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Questions

It took a moment for Kestrel’s eyes to adjust to the dim light in the Big Top. He looked up at the performers who were practising in the air.

‘Skye! Come down,’ Kes yelled up to his friend, who was hanging upside down from the silk rope in the middle of the Big Top. ‘I’ve got news!’

Skye grabbed the silk and pulled her body upright. She shifted the silk around her foot in a knot to hold her steady and looked down at Kes. ‘What’s up?’

‘Monsieur Charles wants us all in the Big Top tonight. Everyone!’

The other performers working in the Big Top stopped and looked up.

Pere, Kestrel’s brother, forgot that he had a pail of whitewash on his head. 

‘Kes! Look what you made me do!’ Pere’s face was dripping white.

‘Serves you right. You should be concentrating,’ said his father, the head clown, from the bleacher seats around the ring. ‘What’s the news, Kes?’

Skye slid down the silk rope to stand next to Kes. ‘Why?’
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‘MONSIEUR CHARLES HAS an announcement! All the families have to be there too.’

Everyone was surprised. They were nearly ready to leave Winter Quarters and go back on the road. Monsieur Charles, the ringmaster and owner of Circus Charles, usually only spoke to the head of each act. To have all the circus families together for a meeting was unusual.

Maybe he’s changing the tour,’ said an acrobat, who was standing on the shoulders of his brother. ‘I hope we’re going into the mountains.’

‘When is the meeting Kestrel?’ asked his father.

‘After supper. Here in the Big Top.’ 

‘Well,’ said Mr Falcon, ‘we still have a few hours then. Back to work Pere.’ He waved his hand at Kestrel. ‘When you have told everybody, come back here. We still need to work on your act.’ 

Kes nodded and headed back across the circus floor. As he jumped over the little fence separating the circus stage from the audience seats, he heard Skye calling his name.

‘Kes! Wait up. I’ll come with you,’ called Skye. She ran to get her shoes and jacket and joined Kes at the entrance.

‘Have you told my family yet?’ she asked, as they headed behind the red and gold striped Big Top towards the performer caravans.

‘No. I came to the Big Top first,’ said Kestrel. ‘Monsieur Charles just told me to spread the word.’

‘He wants everybody?’ Skye frowned. ‘That’s unusual.’

‘Everybody! The riggers, the drivers, all the families including the babies.’

‘Wow.’ Skye pulled her curly black hair out of her ponytail. She saw her mother in the distance and ran towards her. Kes stretched his long legs and easily caught up with her.

‘Mum! There’s a big meeting tonight. Everybody has to be there. Everybody!’

Mrs Steeple looked at the two friends. ‘Are you spreading the news?’

‘Yes,’ laughed Skye. 

‘Monsieur Charles told me to,’ said Kes.

‘On you go then,’ said Mrs Steeple, and she winked at Kes. ‘I’ll tell my husband.’

Kes winked back.

Everybody loved Skye, but she did sometimes take over when she was excited.

The two friends toured all the caravans, knocking on doors and telling the news from Monsieur Charles. 

‘What could it be?’ asked everyone. ‘A new act? An old act come back? A different tour?’

Madame Pauline’s poodles all bowed to Kes and Skye. ‘We will be there,’ said Madame Pauline.

‘Yap,’ barked the poodles. 

The riggers were surprised to be invited. Most big meetings were about the circus performance. The riggers worked hard to make all the equipment safe for everyone. They didn’t have big meetings. All the drivers who kept the circus on the road were interested. If they were involved in a meeting it must be a tour change.

The whole circus was buzzing with questions. Everybody rushed through supper and made their way to the Big Top.
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The Meeting

Acrobats, aerialists, clowns, poodles, fire breathers, jugglers, riggers, drivers and sideshow people all gathered on the seats in the Big Top. The noise of everyone talking sounded like an opening night.

Skye’s little sister Dancer ran to the middle of the circus stage and pulled out her new camera.

‘Everybody say “Popcorn”,’ she yelled.

‘Popcorn!’ The crowd yelled back.

Dancer took the picture and waved at the circus families.

Monsieur Charles entered the Big Top and strode into the middle of the circus stage.

He was dressed in his stage clothes: black top hat and trousers, white shirt and gold waistcoat, and his magnificent red cape and bow tie.

The crowd of performers and families went quiet. They all gazed at Monsieur Charles.

With a flourish, Monsieur Charles pulled a box from behind his back and put it down in front of him.

Some of the performers gasped. ‘It’s come! It’s come!’
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KESTREL LOOKED AROUND. People were holding hands or wiping eyes. 

His father, was looking very pale. Kestrel reached over to grip his hand. His father looked ill. 

Skye jiggled up and down in her seat. When would Monsieur Charles tell them what was going on? She looked around at the other children in the Big Top. They all looked confused. Kestrel’s elder brother Peregrine looked worried. Beside her, Blue her sister, looked troubled. The two acrobat brothers were frowning. 

Monsieur Charles held up his hands. ‘My friends,’ he said, ‘today I received a letter.’ He bent down, opened the box and pulled out a piece of paper.

Skye looked around. Everybody seemed to be holding their breath. What was so mysterious about a letter? She opened her mouth. 

Blue grabbed her hand and squeezed. ‘Listen,’ she hissed.

Monsieur Charles cleared his throat.

‘Dear Monsieur Charles,’ he read, ‘It is some time since we last met but I have enjoyed your circus show many times. 

‘I would like to invite you to the circus conclave. The challenge is to find it. Will you be a champion three times? 

‘From, the Puzzle Master.’

In the silence after Monsieur Charles finished speaking, there was a scraping sound. Kestrel’s father stood up. He walked down the steps to the ground. He bowed his head to Monsieur Charles and walked out of the Big Top without saying a word.

Everybody in the Big Top stared at Peregrine and Kestrel. Kestrel started to get up but Peregrine held onto Kestrel’s arm and pulled him back into his seat. He ignored everyone and stared straight ahead at Monsieur Charles. 

Monsieur Charles cleared his throat again: ‘I always said that if we were called to the challenge again it would be my last time as head of this circus.’

There was a muffled gasp around the seats. The acrobats looked at each other. Mrs Steeple hugged Dancer to her tightly. Skye saw Blue bow her head and blink back tears. 

Skye tried to think what life would be like without circus, but she could only think about the feel of the air rushing through her hair as she swung on a trapeze. The sugar smell of candy-floss mixed with the sharp smell of greasepaint. Kes in his clown costume. Her mother flying through the air. She had lived her whole life in the circus. She sneaked a look at Kes. He was staring at his shoes. Pere held his arm tightly. Why had Mr Falcon left? 
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Secrets

Mr Steeple stood up. ‘Monsieur Charles, will we be breaking up the circus?’

Monsieur Charles looked around at everyone. ‘Some of you know that I share the ownership of the circus with my brother Pierre. He does not care for circus life. He is a businessman. He owns car parks in Estermond. If I stop the circus, Pierre will sell everything and Circus Charles will be finished.’ 

Madame Pauline stood up – her dogs copied her. ‘And if we win the challenge?’  

‘Ruff?’ inquired a poodle.

‘If we are lucky enough to win through to the end,’ said Monsieur Charles, ‘then you will find homes with the other champion circus troupes who have made it through.’ He nodded his head at Mr Steeple. ‘We will have to work together and share ideas on the quest. That is how Circus Charles has won through to the end before.’

Monsieur Charles pulled the circus flag out from the box and spread it out on the ground. The red circus flag was very big and had ‘Charles’ written on it in gold. It usually flew from the highest point of the Big Top. In each of the top two corners of the flag was a group of C’s. Skye had always thought they meant ‘Circus Charles’ but now, close up, she could see there were three C’s in each group.

Monsieur Charles pointed to them: ‘The Circonvention happens every five years. Twice I have been a Circus Challenge Champion. It will not be easy as last time showed, but we can do it.’ He looked around at everybody in the Big Top. ‘Will we take on the challenge?’

Madame Pauline stood up – all her poodles stood up too. ‘Yes, I think we can do it.’ 

‘Ruff,’ barked the dogs together.

The acrobats stood up. The fire breathers stood up. Then Mr Steeple stood up. Blue pulled Skye up to stand with her family.

Soon everybody was standing, all except Peregrine and Kestrel.

Monsieur Charles bowed to the circus folk. ‘Thank you my friends. I would like to speak to Pere and Kes alone.’ 

Kes didn’t know where to look. As each circus family had stood, he had felt a little bit smaller. Pere had hold of his arm so he couldn’t stand. ‘Dad is not here,’ Pere had hissed in his ear.

The circus families left to go back to their caravans. Some had gripped the boys’ shoulders as they moved past them out of the Big Top.

Monsieur Charles came to stand before them. ‘I’m sorry, Pere,’ he said.

‘That doesn’t help,’ Pere said. Kes turned to look wide-eyed at his brother. Pere was holding himself stiffly, staring straight ahead past Monsieur Charles.

‘I know,’ Monsieur Charles sighed. ‘Pere, go tell your father that I am coming to speak to him and then come back here to get Kes. I’ll leave the cookhouse door open for you.’

Pere left the Big Top without saying another
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