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it lay silent and still, poised as if  ready to pounce. 
Tim bent down and patted its furry head. A cloud of  
dust flew out, which made him sneeze. 

‘Wow, you’re dirty! Guess I’ll have to clean you, 
too. But not now. I gotta dust before Mum comes 
home.’ 

The tiger said nothing. It lay on the living room 
floor, watching Tim hunt reluctantly for the duster. 

Chapter One
The tiger lay at Tim Baker’s feet with its mouth wide 
open. Its striped fur was grimy and tattered, as if  it 
had fought in many fights. Its lips were drawn back 
in a snarl. Pointy yellow teeth gleamed in the fading 
light. They looked very sharp. 

Tim felt the sweat trickle down his face. He 
wiped it away with the back of  his hand. He had to 
keep going. The day was nearly over, but there was 
still a lot to do. It was hot and humid and he could 
hear the rumble of  distant thunder. The storm was 
getting nearer. Not looking where he was going, 
Tim shuffled forward. He stepped closer to the tiger, 
who watched and waited in silence. 

Tim’s foot landed centimetres from its head.
‘Sorry,’ he said, edging around the massive beast. 

He was careful not to tread on its outstretched paws. 
The tiger gazed back at him through glassy eyes. 

It looked like it wanted to leap up and growl. Instead 
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out on a clay-coloured panel: a muscleman wrestling 
a fierce bull. The bull was bigger, but it looked like 
the man was winning. 

‘You know what?’ Tim said to the tiger, taking a 
break from cleaning. ‘That bull looks familiar. Weird. 
I don’t think I’ve met any bulls lately.’ He raked a 
hand through his mop of  curly brown hair as he 
examined the picture closely. That wiry red hair, the 
stocky build, the angry face … 

Tim jumped. That was it! The bull looked like Leo. 
Just as cross and just as stupid. If  his worst enemy 
had horns, Leo and the bull would be twins. ‘I guess 
that’s why they’re called bullies,’ Tim muttered. 
‘They look like bulls.’

He wondered how on earth the man could be 
defeating the animal. It was twice his size and pure, 
solid muscle. But the man looked like he was used 
to adventures and heroic feats. He probably wasn’t 
stuck at home doing housework all the time. And the 
bull almost certainly didn’t call him Cinderella! 

Tim whipped the duster about roughly. Everyone 
thought the nickname Leo had invented for him 
was funny. Everyone except Tim. The vase wobbled 
alarmingly and started to topple. Steadying it 
with both hands, he gazed at the jagged writing 
on the vase. He wished he could read it. It might 
explain the man’s secret. It might tell him how to  
defeat Leo.

Tim often spoke to the tiger-skin rug. It kept him 
company after school, while Mum was at her second 
job. Mum worked in an office during the day, then 
as a cleaner in the evening. She worked from early 
in the morning until dinner time. Mum didn’t like 
being away from home for such long hours, but she 
had no choice. They needed the money.

Which meant Tim had to help out at home. 
Everyone had to pull their weight, Mum said. Tim 
tried. It didn’t mean he had to like it. 

He found the duster crammed under the sofa, 
where he’d left it the last time he had done the 
dusting. Sighing, he pulled it out and turned to the 
mantelpiece. First the crystal skull, then the wooden 
elephant. Tim’s house 
was full of  things his 
parents had collected from 
overseas. Rugs, statues, 
paintings … It was like 
living in a museum. A 
reminder of  better times, 
the jumbled collection now 
sat around gathering dust. 

Tim moved on to the old 
Greek vase. It was big and 
black, with a narrow neck 
and two curved handles. 
Two black figures stood 
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The vase toppled to the floor, smashing into bits. 
Tim’s heart beat faster. Mum would go nuts if  she 
found out. He had to fix it, quickly, before she came 
home.

‘One day, I’ll learn to read the words. I’ll tell you 
what they mean,’ Tim told the tiger-skin rug.

The tiger looked back blankly. 
‘Hey, it’s not easy! Even Mum can’t read it. It’s in 

Greek. The alphabet’s different.’ 
The tiger said nothing. It didn’t believe him.
‘I can read some of  it.’ Tim gripped the vase 

carefully, the way his mother had shown him, and 
tilted it so he could see better. ‘That’s an E and that 
looks like –’

Just then, the phone rang. Startled, Tim jerked 
backwards, his fingers still looped around the 
handles. 

CRASH! 


