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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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