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				Seeing a fearless acrobat in bright costume, 
we forget ourselves,
feeling we have somehow risen above
and reached the level of universal strength.

				Karl Marx

			

		

	
		
			
				

				1 WHEN THE BLOOD IS PUMPING

				Danny knows he has to move.

				But he can’t. His body – tired, drugged, shocked – refuses to obey. Beneath his feet the city has stuck fast. As if it were a mechanism, tightly wound with pent-up energy, waiting for someone to flick a switch and set it all whirring back into life.

				There’s no sound, no movement – just his hands clamped to the metal of the crane jib, his knuckles showing white, his heart thrumming in his ears and that profound expanse of nothingness waiting to devour him.

				Even the parakeets have gone silent in the trees below.

				The relentless pace of the last few days has taken its toll on his physical self – and now, for a moment, his mind is stalling too. The full moon hangs motionless, pinned to the dark sky over Barcelona, and the aircraft-warning beacon on top of the crane blinks away hypnotically. He feels like he’s floating, as if he could just let go and drift: an astronaut on a space walk.

				‘Danny?’ A panicked voice, filtering into his consciousness. ‘Danny! Keep moving! Just a few rungs more.’

				He looks up to see Sing Sing reaching out towards him, her oval face creased with concern, imploring him to make that last effort to reach safety. Darko Blanco looms behind her – but his gaze is down, into the trees below, into the abyss that has just swallowed the assassin, La Loca.

				‘Darko! Help me for flip’s sake! Danny’s frozen.’

				The knifethrower snaps to attention. ‘I’ll get him. Don’t worry.’ Making sure of his handholds on the skeletal arm of the crane, he edges forward.

				Behind him there’s another figure now – the twitch of a silhouetted Mohawk: Aki has reached the cab and is shouting his encouragement. And Bjorn is close behind, moonlight flashing on the skull mask tipped back on his head.

				‘It’s OK,’ Danny manages to say. ‘Just felt a bit woozy.’

				He glances down again, swallows the panic, then looks towards Darko and Sing Sing, towards safety. Got to shake it, he thinks. Got to move. It would be stupid to fail now.

				With a massive effort of will he unclamps his right hand.

				‘That’s it, kiddo,’ Darko says, glancing back over his shoulder. ‘Take your time.’

				Danny nods. The paralysis is easing and he takes a step, trainer gripping metal, horribly aware of just how high up they are. I hardly noticed it trying to escape La Loca, he thinks. Must have been the buzz of adrenaline.

				Aki’s joined Darko and they’re both encouraging him to keep moving. But, as he takes another step, the co-ordination drops from his limbs – and he slips, missing the framework. He lurches down, hands scrabbling for hold, his right foot shooting out into space, treading thin air.

				‘Dannnnyyyyyyy . . . !’

				Sing Sing’s shriek jolts his system, waking his reflexes – just in time to see Darko reach out towards him. Danny throws out his left hand, grabs for the knifethrower – and their palms slap each other’s forearms, locked in a tight circus grip. The force of the catch jars through him, yanking at his shoulder, shaking loose one of his trainers and it falls, somersaulting down and down. For a full second – it seems like a minute – he watches it go, his stomach in his mouth, heart going full speed. Then Darko is heaving him up, using all the strength in his wiry, athletic frame to pull him onto the safety of the walkway nearer the cab.

				‘I’ve got you.’

				Danny’s eyes, firing green and brown, return Darko’s gaze.

				The knifethrower looks ashen-faced. Aki has a firm grip round his waist, leaning back as if steadying a flyer on the trapeze.

				‘I thought I was going to fall,’ Danny murmurs.

				The knifethrower smiles. ‘Not this time! Thanks to Aki.’

				‘And you, Darko,’ Sing Sing chirrups. She throws her arms around Danny, fighting back the tears.

				‘I’m OK,’ he says, breathing heavily. His eyes rove across the city spread out around them – and he sees that it’s moving again.

				The switch has been thrown – and life has returned, the night-time traffic circulating, pumping blood in the veins of the city, mopeds and taxis surging around the Sagrada. A jetplane grinds overhead, scoring its silver trail across the sky – and then, from inside the cathedral itself, there’s the sound of music throbbing. And applause – wild applause – and whistling and cheers. The show coming to an end.

				Danny reaches for his back pocket. Yes, safely there, thank God! The sheets with Dad’s coded communication, crackling away – two of his messages from beyond the grave still waiting to be deciphered. There’s no time to waste, he thinks. With each moment that passes we could be falling behind the Forty Nine, losing ground. We need to take the initiative.

				‘OK,’ he says. ‘Let’s get down.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				2 WHEN FEISTY RINGMISTRESSES ’FESS UP

				Half an hour later the whole company is gathered in the performance space. The audience has gone – still not quite sure what they’ve witnessed: buzzing and elated by Danny’s escape high above their heads, but confused by the reaction of the other members of the troupe, by the chaotic finish as Rosa jumped from her flaming Cyr wheel and ran off without taking the applause.

				Now the cathedral broods in darkness around them.

				Danny has pulled away from the others and is perched on a flight case, his back half turned for privacy. He’s scribbling hurriedly on the sheets of paper, trying to place the keyword for code two. Who knows what the message will reveal? Whatever it says, he wants a moment to himself to react before he shows it to anyone else.

				But he’s struggling to make it work. His head’s still fogged by La Loca’s drug-induced sleep and he glances up now to try and clear it. The Sagrada’s pillars disappear into the emptiness above, and, with a shiver, he remembers that fight to get clear of the suffocating grip of the straightjacket. Need to breeeeathe.

				The company is gathered around Rosa, heatedly debating what to do next, everyone talking at once. He turns to listen, and sees Sing Sing hovering halfway between him and the group, casting suspicious, dark eyes at the ringmistress.

				‘I should hand myself in,’ Darko declares, his East European accent thickening like it does on the rare occasions when he’s stressed. ‘Explain what happened – hope for the best.’

				‘No damn way!’ Bjorn growls. ‘That maniac was going to kill Danny. Darko saved him. We need to find the body, retrieve the knife – and then get the hell out of here.’

				‘Besides,’ Aki nods, ‘not sure we can trust the police. Not after what happened to Danny and Sing Sing, ne?’

				Major Zamora, his arm bound stiffly to his side, shakes his head. ‘There are plenty of good police in Barcelona. Just because there are a few bad apples, it doesn’t mean they’re all rotten—’

				‘I’ll go with the decision of the group,’ Darko cuts in. ‘But I’m not keen on any time in prison. Even on remand—’

				‘But the body will be found,’ Zamora rumbles, ‘and it will have a Dubé throwing knife in it with your prints all over—’

				‘Quiet!’ Rosa barks. ‘I can’t hear myself think. We’ve got to protect the company, protect the bambini.’

				‘Who are you calling bambini?’ Sing Sing snaps, turning away to look for support from Danny. Her quick smile is meant to reassure, but there’s something awkward in it too. Reserved.

				Something’s not quite right with Sing Sing since we got down off the crane, he thinks. But it’ll have to wait – the most urgent thing is to crack this code.

				He looks back at the wrinkled piece of paper, re-focussing. His first attempts at placing the keyword in the rail fence grid have resulted in gibberish. Now he studies the code itself, picking out the high frequency numbers and makes another stab at putting the letters of MYSTERIUM on the first line. You ignore any duplicate – in this case the second M – and then run the remaining alphabet after that . . .
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				He checks the first chunk of code once again. And yes! It’s working this time . . .

				ITHINKJIMMY . . . I THINK JIMMY . . .

				Engrossed now, the argument slipping from attention, he works quickly to unlock Dad’s message.

				38669 08887 60018 26838 99182 88291 90958 03458 248989 – 81738 64629 09133 86482 490354!

				The excitement builds as he sees the words forming. It feels like a kind of miracle: Dad speaking to him again, helping him, pointing him the right way.

				ITHINKJIMMYDIDTHELOCKS . . .

				So our suspicions were right!

				There’s someone at his shoulder now, a shadow falling on the paper. Instinctively he hides what he’s doing, but then – seeing it’s Sing Sing – he lifts his hand to uncover what he’s revealed so far. If I keep showing her how much I trust her, he thinks, maybe that will help smooth any problem between us. She must be feeling really awful after finding out that Mum abandoned her . . .

				‘Just like you thought,’ Sing Sing whispers. ‘You’ve got to challenge Rosa.’

				‘Wait a minute.’

				As fast as he can, he unpicks the last groups of numbers.

				BUTI DON’TTHINKHEISTHECENTRE

				Sing Sing squints at the full message, and raises her eyebrows.

				‘If he tried to kill your dad once, why not twice?’

				‘And I remember seeing Jimmy,’ Danny says. ‘The night of the fire. We know he had a motive too. Revenge.’

				He turns to look at the ringmistress. She’s standing in the middle of the company, holding her hands up like a policewoman trying to direct unruly traffic.

				At the very least she’s been economical with the truth! It’s time to confront her. The tiredness in his legs has gone now, replaced by renewed determination and urgency, and he strides towards Rosa. Need to pitch this just right, he thinks. Need to sound and look strong. Can’t risk messing up this chance.

				But as soon as he moves he has everyone’s attention.

				All eyes are fixed on his. They can see the intensity there – and the memory of the escape from the burning rope is still strong in their minds, putting genuine respect into each face.

				Danny senses he’s taking centre stage again, and his confidence falters for a moment. But then he dismisses the thought. The golden rule of performance: if you don’t feel it, then fake it. Fake it as hard as you can until you do feel it.

				He marches up to the ringmistress and rustles the paper in front of her nose, invading her space, taking control. His voice, when it comes, is as deep as he can manage. ‘It was Jimmy T who fixed the water torture cell, wasn’t it?’

				‘I—’ Rosa clamps her mouth shut and shakes her head.

				He nods very slightly, just enough to encourage her. ‘It was Jimmy, and you . . . knew . . . all . . . along.’

				The Italian’s eyes are trying to dart away, but he’s got a grip of them now.

				‘Danny, I—’

				‘Tell me about Jimmy. I know he was there. You were hiding something the night of the fire, when you found me in the prop lorry. What was it?’

				The silence deepens. Just the sound of Herzog’s claws on the flagstones as he comes to stand beside Danny. The ringmistress screws up her mouth, trying to hold onto the words, one red rose still tangled in her hair.

				She pulls it out now – and then her shoulders sag.

				‘Well, come on, Rosa Vega. Spit it out,’ Zamora says.

				Danny’s gaze is unwavering. He can see the truth is forcing its way out. She can’t hold onto it, can’t cope with containing the guilt any more – and his heart quickens in anticipation.

				‘OK,’ Rosa says, prizing her eyes away to look at the flower crumpled in her hands. ‘Yes. It was Jimmy who fiddled with the water cell—’

				There are groans of dismay from the others, but Rosa holds up her hand. ‘Listen! He didn’t want to hurt your dad, Danny, I’m sure of that. Just give him a bit of a fright and embarrass him. He was all messed up by his feelings for your mamma!’

				At last, an admission! An important piece of the mystery slotting into place. Danny struggles to keeps his excitement – and anger – in check. He doesn’t want to lose this precious momentum.

				‘So why didn’t you say anything?’

				‘Because I thought people would jump to conclusions. The wrong conclusions! I didn’t even know what he was going to do until he came rushing up after the show and gave me the mask and the trousers with the paint on. That’s why I was in the prop store – I was going to get some paraffin and burn them. Poor Jimmy—’

				‘Poor Jimmy, my ass,’ Zamora rumbles. ‘He broke the golden rule! And he’s got to be the one who started the fire then!’

				‘No!’ Rosa says, shaking her head. ‘He was back in New York that night. I phoned him there. Told him never to come near the Mysterium again. The fire must have been an accident—’

				Danny throws his hands up. ‘No way was it an accident. Not after everything else that’s happened. I saw Jimmy that night.’

				‘But you can’t have done, Bello. Maybe the emotion of it all has played a trick on your mind, no?’

				Darko raises his eyebrows. ‘Maybe we should keep an open mind—’

				‘He was in New York,’ Rosa repeats. ‘And why would Jimmy want to hurt Danny – or Zamora – or Sing Sing? It makes no sense!’

				The silence returns now – profound, troubled – as everyone tries to digest the new information: Jimmy, a saboteur. And Rosa, the director of the company, keeping it secret! Maybe it’s the end for the company, Danny thinks, heart sinking.

				‘I hate to press,’ Darko says, ‘but I’d like to resolve my problem? What do you think we should do, Danny? You seem to be the only person keeping his – or her – head around here.’

				Danny’s gaze flicks from one member of the company to the other, and sees they’re all waiting for an answer – the whole company looking his way, expecting him to give leadership again. Must have faked it pretty well, he thinks, shutting his eyes. I ought to pick the problem apart, use the ‘atomic method’ and consider each bit, one by one.

				But instinct is taking over, already pushing him to a decision. He knows he’s about to cross a line – bending the truth, messing with a crime scene – but Darko saved his life after all. He doesn’t deserve to languish in a cell while the Mysterium moves on.

				‘We need to find La Loca,’ Danny says. ‘Make sure she’s . . .’ his voice falters. ‘We’ll get Darko’s knife back. Then call the police and say she fell. That’s if she hasn’t already been found. And maybe the knife got knocked out when she fell through the trees.’ He turns back to Rosa. ‘But then you’re all going to help me track Jimmy down.’

				The ringmistress looks crestfallen, uncertain. ‘What do you think, Zamora?’

				‘We’ve lived on the edge before . . .’ he puffs out his cheeks. ‘But I’m drafting in some extra help. Security.’

				‘Let’s vote then,’ Rosa says briskly, trying to regain some authority. ‘Who’s in favour?’

				All hands raise into the air – apart from Darko’s. ‘I’m abstaining,’ he mumbles.

				‘Good!’ The ringmistress claps her hands together. ‘That’s decided.’ She hesitates, then turns to Danny.

				‘Forgive me, Bello. I should have told you. But I was very fond of Jimmy—’

				‘Just help me track him down. Promise we’ll do that—’

				‘On my family honour, I promise,’ Rosa says. She puts her right hand on her heart, holds his gaze for a moment, then stalks off to chivvy the others.

				Sing Sing tugs at Danny’s elbow.

				‘You’re letting her off that easy?’

				‘I need Rosa’s help. The others are going to give her a hard enough time. And I need to get hold of Ricard and ask him what he thinks. Ask him about Jimmy.’

				Maybe the Interpol man has more information by now, he thinks. Maybe he’ll be able to warn us what’s coming next. La Loca was just a hired gun after all – and even if the Forty Nine are routed here in Barcelona, the rest of them are still out there, waiting. At their heart, Centre is still to be uncovered, confronted, defeated.

				‘What about this lot?’ Sing Sing says, jerking her head at the company behind them. ‘All clear?’

				‘I think so. What Javier said about someone being linked to the company – that must have meant Jimmy . . .’

				He frowns, something else worrying at him. ‘Sing Sing – do you think we’re doing the right thing about Darko’s knife?’

				‘Only an idiot thinks everything’s black and white, Danny.’

				‘But—’

				‘But nothing.’

				Herzog’s sniffing away at Danny’s trainerless foot and Sing Sing puts her hand on the dog’s shaggy head. ‘There’s a proverb in Chinese. It says a good dog and a bad dog are fighting inside us. You just have to make sure to feed the good dog enough so that he wins in the end . . .’ She turns away. ‘You’ve fed your good dog a lot. Even if this time you’re throwing a scrap to the bad boy . . .’

				Danny waits impatiently for the search party to return.

				But when – thirty long minutes later – he sees the Klowns, Maria, Frankie and Darko come back into the cathedral, there’s no urgency at all in their stride. All six of them look baffled.

				‘We split up and looked every-damn-where under that crane arm,’ Frankie calls. ‘And a good bit further too. Maria and Aki shimmied up the trees in case she was wedged there . . .’

				‘And?’ Danny asks eagerly.

				‘Not a trace of her,’ Darko says. ‘No body, no coat, no blood, no knife. Nothing. Just this in the middle of a path!’ He dangles the missing trainer on one long finger.

				‘In which case,’ Rosa says, relief brightening her voice, ‘there’s nothing really to report, is there?’

				‘But she can’t have survived, can she?’ Danny says. ‘We have to be sure. Maybe she’s been taken away by the police already—’

				‘I don’t think so,’ Frankie says, scratching his bald head. ‘There’s no crime scene tape or nothing. Maybe she landed on the roof somewhere. God knows!’

				Rosa sighs. ‘So forget her!’

				‘But we can’t just ignore it,’ Danny presses. Rosa’s judgement is in question after all – and it doesn’t feel right to walk away from this problem without resolving it.

				The ringmistress reaches up to rub the back of her neck. ‘Look, Bello. We’ll just work through tomorrow’s show, do a lightning “tear-down”, and then get on the road. If anything crops up in the next twenty-four hours we’ll deal with it.’

				Darko hands him his trainer. ‘Rosa’s right. Nothing else we can do now.’

				Danny sighs impatiently, then bends to tie his laces. ‘And where are we going next?’

				‘We’re going to Berlin,’ Rosa says quietly.

				The breath catches in his chest.

				‘Berlin?’

				‘We’re at Zirkus Berlin Festival for a week. You’ll have to come with us – so we can keep you safe until your aunt’s out of prison.’

				Berlin.

				The news snuffs out all other thoughts for a moment: Aunt Laura’s predicament, the mystery of La Loca’s missing body, whatever it is that’s bugging Sing Sing. It’s as if a cold wind has struck his face.

				Berlin!

				For him the place stands now for just one moment: the night of Mum and Dad’s deaths. That all-consuming fire. It stands for danger, the end of things.

				And it means that he will have to make a journey he’s been both dreading and knowing that he needs to take. The long journey to stand – at last – by his parents’ graveside.
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