he goes, kerploof, head first into the water . . .

				Bubbles stream from his mouth and nose as he twists and writhes in the tank. Time runs through the animated hourglass now projected on the tank. The music picks up, insistent. Dad’s hair waves like seaweed in the churning water, face a mixture of concentration and effort. Two minutes left to free himself, or he will drown.

				The tank is visibly shaking as he puts all of his effort into the escape, body flexing and straightening as he usually does to start to loosen the bonds. The water laps over the top, running down the glass, distorting his figure.

				But something’s wrong: it’s all taking far too long. He’s normally out of the first of the cuffs already. Close up, his father’s face shows anxiety. Fear even . . . The stopwatch is ticking away in Danny’s hand. Come on, Dad. Come on—

				‘Hey, Danny!’

				Laura taps him on the shoulder, snapping him back to the present, the engine roar. ‘If you’re going to sleep then use a cushion and a blanket and make the best of it.’

				He turns to look at her drowsily. Something has been prompted by the waking dream.

				‘Aunt Laura. Did you ever see the Water Torture Escape. In rehearsal, I mean?’

				‘I was always too busy.’ She sighs.

				‘There’s something weird about it. I mean, weird how it went wrong. And then the fire so soon after—’

				‘Danny, we’ve been over that—’

				‘You said we could see about looking into it again.’

				‘The police did a thorough job. Death by accidental causes.’

				‘But Mum and Dad were always so careful—’

				‘You saw the report. I’m sure it was kosher. Accidents happen.’

				There it is again. No one ever wanted to listen, and when he persisted last year, a psychologist patiently explained that the doubts were all to do with shock – the difficulty in believing that someone was gone. That something as stupid as a cooking fire could take the lives of people who looked death in the face and cheated it on a daily basis.

				‘It doesn’t make sense. Two things going so wrong in a week.’

				Laura sighs. ‘Life just sometimes has a habit of wrong-footing us, Daniel. God only knows that’s happened to me enough. We don’t know what’s coming round the corner. Good or bad.’

				‘But Dad always said—’

				‘Your dad didn’t know everything, Danny. He liked to think he did. I’m sorry, but we’re all of us groping in the dark sometimes.’

				He nods, but isn’t convinced. One failed escape in the week, maybe. But not two. It doesn’t feel right – never has done.

				He stares out into the night again. Nothing to be seen of the unknown lands slipping by far below.

				‘Get some sleep now, Danny.’

				But when he does eventually drift off, his dreams are dark and disturbed. Full of the rush and chaos of water closing over his head.
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