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CHAPTER 1


[image: ]


Estermond

The circus caravans came to a stop high on the hills overlooking Estermond. In the distance they could see church spires among the tall buildings. Estermond was a big city and the circus would be staying for two weeks with a performance every day.

Monsieur Charles had gone on ahead of the circus to speak to newspapers and do advance publicity for the circus shows.

Everybody hopped out of the trucks and caravans to have a look at the view. Kestrel stared down at the city.  We’re here for two weeks, he thought. He could figure out the clue in two weeks and then they had to find the next one.  The words of the first clue were seared across his mind: ‘Solve 10 clues on your way before the snow. Complete the quest and take your place among the best.’

Kes scuffed his toe across the dirt. It sounded so simple. There was no hint of having to hang upside down just to get the clue and then solving it. He sighed. And they had seven more clues to find. If they won through to the end the circus could stay together, if not... Kes didn’t want to think about it.

‘Come on everybody! Spruce up time!’ called the head rigger.

Out came all the brooms and cleaning rags. The dust and dirt of their travel had to be swept away ready for their big entrance into the city.

Peregrine stopped sweeping the dirt off the top of the caravan and leaned over to talk to Kes. ‘Have you figured it out yet?’ 

‘No.’

‘You know we’re all relying on you?’
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‘YES!’ KES GLARED UP at his brother. ‘I’ve tried it forward and backwards...’

Mr Falcon came around the side of the caravan. ‘Why are you two stopping? You haven’t finished yet.’

Pere disappeared back over the caravan. Kes quickly began cleaning again. 

Mr Falcon picked up a rag and helped Kes wash his side of the caravan.  ‘I know you’re doing something with the clues, Kes.’ 

Kes froze. It was supposed to be a secret. He bent down to drop his rag in the water bucket. He couldn’t look at his father. A hand gripped his shoulder. ‘If we don’t get to the end of the circus challenge it is not the end of the world,’ said Mr Falcon. ‘There are other circuses we can join. Maybe it’s time for you boys to see another country. I have friends overseas. I will send a letter when we get to Estermond.’ Mr Falcon finished rinsing the caravan side and went over to talk to the head rigger.  

Kes looked up into Pere’s shocked face. ‘He’s given up on finding Mum!’ Pere thumped the top of the caravan. ‘You know getting to the circonvention is the only chance we have. You need to figure out those clues Kes!’
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CHAPTER 2
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Pepper

Skye and Dancer carefully sprayed water on all the tyres of their caravan. Blue was making sure that the blue and silver lettering proclaiming the famous Steeples flying act was sparkling in the sun.

Madam Pauline popped out of her caravan followed by her poodles. 

One poodle was carrying a bucket, another was carrying a bag of rags.

Skye walked over to help Madame Pauline clean her caravan.

The dogs played happily while everyone was busy. All except one. Pepper stayed right next to Madame Pauline. She lay in the shade of the caravan watching all the antics of the much younger poodles.  

Madame Pauline leaned down to hug Pepper and then went back to cleaning.

‘How old is Pepper?’ asked Skye.

‘She is twelve years old in human years,’ said Madam Pauline. ‘In dog years she is much older. A dog ages seven years for every human year. Some days she feels all eighty-four years.’ Madam leaned down to pat Pepper.  ‘But when the music starts and the crowd claps she is twelve again and having a wonderful time with her friends.’

Skye grinned. All Madam’s poodles had a wonderful time. They loved performing and they loved Madam Pauline. 
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SKYE FINISHED CLEANING the caravan and tossed her rag into a bucket. Petal raced over. She carefully picked up the bucket in her mouth and carried it into the caravan. ‘Good girl, Petal,’ called out Madam Pauline.  

Skye went over to pat Pepper who gave her a quick lick. Madam Pauline sighed and stroked Pepper. ‘Not long now, eh darling.’ 

As Skye headed back to her family she glanced back at Madam Pauline and saw a tear trickling down her face. 

Mrs Steeple handed around sandwiches. ‘How was Madam?’

‘I think she is worried about Pepper,’ said Skye.

‘Pepper has been with Madam Pauline ever since we joined Circus Charles,’ Mrs Steeple looked over at Pepper lying in the shade. ‘She was such a funny puppy, into everything. I remember her following Alissa everywhere. She was always taking her gloves. It will be a sad day when Pepper leaves us.’

Skye munched on her sandwich thinking about Pepper. She had known Alissa. There weren’t many people in the circus now who had known Kestrel’s mum. We really need to work out this clue she thought. It might help find Alissa.

Skye sat in the caravan as it bumped over the road leading to their new circus camp site. She stared at a copy of the clue in front of her. Six rows of two groups of five letters. Maybe she was thinking too hard. She had never heard of a word with two f’s and three x’s in it. Maybe the x’s don’t mean anything or maybe they mean kisses. She rolled her eyes at the thought. Don’t tell Kes that stupid idea. If they don’t mean anything then adding the 2 f’s to the group next to it made ‘ffursik’.  Not a word. Skye looked at the next row: ‘rabri ehtdn’ which backwards read ‘irbar ndthe.’ There was a ‘the’ in the word. She underlined it. It might help Kes.
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Planks
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KES WANDERED AROUND looking at the new circus site. They were in a large park surrounded by city streets and tall buildings. A small stream flowed through the park between the trees. Children were floating small boats and sticks on the water. 

A group of older children were watching the Big Top go up. Kes edged closer to the group and started to listen in to their chatter.

‘I wonder if they have lions and tigers,’ said one. 

‘They’re not a zoo with animals, they’re a circus. They’ll have magic and stuff,’ replied another.

‘They’ve got performing dogs! That’s animals!’ The first child pointed to Madam Pauline’s caravan. ‘See.’

‘They’ll have clowns and people flying through the air.’ The boy speaking dropped his skateboard on the path. ‘I’m going tomorrow night.’

‘Me too.’

‘So am I.’ 

‘You’ll love it. We have a great show,’ Kes called out as he passed them on the path and continued through the trees. He could feel the eyes of the kids still watching him. A tree had fallen over the stream. Kes walked along the narrow trunk and somersaulted off back onto the path. 

‘Did you see that, Leon? He just somersaulted off that tree.’ 

Kes grinned.

As he walked through the trees his mind flitted right back to the clue. Even with Skye’s help he didn’t seem any closer to the solution. He had tried forwards and backwards. He had tried reading the letters up and down until they danced around in his dreams. He thought about the circus as he walked. There seemed to be a plague of little accidents following the circus. Props had been found in odd boxes. Ropes had been left out. There had been two flat tyres and a broken light on a truck. Everyone was now talking about bad luck following them around because of the broken mirror. 

Dancer, Skye’s little sister, spent all her time looking for a black cat so it could walk under a ladder. Kes didn’t think that was going to help. He kicked some stones off the path and thought about the clue again. If he solved it soon good luck would follow. He turned back towards the circus.

‘Everybody has to help put extra seating up for Estermond,’ said Mr Falcon after lunch. Pere groaned and reached for another sandwich. Mr Falcon frowned as he strode away to the rigging truck. 

Pere looked up at Kes, who was fixing the awning in place over the caravan door. ‘Have you noticed that Dad has been in a bad mood ever since that challenge letter came?’ Kes nodded.

‘Clowns need to laugh sometimes,’ said Pere. He spun his empty plate on his finger.

‘Pere!’ shouted Mr Falcon.

‘Coming!’ Pere dropped the plate and sprinted off.

When Kes arrived at the rigging truck he saw Pere on the back of the truck pulling out planks and dropping them over the
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