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1. A theatre producer flies to London to see you. He claims he will take you to America and make you the MOST FAMOUS CIRCUS STAR IN THE WORLD. Do you:

A) Hop wildly about the room and shout, ‘YES! YES! YES!’? 

Or

B) Decline, explaining that you must stay in school because your education is more important?

If you have answered A, proceed to the next question.

If you have answered B, stop pretending. We both know the correct answer is A.

2. Before you leave London, a MI5 agent visits. He warns you that a shape-shifting SUPERVILLAIN is at large and poses a threat to you and your friends. Do you:

A) Ignore his advice? SUPERVILLAINS exist only in Bond films and comic books. Why worry?

Or

B) Cancel the trip to America? It’s better to be safe than sorry, especially if your friends are involved.

If you have answered A, proceed to the last question. If you have answered B … are you mad? Pass up an all-expenses-paid, three-month holiday of a lifetime in New York? The correct answer is A.

3. While in New York, you discover that the RICHEST MAN IN THE WORLD plans to clone the Ancient Incan potion which gave you superpowers and use it to live forever! Do you:

A) Panic, run about madly in circles and plunge head first into trouble?

Or

B) Overcome your fears and work together with your mates to make the world a better place – whatever the cost?

Surprise! Both A and B are right. You can’t go wrong on this one!

My name is Aidan Sweeney – yes, FIRE BOY himself – and I’m back! So buckle up, friend, and take a deep breath before you turn the page. My latest sizzling adventure is here and it is red-hot!
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Mist covered the circus grounds. A cold wind rattled the door and drizzle smeared the round windowpane above my bed. The caravan creaked, its old oak panels and slatted ceiling moaning in the pale daylight.

Did I mention it was a Monday morning?

A wet Monday morning?

In November?

Ugh.

I crawled back under the bedsheets. Three or four blissful minutes passed before my absence was noted.

‘AIDAN!’ Mum shouted.

I poked my head out from under the sheets. At the foot of the bed, Lemon stretched her paws. Her tail flicked once.

‘Come on,’ I said, rising slowly and swinging my feet on to the floor. ‘Let’s get some breakfast.’

Lemon, it seemed, had other ideas. Rolling on to her side, she closed her eyes.

‘Go on. Rub it in,’ I said, turning my back on her.

I slouched into the kitchen.

Alone.

‘Good morning!’ Mum beamed, throwing her arm around me. ‘I was wondering when you’d show your face.’

‘Morning,’ I grunted, nose buried in the folds of her bathrobe. ‘Have you been up long?’

‘Ages!’ Mum said.

I believed her.

Mum was a morning person. Waking at dawn for a run or pottering about the house at sunrise was ‘fun’.

Madness, if you ask me.

If I were Prime Minister, bed-rest until noon would be mandatory, one of the central planks of my government and a certain vote-winner. More pyjama time – that’s the way forward.

I broke free of her grasp and opened the cupboard.

Removing a slice of bread from its packet, I placed it between my palms. As my hands became red-hot, the bread sizzled and browned.

‘I wish you’d use the grill for that,’ Mum tutted.

‘Toast tastes better hand-flamed,’ I said, ‘Crispy, golden-brown and ready to eat in five seconds. You can’t beat that.’ Assuming I didn’t incinerate it, that is. You can go through a loaf of bread in no time hand-toasting it, if you’re not careful.

Mum handed me a plate. ‘Try not to drop crumbs wherever you go.’

As I bit into the crust, Mum expanded on the evil of crumbs (which were, according to her, a welcome mat for mice). An update on her never-ending battle against Dirt and Grime followed.

The war was not going well.

Dirt and Grime were advancing steadily on the floorboards (filthy); infiltrating the curtains (in need of a wash) and had overrun the toilet (disgusting).

I ate my toast in silence.

Contradicting Mum by suggesting that the caravan looked fine was not an option. I had gone down that road in the past and it did not end well. I knew my place. I was, at best, a lukewarm ally in her struggle against Dirt and Grime – not much help and often accused of being in league with the enemy. My job wasn’t to protest. My role was to applaud Mum’s efforts.

So I did.

Toast finished, I tried to sneak back into bed for a quick lie-down before school. Mum, however, was alert to this tactic, so I was forced to retreat to the loo for some ‘alone-time’. Afterwards, I dressed swiftly and, were it not for a missing shoe, might have been on time. While Mum waited at the door with her bike, I conducted a frantic search while carefully avoiding the back bedroom where my grandmother (aka ‘Granny’ or ‘the She-Bear’) was still asleep.

The shoe, I discovered, was wedged under the sofa.

A last goodbye nuzzle with Lemon and I was ready.

Outside, the mist was thinning. Though the drizzle had stopped, the sky remained a milky-grey. The caravan park seemed eerie in the morning light – no performers outside, no music, no noise or laughter.

Beyond the fence, the Big Top was dark too. The maroon-and-gold striped canvas remained shrouded in the mist, its bunting limp and wet. Shorn of their neon glow, the stalls – the Wild West Shooting Gallery, the Whack-a-Mole, Hook-a-Duck and the Wheel of Fortune – appeared drab. No organ music piped. The shuttered carousel didn’t turn.

At the gate, I undid the padlock.

Mum glanced at the sign high above us. ‘I’m going to miss walking past the Big Top each morning.’

The sign said:
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Underneath, there was a gigantic photo of Fire Boy (me) soaring over the circus tent. A trail of yellow flames flickered behind me as I blazed across a blue sky.

I opened the gate.

Pointing her bike south, Mum lifted herself up on to its pedals. ‘I ought to be back before tonight’s show.’

She blew me a kiss.

I waved goodbye.

Mum eased down the path. By the time she hit the road, she was cycling hard.

I closed the gate.

One more week!

I still couldn’t get my head around it. In seven days, Zarathustra’s Travelling Circus would leave London and head north. In a week’s time, they’d be in Manchester, and Glasgow two weeks later. By Christmas, they’d be in Dublin.

And where would I be?

Right here in London.

It didn’t matter how long the queues for Fire Boy were or how famous I’d become. Without Mum’s permission, I was going nowhere – and she wanted me to stay in school. I had tried everything to convince her.

I had begged.

I had sulked.

I had used my little boy’s voice to coax and moan.

I had sent angry plumes of smoke spiralling out of my ears, nose and mouth.

None of it had worked. Mum wasn’t budging.

No circus meant no more caravan.

No more carousel rides and carnival games.

No more Dmitri.

No more Mathilde or Atlas or Krazy Klowns or my other circus friends.

No more Big Top.

No more Fire Boy.

Looping the chain between the rails of the gate, I clamped the padlock shut and took one last long look at the photo of me flying.

What’s the point of having a superpower if you can’t use it?
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Hold on, you say. A boy who burns and flies? What kind of nonsense is this?

Reader, I know it sounds far-fetched, but it’s true.

I can transform my skin, bones, heart, lungs, hair, toenails – the whole lot – into flames and back again in the blink of an eye. Unlike other human beings, fire cannot harm me. I can gargle with gasoline, blow flames out my nose and fart rings of smoke.

Impossible, you say?

Hardly.

A highly entertaining account explaining how I acquired my fiery powers already exists. Penned by yours truly, Aidan Sweeney, it goes by the name of FIRE BOY and is available at all good bookstores. Do buy yourself a copy and remember that all profits go to a worthwhile charity – ME. Until then, a helpful guide for new readers and a reminder for old friends on how I became FIRE BOY follows. It should bring everyone up to speed on recent events in Sweeney-land.

The origins of my flame-tastic powers

Six weeks ago, a parcel arrived in the post with my name on it. Inside was a jar of handmade minty sweets called Nature’s Own, made in the cloud forests of Peru.

Nice, eh?

You don’t know the half of it.

Hidden inside each sweet was a capsule containing a drop of fruit juice from el Árbol de los Dioses (the Tree of the Gods), the sacred tree of the Ancient Incas. Legend has it that fruit from this fabled tree unleashes god-like powers in whoever tastes it.

(Spoiler alert: I tasted it.)

But how did this magical fruit juice get inside a package of sweets addressed to me?

Good question. To answer that we need to travel halfway around the world, and another six months back in time, to when an environmental scientist at Cambio Laboratories named Sloane Sixsmith went hiking near the Ancient Incan stronghold of Machu Picchu in Peru. At the base of a cliff, she spotted an odd little tree. Knots of silvery branches sprouted from its bone-white trunk. Crowning this tangle of twigs was a single green-skinned berry held aloft like a ring on a royal cushion. The curious Sloane decided this strange tree required further study. She took cuttings from its trunk and branches and placed them in the sealed envelopes, which – like the good environmental scientist she was – she always carried with her. The following day Sloane returned to her office at Cambio Laboratories and placed these samples under a microscope. What did she find? Only that this tiny tree resembled NO OTHER LIVING ORGANISM ON THIS PLANET! Its molecular structure was out-of-this-world!

Cambio Laboratories wasted no time safeguarding their remarkable find. They replanted the tree inside their greenhouse and installed a protective perimeter around it. They erected a high fence and hired armed guards. No one was going to nick their discovery!

Staff at Cambio clamoured to see this remarkable tree. Could it be the legendary Árbol de los Dioses? Might its single green-skinned berry grant SUPERPOWERS to whoever tasted it?

Most employees at Cambio Laboratories were like Sloane: inquisitive scientists eager to know more about the origins of el Árbol de los Dioses.

Others saw an opportunity. For them, this odd little tree was a ticket to fame, wealth and power.

Enter Ash Aitkens.

A former British Army lieutenant, Ash Aitkens was the managing director of AA Security. Cambio Laboratories had hired his firm to install CCTV cameras in and around its greenhouse. Aitkens soon heard the rumours about the tiny tree which they kept locked inside. He plotted to steal its fruit by targeting poor, innocent Sloane Sixsmith. Aitkens befriended the lonely scientist and the two soon became inseparable. Aitkens even told Sloane (feel free to look away now, the rest of this sentence is only for those of you with a strong stomach) that he loved her.

I know.

Yuck.

Worst of all, Aitkens didn’t mean it. On the very day Sloane engineered a way to turn the tree’s green-skinned fruit into a serum, he betrayed her. Aitkens set off an explosion inside Cambio’s greenhouse which destroyed the tree and severely injured Sloane. The ten capsules of fruit serum, however, were safe. Smuggled out of South America in a jar of sweets, they were already winging their way across the ocean …

It was a clever idea. By posting the jar of sweets to a schoolboy in London, Aitkens avoided suspicion. If you haven’t already guessed (c’mon, keep up at the back!), that schoolboy was me.

My address wasn’t plucked at random. Aitkens had served alongside my dad in the Army. He knew my father had died in an automobile accident and planned on taking advantage of it. Shortly after the sweets were posted, he rang my mum, telling her a parcel was on its way, containing a souvenir my father had wanted me to have. Aitkens begged my mum not to open it until he arrived in London. He intended to swap packages when he got there – giving me a music box he nicked years ago from my dad, while he walked off with the jar of sweets.

Unfortunately for Aitkens, he never got the chance.

I opened the parcel as soon as it arrived.

Inside, I found the jar of Nature’s Own (yes, the very one mentioned at the beginning of this section), containing ten minty sweets dusted with sugar and laced with liquorice.

Yum.

I ate one. So did my mates, Sadie and Hussein, each of us biting through the jelly coating and puncturing the capsule of serum hidden inside.

Not so yum.

Almost immediately, our bodies underwent incredible changes.

I could burst into flames and fly.

Sadie could move objects – tennis balls, chairs, people – around the room just by thinking about them.

Hussein could mind-meld with machines. Computers or engines would do whatever he wanted, whenever, as long as he was in physical contact with them.

Once our powers developed, we had many INCREDIBLE adventures – I joined the circus; Sadie disarmed a gang of thugs; Hussein drove a clown car – and, more importantly, we managed to defeat Ash Aitkens in the end (though not before he swallowed TWO capsules and found himself transformed into a long-tailed, super- quick man-monkey!).

So, there you have it – my superpowers explained. No radioactive spider bites or exploding planets! Just a bit of science, a legendary Ancient Incan tree and a jar of sweets I was never supposed to open.

Now let’s get back to this story. When we left off, I was on my way to school. I know, hardly promising, but don’t worry. It gets better.
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