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			Switzerland, July 1868.
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			Ophelia Flax, actress and circus performer, was not given to fits, swoons, or corset loosening. Smelling salts had never passed beneath her nostrils. She was more your straighten-your-spine-and-get-on-with-it sort of woman. Case in point: balancing on one foot atop a trick pony required quantities of grit.

			So when the little rotter in the audience threw the sausage that hit Ophelia square between the eyes, when she lost her balance and thumped to the filthy sawdust, she didn’t scream or faint. Of course, she didn’t know the culprit was a little rotter until later. Nor that it was, specifically, a Swiss cervelat that had hit her, although it left a fragrant greasy splotch on her forehead.

			No, as she lay there in a tangle of yellow tulle and pink satin ribbons, with pony legs blurring around her and the aerialists swinging above, she merely released a long, juddering hiss. For her right forearm was pinned beneath her at a peculiar angle and throbbing with vast, dark pain.

			Her arm, snapped like a stick of kindling. Tarnation!

			Encased in agony and shock, she couldn’t budge. The crowd’s gasps and hoots sounded as though they were muffled by quilt batting. They’d be hooting about her legs, Ophelia figured, exposed up to her hips in white silk tights. Not that a trick pony rider could afford to be modest about her legs.

			Gilda, another trick rider, leapt down from her own pony and gently helped Ophelia to her feet. Tears sprang to Ophelia’s eyes at the stinging in her bone.

			“Ah, my dear!” Gilda murmured, her eyes widening at the sight of Ophelia’s rubbery dangling arm. “It is like a marionette!”

			“If only I were made of wood,” Ophelia managed weakly. “A dab of glue and a clamp, and I’d be good as new.”

			She allowed Gilda to lead her across the ring, past the other performers who were proceeding with their acts. Roberto in his harlequin suit offered a wink of sympathy as he juggled flaming torches. Florica, standing on the shoulders of Boban as he pedaled past on a velocipede, blew Ophelia a kiss. Even the fluffy-maned lion, sitting on his scarlet podium, seemed to give her a worried look.

			Ophelia and Gilda slipped behind a flap in the huge yellow-and-blue-striped tent and found themselves outside. The off-key oompahs of the band and the clamor of the crowd faded. Crickets chirped in the boundless, cool summer night. Black mountains saw-toothed across a star-freckled sky.

			They picked their way through the grassy field, passing caravans with glowing windows, and without needing to consult each other, climbed the curved steps of the ornate caravan at the edge. This was inhabited by Nadya the bearded lady, who also served as the troupe’s fortune-teller and doctor.

			Well, doctor of sorts.

			Several minutes later, Nadya was prodding gingerly at Ophelia’s arm, which rested tender-side up on a table cluttered with dribbling ashtrays, a bottle of gin, a greasy drinking glass, and tarot cards. A hanging lamp hissed, exuding the stink of paraffin and a shaky yellow light. Gilda had already left. Nadya (or, truly, her beard) was one of the sideshows, which meant that she was already done working for the night, for in Circus Bruni, the sideshows operated before the main tent show.

			A knock sounded on the caravan’s door.

			“Oui?” Nadya called.

			The door opened halfway. A gentleman’s face appeared, plump, smooth, with a well-barbered dark beard. Beside him was a miniature replica of himself, less the beard. The little boy’s lower lip protruded, and his brows furrowed. Both father and son—for that is what they indubitably were—wore well-tailored brown jackets, waistcoats, and silk ties. They held their hats politely.

			“What is it?” Ophelia asked. She left her arm lolling on the table. It was simply too painful to move.

			“Ah, you speak English,” the gentleman said with some sort of Continental accent. “Good. May I . . . May I come in?”

			Ophelia glanced at Nadya. Nadya shrugged her shoulders and poured herself a glass of gin. She spoke no English, only French and a Gypsy tongue.

			“What is it?” Ophelia asked. She was plenty used to men calling upon circus girls after the show. But this one had a child in tow, so he couldn’t be a hopeful admirer. Besides, he carried neither flowers nor cheap champagne.

			The gentleman thrust the little boy forward into the light. “I beg your pardon, miss, but it was my son who, ah, who threw the cervelat that knocked you from your horse. He did it in a fit of pique, you see, after his mother ordered him to eat. Fritz, please apologize.”

			“I am sorry,” Fritz mumbled, eyes on the floor.

			“Are you quite all right?” The gentleman eyed Ophelia’s arm. “Is it . . . ?”

			“It’s broken,” Ophelia said.

			“Broken! Good heavens, I do apologize.” The man studied Nadya, regal in her emerald silk gown, with her full bosom, white shoulders, and bushy black beard.

			Nadya met the gentleman’s eyes haughtily, and he looked away.

			“And is this, ah—this person a qualified doctor?” the gentleman asked Ophelia in lower tones.

			“Depends on what you call ‘qualified.’ Anyway, she’s all I’ve got, and she has set bones plenty of times before.” No use mentioning that the sword swallower had a finger shaped like a banana due to Nadya’s slapdash bonesetting technique. “Now, if you don’t mind . . .” Ophelia looked pointedly past the gentleman.

			Nadya poured another large gin, knocked it back, and daintily dabbed her beard with a lace handkerchief.

			“Oh, dear—this will not do,” the gentleman said. “This will not do at all. Please, Miss . . . ?”

			“Flax.”

			“Miss Flax, I am most excessively distraught by your predicament. Will you be able to work while your arm is healing? If, that is, this, ah, person is able to successfully set it?”

			Work? Drat. Ophelia hadn’t thought of that. Every night she rode trick ponies during the first half of the show, and in the second half she led her miniature poodle, Meringue, through an act involving fiery hoops and, in the finale, a large bucket of water. She couldn’t perform with her right arm in a cast. She was right-handed.

			The gentleman was frowning. “You will perhaps . . . lose your job?”

			“No.” Actually, Ophelia wasn’t too sure.

			“Please allow me to make a proposal, Miss Flax. Not far from here there is an esteemed hospital, a sanatorium of the first quality, over which an acquaintance of mine, Dr. Goiret, presides. I will take you there, see to it that your arm is set properly by—” He stole another aghast look at Nadya swilling gin. “—by a trained doctor, and then I will bear the expense for you to stay there for however long your arm requires to fully heal.”

			“I don’t—”

			“I beg you, Miss Flax.”

			Ophelia shook her head. “I hate handouts.”

			At that moment, another figure appeared in the caravan doorway and pushed past the gentleman and his son. This was Regis Bruni, the circus owner. He wasn’t one to be encumbered by sentiment, and he scowled at the sight of Ophelia’s arm, which was beginning to swell. “Is it broken?” he demanded in French.

			Ophelia swallowed. “Um . . . yes.”

			“Then pack your bags. I cannot afford any deadweight.”

			“I beg your pardon?” Ophelia’s heart constricted.

			“You are fired.”

			And so it was that Ophelia, who truly did hate handouts, found herself nonetheless making a decision based upon the motto “Beggars can’t be choosers.” In her twenty-seven years, such decisions had been more plentiful than she would’ve liked.

			She was growing too old for the starting-from-scratch routine, too. She’d gone from the New England farmstead of her girlhood to a textile factory job, then on to her first circus tour, followed by several years on the variety hall stage in New York City. Each change was more difficult than the last. Ophelia wondered if she was crystallizing with age, like honey left too long in a jar. She was losing her ability to yield, and youthful dreams had narrowed to one austere purpose: if not love, then at least a home.

			After bidding hasty farewells to her circus comrades, fetching her poodle from the tent (Meringue belonged to her, not to Circus Bruni), and stuffing all her earthly belongings into a dumpy carpetbag, she was once again adrift in the world.
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			Earlier that evening.

			It is, of course, a universal truth that if someone refuses you yet still loves you, one must not give up on them.

			Wasn’t it?

			In his more lucid moments, Gabriel Penrose, Lord Harrington, understood quite well why he could not be forthright, not to himself or to others, about his true motive for being in Switzerland that summer. Simply put, it was beneath his dignity, as a respected Lecturer of Philology at Oxford, as a member of the British peerage, and, for God’s sake, as man, to pursue a woman who did not want him. Furthermore, Ophelia’s reasons for declining Gabriel’s proposal of marriage had been irrefutable, based as they were upon their unequal social stations, their pecuniary dissimilarities, and the fact that their worlds were as far apart as Mercury and Neptune.

			And yet.

			And yet, Gabriel loved Ophelia, and he was almost certain that she loved him in return. Was not that enough? Shouldn’t all the petty logistics of life go, obedient and lamblike, behind love?

			“Lord Harrington?” the abbot, Father Beatus, said.

			“Mm? Ah, yes, yes,” Gabriel said, dragging himself up from melancholy as he had done countless times in the last six months. He regarded the plump, pouch-eyed abbot. “A spindle, you say?”

			“No mere spindle.” Father Beatus glanced around the Ehninger Inn’s low-beamed smoking room, which was unoccupied at that early evening hour. He lowered his voice and said, “Sleeping Beauty’s spindle. The one upon which, according to the tale, she—”

			“Pricked her finger. Yes.” Gabriel looked out the window onto the cramped, ancient little street that zigzagged down to the lakeshore. Above, snowy peaks shone gold and pink in the sunset. Was it possible that Ophelia Flax was gazing upon precisely the same peaks?

			Knowing Ophelia had joined a circus troupe bound for Switzerland, Gabriel had made arrangements. He was not required to lecture during the summer months, and as a portion of the folklore book he was writing concerned the alpine goddess Perchta, traveling from one Swiss town to the next did not have the complete appearance of frivolity. He’d spent the last three weeks dividing his time between gathering local Perchta lore and scouring newspapers and notice boards for circus advertisements.

			He’d come upon a tattered poster a few days ago, advertising the performance of one Circus Bruni, but the day of the performance had already passed. He gathered, speaking to the locals, that it was a rather higgledy-piggledy operation that gave very little notice for its performances, possibly because the circus owner was evading the law—

			“I came here to see you, Lord Harrington, because I was told you are one of the world’s foremost experts on fairy tales.” Father Beatus folded his arms over his black-robed belly. “That you have an interest—as well as a pronounced ability—to trace folkloric relics. That you understand their value and their God-given powers.”

			“That is what they say.”

			“And yet—and I do beg your pardon, Your Lordship—and yet I am now under the impression that, contrary to what was suggested to me, you have no interest whatsoever in helping me recover the Abbey of Saint Meinrad’s stolen spindle. You must understand that, regardless of whether or not it is a genuine artifact, the spindle attracts a good many visitors to our abbey, visitors whose donations . . . We must have it back.”

			Once upon a time, the mere thought of seeing, touching Sleeping Beauty’s spindle would have made Gabriel’s heart race and his fingertips buzz. Now his heart thudded placidly, and his fingertips only felt cold.

			Still, it would be well to have something other than regret to occupy his mind. “I shall find your stolen spindle, Father,” Gabriel said. “Please. Tell me everything. From the beginning.”

			After Father Beatus departed, Gabriel put on his hat and went out for a walk in the balmy evening. As had become his habit, his eyes hungrily scanned every shop door, every newspaper, even, for God’s sake, leaflets in gutters, for any hint of striped tents, tutued girls, or tigers.

			Perhaps Circus Bruni had moved on, to Italy, perhaps, or to Austria-Hungary. He had no proof, at any rate, that it was Circus Bruni in which Ophelia performed, so—

			Gabriel stopped. He’d been passing the town’s little railway station, and there upon the wall was a garish, crooked, and newly pasted advertisement for Circus Bruni, depicting flying, tight-suited aerialists.

			He approached the advertisement slowly, not daring to blink for fear that it would vanish.

			Circus Bruni was to perform in a town just on the other end of the lake.

			That very evening.

			Gabriel’s heart stuttered painfully into motion, as though it had been dormant for one hundred years.

			When Gabriel alighted from his hired carriage at the circus grounds, it was to find the last audience members straggling out of the tent. Inside, the performers and beasts were gone. Two men were sweeping up sawdust.

			“I beg your pardon,” Gabriel said in German to one of the sweepers.
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