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CHAPTER 1
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On The Road

The island of Papenton sparkled in the early spring sun.

Kestrel and Skye leaned on the boat rail watching the island come nearer. Behind them the circus families were relaxing on the deck in the sunshine. Papenton was the first stop on their circus tour and everyone was looking forward to performing for an audience again.

Skye sighed. ‘Maybe this tour I will finally get to join the act.’ She ran her fingers through her curly black hair leaving it looking wilder than ever. 

Kes frowned. ‘If you’re performing we will have less time to work out the clues to the circus challenge.’

‘I thought you were my friend, Kes Falcon and that you wanted me to be a performer like you.’ Skye’s dark eyes flashed. 

‘I do. I do.’ Kes edged away down the railing. ‘But you know how hard it is to find time outside the daily pack down and travel, rehearsals and performances.  We don’t know how hard the clues will be to work out.’

‘Ha,’ sniffed Skye. ‘We’ve worked out the first two clues. I think we will be able to work out the rest.’ The clue on the playbill had been easy.

‘The last time Circus Charles took part in the challenge they didn’t manage to work out the clues,’ said Kes. ‘Monsieur Charles said the clues were stolen!’

‘Stolen by who?’ asked Skye turning to look at Kestrel. 

‘Whom.’

Skye gave Kes a little push. ‘Stop showing off!’

Kes grinned at her. ‘It’s what I do. I get paid for it.’

‘This tour is going to be different. I’m going to perform, solve the clues and save the circus,’ declared Skye.

‘What about me?’ Kes turned to look at his friend. After all he was the one looking after the clues for Monsieur Charles.

‘You can help,’ said Skye, nodding her head. Her curls bounced on her shoulders.

‘Gee, thanks Skye!’ Kes said, kicking his foot against the side of the boat. ‘I thought I already had.’ 

‘Sorry Kes, that was mean of me, wasn’t it?’ said Skye, looking anxiously at the sad look on his face.

‘Just a bit,’ Kes nodded. ‘Lucky I don’t listen to everything you say,’ he grinned at her. 

Skye laughed. ‘It’s great to be back on the road.’

‘On the water,’ added Kes. ‘Look, the boat is starting to turn.’

There was a small cheer from the circus families. Mothers started to scramble for belongings. 

Skye and Kes looked over at the busy harbour. Boats of all sizes were zipping everywhere. Seagulls were circling above fishermen on the wharf.

‘We’re here for a week,’ said Kes. ‘Long enough to hunt around for a clock.’

‘Hickory Dickory Dock,’ chanted Skye. ‘The mouse ran up the clock. The clock struck one. The mouse ran down...’ 

‘...Hickory Dickory Dock,’ they both finished the rhyme.  

‘But the clock could be anywhere,’ said Skye. ‘Inside shops or homes...’

‘I don’t think it is going to be that hard. The Puzzle Master will know that we can’t go into everyone’s house to look at their clocks.’ Monsieur Charles said from behind them. ‘It will be in a public space. There is just one problem.’ 

Kes and Skye turned to look at Monsieur Charles, the ringmaster. 

‘What?’ asked Kes and Skye together.

Monsieur Charles frowned. ‘Papenton is famous for its clocks. Every public building has a clock on it.’ 
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Plans

The boat docked and the circus trucks were soon on their way through the town.

Kes and Skye looked out of the windows of The Nest, the Falcons’ caravan home.

People were waving and pointing at the caravans. Kes, who was in clown white face, was peeping at the children from behind the colourful curtains, waving and making faces. Skye perched on a bed, and looked out a small window. ‘Monsieur Charles was right. There are a lot of clocks. I’ve counted ten already.’ 

‘It must be something to do with the rhyme. It wasn’t the whole rhyme though,’ said Kes waving a big flower at a baby. ‘Hickory Dickory. The clock struck.’ 

‘It could be a stuck clock,’ said Skye, ‘or one that has the rhyme music or mice around the clock.’

‘We set up today and shows start tomorrow,’ said Kes. ‘You could go and have a look around while the show is on.’ 

Skye sighed. One day I'm going to be in the show she thought.

The circus trucks turned into the park that would be their home for the next week.

The head rigger was there to meet them with a long face. ‘The new guide rope won’t be ready until late tomorrow.’ 

Monsieur Charles sighed. ‘Gather everyone together, you two.’ He nodded at Skye and Kes who were his usual runners. ‘We set up as much as we can but our first performance will have to be different.’ 

‘My friends,’ said Monsieur Charles to all the circus families gathered around his caravan, ‘we can’t start the shows in the big top until the new guide rope is here and tested. 

‘What shall we do?’ asked Madame Pauline. 

‘Ruff?’ enquired a poodle.

‘We need to spread out through the town with little acts,’ said Monsieur Charles.

‘This would be a good time to look for the Hickory Dickory clock,’ said Skye loudly. 

‘Of course, Skye,’ said Monsieur Charles, smiling. ‘So we turn a problem into a solution.’

Everybody started talking at once. Monsieur Charles held up his hands. ‘Let’s get the Big Top mostly ready and plan what we can do as street performers.’

Getting the Big Top ready without one of the guide ropes was a heavy job. All the riggers were tired by the end of it. 

‘I like to see a happy tent,’ said the head rigger, ‘and this is not a happy tent.’

‘No,’ agreed Stanley. ‘But tomorrow it will be.’ They stared at the tent. The front of it looked normal. The back sagged on the ground.

‘Yes, if the guide rope works,’ sighed the head rigger. ‘If not, we won’t be getting paid. No new motorbike for you, Stanley.’ 
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STANLEY HID A SMILE. He already had bonus money for breaking the guide rope from the man who wanted to stop the circus. So far his plans were working.

Skye watched her mother, father and elder sister get ready in their sparkly costumes. ‘But what are you going to do?’ she asked. ‘The trapeze can’t be shifted around.’ 

‘We’re going to split up and help others performers. That’s why we have normal shoes on, silly,’ said Blue. 

‘I’m helping Monsieur Charles with his magic act,’ said Mrs Steeple. 

‘I’m going with the acrobats,’ said Mr Steeple. 

‘You’ll outshine them, Dad,’ giggled Skye. 

Her father smiled. ‘What are you two going to do?’ 

Dancer waved her camera. ‘I’m going to take pictures of everybody.’

‘I’m going to look at clocks,’ announced Skye. 

‘So are we all!’ said her father.
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Clocks

Skye looked down the main street of Papenton. There were fourteen large buildings, every one with a clock. Great. Not.

The clock struck, she mused. The clock struck... what. She noticed that each clock had different faces. Some had numbers that went around. Some had hands that were animals or people.
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SKYE SIGHED. HER NECK was getting sore from looking up all the time. She thought about the nursery rhyme. One o’clock and the mouse ran down. Maybe she had to find a clock with a mouse on it. 
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KESTREL WANDERED THE streets following his father and brother. They were doing a moving clown act. Pere was copying his father and Kes was copying Pere but with larger movements. Every time people stopped and stared, Kestrel would hand out playbills to the crowd. As he went he looked out for clocks. 

In a cobblestone square next to a fountain, Mr Falcon stopped and pulled out his juggling clubs. Pere waved to the crowd that was starting to gather. Kes looked up and saw a big clock on a church building overlooking the square.  It was nearly time for the clock to strike the hour. At one minute to the hour, a clockwork mouse came out of the twelve o’clock position and raced around the clock face. The mouse zipped back inside the mouse hole as the clock struck the hour. This could be it, thought Kes.
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IN THE MAIN SQUARE Skye kept her eye on the clock she had chosen. It had a different animal picture instead of a number. A picture of a mouse was in the one o’clock position. It was nearly mouse o’clock. This could be it, thought Skye.
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STANLEY WANDERED AROUND Papenton. Everybody else was looking for clocks. He was looking for a motorbike. He had been saving up for years. He jingled the money in his pocket. A nice bonus from his secret admirer had been waiting for him at the Papenton bank. In the distance he saw a ‘Motorcycle for Sale’ sign. Right underneath the sign was a motorbike gleaming in the sunshine. Stanley stopped and stared. It was a beautiful red motorbike. 
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EACH OF THE CIRCUS performers was sure they would find the right clock. That afternoon everybody gathered to compare notes. As they described the clocks they had seen, Monsieur Charles made a list. 

Dancer had taken lots of pictures of clocks. The noise of all the clocks striking midday had nearly made her drop her camera. One clock she saw had made no noise at all. It was broken. The hands of the clock said one o’clock even when it was half-past two. Dancer had asked a shopkeeper about the clock. ‘It’s been broken for a month,’ he said. Dancer took a picture of it anyway. 
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STANLEY WAS ENJOYING the feel of wind on his face. This motorbike was the best. He did feel a twinge of guilt about it though. There was quite
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