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One


AUTHORIZED VEHICLES ONLY.” Nancy Drew read aloud the sign on the gate just outside the Grand Royal Circus. She nosed the car she had rented at the Sarasota Airport into a space in the shade of a palm tree.


Bess Marvin, Nancy’s good friend, yawned and fluffed her long blond hair. “How’d you ever talk me into a middle of the night flight?”


“I promised you sunny Florida, that’s how,” Nancy reminded her, climbing out of the car.


“It sure feels warm compared to the weather we left in River Heights,” George Fayne said. George was Bess’s cousin, and the three girls were almost inseparable.


“Humid, too. Your hair is curling.” Bess gave her cousin’s short dark curls a little pat. Then she shivered. “But is it warm enough to go to the beach?”


“Don’t even think about it,” Nancy said in a mock-stern tone. “We’re here to work, remember?”


Though she was only eighteen, Nancy had quite a reputation as a detective. She had been intrigued when Hayden Gentry, trainer and catcher for a flying trapeze act, had called her a week earlier and asked for her help. His girlfriend, Natalia Petronov, wanted to find her biological father.


Natalia had been born in Moscow, so the chances that an American detective could find Natalia’s father were slim, but Hayden seemed to think Nancy might be able to do it. And Nancy was willing to try—especially since it meant spending a few days with the circus in Florida!


Nancy stopped inside the gate and took a long look at the circus grounds. It was a rectangular lot, longer than a football field. Parking for the twenty or thirty travel trailers began at her right, then turned and followed the fence along the width of the field. There were buildings, stock pens, and an outdoor ring on the opposite side of the lot. Around the entire perimeter of the grounds was a beaten track. In the middle of the lot, men and machines were working to raise a huge red-and-white canvas tent.


Hammers rang out as workers made repairs on bleachers. Other workers were painting a concession wagon, a ticket box, and souvenir stands. The scents of dust and paint hung in the morning air.


“Look at the elephant!” Bess exclaimed, pointing to the huge beast harnessed to a cable.


“Bet he’s going to raise the tent,” George said, edging closer.


As the girls watched, a bearded man with a cigar clamped in one corner of his mouth left the workers and hurried over to them. “Can I help you?” he asked.


“We’re looking for Hayden Gentry,” Nancy said, then introduced herself.


“Oh—the detective,” the man said in a neutral tone. “I’m Marshall Keiser. I own this mud show.”


“Hayden said you’re going on the road in less than a week. Looks like a big job, getting everything ready,” Nancy said.


“Yep,” Keiser said. “Rehearsals start tomorrow, and things are hectic.” He shouted to the elephant trainer, “Okay, Burton. Bring it up now.”


The elephant pulled hard on the cable. The flag at the top of the pole flapped as it slowly and steadily, rose to vertical position.


“Whoa!”


As Keiser motioned to the trainer, Nancy noticed a tattoo on his muscled arm. It was of a motorcycle and had Born to Get Even written below it. Turning back to her, Keiser said, “Hayden and Natalia will be practicing—assuming Her Excellency isn’t too big-headed to practice.”


“ ‘Her Excellency’?” Nancy echoed.


But Keiser didn’t explain his sarcasm. Instead, he pointed across the grassy lot to the buildings. “The tall one’s the practice arena.”


Nancy thanked him, then started across the lot with Bess and George at her side.


“Hey!” Keiser shouted. “Go back to the road and follow it around. Can’t have you in the way with the tent going up.”


Wondering if he was always so abrupt, Nancy led her friends back to the path. And what had he meant by calling Natalia Her Excellency?


“What’s a mud show?” George asked.


“A tent circus. A little rain, and the lot turns to mud,” Nancy explained as they walked past the row of trailers. “This is the winter home for the circus. They’re getting ready to take it on the road.”


Nancy looked with interest at a large mesh globe that sat between two trailers. The steel ball was so big that a small car would have fit snugly inside.


“That’s a prop for a motorcycle stunt,” George told her and Bess. “The rider rides his bike inside the globe. I’ve seen it on TV.”


Nancy smelled the aroma of coffee as they passed another trailer. She wondered if it was the circus’s cookhouse. Next to it was a circus ring where a woman was working some beautiful dappled horses.


Finally they reached the corrugated steel arena. Inside, colorful circus posters hung along a wide hallway. Nancy noticed an office door with Marshall Keiser’s nameplate on it and a second door labeled Props.


At the end of the hallway was a large open room that served as the practice area. Mats and riggings were everywhere. Nancy saw a red-haired woman mount a trampoline near the center of the room. Not far from her, a man and woman were stretching on mats. The man had a muscular build, blond hair, and bright blue eyes.


“Is that Hayden?” Bess asked.


“I think so,” Nancy said. “I only met him once, two years ago when he was visiting River Heights. His aunt is a friend of Hannah.”


Hannah Gruen, the housekeeper for Nancy and her father, had invited Hayden and his aunt over for dinner. Hayden, twenty-four at the time, had seemed a lot older than Nancy. Of course, she’d still been in high school then.


Hayden’s face lit up with a smile as he spotted Nancy coming. He got up from the mat, went over to her, and shook her hand warmly. “It’s great to see you again, Nancy. I’d like you to meet Natalia Petronov.”


Natalia, who had followed him over to the spot where the group was standing, had brown hair neatly coiled on the back of her head. She had deep-set dark eyes, high cheekbones, a firm chin, and a sweet smile. Nancy liked her instantly.


Nancy introduced Bess and George. Natalia greeted the three girls enthusiastically. “Hayden’s aunt is always sending him clippings about the cases you’ve solved,” she told Nancy. “I can’t thank you enough for coming.”


Nancy smiled. “I just hope I can help you.”


“Are you the only ones practicing?” George asked, looking around.


Natalia nodded. “Nine o’clock is our time to use the gym.”


“The high-wire team, which usually practices after us, is helping set up the big top today, so we’ll get a little extra time,” Hayden said.


“And we can sure use it,” Natalia said. “We do two local shows before we go on the road, and we’re still smoothing out the edges.”


The red-haired woman leapt off the trampoline and came over. Nancy guessed she was in her mid-to late twenties. Hayden introduced her as Katrina Van Swalla, the third and last member of the aerial team.


Katrina greeted them, then turned away, saying, “Can we get started?”


As Nancy looked on, Katrina climbed a rope ladder to a small platform high above the ring. The bar, which hung from rope cables, squeaked as she caught it with a hook and pulled it toward her. Nancy watched a moment, thinking Katrina was going to swing out on it. But she simply stood on the platform, holding it. Perhaps she was preparing herself mentally.


“I didn’t realize you’d get here this early,” Hayden apologized.


“Oh, go ahead and practice. We’d love to watch,” Nancy said. Bess and George echoed agreement.


“When you see the girls fly, you’ll understand why we call our act Angel Wings,” Hayden said proudly.


“Hayden’s such a great catcher, he makes us look good.” Natalia smiled at him and started up the same ladder Katrina had just climbed.


Hayden scaled a second ladder and stood alone on a platform that faced the one on which Natalia and Katrina waited. A trapeze bar hung near each platform. One was for the catcher, the other for the leaper. The object, Nancy knew, was for the leaper to let go of the bar, fly through the air, be caught by the catcher, then return to the other bar.


“There are some chairs against the wall,” Nancy said. “Let’s go sit down.”


“Katrina’s got an eye for fashion,” said Bess, who loved clothes. “I like the way her pink sash dresses up that leotard,” she went on as she sat down.


George, who was a natural athlete and cared little about fashion, said, “Trapeze artists have to be great athletes. Strength and timing are all-important.” She sat down beside Nancy, and they all looked up expectantly at the trapeze artists.


Nancy’s breath caught as Hayden swung onto his bar. He built speed, then brought his legs straight up. The muscles in his calves stood out as he wrapped his legs around the heavy ropes from which the bar was extended.


“That guy’s really strong,” George murmured as Hayden released his hands and hung upside down. He kept swinging at a steady pace.


“Warm up with a backward somersault. You first, Natalia,” Hayden called.


Natalia swung out on the bar. “She must be thirty feet off the ground!” Nancy exclaimed.


“I’d be scared to death,” Bess said, her blue eyes wide. “Even with a safety net!”


Natalia brought her feet between her hands on the bar. With lightning-quick grace, the young flyer did a back somersault off the bar. Time stood still as she sailed through the air. Then came a slapping sound. Natalia and Hayden locked hands around wrists. The catch was made! It was so quiet in the arena, Nancy heard Hayden’s whoof of exertion on the backswing.


“Wow!” George breathed, her dark eyes aglow.


But the trick wasn’t over. In the next heartbeat, Hayden released Natalia. Nancy saw Natalia’s mask of concentration as she twisted and sailed back toward her own bar. The young flyer stretched out, reaching. Then her fingers touched the bar. She’d caught it! Nancy thought.


She opened her mouth to cheer, when Natalia’s hands slipped. Nancy could only watch in horror as Natalia plunged down, her body twisting out of control.
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Two


NATAXIA CRASHED into the safety net and bounced up again. Nancy dashed over. “Are you hurt?” she called. “Should we get a doctor?”


“Lie still, Nat. I’m coming!” Hayden cried, scrambling down the ladder.


“I’m okay,” Natalia said in a shaky voice. She grabbed the edge of the net and rolled out.


“What happened?” Hayden asked, steadying her.


Natalia’s hand trembled as she reached for a towel. “The bar was slippery.”


“Slippery?” Nancy echoed.


From the platform, Katrina called down, “If the show’s over, could we get back to work?”


Nancy saw Natalia stiffen as she retorted, “I didn’t fall on purpose, Katrina!”


“What was it then—clumsiness?” the redhead taunted, startling Nancy with her meanness.


Natalia tossed the towel down. “There was something slick on the bar. My hands slipped.”


“Oh, please!”


Nancy heard controlled anger in Hayden’s voice as he said, “Katrina, let’s take a break.”


Katrina made a graceful free-fall into the net. “See, Natalia? That’s the way it’s supposed to be done.”


Trying to ignore Katrina’s rudeness, Nancy looked up. “Are the trapezes fastened to the rigging with something oily?”


Hayden pointed to what looked like a steel pipe. “Two collars are bolted to that crane bar. Rigging hooks connect the ropes to the collars.”


“Could oil have dripped from the connections?” Nancy asked.


“It was carelessness,” Katrina cut in.


“Or somebody oiled the bar!” Natalia retorted.


Nancy looked at her in alarm. Did she really believe that? And why was she breathing so hard?


Hayden noticed, too. “You don’t sound so good, Nat.”


“Oh, great! Now she’s going to have an asthma attack!” Katrina rolled her green eyes. “Well, call me when it’s over. I’m going to the cookhouse for coffee.”


Stunned by her behavior, Nancy watched the redhead walk away. She disappeared out into the hallway.


“Stress sometimes causes these attacks,” Hayden explained, as he reached for Natalia’s large canvas tote bag. “Nat, your inhaler’s empty.”


“I’ll have to go back to my trailer,” Natalia said in a choked voice. “I have another one there.”


She sounded to Nancy like someone who’d run a long, hard race and was trying to catch her breath. Alarmed, she asked, “Is there anything we can do?”


“I’m so so-sorry. You—came—all this way.” Natalia tried to apologize between gasps.


“You can’t help it,” Nancy said, following them to the hallway. “We can talk when you’re feeling better.”


“Can you come by Nat’s trailer in an hour or so?” Hayden asked as they started down the hallway. “It’s the pink one straight across the lot. There’s a big steel globe parked between it and the next trailer—you can’t miss it.”


“I know where you mean,” Nancy said.


“I sure wouldn’t want to work with someone who hated me like that,” Bess said when they were alone in the corridor.


“Me, either.” George’s gaze was troubled. “In trapeze work, your life is in your teammates’ hands. That sort of tension is dangerous.”


Nancy was disturbed, too. Especially considering Natalia’s comment about someone oiling the bar. Frowning, she said, “Let’s check that towel Natalia wiped her hands on.”


At first glance the towel looked snowy white. But as Nancy turned it over, she spotted a dull, nearly colorless smudge.


“She got something on her hands, all right,” Nancy said. She held the towel up to her nose, but all she could smell was fabric softener. She folded the towel, put it into her shoulder bag, then looked up at the trapeze riggings, remembering Katrina holding the bar while Natalia was climbing up. Had she put something on it? “I’m going to climb up and check that bar.”


“Be careful!” Bess cautioned.


Nancy hoisted herself up to the first rung of the rope ladder. It creaked and swayed beneath her weight, but she held on and kept climbing until she reached the platform.


The trapeze, hanging down from the ceiling, was just out of reach. But fastened to one rail of the platform was a rod with a hook on the end of it. As Katrina had done, Nancy used it to pull the trapeze toward her. She took a tissue from the pocket of her jeans and started wiping the bar. There was nothing on the edges, but when she wiped near the center, she found oily smudges.


“Here, George. Catch.” Nancy let the tissue drift down. She descended the ladder.


“Do you think it’s oil off the rigging?” George asked, passing the tissue back to Nancy once she was on the ground.


“I can’t tell,” Nancy said. She put the tissue in her shoulder bag next to the towel. Her father had a friend on the Sarasota police force, Phillip Green. Maybe he would ask the police crime lab to analyze the smudges for her.


“Do you think someone oiled the bar on purpose?” Bess asked.


That was precisely what Nancy was wondering. Katrina? Or someone else? And why? Could the accident in any way be linked to Natalia’s plan to search for her father?


There was only one place to start. “Let’s find Katrina,” Nancy said.


Just outside the arena, two dark-haired young men were polishing the chrome on their motorcycles.


“Excuse me,” Bess said. “We’re looking for someone.”


The taller of the two eyed her with a bold smile. “I hope it’s me.”


Bess smiled. “I’m Bess Marvin. These are my friends George Fayne and Nancy Drew.”


“So you’re the detective. We heard you were coming,” the boy said to Nancy.


“You did? Who told you?” Nancy asked.


“Natalia. She’s pretty excited about looking for her dad.” He grinned and extended his hand. “I’m Eduardo Pomatto. This is my brother Joseph.”


“Hello,” Joseph said shyly.


“Nice to meet you,” Nancy said. She looked around. “Could you tell us where the cookhouse is?”


“We’ll show you,” Eduardo offered. He dropped his polishing rag and wiped off his hands.


“Are you performers?” Bess asked.


Eduardo nodded. “We do a motorcycle act called Sphere of Death. Heard of it?”


Remembering the steel globe, Nancy exclaimed, “That big mesh globe! You ride inside it?”


Joseph smiled. “That’s right.”


George said, “One time on a stunt show, I saw a couple of brothers riding motorcycles inside a round cage like that. Their mother was inside it, too. They rode loops around her—upside down and everything. It was wild!”


“Was it you two?” Bess asked, her eyes wide.


Eduardo shook his head. “No way. Our mother is too smart for that!”


Everyone laughed. Still chatting, Eduardo led them into the eatery they’d passed earlier. Nancy glanced down the tables that lined two walls. The place was crowded, but she didn’t see Katrina.


The girls poured themselves glasses of juice at the buffet, then followed Joseph and Eduardo to a long table at which six men were sitting. Eduardo introduced the girls to the men. “These guys are clowns. That’s Slowpoke there at the end. The skinny one beside him is Jiffy. This is Dillard and Winky and Packrat and Tim.”


Tim had pale blond hair. He reached across the table and bowed over each of the girls’ hands. But instead of releasing Nancy’s hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed it, then pretended his lips were stuck.


“Tim had peanut butter for breakfast,” Slowpoke said.


“Oldest trick in the book,” Jiffy muttered.


Nancy, Bess, and George joined in the laughter. Several of the clowns jumped up and went to get folding chairs for the girls. Then everyone moved, to make room for them and the Pomatto brothers. Just as everyone settled into their chairs, Packrat poked Tim and said in a stage whisper, “Here comes Red.”


The blond clown’s face lit up. He waved and called, “There’s room over here, Katrina.”
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