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            Chapter One

          

          A VISIT WITH MELUSINE

        

      

    

    
      Addy’s oversized, hand me down boots caught on a root, her feet sloshing the mud onto her torn jeans. She shook her head, dispelling the sound of roars and visions of a whirling kaleidoscope of eyes circling in her head. “C’mon Deuce! Let’s race!” she called to her four-legged companion. The massive dog barked, his deep woof bouncing against the trees lining the forest path.

      Addy dropped her basket. “I bet I can fly!” Kicking off her boots, Addy sprinted down between the red and yellow leafed trees. She raced in her socks, toes squelching into the cold muck. Her arms fanned out from her side, fingers slipping through the damp leaves. Her chin lifted high; eyes opened to the sky where she just knew she belonged. Ahead of her was a rotting log, fallen across the path, she increased her speed. Legs scissoring, she bounded high into the air.

      "Woo Hoo!"

      Her yell sent a flurry of birds into the sky with her. The baggy fabric of her unzipped jacket opened like wings, and she flew higher and longer than she'd ever done before. Her foot slipped as it hit the ground, and she fell onto her knees, sliding to a stop against a blackberry bush.

      "Ouch! " Addy hissed as she rolled up her jeans and examined the scrape along her knee. No blood on the pants, but a whole lot of mud. "Mom's not gonna be happy. But it was so much fun to sail over that tree!" She fingered a tear in the fabric and leaned into the enormous dog standing protectively alongside her. "They're ripped too."

      Deuce, a furry German shepherd type crossed with maybe a bear, sat down and snuffled Addy's knee. Even on his rump, the black dog's head was higher than the eleven-year-old girl sitting in the muck.

      "Didya see how far I got! Didya see? I musta gone at least ten feet! That's gotta be a record, don’t ya think? Well, maybe not long as someone in the Olympics, but pretty good. Wish we had a tv, then I’d know."

      Deuce woofed in agreement, so Addy reached to give him a hug, but a tug against her sleeve brought her up short.

      "Hey! What the...?" Twisting around, Addy touched juicy blackberries clinging to thorny branches. Thorns that had her in their clutches. She squirmed around to escape but the spikes had a tight grip on her, pricking her through the jacket. "I can't get out without wrecking my coat," she wailed. "Mom's gonna be mad enough about the pants. Maybe I can wiggle out of it..." Addy wriggled her shoulders to slip out but stopped when the thorn's sharp spikes dug into her skin.

      Beneath the fabric of her clothes, Addy's skin went funny, her flesh rigid, like a turtle shell; stiff and unyielding. The thorns snapped off and lost their hold on her. Something tougher than the barbs was resisting their points. The spikes fell away as if pushed out. Addy slid out of the jacket, leaving it stuck in the brambles.

      "Whoa. What just happened? What’s going on?" She examined her arm, rotating it left and right. The only marks on it were her usual freckles. No blood or any sign the points had pricked her. There should have been at least a little bit of blood!

      She touched her arm. Her finger brushed against flesh, not an unbreakable husk. It was a little hotter than usual, but she was running and jumping so that would make it hot, right?

      "Deuce, did my skin just turn into a shell and push the spikes out by itself?” Addy flinched and held her hand out. The big dog sniffed it and sneezed. Addy drew her hand in and examined the skin again. “They didn’t even leave a scratch. Did it really happen? Was it another dream?” She studied the muddy slide her body had made of the path and snorted a laugh. "Did I just fly?" Deuce huffed.

      Addy returned to the hill, following the path she’d just run down and retrieved her basket under a log.

      “What the...? Where are my footprints?” She scanned the length of her jump, from the last faded footprint to her slide into the berries. Look how far apart they are!”  Then, carefully using her feet for measuring like Dad had taught her, she paced the distance she had soared.

      "Looks like I jumped close to fifteen feet. Hmph. That's a lot, more than ten. I think I did fly." She glanced at Deuce with a grin. "Nah, can't be; impossible. Humans don’t fly. And their skin doesn’t push out thorns, either. Never happened before." Addy hung her head, “Wish I knew what the heck was going on.” She kicked at a small stone, sending it tumbling down the trail and turned to the berry bush.  Nothing like a sweet blackberry to cheer you up.

      The blackberries were juicy ripe. They stained her hands when they burst as she gingerly pried her jacket from the clutches of the thorns. Once safely away from the spikes, Addy wiped her berry-stained fingers on her already dirty pants and reached for her basket. Her jacket hung loosely on her small frame; it was a hand me down from her big sister Eleanor like the boots.

      "Might's well gather berries for dessert. Mom sent El and me for mushrooms, but berries are a whole lot more delicious. Bet she’s gathering a bunch of mushrooms." Addy glanced around the dip they were in. “Wonder where she is, haven’t seen her for a while.” She patted Deuce and shrugged. “No worries, I got you, right?”

      About half of the bounty made their way into one of Mom’s oak split baskets. A few were judged as 'too ripe' to carry all the way home without squishing and were gobbled on the spot. Addy threw a few in the air and Deuce bolted them down with a snap of his jaws. They were in the middle of a game of 'Who Can Jump The Highest To Catch The Berry When Addy Throws It In The Air.' when an ethereal voice drifted to them. Addy paused to listen.

      "That's Melly! Must be the stream over the rise." She yelled happily.

      Addy ran back up the path, found her boots leaning against a tree, thrust them on her feet and stood, her head cocked to listen for her mystical friend. The song was faint, but the clear voice of Melly’s wordless melody guided her as she followed it to a small creek.

      As the sound of Melly’s voice grew nearer, another, slightly deeper voice joined it adding a pleasant, male aspect to the alluring song. Words emerged from the new voice; “Dream of soaring in the sky, wings bring closer he who created you. Together in the sky, will father and daughter soon fly.”

      Addy found the small creek and caught a glimpse of a white-haired little person dressed in a tunic of leaves melt into the autumn foliage. In the stream, her tail anchored on a branch, floated Melusine, a two-foot-long water sprite with flowing green hair and pale olive skin.

      "Melly! There you are!" Addy sang out in joy. “Who was that?”

      Melusine's piping voice answered, “Who?”

      Addy huffed. “Oh Melly, don’t lead me on, who’s the little white-haired fella?”

      Melly glanced over her shoulder at the still waving leaves. “Oh, him. That was Rime.”

      “Rime? You mean Jack Frost? When can I meet him? You promised.”

      “Don’t call him that. He doesn’t like it.” She twirled in the stream to face Addy. “He has work to do now summer is ending. There’s a reason I called you here. I waited for you to tell you what I heard in the water's ripples. Something is coming. It came here when you first arrived in this forest."

      "What do you mean, 'when I first arrived in this forest'? Addy asked. "I was born here."

      "No. You were not born here. You were brought here."

      "Melly, you're teasing me." Addy frowned when Melly shook her head. "You saw somebody bring me? Who? Is that why I feel like I don’t belong and why my skin does funny things?" Addy crouched down to view her friend better.

      Melusine's expression softened, while her delicate voice started another wordless, lilting melody. Addy knelt by the creek watching the rippling waves settle into a smooth, glassy surface. As she gazed deeper into the pool, an image formed. Blue sky reflected in the water lightened to the color of smoke.

      Addy leaned in closer to the still water as a speck emerged from a gray sky. The spot gained form; a long undulating outline until it swelled to fit the pool. Graceful wings beat against the foggy vision causing the vapor to swirl in spirals off their tips. Addy's head tilted side to side as she concentrated on the image. There was something familiar about the shape.

      The form grew closer. Addy saw it had a bird-like body, but the skinny neck and tail thrust out far more than any feathered creature in the forest. A bumpy ridge rode along the spine, from wedge shaped head to forked tail. Those weren't feathers covering the skin, this creature was covered in scales! The creature's head swiveled until it stopped, staring at Addy. A rough voice called in her head; Addy fell back against the mud, her limbs shaking.

      “I'm coming for you, Daughter!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SPRITE ENCOUNTER AT THE CREEK

        

      

    

    
      Eleanor, Addy's older sister, discovered a fallen elm tree and brushed at the grass that might hide more treasure. Soggy leaves clung to the branches above her, dripping cold water down her single braid of black hair into her light jacket. She ignored her grumbling stomach and beamed at the mushrooms clinging to the bark like steps on a stair. Her sturdy brown fingers quickly plucked them to add to the family dinner pot.

      A movement further up the hill caught Eleanor's attention, she froze at a bulky dark shape lurking behind a tree trunk. She couldn't move, not even to take a breath. Could it be a bear? Bears were foraging all through the national forest before hibernating. The form emerged from the brush and trotted towards her. Eleanor gasped in a lungful of air.

      "Deuce! You scared me! You look way too much like a bear to be hiding in the woods. Someday a hunter's gonna shoot you!" The enormous black dog wagged his shaggy tail and leaned into the girl. She stumbled back and fell on her rump onto the dirt. Deuce dropped his long muzzle to lick her face.

      "Ack! Stop it, you monster! Your breath stinks." Eleanor laughed and pushed the dog away. He ran a few steps, turned, and barked. "All right, all right. I'll follow you. Time to find Addy anyway. I bet you know where she is, don't you? You always do."

      Deuce climbed the small rise and waited, looking back over his shoulder with a 'get a move on lazybones' expression on his grinning snout.

      "I'm comin', I'm comin'. Don't forget you got four-wheel action while, me, a mere human, has got only my two feet." When Eleanor finally gained the top, she paused at an ethereal voice singing down the hill. She set off in the direction of the song, calling for her sister. The trail led down into a ravine with a slow-moving creek. Deuce ran with his nose to the ground as if smelling an unusual new scent. “Addy! Where are you?”

      Across the stream from Eleanor, Addy knelt on the pebbled mud, peering into the water. A small, light green ball with emerald vines flowing from it bobbed in the waves where Addy was looking. As Eleanor started down the ravine, the bobbing thing dipped and disappeared. "Hey Addy. Didn't you hear me yelling? We're gonna be late."

      The enraptured girl shook her head gently as if to clear out cobwebs. She looked at her sister with eyes so glittery that Eleanor stepped back in surprise.

      Eleanor glanced at a round object floating upstream. Upstream? Floating? "Who were you talking to, Addy?"

      "Melusine. She's a water sprite. She loves to sing, and her voice is so pretty."

      "Who?"

      "Melusine. She's a water sprite." Addy repeated.

      Eleanor squinted downstream and blinked. A tiny thin arm rose from the water and waved at her. She rubbed her eyes until a sparkly fog filled her sight and looked again, the arm was gone. "She's a what?"

      "A water sprite. Like in fairy tales. But Melly, that's what I call her, isn't a fairy, she's a sprite. She's gonna introduce me to Jack Frost."

      "Oh, Addy, you know those are imaginary friends, right? They don't really exist." Eleanor studied the spot where the hand had waved. That can't be real. Impossible. "You're getting too old for stuff like that."

      Before the stream was out of sight, Eleanor glanced back over her shoulder. Is that a face in the middle of the creek grinning back at me? And is that a hand waving again? Head spinning, she grabbed a sapling to steady herself on the slippery incline and followed Addy and Deuce.

      Eleanor frowned at Addy's muddy and torn jeans. "Oh, Addy, you did it again! Mom's gonna be mad."

      Her sister brushed at her knees. A smile bloomed on her face. "Guess what El! I flew and my skin got all hard and turtle like when I fell into the blackberry bush." Addy  flapped her arms in her baggy jacket and hopped around her sister. "I did fly! I did! Deuce saw it. I jumped fifteen feet. Pinky swear."

      Addy ran ahead and leapt off a small rise. Her boots slipped and she collided against one of the trees lining the path, adding another layer of mud to her jeans. She rubbed her knees and sniffed.

      "I flew. I did."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          A LOST CIRCUS

        

      

    

    
      "Gotta tell you Addy, sometimes I wonder where you get these ideas. Sure, isn't from Mom or Dad. C'mon. I don’t think we have enough mushrooms yet, better get some more; Mom will be glad for the berries I bet, but the sun is setting soon." Eleanor pointed at the patch of sky between the treetops; bright sun no longer danced in the leaves. "You stay close, OK? Deuce scared me just a little bit ago. He's so much like a bear, and they’re out here too."

      "OK, I promise." Addy mumbled.

      Later, their mushrooms safe in baskets, Addy and Eleanor scuffled their feet in the explosion of colorful leaves littering the path. Addy took Eleanor's hand, as they both skipped a few feet, swinging their hands together.

      "Oh, Eleanor!" Addy spoke in a faint voice. "I had another one of those dreams again last night. You remember, the ones where I'm flying? This time the dream was so real, different from the others. Not like a dream at all. It was me, but not really me. I had wings and a long tail, and my head was on a stretched-out neck like a giraffe!" She stretched her neck forward.

      Eleanor giggled. "Giraffes don't fly, and they don't have wings!"

      "I know that! They don't have hard, shiny skin either. But I did." Addy hesitated. "My stomach felt funny too. Like it does when I eat too much of mom's chili. Hot. Anyway, this time someone was flying with me. I think he was carrying me. He was a lot bigger, and I was shivering ‘cause it's cold in the clouds."

      Addy slowed until Eleanor realized she was no longer walking next to her. “Um, El. I didn’t dream about my skin going all stiff. It really happened. Just now; in the bush when I tore my pants. I felt the thorns sticking into me but then they got pushed out.”

      “Pushed out? How? That’s impossible.”

      “I don’t know, they just did. Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. Please. If you don’t believe me, who will?”

      "Wow Addy. That’s a different dream all right. But that's all it was. How else could you be flying?”

      "I was awake though. It happened a little while ago. The dreams are at night.” Addy said, releasing Eleanor's hand. “I’m changing. My dreams are changing too.”

      "Addy, your imagination has always been good. Caught you daydreaming more than once. You’ve always had an incredible imagination. Maybe you’re a Seanachie.”

      “A what?”

      Eleanor laughed and poked Addy in the arm.

      “That’s a Scottish storyteller. You sure got the knack I think.” Eleanor shrugged. “You had the dream about the changing color eyes again?"

      "Yeah, that one. The one with the eyes."

      "Was it the scary one you told me about?"

      "At first it was..." Addy shrugged. "But not so much anymore. Now it feels nice, like someone's hugging me and looking at me."

      They reached the path to the top of the hill.

      Addy stopped. "I keep having these dreams El. What do they mean?" She paused, "Sometimes, I feel like this isn't my home. Like there is some place else I should be. I love Mom and Dad, but in my dream, it feels like somebody is searching for me. Somebody I belong with. Don’t get mad, but I think he’s coming for me. Am I adopted?"

      "What?" Eleanor's mouth opened and closed in confusion. "Are you adopted? Whatta you mean?"

      "Well, you got black, straight hair and so do Mom and Dad. Mine is all red and curly."

      "Of course you're not adopted! You're my sister, Addy. Just 'cause you don't take after Mom or Dad don't mean a thing. Mom always said you're a throwback to the first Scottish settlers. That's why you have red hair.

      "I don't know what your dream is saying but I can say this; You are my sister, and you belong with me. We belong together. Nothing is gonna break us apart. Nothing. Now, we better get these baskets back to Mom.”

      Addy grinned and dashed away, her laugh following behind. "Race you to the top of the hill!" Deuce joined in the race, dodging off to the side to chase one nut hunting squirrel and then running back across the girls’ path to chase another.

      The climb to the top of the ravine took a few minutes of slipping and grabbing at tree branches for balance. Addy made it to the crest first and grabbed for Deuce’s bright yellow collar as he knocked against her. The dog's entire body was quivering, hackles raised. Deuce grumbled, pulling free from Addy’s loose grip. Eleanor grabbed his collar before he could run off.

      "Quiet. Stay with us. If it’s a bear, we need you here." She commanded. Deuce continued to growl faintly.

      They crept along the logging trail, wary of Deuce’s alert. The grass filled track they were on wound from one logging camp to another. It by-passed the nearby town, so the track was usually empty. Not today though. Today something other than a logging truck was chugging the track. Addy caught glimpses of it through the trees as it came closer.

      Three vehicles wove between the tree; gaily colored vans more suited to a carnival train than a forest track. When the caravan came close enough, Addy could read the banner on the first one; Joseph's Calico Circus and Traveling Show. It was covered with posters of a tall man in a multicolored robe of purple, green and blue, twirling fire around his body. The next van’s poster was a dancing bear surrounded by trees. The last one was a rather boring poster of a crow throwing its head back as if to sing. Addy clasped her sister's hand. "Look! A circus! I wonder what kind of animals."

      "Yeah, you’re right. But what are they doing way out here?" Eleanor asked. Addy took Deuce’s yellow leather collar, stroked his head, and crooned softly until the leaned into her. Eleanor answered herself. “Let’s just wait here until they go by.”

      But the caravan didn't go by the girls. Instead it stopped in front of them. Addy felt a rumble growing in Deuce, knelt next to him, and stared deep in his eyes. Then she grabbed the scruff of his neck and growled at him. Deuce’s head drooped.

      "Good. Stay." Addy said as she hugged the huge dog close.

      The lead vehicle's driver stepped out of the cab. Long, wavy auburn hair tumbled down the back of his long coat. Addy elbowed Eleanor;

      “His hair is like mine! Red and curly.” Her eyes widened; something about this man felt familiar, as if she knew him from a long time ago. The man’s eyes especially caught her attention. They were enormous, profoundly sad, they didn't move from her face. She clasped Eleanor's hand. "Look, El. The eyes! They're just like in my dream!" 

      The man wore a multicolored coat; it seemed to waft around his form. Embroidered symbols curled around the cuffs and lapels. Addy stepped toward him, a smile growing, she knew this man, trusted him already even though they’d never met. Why did this stranger feel like family? She shook her head as voice whispered in her ears; “I’ve left you alone for too long.” A chill ran through her, followed by a rush of warmth, like when she hugged Deuce.

      He waved his hands in an elaborate flourish and bowed deep, never taking his eyes from Addy. 

      "Hallo! I think we may be lost. Took a wrong turn and now the sun is going down. Can you help us?"

      "We can help you find the road, Mister."  Eleanor pointed down the track. “Go that way until you cross a stream…”

      The man interrupted her.

      "What a huge dog you have! What breed is he?" He walked towards the girls.

      "He's a German Shepard, Newfoundland mix." Addy said. "Least, that's what Mom says. He's very smart." Eleanor kicked her lightly on the ankle and glared at her. Addy stroked Deuce's head again and stared at the man as he approached.

      "He's also protective. Allow me to introduce myself. I am Joseph Drake, and this is my circus." He bowed again and swept his arms in an arc at the other vehicles. "These are my associates. The life blood of Calico Circus." He announced as the two other van doors opened and two of the strangest people that Addy had ever seen climbed out.

      The first member stepped before the girls. Addy’s neck stretched back to see the entirety of the hulking, hairy man with intense blue eyes below a brow deep enough to cause shadows, peering down at her. He bowed and announced his name in a gruff baritone voice. "My name Storfot." 

      Deuce's rumble continued until the man leant over and scratched him gently behind the ears. Deuce stopped growling.

      Storfot grinned and gave a little bow to Addy. “Pleased to meet you.”

      The next was a withered, bent old woman with a thin strip of onyx in her snowy hair, whose speech rasped in a scratchy caw. "I am Raven." 

      Both girls jumped. The voice did sound like a raven that had learned to talk. Addy’s uncle had a raven he’d raised from the nest and taught to say a few phrases. It said silly things and made her laugh whenever she visited. This woman sounded like that.

      Joseph nodded at his companions. "We three are far off the path. Someone in the last town must have thought it a good joke to mislead us. And now here we are, lost in the unknown with darkness approaching." He raised an eyebrow.

      Eleanor knew the courtesies of the mountains and apparently so did Joseph. She sighed and answered his unasked question. "As you are visitors, we welcome you to our home. Follow the trail a mile until you come to a fork. Take the left one. The road is rough after the storm last night. You’ll probably need to move a few fallen branches. Our place is down that one."

      The multicolored coat dipped in thanks. "I thank you, Miss...."

      "Eleanor. This is my sister."

      Addy raised her hand and, in a quiet voice said. “My name is Addy.”

      Joseph stared at the red-haired girl. "We accept your kind invitation to refresh ourselves at your home. Would you like to ride in one of our vans?"

      Eleanor refused. "No, we know a shortcut and besides, Deuce will get your seats all muddy."

      The girls walked in silence while Deuce chased after nut gathering squirrels, acting like a puppy, not the mature, grown dog he was. Quiet gave way to laughter as he hopped back and forth between each of them and the squirrels, tongue lolling from his mouth, yipping.

      Addy shuffled her booted feet. "I know Joseph.”

      “How? He’s never been here.”

      “I dunno, just a feeling deep down. Anyway, do you think Mom will be mad? You just asked strangers to come to our house."

      Eleanor "She'd be more angry if we didn't help lost travelers, Mom’s always going on about mountain manners and helping newcomers. Too late now. Let's go. We gotta beat them home. Better run.” A swirl of red, yellow, and orange leaves scattered in their wake.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          THE CIRCUS ARRIVES

        

      

    

    
      The girls burst through the door of the cabin. Eleanor grabbed the wooden frame before it rebounded on the wall. Addy ran on, yelling for Lena, their mother. "Mom! Mom! We met some people in the woods! A traveling circus. The circus is called Joseph's Calico Circus! Eleanor told them to come here. Because they were lost."

      A tired looking woman with dark hair tied back to a ponytail, set down the weaver she was threading through the ribs of her latest basket weaving project. Across the table, lengths of flexible white oak splits, sorted in neat piles lay, waiting to be woven into a basket and then sold in town.

      "Whoa there, child! What are you talking about? Strangers? Did you say a circus? What the heck is one doing way out here?" She frowned at Addy’s dirty torn jeans. “Oh, Addy! Again? I don’t think you have any pants left that don’t have a rip in them.”

      Addy spoke over her mother. "I think they have animals! There were paintings of 'em on the sides. And-" 

      Eleanor broke in. "I'm sorry Mom. We were coming home when they stopped right in front of us and asked for help. You always said we should help people. Did I do right?"

      Mom pursed her lips but nodded. "Yeah. I s’pose. You're being neighborly and helping people lost in our woods. That isn't wrong." She reached for the basket in Eleanor's hands. "Did you have luck? How many people did you say? We can't feed much more than us. Not with your dad gone for so long and the chickens not laying good. Should slaughter a chicken? No, can’t spare any right now. Soup it is.”

      Eleanor handed over the baskets. Mom inspected the mushrooms. "Come here, I'll show you how to make soup from these. Since it looks like we're gonna have company for dinner, it's a lucky thing you collected plenty." She looked in Addy’s basket. “Oh, nice! Blackberries for dessert!”

      She pushed the oak splits into their baskets and got one of the knives from the rack. She ran the blade on the whetstone. "First those mushrooms gotta get washed though. Addy, you can do that."

      "But Mom! The pump won't work for me. It never does! It's like it doesn't want to pour water for me."

      Eleanor picked up the basket and a bucket and smiled at her sister.. "I'll prime it for you. Once the bucket's full you can wash them."

      The pump was soon working, and water gushed into the bucket when Eleanor pumped the handle. When it was full, Addy hunkered down in the wet grass inspecting each mushroom before scrubbing the dirt off. Eleanor left her engrossed in her chore and went back into the kitchen.

      Mom was still sharpening the old knife on the stone. "We're gonna need a new knife soon. This one's getting thin enough to bend, but it'll have to do." Mom paused and rubbed the back of her hand along her forehead, pushing a stray lock of hair into place. "Get a cutting board down and tell me more about the people you saw. What did they look like?"

      "Like other folk, I guess." Eleanor took down the board hanging from a hook above the sink. "This one do?" At her mom's nod she wiped the wood plank and laid it on the table. "Maybe they weren't."

      "Maybe who wasn't what?" Mom asked.

      "Well, maybe the people weren't like other folk. There was a man so tall I almost fell backwards trying to see his face! He was nearly as high as a tree. And an old, old woman all wrinkled and bent over. She had a scratchy voice. Kinda like Uncle Jesse's raven. But it was the leader who really seemed weird. He had on this long coat, all shiny and shimmery. There were the strangest things embroidered on his sleeves. I never seen anything like that before. Oh, and his eyes! I can't tell what color they were. At first, they were green, and then blue and then yellow." She glanced at her mother. "Is that possible?"

      Mom went quiet and the knife stopped sliding on the whetstone. Her voice was unsure when she answered. "Shimmery and embroidered did you say? Eyes changing color? Was his hair long? And red?"

      "Yeah! How'd you figure that?"

      "Let's just say the Calico Circus has come through these parts before. Go check on your sister."

      Addy knocked into her as she barreled into the kitchen. "Mom! They're here! I hear them! They got music playing. Sounds kinda like a flute. But not really a flute. More like lots of ‘em. Kinda like the organ at church but not really. " Addy's face contorted as she tried to identify the instrument.

      "I think you're trying to say calliope, Addy." Mom brushed her hands on her sides and went to the door. A thicket of brush blocked the drive past a small curve, but the rumble of engines was clear. Above the chugging hung the jaunty tune of a circus entertaining its audience. Addy clapped her hands in time to the music. She joined the calliope in song, her pure soprano adding her own words to the catchy instrumental almost as if it was a memory.

      "Come one, come all.

      Wonders to behold.

      No matter your age,

      For the Calico Circus

      You never are too old.

      The caravan pulled to the cabin door and stopped. Addy's voice faded with the calliope's tune. Nobody moved. Eleanor glanced at her mother, standing unmoving next to her, arms wrapped around her chest.

      "Mom! What's wrong?"

      The door to the lead van opened. Joseph climbed down and bowed at the trio on the porch. "Thank you for inviting us to shelter at your home, Lena." He held up a string of fish. "Behold! I brought an addition to dinner! Please allow me to add to our repast. Mushroom soup only goes so far."

      "I can feed my family well enough thank you. Mark may be gone looking for better prospects, but we manage well enough." Lena said in a clipped voice. "And we can provide for guests." The way Mom said "guests" made Eleanor glance at her mother's face. No welcoming smile warmed it. Instead of her usual open greeting, Lena stood on the porch with legs planted wide, like she wanted to block the door.

      Eleanor tugged on Mom's sleeve. "Did I do wrong? I'm sorry."

      "No, honey. You followed the rules of hospitality I taught you myself. Just a surprise to see Joseph again."

      "He's been here before?"

      "Yes. Years ago. About eleven in fact."

      Addy jumped off the porch and tried to peer into the truck windows. "I can't see them.”

      "See who sweetheart?" Mom asked.

      "I can hear the little ones, but I can't see them." She turned to Joseph. "Where are they? They're crying."

      Joseph knelt next to Addy. He peered into her blue eyes with his own indigo ones. Another flash of memory struck her, this time of tripping on something sharp and brittle like eggshells followed by a deep voice crooning calming hums.

      "You can hear someone crying? What are they saying?"

      "I can't make out any words really. Kinda like another language. Who are they? Why are they sad?"

      "I'm sure I don't know." Joseph raised himself from his knees to wave at his companions, who were silent. "It's only us. Me, Storfot and Raven. Nobody here is crying." Joseph lifted the string of fish. "Now, where should we cook these? How about a campfire dinner?"

      Lena nodded, there certainly wasn’t enough of the soup to go around.

      Storfot unpacked a bulky cast iron pot and built a pile of tinder on a bare spot in the grass. He motioned to Joseph.

      "Boss, can you?"

      "Of course, Storfot. Step aside and let an expert of conflagration do the job." Joseph winked at the girls and wove his hands in front of his body. A sudden gust of fire flung out from his fingers and sparked the twigs into a blaze. Addy’s and Eleanor’s mouths dropped open . Did the strange man just make a flame with his hands? A few dry logs from the woodpile were added and soon the fire was ready for the pot.
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