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CHAPTER ONE
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Checking In

The circus trucks rolled over the Brokem bridge just after dawn. Skye looked down at the slow-moving river. Trees lined the banks and dipped their branches into the deep green water. She shivered. The river looked secretive in the early morning light.

As they made their way through the Brokem main street they passed lots of Circus Charles posters.

Brokem was a large town with a lot of surrounding villages. Monsieur Charles was hoping for big audiences over the next two weeks.

The circus trucks rolled into a large park. The equipment trucks parked in a loose circle while the performer trucks parked in a half circle behind. Everybody gathered to help get the Big Top ready. First the stakes were pounded into the ground. The guide ropes were placed, then the poles that supported the outside of the tent were positioned. Finally, the king poles, the biggest and strongest poles, were carefully placed on the ground in the middle. When everything was ready the big tent was unrolled and tied to the poles. Then in a complicated dance, the king tent poles that supported the Big Top were raised up on end. They slowly lifted the red and gold striped canvas into a huge tent. Skye loved watching the tent go up. Maybe this time she would be performing underneath it.

The Carnies backed up the equipment truck and everyone hauled bleachers and circus equipment into the tent. It took almost a full day to set up the tent. Circus shows would begin the next day. In the circus world, if you weren’t performing you were travelling to the next performance.

Inside the tent, the rigging stretched across the top of the tent like a huge metal ladder between the king poles. It supported the spotlights, trapezes and tissue, and had to be checked before and after every performance. The aerialists climbed ropes to check on their aerial platforms.
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EACH AERIALIST HAD a harness on, with someone strong on the ground holding a harness rope and a counter-weight at the other end. This was for safety as they worked to make sure that their trapeze and tissue were hung right.

Skye watched her father and mother test every knot and bolt. Then Blue went through and doubled-checked because she was learning to rig properly. Then her father went back and checked everything again.

The Steeple family had been performing with Circus Charles since Skye had been born. Her father performed a high-wire trapeze act and was a catcher for her mother on the flying trapeze. Blue performed a tissue act using long ribbons of blue silk which hung from the middle of the Big Top. Her white costume made her look like an angel.

Skye sighed. Her father had watched her tissue act and said she wasn’t ready yet. Skye scuffed her foot through the grass. When, when, when? It was hard enough having to watch in the Circus Games. Janie was already performing with the Revels – she was just two years older than Skye and younger than Blue.

‘Never mind,’ said Kestrel, her best friend. ‘You aren’t as tired as the rest of us. You can spend more time working out the clues.’ Kestrel yawned. Every day since the Circus Games, Mr Falconer had pushed Kestrel and Peregrine, his brother, to work harder and harder on new acts. Kestrel had hardly any spare time after performing. Mr Falconer didn’t believe they would solve all the clues and get to the circonvention.

‘I’m preparing us for a new life at the end of this season,’ he said. ‘Things are going to change. There will be no Circus Charles anymore.’

When Skye heard what Mr Falconer had said she was mad. ‘The circus is going to keep going,’ she said, waving her hand at the busy circus tent. ‘We have to win.’

Kes nodded and then yawned again. Skye forgot the quest for a moment and began to worry about Kes. He was looking pale and there were shadows under his eyes. Kes needs to be careful, thought Skye. Some of the things he did in his act were dangerous. If you are tired, you make mistakes.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Dreams

Kestrel sat on his bed in The Nest, looking at all the clues spread out around him. The first clue had been in the playbill. The second on the clock tower. The third had been in a dog’s collar and the fourth on a weather vane. He still had nightmares about that one. It was fine for Skye to climb up high, but Kes was happier closer to the ground. He shuddered as he remembered the world spinning while he hung onto a pole high above a house. The Puzzle Master seemed to be testing their courage to get the clues. Kes sighed and stared at the papers in his hands. The clues had started with the alphabet and now they were numbers. He looked carefully at the latest clue.
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IT WAS GROUPS OF NUMBERS again. Kes pulled his notebook closer and looked at the alphabet with the numbers underneath it: ‘2, 26, 4’. He whistled as he wrote down the first word: ‘B Z D’. That wasn’t a word! He tried the next word: ‘22, 19, 7’ meaning ‘V S G’?  ‘Oh rats,’ he groaned, clutching his hair. ‘Not easy.’ He shuffled the papers together. I’ll sleep on it, he thought. Maybe I will dream up the answer.

While the performers were in rehearsal, Skye and Dancer were out exploring the big park. There were beautiful gardens along the river and a jetty where little canoe boats were tied up. Some bigger boats had a man wearing a striped top standing at the end of the boat, who pushed the boat along with a big pole. ‘I want to go in a boat,’ said Dancer.

‘You will have to ask when we get home,’ said Skye. She watched as the boatman pushed the boat out of view carrying its excited passengers. ‘Maybe before the circus leaves here you can go boating. It looks fun but it’s probably expensive.’

Dancer sighed. ‘I thought this Circus season would be fun with the clues to find.’ She scowled. ‘That mirror brought us bad luck!’ She stopped to find a stone to throw in the water. ‘A broken mirror is seven years bad luck, Stanley told me.’ Dancer threw the stone hard. ‘I’ll be fourteen before we get any good luck again.’

‘That’s just a silly story,’ said Skye. ‘We haven’t had all bad luck. We’ve still found all the clues so far and worked them out.’

‘Yes, but Pepper was kidnapped and then she died and we keep having accidents....’ Dancer waved her hands back towards the Big Top. ‘Have you seen how Monsieur Charles is looking worried all the time?’

Skye didn’t want to think about all the accidents the circus kept having. She concentrated on being positive for her little sister. ‘We’re going to have a great run in Brokem. All our shows will be sold out and Monsieur Charles will start smiling again.’ Skye turned around to walk backwards and look at Dancer. ‘And I will find the next clue.’ Dancer grinned at her.

The girls walked through a rose-covered archway and found a secret garden sheltered by a tall hedge. In the middle of the garden was a large sundial. It was a large round disc with a sun carved on it. The pointer looked like a nose on the sun. Dancer laughed and took a picture. Skye walked around the path to read the little sign. It explained how the sundial worked.
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AT THE BOTTOM OF THE sign it said: Some people say that if you wish the same wish every day at the same time for three days, your wish will come true.

She read out the words to Dancer, who raised her camera again for another picture.

‘Come on Skye,’ said Dancer. ‘You can wish for good luck on the sundial!’
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CHAPTER THREE
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Warning

Kes watched through the curtain as the first matinee audience streamed in. It was a full house. Monsieur Charles went past smiling. A full house meant more money for the performers after all the bills were paid. The steady stream of accidents had created unexpected bills so they hadn’t earned much money so far this season.

Kes stretched, making sure all his muscles were warmed up. It was going to be a great performance, he thought. The audience will be happy and tell their friends to come to the show. His father came up to him and peered around the backstage curtain to look at the crowd. ‘Good. We need a sell-out to make up for Gronen.’

A jaunty little tune was playing and Kes could feel the happy energy of the audience fizzing through his body. The lights dimmed; the crowd went quiet. There was a crash of drums and a white flare. Monsieur Charles had made his dramatic entrance. Showtime.
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STANLEY WAS IN HIS food truck making shaved ice drinks for the half-time rush. He carefully poured raspberry syrup into his mixing bucket and thought of Dolores. She liked raspberry. He stirred in a dreamy daze. His mind was far away riding his red motorbike in the sun with Dolores.

‘Stanley!’

The day suddenly felt cold and dark. Stanley blinked. Monsieur Pierre was standing in front of him.

‘This circus is still on the road!’

‘Uhh,’ gulped Stanley. He tried to think of an excuse.

‘It
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