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CHAPTER ONE
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Badenbon

My life used to be so simple, thought Kestrel as he pulled his props case from the truck. Practice. Performance. Eat. Sleep. He sighed and heaved his unicycle over the side of the truck. Now I have clues to solve and secrets to keep. 

His brother Peregrine passed him, staggering under his own load of props as well as his father’s. ‘How is the new clue coming?’ he whispered.

Kes made a face, then he yawned. It was early morning. They had been traveling all night to get to Badenbon. The pink clouds of dawn were just disappearing behind the mountains that looked down on the lake resort. Pere grinned at Kes. ‘Too tired to get into mischief, eh?’

‘Too tired to get into anything but bed,’ Kes replied.

‘Stop grumbling, Kestrel,’ said his father. He took his box from Pere. ‘You’ve got two days off. We’re here for three weeks.’ 

Kes shouldered his unicycle and hauled on the handle of his props suitcase. ‘Two days off,’ he muttered as he passed Pere. ‘I wonder what that’s like?’ 
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PERE LAUGHED. 

Mr Falcon frowned at Kes. ‘Enjoy it, boy.’ Mr Falcon heaved the clown car off the back of the truck. ‘We’re doing a performance every day in Badenbon.’ 

Kestrel headed towards the Big Top with his load. His father called from behind him. ‘If that’s the last of the props, Pere, you can go to breakfast. Kes, you have time to show me that juggling trick on the Unicycle.’

The props in Kestrel’s arms suddenly felt very heavy.

Skye helped Blue to the dining tent. It was the first time Blue had been out of the caravan since the accident. Everybody went out of their way to welcome Blue back. Skye watched as Blue had a smiling face for everyone. ‘Everything is healing well’, she kept saying. But it was different when she spoke to Skye. Her face was worried. ‘What if I can’t perform again?’ 

‘Of course you will perform again,’ said Skye, putting toast and hot tea in front of her sister.

‘Pere’s mother didn’t,’ said Blue. ‘She didn’t come back after her accident.’

‘Mrs Falcon had an accident?’ asked Skye. She slopped some of the tea. 

‘I think so.’ Blue tried to mop up the tea on the table with a tissue. Skye grabbed a cloth. 

‘They never talk about it,’ said Blue. She shrugged and picked up some toast. ‘And then she disappeared.’

‘What kind of accident did she have?’ Skye wanted to know everything.

‘I don’t know. I was little. It was eight years ago, Skye.’ Blue sipped her tea. ‘That’s why this circonvention is so important to Pere. He wants to find out where his mother went.’

‘It’s not just Pere,’ said Skye. ‘Kestrel and Mr Falcon too.’

Blue reached for some toast. ‘Mr Falcon could have found out years ago and Kes hardly knew her. He was three.’

Skye bit back a nasty comment. I’m being mature, she thought. I’m not slapping Blue for saying that.

‘What was she like?’ Skye asked, pushing forward the jam.

‘Oh, everybody loved Alissa. She used to perform a beautiful duo trapeze act with her brother.’ Blue chewed on her toast. ‘He went back with her to the Carvello’s.’ 

Skye stared at her sister. ‘She was a Carvello? One of the most famous circus families in the world!’

Blue shrugged. ‘It’s what you do now that counts. Not who you are descended from.

The Circonvention is a chance to see the best. Be the best.’ 

‘But to solve clues to get there...’ Skye spluttered. ‘That’s not fair!’ 

‘You have to want it enough,’ said Blue. ‘You have to find a way.’
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CHAPTER TWO
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A Day Off

Pere was stretched out on his bed when Kes finally got back to the caravan.

‘If you had kept your mouth shut, he wouldn’t have made you practice,’ he told his younger brother.’ 

Kes scowled. He picked up his pillow and threw it at Pere. 

Pere threw it back. There was an epic pillow fight, which ended when Pere’s pillow split. Feathers rained down all over the caravan. The door was pulled open. Kes braced for his father’s reaction. 

It was Dancer, with her camera. 

Of course Dancer would appear right then, thought Kes. That girl has a genius for finding a stupid moment and taking a photo. 

Pere pushed Dancer out the door. ‘Go back to your own caravan. Never mind what’s happening here.’ 

Dancer grinned back at Kes. ‘You look like a chicken.’ 

Kes picked up his pillow. ‘You can too,’ he said.

Dancer waved her camera at him, quickly snapped a picture and scarpered.

Pere laughed. ‘I think that camera is glued to her hand.’

Kes grunted. He was trying to get all the feathers out of his hair.

‘Come on,’ said Pere. ‘Let’s go into the town and have a look around. I have to get a new pillow anyway.’

Kes looked at the mess in the tiny caravan. ‘Ok,’ he agreed.

Kes watched his brother hop down a long flight of stairs to the lake front on his unicycle.

He didn’t miss one. There was applause from watching families. The shores of the lake were busy with canoes and small sailing boats. Pere bowed to the small crowd, still balanced on his unicycle. The clapping grew louder.

‘Come on, Kes,’ shouted Pere. ‘I’ll race you to the kiosk.’ Pere pumped his legs hard and his unicycle flew down the lake shore over the sand.

Kes wove in and out of crowds of people on his unicycle. Pere had the harder ground but he had no people. Kes dodged a child and a dog along the pavement. He nearly came off when he tangled with a leash.

When he finally made it to the ice-cream kiosk, Pere was riding along the back of a park bench. A crowd had gathered to watch Pere again.

‘You’re buying the ice-creams, Kes.’ 

‘Pere, from Circus Charles!’ Kes announced to the watching crowd. There was another round of applause. Kes went in to get the ice-creams, wishing he was as good as Pere on the unicycle.
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WHEN HE CAME OUT, PERE was looking at a jewellery display in the little shop next door. Kes handed him his ice-cream. Pere was studying the watches. ‘Seen anything you like?’ Kes asked.

‘The one on the left,’ Pere said. ‘I like the red and black woven strap.’

Kes looked at the price. ‘Expensive tastes, boy.’

‘It’s my birthday next week,’ said Pere. ‘Maybe I’ll get a bonus from Monsieur Charles.’

Kes laughed. ‘You never know.’ 

‘In the meantime,’ said Pere, ‘that little bracelet has Blue’s name on it.’ Kes raised his eyebrows and smirked at Pere. 

Pere tried to ignore him but his neck was red as he dodged a lady who was searching deep in her bag and then he disappeared into the shop.

He came out a few minutes later stuffing a small package into his shorts pocket.

Kes spun Pere’s unicycle over. Pere mounted it balanced on one pedal. Kes sighed. 

‘Practice Kestrel,’ said Pere, sounding so like Mr Falcon that Kes turned around to look for his father. 

The lady with the bag had managed to drop it. Books were scattered all over the ground. Kes was just about to help her pick them up when he heard his brother yell. ‘Come on Kes!’ Pere was half-way up the street. Kes left to follow him.
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CHAPTER THREE
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In A Fix

When Kestrel got back to the caravan he found Skye sitting on his bed surrounded by feathers.

She scowled at him. ‘You complain about me and I come in here and find the clues all over your bed!’ 
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KES FELT HIS BLOOD freeze. Panic made his throat seize up. ‘Are they all there?’ He croaked. 

Skye glared at him. ‘Yes, no thanks to you. What were you thinking to leave them out on your bed?’

Kes thought frantically. Had he left them out on his bed? He was sure he hadn’t.

‘I didn’t,’ he spluttered. 

Skye’s accusing look burned him. ‘You had a pillow fight with your pillow. You idiot! That’s where you hid the clues!’

Kes wanted to defend himself but he knew she was right. Idiot, he definitely was. He ducked his head and concentrated on picking up the feathers. He stuffed them into an empty pillowcase making sure he didn’t catch Skye’s eye.

Skye waited until he had cleaned up the feathers before she spoke again. ‘I think I’ve figured out how to solve the clue.’ 

Kes looked up. Skye picked up the latest clue and waved it. ‘The puzzle master is repeating himself. See, groups of five.’

Kes reached for his notebook. ‘Good one, Skye. I owe you.’

‘Yup,’ agreed Skye. ‘And I’m gonna collect.’

‘You always do,’ said Kes. 

Skye grinned.

Kes opened his notebook. ‘Ok, lets see what you’ve got.’

Together they worked out the clue.
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STANLEY LOOKED AT HIS motorbike again. The front wheel was bent. He poked at it. The front fender fell off. 

The head rigger stopped and looked at the damage. ‘I hope that’s the last of the accidents around here. That one looks pretty bad.’ 

Stanley grunted. He felt the wheel. It was flat. He knew who had backed over his motorbike and he knew it hadn’t been an accident. He picked up the bent fender and twisted it back into shape. I’m not helping Monsieur Pierre with any more accidents, he thought.

‘Do you want my help or not?’ The head rigger was staring at him.

‘Sorry. What?’ asked Stanley. 

‘Dreaming about Dolores, huh?’ The head rigger grinned at him. ‘That will take your mind off your bike.’

Stanley scowled. ‘Not really. I can’t see her now.’ He waved a hand at his broken bike. His beautiful red broken motorbike. He wanted to cry.

‘So... as I was saying,’ said the head rigger. ‘We’ll hoist it up onto the truck and take it into Badenbon. There’s probably someone there who can fix it.’

‘Meanwhile Dolores gets further away,’ said Stanley. He stood up.  

‘You can always send a letter,’ laughed the head rigger. ‘Love letters, Stanley. They might be better than the bike.’ 

Stanley clutched the broken fender to his chest. 
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