
< 18mm >
THE DAWN OF ADONIS

modified 10 February 2025 4:09 pm Spine width (mm) 15mm
FTP date –asap Jan 2025 Cover finishes CMYK + spot

andersenpress.co.uk

£7.99
–––

eBook available
–––

Cover illustration 
TOM CLOHOSY 

COLE

‘TREMENDOUS’
JACQUELINE  JACQUELINE 

WILSONWILSON

PHIL EARLE
FROM THE BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF When the  Sky  Fa l l s

‘FOR YEARS NOW EARLE 
HAS BEEN ONE OF OUR FINEST 
WRITERS FOR YOUNG PEOPLE’ 

ANTHONY MCGOWAN

‘ONE OF THE MOST 
AUTHENTIC STORYTELLERS 

WRITING FOR CHILDREN’ 

LESLEY PARR

The much-ant ic ipated companion 
to the award-winning

WHEN THE SKY FALLS

P
H

IL EA
R

LE

ANDERSEN
PRESS

1911. When a valuable and exotic animal 
is smuggled into the London Docks, 
it stands to make one man, the shady 
Goliath Deeds, very very rich. Heaven 

help anyone who dares get in his way. So 
when one girl stumbles into this criminal 

underworld, her life and the life of the 
baby gorilla she rescues are suddenly in 

great danger. Whom can Nettie trust? And 
can she save this very special creature?

cmyk

ALSO AVAILABLE:

‘PHIL EARLE IS A 
MAGNIFICENT WRITER’ 

KATYA BALEN

‘I VERY MUCH ADMIRE PHIL EARLE’S 
INVENTIVENESS AND TRUTHFUL 

EMOTIONAL POWER’ 

PHILIP PULLMAN

‘I LOVED IT’
ROSS  ROSS  

MONTGOMERYMONTGOMERY
‘A TREMENDOUS NAIL-BITING READ, TENDER 

AND TERRIFYING IN EQUAL MEASURE’ 

JACQUELINE WILSON

‘HUMOUR AND PERIL, 
 AND TOWERING STAKES . . . I LOVED IT’ 

ROSS MONTGOMERY



PRAISE FOR THE DAWN OF ADONIS:

‘Nobody writes striking, HEARTFELT ADVENTURE like Phil Earle. 

The Dawn of Adonis is a showcase of everything he does best: 

humour and peril and towering stakes all wrapped up in stark, 

spare, POWERFUL prose. I loved it!’ 

ROSS MONTGOMERY

‘I absolutely raced through The Dawn of Adonis! It’s a 

TREMENDOUS nail-biting read, tender and terrifying in equal 

measure. Both Toff and Nettie are fantastic characters, and little 

Adonis is the most endearing creature ever’ 

JACQUELINE WILSON

‘Phil Earle’s best yet! . . .   

A fantastically ATMOSPHERIC 

high-stakes adventure’ 

KEITH GRAY

‘An absolute MASTERCLASS in how to write a prequel that’s possibly  

even better than its origin story. Pacy, poetic, heartfelt. This book  

deserves every rave review & prize shortlisting that’s sure to follow 

 . . .  a standing ovation for Phil Earle’ 

EMMA CARROLL

‘Another CLASSIC from a master 

storyteller.  A total triumph and 

my favourite ever origin story’ 

ROB BIDDULPH

‘An utter TRIUMPH’ LISA THOMPSON

‘Earle has created an immersive world, populated by compelling  

and believable characters. I haven’t so much read this book as 

lived in it. A MASTERPIECE!’ 

LESLEY PARR

‘I’ve stopped being surprised by the BRILLIANCE of Phil Earle. Every 

sentence sings, the pre-WW1 setting vivid and true, the plot THRILLING, 

the characters engaging. Yep, it’s yet another masterpiece!’

ANTHONY McGOWAN

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd i 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



‘Warm, weepy, WONDERFUL. Victory medals all round’ 

THE TIMES, CHILDREN’S BOOK OF THE WEEK

PRAISE FOR UNTIL THE ROAD ENDS:

THE TIMES CHILDREN’S BOOK OF THE YEAR, winner of a BOOKS 

ARE MY BAG READERS AWARD, the BRITISH BOOK AWARD FOR 

CHILDREN’S FICTION and shortlisted for the CARNEGIE MEDAL

‘A DEEPLY MOVING, thought-provoking drama’ DAILY MAIL

PRAISE FOR WHEN THE SKY FALLS:

‘Deeply felt, movingly written,  

a REMARKABLE achievement’ 

MICHAEL MORPURGO

‘A raw, HEARTFELT tale in the 

tradition of Goodnight Mister Tom’ 

SUNDAY TIMES

‘A MAGNIFICENT story’ PHILIP PULLMAN

‘Earle’s mastery is to find the heart in the most heartless situations.  

His writing is LYRICAL, POWERFUL and beautiful’ 

MAZ EVANS

‘Funny and HEART-WRENCHING by turns  

. . . full of courage and determination’ 

GUARDIAN

PRAISE FOR WHILE THE STORM RAGES:

‘MOVING and BRILLIANTLY WRITTEN’ NEW STATESMAN

‘A truly BRILLIANT book’ A. F. STEADMAN

‘A HEARTBREAKING story of love and devotion in the midst of war’ 

WATERSTONES

‘Phil Earle is a MAGNIFICENT writer’ KATYA BALEN

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd ii 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



PHIL EARLE
‘Warm, weepy, WONDERFUL. Victory medals all round’ 

THE TIMES, CHILDREN’S BOOK OF THE WEEK

PRAISE FOR UNTIL THE ROAD ENDS:

THE TIMES CHILDREN’S BOOK OF THE YEAR, winner of a BOOKS 

ARE MY BAG READERS AWARD, the BRITISH BOOK AWARD FOR 

CHILDREN’S FICTION and shortlisted for the CARNEGIE MEDAL

‘A DEEPLY MOVING, thought-provoking drama’ DAILY MAIL

PRAISE FOR WHEN THE SKY FALLS:

‘Deeply felt, movingly written,  

a REMARKABLE achievement’ 

MICHAEL MORPURGO

‘A raw, HEARTFELT tale in the 

tradition of Goodnight Mister Tom’ 

SUNDAY TIMES

‘A MAGNIFICENT story’ PHILIP PULLMAN

‘Earle’s mastery is to find the heart in the most heartless situations.  

His writing is LYRICAL, POWERFUL and beautiful’ 

MAZ EVANS

‘Funny and HEART-WRENCHING by turns  

. . . full of courage and determination’ 

GUARDIAN

PRAISE FOR WHILE THE STORM RAGES:

‘MOVING and BRILLIANTLY WRITTEN’ NEW STATESMAN

‘A truly BRILLIANT book’ A. F. STEADMAN

‘A HEARTBREAKING story of love and devotion in the midst of war’ 

WATERSTONES

‘Phil Earle is a MAGNIFICENT writer’ KATYA BALEN

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd iii 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



First published in Great Britain in 2025 by
Andersen Press Limited

6 Coptic Street, London, WC1A 1NH, UK
Vijverlaan 48, 3062 HL Rotterdam, Nederland

www.andersenpress.co.uk

2 4 6 8 10 9 7 5 3 1

All rights reserved. No part of  this publication may be reproduced, 
stored in a retrieval system or transmitted in any form, or by any  

means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise,  
without the written permission of  the publisher.

The right of  Phil Earle to be identified as the author  
of  this work has been asserted by him in accordance  
with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988.

Copyright © 2025, Phil Earle

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data available.

ISBN 978 1 83913 419 7

Printed and bound in Great Britain by Clays Ltd, Elcograf  S.p.A.

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd iv 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



For Charlie Sheppard, who understands stories  
more deeply than anybody I’ve ever met.

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd v 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd vi 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



1

Prologue

The mountain howled: in warning and in fear.

The matted canopy couldn’t contain or silence it, the rock 

faces above the treeline magnifying the sound to a terrifying 

echo. Birds flew to the highest branches, insects blended 

effortlessly into bark and foliage. But for the larger beasts, 

safety did not come as easily. They could only run, through the 

oppressive heat, feet pounding, chests flattening anything that 

dared fall into their path.

Their noise gave them away. How could it not? So as soon 

as their stampede began, the hunters’ began too: with feet 

lighter, much lighter than their intentions, spears flexed, and 

senses tuned to their prey’s frequency.

Occasionally the mountain fought back, tripping a hunter, 

fooling another with a   low-  hanging vine. But these men came 

as a pack, and as one fell, three more stepped forward, 

increasing their pace, heartbeats as loud as the branches 

beneath their feet.

The animals split up. Sixes became fours and twos. They 

spread themselves across all corners of  the map, forcing the 

hunters to choose, hoping to throw them down false routes 

while they scampered to safety.

Yet the men were as devious as the animals were resourceful 

and had littered paths with plans of  their own: pits dug then 

hidden, branches sharpened and wedged at the deadliest angles. 
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Twilight hid these perils, as did panic, the beasts thundering 

naively straight into their midst.

Sensing this, the hunters ran faster, not bothering to 

conceal their bloodlust, their voices catching up with the prey 

they chased so   single-  mindedly.

In the end, it was not a pit that brought them victory, nor 

a   dart-  sharpened bough. Instead, it was a vine, woven and 

threaded into a deadly knot; a hangman’s noose laid amongst 

dying leaves and twigs.

It didn’t snare the first beast, his feet merely caught the 

edge. Nor did it trap the second. But the third?

The third was not so lucky, the loop snagging and pulling 

tight round the creature’s foot as it thundered past.

The animal – an ape – was a mighty foe, stronger than any 

of  the men chasing it, yet the cry that flew from its mouth was 

so shrill it belonged in the throat of  a terrified child. The sound 

shook the canopy, maddening every animal beneath it, and 

they in turn shouted a warning, a rallying call for the other apes 

to return and pull their friend free.

The hunters were now making a din of  their own, 

whooping and clucking in celebration as they circled the prone 

animal, spears raised, jabbing. There was no greater prize on 

this mountain than the one they had ensnared, and despite its 

heft, the hunters had no doubt that the ape would be returning 

to their village with them. Alive if  possible, though even in 

death it carried great value.

But as they set about their task, soaked darts primed, there 
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came a final twist to the tale that would be told for years to 

come.

Through the foliage burst the most ferocious of  sights, a 

second gorilla rearing up and moving at a pace which left the 

hunters little time to think, let alone react.

Two fell quickly, smothered and clawed, whilst two more 

threw their quivering spears, drawing not blood but fury from 

the   beast –  which soon left them lifeless too.

Revenge, though, wasn’t what this gorilla had returned for. 

Crouching, he pulled at the other’s leg, mighty brow furrowing 

when the noose tightened further. Both apes roared, in pain 

and frustration.

They did not see the rifle being raised, but they heard its 

explosion, albeit too late. The free ape saw cordite blossom 

from the gun’s barrel, the grey flower of  death, then felt the 

force of  it blow him clean off  his feet. He did not feel the 

impact as his back hit the ground, merely the rattle of  the final 

breath that trickled from him. And now all that could be heard 

was the anguished cry of  the imprisoned ape.

The remaining hunters closed in. The end of  the hunt was 

in sight, which brought relief  as they could smell the rains 

coming.

The mountain howled. The jungle cried, and as the heavens 

parted, the sky wept.
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1

Rats were a common sight on Tobacco Dock. They poured off  

boats moored from every point of  the compass – dirty,   disease- 

 ridden carpets of  them, scurrying around the boots of  sailors 

desensitised after living for months with them in their bunks, 

latrines and food.

Cats were brought in regularly to control them, turning the 

docks into a battlefield, the hubbub of  bartering traders fighting 

the hissing of  the hunters and the squeals of  their prey.

Shadows were not uncommon on the docks either. They 

were at their longest from twilight onwards when paltry   oil- 

 lights flickered, throwing sinister shapes onto walls and into 

puddles.

There was one shadow, however, that was greater than any 

of  the others cast: one that enveloped every inch of  the docks 

whenever it chose, regardless of  the season or time of  day.

It belonged to a man, a monster of  a man. Goliath Deeds.
If  ever a name suited a person, this was it. If  ever a name 

could send a shiver down your spine, Goliath Deeds was it.

He was not the tallest man in London, nor on the docks. 

There was many a sailor longer and broader than he. But not a 

single one of  those men, nor any reprobate who plundered the 

seven seas, could match Goliath’s intent.
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Puddles parted beneath his feet, crowds did the same, only 

daring to move back when one, then two, shadows passed. For 

Goliath never travelled alone. With him, always three steps 

behind, followed a boy.

He didn’t dress like a boy. Didn’t dress like the common 

man either. His wardrobe was entirely of  his own creation. 

The boy knew what he liked, and compiled his outfits from 

items he’d managed to pilfer from laundries, washing lines and 

gentlemen’s outfitters. It was just as well he had these devious 

skills, as he rarely had a shilling to his name. Shirts, braces, 

shoes, there wasn’t a garment the boy couldn’t purloin, and his 

wardrobe bulged like a butcher’s gut. The only problem he had 

was keeping his threads clean.

As a result, there was a strange contradiction to the boy: he 

could be described as a dandy, but a grimy, bedraggled one: the 

best example being the hat that seldom left his head. It was a 

bowler, black in colour, worn at a jaunty angle and complete 

with a feather that he replaced at regular intervals. Pigeon, 

pheasant, he wore them all. But like the rest of  his outfit, there 

was a twist to the hat, as the top of  it seemed to have exploded, 

with jagged shards reaching up to the skies, forming an uneven 

and chaotic crown.

‘Blame my brain,’ he’d retort when asked about it. ‘The 

ideas  I have, they’re so big, there’s not a hat that can hold 

them in.’

He was a card, a live wire and the oldest   twelve-  year-  old 

you could ever meet. He’d seen things, done things, felt things 
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that people who lived for a century would never experience. 

Nor want to.

‘Keep up, Squabble,’ growled Goliath without turning.

The boy could’ve chosen to hate it when called by his 

surname for a number of  reasons, the main one being that it 

wasn’t his actual name. The same was true of  his forename. 

That didn’t belong to him either.

When he was found abandoned, mere days old, on the 

Foundling Hospital steps, wrapped in newspaper like a bag of  

chips, there was little indication of  who the boy was or who had 

birthed him. All that he owned hung around his neck on a ratty 

length of  twine: half  a coin, beaten wafer thin then cut jaggedly 

in half. Tucked into the newspaper was a simple note with 

questionable   spelling – ‘I wil cum for you wiv the rest of  the coyn’.
He needed a name, so the nurses gave him one, like they 

did so many of  the children in their care. Tom Teal: simple, 

and cheap on ink, which stuck until his seventh year, when a 

shadow fell on his life. A shadow that had loomed ever since.

Goliath Deeds arrived at Coram’s Foundling Hospital 

from nowhere, a kindly expression on his face that clearly hurt 

to wear.

‘His ma’s   half-  brother,’ he’d declared himself. ‘Overseas 

till late. Din’t know my sister had passed, let alone about the 

nipper!’

Tom had recoiled from the man. He had no memory of  

his mother, but this, this  . . . character did not sit well with 

her  image in his mind. She was soft and kind, smelled of  
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bread  from warm ovens and flowers. This man smelled of  

anything but.

But, just as Tom had hoped that Goliath would be turned 

away as a charlatan, the man brandished an item that changed 

the boy’s life   irrevocably –  an arc of  hammered metal, that sat 

as tightly as a jigsaw piece against the shard Tom wore close to 

his chest.

‘I am not a rich man,’ Goliath had boomed, ‘but I have 

ambitions and goals, ones that the boy can share in, if  he works 

hard and follows direction. The world is growing, the docks 

are thriving and a boy can learn everything he needs to know 

there. Between the docks and me? We’ll educate him. Make 

him a man.’

Regardless of  what feelings Tom might have had on this, 

he soon found himself  in the care of  his new ‘uncle’, and 

Deeds was true to his word: they found themselves on the 

docks daily, though the many things he learned were not in any 

textbook.

The first thing that had to change was his name.

‘Tom Teal is no name to carry all your life,’ Goliath 

told him.

Tom’s ears liked the sound of  this. ‘Am I a Deeds?’

‘Not yet you aren’t. Names are earned. And that surname 

would make you practically royalty. I’ve been watching you, 

though. Seen the pride you take in your appearance, as well as 

the fact you could start an argument in an empty pub.’

Tom couldn’t disagree with either of  those points and had 
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learned quickly that the man was not someone to contradict on 

anything.

‘Tom Teal is dead,’ Goliath declared, like he was officiating 

at a coronation. ‘Long live Toff  Squabble.’

It was a name that soon became known everywhere he 

went, and by the age of  twelve, Toff  wore it like a medal, even 

on a night as filthy as this one.

‘What we even doin’ here?’ he moaned now. ‘Weather like 

this gives me the willies. And the puddles are playing havoc 

with my spats.’

He wasn’t kidding, the white material covering his shoes 

was far from pristine now, more a dirty, ratty brown, and he 

knew it would be a beggar to shift no matter how hard he 

scrubbed.

‘That’s what spats are for, you fool,’ rebuked Goliath 

sharply. ‘To stop you getting spattered.’ He finally turned round 

to the boy, eyes just about visible beneath his woollen cap.

‘But I ain’t got a spare pair, Goliath.’

‘Stop your whinging, do as you’re told tonight, and you’ll 

be able to afford a pair for every day of  the week.’

‘That’s what you said about me waistcoat last week.’ But 

Toff  had the wisdom to say this quietly, not wishing to light 

Goliath’s short fuse.

They stomped on, past ale houses promising more than 

just the delights of  alcohol, and shops selling anything and 

everything, from paraffin to parrots, rope to rum.

Toff ’s eyes were drawn to the many exotic birds on offer. 
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Their rainbowed feathers didn’t belong here, but the boy was 

glad of  their presence. It made his own just about tolerable.

Toff  was toying with asking how much further, when 

Goliath hastily applied the brakes. Toff  did the same, avoiding 

walking straight into his back. He’d done it once before and 

worn the bruises for weeks. This was the way of  life with 

Goliath. You might make a mistake once, but never twice.

‘See this place,’ Goliath said, pointing at a shop sign. ‘See 

what it says?’

Toff  looked at the elaborate, scrolling text and read it 

effortlessly, unlike most children of  his age or standing.

‘Jamrach’s Animal Emporium,’ he said aloud. Toff  was 

smart, but Goliath had still done an excellent job teaching 

him his letters. The man may have been a thug, but he was a 

complex one.

‘That’s right. Know what it means?’

‘Fancy word for shop, ain’t it. Don’t know who Jamrach is 

though.’

‘Charles Jamrach.’

Toff  shrugged, none the wiser.

‘Jamrach was a rich man. And a lucky one, which makes 

him the worst kind. Every bit of  wealth he inherited was off  his 

old man, a German, who used to be chief  of  the river police in 

Hamburg. Made him friends with a lot of  sailors, opened his 

eyes to a lot of  the valuable cargo they was carrying: animals. 

And not just cats and dogs. Exotic animals.’ Goliath’s eyes 

widened as he said it. Toff  swore he saw fires ignite in them.
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‘Like what?’

‘You name it. Zebras. Camels. Lions.’

‘Stroll on. Lions?’

‘Tigers too. Forty years back, he had one in this very shop 

that escaped.’

‘He never did.’

‘Went on the rampage. Scooped up a boy. Jamrach himself  

had to get hold of  the beast by the throat and pull the child 

free.’

‘He weren’t dead?’

‘Saved his life, Jamrach did. Didn’t stop the boy’s parents 

getting the law on Jamrach, mind. Sued him. Three hundred 

pound they won.’

‘How’s his shop still ’ere then? Must’ve ruined him . . .’

‘Ruined him? Made him a small fortune. Word got out that 

Jamrach had this deadly tiger and the dealers went crazy for it. 

Queueing up at the door, wanting him to supply things for 

their menageries and shows, they were. By the time he struck a 

deal with George Wombwell, that animal was the most feared 

in London. The crowds flocked in their hundreds to see him, 

day after day.’

Toff  stared at Goliath, a tad confused.

‘What’s any of  this got to do with us?’

It was unusual for Goliath to tell stories, unless there was 

something in it for him, or there was a threat at the end of  it.

‘I’m tired, boy.’ Goliath didn’t look tired. He looked like he 

was plotting, as he so often did. ‘Tired of  men like Jamrach 

9781839134197_TheDawnOfAdonis.indd 11 2/7/25 4:14:03 PM



having it easy. I mean, look at this place. The old man’s dead 

now, but his sons? They’re richer than ever. Every time Barnum 

and Bailey or another circus needs to up their game, it’s here 

they come. Well, it’s time someone gave ’em a shock. A bit of  

competition. And that someone is me.’

This was news to Toff. Goliath was a legend in the East 

End; hell, the man was both famous and infamous. But he 

didn’t tend to mix with those above him socially: Goliath broke 

bones rather than bread.

‘I don’t get it, Goliath. We buying something from ’ere?’ 

Toff  eyed the window suspiciously. There were parrots and 

songbirds a plenty, whilst inside a cage a snake swirled around 

a wooden cross. They looked exotic. Beautiful. Expensive.

‘You ask too many questions, boy. No, we’re not buying 

anything from them. We’re going to get ourselves a slice of  the 

action. I ever let you down yet?’

This was a loaded question, and one that if  Toff  answered 

honestly, would earn him a cuff  round the head.

‘Course not,’ he said.

‘Follow me then,’ Goliath grinned. ‘The high life is just 

round the next corner.’
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2

If  this was the high life, then the rich were welcome to it.

The stinking alleyway was just as chock full of  puddles and 

there were now no gas lamps to herald their way. This may 

have been a blessing, for if  Toff  had seen the putrid filth 

covering his spats, he would’ve had a duck fit.

‘You sure about   thi—’ Toff  began, before thinking better 

of  it. Goliath marched on, his stride not shortening with the 

lack of  light.

‘Up here.’

They turned a sharp left. There were no shops. Just 

warehouses like the one they lived in, rotting doors promising 

the distinct likelihood of  sinister happenings behind them.

Goliath stopped at the grimiest, fist rapping. The timber 

groaned, as did a voice inside.

‘Gently, will you!!’ There was a pause, then a hacking cough. 

‘That you, Deeds? Come in.’ The smell inside was rancid. 

Something was rotting and had been for some time. At first 

sight, it appeared to be coming from the silhouette bent in 

front of  them. It was difficult to make out the age of  the man, 

so contorted was his shape, hinging at the waist like he was 

carrying the weight of  London on his back.
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‘I said to come on your own,’ the voice said. ‘This ain’t a 

circus.’

‘You invite me, you invite the boy,’ Goliath replied.

Toff  wanted to add that he was family, but was never sure 

how Deeds was going to react to such an announcement.

The shadowy man’s features became clearer, not that anyone 

wished for this to be the case. Erasmus Gryce. A human skeleton 

with a ratty, lank ponytail and a smirk of  yellowing teeth clinging 

to his gums. His eyes were practically slits, sunk deep into sallow 

skin: his beard reedy and stained yellow with baccy.

‘Your boy, is it?’

The old man stared at Toff, like he was examining his very 

soul. Fortunately, Goliath cut this short, bearing down on the 

man, fuse lit.

‘It’s none of  your concern who he is. If  you’ve brought me 

here to waste time then I’ll refashion that face of  yours double 

quick.’

‘Goliath, my friend.’ Erasmus stooped even deeper. ‘Come 

now. I made you a promise, and Erasmus always delivers.’

‘You owe me, Gryce,’ Goliath spat, ‘and that debt grows 

with every breath of  mine you waste.’

‘Best follow me then,’ Erasmus leered, shuffling back into 

the darkness.

For once, Toff  was happy to be in Goliath’s epic shadow. 

He didn’t know what was lurking beyond and felt no burning 

desire to find out.

The smell got worse. It seemed to be coming from the 
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darkest reaches of  the warehouse: a sickly brew of  faeces and 

filth. Goliath didn’t hesitate, overtaking Erasmus when the 

man became too slow.

‘This had better not be a hoax,’ Goliath warned.

‘Not a hoax, you’ll see. You’ll be shouting from the 

rooftops when you see what old Erasmus found, just for you.’

Despite the darkness, Goliath’s excitement was clear to 

see. It made Toff  even more nervous. It wasn’t like him. Deeds 

did menace in abundance. Menace and vengeance and sheer 

undiluted aggression, but excitement?

They arrived now at a tall cage, the iron bars thick, rusted, 

and laced in algae that suggested a long voyage at sea.

It didn’t stop Goliath gripping them, as he struggled with 

the failing light.

‘If  this cage is empty, Gryce, then you are a dead man. You 

hear me? Extinct.’

Toff  gulped nervously.

The old man made no reply, picking up a paraffin lamp 

and lighting that instead.

The flame flickered, then glowed: warming Goliath’s 

bewhiskered face as he snatched the lamp impatiently. There 

was a clang as it hit the bars. He would have pushed it through 

them had there been the space, so desperate was he to seek his 

prize within.

But whatever the bounty was, still wasn’t clear. The lamp 

simply illuminated a huge, matted bundle of  fur, balled in the 

corner. It was not a pretty sight. The fur was tangled, seemingly 
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in its own excrement, and now the light was on it there was no 

doubt where the ungodly stench was emanating from: this 

dead thing. It had been an animal of  some description, 

presumably, but now it lay lifeless.

Goliath’s face darkened, pupils glinting red as his temper 

ignited. Dropping the lantern, he grabbed Erasmus Gryce and 

threw him against the bars. There was a thud and a crack, of  

ribs presumably, and the old man could only whimper in fear 

and pain as Goliath Deeds’ nose was thrust into his face.

‘I warned you,’ Deeds hissed. ‘Don’t try and trick me. But 

you didn’t listen. You will though, I promise you, even if  I have 

to rip you new earholes to help along the way.’

But as the threats continued, Toff  Squabble saw something 

that took his attention from the unfolding violence.

A twitch. A rustle.

Grasping the lamp, he darted round the cage, eyes widening 

as he saw a sight that would delight his master and possibly 

save the life of  the despicable Erasmus Gryce.
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3

‘Goliath. Goliath. It’s alive!’

Deeds was on the move before Gryce hit the ground, 

ripping the lamp off  Toff  and squinting inside the cage.

‘What’d it do?’ he demanded.

‘Moved, din’t it? Not that I have a clue what it is.’
‘It,’ cried a pained Gryce. ‘It is exactly what you asked for. 

Exactly what you demanded. Exotic. Fierce. A god amongst 

beasts.’

This description did not marry up to the twisted rug of  fur 

slumped in the corner, but as Goliath and Toff  looked again, 

they saw more movement. An unfolding, as limbs became 

visible, then hands or feet, black fingers and blacker nails, 

encrusted with filth.

‘What the ’ell is it?’ Toff  gasped, but Goliath hadn’t a clue 

either, not until a head appeared, two green pupils reflecting 

the glare of  the torch before flinching behind its fingers.

‘Blimey . . . that’s a monkey,’ Toff  said.

‘Monkey?’ scoffed Gryce. ‘You think I’d bring you, my 

most trusted customer, a monkey?’ He seemed to be in his 

element again, battered ribs forgotten. ‘This is the King, the 

scourge of  the mountains. All the way from the densest peaks 

of  Africa . . . this, my friends, is a silverback gorilla.’
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‘He stinks.’ Toff  couldn’t help himself.

‘So would you if  you’d spent months tossed around at sea.’

‘Din’t anyone feed him? Shape ’e’s in, I reckon I could take 

him with one arm tied behind my back.’

‘ Toff!’ barked Goliath.

Toff  looked to Deeds.

‘Shut it.’

‘Who else knows about this animal?’ Goliath demanded.

‘Except us three mortals, not a soul.’

‘Then how did it end up in your grubby mitts? Treasure 

like this always ends up with the Jamrach boys.’

‘What can I say, Goliath? The trader saw in me a reputable 

man, an honest man. A man interested only in providing for 

his family.’

‘Nonsense. So come on, what’s wrong with it?’

‘Wrong?’ Gryce looked affronted.

‘Last chance,’ Goliath growled. ‘Last chance before I do 

what a dentist should’ve done for you decades ago.’ He curled 

his fist, knuckles cracking expectantly.

But before he was able to unleash his fury and frustration, 

Toff  interjected.

‘’Ere, Goliath. I ain’t no vet or nothing, but ain’t a silverback 

the male?’

‘He’s right,’ said Gryce gratefully. ‘Listen to the boy instead 

of  taking your anger out on me.’

‘Well, if  that’s the case,’ Toff  went on, ‘then this fella ’ere 

is either proper shy, or . . .’
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‘Or WHAT?!’ Goliath was pure simmering rage now.

‘Or this ain’t no king of  the jungle at all . . . this ’ere’s the 

queen.’

Goliath erupted. ‘What are you talking about? Stop talking 

in bloody riddles!’

‘It’s a girl!’ Toff  yelled. ‘A female. See? She ain’t got no . . . 

bits!’

Goliath bent his redwood legs to look closely. ‘Why is it, 

Gryce, that everything I buy from you has got something missing!’

Erasmus knew this was his time to bolt.

‘Stop him, Toff,’ said Goliath, eyes still on the ape. Toff  

did as instructed, but feared for what would follow. Gryce felt 

light in his grasp, his bones hollow. The old man knew better 

than to put up a fight.

‘I’ve tried to be decent to you, haven’t I?’ Goliath said 

quietly, as he returned to his considerable height. ‘In all our 

dealings, Erasmus, have I ever treated you wrong? Gone back 

on my word? Taken you for a fool?’

Erasmus cowered in Toff ’s grip. The boy felt his own 

dread rise.

‘You haven’t, Goliath, no.’

‘Then what part of  you believed that I wouldn’t mind you 

lying to me.’

‘I didn’t know, Goliath, did I? I was   told—’

‘Lies,’ Goliath mouthed.

‘It’s true. I   promi—’

But the final word to ever leave Erasmus Gryce’s mouth 
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was never completed, and in a way it was fitting, as the man 

had never honoured a single promise in his   sixty-  three years on 

the earth. He had lied, cheated, scammed and stolen. He wasn’t 

a fool, but had made a huge error in mistaking Goliath for one.

His feet were off  the ground now, grasping for a floorboard 

that wasn’t there. Goliath made sure of  that, a single hand 

around Gryce’s   turkey-  throat.

The old man tried to plead, to pray, to offer whatever 

Goliath wanted, but while the thoughts formed, the words 
couldn’t. The hand choking him closed tighter, and tighter, the 

sight of  Goliath’s unrepentant, hardened face grew hazier and 

darker, until Erasmus’ will was extinguished and his limp, 

broken body was thrown to the ground.

Toff  stood, silent. His world changed for ever. He was not 

a naïve child. He’d seen so much that he didn’t think himself  a 

child at all. He had lived in Goliath’s orbit long enough to know 

threat, violence and revenge, but this was the first time he’d 

witnessed murder. He felt too close to it. Was it contagious? 

Would he catch it? He took a step backwards but stopped 

when he felt Goliath’s judging eyes upon him. He may not die 

too, not now at least, but he had more than witnessed murder, 

he’d been complicit in one.

Toff  felt sick, like every drop of  blood had fallen to his 

feet. But he couldn’t show it. He mustn’t. Goliath was a bad 

man, the worst of  them, but at the same time, he was Toff ’s 

only family. The only thing standing between him and a life 

alone and on the street.
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So, he did nothing, which made the nausea engulf  him 

further.

Breathe, he told himself. Breathe and wait for orders.
When they came, he would follow them to the letter.

As usual.

Quick smart.
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1941. War is raging. And one angry boy has been sent to the 
city, where bombers rule the skies. There, Joseph will live 
with Mrs F, a gru�  woman with no fondness for children. 
Her only loves are the rundown zoo she owns and its mighty 
silverback gorilla, Adonis. As the weeks pass, bonds deepen 
and secrets are revealed, but if the bombers set Adonis 
rampaging free, will either of them be able to end the life of 
the one thing they truly love?

‘A magnifi cent story . . . 
It deserves every prize going’ 
Philip Pullman

‘An extraordinary story with 
historical and family truth at 
its heart, that tells us as much 
about the present as the past. 
Deeply felt, movingly written, 
a remarkable achievement’ 
Michael Morpurgo

P H I L  E A R L E
The multi-award-winning story about the incredible 

friendship between a young boy and a silverback gorilla 
in the Second World War, inspired by a true story.

W H E N T H E  S K Y  FA L LS 
G R A P H I C  N OV E L  COM I N G S O O N!
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