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‘An ingenious mystery full of fascinating facts. Sedgman has cracked the code for an absolute triumph of a book’

A.F. Steadman, author of Skandar and the Unicorn Thief

‘Clever, inventive and a cracking read’

Eoin Colfer, author of Artemis Fowl

‘Thrilling, exciting and compelling, Sam Sedgman has written a clever adventure ruled by time, rife with political intrigue, and brilliant fun’

M. G. Leonard, author of Beetle Boy

‘A hugely exciting, hugely fun sure-fire, clock-ticking hit’

Sam Copeland, author of Charlie Changes into a Chicken

‘A captivating and perilous adventure that surprises and delights at every turn. I raced through this brilliant page-turning mystery and loved every breathless minute!’

Catherine Doyle, author of The Storm Keeper’s Island

‘A taut, tense mystery with perfectly timed plotting, this is guaranteed to make the time fly’

Maz Evans, author of Who Let the Gods Out?

‘Like Arthur Conan Doyle meets Back to the Future’

Elle McNicoll, author of A Kind of Spark

‘An adventure so gripping you’ll feel like time has stopped! Isaac and Hattie’s quest through London will keep you reading until your own clock says it’s way past bedtime’

Chris Smith, author of Kid Normal

‘Perfect for science lovers and codebreakers everywhere, The Clockwork Conspiracy is a gripping, high-stakes thriller with more twists and turns than a Rubik’s Cube!’

Jennifer Bell, author of Wonderscape
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For my father, who always keeps the clocks running




‘Don’t worry about the world coming to an end today.

It’s already tomorrow in Australia.’

Charles M. Schulz

‘Time is an illusion.’

Albert Einstein
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ONE

On the night the clocks went back, Isaac Turner climbed Big Ben’s tower to watch his father stop time.

There were three hundred and thirty-four steps inside the Elizabeth Tower, and as Isaac looked over the banister, the twisting staircase telescoped out beneath him, making him feel dizzy. He didn’t like heights, but the difficult climb was always worth it for a glimpse of the glorious machine at the top.

‘Come on, slowcoach,’ his dad called from above. ‘Not far now.’

Isaac’s dad was a horologist – someone who looked after watches and clocks. And here, in the Palace of Westminster, he was Keeper of the Great Clock, the most famous clock in the world, the one everyone thought was called Big Ben, but wasn’t.

‘I can keep up!’ Isaac called out, hurrying up the last few steps. ‘See?’

His dad winked as Isaac reached the landing. Diggory Turner was a short man with a round face like a dinner plate. Curly black hair frothed around the sides of his head, bald on top like a crop circle. A pair of wireframe glasses perched on his plump nose, above an unkempt beard and moustache. He wore dark blue overalls on top of a white shirt and waistcoat, and battered black leather shoes. ‘You ready?’ he asked.

‘Of course.’ Isaac grinned. He wouldn’t have missed this for the world.

The clock room was a large, white-walled space in the heart of the tower, criss-crossed by iron beams. On a raised platform in the centre, a tangle of gleaming black machinery made Isaac’s eyes light up with excitement.

This was the clock. This was the heart of it. This was the machine that measured time.

Levers and cogs as tall as Isaac locked into cylinders bound with wire. Four huge rods pierced each wall, linked to the towering glass faces that kept watch over the city below. The machine lay deathly still, like a sleeping dragon, except for one small lever in the centre, which moved once every two seconds with a quiet tick.

‘Where do we start?’ asked Isaac, looking eagerly around.

‘Just a moment,’ said Diggory. He had pulled out a gleaming gold pocket watch, the size of a digestive biscuit, attached to his waistcoat by a thin gold chain. He snapped open the cover to check the time. ‘N-ow.’

The sleeping dragon woke. With a sudden click, gears and levers began to rapidly spin, wriggling their interlocking teeth. Cables that stretched through the ceiling tugged back and forth, and from the belfry above them, Isaac heard the chiming of the quarter-hour bells.

BING bong bing BONG … bing BONG BING bong … BING BONG bing BONG …

A metal fan spun round with a clatter, coming to a halt as the chimes faded. The mechanism quietened down again, the dragon falling silent once more.

‘Nine forty-five,’ said Diggory, tucking his watch into his overalls with a satisfied nod. ‘And you can’t even tell the G sharp’s been swapped out. We’ve got three minutes. Help me lay out the tools.’

He set down his bag and unrolled a canvas bundle, into which were tucked spanners, screwdrivers and pliers.

‘I wish you’d let me work on it before,’ Isaac said, kneeling on the floorboards to help.

‘You were too little before,’ said Diggory.

‘No I wasn’t!’ Isaac protested. ‘I’ve known how this clock works since I was ten.’

‘And when I first brought you up here, you got so excited you nearly crushed your fingers in the striking train.’

‘I was trying to clean the cogs!’

‘You were fiddling. That’s OK. I know you can’t resist tinkering with things – you’re the same as me.’

‘But I’m almost thirteen now,’ Isaac protested.

‘Which is why I’ve brought you here. I had to show you the clocks going back. In case … well.’ He grimaced. ‘In case it’s the last time it happens.’

Isaac saw his dad’s face was fixed. It was the look he always wore when he was thinking about the New Time law.

‘Should we stop the clock now?’ he asked, trying to distract him.

‘Yes,’ said Diggory. He approached the machinery. ‘First we undo this safety catch –’ he used a spanner to twist out a black nut from a long screw – ‘and disconnect the going train.’ He removed the nut from the thread and placed it carefully on the floorboards, his fingertips smudged with grease. ‘Now, give me your hand.’
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Isaac held out his palm. His dad took it, and together they reached into the gears of the clock, finding a lever deep in the mechanism. Isaac’s long fingers closed over it.

‘What do I do?’ he asked.

‘Pull when I say so,’ said Diggory. ‘Tonight, you can stop her.’

Isaac’s heart thudded, and his face lit up. ‘Really?’

‘Exactly when I say so.’ Diggory put a hand on Isaac’s shoulder. ‘Nine forty-eight, and not a second later. Ready?’

Isaac nodded. He daren’t breathe, listening to the tick. In the quiet, he thought he heard someone cough.

‘Did you hear that?’ Isaac turned back to the stairwell.

‘The wind.’ Diggory was examining his pocket watch. ‘Ready? Three, two, one, now!’

Isaac tugged the lever. It was heavy, and his biceps strained. Gears yawned deep in the machine, and the lever moved, locking into place with a clunk.

‘Nine forty-eight,’ said Diggory, patting him on the back. ‘Nicely done.’

Isaac pulled his hand from the works.

‘She’s really stopped?’ he asked.

‘Listen.’

Isaac did. The tick had vanished.

Behind them, in the stairwell, someone moved.
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TWO

Hattie unscrewed the cap of her thermos flask and took a swig of hot squash. It was forbidden for her to be on the roof. It was forbidden for her to do a great many things – but Hattie enjoyed breaking the rules. Who, after all, was going to stop her? Certainly not Claire Turnbull, the Palace’s Serjeant-at-Arms. Claire was in charge of security but Hattie took great pleasure in outwitting her. Life was far too boring if you played by the rules.

As she drank, she looked up at the tower of Big Ben, watching the faces of the Great Clock switch their lights off one by one. Time vanished in the gloom. It was a cloudy night in October: no moon or stars. But even so, London was never really dark. Below her, cars and buses shone with red and white lights as they purred across Westminster Bridge, the Palace looming above them.
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Nobody thought of it as a palace. When you thought of London palaces, you thought of Buckingham Palace. Kings and queens were supposed to live in palaces, but the Palace of Westminster was where the politicians worked. It was where laws were made. It was supposed to be a ‘palace of the people’, but when Hattie sat on its roof, she felt like a queen.

Rummaging in her rucksack, Hattie pulled out a pair of binoculars, aiming them upwards at the dark faces of the clock. They were frozen at nine forty-eight, but as she watched, peering at them in the London half-light, she saw them begin to turn. Not backwards, as she’d thought, but forwards. They spun round at great pace – the long minute hand turning up to the top in a matter of seconds, dragging the hour hand behind it. Without chiming, it passed ten o’clock, eleven o’clock, and Hattie felt a little dizzy, as though the whole city were travelling through time.

The hands came to a sudden halt at one minute to midnight. Time stood still. Hattie grinned, feeling the triumph of an explorer who had discovered a new world.

She wondered what would happen to the clock. The New Time law would probably put an end to it. There would be no more winding it in the middle of the night like this. It could be the last time it ever happened, and she, Hattie, was here to see it. She felt a strange swell of pride and sadness.

As she took a bite of her cheese and Marmite sandwich, something caught her eye. The clock hands were still, but there was movement at the top of the tower. She pressed her binoculars to her face. It was hard to see in the gloom, but she thought she could make out a thin figure standing at the edge of the belfry. They had a shock of white hair, and their long coat flapped in the wind. They were looking straight at her.

Hattie started, dropping her flask in shock. It rolled down the sloping roof tiles, clattering to a halt against a chimney stack. Panicked, she scuttled down after it. Once she’d stuffed it safely into her rucksack, she turned back to the clocktower, peering into her binoculars again. But the figure had vanished.

Had she imagined it? Or were they off to raise the alarm? Without pausing to wonder, Hattie eased herself down into a wide gutter, and scuttled away over the rooftop, the darkened clock faces glaring down at her from above.
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THREE

‘There,’ Isaac’s dad said, locking a lever into place.

‘Eleven fifty-nine exactly.’

He reached up his hand and Isaac gave him a high five.

They had switched off the lights behind the dials and wound the clock’s hands forward towards midnight. Like time itself, the clock couldn’t be wound backwards.

‘Why eleven fifty-nine?’ Isaac asked, looking at the small brass dial in the heart of the machine, where the hands hovered just before twelve. ‘Is that when we set her running again?’

‘It takes about a minute for the quarter-hour bells to chime through,’ his dad explained. ‘Midnight is on the stroke of the first big bell, remember? We’ll set her running again at one minute to midnight – the new midnight, that is, once the clocks have gone back. But now we have a few hours to do some work on her.’ He pulled out a screwdriver.

‘Why do the clocks go back?’ asked Isaac.

‘You know why,’ his dad replied.

‘I know we do it to make the most of our daylight – making summer evenings longer and winter mornings lighter.’ Isaac frowned. It was the face he made most often: an ‘I don’t understand this’ frown. ‘But why? Why don’t we just get up earlier? Why do we need to change the clocks at all?’

‘We can’t make everyone behave as we like, Isaac,’ his dad said, heaving himself up on to the ironwork. ‘But it’s easy to change a clock
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