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Ambril’ s Tale  beginning number 2

“Ouch!”  The bump came up imiediately on her forhead.  Yes the pile of stuff for the Salvation Army had been very large and no it wasn’t smart  to root around at the bottom but had Ambril  spotted the foot of her favorite robot and like an avenging angel rescuing a dieing soul dove straight in for it.   She rubbed her head automatically but triumphantly waved  the creaking robot at her mother.        “You can’t throw away my old robot like that,  I ‘m the only one who can do that. 

Her mother turned slowly from the packing boxes and movers  and gave her that look.  

“Ambril you haven’t played with that Robot for 5 years and look, it’s head is nearly off.”

“It doesn’t matter,  it’s still mine and I want to keep it!” she whirled and began to stomp away when she stumbled and fell over something hard with sharp corners but stifled a yelp of pain as she fell.

“I’m Okay, I’m oKay she said as her mother began to hurry over.

“Of course your Okay darling, if you can fall off the porch roof and jump up without a scratch you’ll survive stumbling over your own  feet.

“Not my own feet, that”.   Ambril rubbed her shin now instead of her head but decided that both injuries had come from the same source a small flat wooden box,  with very sharp corners.  Her mother picked it up.

“Ah, how did this get in there?  She smiled as she brushed off the top.  It’s my grandmother’s writing box.  She ran her hand down one side and a small corner popped up and music began to play.  

Her mother smiled,  Ah I remember this! She looked dreamily away but then stopped and closed the top  

“Ambrildown the hall filled with moving boxes into the now empty family room while stuffing the robot’s head back on.      

Ambril’s tale

Chapter 1
There were two of them; two fuzzy brown squirrels under a bush trying to stay out of the way.  One had a white ruff of fur around its neck and the larger one a longish and very dirty white tuft on its head.  There was nothing unusually about them apart from being very dirty unless you happened to see the smaller one take out a large red handkerchief and blow her nose.  But everyone was much too busy running around shouting to pay attention to them anyway.  It had been an unusual day all the way around, disturbingly unusual.  The squirrels sniffed and barked at each other as squirrels and some people do.
“Oh the smoke, I can barely see.”  One of them sniffed and coughed and sat up  on her ample haunches.  “Terrible fire”, she stopped tugging on a large very muddy book beside her to look sadly at the still smoldering building. “My what we’ve lost.” She smoothed her woefully sooty breast fur.  “The library, she exclaimed in disbelief.  “I have always thought of libraries as safe places.”
It’s just like any other building made of wood, Aster”. Came a muffled reply.  The other squirrel which was slightly taller than the first had wriggled under the slightly charred book and was heaving it along in a wobbly fashion.  Until of course he rammed into a post.  There was a whispered curse. 

“I need some help with this!”  

“Yes, yes alright” The one called Aster half heartedly put one hand on the book and walked behind as she looked around distractedly.  “What a mess, One would think that with librarians watching the children like hawks and swooping down with terrible scolds on anyone with sticky fingers,  that well, It gives every one the idea that everything is well watched. She sighed as the book lurched over a loose brick paving stone.  “Where’s Dr. Afallen?  She craned her neck to look ahead.” I do hope he’s alright. He was soo heroic the way he dove back into the building to rescue …--watch out Herb! “And she darted behind a nearby bush. The book went still as a large black boot landed within inches of it.  The slick swish of a rubber jacket wafted the smell of wet, charred wood. 
“Pescadero here finally!  Took their time”. They heard mumbled and then at a yell.  “Use the other one, no the other hydrant!  Bring it in this way! “
“Oh gracious they’re coming in this way!  Quick, let’s get… under.. here!”  And Aster began to tug at the book pulling it farther into the bushes with surprising speed.  Herb wriggled out from under and groaned as he felt along his back.  He stretched until his back gave a satisfied crack. A paw reached out and dragged him out of sight just as another firefighter raced by dragging a hose.
“Whoo that was close, you need to be more observant, Herb.  “Now”, she said as she clambered atop the book and began to peer through the brush, “Where is Dr. Afallen? Where did they take him?”  There was now a stream of firefighters rushing back and forth along the path.   They were in a planted area between the path and the sidewalk, just a few feet from the cluster of police cars and ambulances pulled haphazardly to the sidewalk.
“Ahh, there he is!” and she pointed to the nearby thicket of flashing lights. “We’d better hurry or they’ll take him away”. She said, tugging the bedraggled tail of Herb.  “Come now, heave… ho!” together they scurried the last few feet with the book between them and with one huge effort, threw it very nearly across the sidewalk.  It landed at the foot of a wrinkled gnome of a man breathing laboriously into an oxygen mask and sitting on a stretcher.  There were two medics furiously efficient at his side, tearing off his jacket and hurriedly hooking him up to various machines.  His head turned toward the book just as a firefighter collided with a young girl who had paused to look at the fire.  The girl fell spectacularly, landing flat on her back in a muddy puddle, her books flying everywhere.  
“Sorry!” the firefighter shouted over his shoulder as he raced off.
“Oh no, my fault I shouldn’t have been standing there minding my own business.” The note of sarcasm was not lost on the old man who smiled behind his mask, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “Ouch,  eewww , her hand felt around the back of her head which was now covered with mud, brown like her hair. “I’m Okay,  I’m okay.” To the medic who held out a hand to her.  She turned to collect her books and stuffed them haphazardly into her backpack.

“OH no, not !”  Aster whispered and wiggled her tail in an agitated way as she watched from under a nearby bush.

The girl had picked up the partly burned book and was looking at it.

”Hello Ambril”  The old man began to reach for her but one of the medics held him back   “No way, sir,  no more saving the day for you.  You’re mine now and I say lie down!”  He gently pushed him down on the stretcher.            
“Dr. Afallen, are you okay?  What’s going on?  Are you alright?” Ambril scrambled to her feet.  The old man shrugged and nodded his head. She turned from him to survey the building. .  “Oh my gosh! Was there anyone in there?  Did Miss Sergeant make it out in time?  How about the books? What happened?   Is everything going to be alright?”  The old man smiled through the oxygen mask and shrugged. He squinted at the blackened area that had been his office and then winced.     
“Isn’t this yours? I think I remember seeing it in your office.” Ambril handed the book she had been looking at.              

“Yes, good girl, it is going to be fine isn’t it!”  Aster clapped her paws together and the bush wiggled. 
But Dr Afallen held up his hand.  “I have another copy, why don’t you keep it safe for me Ambril.”  He drew a blanket more tightly around his shoulders. “Besides, you might find it interesting.”  His smile was hard to see through the plastic mask but his eyes twinkled.  He then looked directly to the bush where the two squirrels were hiding and winked.
The bush gasped and suddenly moved violently as if in a high wind.  
“No, No, doctor! There is something you don’t know something in--!” the rest was muddled as if a furry paw had been clamped down over a mouth. One of the medics looked around curiously and the bush became still.

“Okay I will, um- Thanks.”  She looked dubiously at the messy cover.

The stretcher’s wheels squeaked as the doctor was wheeled away to the ambulance.  “Get better soon!  She could see him looking sadly toward the building.  “Don’t worry they’ll get this placed cleaned up in no time and you’ll be back to work before, before the next blue moon!”  Which she happened to know was the following month.  She kept up on blue moons having been born in the month of one herself.   She was only 4 blue moons old but nearly 12 years.  The metal rails of the gurney squealed in complaint as it was collapsed and lifted into the van and Ambril waved as the doors swung shut.  She stooped to pick up her backpack as hurried footsteps rounded the corner.  “Ambril what hap-!”  Another girl slipped on the muddy sidewalk and fell flat.  Her backpack opened and papers circled vulture like before depositing themselves in the mud.
“pened…” the girl sat up and rubbed her elbow.  Then looked in horror at her mud covered hand.  “Gross, Oh my gosh, look at that.”  She was staring at the remains of the library.  Ambril chuckled as she picked up some of her friends papers and helped her up. 
“They just took Dr. Afallen away in an ambulance, but I think he’s going to be okay, Sully, I talked to him right before they took him away.”  She paused to wipe her nose on her sleeve.  “And it looks like Miss Sergeant got out alright too.”  She handed her a muddy, torn Algebra test and watched as the B slowly faded away.  Nearby a tall squarely built woman in a red sweater was making sad little attempts to straighten her tousled hair as she talked with a policeman.  Her voice, normally loud enough to fill an opera hall blasted commentary at the unfortunate policeman who appeared to be asking her questions. 

I’m fine, just fine” she was saying as she waved off another medic.  “Yes, Miss Sergeant,  thank you M I S S, Miss.   Who would do such a thing!  We are closed on Mondays until 2:00, budget cuts you know. Attack our Library?  Ridiculous! It’s not as if we house secrets there or even information that might be damaging to anyone!  We’re just a small county library.”  She paused for breath. The medic seized the moment and began tugging her toward a nearby stretcher.  She impatiently shook him off and straightened her twin set sweater over her ample chest.  “The only really unusual items were in Dr. Afallen’s collection but they were mostly horticultural, really… and herbs.  Nothing remotely interesting to unsavory mafiosos or gangster types I assure you!” She turned to the medic who was now pleading with her. “No I don’t want to sit down now, thank you.”  “The main collection appears to be alright.”  She balanced herself on tip toes to see over the firefighter’s heads.  This made her at least a foot taller than the policeman. “Though Dr. Afallen’s books are nearly ruined” Her shoulders bent at the thought.  “And we had just completed cataloging it all.  He was donating them to the library you know after he…a hem…passed on.”  She took another stab at smoothing her hair and then gave up. “He was lucky to make it out alive, but then he swooped back in and came out with Puck under his arm.”  There was a note of admiration in her voice.  She gestured toward another stretcher with a white faced boy shivering on it having his blood pressure taken.  “I don’t know where his brother is, you know they are never far apart.  Puck needs looking after you know.”  And she tapped her temple and gave the policeman a knowing look. The policeman mumbled something unintelligible “No he couldn’t have done it, He wouldn’t hurt a fly, nice gentle soul, but there are others…Gangs of them, wandering around with nothing to do but cause trouble.  Like the Avery boy and his friends, you just ask them where they were this afternoon!”  

Ambril groaned and turned away. 

“Ambril, I think we ought to go.”  Sully said she reached for the last of her papers just as a big muddy boot came down on it.

“No, it’s my math homework!  Ugh and I just finished it!”  She picked up the paper and tried to wipe it clean on her pants.

They picked up their things and started walking shaking off the last of the mud.  “I think you’re going to have to do it over” Ambril said  squinting at the  unreadable sheet.

“It does look pretty bad, but” she paused,”I know!”  Sully brightened, I’ll use it as a current event and we can tell everyone in class what we saw and heard.”  “Accept”, she added hastily, “about your brother being the main suspect.” 

“Do you think he might have, you know…  no he couldn’t have done that, not even him.” Sully gave her head a furious shake and mud flew everywhere.
Ambril smiled ruefully as they walked off down the street.  

A few minutes later they stood under the oldest and grandest of Redwood trees   as was their habit, the two stopped to rub the rough red bark now smooth in places and made a wish.

“I wish for lemon drops!”  Said Sully, she opened her hands and there was bag full of them.  She looked expectantly at Ambril.  “Well?, come on, aren’t you going to make your wish?”
“We’ve been making the same wishes since we were three.” she sat down on the bench underneath the tree and opened her bag of chocolates.  Sully came and sat with her and began sucking on her lemon drops with an injured expression.  The two sat surveying their home town.  Around the central park where they sat were lined various shops they had been in and out of their entire lives.  There was ‘Elvira’s Homely Confections, World’s Finest Sweet and Treat Shop’.  There was nothing homely about the shop except perhaps Elvira herself.  A framed picture of her frightened all who came near the cash register.   A few doors down just past the kindly Mrs. Hazelnut’s Shoe Emporium a flock of children could always be found gathered in front of Abner’s Toys and ‘Bots.  The store was stuffed to the rafters with any kind of toy one could imagine and some you couldn’t possibly.  Abner made toys himself, his specialty, Robots, robots who coud brush your hair while doing a backflip and insult only your least favorite relatives but only when your parents have left the room.  Looking northward, just at the edge of town, Ambril could see the grey cube of the hospital where her father was chief of staff and southward toward the valley where Sully’s family had coaxed tasty fruits and vegetables from the earth for generations.  Sully, the smaller and prettier of the two with long thick dark brown hair and a honey gold complexion and as all in her family did, a natural way with growing things.  While Ambril with her unruly red curls and gray green eyes was the stronger one; standing up to bullies and concocting brilliant plans on how to play tricks on her older brother and not get caught.  They had been friends since Kindergarten and had spent most of their summers biking around the town and swimming in Sully’s pond.    The clock on the old town meeting hall began to chime. 

Sully groaned,  “I’d better get home. I have the radishes to weed before I help Grandma with her sponge bath.”  She rolled her eyes skyward.  

Ambril opened her backpack to put the chocolates in and out tumbled the muddy book from the library.  

What’s this?”  Sully picked  up a piece of paper that had been fallen out of the book. “It’s looks like a really old map!”  Sully had unfolded the paper and was staring at it. Above them the giant tree began to sway.     
Ambril glanced over her friend’s shoulder.  It did look like a map, a map of their town, New Market with the old tree in a circle  and the streets of radiating out from it like wheel.  The paper crackled with age.
“What’s this I wonder?”  Sully mused and pointed a smudged finger to a poem,  the end of which had been burned off.

Ambril took it from her and began to read:


(poem)

The rest had been burned away.  Ambril would have stopped earlier because the tree above them was now rocking violently and had begun to rain fir cones and dead needles and twigs down on them.. The two raced out from under the tree and looked up at it. The tree immediately stopped.  The day was clear and there seemed to be no wind. 

“How strange,  we get some really weird winds in this valley “.  Sully mused as she pulled a twig out of her hair.
Ambril just looked up at the tree.  She had felt something while sitting there,  A great anger seemed to emanate from the tree.  She looked down at the poem and book in her hand. 
The title was in an old fashioned scroll “ The Aztarte Guide to Flora and Fauna”, and a smaller title underneath in gold said “Magical and Otherwise”.  
Ambril smiled. Everyone knew that New Market was the least magical place on earth.  No one even believed in the Easter Bunny.

Inside appeared to be recipes bordering on the ridiculous for such things as making your feet smell like Bubblegum and how to turn your teacher into a chicken.  Ambril smirked at that one, She could easily imagine Mr. Featherton as a chicken and but also clearly imagine what would happen to her after if she succeeded.  In the back were instructions for finding strange plants in odd locationsn, such as purple spotted mushrooms.  ‘Search for them in the darkest cave. Gently twist them free counterclockwise,  if not gentle,they let out a horrendous shriek.’  She snapped the book shut.

“Hey, get your necklace out, this looks sort of familiar.”  Sully had the map again and was looking at a symbol near the bottom.
“Hold this” Ambril gave the book to Sully. She pulled out a chain with a pendant from underneath her shirt .  The pendant looked old and had scrolly symbols edtched around the rim.  A part of the top had broken off leaving a jagged hole and there appeared to be a place for a gem to be mounted but that had fallen out.  There was indeed a similar looking symbol in it’s center.   “Weird, didn’t you say you found this in your Mom’s jewelry case?”

Ambril was puzzled, her mother had looked bored when she had showed it to her and said she could have it.  She thought  it couldn’t be worth anything and yet here was a connection to this strange map.
“Your Father’s into ancient symbols isn’t he?  Why don’t you ask him?” Sully  swooped up her backpack and popped three lemon drops in her mouth.  “He miii   no somting”  she added rearranging the candy in her mouth. 
“He might, but he’d never tell me.”  Ambril looked thoughtfully at  the hospital.   “Come on, you know he’s not like your Dad who’s always ready to help, my Dad’s different, he just doesn’t pay attention.”    

“I wish my parents paid a little less attention to me.”  Sully screwed up her face as she looked at the clock above them.  “I’m going to be late.” She said suddenly brisk.  “Can I borrow this book?  My Grandmother would like it, I think and there is precious little that she does enjoy these days.   It looks like something from her past.”   

“Sure”  said Ambril distantly,  she was still staring at the map and the symbol.”  I’ll see you tomorrow at school.”    
“Cheers!” and Sully walked away with her head in the book.

Ambril stopped by the day care center as always after school to pick up her younger brother.  It was a tastefully placed house with an over- tended garden just off the circle.  She had just turned in the walk when she was hit by a boy running the other way.  “Hey, watch it!”  she said grumpily rubbing her head for the second time that day. 

“I’m sorry,  I’m sorry,  Ambril!”  A boy about her age offered her a hand.  His hand felt sweaty and there was an odd chemical smell about him.  He fidgeted as Ambril collected her stuff.. “Have you seen Puc? He said anxiously .“I’ve been looking for him everywhere.”.  His face was tense and his eyes wide.

Yes,  I did see him Jagger,  Sorry, but  I think your brother’s in the hospital. He was at the Library…you know about the library fire don’t you?”  She pointed over her shoulder at the whips of smoke still in the sky.
All the color drained from Jaggers face. “My Mom is gonna kill me,” he muttered.

 “He looked alright when I saw him afterward,”  Ambril put in quickly.  “I’m sure they just took him up there to be sure everything was alright.” Ambril patted him on the arm.
“Yeah,Yeah , Okay,” His face cleared slightly.  “I’d better go and see how he’s doing, Bye. Oh and Thanks!” He was off lHis shoes pelting the pavement ,running toward the blocky gray building at the end of town.  

Ambril sighed and turned back toward the house.  The sign “Mrs. Twid’s Sunshine Center”,  A place  for your little dears” was posted squarely in the carefully sheered lawn. always made Ambril smirk as it was always clear to her that Mrs. Twid thought of her little charges as dollar signs,  the bigger the dollars, the more she loved them.  There wasn’t anything Mrs.  Twid  would do for money.  The building was painting a cheery rose color with white trim.  Tehre were flower boxes under the windows with plastic flowers and green plastic grass matted the front porch.  The front door opened onto a small entry way with a tastefully furnished parlor off to the side.  The door leading to the play area was usually locked  but was left slightly ajar.  Ambril pushed it open and found Mrs. Twid holding  a wailing cherubic five year old upside down and shaking him.  “Where is it you little rat, Your breeding is certainly showing today you ungrateful little twit. After the third shake a cookie dropped out of  his pocket and smashed on the floor. “ .  She let him down in a rush.  “Now get back to your chores,  you get the cookie after you finish scrubbing the toilet! MOVE!” she swatted his bottom hard and the boy ran, rubbing his head and snuffling like a wild animal.  Ambril quckly withdrew the the entry hall and rang the buzzer next to the door.
Mrs. Twid came out immiediately , smoothing her hair and clearing her throat. Miss “Ambril,  such a delight to see you.  Her smile was so wide you could see every molar. r. Is it that time already?  My how time flies,  Dirne is always Twig ignored him “ I’ll go and get your darling brother myself,  It may take a moment as I’m not sure if he’s up from his Nappy.  In the meantime would you like some hot chocolate or tea? “ 
“Ah, No thank you,  Mrs. Twid I’m fine” said Ambril.

Well then Yigg, please tidy up out here won’t you?”  She waved her hand vaguely in the direction of the parlor and with an efficient swish of her well tailored skirt she disappeared behind the door.
The boy, Yigg was built like a square with short stubby legs and arms.  He nodded and blushed and got down on his hands and knees and began to clean the grout lines between the marble tiles with a toothbrush.

Your new here aren’t you? Asked Ambril, the boy looked up shyly and nodded. “Yes we’re in  Mr. ***’s class together.”  Another shy nod. “Your names Yiggy right?  My names Ambril.”  The boy looked up and smiled.

“I know who you are you’re a (druid’s family name).”  He studied her a moment and then went back to work.  He had a thick Scottish accent.
Where did you live before you came here? “ 
“Just a small town in the mountains,  He leaned closer to inspect his work. “Me families still there,  I’m boardin’ with Mrs. Twid while I finish me schooling.”

“Don’t they have schools in your town?” asked Ambril.

“Well, not past the 5th grade,  most everyone goes onto the FGS school then.  I couldn’t because I didn’t pass the MA test.”

“Oh”  Ambril was confused she didn’t know what the FGS school or MA test was but didn’t want to let on. “So you came here.”

Yigg moved over to the next tile.  “Yeah,  it was either go down the mines or come here,  and I chose here.  Mrs. Twid knew me Ma from when they were kids, here in New Market, before she married me Da.  Ma wrote to her and she took me in..  I work everyday after school until 8:00 and she lets me sleep in the shed.”

“You sleep in the shed?  Doesn’t it get cold?’

“Sometimes, but I manage.”  He said this distantly as if he didn’t want her to feel  sorry for him.
Ambril was dumbfounded  “Why that tightwad!  You can’t live like this!”  I’ll have my Dad talk to her-“

NO,  no no! Yiggy got up from the floor and came toward her. “You can’t do that,  if you do, She’ll just send me home and I’ll have to go to the mines.”  It’s really dark and sometimes there are cave ins and people get trapped.”  His eyes widened.  I can’t stand the thought of that.- he shuddered and his eyes grew distant.  Then he hunched over and turned back to his work But as he hunkered down to his chore his sleeve caught a delicate statue of a child dancing and sent it crashing to the floor.

Both Ambril and Yiggy froze as the door opened and Mrs. Twid entered the room.

“What?;  Yiggy,  you clumsy brainless-,  that’s the lst straw you are going back-“
“Oh no”  said Ambril as she bent to help Yiggy pick up the pieces.  It was me.,  I’m so very clumsy.  I’m so sorry.  Would you let me replace it?  You can just put it on our bill.”  Oh Ambril, said Mrs. Twid, her tone softening immediately, “thank you for the offer,  Normallyl I wouldn’t accept  but, It is one of my very favorite Hummels and I don’t know if I could afford to replace it myself.”  

Ambril couldn’t help noticing that the bottom piece had a Walmart tag for $5.99 sticker on it. “I’ll go ahead and buy it myself and bill your family, alright?  There then, no trouble,  and don’t feel bad,  these things do happen”. Then her tone sharpening, “ Yiggy please clean that up and the finish your chores outside.”

“Yiggy nodded a silent thank you , swept the pieces into his bin and disappeared behind the door. In a moment Ambril’s brother Dirne bounced out. He had short spiky red hair and very bright green eyes.  A dirty surgical glove was on one hand.  He smiled  broadly at Ambril but made a wide detour around Mrs. Twid.

“Ah, here’s my favorite little one!”,  she made a grab for him but her claw like red enameled fingers missed,  Dirne had nimbly side stepped and ran to Ambril with open arms.
“Thank you Mrs. Twid.” Ambril awkwardly backed out of the door with Dirne wrapped around her thigh.  When they had made it to the sidewalk, Dirne released her but reached for her hand and together they started climbing the hill toward home. “What’s with the glove?” said Ambril 

Dad gave it to me this morning, I wore it all day.” He said proudly giving it a tug.  He turned to look back at the house.  “I hate that place, She is so mean.”

“Not to you?  She’s still nice to you?” said Ambril swiftly.

 “She’s nice to me but she’s so mean to the other kids.” He kicked a rock in the sidewalk.

“Who’s the kid with the blonde hair and the red shirt?”  They were walking by the fenced in yard and they could see the kids racking the sand box.  Ambril pointed to the boy whom she saw Mrs. Twid shaking down.

“Oh that’s Ceril, he’s always in detention.  Dirne squnted into the lowering sun.  “I try and save my cookies at snacktime and sneak them through the bars.  He says he doesn’t mean to be bad he’s just hungry”. 
“I don’t think you should go back there Dirne,  I’m going to talk to Mom tonight!”

No no, don’t do that!  I have to go back I need to protect Zelda.”  He pointed to a very slight girl with long brown hair who was trying to manage a wheelbarrow twice her size.

“mrs. Twid doesn’t like her because she doesn’t have a Dad and her Mom cleans houses. Mrs. Twid calls her a lousy charity case. I sit with her and give her some of my food and sometimes I sneak out to help her with her chores.”  Beyond the diligent workings in the sandbox Ambril noticed a bunch of kids playing tag in dress up clothes on the grass beyond.  One of them stoped and called to Zelda who immediately dropped what she was doing , ran into the house and quickly returned with a glass of water for him.

“They are treated like servants!,  this is really wrong Dirne.”

“She’s talked to her mother about it but her Mom says  she has to stay, she can’t afford the other places..Mrs. Twid is her Aunt.”

Dirne waved to the group and said “See you tomorrow!”

“Who’s that running this way?  He’s waving at us” Ambril put a hand up to shield her eyes and saw that it  was the young boy she met in the parlor

“Oh that’s Yiggy, he’s my friend, we wrestle’.  Dirne nodded and patted his extremely dirty shirt.  Yiggy reached the fence near them and Ambril noticed he was carrying a robot.  

“Hi  Dirne and  Hi--  um again.” He paused to breathe as he was out of breath. “Thank you for covering for me back there,  I don’t know what I would have done.”  He paused again for breath  “so… thanks, -thanks very much.” Oh and here  he  held out the robot to Dirne I fixed it. “  he looked around for an opening in the fence and not seeing any knelt down and with 3 swips of his hand created a large enough hole to pass the robot through.  “Be careful with it,  the head’s still wobbly and will come off again if you throw it around too much.

“Wow!  Thanks Yiggy,  I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,  Cheers1”  with a single swoop of his hand he moved all the dirt back in place gave one last wave and then turned back to his chores.

The afternoon was awash with life.  The sun soft and gentle with flowers and weeds alike.  The two walked companionably up the hill towards  their home.  

They liked to pause  and catch their breath at the top of the hill.  From there they looked out over the entire town.  The town was nestled into a small valley surrounded by wild forested hills.  It  looked fresh from a nap with it’s hedges trimmed and the trees just coming out.  A smell of Lilacs was on the breeze.  From where they stood they could clearly see the roads radiating out from the town circle and the redwood tree like a huge wheel. The roads stopped abruptly at the large old stone wall built when the town was new which encircled the town and separated its order and neatness from the wild raging forest on all sides.  Ambril could trace the wall as it wiggled  and jogged  up the hill and behind their house the forest seemed eager to reclaim the land the townspeople so carefully maintained and gave every appearance of being poised and waiting for the signal to attack, pressing into the wall and reaching toward the cool stone walls and freshly painted trim of the house. Ambril could see the school on one side of the town,  and the big gray bulk of the hospital.  You could still see wisps of smoke curling up from the remains of the library. When Ambril saw the smoke she hastily placed herself so her little brother wouldn’t see the smoke. She knew it would upset him as he loved the library and often visited Dr. Afallen’s office and his oversized candy bowl while he was there.  She was in luck, he had become preoccupied with a friendly ladybug.and was hunched over the sidewalk.  
“Come on,  I’ll make you some chocolate milk.” She smiled  at hei eagerness as he jumped up and ran across the street and through their front gate.  Their house was narrower than most and four stories tall.  The walls went straight up to the 3rd floor where it took a breath on the balcony before finishing the 4th floor.  Dirne and Ambril shared the top floor, looking up Ambril could see the plants she had started from seeds reaching toward the sun.  Instead of grass, their front yard was a tasteful arrangement of rocks of all shapes and sizes.  Visitors generally paused for a moment before commenting on “how- interesting  it was”.  They had placed a large planter on the porch with a round lump of a bush  which never changed, winter, sporing, summer or fall or grew that Ambril could see.

Ambril unlocked the door which Dirne immediately tumbled through, wriggled out of his back pack and raced into the kitchen. Ambril followed more sedately.  She knew her older brother was home because of the loud thump of bass coming from above and her older sister was home because she could her her shrieking at him to torun it down.  The bass soon was lowered.  Ambril made them both a snack and settled down to do her homework while Dirne took out his robot to play. “Oh NO,”  Ambril looked up to see that Dirne had snagged his rubber glove on the robot and had torn two fingers off.”

Dad buys those by the thousands,  I’m sure you can get another.” 

“Yeah but not one that has spent the whole day with me,  this glove has me in it.”  He looked mournfully into the remaining fingers.”

“I’m sorry for your loss”  Ambril said sarcastically, she had a lot of homework to do and was annoyed with him.  “See if you can fix it – or use it in a different way, you know recycle.”

“Oh right!  Recycle!  We saw that on TV at Mrs. Twid’s house. They made a garden hose  into a planter.”(think of something funnier).  His eyes squinted  and he grew quiet then he jumped up and ran out of the room.  Ambril turned back to her homework.

Several minutes later,  “Ta Da! We are the mighty Flying Leopard in Tights”  Dirne appeared in the doorway dressed in his favorite pajama shirt, red with a leopard face on it and some tights.  He had on a red baseball cap with a card sign taped on with the letters F.L.I.T. written on it.    He had used the two fingers of his glove as tights for the robot and had written F.L.I.T.in black ink across its chest.                      

Roaring like a leopard he ran around the room jumping on the sofas and chairs and even jumping on the kitdhen table and kumping up and down.

“Stop it you’ll break something and Mom will be really mad! Dirne, knock it off!.”.  
His F.L.I.T. cap fell on the floor near Ambril and the card came lose.  She noticed a familiar emblem.
“Dirne!  You took this from Dad’s study.  You know you aren’t supposed to be in there!” She licked up the cap and strode form the room.  Dirne followed.  “I didn’t go in there,  I would never, well It was on the floor, almost on the floor near the door on a chair.
Ambril opened the door to her father’s study and looked around.  The study was filled with all sorts of interesting things,  old armor stood in one corner,  a flock of sailing ships with real working sails were on a table and a large bookcase stuffed with odd and very old books were behind his very messy desk. It was no wonder Dirne couldn’t help but sneak in.

“O.K. Dirne where did you find it?  If we put it back exactly as we found it he may not  figure out you were in here again  Was it this chair?”  She said pointing to a chair next to the door. 

“Wow, Shiny!”  Dirne had gone to the desk and picked up an odd shaped object. “Look you can see into it” he held it up towrd the light and looked through it.

“Dirne, give me that!”  Ambril was really annoyed, she walked over and grabbed the thing from his hand.  The moment Ambril touched the stone, it began to glow and vibrate.  It  turned a bright blue.  Ambril stared at it in disbelief.  

“How did you do that?” said Dirne reaching up for the stone but his hand froze midway when they heard  a door slam and footsteps on the stone floor.  It was their father returning home.  
“Oh my gosh, let’s  get out of here.”  She grabbed the hat and through it on the chair near the door and the two of them ran out the door and pulled it shut.  It was then that Ambril looked down and realized she still had the glowing thing in her hand.  
Oh no, what am I going to do with this?” She grabbed the robot, opened it’s chest, took out the batteries and shoved the glowing object in.  She had just closed it when her father came around the corner.  He was a tall thin man with long dark hair  a thin sallow face and small grey eyes.  His thin lips curled only slightly at the corners when he smiled which he did rarely and only when he was angry or annoyed.  He did so now. 

“Children, what have you been up to? you haven’t been in there have you?” his voice was dangerously suspicious and he moved quickly to the door to test the knob.  It was locked. 
Ambril let out a sigh of relief. “Hi Dad!  Oh no we would never go in there!”  Her voice even to her sounded high pitched and nervous.  “After all you’ve told us a million times not to right?”  She handed the robot back to Dirne and they both moved slowly away from the door and toward the kitchen.  

“We were just playing Dad, with my robot, see?” He started roaring and moving it through the air as if it was flying.  He didn’t watch where he was going and drashed into the wall.  The robot fell on the floor and the head came off and rolled down the hallway.  A bright blue light flashed out as all the lights came on.  It picked itself up and walked down the hallway to its head which it picked up and put back on its shoulders, twisting it until it clicked.  Then it continued on down the hall and turned inn toward the kitchen.

Ambril and Dirne were dumbstruck but quickly recovered they follwed the toy into the kitchen.

Ambril shakily found the Off switch on the robot.  No response,  she started shaking it,  no luck,  the robot winked one of it’s red eyes at her 

“Ambril!’ Her Dad called from the hallway

She opened the chest cavity took out the stone and shoved it in her pocket.  The robot’s head immediately popped off and the robot became silent. Just as her father rounded the corner.

“Why do you walk away from me when I am speaking to you? “ Ambril thought he looked peeved but not angry, a good sign.” Now, your mother said she’ll be late getting back from shopping, would you mind getting dinner for all of you?  I’ve had mine.”  Without waiting for a reply he slipped into the hallway, they could hear the groan of the hinges as the study door opened.  “No interruptions please, thank you!.” And the door clicked shut.

“O.K. Dad!  I will.” She collapsed on the nearest chair “That was close! Dirne had taken his robot from her and was looking at it mournfully.

“I liked it better when it was alive. It’s broken  again.  
Ambril held out her hand.  “I can take it to school with me and give it to Yiggy , maybe he can fix it again.” Then more to herself, “I’ll have to find a way back into Dad’s study and put back the weird blue thing.” The thing wiggled in her pocket as if it had heard her.
 Dirne gave the robot and it’s head back to her.  And said resignedly “It’ll just break again but O.K.” 
Ambril went to the frig and sighed, “it will have to be hot dogs again”

Oh Geez!, we had those last night.”

“Well I can make peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, fudge and hot dogs. That’s it, we’re out of eggs tonight it has to be hot dogs again.”

 “How about fudge?  Let’s have fudge for dinner!” Dirne said hopefully.

Ambril gave him a look and began filling a pot with boiling water. As the water boiled and hissed, Ambril said “Well we either have hot dogs or die of starvation. So, who wants hotdogs?” Dirne sadly nodded his head. 
The hot dogs were on the table and Ambril had gone to the stairs to call her brother and sister down when the phone rang.  She could hear her father’s low sonorous voice answering through the walls. 

“Traz! Eden! Din-“ before she could finish her Dad bolted from his office.

“Traz Fedor Avery Get down here NOW!”  the last word was so loud the knickknacks on the halltable rattled.  Ambril suddenly remembered the fire.

Doors slammed above and down the stairs slouched Ambril’s older brother and still older sister.  Traz looked suddenly too big for everything, expecially his black tshirt.  His body had stretched him out too thin during his last growth spurt.  His pale eyes squinted out from behind his died black hair and though he tried to look relaxed Ambril could tell he was tense.
“Her Father’s eyes were bulging nut his voice was soft  “Do you know anything about the Library fire, son?  The police seem to think you might have had something to do with it.”

Traz’s eyes widened for a brief moment then relaxed.  “Nope”

“Where were you today?”

“School then here.” ” he hunched his shoulders and jammed his hands into his pockets.
“The police checked with your teacher, Traz he said you didn’t come back after lunch.”

Traz paused to flip his hair. “Oh yeah, I forgot,  I came home early to do some --work.”

“Ha, you work?  That’s a laugh! Try online chat rooms, he spends hours in them every day.”Ambril’s older sister, Eden  sauntered down the steps. At 15 she was a picture perfect bored teenager.with long indifferent blonde hair  and a smirk that struck fear into every teenage boy in town.  She made her way between her Dad and brother, 
Traz gave her a venomous look, and then turned just before entering the kitchen.  “But he was here Dad,  I tried to send something to our Fax machine but couldn’t so I called to get Shirley to turn it on but Traz answered instead.”

“What time was this?” asked her Dad still staring at Traz.”

“Around one o’clock, Shirley was here too, ask her.” 
“Ambril noticed her father suddenly relax..  “I shall ask her.  You are grounded for a week and that means no computer time unless it’s for school work, you’ll also write a letter of apology to your teacher tonight, see me in my study when you have finished it”. Traz had come down the stairs and now stood  toe to toe with his Dad.  Ambril was surprised at how much they looked alike,  tall, thin, long noses and they had the same creaky rustly sound when they walked.  Eden stood in the doorway, just as tall and thin.  Ambril wondered if she would ever grow so tall.  She always felt like she was in a forest standing with her family.  The corner of her father’s smile curled.  “I think it would be a mice touch if you sent your month’s allowance into the Library building fund.”  I’ll expect a rough draft of that letter tonight as well.”  He turned quickly and with a slight snap walked back to his office.  They could hear his  voice again on the phone.                       

They turned to the kitchen. “So there was a fire at the Library tonight and you weren’t
involved?”  Eden smirked at her brother as they sat down to eat. 
Traz looked at her with open dislike but said nothing and began to slather his hot dog with relish.

“Hi!” said a small voice rather thickly.  Dirne smiled showing a mouth tightly packed with hot dog bun.  They had forgotten he was there. 

“Hi bro,  How was school?” Traz’s voice softened as he looked down into his brother’s adoring face. 

“Okay, iggy fised my robo ad thed it broke again. Dirne swallowed and smiled again as he reached for his milk.  “We had fun wrestling and then I invented a new superhero – Me! Flying Leopard in Tights”.  He stuck his tight covered toe on the table.

Eden smiled “I hate to break it to you kid but  you shouldn’t go around advertising the fact that you wear tights, not in this town,  how about just Flying Leopards?” her voice had lost her usual sarcasm.  She picked up a napkin and wiped a smug of ketchup from Dirne’s face. 
He looked solemnly up at her “But all superheros wear tights!”

Traz’s chair scraped the floor as he rose from the table.  “Naw, heroes wear camouflage now like G.I. Joe.”  Ambril didn’t bother to correct her brother.  GI Joe was a toy and not a superhero.  Dirne looked thoughtful.  

“These tights are kind of itchy,  okay, flying leopards.  He got down from his chair, shed his tights and roared out of the room.
Eden rose and as she passed Ambril she patted her head and said in her best munchkin voice “you’re such a good little girl!”  
“It’s your turn to clean up, Eden!” But Eden ignored her and laughing she followed Traz up the stairs.

Ambril heard the thrum of the garage door as she got up.  Moments later her mother strode through the door.  “Darling! Are you playing mother again,  thank you so much!  Kiss Kiss!”  she air kissed toward Ambril with her shiny red lips.  She had on a tight fitting dress emerald green dress to match her eyes and high heels which accentuated her emaciated figure.  She collapsed on the sofa with several shopping bags.  “Ah at last, make me a cup of tea sweetie,  thanks so very much,  I love you darling!”  A door opened and Ambril’s father appeared. “Oh hello Darling, how was your day?  Busy?” she smiled and then began insnpecting her nails.”

“As always,  there was a pause. As he poured himself a glass of wine,  Would you like one?”

Oh no thank you darling,  I had some at dinner Charles and I went to  Masa’s.  The traffic was just impossible.” She waved her had in a vague way.

The wine had stopped flowing into the glass resumed.

Ambril had heard the study door open but not shut and she realized that she might have a chance of returning the strange blue thing.  She hurriedly put the kettle on the stove and slipped through the door.  No, the study door was closed.  She could hear the murmur of voices in the kitchen as  She paused before she went back into the kitchen because her parents conversation had turned intense.  (can’t think of what but something to  push story along perhaps something involving the map)

The kettle began to  trill and Ambril’s parents abruptly stopped talking.  Ambril appeared hesitantly inn the doorway.  “That’s alright darling, I’ll make it you go on up to bed.”  Nighty night!”  Her mother waved laugidly. 
Ambril turned and raced upstairs. She finished her homework and got Dirne to bed the night deepened outside and the stars came to life.  The moon rose majestically over the ridge of hills and all fell quiet in the town.  It had been hours since the weary firefighters, police and ambulances had left and  the neighbors and townspeople had satisfied their curiosity, shaken their heads and gone along home.  The moon had nearly reached it’s zenith before a bush swayed violently again.  Two squirrels crept  out into the night.  

“Oh “said Herb, “I am too old for this night work anymore.”  He stretched his back until it cracked.

Aster had hopped over to where the ambulance had been. “I still can’t believe it’s gone to that horrid house.  You know that family was the one who- “
“Yes I know the family,” said Herb in a tired patient tone.  “But that was a very long time ago and families sometimes change.   Tobias seemed to approve of it,” he sighed and shook his head. “And we’ll just have to go along with it for now.  It may just – work its way through.”

“Work its way through!  Work its way-!,  I think we ought to take it back as soon as possible,  it’s much too dangerous to have it there.!”

Well,  we certainly can’t do anything about it tonight,  I need a hot bath and a nice cup of tea.  We have to go back and tell the others anyhow.” 

The two squirrels scurried along past the library to the stone wall beyond .  The dark and silent mountains of forest appeared as a deeper darkness.    The squirrels headed straight for a small hole in the wall and wiggled through.  It took a bit more wiggling for Aster, the plumper of the two.  There was a flash of light beyond the wall and if anyone had been watching they would have seen an elderly couple, one took out a hankerchief and blew her nose and the other raked his fingers through his mud caked hair before they mounted a motor bike and scootered off into the forest. 

Ambril by this time had been long asleep.  She lay sprawled on her bed with one toe and 2 fingers sticking out of the covers.  The headless robot stuck out of her backpack ready for tomorrow.  If anyone had been there to observe they would haveg called it a peaceful scene, but of course, no one was.  . The moonlight played over the bedspread and the stars twinkled.  Actually more than twinkled,  one of them began swooping around wildly and with a breezy bump flew into the open window.   It wasn’t a star really, it seemed to be a little person with- wings.  I suppose you would call it a fairy except there weren’t any pretty clothes or angelic expression.  He looked rather grumpy and yes well a little mad.  He stared at the large form in the bed and then around the room.  When his eyes fell on the robot he swooped down on it and tugged it out of the backpack.  The figure moved restlessly at the noise but lapsed back into sleep.  The being pried open the chest and smiled.  It glowed faintly from the blue stone.  It began to search frantically around and inside the backpack.  It  then dove into the bureau drawers  and under the bed and then paused to survey the bed.  It noticed one of the hands outside the cover and flew to it saw that it glowed blue very faintly still also.  He then dove under the covers making them wriggle and squirm eventually dragging out  an old sock.  He holds up one end and the blue stone popped out.  It bounces a couple of times and then rolls under the bed.  The figure on the bed moans and the figure turns on its side and the Ambril’s pendant rolled out from the covers.  The figure gasped and grabbing  it exclaimed something in another tongue he excitedly pulled it to him pulling Ambril’s head up too. She grunted and began to open her eyes.  Frantically the small being darted out of sight.  Ambril sat up and rubbed her face as she looked around her room.  All was quiet but something is different about the robot.  She rubs her eyes and stares at it again and the headless robot begins to makes noises and flash its lights.     

“Must have fallen out of my backpack and turned itself on.” She mumbled   “Alright”.  She picked up the robot and flipped the switch to off.  “Tomorrow we’ll let Yiggy have another crack at you, she read the letters scrawled across its chest, Flit..”  It toots at her and then stops.  “Oh great, now I can’t get you to stop.”   The robot waves it arms and tweets.  “She tries to put its head back on but it shoots it up in the air three feet. She grows exasperated. “I have to get some sleep so will you shut down now?” the robot goes limp in her hand.  “Weird  the blue glowing thing must have done something to its wiring.”  She tucks it back into her backpack and settles back to sleep.  When her breathing becomes regular again.  The small being opens the robot and hovers over her.  

Chapter 2
(this chapter needs the introduction of the Grandma character before her rhematic cure.  Figure out  houw significantly she adds to the plot.  Dies in first book and Sully goes to visit her in spirit world in 3rd book? How does she help them then?  Information about Moroz?.)

The next day broke clear and blue and new.  It found Ambril turning into the school yard a full half hour early than her usual mad dash for the door as the bell is ringing.  She had gotten up early, so that she could sneak the blue stone back into her father’s study.  The weird stone object had rolled under the bed.   Her father  had thankfully left the door to his study ajar so she just slipped in and shoved the blue thing under a pile of papers.  
She munched on her last piece of toast and looked around her.  The school yard was a big grassy field with a smallish 2 story school set in the middle.  For the four hundredth time, Ambril wondered how all of the students could squish into such a small building.  But they did.  There was a huge ancient oak tree near te building which shaded it during the hot days  and protected it from the during the winter rains.   The school yard was just beginning to fill and the kids were gathering in groups.  There were the athletes who as far as Ambril could tell never really socialized they just  ran back and forth on the soccer field and admired themselves in the gym windows.  Then there were the toughs who liked to fight among themselves and jeered at anyone who walked by them.  Her brother belonged to this group but she didn’t see him there, he was usually late too.  The popular girls flipped their hair and preened themselves while gossiping about each other on  the front stairs.  And then there was everyone else, the normal kids with a few geeks and nerds sprinkled in.   She looked around for Yiggy and had just spotted him when Sully caught her eye and ran other to her.  “My gosh what’s the occasion?  You’re so early.”  As usually there were three or four love sick younger boys trailing her.  “Withouthlooking around she said.  “See you guys!” and the boys slouched off.  Sully was by far the prettiest girl in the school though she never Llet it bother her.

“We have to talk, its about,- well -I’ll tell you later but it’s really amazing!”.  

“I have some stuff to tell you! But we have to find a more private place, maybe after school?” Sully nodded. While talking they had walked over to where Yiggy sat surrounded by younger kids.

“Hi  Yiggy” Ambril smiled over the heads of a kindergartener.  He looked up and then reddened when he saw Ambril and Sully.  He was working on a toy for a little girl with a very  large polka dotted bow on her head  who was waiting patiently for him to finish.  Another deft turn of the screw driver and the gadget started to pop and squeak.  
“Here you go” he handed it to her and smiled.  The girl smiled up at him as if he was a God and handed him a large ham sandwich “Thank you Yiggy, here, my Mom gave me Ham again”.  

“Thanks, I love your Mom’s sandwiches”  Yiggy shoved it into his very small paper lunch bag.  
“Accepting handouts again I see?”  A loud obnoxious voice said.   The crowd around Yiggy quickly thinned. A tall dark boy in black jeans sauntered over followed by a gang of similarly attired  boys.  “Didn’t your Mommy have time to make you a lunch?.”  He said teasingly as his friends laughed and  turned toward Ambril.  “This clown sleeps in a shack, even you can find better friends, Ambril!

“Shut up Riley,  Your Dad may own half the town but can’t tell me what to do.” Riley got very red in the face but suddenly cleared as he stared at something behind Ambril.  “Hello Sully,  you’re looking lovely today.” His tone changed to oily.  They boys around, him made whistling noises. “Are you going to the dance with anyone?”  He languidly pointed behind him to a poster.  ‘Spring Fling Last Dance of the Year’.   
Sully looked at him appraisingly “Not yet, Riley, she turned, Hey Yiggy, would you like to go to the Dance?”  

Yiggy colored as all eyes turned toward him then nodded.     
 Sully turned toward Riley, “I guess the answer is Yes, Riley, I’m going with Yiggy.“
Riley looked stunned and then angry as the crowd laughed.  
“you have no idea what you’re doing Sully, but you’ll learn.  When you r family finds out your going to the dance with his type, Ha! I don’t even like to be in the same school as he is.  I thought your kind were thrown out a long time ago!”

Yiggy turned purple with rage and humiliation but he said nothing.  After awhile Riley and his friends slunk off.  

Ambril looked angrily after him.  “Scumbag”. She said.

“It’s not worth stewing about (Or some clever little saying in Scottish)” Yiggy shrugged and smiled at them both.   

 “I guess you two have already met.” Ambril pulled the robot out of her backpack.  “I don’t think there is much hope but could you look at the robot again?  It’s doing weird things and its head keeps popping off.” 

Yiggy took the robot and tried opening the chest doors.  They wouldn’t open, he pulled harder, they still wouldn’t open.  He looked around,  all the kids were watching him expectantly.  He rooted around in his bag and pulled out a wrench which he clamped onto the chest door knobs and pulled until his face turned pink and the veins began to pop out of his arm.  He stopped panting and peered in to the neck.  It promptly blew red smoke at him. Startled, he dropped the robot and some of the kids giggled.  A rather large group had now formed around them.  The robot bounced on the ground and lay still.  Then with a lerch it sat up, The crowd wooed.  It scratched it’s neck and began walking around tooting red smoke.  Everyone began to stare.  “I wish my robot would do that” said one of the younger boys reverently as he looked up at Yiggy..  Yiggy picked up the robot again and tried putting the head on.  He fussed with it until he heard a click, he smiled satisfied but quickly stopped when the robot began to shake and quiver.  Blue smoke began to escape from it’s arm holes, legs and around the neck and it rumbled violently until suddenly, it’s head rocketed off.  They all watched it go.  It never came down.  There were gasps from the crowd around them “Awesome!”  -  “It’s like a rocket land a robot in one” – “You’re amazing Yiggy. Where did you get it?”      Yiggy turned the robot upside down.  The robot grunted faintly and flashed it’s lights.  He squinted at the bottom of the feet and read  “Bobbins ‘Bots”.
“I got a robot there but all it does is walk around in circles, can you make mine do that?”

Yiggy shook his head  “I dunno what I did just then,  I don’t think I really had much to do with it.”
“Bobbin’s Bots, Yeah, that’s on the square, you know by the candy shop”  They have a new one in the window that can rollerskate.” said Ambril as she reached for the robot.  
“Yeah!  I saw that one yAsterday.  I’m saving up to get the one that cn make hot chocolate for you and sing at the same time” said a little guy right at Ambril’s elbow.

Just then the bell rang, Ambril  clicked the off button. No response the robot reached up and grabbed her nose.  “Go to sleep” she said in a nasal voice. Wiggling the robot around to try to get it to let go of her nose “please!” she whispered.  Finally the robot went limp.  She says “it’s just a silly toy of my little brother”, amazing what they can come up with huh!”, to all the kids around her and feeling relieved stuffed it into her backpack.  The kids filed into the school.  All the kids talking excitedly about what their robots would be able to do once Yiggy fixed them.  The younger kids kindergarten through fourth grade had classes on the ground floor.  Fifth through seventh grades went upstairs.  When the kids turned 12 most of them went to the basement with the older kids through 12th grade.  Ambril’s brother had started going down the hole last year but a few older kids with “special” gifts with advanced skills went to a special room on the top floor.  Ambril’s sister Eden went there.  Sully and Ambril paused as they watched the torrent of older kids race down the stairs to the hole.  “I would love to see what its like down there.”  Said Sully.  Ambril nodded in agreement.  “Why is it such a big secret?”  No one under 12 was ever allowed down there for any reason.  Yiggy paused near them eyeing the basement stairs too then he sighed and stumped upstairs.  Ambril and Sully followed.
The best word to describe Mr Smithers was graceful.  He was slight and liked to wear long flowing scarves which mingled with his long mane of red hair .  His scarf today was lavender with  pink and white flowers.  He had been a dancer before deciding to teach and often wore his dancing slippers to class.  The boys sometimes were undomfortable around him but he so genuinely cared about the  children and was so generous with encouragement that the boys gradually came around. He glided rather than walked  to the front of the room today. “Class, it’s a momentous day! A grand occasion!”  He reached into his desk and pulled out a very squashy hat shaped like a birthday cake hat “It’s Luella’s twelfth birthday.”  He had t blink back the tears as he gently placed the lopsided cake hat on her head.  It had 12 felt candles bristling from the top.  It slid over one of Luella’s eyes.  “Ah Madame Fifi!  How good of you to be so prompt.  A very round woman stood at the back of the class and nodded.  She was less than 5ive feet tall but made up for it by wearing a stove pipe hat which made her look somewhat like a lollipop.  “I’m certain Luella would prefer to go with you than take her History test today!” Luella brightened immediately.  Mr Smithers embraced her fondly and they all sang Happy Birthday to you as Luella, with one hand holding the cake hat followed Madame Fifi out of the room. “Oh , parting is such sweet sorrow…” Mr. Smithers dabbed at his eyes with a large yellow hankerchief. “And to think she’ll never be among us again.”  He looked sorrowfully at her empty seat.  Ambril knew that after this mysterious testing was done Luella would either be sent to the Specially gifted and Really Smart class or she would go ‘Down the Hole’ with the others.  Ambril secretly wished to not be specially gifted as her sister seemed to have hours of homework and her brother none.
“Now class, on to the History Test!” Mr. Smithers cheerfully handed out the test.

After school along a shady stretch of road, Ambril told Sully about her adventures last night. With the weird glowing stone and the robot..

“If” said Sully as she fished out the robot from Ambril’s backpack “This weird blue thingy has magical properties, perhaps some of it rubbed off on the robot and made it think for itself for awhile.”  Sully  was looking at it closely.  She read the letters printed on the front. “Hello Flit!”  The robot perked up and tooted green smoke softly at her.  They laughed.

“for just awhile huh? You think the magic will wear off?” Ambril took the robot who blasted blue smoke in her face and patting her face, he grabbed her ear and hoisted himself into a standing position on her shoulder.  They laughed again.  “Well, I guess its alright for you to act this way around us, but don’t do it around anyone else.  You have to act like any other stupid toy.  Okay –um Flit?”   Flit paused as if to think and then tooted his ascent.             
They had nearly reached the farm Sully and her family lived on when they came across a work crew in the river.  An older man with a bullhorn smiled and tipped his construction hat at them.  “Afternoon ladies,” Flit immediately went limp, Ambril grabbed an arm to as he swayed to keep him from falling off. “We got to clean out the grates after the spring run off or we’ll have a lake behind that wall.”  Sully and Ambril looked over to where two men were swinging open a large river grate under the wall.  A torrent of debris nearly knocked the others down. 
“Oh well thank you.”

“It’s just part of my job sweetie” he grinned and went back to supervising.

“So what did you want to tell me that was so amazing?” Ambril let go of Flit’s arm when he grabbed her ear a few paces along.  

“Oh! I almost forgot!  My night was  almost as interesting as yours,  but since we’re almost to my house, I’ll show you rather than tell you, come on!” and she ran on ahead.  Sully lived on a farm, the very best farm Ambril thought in the world.  Everything Sully’s parents grew became the biggest and tastiest, strongest or leafiest. Their cows became fat on their grass and hay and the chickens always laid 2 eggs at once.  They had an an entire shed filled with blue ribbons and trophies from the county fair, so many that they stopped competing.  Sully’s mother looked up and waved as they raced through the front gate and up the path.  They grabbed glasses of milk and a plate of cookies and went up to Sully’s room.  Sully’s room was an oasis of beauty products.  There were perfumes, face masques,  body lotions, etc.  the place had an other world feel to it to Ambril who preferred soap and water when necessary.  She picked up a tube of potato, birch bark and lemon oil masque.  It said  to transcend the ordinary, apply three times weekly and squeezed it.  She poked the cucumber slices Sully had in water and watch them swirl around.
“You know I don’t have to pick up Dirne until dinner time, he’s playing at a friend’s house.” Said Ambril, her mouth full of cookie.
“Great!.”  Sully took a large gulp of milk and reaching under her bed she pulled out and the old book Dr. Afallen gave to Ambril after the fire yAsterday and a large lumpy brown sack.  Sully had cleaned up the cover,  Now that the mud was off you could see that the burned places were really just around the edges of the pages.  The cover was a warm red color and the writing in gold “The Dirnerte guide to Flora and Fauna, Magical and Otherwise”  she read.  Come on Sully, you know there isn’t really any magic.” She looked at her friend in disbelief and opened the book.

To rid  one’s trees of dragons rib you must gently hum a lullaby and stroke the lower ribs.  When they begin to relax, gently slide the vines off the tree and put them in a sturdy box to be disposed of.  Careful control of Dragon’s rib is essential.  If the vines flourish of course, the dragons will come. 
Ambril burst out laughing until she sw the quite serious expression of he friend. “Sully?  You can’t be serious!”

“Sully, smiled and picked up a little bowl, it seemed to be filled with a green gray powder.  Sully sprinkled a little bit on Ambril’s Math book and moments later, the book disappeared!
“Now that’s just how I like my math, gone!” and they both started giggling.  Suddenly Sully sneezed right into the little bowl and a cloud of powder enveloped her.  When it clear, Sully was without a face, her hair and neck were still there but you could see through to the bookshelf behind her where her face used to be.  

“Oh My Gosh !” Ambril said in a shocked voice.

“Sully’s body just slumped onto the floor.   Just then they heard a tapping on the door.

“Girl’s? Are you in there?” It was Sully’s mother.    
Ambril stared in horror at her comatose friend then sprang into action.

:She grabbed the transcendental masque, cucumber slices  and a few scarves “Just a minute Mrs. ***”!  In a moment Ambril opened the door.  “ Hi  Mrs.***, how are you?.  You look lovely today!”  Ambril opened the door wide.  Sully lay on the floor  with towels over her face and masque on her neck.  
Hi Mrs. *** we’re  just taking a little break before starting our homework.”   

Mrs ***, her hair looking wild from working in the fields gave Ambril a bewildered smile.  “I wondered if you would like to stay for dinner Ambril.”   

“Oh thanks, Mrs.  *** Yes I think I can, but can I get back to you on that? “
“Oh well, sure you probably need to call your Mother”  Ambril began to slowly close the door.  “I’ll be in the kitchen, just let me know.’  The door was nearly closed when she said. “Oh by the way Sully, your Grandmother is asking for you, can you spend some time with her before dinner?”
Ambril leaned away from the door and mumbled “amm mmm”.  Sully’s Mom smiled and Ambril closed and locked the door.  
She raced over to Sully  “Maybe this stuff washes off with water.”  She splashed water from the cucumber bowl over Sully’s face and  it slowly began to reappear.

Sully drowsily opened her eyes 

“What happened?  I was having the most beautiful dream,  floating around.”

“Oh what beautiful wonderful zit!”  Ambril crooned to Sully’s reappearing chin. “ I never thought ever say that to any form of Acne!”  Ambril filled her in on what had just happened.

“I guess we need to be more careful with this stuff.  Especially with the fresh powders.” Sully mused feeling her face in the mirror.  “But isn’t this great?  We got it to work!”

Ambril tripped .  “Ouch!  What?  Oh yeah”,  she groped around and grasped something which she vigorously began to rub and as the book became visible.  “Unfortunately, math is back.”.

They sat down on the floor again.  “Okay, so start from the beginning.” said Ambril.

“Right,  well, after Grandma’s sponge bath, I got her a cup of tea and decided to do my homework at the kitchen table.  While I unloaded my backpack, my Grandma got all excited.  She recognized this book.“  Sully picked up the book “Her Mom had a copy and she had taught Grandma how to use it.  Grandma was really excited.  She got all agitated.  She asked me to get this from her old chest in her room.”  Sully pulled the odd looking bag to her and opened it.  It’s filled with what look like spices and dried flowers.  She pulled out a handful of small glass vials and old leather pouches.  Inside were indeed dried flowers, seeds and twigs.  They were marked with an old fashioned script.  One said Warts on St. John’s Wort.   There were small gray green round discs clinging to the glass of the vial. Another said ****.. 

“How did your Grandmother get all this stuff?”

“She and her mother collected it in the Forest.”

“What?  No ones allowed in the Forest”  Ambril was astounded.

“She said they used to have one gate that they would open to allow people to collect specimens from the forest.  They blocked it up  about 20 years ago.  Apparently, something bad got in and hurt some people.”   Sully said. 

“What bad thing?”  Ambril slowly munched on another cookie.

Sully shrugged “She wouldn’t say.”  But anyway she showed me how to mix the ingredients together,  you have to grind them with this.”  She fished into the bag and pulled out an black and shiny round knob with an ornate handle and a small carved bowl “A mortar and pestle”  Ambril was proud she remembered the name of it. “It’s made of this really dense light weight wood so you can carry it around.  Most mortar and pestles are made of stone, at least my Mom’s is.” She fingered the handle and gave it a spin in the bowl. “ My Grandma says it’s  very old.”  After she went to bed  I brought all this stuff up here and spent half the night working on that.”  She pointed to the half full bowl.  “Now you don’t powder.”  She opened the book to where she had put a bookmark and showed it to Ambril 

If you want to make an exit memorable try Now you see them Now you don’t powder.  Guaranteed 30 minutes depending on the freshness of ingredients.( give recipe)

“I can see why it took you half the night” Ambril looked ruefully over the long list of ingredients.  

“Well some of them just have one or two ingredients.”  Sully flipped through the pages and pointed to  recipe for Love Potion #99 it said: (give recipe)

Ambril started to flip through the pages recipes for *** and ***, “Hey we could take care of Riley with this one” she pointed to ***.
Suddenly they heard Sully’s Mom calling them to dinner.  

“Oh!  I forgot, your Grandmother wanted to see you before .  Perhaps we can spend some time with her after dinner and find out more about all of this stuff.”  Ambril got up and stretched and the two of them trotted down to dinner.

After a meal of sweet potato soufflé,  fresh string beans and strawberry shortcake they helped clear the dishes and then went off to Sully’s grandmother’s she had not fel t well enough to eat with the family.  
“Oh, I almost forgot!”  Sully raced back down the hallway to her room and returned with the Dirnerte Book and the yellow bag.

Sully paused before knocking at her door.  “She’s not quite herself anymore.  You know,  up there?”  She tapped her finger on her temple.  “She might say some funny things to you,  just ignore them.”  

She rapped on the door and they entered a small snug room.  A white lace coverlet lay smooth and cool on the bed and a crystal vase filled with pink roses presided over the tea set on the small antique table nearby.  The room smelled of apple blossoms and cinnamon.     A wheelchair was pushed up to the table and at their entrance a small brown lump of a being stirred and two bright green eyes stared at them.  

“Who’s there?  I was just having the nicest dream..” A grouchy voice complained.  The lump resettled itself and Ambril could now make out a head with a knitted cap sitting atop an oddly lumpy body.  Two sets of twig like appendages stuck out in generally the right places to be called arms and legs.  The eyes softened when they recognized Sully who went immediately to give her a kiss.

“This is my friend Ambril, Gram, you remember her, right?” the last was said rather hopefully.

“Oh my Ambril, you are the spitting image of your Mother.”  The leathery brown face was now wreathed in smiles.

Ambril thought this statement odd as she didn’t look anything like her tall blonde mother.

“Er… thank you.” Ambril said awkwardly and sat down on a dusty footstool.

“last night, I got so excited, I made up a powder on my own.” Sully said proudly, displaying her little packet of ‘-Now you don’t “ powder.

Gram looked somewhat startled but then smiled. “So tell me about it, you must have tried it out.” Ambril looked hesitantly at Sully, it had been her experience that Grownups didn’t approve of experimenting on oneself.  But Sully paid no attention and fearlessly plowed ahead telling her grandmother every detail of their ‘-Now you don’t’ trial  Sully ended with “So we figured out that this isn’t an invisibility powder but a  disappearing powder.”  She shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly “It’s really quite different.”

There was silence in the room.  For a moment there Ambril thought the old woman had gone asleep but after a moment or two she let out a loud long cackle and slapped her knee,  “Now if that don’t beat all.  That’s a real rib tickler!”  She wiped a tear from her eye and smiled at Ambril. “You’re a right quick study, Ambril, good thinking.!”
Ambril was a little startled by this s she knew her parents would have grounded her for a week and Sully’s parents would have thrown her out of the house and never let her back in.  

“Ah, don’t worry,  it would have worn off in another minute anyway.  She motioned to the puddle of a bag on the floor.  All this stuff’s too old to really be of use.”  She fished out a small leather pouch and took a pinch out of it and threw it in the fire.  A small half hearted pop like a pop gun sounded and then fizzed away.  Gram showed them the bag  ‘Boom powder, just a little pinch for the 4th of July!” the faded handwritten label read.  “You need fresh ingredients really,  this stuff is just for beginners really.

““Oh!  We collected all of the ingredients, Gram” Sully pulled the old bag to her and fished out the specimens they had gathered that day plus the mortar and pestle.  She blew inn the bowl and shook out the remains of the last powder.

Gram pursed her lips,  “You’ll have to clean it out more thoroughly than that child if you intend to mix up powders you can relie on.”  She cocked her head at Sully, “You do remember how potent the flying powder was, yes?”

“Oh, right, how could I ever forget that!”  Sully  looked startled and turned the bowl upside down she gave it a few vigorous pats.

Gram shook her head.  “The very best method of cleaning it is of course with good clean dirt, but as your mother wouldn’t approve, I guess we’ll have to settle for soap and water.”  Sully got up and ran for the basin in the corner.  “Not too much now, don’t overdo it.”

Sully returned with a clean, dry  bowl and arranged all of the ingredients.  

Gram opened the book and began to dictate how to make up the powder.  Ambril noticed she hardly looked at the book after a while.  She became more and more animated as they went on.  She taught them the proper hand motions to smoothly mix in the ingredients There was a moment when Ambril forgot herself and while mixing too vigorously splashed some of the  half formed ingredients on the left over cookies turning them into slugs.  Gram promptly sprayed them with rosewater and they turned into baby roses.  Ambril never felt the same toward cinnamon cookies.   Gram taught them how to pick off the individual spikes of the *** and tear them into small bits before mixing smoothly and firmly.  Before they knew it they were done. Gram sat back in her chair looking pale.

“Gram, I’m so sorry, we can finish this tomorrow “If you’re too tired.”  Sully tucked up the blanket around her legs.

“No, No, child, we’re nearly done.”  She began to stretch out her cdrooked arm toward a large pink bottle.  “Hand me that will you please Ambril?”

Ambril picked up the bottle ‘Olaf’s Cure for All That Ails You’  read the handmade label. (Insert Flit in this scene, helping with the cap and showing himself very comfortable with Gram. At some pint, Gram invites Ambril to call her Gram instead of Mrs. ***)

“Is this the Olaf we know?”

“The very same, he and I are old friends.”  She looked at the bottle with disdain.  He has no talent in remedies though. She slowly unscrewed the cakp in obvious pain the room filled with the strong smell of horse linament rub and the stale scent of cheap perfume. “this will set it to rights.”  She motioned to Sully to pour the entire contents of the bowl into the bottle.  There was a sharp fizz and a burp.  They could see the contents of the bottle bubbling furiously.  The smell of pine needles and wld flowers filled the air and the lotion turned a brilliant green. “Done, I want to thank you both she reached out her oddly shaped fingers.” Her eyes twinkled mischeviously.  “Shall we test it?”

“Are you sure,  you want to be the guinea pig Gram?”  Ambril suddenly remembered Sully’s faceless body.

“Yep, I’m too old to waste time testing it on some other poor soul.  Flit had already screwed the pump top back on.  She squirted out a big dollop of green goo and began to spread it on her hands and arms. “ I think this will take some time to take affect, girls, why don’t you go off to bed.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

Ambril suddenly felt very tired and looking at the clock on her mantle discovered with a jolt that it was past midnight.  The two rose collected their things and turned to go.  “Good night Gram,  Thanks for everything.”  Sully gave her a big hug and a kiss.  

“Good night Gram” said Ambril and they went off to bed.

Sully’s shoulders slumped.  “You mean this stuff is just for kids?  It’s watered down magic?”  Gram smiled sympathetically but Sully bent her head.  “It’s the E-Z bake oven all over again.”  Ambril and Gram looked at her curiously, without raising her head she continued. “When I was seven I wanted to learn how to cook innthe worst way.  I asked my Mom to teacdh me and she said she had a big surprise for me for my birthday.”  Sully groaned.  “It was an E-Z bake oven, you know the kind with just a lightbulb inside. So I don’t burn myself.   Like that’s going to teach me to make a hollandaise sauce.”  She said sarcastically.  She raised her head and looked at her Grandmother.  I want to learn how to really do it.” She paused and picked up the book. “I think this is something I could be really good at.”

Gram cocked her head to one side.  “You’re nearly 12 aren’t you?”  she nodded knowingly.  “It won’t be long, you know,  you’ll be grown soon and you’ll see, you’ll see.”  Her eyes slid from Sully to Ambril.  “How much harder it is to know things,  how much easier it is not to know things.”  She looked thoughtfully at her Granddaughter and then nodded.  “I agree wit you,  I think you can be good at this.”

Sully jumped up and grabbed her hands. “Then teach us!  You can do it, help us.”  This last was said in a such a syrupy pleading manner that it made Ambril nauseous.

Gram’s arms relaxed a bit “Well, child, I can see you have the bug.  Alright, I’ll help you all I can, but there are a few impossible things we’ll have to accomplish first.  First,  we need fresh ingredients.  The plants grow only in the forest beyond the wall.  I certainly can’t help you collect them like this.  Neither is there a way that I know of out past the wall,  not since--,  well, never mind. “

Her hands began to leaf through the book until she found what she was looking for.  

‘Crooked Cure  for those whose limbs have taken too many detours’ 

The list of ingredients was small only 4 items.  
“Very well, in order to help you I need to be able to move around.  You must first find a way into the forest and collect these 4 ingredients.  You’ll find them under the redwood trees on the west facing hills just beyond the wall.”  Her eyes gazed out into the darkness beyond her lace curtains.  “Follow the directions in the back of the book to collect them, some can be very tricky and bring them back here.” She closed the book with a snap.” Then I’ll show you how to make a real powder!”  

Sully and Ambril looked at each other excitedly and then back at gram who had suddenly grown much smaller.  “I think that will be all tonight, however,  will you help me into bed?”

The two girls wheeled the old woman to her bed and gently settled her into sleep.                    

     As Ambril pulled on her sweater to walk home Sully talked excitedly about exploring the forest.  

“Let’s take a look around this weekend,  there has to be a way.”

“Sully, they have full time workmen who do nothing but inspect and repair the wall,  I don’t think we’re going to find a way in so conveniently.
“Well, Let’s scout around at least, maybe something will come to us.”

CHAPTER THREE  

(add Flit into scenes)

“Sully  they inspect and repair the wall twice a year.”  It’s not like there’s going to be a convenient hole for us to climb through.”  Ambril leaned back and stared at her friend.  Sully continued to smile.  I walked along the wall today on my way to school and I found a place where there’s a boulder and a couple of trees that almost touch.  I think we can do it.  And then,  we can make this.”  She had opened the book and was pointing at a recipe named  Air Ambulation   

“You mean like Flying?”  Ambril’s eyes widened.  That had always been her dream, to soar above the houses and trees.  She looked hard at her friend.  “Okay,  let’s go and see this place tomorrow.”

 Chapter 3     

The next day was Saturday which dawned clear and gave every impression of heating up.  Ambril and Sully mmet near Sully,s farm and began walking along the perimeter of the town.  There was a  narrow worn path  that keep snug against the wall.  Ambril looked at the enormous stones set so well together and sighed.  “It’s hopless Sully,  This wall has been here for hundreds of years.”  She gave one of the smaller stones an experimental wiggle,  no movement at all. “And never moved a wit.”  She put her shoulder to  another rock and shoved,  no reaction.
“I was thinking about it last night after I lost my head and I thought of something.” She held up 2 spray bottles.  One marked  Get lost and the other Come Back.  “So we  spray a rock,  go through and then spray it with water after we get to the other side.” Sully looked ecited.

“And when we want to come back, we do it again?”  Sully nodded vigorously as she started looking closely at the wall.for likely candidates. 

“Wait, Sully, we need to find a place where no one will see us doing this.”  She looked around and noticed Sully’s neighbor fanning herself on her backporch not 30 feet away.  She waved.  “Let’s go toward Fire hill, it’s wilder and less  populated there” 

“And  what’s to keep the  rocks above from falling down on top of us as we’re crawling through.?”  They started walking quickly along the path.
Sully   tossed her hair, nothing would keep her from the experiement. “We’ll just pick a rock that’s closer to the top, Come on.”  She said impatiently walked faster.  The path woulnd through the backs of houses and near parking lots for awhile but gradually the land began to open up.  There were more  farms and then fields lying fallow.  They came to a small stand of trees just as the wall began to climb a small flat topped hill.

The sun had climbed high in the sky now and it had gotten uncomfortably warm “Okay, here we are, maybe there’s we can find a good place behind these trees” Ambril said as she wiped her forhead with her sleeve.  They entered the grove of trees and immediately felt cooler.  There was s slight breeze whick made the trees rustle in an almost musical way.  They passed a small brook tripping cheerfully down the hill and began to climb. “Here we go, the path ahead left the safety of the wall to veer around a large boulder.  Ambril  and Sully entered the bushes  and made there way to the wall behind the boulder.  They found the craggy boulder had a natural ledge about half way up on which they could stand and by finding the right handholds and crevices to put their feet they soon found themselves within an arms reach of the top of the wall.  

“Here, this will be perfect!.” Ambril pointed to a rock across from their ledge which looked like the right size for a small tunnel.  It had a larger rock spanning the rocks on either side.

”Why don’t you try it.” Said Ambril rather unwillingly, she was thinking about what the headless Sully from yAsterday evening. “But be careful how you spray that stuff.”.

Sully had already gotten out her Get Lost spray.  Pointing it at the rock she gave it a few quick spritz.  Nothing happened for a moment and then gradually,  the rock began to fade away. They could clearly see the forest beyond..

“Come on! The last one in has to test out my next powder! ” said Sully excitedly and before Ambril could stop her she had wiggled into the hole.  About half way through she stopped and Ambril could her muffled voice. 

“I can’t understand you Sully, but you’d better keep going!” Ambril gave a half hearted push on the bottom of her feet. Her feet disappeared and then Sully’s  beaming face reappeared  through the wall.  “You won’t believe how beautiful it is, Ambril, hurry! ’’

Ambril hesitated one more moment to peer anxiously at the rock above, before she started wriggling through herself.  The stone wall was less sheer on the forest side and was craggier.  Ambril and Sully easily found hand holds enough to help them down to the forest floor.  They stopped a moment to gaze in amazement.  All around them were huge redwood trees interspersed with Ancient stands of crooked Oak trees and graceful Madrone.  Underneath the redwoods lay  deep drifts of moss and ferns. They could hear the call of blue jays and the chatter of squirrels. 

“This is heaven.” Sully reverently stooped to pick up a large banana slug.
Ambril walked a few paces  and put her hand on one of the redwood trees.  She could feel the same rush of life she felt with (name of tree in center circle) .  “It’s the most beautiful place I’ve ever been.” She breathed deeply of the warm summer smells of grass and warm tree bark.  Ambril felt a tug on her hair. Flit tooted softly as she lifted him out of her back pack.  He started to stomp around on the soft pine needles.  “Hey, isn’t this one of the plants we need to collect?”  she pointed to a small compact plant  with spiky green foliage.
Sully drew in her breath sharply, “My aren’t we lucky,  grandma  said that this one might be hard to find.”  She got out the book and looked from it to the plant.  Yes, that’s it alright.  Now all we have to do is get a few leaves and a flower bud or two –“  She had reached out and pulled off a small cluster of leaves when the plant twitched and wriggled.  It began to quiver and then slowly began to waddle away.  Flit squeaked and began to run after it. 

“So that’s where the Spikey Sidler gets its name!  Ambril grabbed the book and read:

Approach quietly and cautiously..  snip your sample and retreat to safety.  The Sidler has been known to spray its spikes when it becomes annoyed.   They heard a  loud hiss and Flit came running out from behind a bush brushing some sharp spikes from his breast plate.         

“I think we might have enough here.”  Said Sully looking at the handful of spikes she had in her hand.  “One down and 4 to go”  Sully opened the book and spread the leaves between the pages closed it firmly.  They spent the rest of morning searching for plants.  By noon they had only one more to find and decided to stop for lunch.  They found a large flat rock shaded by the snaggled branches of a  California Live Oak tree and spread a flannel blanket on it.  Flit came over to see what they were doing.  He had in one claw a bunch of leaves with a cluster of small white fllwers.  He offered them to Sully to smell. 
“Oh, Flit, they smell so sweet,  like Lilacs only much stronger,  Thank you.” And she held out her hand for them.  Flit pulled them back indignantly and walked over to the book that Sully had put down next to their lunch basket.  He flipped through the pages and then gestured to the two girls.  

Life’s breath a powerful but short lived  to be used when you simply can’t get catch your breath  
They looked at each other “I guess we shoud test this one.  I’ll race you up the hill and back.” Ambril twinkled and grabbed Flit who indignantly tooted blue smoke in her face. 

 “On your marks, get set,, go!” said Sully and they started off.  Both were great runners, Ambril however was fastest though Sully was nimbler at jumping around the boulders.  They reached the top of the hill where Ambril was just able to pull ahead they ran to a tall white rock and collapsed.  

“Okay, you win so you get to try it first!”  Sully said as she lay panting on the ground.

Ambril  set Flit on the ground who salked unsteadily and then unexpectedly sat down.  He shook himself and then raised the leaves and flowers toward Ambril.  

Ambril bent down and took an experimental sniff.  It smelled wonderful, like a bracing sea breeze.  Immediately she  felt calmer, her heart stopped beating rapidly and she found herself breathing normally.  “Wow,  it really works!,  Try it Sully”.

Sully rolled over and Flit trotted over with the plant.  She immediately sat up and smiled in a surprised way.  “You’re right I  feel great!” She got up and started dancing around.  “I felt G R EA T!” she yelled.  Ambril clamped a hand down over her mouth and pulled her behind a tree.   “Sully,  look, they can see us up here!”  They had climbed so high on the hill that they looked right over it and into the walled town.  Ambril pointed at a farmer who had stopped plowing his field and was looking around. A boy was walking along a path nearby who had also stopped and was looking at the wall  Ambril recognized him as Yiggy.  “We have to be more careful.  That’s Yiggy, he goes to our school and that’s Olaf who does work on your farm.  You know we’re breaking the rules being out here beyond the wall.”  

Sully wriggled free.  “Yes I know we’re breaking the rules but I don’t know why the rule exists. They’re always hinting at how awful it is out here, how there are demons and curses and evil creatures.  It just looks like a beautiful forest to me.  She twirled slowly and reached her arms upward.  It feels like we belong.”          

“Now it does but I wouldn’t like to be out here in the dark.”  She squinted at the wizened pine tree near them, it seemed to almost leer at her.  “I don’t know anyone who’s been accused to breaching the wall do you?”  Ambril turned her back to the tree and began to pick her way to the bottom careful to keep out of sight.

“My Mom told me something once, about a group of people who went out when she was little,  I’ll ask her about it.”  Sully jumped from boulder to boulder.  Soon they were laughing and jumping all the way down the hill.  When they reached the camp they packed up their lunch things.  Sully pulled out her mortal and pestal.  “How bout we try out the recipe for “Arial Ambulation” 

“Why not?”  said Ambril squatting down to watch as. Ambril carefully took the ingredients out, selected the right amount and began to grind them slowly.  After the 15th or 16th rotation they felt a sudden blast of wind which smelled like the tops of trees on a summer day.  

“I think it’s ready!”  said Sully as she held out a big glob to Ambril.

“Oh no, it’s your turn.  I was the guinea pig last time.”  Ambril backed away.

Sully shrugged and looked quizzically at the green glob.  “I suppose I should rub it on something.”                           
“How about your shoes?” said Ambril “Then you can take them off  when you want to stop.”
“Good idea!” Sully  scooped up a blob. “I wonder how much I’m supposed to put on?”

“It’s more potent when it’s fresh right?”

“Right, so I’ll just try a little then.”  Sully smeared a blit on each foot and stood up. There was a faint rumble like an engine started and Sully bounced a few feet off the ground.  She giggled.  She put one foot to the side and slowly hovered in the air and moved sideways.  She laughed “This is great fun!”  She put both feet down again and bounced sloftly a little higher each time.  Suddenly, the mixture’s came to full strength  and she shot off like a rocket.
“Sully!”  she looked up and could see Sully  

“Help!” Sully suddenly changed directions she was not coming straight toward Ambril with her arms outstretched.  Just as she was about to hit she veered off  and began zipping through the trees.  She disappeared for amoment and then flashed back.  She managed to grab  a dead tree near the wall and held on.

“Help me,!”  Ambril could see how pale and frightened she was.  “Hang on tight.!”  Ambril ran toward the dead tree just as it snapped at the base and began to teeter.  Ambril scrambled up the trunk and hel on to her friend. A huge wind surrounded them wailing and shrieking “Kick your shoes off Sully.” Screamed Ambril but her words were snatched away from her. Sully lost her grip on the tree and clung to Ambril.  Ambril had locked her feet around a couple of branches but the powerful wind was not match.  “Sully’s wide eyes pleaded with her but she could fee l her feet slipping.  Just as she thought she could hold on no longer a pair of strong arms gripped Sully’s.  She looked up and saw Yiggy staring down at her.  He was trying to say something to her but the wind was too loud. She tried to read his lips.  “Get her shoes off, I’ll boulder!” Is what she thought he said.  He continued to hold Sully so she released her grip and edged her way up the trunk to where Sully’s shoes flailed.  She untied the knotted laces and ripped one shoe off and then the other.  The wind instantly subsided and with a great crack the old tree fell heavily on the top of the wall knocking the three off.  They landed with a wump  into great mounds of moss and fern. The shoes wizzed off into the sky and vanished.with a small pop.  Ambril sat up first and shook herself.  She looked around  and saw Sully’s sock wiggling around.  Sully’s head popped up covered with moss.  “Yuk!, Are you alright?”

“I guess so.”  Ambril examined a scratch on her arm and pulled a twig from her shirt.

“Who was that? he was just suddenly there”.  Sully had gotten up and was unsuccessfully brushing the mud from her bottom.

Ambril looked around again and didn’t see him anywhere.  “Come on Sully, he may be hurt, let’s look.” Ambril began to thrash through the ferns. “Yiggy! Where are you?”  

Sully too began to search though more slowly her stocking feet no match for the uber thorns and sharp twigs.  “Ouch!” Yiggy! “Yeech! Yiggy where are you?”
There was a gentle rumble  which made Sully and Ambril look toward a large granite boulder.  Yiggy stepped dazedly from behind it. 

“Yiggy!, are you alright? Did you get hurt?  How did you get out here?  We just saw you on the other side of the wall.” Ambril had a hundred questions for him. Sully just ran up and gave him a such a big hug that he was unable to look at her for a full minute. “Thank you thank you, Yiggy.  You saved my life.”

“Ah no lass” his Scottish brogue thickening with his confusion.  It would ‘a warn off soon.  The more powerful ones don’t last fer long.” He turned and looked at the tree that had recently fallen.  “There was a nest of Stellars Jays in that there tree last month, I hope the young ones grew and got away afore today.”  He looked ruefully at the trunk and then nodded.  “But it would have come down during the next storm anyway.”   

Ambril and Sully sat with the slow realization that this was not an average boy from New Market.

“Okay, you’ve been out here before, you know about powerful mixtures, just who are you?” Ambril looked at her new friend.

Yiggy looked down at his hands. “I haven’t lied to yee.  I’m from a small town not too far from here.”  He pointed in the direction of the forest road. “It’s a vury old village, almost as old as yourn here but we haven’t mixed much.  We’ve kept to ourselves and stayed true that way, or at least we thought we did.”  His eyes gre sad.  “But it didn’t work vury weall.  The magic went, we lost the – 

“Wait, stop, do you mean you’re magical?” Sully interrupted

“Well, no, at least I think I’m not”.  He rubbed his head and looked back at the hunk of granite behind him. Remember I tol’ you I could na’ pass the test and that was why I came here?”  Ambril nodded.  “In my village, just like in yourn you are tested in magic abilities when you come of age.  You call it the *** test. If you pass this test you get to go to  the forest glen school.  It’s a great honor to go.”  Yiggy began to look sad.  It used to eb that all the kids would pass the test and go but lately, just a few and not very well.  My brother was chosen,  he goes to school there but I don’t know how well he does.” He paused to smile.  “The other day he came home with a great fat goose and no hat.  When my mother asked him where his hat was he said that he had changed it inot a goose by accident and could na’ change it back.  So me Mam had to care for the goose for 2 weeks until it changed back on it’s own”.  He chuckled.  “It laid the right strangest egg you ever saw.  Wool plaid shells they had,  me mam had to snip them with scissors to get the egg free.  She saved the shells and used them to patch me clothes.”  He bent his knee and sure enough there was an oval shaped patch on his knee. “The kids laughed and laughed at me brother for that, the magic ones included.”  When I couldn’t pass the test, I decided to come here to finish my schooling and get a proper job to support me Mam and me sister too.  When me sister is of age me Mam ‘ll have to go back down the mines.”  He hung is head low and frowned at his knee. Softly he said.  “We lost me Da down there.  He went and one day he did na’ come back.”  The three were silent for a moment and then Yiggy squared his shoulders.  “So I promised me Mam that after my schooling I would come and get her and little *** and we could live here together.”

Sully and Ambril sat stunned as much with the contrast of their sunny easy choices and his so few and bleak.  “If  you don’t believe in magic how do you explain this?” and he pointed to Sully’s very disreputable socks. 

Ambril shrugged.  “Well, it’s like chemistry, you mix the right ingredients together and kerpowee you cam make a bomb or cure a bad sore throat  right?  It’s not like waving a magic wand around or knocking some one down with laser beams eyes.”    Ambril rolled her eyes. Yiggy just looked amused. “No magic wand needed for Sully.  Do you think just anyone can mix up a kick like that concoction had?  He shook his head and beamed at Sully who looked quite stunned.  “No that takes a special kind of magic.”  Sully looked down at her hands as if they had suddenly changed into ***.  

The two freidns digested this for a moment.

What is it that they are mining for Yiggy?”

“Oh they bring up all sorts of stuff gold, silver, jewels and even the more rare stones as well,  though there are precious few of those anymore.”  Yiggy stood and experimentally stretched. “I’m not used to talking so much.  We best be getting back, the light is starting to fade.”  Ambril looked around and sure enough the sun was dipping dangerously close to the hills.  “First though let’s see about your feet.”  He pointed to Sully’s torn and battered socks and began poking a nearby tree trunk.  When he found what he was looking for he carved 2 oblong pieces out of the barkand stripped off a few more pieces..  He brought everything over to Sully and kneeling down tied the spongy oblong pieces to the bottom of her feet.with the long strips.  Sully tried them out and found them to be quite comfortable.  Yiggy looked at them critically “they’ll lst til you get home and no more.”  They gathered up their things and made their way to the wall.  Yiggy stopped by a large stone 2o feet away.  “I think you best come this way back.” He said. And pointed to a large hole in the ground.

“Oh a tunnel!  Un no, we have our own way back. I’m not very fond of dark…, small… places.”  Said Sully shuddering.  

Yiggy watched them as they made their way half way up the wall to large rock they had used as their entrance before.  Sully took out her *** spray and with one spritz the rock disappeared.  Immediately they could hear voices on the other side. “Olaf,  how do you think 2 kids got out there in the first place?”  the top of a ranger hat was just visible in the opening bobbing up and down emphatically.  “And then they just sprouted wings and started flying about?”  Sully frantically fumbled for the *** spray just as she saw a  wrinkled face under an old straw hat peering in.  the rock became visible again.   They could here a muffled shout on the other side of the wall.  They turned back and ran toward Yiggy. 

 “Maybe we’ll try the tunnel after all.”  Yiggy smiled and let them crawl in first.  The tunnel was just big enough for them to walk hunched over.  Ambril who was first  rammed her head into the wall once or twice before she learned to keep one hand on the wall as it twisted and turned its way through the damp earth.   “Are we there yet? Not even there, just a light at the end of the tunnel yet?” She could hear Sully begin to panic beyinnd her she felt something brush and grab at her hair.

“Tree roots” said Yiggy reading her mind.  
“We’re almost there.” She said fending off  the invisible and most impertinent roots and sure enough she rounded a bend and saw a light up ahead.  “Phew,  she poked her head of the hole and found that they were indeed a good way off from the wall in a small thicket near the river.  She carefully climbed out,  Sully lunged out breathing heavily.  “Thank the Lord, we made it.  Yiggy climbed out and immediately began piling stones over the opening.

“You dug that tunnel all by yourself?” 

Yiggy smiled proudly “It’s a gift that me family and I have,  They call us Diggers and we’re very good with thee land.”  He put the last rock on  and turned.  No one would mistake that pile of rocks for a tunnel opening. 

“How can you be sure that it isn’t going to cave in on you?  

“Oh you watch the soil as you dig don’t you know.  It tells ye where to go and  how much trouble it’ll be”  As he said this he slowly inserted his hand up to his elbow in the soil and opened a hole a foot wide and three feet long and then patted it down again..

Sully and Ambril were quite impressed. They decided it would be best to avoid Olaf and the Ranger who they could still hear arguing about whether there had been flying children in the woods or not near the wall and so  began to walk down to the road leading into town.  
“You never told us why you were in the woods?’ Ambril kicked a stone with her now unrecognizable muddy tennis shoes. 
“I was homesick.”  Said Yiggy simply.  “Back home the woods are open to us anytime of the day.  I always went for long walks after school.  At night of course, no one goes out.  It’s too dangerous.  The woods, looking pointedly on a scruffy stand of pine trees,  around here are too tame and haven’t enough life to them.  So I decided to dig out.”  He shrugged.  “I go to the forest whenever I can,  usually after my chores are done and  always on the weekends.  It just feels right out there.”                       
Both Ambril and Sully smiled slowly remembering the how the sun warmed rocks felt under their hand and the smell of the redwood trees.
The three had walked quite a ways and were nearing Sully’s house and had just turned off onto a shortcut, a dirt road which led through the fields to the family compound.  Suddenly there was the the sound of wolf calls.  Riley and his buddies appeared out of nowhere.

“Get lost Riley you’ve been trying to push kids around ever since pre-school”,  impatiently Ambril pushed him away.

In years past, Ambril had always been able to get past Riley but this past year he had grown and filled out.  She was forced back into the center of the group.  

:One of these days, I’m going to teach you a lesson you have long been needing, but.”  Riley sneered and swiveling around and began  advancing on Yiggy. “But not today, today I’m going to teach Sully’s boyfriend a lesson.”  Sully and Ambril were shoved to the side as the boys surrounded Yiggy and Riley.  The boys began to shout at them.  Yiggy looked confused for a moment.  Three boys began to grab at his arms to hold him down.  One succeeded.  

“Let go now, I’m warning you.”  But the kid just showed him the full extent of his orthodontia and dug his fingernails in.

“I’m giving you one last chance.”  The boy just laughed and shook his pimply head at him.  Another boy grabbed his other arm.  

“Okay.”  Yiggy began to swing them around faster and faster.  He released one of them who flew into the barbed wire fence where he stuck until the ripping of his clothes announced his descend.  He fell in a lump.  The other flew off in a great arc twenty feet in to the top of a grand old apple tree.  They could hear branches snapping and clothes ripping as he crashed through and finally landed with a thump under the tree.  He immediately got up, stared at Yiggy and started running back to the street.

The boys and Riley looked shocked.  Riley recovered first.  “There’s safety in numbers, guys, Come on! Pile up!”  three jumped him from the back and two from the side,  Yiggy staggered under their weight,  another five piled on and he slumped to the ground.  Ambril and Sully lost sight of him amongst the flailing limbs.  Pretty soon, however, the crowd got up grumbling.  Yiggy was gone. “The two on the bottom scratched their heads.  

“I had him in my hand and then he just vanished.”

“OOOHhhh Riley, maybe he has magic powers!”  Ambril snickered.

Riley looked at her and guffawed.  “What would you know about magical powers.    Your sister’s a dud and your brother is nearly one, poor little Brilly, widdo Brilly.” He cooed menacingly and advanced on her.
“Now that’s mature”,  Ambril stood her ground and tried to act nonchalant  but she was more than a little afraid.  The boys were all looking at her and Scully  now.  “Are you the guys who set fire to the Library yAsterday?”  She watched Riley closely but he just smiled.  “Naw, but we sure know who did. You wouldn’t believe it if I told you anyway.”  He gave a snort.  “You really wouldn’t believe it.”  He suddenly changed his tune and leered at Sully and Ambril. “But enough talk”, he reached out and grabbed Ambril’s arm.  Suddenly the air was filled with thick gray smoke.  Riley let go of her arm and began to cough.  Soon everyone was coughing.  Ambril grabbed Sully’s arm and together they crept out of the group and started running up the road when they rounded the corner they stopped for breath.  
“I --don’t-- think they’re—following.” Ambril gasped lpeering through the twilight.
“Just when you think the day can’t get any weirder, was that coming from your back pack.  Sully lifted the flap and there was Flit still smoking a bit.  He sat up and waved.  

“Ah, saved by a 12” tall hunk of plastic!”  A small mechanical hand reached up and tweaked Ambril’s nose. 

Just then a pair of headlights came around the corner.  An old pick-up pulled up next to the two girls.  It was Sully’s Dad.  “Are you two alright? Hop in.”

“We have to find Yiggy, Dad,  Riley and his friends ambushed us and tried to beat him up.”  Sully and Ambril began to walk back toward  where the fight had been. 

“Is this who you’re looking for?”  Sully’s Dad pointed toward the back of the pick up.  Sitting on a pile of hay was Yiggy.

“Yiggy! You’re Okay!”  they ran for the pick up. “Wow that was incredible!  Dad you wouldn’t believe what Yiggy can do.”  Yiggy was covered with dirt but smiled. “Like I said before, I’m pretty good at digging.”  The three of them laughed.
“Come on,  jump in and I’ll take you all home.”

Ambril and Sully looked at each other and smiled then dove into the hay.  “Woohoo!.”  The three rolled around in the soft hay as the pick up bumped it’s way to Sully’s house.
Safe and snug in Sully’s rambling farmhouse they sat down to diner with Sully’s family.  Thre were fresh tomatoes, the first of the season and  strawberries still warm from the sun.  Piping hot biscuits and honey to swirl on them.  The three laughed and talked. 

After dinner Mr. *** took Yiggy home.  Ambril was spending the night so they changed into their pajamas and crept into Gram’s room.   Something that Riley had said was bothering Ambril.  ‘You’re sister’s a dud and your brother is nearly one.’  What did that have to do with magic?  No, she shrugged he was just being his usual nasty self.
Gram was as usual, asleep in her wheelchair.

 “Hi Gram” said Sully softly.

Her Grandmother raised her head and said in a gruff voice. “Sully, is that you, I must have dozed off.”  She settled herself in her chair. Did you…er..have any trouble?” a knarled bent arm motioned them to close the door and come and sit. “I want to hear everything.”

So they told her   While they talked she offered them candies from round tins she produced from her apron pocket and shared her tea cakes small and buttery they tasted of cinnamon and laid out on a beautifully painted plate.  Her bright eyes rarely left their faces.  She laughed with them , and was frightened for them all in the right places.  When finally they had finished she nodded and folded her hands in her lap. 

“My that is an adventure not even your diaries will believe!“.  She looked past the curtains rustling in the breeze “Such excitement I haven’t felt in a long time!”

“You know you do look a little better Gram.”  

Ambril noticed a bit more color in the leathery cheeks and agreed with Sully.

“Oh!  We collected all of the ingredients, Gram” Sully pulled the old bag to her and fished out the specimens they had gathered that day plus the mortar and pestle.  She blew inn the bowl and shook out the remains of the last powder.

Gram pursed her lips,  “You’ll have to clean it out more thoroughly than that child if you intend to mix up powders you can relie on.”  She cocked her head at Sully, “You do remember how potent the flying powder was, yes?”

“Oh, right, how could I ever forget that!”  Sully  looked startled and turned the bowl upside down she gave it a few vigorous pats.

Gram shook her head.  “The very best method of cleaning it is of course with good clean dirt, but as your mother wouldn’t approve, I guess we’ll have to settle for soap and water.”  Sully got up and ran for the basin in the corner.  “Not too much now, don’t overdo it.”

Sully returned with a clean, dry  bowl and arranged all of the ingredients.  

Gram opened the book and began to dictate how to make up the powder.  Ambril noticed she hardly looked at the book after a while.  She became more and more animated as they went on.  She taught them the proper hand motions to smoothly mix in the ingredients There was a moment when Ambril forgot herself and while mixing too vigorously splashed some of the  half formed ingredients on the left over cookies turning them into slugs.  Gram promptly sprayed them with rosewater and they turned into baby roses.  Ambril never felt the same toward cinnamon cookies.   Gram taught them how to pick off the individual spikes of the *** and tear them into small bits before mixing smoothly and firmly.  Before they knew it they were done. Gram sat back in her chair looking pale.

“Gram, I’m so sorry, we can finish this tomorrow “If you’re too tired.”  Sully tucked up the blanket around her legs.

“No, No, child, we’re nearly done.”  She began to stretch out her cdrooked arm toward a large pink bottle.  “Hand me that will you please Ambril?”

Ambril picked up the bottle ‘Olaf’s Cure for All That Ails You’  read the handmade label. (Insert Flit in this scene, helping with the cap and showing himself very comfortable with Gram. At some pint, Gram invites Ambril to call her Gram instead of Mrs. ***)
“Is this the Olaf we know?”

“The very same, he and I are old friends.”  She looked at the bottle with disdain.  He has no talent in remedies though. She slowly unscrewed the cakp in obvious pain the room filled with the strong smell of horse linament rub and the stale scent of cheap perfume. “this will set it to rights.”  She motioned to Sully to pour the entire contents of the bowl into the bottle.  There was a sharp fizz and a burp.  They could see the contents of the bottle bubbling furiously.  The smell of pine needles and wld flowers filled the air and the lotion turned a brilliant green. “Done, I want to thank you both she reached out her oddly shaped fingers.” Her eyes twinkled mischeviously.  “Shall we test it?”

“Are you sure,  you want to be the guinea pig Gram?”  Ambril suddenly remembered Sully’s faceless body.

“Yep, I’m too old to waste time testing it on some other poor soul.  Flit had already screwed the pump top back on.  She squirted out a big dollop of green goo and began to spread it on her hands and arms. “ I think this will take some time to take affect, girls, why don’t you go off to bed.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

Ambril suddenly felt very tired and looking at the clock on her mantle discovered with a jolt that it was past midnight.  The two rose collected their things and turned to go.  “Good night Gram,  Thanks for everything.”  Sully gave her a big hug and a kiss.  

“Good night Gram” said Ambril and they went off to bed.
When Ambril finally opened her eyes she could hear the thrum of a tractor outside and the spring sunshine spilling much too cherrily in through the window.  A car door slammed as she moaned “Sully, shut the window”.  No response,  she looked around and found she was alone in the room.  She opened the door and listened to the muted voices downstairs.  Dressing quickly, she went down,  Sully still inn her pajamas ran to her excitedly.

“You aren’t going to believe it,  you’ll be blown away.” Her eyes twinkled as she led her to the table.  There rising from her chair was Gram, the uncrooked version.  She  grasped ambrils’ hands “I’ve been Uncrooked!” her smile still wrinkled her face  but her fingers were straight and smooth as was her back and legs.  She stood taller than Sully now, though not by much. 

“I’m waiting for my new shoes.” Wryly she pointed to her feet which were still in wool stockings and I’m going to have to update my wardrobe if I’m to go for a walk around town!”  She looked ruefully at her flannel nightgown.  “I gave away all my old out door clothes when I couldn’t get out of my chair.”  Suddenly she swayed a bit and sat down suddenly.” 

“Gram! Are you alright?”

Gram held her head for a minute.  “I think that maybe I should take this a bit slower is all.”  She got up slowly and unsteadily headed for her room refusing all offers of help.  “Maybe a little nap will do it.”    

Sully and Ambril looked at each other,  “Maybe next week she’ll be strong enough.”  The two made a tall stack of blueberry pancakes and were just finishing them when Sully’s Mom came in with several bags. 

“Isn’t this exciting!  Mom hasn’t felt this good in 10 years!  Mirabelle opened up early  so that I could get some things for Gram.”  She headed for Gran’s room with her bags.
A few minutes later Gran was back showing off her blindingly white walking shoes and lavender jogging suit.  “I think I’ll walk over to Olaf’s house and thank him for the cure all lotion he gave me.” Gran winked at the girls.

“Is that really what did it Mom? Just a simple ointment?”

”Well, we fussed with it a little bit.”  She said nodding at the two at the table.

Gran smiled as she turned and walked out of the room.  “I have a lot of catching up to do, I’ll see you all a little later.     

Sully’s Mom looked at them considering.  I want you two to be careful and not push Gran too far too fast, Okay?’ She folder her arms and looked resolute. “She’s going to need plenty of rest and will have to take things slow.  You’ll have to help her with that.  She certainly isn’t going to listen to me.”   

 “Well she certainly isn’t going to listen to me either Mom, but we’ll try.  Sully’s Mom picked up some stray pieces of clothing and briskly left the room. “I guess that means we’re on our own today.”  Said Sully regretfully. 

The next few weeks as Spring matured into Summer Ambril and Sully spent as much time as they could in the forest.  They also spent a good bit of time in Gran’s room learning the fine art of mixing powders.  They studied the book for information about plants and got plenty of pointers from Gran as to what to watch out for and scoured the forest.  Sully’s Grandmother was getting gradually stronger by the day.  And her spirits were lifting.  She rarely complained now and smiled often.  Yiggy joined them whenever he could and they became fast friends.  They mixed a lot of powders, some of which were not terribly successful.  Sully had to wear boots for an entire week because she had accidentally changed her feet into cat paws and it took her awhile to  figure out how to change them back.  They did, however, perfect the flying powder and practiced zooming in and out of the trees careful now to stay out of sight of the folks on the other side of the wall. 
By far the best at making powders was Sully.  She seemed to have an innate knowledge of how much and when to add.  Whereas Ambril and Yiggy’s very often dissolved into green slime or exploded into a whirlwind of steam.                

This scene has Gram going into the forest and helping themto collect some really interesting stuff.  They are having a wonderful time unbeknownst to them they are being spyed on my Ambril’s brother who becomes jealous of their talents.  His are very limited as Riley has already hinted at.  He tells Riley who then tells his Dad and there is a big to do.  Riley is smug and smirking and  Traz is unreadable. They don’t find out about the powders or the book and bag of ingredients which are safely hidden inn Sully’s barn.  Their teacher defends them and they are allowed to go to school. 
Finally Gran felt fit enough to make the journey into the forest.  They packed a picnic lunch and promised to be home right after lunch.  The day was warm even at 10:00 and they were all dressed in shorts and T-shirts.  Yiggy joined them at the road and now swung the picnic basket easily by his side.  To draw less attention to themselves they had learned to approach the tunnel one at a time.  Today the heat made the field’s hum with growth.  They checked the road and decided to risk going all together.  Yiggy easily uncovered the tunnel entrance and they crept in.  Yiggy had made many improvements to the tunnel.  He enlarged it so that they could walk upright and lined the ceiling and walls with stone.  Gran marveled at his work and Yiggy blushed with pride.   They made it through the tunnel easily and found a large flat rockto spread their lunch on.  As they were munching away, Gran said suddenly, “You know what we need to find is the Dancing Hag.” 

“Where does she live Gran?”

Gran smiled.  “The Dancing Hag is a small tree on which grows this.” And she held up the old yellow sack they used to collect samples with.     
“Let me see, where can we find it.”   Ambril was already busily looking up the tree in the back of the Dirnerte book.  “  

Daffy dillies,  Da   ***, here it is,  Dancing Hag.”  Ambril had her finger on the entry.

‘The Dancing Hag tree grows only in the deep shade of the California Live Oak Colossus.  In Spring it offers it’s bag like blossoms up to the sky.  Never try to pick the bags off the tree as it will try to scoop you upinnside it.  The bags are extremely hard to extricate yourself from.  You romance the tree with music and flowers and  of course dancing.”

“I brought a little cd player” said Yiggy unexpectantly.  

‘It was given to me by the *** for fixing their lawnmower.

He held up a brand new red cd player with tiny speakers.

So they set off walking into the forest.  The trio had never been so far afield.  The trees became older and taller creating deep shade until there was no longer any direct sunlight.   The normal twittery ruslty sounds of the sunlit forest they knew stopped.  It was densely siilent  .  Ambril became aware of the sound of her own breath.  She was walking closely behind Gran up a narrow canyon.  They detoured around a rock and Gran stoped suddenly.  “Now no sudden moves.” She said and began walking on tiptoe toward a pile of sticks and old grocery bags.  Gran said at a whisper,  Yiggy let’s have your music.”

Ambril could hear Yiggy fumbling for his CD player and then rock music blared at full blast.  Gran immediately put both her arms out and began to slowly walk backward.  The pile of brush and bags had awakened and looked as angry as a pile of bags can.  IT unfurled it’s branches and stood up.  It’s branches went up 40’.  Ambril could see why it was called a hag tree as It had long stringy pale green tendrils growing from it’s branches.  From each branch grew a large bag like blossom varying from light green to pale yellow.   It was a grandmother of a Hag Tree Ambril thought.  It began to whip it’s bag blossoms through the air trying to scoop up the intrusive music maker creaking horribly as it did so.

“Something melodic, Yiggy,  like a waltz, this will get us killed!”  Gran yelled over the noise. 

Yiggy immediately flipped through the channels finally landing on an ond Frank Sinatra tune.  ‘Fly me to the moon, and let me…’ sang Frank.   The tree began dipping less violently and gently settled into a rhythm.  It also began to twist and twirl it’s blossoms in time with the music.  Gran stepped up to the tree and began to whirl and twirl with it.  

“Give it a try, everyone!”  she said.

Ambril was not much of a dancer but stepped out to the  leave strewn open area and began to go round in dizzying circles.  She felt a whack on her head turning she saw a branch nodding at her.  

“She likes you, Ambril, keep it up!” and Gran whirled away again.
Ambril began to get nauseous so she tried a different tact and began to swoop around.  The others had joined in the dancing to varying levels of success.  Sully, who had taken ballet as a little girl was just finishing a beautiful twirl when she wobbled on the decomposing leaves and fell flat succeeding only in having her ears boxed.  Yiggy tried a few rapper moves for which he was whacked repeated on the bottom and then burst into a bit of clumsy clogging.  The hag wasted no time  in sacking him.  The sack went right over his head down to his toes.  He wandered around for a bit until falling on his face his legs kicking furiously. 

“Are you Okay?” Ambril did an aresbesque by him.

“I got me bag now didn’t I?” Yiggy emerged from his sack rubbing his shoulder.  The hag like branch quivered with amusement.  Ambril continued to swoop around followed by a few twirls.  Gran was deep into a Rudolph Valentino dance.  Flit just simmly walked up to the tree and threw a rock.  When it sacked him he simplyl fell on the ground and rolled away to safety.  Sully was trying some simpler dance moves with more success, her branch was now nodding to the tempo.   ‘fly me to the moon…..’ and the song ended.  
“Now show appreciation”  Gran was deep into a gracious curtsey.

Ambril turned to her branch and curtseyed clumsily.  The branch curtseyed back by holding  it’s hairlike leaves up with it’s twigs and dipping creakily.  It then presented Ambril with a bag.  Ambril backed up to where Yiggy stood behind a rock and Sully soon joined them.  

“Feou, glad that’s over, it reminded me of all the reasons I quit ballet.” Sully had a bag also.  “It reminded me so much of Miss Primley’s class.” Sully shuddered involuntarily.  “Where’s Gran?” The three peeked out from behind the rock and saw Gran accepting 4 bags and a small green tom tom.

After curtseying to Gran the tree then collapsed itself into a pile of branches and bags again and  Gran walked briskly back.  

“My that was great fun! Wasn’t it?” Gran seemed to have grown younger she had high color in her cheeks. 

“If you like getting swatted at by a live broom.” Yiggy was still grumpy.
The new sacks were soft and stretchy and light.  It was large enough to be warn as a cloak or used as a duffle bag.  Ambril’s sack varied from light green to yellow in places.  

“This will keep your secrets, it will keep you warm and hide you from danger.” Gran patted her shoulder where she had flung one of hers. “Plus it’s waterproof!”

Ambril slung her’s on her back and felt something hard hit her lower back.

“I think there’s something inside mine.”

She took it off and opened it wide.  Way down snug in the bottom a small brown nut winked at her.  She fished it out.  It was about the size of an acorn and shiny brown

“My that’s vary rare that is.” Said Yiggy eagerly coming up to see.  Me Granny had one, it’s a Next Best.

“A Next Best?” 

“Yessiree that’s what it is,  good show darlin’!” Gran clapped Ambril on the back.

“What does it do?”

“Well, it shows you what is best to do when the next thing comes around.”

“What?” Sully had joined them.

“Yeah, like with me Gran, her’s would lift weights and jog around the table top daily for years.”  Yiggy shifted his weight  away from his injured toe.  “year sna dyears it did that until it finaly gave up and left.”  Gran died of a heart attack the next day.”  He dipped his head self consciously.  “If only she woudla’ listened” “You can’t rely on them, they’re pretty lazy, really and won’t help you all the time.”  Gran squinted at it.  “Put it down and see what it does.”

Ambril took the brown nut and placed it on a nearby boulder.  At first nothing happened but then it began to wiggle.  Suddenly it sprouted legs and arms ,  and began to race around the top of the boulder.

“the group laughed “It looks like you should start that exercise regime, Ambril!” Gran gave her a wrinkled smile.  “Come on, it’s getting late and time to get back.  Your mother will wonder where you are, Sully.” 

“no Gran, she’s not thinking of me, she’s wondering what you are up to and what you’ve gotten me into!.”

Gran put her head back and laughed.  

Just at that moment a large plum squirrel ran by.  All of it’s hair was standing on end, even the brilliant white ruff around it’s neck.  When it heard the laugh it stopped dead in it’s tracks and turned dumbstruck.  “Eugenie!” It squeaked.

Gran stopped and looked at the squirrel which had transformed itself into a rather plump old woman with a white lace collar and a red handkerchief in her hand.  She was wheezing slightly from the running. 

“Bessie?”   This scene requires adjusting.  Gran needs to be thre to get the message but she can’t be there to run fast, she’s just not strong enough, it’s not believable. 
“O Eugenie, it’s so good to see you, but I can’t stay and chat,  I don’t know if I’ll make it she said looking around anxiously so I wonder if you would do me a favor?”  without pausing for  an answer she said.  “You must get a message to Ashara and tell her It’s been released.”

“What’s been released.”  Gran had taken up her agitated hand.

“the ***,  in fact, it was just behind me. “ She appeared to become more and more agitated the longer she stood there.  “You are in danger and must leave immediately.  Go to the sunlight.  It can’t follow you there.”  She changed quickly back into a squirrel and said in a squeaky voice “Remember, the message, Bessie, now I must go.” And she disappeared into a thicket on the other side of the clearing.
Gran stood transfixed for a moment and then suddenly they all felt it.  I deep dark cold sliced right through them.  There was a faint hiss behind them. They turned in unison.  At the top of the hill behind them could be see some whisps of black smoke snaking down with fingerlike grace.  They became more numerous until the entire hilltop was engulfed.  Ambril could hear Sully breathing hard next to her.  

“We must go now, RUN!”  Gran turned on a dime and began running down the hill as fast as she could.  The others followed.  The forest floor was deeply shaded by the trees above.  No sunlight  anywhere.  Ambril looked back and now saw a huge wall of smoke barreling down toward them.  

“Faster!, its gaining on us!” she screamed.  The others raced ahead.  Sully, however, had slowed down and was  rummaging furiously in the old bag.  

“Sully, watch it.! 

Sully looked up just in time to veer around a tree.” In another minute she pulled a warn pouch and opening it threw out some powder.  The powder shimmered with light, flashed and sparkled.  The fog receded.  The others slowed down.  

“Good work, Sully!” Yiggy came up from behind her.

“Not so good, look,”  the fog was racing around them, in another minute it would have them cut off.

“Come on, it’s not far!”  Ambril could see the bright sunlight and dappleld shade of a redwood grove.  They began running again.  But as they neared the clearing the fog closed in front of them.  It began to close in on all sides.  Itcarried with it the smell of rotting flesh as it hissed and bubbled toward them.

Sully quickly ran forward and opened the pouch wide there was a brilliant flash of light which made a large hole in the fog.  Losing no time, the group raced through just as the fog closed behind them.  There was a terrible shriek as the fog tried to follow but was burned by the sun’s rays.  The group didn’t stop running until the neared their picnic rock and the tunnel entrance.  They stopped to catch their breath.

“You must collapse the tunnel , Yiggy.  We can’t invite it into the town.”  Gran said quietly and Yiggy hung his head and slowly nodded.

“What was that?” Ambril searched the shadows for any sign of it but fortunately it hadn’t been able to follow.

“Something I never thought I would see.  I’ll have to tell you later, however, as I must deliver a message.” She squinted at the sun.  “I have 4 hours yet until dark.

“Gran, you’ll never make it, remember, you maybe no longer crooked, but you’re still old.”

Gran, bristled at this.  “With age comes, at times, experience.  I’m not planning on walking.”  She drew from her pocket a small pouch.  She opened it and the smell of the sea washed over them.n  “Tell your mother, I’ll be home for dinner.” She sprinkled some of the  powder on her and with a whoosh transformed into a large grey seagull.  “See you See you, tonight,  tonight!” it cawed as it powered away.

The three lost no time climbing into the tunnel and racing through to the other side.  “I’m going to miss this tunnel.”  Sully patted the entrance rock.  

“We’ll just have to find another way out, later, when we think it’s safe.” Said Ambril looking at Yiggy who appeared dejected and sad.

“We’ll wait for you on the path.”  Ambril and Sully walked down the hill and waited until Yiggy showed up a few minutes later.

“It’s only temporary, Yiggy,  we can’t be without the forest for long either.  We’ll find a way back out.”  Ambril tried to reassure him.

Yiggy only nodded and walked hurredly away.

Not long after their footsteps had died away 3 figures appeared from behind the rocks.  

“Olaf was right,  see guys,  it was worth the wait.”  Riley sniggered.  “This is going to be great.  Pay back.!” The three walked off in the direction of the town center.
CHAPTER 4   

The next day Mr.  Smithers unknowingly helped Ambril out with her synonym excercises.  Just as she was trying  to think of a synonym for ‘obnoxious’ Mr. Smither’s stood up and said 

“Riley!”  Riley slouched his way to the front of the room.  “As some of you may know, Riley recently had his 12th birthday and I am happy to report did very well on his exam.  He will be leaving us to, as you children put it, ‘go down the hole’.  Good luck to you Riley!  Mr. Smithers offered his hand  which Riley took half heartedly  and immediately dropped.  Mr. Snmither’s pretended not to notice the slight.  “Let’s wish Riley a happy birthday one last time.  Mr Smither’s now was [lacing the large squashy birthday cake hat on Riley,s head.  Rioley sneered, and in one movement took off the hat and threw it like a Frisbee across the room to his buddies.  There was loud laughter from the back of the room as he sauntered down the aisle and out the door.  “I would like the hat back, thank you!  Mr. Smithers said pointedly to a smallish pimply nosed kid.  The hat came whizzing back  and smashed into the whiteboard.  Looking very discomfited, mr. Smithers announced Lunch.

On the playground Ambril met up with Sully and Yiggy.  “Even Riley gets to go down the hole.”  Ambril surveyed the large group of black jeaned boys near the trash cans but couldn’t see him anywhere. 
“What the heck is down there?  There is never a bit of noise all day, except when they come and go for lunch.”  She opened her lunchbag and pulled out a sandwich. ”When we do our kind of magic it crackles and fizzes and pops and sometimes even explodes., and from them, not a peep!  I don’t get it! “

“Yeah, it’s like they up an’ disappear.” Said Yiggy biting in to an apple.

“We sure hear the ‘specially gifted’ students well enough.  But nothing from the other bunch.!”  Thinking of her brother and Riley’s bunch.  “Considering who they have down there,  they certainly should be making noise.”  She paused as she handed over the other half of her sandwich to Yiggy.  He took it gratefully.  

“So what’s down there?” Ambril said looking hard at the open schoolhouse door.

 “Well,  why don‘t we try and see?”  Sully said her mouth full of tuna fish.
“Sully, we can’t just march down the stairs and knock on the door!  We can get kicked out of school for just thinking about it!  It’s strictly off limits”

“Well there is no harm in just looking around is there?”

Sully balled up her brown bag and tossed it in the trash can. “Come on, we’ll just look around a bit.”  She eyed Ambril’s backpack.  “What we need is a distraction.”  

The front door, old and weathered as it was was still solid and strong.  It opened onto a corridor with classrooms opening onto it.  At the end, the stairs to their classroom and a doorway with the stairs leading down to the basement.  During the day, Mr. Mullard, the security officer sat right in front of the door.  Many a student had tried to sneak past him to find out what was below, but none had succeeded.  The hole was still a mystery to all those under 12.  And those over 12  didn’t seem to notice the younger kids intense curiosity.  They wouldn’t talk about it.  Ambril wondered if they couldn’t.  She had always been able to get information out of her brother before, but not on this issue, even when bribed with chocolate chocolate chip cookies tha tSully’s Mom made,  it was almost as if magic was involved.  Sometimes, on nice days the kids emerged with sunburned noses and on the rainy days, they Ambril saw a few of them shaking their coats out, dripping wet.  It certainly appeared that they did go somewhere.  But where? And why?  Sully walked right up to Mr. Mullard, a corpulent man who took advantage of the great ledge his stomach provided and propped  his latest romance book on it.  He was sitting behind his too small desk, wheezing slightly and deeply absorbed in his book as the three approached.      
“Good afternoon Mr. Mullard! Would you like to see my robot?”  Sully spoke rather loudly and very clearly as Mr. Mullard was slightly deaf.
“What’s that? A Go-cart? No honey, I can’t leave my seat, you see, it’s very important that I stay right here.”

Sully tried again. “No my ROBOT, mr. Mullard,  R-O-B-O-T” and she pulled Flit from Ambril’s backpack and set him  down on the floor.

“Oh, a Robot, is it?  I love Robot, what happened to it’s head?”
Flit just stood there for a minute.  Ambril was beginning to think that he wouldn’t cooperate and all their talking on the playground had gotten them nowhere but he suddenly sprang to life and started doing a soft shoe.  He picked up a pencil someone had dropped and began to use it as a cane.  

“Well I’ll be!” said Mr Mullard as he pushed back his security guard hat and leaned forward.

Ambril and Yiggy saw their chance and quietly crept around the guard to the doorway.  Yiggy slipped inside and Ambril was about to follow when Mr. Mullard turned his head.  “Ambril, this things neat!”
She vigorously nodded her head and slipping around to the other side she began to clap her hands.  “That’s it Flit,  try the triple axle!”

Flit gave her a sarcastic look, as much as a headless robot could and continued his sedate Fred Dirneire imitation.  In a minute Ambril could hear Yiggy breathing hard behind her.  Flit paused for a moment and Ambril started to clap.  Mr. Mullard joined her.  
“That’s the finest robot I’ve ever seen.  Let me know if you ever want to sell it. ”

“I’m glad you enjoyed his little show, Mr. Mullard.  He isn’t for sale.  You wouldn’t want him anyway, he – he ‘s very high maintenance.”  Ambril said as she picked up Flit and received a swat on the cheek. 

“See you, Mr. Mullard.” Said Sully

“G’Bye sir”  said Yiggy and the three of them hurried back into the sunshine.

“Well,” when they were a safe distance away, What did you see?” Ambril whispered.

Yiggy scratched his neck.  “Not much to see, really , just two rooms.  One’s a classroom alright but I don’t think it’s used much.

“Why do you say that?” said Sully

“Because the desks are all dusty and the chairs cobwebby. the white board is still white, It’s like it’s just for show or something.”

“So, what about the other room?  What’s in there?”  Ambril was standing on her tip toes she was so excited.

“There wasn’t anythin’ there.” Said Yiggy

“What do you mean not anything there?” said Sully

“I mean it was a janitor’s closet.  There was a mop and a bucket leaning up against one wall and some bottles of stuff and that was it.”

The three paused to think about this.  Ambril was crushed, she though she would at last have an answer, but now there were just more questions.

Yiggy continued almost talking to himself.   It was like an old root cellar or something.  It had earth walls.  You could see the roots of the old oak tree coming through the walls.”

“Was there anything at all different about either of the two rooms,  something unusual?” Sully asked

Yiggy slowly shook his head. “Wait, there was a weird symbol on the janitor’s closet.”

“A weird symbol, you mean like graffiti?”

“no more like something old,  I think I can remember what it looked like.” He bragged a piece of paper and Ambril’s pencil and drew:

(Symbol here does it match Ambril’s locket or something on the stone?)      
“But why would it be on a janitor’s closet?”

“:Well the building is very old, perhaps the door was somewhere else before, or perhaps the room was used for something else,”  said Sully helpfully.
“Well, gone down any rabbit holes lately”  Riley stood behind them.  Ambril snatched away the symbol and stuffed it in her back pocket. “You two seem to be such good friends with this Digger here,  I just wondered if he had given you the whole Alice in Wonderland experience yet?”   His usual minions snickered nearby.
“I’m surprised you have the guts to stand up to him again, Riley, the last time we saw you, you were running like a scared rabbit,”  said Ambril.  Riley’s face reddened and his fists clenched.  “you have got it coming, you two, don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He laughed a harsh hard laugh and turned away.

“Look at all those shiny buttons.”  Said a little boy near them.  He was staring rapty toward the entrance to the school as were several other kids near them.  The three turned to see what was going on. 
Rows upon Rows of brass buttons adorned the cief of police’s chest, along with several colorful medals .  His deputy was not nearly as dazzling with only half as many buttons and walked a few paces behind.  They strode up the steps of the school and then came back out with a very flustered Mr. Smithers.  “Really can’t this wait until after school Chief Fedder?  It’s not as if they’re going anywhere.

“It’s a matter of civic security, Mr. –er- Smithers.” Barked the chief eyeing with disdain the fuschia silk scarf flowing down Mr. Smither’s back.  

“Very well, though I do think you’re making entirely too much of this, Mr. Smither’s looked around and then pointed directly at Ambril, Sully and Yiggy.  There they are Sir”

The chief harumped his thanks and marched toward them.  He had a sheaf of papers in his hands and stopped ten feet in front of them to peruse them.

“Am I addressing  Ambril Ahriman, Yigg Drusil, and Irmensul Hylde?

“Um, Yes, I guess you are.”  They were a bit stunned to be called by their formal full names, they knew they were in trouble then.

“I must ask you to come with me.”  The deputy steeped forward and signaled for them to walk in front of him to the waiting police car.

“The chief heaved himself into the car, his head grazing the upholstered top and mussing up his hair.  The deputy turned on the siren and lights for the block long ride.  Everyone got out, the three were escorted into a small glassed in room with a mirror on one side.

“I bet it‘s a two way mirror,” said Sully.  Yiggy looked quite pale and nervous.  

Ambril thought suddenly that he must be worried about being sent back to his village and regretted getting him involved in finding out about the stairs.  That must be it, why they were there?  Ambril racked her brain for how they could possibly be anything involved with their forest excursions.

The door opened and the chief came in, his hair newly combed, behind him came a grinning Riley.

“Are these the three you saw on Sunday, coming out of the tunnel we found?”

Riley took his time answering pretending to give it careful thought. He looked directly at the Chief “Yes Sir, these are the three.”

The Chief looked almost fondly at Riley, “Thank you Son, you are a tribute to your family.” He nodded toward the door.  “Saw hello to your Dad,  I think we’re going fishing this Sunday, aren’t we?” 

“Yes Sir, I believe we are and I bet you’ll catch another prize winner, Sir, you seem to have the knack.”  Riley shook the chief’s big beefy hand and with a wink at the three left the room.

The chief remained standing he put his fingertips on the table in between them and leaned toward them menacingly.  “Thanks to the quick wits and resources of that fine young man, we found your tunnel and followed it out beyond the wall.  The chief’s face was slowly turning a lovely shade of lavender.  “TO THE FOREST!”  He paused breathing heavily and then in a whisper,  “do you have any idea how dangerous it is to have an open link, a tunnel  to the forest?”  Not only could something terrible happen to you, but,” the chief brought his face within inches of their faces in turn, “something could get in.”

Ambril was shocked.  She had never thought of their tunnel as a means of invasion.  She hung her head ashamed.  They really hadn’t been thinking.     
“I’m sorry sir, we weren’t thinking of it inthat way.  When we found the tunnel and asked Yiggy to join us we were just thinking of ourselves, and exploring the forest.  Sully was the picture of contrite.  She had her head bowed and her arms folded.  Ambril thought she was brilliant to take suspicion away from Yiggy.  Besides, she wasn’t really telling a lie, they did find the tunnel and they did ask Yiggy to join them, just not in that order.  She could see the Chief melting.  Sully then managed to squeeze out a few tears which of course did the trick.  The chief offred her his own handkerchief and patted her head while she dried her eyes.

“There now, don’t dry,  We’ve made it alright again.  As far as we can tell, nothing has gotten inside the walls,  we have sensors all over the town installed to detect any –er-evil doers.  And we dynamited the tunnel.”  

He stood up and began to pace around the room.  “You say you found this tunnel? It looked newly dug.”

“Well,” Ambril improvised, “when we found it, it looked more like a hope shere the spring runoff branched off from the river and came through and we simply enlarged it.” She tried to look as innocent and frail as Sully did but the Chief hardly glanced at her.

“Ah, I see.”- well we’ll have to look into that.” He cleared his throat, sounding like a freight train.  “We’ll have to keep you hear until your parent s show up to claim you.  We’ll inform them of your actions and will leave the discipline up to them.

Yiggy’s head dropped theChief noticed.  “We’re aware of your relationship with Mrs. Twid.  She volunteered to come down to claim you and promised to keep a sharper eye on you in the future.”  The chief peered through the glass wall and noticed his secretary putting out a fresh batch of donuts.  “Very well,  in the future we’ll expect you to honor fully our cities regulations and rules.”  He nodded absently and closed the door behind him.

“you were supposed to collapse the tunnel, Yiggy!  Why didn’t you do that?”

Ambril stormed at her friend.

Yiggy looked embarrassed.  “I didn’t have the heart to.  I though I would block it up really thoroughly on each end and come back to it in a few months.  I didn’t think it was really dangerous, that stuff we saw can’t stand the sunlight,  it can only stand the darkest shadows of the forest, remember?”  Yiggy shifted a little in his chair.  Even ifit came through at night, it still couldn’t get anywhere near the town, there are all open fields around there.”

Sully and Ambril saw the truth in this.  

“That Riley, he’s such a flaming jerk, did you see how he was gloating?  He loved this.”  It made Ambril’s chest feel tight when she thought about it.

“We have to find a way to get him back.”  Sully said narrowing her eyes, “a really sneaky, devious something.”

The others nodded.  Minutes later, Sully’s parents rushed into the station frantic they alternately smothered all three of them with kisses and stern lectures.  

Mrs. Twid entered silently and stood awkwardly in the corner clearly uncomfortable with the display.  When there was a pause she signaled to Yiggy to join her and she swept him efficiently from the building.  

Sully left soon after with both parents arms wrapped around her and Ambril sat alone in the room.   

 Ambril’s mother breezed in about a half hour later and took charge of her.  “Darling, what were you thinking?  You can’t go around digging tunnels through the wall, it will ruin your nails!”  The sharp click of her stilettos resonated on the hallway’s  linoleum floor.  The sergeant on duty looked appreciatively as she she blew him a little kiss.  “Now, Sweetie, I think it’s time you grew up a little you know started caring more about your appearance.”  She looked disdainfully at her well worn jeans and dirty sneakers.  “I think you need more interesting things to fill your mind,  like fashion and makeup and nails.  Beautiful nails are a girls best friend, darling.”  She paused and put a perfectly enameled fingertip on her chin.  “You’ll of course have to be grounded my dear, for several weeks and then,  I think a little treat?”  She put her hand on her bejeweled neck, How about you and I go to the spa together, what do you think?”  she clapped her pretty hands almost together, careful not to chip her nails.  

“Mom,  I don’t like that kind of stuff, it’s boring.”  And then seeing her mother’s shocked and uncomprehending expression she softened it.  “I mean it sounds fun, Mom, it really does but I don’t think I’m ready for all of that yet.  I’m sure I’ll want to when I’m older, you know I’m only eleven.”
Ambril’s mother sighed and started her brand new Mercedes.  She looked sideways at her freckle faced wild haired daughter “One can only hope you will, darling.”

As they turned the corner and drove by the candy shop Ambril’s mother continued her talk about appearance.  It was like a dam had broken and suddenly realizing that she would have a captive audience for weeks in a row, She began to map her plan of attack.  “First we’ll start with your shoes sweetie, something midheel? Ah! In a soft suede, toeless so that your pretty little toe nails will peek out.”  Here she paused. ”Or they will be pretty and little after I take you to Jean Paul -. Then we’ll move onto your legs,  time to begin shaving darling!”   She again almost clapped her hands with glee and nearly drove into Mr. ***’s car.

It was here Ambril began to tune her out grunting and nodding whenever she heard a pause she stared out the window.  They were just passing Mrs. Twid’s house when-.

“Oh my goodness!” Ambril’s mother cried and slammed on the brakes.
In front of them swaggering down the street was a very odd looking man.  He was very wide as if he’d been steam rolled in a cartoon and grey in color.  His features were broad and his head nearly hairless.  He had one long top knot growing from  his crown.  He wore a pair of short pants that appeared to be woven out of bristling barbed wire and a chestpiece of weathered brass.  He had his mouth open in a wide smile showing all of his 3 teeth and was talking in a n animated fashion to something he held in his hand.  Mrs. Twid was walking briskly along side him angrily admonishing him and punctuating her words by poking him with her finger.   The man took no notice of her but  swung what he was carrying to his other hand.  Ambril saw with a start that it was Yiggy held by the scruff of his neck.  Sully and her parents had gotten out of their car and Sully was now running towards them screaming at the big man.  Ambril immediately got out of the car and ran to her friends.

“What do you think you’re doing to my friend!” yelled Sully “Put him down right now.” She had gotten around in front of him and now stamped her foot and pointed to the ground.  The large gray man didn’t even seem to notice her and appeared about to step on her toes.  Ambril picked up a small rock and threw it as hard as she could at  the man’s face.  

The man stopped and looked around curiously.

“Put Yiggy down now!.” Ambril and Sully yelled in unison.

The man stared at them and then back at Yiggy.  “Be these lassies yourn friends nephew?”

“Yes sir, these are two of the best.” Said Yiggy with difficulty.  “Will you please put me down sir,”  he paused to gulp air. “as I can’t breathe this way.”

The man, who was apparently Yiggy’s uncle turned him from side to side as if admiring him and then gently set him down by his friends.  Yiggy immediately sat down on the pavement and started breathing heavily.

“Just what exactly were you trying to do –er sir?” said Ambril tentatively.  

“I be here to take young Yigg to school.” The large man nodded proudly making his top knot jump around.

“Yiggy already goes to school with us. He’s doing really well, especially in pre-Algebra.”

The man scoffed,  it sounded like grating steel.  “That be nout proper schoolin for one such as him.  He’s from a strong line of Diggers.  He needs ta learn from the best school the ways of the soil.” He banged on his chest plate which resonated like a bell.  “I be thee one to take him thar, his father, god rest his soul would a wanted it.”

“But, I do na want to go, sir.  I am happy here with me friends.”

The big man leaned down and squinted at his nephew’s face. “Be yee happy under the care a’ this creature?” He jerked his thumb toward the still irate Mrs. Twid who now saw her opportunity to be heard.
“How dare you try to make away with my lodger,  How dare you even set foot on my property with those filthy shoes!” Everyone then looked at his shoes which seem to be made out of some sort of soft fern like moss.  Ambril thought they looked quite comfortable. Though they appeared to have stained his toes green.

“If I had had any clue of the kind of society Yiggy would bring around, I would never had invited him in to my lovely home.”

“Ha, lovely home.  You treat him no betta’ than a slave you nasty old biddy.”  Yiggy’s uncle was now turning a bluish shade as he became angrier. “Me nephew should be treated better, not made to sleep in a shed.”

Off to the side Ambril noticed Sully talking excitedly with her parents who nodded their heads slowly.  Sully ran over and with a huge smile said “Mrs. Twid, we’d be happy to have Yiggy come and stay with us.” She beamed at Yiggy,  “you see Gran’s moved into her own apartment  over the garage so her room is free.” Yiggy had turned away and she tugged on his sleeve.  “It’s not like charity, you can work on the farm with us to pay your board.  What do you say?”

Yiggy slowly smiled and then nodded.  I would work hard for ye an not be too much trouble I promise, Mr. and Mrs. ***.”

“Not likely, Mrs. ***. The child has been nothing but a bother since he arrived.  I think, he should be immediately sent back to his village.”  Mrs. Twid’s teeth gleamed a sort of greenish color underneath her pale lips.

“I think we’ll risk the mayhem he might cause, Mrs. Twid.  We could use a bit more help on the farm, anyway, so why don’t we get your things and – “

“I have his things hare.” Said Yiggy’s uncle raising a small bundle of clothing knotted into a ball. Then he brought his face down to within inches of Yiggy’s face and rasped,  “But I’n nout sure this is the best for ye, young Yigg, you belong in the forest, you  know you do.” He cocked his head at Yiggy and smiled his three tooth smile.  Ambril thought she heard his face crack a bit  when he smiled.   His beath smelled like fresh mushrooms

Yiggy looked uneasily at his uncle and then at his friends and then said quietly.  “I understand what you be sayin’ uncle and I’m thinkin’ you might be right, but I’m nout ready to leave this place yet.”

His Uncle’s face grew serious and for along minute he stared at Yiggy.  Ambril grew apprehensive,  what was to keep him from just picking him up again and carting him off?  The man appeared to be built from rock and steel. She held her breath.  Finally he blinked and slowly raised himself to standing.  He nodded to Yiggy.  “If you ever need my help nephew,” he said loudly staring pointedly at the high nosed Mrs. Twid and then around the crowd, “Just sound the call, and I’ll come.”  

Yiggy looked puzzled for aminute and then his Uncle winked at him.  He raised his foot and began to stomp the ground.  The sound was enormous, like crashing waves and clashing symbols rolled into a burst of thunder.  It made the cars jump on either side of him.  He stomped 5 times and they listened as it reverberated through the forest and then he smiled, gave Yiggy a long hug, then turned and marched straight up the hill.

“Whoo, impressive, you don’t want to mess with Yiggy’s family now do you?”  said a nearby woman.  Ambril looked around and realized that quite a crowd had formed.  

Mr. Smithers pushed himself through and asked in a quavering voice “Is everything alright?”

“No of course it isn’t.” said Mrs. Twid.  Her arms folded and her lips in a thin line. “This boy has caused nothing but trouble!” Looking around the crowd she now began to raise her voice evangelically. “Earlier today, I was summoned to the police station to collect him as he had been FOUND OUTSIDE THE WALL IN THE FOREST!”  She nodded triumphantly at the murmuring crowd.  “Then his Uuncle arrives, obviously a much inferior species.”  She looked dubiously at Yiggy, destroys my shed,”  She motions with her arm toward her shed which had the door hanging on one hinge.  “And marches through my Dahlias!” She pointed to the large mushy footsteps evident through her flower garden.

“I’ll – I’ll fix whatever was broke, Mrs. Twid, I donna think he meant no harm,” said Yiggy anxiously.  An’ I’ll not be botherin’ you again as I will go an stay with me friend now.” He stooped to pick up his bundle of things.  “Thank ye for –er eveythin’ .  He gave a slight bow and turned to Sully and her parents who quickly bundled them into their old car and rolled away toward home.

Ambril waved until they were out of sight.  Her smile a bit crooked.  She was really glad that Yiggy had been saved from going down the mines again and that he had found a really good home with Sully’s family but she did feel that she was going to miss a lot, especially now that she was grounded and stuck in make-over hell.  She sighed and turned back to the car.  Inside she could see her mother gesturing wildly to her.

“Darling!  Are you alright?  Good heavens I thought that horrid man was going to bite your head off, or something equally gruesome.!”  She crushed Ambril’s face into her well padded bosom.

“I was fine, Mom,”  came the muffled reply, “really, Yiggy’s Uncle was actually really nice.” She pulled away as her mother put her cell phone back to her ear.

“Tuesday’s fine darling, yes I’ll bring her along.”  She smiled broadly at Ambril. “elevenish? Lovely darling, see you then, kiss! kiss!”  That was Alfonso, sweetie and he’s promised to fit you in next week!  Isn’t that just peachy dearie?”  

Ambril smiled weakly.  “Peachy keen Mom, Peachy keen.” She went back to staring blankly out of the window for the rest of the trip home. 
CHAPTER FOUR

Ambril sat listlessly in her room, thankful for her Mom’s weekly massage appointment.  It had been two long weeks of being poked, shaved lacquered and plucked for Ambril   Her hair was shorter and straignter, her clothes were new and her shoes were squeaky clean, she was tremendously bored.  She sat staring at the pile of homework on her desk listening to the soft tick of the her alarm clock.  
when worn and dirty corner of paper caught her eye amidst the mass of her own scribbles.  She gently tugged it fro the bottom of the pile and discovered it was the old map they had found tucked into Dr. @@@ book so long ago.  Her eyes follwed the map around and noticed a peculiar symbol under the redwood tree, another one on the snaky cantankerous line of the riber near the wall and a third at the corner of @@@ and @@@.  She realized with a start that it was the schoolhouse.  She had been many times to all of these locations and had never seen anything interesting there.  She was hunched over the map when a large blob of green goo whacked her in the head.  “Yuk!,” She reached up and managed to get most of it out.  She heard a giggle from the doorway. 

“Dirne!, why did you do that, this stuff is gross! Now Mom will make me take another shower.”  

“What’s a matter?  Worried about your hairdo?”  Dirne skipped over and helped her remove the last little bits.

“I’m sooo tired of all of this primping, I would love to just go rollin the dirt.”  Said Ambril dejectedly.

Dirne looked at her sorrowfully.  “I miss the old Ambril, I got to be clean and neat too now.” He stared dejectedly down at his neatly pressed pants then stuck his hand in his pocket.  “I got something for you.”  He said his eyes twinkling.  He pulled out a blue rock.  The same rock that Ambril had snuck back into her stepfather’s study.

“Dirne!  I can’t believe you took this thing out of there!  Don’t you remember how much trouble it caused us last time?”

“Yeah!  It was fun!  We need some more fun like that Ambril!”.  He plunked down the rock squarely on the old map that Ambril had let fall on the desk.  It looked dull and lifeless as most rocks do but as Ambril looked at it more closely she could see a spark of light within its depths.  The carvings around the stone were graceful, almost like decorations.  Without thinking Ambril picked up the stone to examine them.  It immediately began to hum and glow a gentle blue light filling the room. 

“See Ambril,  It really belongs to you, not Father,  I’ve seen him holding it before and it doesn’t do that for him,  though I think he wants  it to.  He talks to it all the time.”
Ambril looked at her brother curiously as he jumped on her bed.  “How do you know all this?  What do you do spy on him?.”  The stone felt pleasant inn her hand.                        

Dirne jumped meditatively for a few minutes and said.”  I guess you could call it that.  I just really want to be around him, you know.  He’s always so busy with work and everything.”

Ambril felt a sudden sadness for her brother,  Her Mom was always running off to some fasion event, her father busy with  thoughts of his own.  At least when she was growing up, she had her brothers and sisters.  She had a sudden vivid recollection of playing tag and hide and go seek in the yard with them when she was about Dirne’s age.  Dirne had to grown up alone in this house.  It must have been lonely for him.  She put out her hand to him and he jumped into her lap.  She smelled apple juice and graham crackers as she pulled him into a hug. 

“Hey, look what the stone did to this !”  Dirne pointed to the map.  The stone’s light had made visible another drawing underneath.  Ambril looked at it closely.  It appeared to be a series of large symbols.  Several weird shapes and some circles made in dots connected by long circuitous lines.  

“What’s this say?”   Dirne was pointing to some words that had appeared above the partially burned poem in the corner.  

Ambril began to read it aloud:

(poem)

Bam!  She was interrupted  by an eraser whacking her in the cheek. “Hey that hurt!”  she turned toward Flit who was shaking his fist at her and running toward the map.  He stood firmly over the poem, blocking it from view fingering another eraser.
“Okay, Okay, I get it!  Don’t say it aloud, just relax.”  Flit  put down the eraser and taking up the corner of the map folded it carefully away.  “I guess it must be really powerful and probably does something bad, right?”  Flit gave no response.

 “Ammmbrill!”  it was her mother trilling from the foot of the stairs.”

Ambril sighed “Yes mother, I’ll try that masque later Okay?”

“Alright honey, and you promised to clean out the upstairs hall closet right?   

“Yes Mother, I’ll do that.”

“Then I’m off, we’ll tackle that yoga tape tomorrow,  You will take Dirne down to the festival early won’t you? He has a rehearsal just before the ceremony.     Ciao!”  

The door slammed and there was a blessed silence, for once. Ambril put the stone away in her pocket for safe keeping, she hoped that later on she’d find a way to return it. She then wandered out to the hall closet.  She opened it up and groaned.  It was piled high with old  books, magazines and little used sports equipment of her brothers.  Sighing she began to sort the stuff into Maybe we’ll keep, definitely give this stuff away and preserve for posterity piles.  She had almost emptied the closet when on the top shelve way in the back she felt more than saw an old book.  Pulling it out, she realized it was a dusty photo album.  She wiped it clean, sneezing several times in the process and opened it.

There, staring up at her was a picture of a very happy family with a little girl, boy and a baby.  The smling and much younger face of her mother beamed up at her. She looked so different with her hair slightly mused and her jeans torn at the knee.  There was a red haired, green eyed man with freckles and a lopsided grin with her arm around her.  ‘My Dad’ thought Ambril.  This was a different looking guy than the stiff nervous one in the wedding picture her Mom had in her dressing room.  In this photo he looked relaxed and confident.  Her Mom looked so relaxed.   She stared at her mother’s face.  Her smile was genuine.  

“What’s that? Said Dirne he was now tired of jumping on her bed and had come over to look.  “Hey it’s Mommy!”  He leaned closer for a better look.  “Wow, she looks pretty.”

She did look pretty and happy,  much happier than now.  Ambril tried to remember when she had seen her Mom smile like that, and she couldn’t.  The little girl  and boy must be her brother and sister and the baby, herself.  She turned the page.  There were lots of pictures of all of them.  Playing at the beach,  at the park.  Dirne had fun picking out Traz, Ambril and Eden in all of the pictures.  There was one picture in which her Dad had his arm around Dr. @@@.  They were both smiling broadly.  

“So Dr. @@@ was friends with my Dad.”

“Very good friends.”  Ambril slammed the book shut and turned toward her bedroom doorway.  Her stepfather stood there.  He smiled thinly as he walked into the room.  “Almost like father and son.  You see your father’s parent died when he was very young.  He came to live with my family when he was 8 years old.  Dr @@@ was a teacher at school.”
Ambril could feel the stone twitch in her pocket.  She stole a glance at the desk.  Yes, the map was folded and partially covered by another paper.

“Speaking of school, how is your school work coming along?” He was now over at her desk rooting through the large pile of paper and books.

“Um fine, we’ve finished all of the major tests, school ends day after tomorrow.” 

“Oh really, that soon?” 

“Yes, sir, it sort of creeps up on you doesn’t it? Ha Ha”   she gave a nervous laugh.  She gave an involuntary intake of breath when his hand brushed the old map page but he didn’t seem to notice it and moved on.

“Are you participating in the midsummer’s eve festival?”

“No sir, I’ve been grounded.  But Dirne is and Mom asked me to take him down there.  In fact, I should probably start getting ready for it.”

“Ah, very well.  He paused in the doorway.  See that you put all of this stuff away .”He gestured to the piles of stuff in the hallway.
“I sure will.”  Said Ambril.  As the door shut.  Ambril felt herself relax.  Her father never came up here.  

“Dirne, where ws Dad when you swiped the stone?”

Diren was trying to somersault off the bed but landed whump on his back in a pile of stuffed animals.  

“He was working on his computer like usual.  When he’s really working he never notices me.  I usually come in and sit on the floor by the door and just watch him for a while.  Sometimes he sees me and tells me to leave but most times, he doesn’t.  Today I got bored, he was just typing away and sometimes laughing  a little, so I walked up to his desk.  The stone thingy was sitting right there, so I took it.”  Dirne looked rather proud of himself.

“So you just wandered in, put it in your pocket and walked out with it?”

“Kinda, except I ran, of course.  Running is more fun.”

“And then you came right up here?”

Dirne nodded and held up his arms for a hug. “I missed you”.  As Ambril hugged her brother she wondered if her stepfather didn’t suspect they had the stone.

“Come on, help me with the junk in the closet. We have to take it out to the garage before Mom get’s home.”  The two walked out  of the bedroom.  Ambril hesitated leaving the map on her desk now that she knew it held power.  She walked quickly back and slid it between her Math and English books.

“I’ll help you with these things, Ambril.”  Ambril whirled to see her stepfather standing in the doorway with a load of junk. 

“Oh thanks’ Father, it won’t take too long.”   The three of them marched down the stairs and piled it in the garage.  

“I’m just going to spend a moment arranging this stuff more efficiently.”  Ambril’s stepfather eyed the pile.

“Thanks, Dad,  we’d better get off to practice.”  Ambril and Dirne returned to the house and raced to the study door.  It was thankfully, open and took just a second for Ambril to replace the stone stowing it under some papers on his desk again.  As she turned to leave she saw Dirne flash past.

“Dirne, we have to get out of here now! “

“Wait, I just want to see what’s so important.” Dirne was over at the computer and had banged on the keyboard, making it come to life.

It was an email addressed to @@@ from @@@.  It said:

“Package delivered as you requested.  I will expect the last batch from you tomorrow at the usual place and time.”      
“Well that doesn’t sound very interesting.” 

Dirne looked crestfallen   “At least it could be exciting, the stuff he does all day and night.  This is just boring.” 

“

Come on, let’s get out of here!”  Ambril grabbed her younger brother’s hand and whisked him out of the room. “Whew!  I’m glad that’s done.  I don’t know what he would have done to us had he seen you or me with that thing.”  They had made it out of the house and were walking down to the central park.  It was the first time that Ambril had been allowed out of the house since the wall incident, except for school, Ambril had been at the mercy of her Mother.  She felt frisky as they skipped down the hill.   Ambril could already see people gathering at the central circle already.

“He would have looked at us with his lips all tight, like he was holding his breathe and then he would have lectured us and sent us to our rooms.”  Dirne said matter of factly. 

“I don’t know, Dirne, something tells me that that thing really means something to him. It has some kind of power.”

“He’s always talking to it sort of nonsense words, like you said when you looked at the map.”

Ambril stopped and looked at her brother. “You mean exactly like or sort of like the words I said.”

Dirne screwed up his face. “I’m trying to remember,  I think it was pretty close to what you said, cept nothing happened.”

“What do you mean nothing happened?”

“Well when you said it the earth sort of rumbled a little and of course the stone hummed a bit.  He can’t make the stone light up like you do.  He turned and looked fondly at his big sister, The stone thingy likes you.”  
“Stone thingies aren’t alive, they don’t have feelings, Dirne, It’s just a thing, not a person.”   As Ambril and Dirne continued to walk towards practice, A figure slid into Ambril’s room and slid the old paper from it’s hiding place.  The map glowed faintly blue.  When opened the symbols Ambril had noticed before had begun to pulse blue.  The figure chuckled mirthlessly.

Down in the circle there was pandemonium.  Ambril saw Mr. @@@ in a flowing chartreuse tunic.  “Oh Ambril, what an evening!  Did you feel the earthquake?”  His hands fluttered about his face.  “Quite unsettling, I was retrieving some sheet music from my car when I felt it, it quite upset my stomach for just a moment but I felt alright.  Poor  Mrs.  @@@, however, was standing right on the center stone walking her little dog Killer and felt the stone crack.”  He pointed to where a flurry of people buzzed around a figure on the ground.  A white Maltese scratched his ear nearby.  “It cracked right down the middle, very clean.” Mr. @@W shook his head.  “They’re trying to determine if it’s safe to have the bonfire as usual there.” He looked almost angry.  “I do hope there won’t be any problems.  We’ve already set up the bleachers for the school choir,  I don’t know where we’ll have it if they make us move everything.”

Ambril could see the fire fighters busy around on the stone.  Mrs. @@@ was  pulled to her feet and led away by her daughter.  Ambril was shocked at how much older she appeared.  She leaned heavily on her daughter as the dog frisked beside them.  Hadn’t it been just last month that she had won the women’s croquet championship?  An old man was nearly bent double examining the stone.  He ran his hand over the crack and shook his head.  When he straightened, Ambril recognized Dr. Afallen.  He walked off with the mayor deep in conversation  toward the milling knot of firefighters and started gesturing to the stone. The Mayor shook his head, they seemed to be arguing.  Then the Mayor walked over to the firefighters then gave the thumbs up to the stone.  Ambril could see the wizened head of Dr. Afallen vigorously shake but the Mayor ignored him.  

“Thank heavens!, Said a relieved Mr. Featherton trilled loudly.  “Children, your places please! Everyone to their places.”  

Ambril lead Dirne over to the bleachers and  went to take a closer look at the stone.   A perfectly straight crack bisected the stone exactly.  She saw a fire fighter with a load of firewood coming toward her.
“Excuse me, sir, but do you know if there was any other damage in town other than the crack in the stone?”

“Not to my knowledge, Miss, I think this is it, the stone is the oldest thing in the town. It was brought over from the old country.”  He began to stack his load in the center of the stone.  
“Old country, you mean England?”  Ambril remembered from her history lessons that many of the town founders had come from there.
“Wales, darlin’ I think this stone comes from there.”

“Oh, thanks.” she walked off to stand in the crowd of parents nearby. “Hey you!” a hand twirled her around and there stood Yiggy and Stully.  

“Hi” She gave them both a big hug, So you were let out too?”

“Well, yes but on a very short leash.” Sully motioned with her head at her parents who were nearby.

“Let’s go get something to eat.” Ambril was anxious to get out of the crowd and tell her friends what she had found.  After checking with Sully’s parents, the three left the crowd and walked across the street to the shops.  They bought sandwiches and large helpings of Chocolate chocolate orange chip and vanilla caramel swirl.  Ambril got a sandwich and some treats for Dirne as she knew he would be hungry after rehearsal.   

“Oooh look! It’s ice breath, the new candy they’ve been advertising night and day.  Let’s try it!”   Ambril knew they’d been having a better time of their time at home as she hadn’t been allowed to watch any TV since her visit to the police station.  She picked up one of the bright blue pouches and shook one, it appeared to have some sort of powder inside.  They all bought one and decided to  walk  past the shops while the choir began to sing stopping in front of the Mrs. @@@ shoe emporium.  A big ‘GOING OUT OF BUSINESS sign had just been placed in the window.  

“What? Mrs. @@@’s going out of business? I’ve bought every pair of shoes I’ve ever owned here,” said Sully dejectedly.

“mrs. @@@ certainly hasn’t been looking very good lately,  have you noticed?”

“Aye, I came in to buy me a new pair of work boots and Mrs. @@@ fainted behind the counter.  I had to get her  her nasty smellin’ salts from her back room and call her daughter.”

They peered into the darkening store and saw Mrs. @@@ shaking hands with someone familiar.  It was Mrs. Twid.  She turned too swiftly for them to hide and let herself out the front door.

“Children, lovely night isn’t it.”  Her smile was for Sully and Ambril, she ignored Yiggy.

“Yes it is, Mrs. Twid.  Is Mrs. @@@ alright?” Ambril asked.

“More than alright, she’s going to retire and live with her daughter by the ocean.  What could be nicer.”  Mrs. Twid smiled in a satisfied way and fiddled with a long rope of pearls around her neck.  “And, she has agreed to sell me her store.”  The kids looked surprised.  “Never fear, It will still be a shoe store, I only plan to make a few minor changes.”  She gave them a thin lipped smile.  
She turned toward Ambril.  “Is your father expected here this evening?  

“Yes, Dirne is performing in the choir, he’s said he’d be here before the bonfire.

“Ah, good, I have a minor business matter to discuss with him.”  Her yellowish teeth glistened between her shiny red lips.  I’m off to celebrate with my nephew, enjoy your evening.”  She walked briskly away her flat feet slapping the pavement softly.

“That can’t  be good for Mrs. @@@, right?”  Sully whispered as soon as Mrs. Twid’s back was turned.

Well, her feeling poorly part is not so good, but the seashore sounds right nice”  Yiggy said   

“yeah, I guess you’re right, there’s good and bad in everything.” Ambril said. 

  Something about Mrs Twid reminded her of the earlier events with her stepfather and she lost no time updating her friends.
“Curiouser and Curiouser, Do you remember the rhyme?”

“It was all sort of gibberish, in another language I guess.”  Ambril paused.  I think I can remember the first line though.”

“You know who might be able to help is Dr. Afallen.  He’s just been released from the hospital, my Mom saw him earlier today at the grocery store”

“That’s a great idea! I just saw him talking with the Mayor.  He didn’t look too happy about the crack in the stone.  I think he wanted them to move the bonfire away from it.”
“I wonder why?  Just cuz it’s cracked doesn’t mean you can’t have a fire on it, right?” Yiggy asked.

“Even so, he really didn’t look too happy about it.”  Ambril perused the gathering crowd. “Come on!  Let’s see if we can find him before the festival starts!”  The three started to thread their way through the thickening crowd.  Many people were making an evening of it and had brought picnic baskets and blankets.  As they got closer to the stone the crowd became tighter.

“It’s no use!  Said Sully after she had gotten rudely shoved back after trying to slide through a group sporting ‘fencing forever’ caps.
“Quick, this way!”  Ambril motioned for them to move sideways behind the bleachers.  The crowds thinned quickly and they raced around the back toward the podium where the mayor was sitting.  Ambril spotted Dr. Afallen’s rounded shoulder slouch on the podium but before she could get to him the Mayor stood up to speak.

“Welcome everyone to our annual midsummer’s night eve festival!  The celebrate the beauty and wonder of nature at the height of her powers.  Tonight, the longest day of the year –“ 
“Ya wouldna wanted to speak to the Doctor anyway,  look who is settin beside him.”  Yiggy pointed with his thumb to the long nosed profile of her stepfather sitting on the other side of Dr Afallen. Her stepfather was staring fixedly at  someone in the bleachers.  His face was eve whiter than usual.  Curious, Ambril squirmed around to see  who it might be.  At first she could see no one looking toward him until roght on the bottom row she saw the tight bun and pearls of Mrs. Twid.  She had a nasty smile on her face and suddenly held up a small piece of paper with a familiar symbol on it.  The symbol Ambril had seen  on her father’s computer and was also ornamenting her necklace.

“Mrs. Twid! Look it’s Mrs. Twid!  She knows something about my stepfather. Look!”  but by the time the others had found Mrs. Twid in the crowd, she was listening attentively to the Mayor finish his speech.

“-So without further Ado, Let the festival begin!” The Mayor raised his hand and in a grand swooping gesture started the marching band.  The band played loudly and only occasionally off key.  The chorus joined in on  some of the songs with the audience helping them with some of the more well known numbers.  The night slowly rose up around them and soon thousands of stars were twinkling  above.  Ambril smiled as she looked up at the Orion’s belt.  This was her favorite part.  In the center of the round stone the firefighters had built a  mountain of a bonfire with a man made of corn husks and straw stuck on top.  He represented all of the cares of the past year.  A torch was brought and laid at the foot of the bonfire and as they finished their last chorus of ‘this land is your land’ the watched the flames take hold and begin to reach high in to the night sky. The corn husked man began to crackle and spark.

“Oh I promised m;y Mom I would help her pass out the Cobbler, gotta go!” said Sully I in a rush. 

“Wait, we’ll come too, we’ll have to talk to Dr. Afallen later anyway.” Ambril got to her feet and Yiggy too.  The three of them began to walk toward the food tables in fron of the podium where already peach cobbler and home made icre cream were being passed out.

Mrs. Tupelo made the very best cobbler in the world from her own peaches.  Ambril took a deep breath before she began passing out the generous portions.  But then, a different smell came wafting to them.  A rancid, rotting smell swirled out from the bonfire.  

“Look! Said one woman and pointed to the bonfire.

At first Ambril couldn’t see anything wrong except for a lot more smoke circling the fire.  But then she noticed the cracks along the stone were spewing the black smoke, not the fire.  The black smoke swirled around the fire and then seemed to be absorbed by the burning man.  The burining man began to stretch it’s arms and stamp it’s feet.  It pryed itself off of the post it was attached to and muped down onto the grass.  It opened it’s wide cavernous mouth and spit a cloud of flou smelling smoke toward the crowd.  

“Don’t let it touch you! came a weak cry.  It was Dr. Afallen on the podium.  “It is a black curse, leave immiediately.!”

The crowd needed no other excuse.  Dumping the cobbler and ice cream they ran screaming away from the monster.  

Ambril turned to go but out of the corner of yer eye she spotted a red baseball cap.  It was Dirne, he was sitting frozen in his seat clutching his robot, Flit.  The monster hadn’t seen him yet, he was heading toward the podium.  

“Ambril, what is wrong with you!  We have to get out of here, you remember this guy from the forest don’t you?” Sully’s face was white with fear

“It’s Dirne!, I have to get him, you go on!”  Ambril ran as fast as she ever had around the back of the bonfire and scooped up Dirne.

“We have to get out of here Dirne, This guy is nasty!” She scooped up the rigid little form  and turned to run.”

“It’s Dad, Ambril, look!”

In spite of herself and the danger, Ambril couldn’t help it she paused and turned in time to see her stepfather raise his hand toward the beast.  Nestled inside his hand sparked the blue stone.  He seemed to be chanting something and the beast turned to listen.  The beast then reared up and spewed forth a large long black snake of smoke which went slithering off south toward the valley.  Then it advanced toward Dr. Afallen.  Opening wide it’s mouth he enveloped the little old man with black smoke.   When the smoke cleared Dr. Afallen staggered and fell to his knees.  The creature turned toward Ambril.

“Run!, Run! What are you doing?” Eden was there yanking Dirned from her and racing away with him.  She hadn’t gone far though when she tripped and fell.  Dirne tumbled from her arms as the creature moved closer.  Dirne got up  unhurt still clutching the robot under one arm.  He raised his fist at the Monster

“you leave my sisters alone, you big bully!”

“The creature swirved away from Eden and went after Dirne.

“Father stop it, make it stop!  It’s Dirne! Ambril yelled desperatedly to her stepfather.  Dr. Afallen still on his knees had picked up  a stray piece of wood from the ground.  Breathing heavily he swung the heavy branch toward her stepfather who was still muttering incantations toward the beast.  The wood hit him full in the face, knocking him down.  The blue stone rolled from his hand.  Dr. Afallen too collapsed.

The beast had taken a step closer to Dirne fascinated.  Eden had recovered and grabbing him started to run.  The beast opened it’s mouth and the black smoke enveloped them for a fraction of a second and then they were away behind the bleachers.  The beast, frustrated stood and roared, then turned and saw Ambril.

Ambril knew she had just one chance.  Picking up a large piece of wood she threw it at the creatures head.  Hitting it square, it showered sparks everywhere and made the beast pause.  She ran hard to where she had seen the blue stone land.  Searching frantically she finally found it.  As she picked it up it began to throb with light.  The beast turned quickly and opened it’s mouth.  Ambril raised the stone high and said the first thing that came into her head.  “We need light! Lots of Light!”  Immediately the stone errupted in a beam of blue light catching the creature full on.  It disintegrated it instantly.  
The creatures form sloughing into a pile of smouldering embers.  

“Nice work!  Are you Okay?” Yiggy was there at her side, grinning.  “You vanquished the stinkin pile of filth!” 

“Yeah, I’m Okay but I think my stepfather was hit pretty hard,  Dr. Afallen didn’t like much what he was doing.”  Ambril told Yiggy all about what she had seen. 

“Whoa! They both will have some explainin to do.”

“If Doctor Afallen wakes up.  He gout a big whiff of the smoke.”

Ambril thought she should really go and check on her sister and brother though she thought Eden could take care of both of them.Ambril turned suddenly.   “I  have to find Eden and Dirne,  they got too close to the beast too.” 
“I’ll take that!”  Ambrils shoulder was gripped hard and spun around.  Her stepfather glared down at her as he wrenched the blue stone from her hand.

“You have some explaining to do yourself.”  His eyes burned coldly into hers. 

 “Oh my gosh look!”  Sully was at the top of the bleachers looking south toward the farmlands.  Ambril craned her neck and saw bursts of bright light.

“It’s the farm! And Gran!” Sully  was hurriedly scrambling down the bleachers.  “Come on!” she slapped a small leather pouch into Ambril’s hand and sitting down immediately started rubbing the bottom of her shoes.
“I’ll be right back father, I have to go help Sully.”

“Nonsense!  Sully’s family can take care of themselves. The three of you must stay here to answer the questions I’m sure Chief ## will have for you.” His grip tightened on her shoulder.

Ambril knew that if she should do as her stepfather said, the chief of police would have lots of questions for all of them.  She didn’t entirely trust her stepfather, however,  he had seen her handle the stone and probably understood that she had handled it before which meant she had taken it from his study.  She looked at Sully’s anxious white face.  She held out the small brown pouch of floyinng powder..  Yiggy and Sully  were already rising slowly when she wrenched her shoulder out of her stepfather’s grasp and grabbed the flying powder.

“Ambril, get back here now!”  she skittered to the left and right to avoid her father’s long arm.  She was running across the grass through the crowd.  Trying to figure out how she was going to stop and apply the powder to her shoes without being swooped up by her stepfather.  She dodged groups of people making their way home and vaulted over a stroller.  A baby wailed.  “Sorry” she yelled back.  Just in front of her she was a firefighter kneeling on the grass over a prone figure.  He had on a large fireman’s hat with a big light on it.  

Ambril got an idea, “I hope this works!.” She said to herself.  As she raced by the firefighter she grabbed his hat.  Taking the flying powder she dumped the whole bag on it and then clamped it on her head.  She wrapped her arms around it and closed her eyes. 
“Hey you three, I need to talk to –“ the chief of police didn’t have a chance to finish as the powder began taking affect.  
There was a huge explosion around her ears and a tremendous whooshing sound as Ambril’s feet left the ground.  She opened her eyes and discovered they were rocketing up, the town now tiny lights below.  “Whoops, I guess that was a little bit too much flying powder!” She adjusted her direction and pointed it toward where she thought Sully’s farm was.  In an instant she was flying through corn fields.  “Where am I?” she mused looking around.  She found the switch on the helmet and the light flashed on showing the stone wall curving in front of her.  Ambril made a quick adjustment and swerved around toward the farm.  Cruising above she saw her two friends running toward the peach tree in the front yard.  One of them veered off and started running toward the garage.  Ambril could see Sully racing toward a large black shape alone.  Ambril realized that it was the peach tree in the front yard that the black curse had completely engulfed.   There were great flashes of fuzzy light coming from under it. The smoke completely engulfed the tree though Ambril could see flashed of light within and occasionally holes punched through it. Through one Ambril saw Gran with her back up against the tree throwing powders at the smoke.   Then Ambril was cruising over the forest and had to swerve around again.  “The powders won’t last forever, we have to do something fast!”  The light on the helmet was a powerful one.  It created sharp shadows of the trees below.  Suddenly Ambril had an immediate thought.   She dove down until she was flying just inches from the ground and heading straight toward the smoke wrapped tree.  The closer she came to the smoke the more the bright helmet light bore into the smoke until Ambril could see Gran.  She was slumped over now, her face tight and drawn.  Ambril had freed one of her arms by attaching the chin strap and hugging the hat hnard with one arm. “I have just one pass” she thought.  She could feel the powder wearing off, slowing down.  Her toes were now skimming the grass in another second she would be inside the smoke.  She took a big gulp of air and entered the smoky black hole.  She reached out and grabbed Gran, hugging her to her chest.  The other side of the smoke thinned and cleared and they dragged through.  Ambril angled away from the road and half dragged half flew to the porch.  The powder completely wore off just as they reached the safety of the porch light.  

“Gran!”  Sully was at her side in an instant.  Ambril stood up  and looked around  The smoke had follwed them and was now fingering the outer reaches of the porch when suddenly  the yard lights switched on.  Hot beams of light shot through the smoke.  Thre was a high pitched scream and the smoke faded away leaving a light dusting of gray powder on everything.
Ambril turned back to Gran just as Yiggy came running around the corner.  Sorry it took so long to get the lights on, I couldn’t find the switch, I called 911 too“  His face grew grave when he saw Gran.  

“Remember when the curse first appeared it coughed up  a stream of smoke and sent it down this way?”  Ambril whispered to him.  “It must have been after Gran.” 
Gran looked deathly pale.  Her mouth was slightly open and occasionally a whisp of smoke would escape.  It seemed with great effort that she opened her eyes and smiled.  

“Sully”, her voice was raspy with pain.  “I haven’t much time, darling, you must with your friends finish this. I think you are ready.  There are old dark forces unleashed that must be controlled.  You must find Ashera,  Ashera will know if anyone does, what to do to make things balanced again.”  She took a huge breath and coughed up smoke.

“Don’t talk now Gran, save your strength, everything’s going to be all right now, the black smoke thingy is gone.”  Sully’s voice was tight and high.

Gran took a moment to recover from the coughing.  She took several deep breaths.  She turned and looked directly at Ambril. “Remember you three to follow your heart.  Go to the source when you must.”  She began to cough again.  “The answers are there, you will find them.”  Her eyes were beginning to glaze over when she looked at Sully.  “I love you darling,  I’ll be watching out for you.”  She smiled weakly and then lapsed into unconsciouslness.  

“Gran! Gran! Don’t go!”  Sully squeezed the hand she was holding.  Big tears splashed down onto Gran’s pink jogging suit.  “What will I don without you, Gran!, please don’t go. Please..” 

Ambril put her arm around her heaving shoulders.  She could feel Yiggy’s strong arm wrap around them both as the police and ambalances pulled into the yard. 

The police and medics jumped quickly out of their vehicles and froze when they saw the gray powder.   They got back into their vehicles and waited, watching the three kids and the old woman in the glare of the porch lights.  Another large van pulled up behind the ambulance and 3 odd figures slowly got out and walked toward them.  They looked like space men.  They had on white suits with large helmets on.  There was an air pack attached to their backs and heavy gloves on their hands.  Their boots made little puffs of gray ash swirl with each step.

One of them towed a stretcher.  They got Gran loaded onto it.  One of them stooped to look at the three kids.  Ambril could see the face of the deputy through the glass.  He motioned for them to come with him.  With Yiggy’s help Ambril managed to get Sully up from the porch and into the police van.  The deputy did not take off his helmet during the ride but stared at them mercilessly.   The siren sounded muffled from inside the fan and the lights spot lighted objects as they whooshed through the town to the hospital.  Once there, Gran was taken out of the ambulance in front of them by more people in weird astronaut suits.  They were not allowed to go with her but were herded into a group on the sidewalk surrounded by men in astronaut suits.  The suits parted and Eden and Dirne joined them.  

“Hey!  Are you alright, I was so worried about you!”  Ambril ran over and gave them both a big hug.  

Dirne smiled though he looked pale.  “I Okay.”

Eden was fuming.  They don’t know what they’re doing.  They wouldn’t come near us, for fear we would contaminate them.  They have those other poor people all in one room.  The nurses are afraid to go in to help them so they make the police do it and you can imagine how helpful they are.”  Eden hugged Dirne tightly.  He began to cough. Ambril looked at him closely.  He was definitely sick though whether it was from the cold he was getting over or the black curse, she couldn’t tell and apparently the hospital staff couldn’t either.

“Where’s Father? Shouldn’t he be here helping out?”  Eden shrugged, I haven’t seen him since the festival.   A cdrowd had formed a safe distance away from them.  Ambril could see the Sully’s parents looking worried.  Suddenly a commotion in the drowd drew her attention.  She could see a struggle going on, 

“Those are my children there, if you think I’m going to just stand here calmly you are greatly mistaken!”  A hand came up from the struggle and a loud thwack was heard.  One of the deputies rubbed his cheek.  Ambril stared.  It was her Mom.  Her hair was a mess and she didn’t have any lipstick on. But there was no mistaking her.  “Mom? We’re Okay, we think, don’t worry, they can’t keep up forever.”  Her mother’s head surfaced over the backs of two fo the deputies.  “Don’t worry darlings, I won’t let anything happen to you, I love you!”  Her voice was fading as they were bodily carrying her away.  The crowd tittered abit for awhile and then quieted.   After what seemed like hours, the crowd parted and the chief of police stepped forward.  He had a microphone.  

“Folks,  We’d like you to know that the curse has been controlled, the leak sealed and clean up is underway.”  He paused to adjust his reading glasses.  “Unfortunately, there were several cases of contamination, the most severe cases we have quarantined within the hospital.  They are Mr.Tobias Alfallen, Miss Crystal Twid, and Mrs. ### Tupelo.  Our hospital’s  medical personnel are working feverishly to find a cure.”  Eden scoffed loudly.   “Thank you, that is all.  Please return to your homes.”            
“Good, that’s a relief”  Yiggy began to walk toward the road when a hand reached out to stop him.

“Not you” said a funny fuzzy voice.  It was coming from the deputy behind the mask.  “You guys stay here, the council called a special meeting, it should be just about over”

“What has that to do with us?” Yiggy’s voice was getting louder.  He squared up to the deputy and though at least a foot shorter than he was, Yiggy was wider and stronger.  But the other deputies backed up the first.  Yiggy eventually had to back down. He came and sat down by Ambril on the ground.  “I don’t like the looks of this.”      

 Ambril was worried too.  The looks the crowd was giving them were hard to read but definitely not friendly.  

One of the older ladies nearby was looking right at her and shaking her head. .“She’s just like her father, up to no good. I say we ought to throw her and her sister and brother out at the very least”.  

Her friend squinted at them unpleasantly Making Ambril feel like she was a sideshow attraction.  “I heard rumors you know about them three.”  She pointed at Yiggy, Sully and herself.  “They was out in the forest, makin the blackest of magic.”  The other woman looked at her in horror and then screwed up her eyes at Ambril.  

“They probably invited that thing in, you know that one there’s father he-” 

“Come on ladies, move along!  It’s getting late and the show is over.”  One of the police officers began shooing them away just as the chief of police accompanied by the mayor, fire chief and her stepfather broke through the crowd.  They advanced to within 10 feet of the little group.  The chief adjusted his reading glasses and then addressed the group.

“You all have come in contact with the black curse.  It is an extremely dangerous and we believe contagious ailment which we cannot allow to infiltrate our community.  Unfortunately, there is no known cure.” He paused here and looked gravely and a llittle sadly at the group.  Then shuffling his papers he continued.  “Ambril, Yiggy and Sully, due to your past actions, there is a strong belief in our community that you somehow had contact with this curse and may  have, however inadvertently attracted it to our town.”  He paused to let this sink in.  “After comparing eyewitness accounts it  is also thought that you may know how to control or communicate with it.”

“What? Are they sayin what I think they’re saying?  That we brought this thing into the town on purpose?” Said Yiggy.  Ambril was too stunned to answer.

“So you think I lured this thing here and told it to kill my lovely Gran do you?”

Sully had stood up to face them her tear streaked face screwed up in anger.

The chief of police looked uneasily toward Ambril’s stepfather and then at Ambril.

“You were seen to be speaking to it, directing it.  There was some sort of device that you held in your hand before Feldez released the light which destroyed it.”

“Feldez?”  Sully said in disbelief.  “You think that he destroyed it? Look it was Ambril I saw who –“

“Several witnesses  cooberated Mr. @@@’s story, Miss Tupelo.  Mr. ### is an upstanding citizen of note, are you suggesting that he is lying?”

“Father what are you doing?  You know what they’re about to do, come on, you raised us.  Are you going to let them do this to us?”  Eden was flushed and angry. 

Feldez looked at her and then let his gaze slide away.

The Chief cleared his throat. “After careful thought and consideration, we have decided that for the safety of the community, Ambril, Sully and Yiggy will be banished from the town for an indefinite period of time.”  Sully began to weep softly.  “Eden and Dirne, you may remain  within the walls but are confined to the hospital,   Your relocation will be carried out immediately.  Thank you that is all.”

Eden still carrying Dirne went to the limits of their confined circle.  “Thanks but I’d rather take my chances in the forest.  I don’t have much faith in the medical profession just now.”  She looked angrily at her stepfather.

The group of dignitaries talked among themselves for several minutes.  The chief of police addressed them again.” That will be acceptable, Eden.  You may go to the forest but the child may not.”  He motioned to the deputies to take the now sleeping Dirne away from Eden.

“Wait, let me just hold him a little while longer,  just until we get to the gate.”

She hugged the sleeping child close and stroked his hair.

The chief considered this and then nodded. Then he turned and walked back a few paces conversing with the others.  Ambril’s stepfather did not look at them even to say good bye.  Ambril could hear her Mother wailing behind a wall of fire fighters. 
“He’s a dirty stinking  liar! Why would he say such a thing about Ambril?”  Sully said angrily.
Ambril just stared straight in front of her. “I think I know why, Sully, we’ll have to talk later about it, though.”

The chief approached them again.  “If you fail to honor your banishment and manage to find your way back inside the walls, you will be shot and killed.” His eyes looked at them levelly, “So don’t even think about it.” 

The white suited police officers began to slowly herd them past the hospital to the forest gate.  In front of the gate was a pile of camping equipment stamped ‘property of the New Market police department’ and a large picnic basket which Sully recognized as from her family.  
Ambril’s mother held back by 2 firefighters  was brought within 10 feet away from them.  She was sobbing and crying so much it was hard to understand her.  “Ambril, Eden,  I love you so much,  I don’t understand all of this,  this is senseless!  These are my babies!  You can’t send them into the forest alone, they’ll  by killed!”  She held herself a little straighter.  “Let me go with them, I’ll take care of them, let me go!”  At this point she pulled at the fire fighters restraining arms but they just shook their heads and grasped her more firmly.

“Good Bye my loves,  but only for a little while, stay safe and strong!”  her fevered eyes found Ambril’s.  “Ambril remember the story “The Fairy Green’?”  Ambril nodded questioningly.  Her mother continued.   “Remember how the fairy found a fairy circle the night after midsummer and found something that helped her.  Well tomorrow night, look for the fairy green, Ambril, remember where it is?  Look for the fairy circle tomorrow night,  Okay?”.   She looked hard at her daughter.  “Remember, tomorrow night the night after midsummers eve is very magical.”  She looked sideways at the unsmiling men beside her.   Ambril looked at her mother longingly,  She had never seen her like this, so caring and concerned about them, her hair and clothes disheveled.  She wished she would have seen more of this side of her Mom, but now it was too late.  She sighed and waved, tears filling her eyes,  “Good bye Mom, I love you too, and don’t worry, We’re a lot stronger than you may think we are.”  She then turned toward Dirne.   Ambril’s eyes filled with tears as she hugged Dirne and kissed him.  “Good bye, little guy, I love you” she sobbed.

She quickly  grabbed  one of the bags and stumbled through the gate..  Suddenly there was a tussle, A great yell escaped  Eden as she tore free from the escorts and bolted to the gate still carrying Dirne.  She ran straight past the little group the three white suited men close on her heels.  Sully and Yiggy began to yell too and followed her hampering the men’s efforts at reacing Eden.  They chased them as far as the gate, but hesitated to go farther, entering the forest at night.   The group raced through the gate after Eden.  Still yelling and screaming they barreled into the undergrowth.  In a matter of seconds, they had vanished.
CHAPTER 5

The forest

            The ran blindly for a while, whooping and shaking their fists until they came to a clearing.  The moonlight  in contrast to the inky black forest made it appear like daylight to them.  They stopped to catch their breath and began to look around.  Ambril had never been in a forest at night.  Their town told many stories of monsters and sicknesses which sought out hapless travelers.  She tried to see into the inky darkness which surrounded them but could not.  A coyote howled far away.  Eden had sat down on a rock with Dirne still tightly clasping her.  Ambril went over to her.

“I couldn’t let them take him back there, to the hospital.  I knew he wouldn’t be taken care of.”  Eden’s eyes were wide and her face pale.  “He is sick you know, they just didn’t know what to look for, but I could tell.”  She gently released Dirne so that Ambril could look at his white drawn little face.  

Ambril’s chin tightened.  “We have to find a cure.” She said whirling around on her friends.

“Where? At the all night forest pharmacy?”  Yiggy waved his hand at an old tree stump sarcastically. “Or maybe we’ll just mix one up!”  He stood up suddenly pantomiming an idea and then looked crestfallen.  “Oops, we don’t have the book, or the stuff we’ve collected.”

Sully sat up straight.  “That’s right! The book, It’ll have something in it, I’m sure.  We’ll just have to find a way back in! She started digging into her front pocket of her jeans.  “Look!”  She held out a small limp pouch of “Now you  don’t “ powder.  We can use this to make a tunnel.”  Ambril took the pouch and felt it.  There was hardly any powder left.  “Not enough here for that, we’ll think of another way to use it, though.”  
“What are you talking about?” said Eden she had slowly begun to rock Dirne who was now sucking his thumb.

Ambril turned toward her considering.  “Well, we have a lot to tell you but I think it ought to wait until we figure out some sort of safe place to sleep.”

“Hey, look at this!”  Yiggy’s voice sounded hollow and was no where to be seen.  He had been walking around the clearing near the old stump.  As she watched, Yiggy’s head popped out.  “Come here!  I think this might work.”  

The group made there way over to him.  “Ouch!” Sully had bumped into a log.  There was a large gash in the ancient redwood stump which Yiggy had wriggled through.  Inside was a hollowed out area as gib as Ambril’s bedroom.  The ground was covered with soft redwood needles and springy moss.  Ambril looked up and could see the twinkling stars above her.  The stumps walls went up about ten feet high.  

“If we build a fire here at the entrance, it should kept away most of the bad things.” He rubbed his nose ”What do you think?”

‘It’s great, Yig, Let’s see what we have here.  The group had ran away so quickly they had forgotten to pick up most of the camping equipment.  Only Yiggy and Ambril had brought packs along.  Ambril opened hers and found some  blankets and some pots.  

“Ah this is what we need!” Yiggy had his opened and was just pulling out a kerosene lantern.  They all cheered.  

“Any matches with it?”  He scrounged around in the bag  but his hands came out empty. 

“Let’s see what’s in Dirne’s pack, maybe there is something we can eat.” Ambril gently took the pack off her now sleeping brother and unzipped it.
Out popped Flit, Ambril groaned, she didn’t think she had the patience to deal with his impish behaviour that night.  Flit jumped out and walked over toward Yiggy.  Ambril reached in and pulled out the sandwiches they had bought just a few hours before but what seemed like a century.  There were four of them, some juice and some candy. “Well at least we won’t go to sleep hungry” she smiled.  There was a flash of light and a gentle glow lit their safe haven. 

Everyone cheered.  

“That is one amazing robot!”  Yiggy shook his head admiringly as Flit extinguished the flame on his finger by sticking it in the sand.

“Okay, next is a fire, who’ll go collect firewood with me?  Sully had picked up a stick and was wrapping  the top tightly with long grass.  In another minute she put it in the lantern flame and her torch burned brightly.  

“Why don’t you and Yiggy go and Eden and I will get the fire pit ready?”

The two nodded and headed outside.  Ambril spread out one of the blankets o the soft moss and Eden laid Dirne out.  He scrunched up in a little ball and wrapped himself in the blanket.  

“I think he’s getting worse.”  Eden said, feeling his forhead, “he has a fever now.”      

    “We have to figure out a way to do this.”  Ambril began spreading out another blanket and loading it with the sandwiches and juice from Dirne’s pack. 

“Mom was sure odd there at the end,  why would she start talking about fairy rings and such?  She’s never even been in the forest as far as I know. ”  Eden began clearing an area of debris near the entrance and placing rocks in a circle.

“She was talking about my favorite story book, she read it to me every night for ayear when I was five.  One summer we made a fairy ring in the back yard and watched for fairies there one midsummer’s night eve.”

Eden smirked “Any fairies?”  When Ambril shook her head she said.  “No I thought not,  of course they don’t exist- Hey, knock it off”  She was rubbing her head and looking angrily at Flit who had another pine cone in his hand.

“That is such a weird robot,  If you hadn’t made the lantern light, I would throw you across the clearing!”  Eden looked angrily on as Flit marched outside.  

“Then there was the stuff about the night after Midsummers night, what was that all about?  I’ve never heard it said it was any different from any other night.”

“Yeah that didn’t make any sense at all.”  Ambril’s forehead was scrunched up in concentration then she suddenly brightened. “She was telling us to meet her!”

“What?”  Eden looked at her as if she was crazy.

“yeah, she was telling us to meet her tomorrow night at the fairy circle in our backyard!  That she would have something for us that might be able to help us!”

Eden had opened her sandwich and had started to chew slowly. “Fat lot of good it does us though, we can’t get back in.”     
There was a loud clatter as a load of firewood landed in the makeshift firepit.  
Sully climbed through brushing off the twig and leaves on her sweater.  

Yiggy followed with an even larger bundle and they began to stack the extra wood in the corner.  
Flit worked his magic finger on the firewood and instantly they had a warm cheerful fire to watch  over them through the night.  They all heaved a sigh of relief and sat down to finish the sandwiches and juice.

“Well, we have a lot to tell you.”  Said Ambril looking at Eden.  “Where should we start? She looked at Sully and Yiggy.

“Star a the beginig, you know, the library far” said Sully her mouth full of sandwich.

Ambril told her sister all about what they had been doing and what they had learned.  Eden looked especially startled when they told her about the magic training and how they thought that a lot of the kids in her class were getting it down the hole.

She looked shaken “You mean I didn’t pass the MA test? You mean I failed it?” 

Ambril didn’t know what to say to this. “I don’t know, Eden, but you have to wonder about how good the test is if they let Riley in and not you.”

Eden didn’t look much cheered by this but nodded her head for her to continue.
She stayed quiet until Gran’s lst words before lapsing in to unconsciousness “Ashera? Where or What’s Ashera?”  

“they others looked at each other and shrugged,  “Don’t know, she didn’t tell us that before she- well she just didn’t.”  Ambril looked uneasily at Sully who sat still and rigid by her side.

And you think that Mom was trying to tell us to meet her in the backyard  tomorrow night so she could give us something that would help us?”  Eden squinted across the firelight at her sister and snorted.  “What could Mom possibly give us that would help, even if we could get back inside?  She hasn’t thought about anything but her wardrobe and her nails for years,  she can’t possibly be any help to us, it ‘s a waste of time.”
Ambril looked over where Dirne lay sleeping. “What’s the alternative Eden?  Just let him die?  What else can we do but trust her?  She’s our only hope!”

Sully was mumbling to herself, “Ashera, Ashhhera,  that name, I’m sure I’ve seen it somewhere before.” She sipper her  juice mechanically.  “If only we had the book,  I bet there is something in there that would help, may be even a cure.”

Ambril brightened. “You’re right,  the book will tell us.  If Ashera is such an important thing in magic it’s bound to have some information about it, right?”

The others slowly nodded.  Yiggy raised his head from the fire.  “But that doesn’t tell us how we’re going to get back in unnoticed, collect the book and make it back here in one piece with out being shot at.”
They all sat quietly for a moment after a while Sully began to cry softly.  “I know theres a way back in, I know it, Rembmer when I told you I thought it was hopeless getting Out of the walls?”  she put her arm around her friend.  “And we were through that very day.”  She screwed up her face as she stared into the flickering firelight.  She reached for another log to throw on the fire and accidentally knocked over Yiggy’s bottle of juice.  It spilled making little rivulets in the sandy soil.

“Ho there, watch it!  This reminds me, we’re going to have to find a water source tomorrow morn-.”

“The river! that’s it!   You know how the river runs underneath the wall near Sully’s farm?

“Yes to be sure I do,  I also know there are large iron grates the river flows through.” Yiggy said skeptically                           

  “Well I remember seeing a work crew last spring cleaning out the grates.  They opened them up!  And the winter debris flowed down the river.”

“What do you mean they opened them up?  Were they locked? As in a lock needing a key?” Yiggy said still more skeptically.

“We won’t need one.”  Sully was holding out her little pouch of ‘Now you don’t’ powder.   “We’ll just make it disappear!”

Yiggy and Ambril whooped.  “I think we may have a plan!” Ambril shouted as she slapped Yiggy’s hand.  Across the fire, Eden still looked skeptical.

“Well I think we should all get some sleep now,  we have a lot of work ahead of us tomorrow.”  Yiggy began picking up the trash and throwing it in the fire.  The juice boxes sizzled and shriveled as they burned.  

They rolled out the other blankets and snuggled close to the fire.  Sully stoked the fire to keep it from burning out and curled up next to Ambril.  “Good night everyone.”  In less than a minute she was asleep.  

Yiggy was soon snoring beyond her but Ambril could see Eden’s sleepless eyes gazing into the fire until hers became too heavy to keep open.  She surrenedered herself to sleep.

Far above the sleeping band a dark shadow circled lower and lower.  When Eden looked up it gracefully slid off out of sight  and winged away. 

CHAPTER 6

Morning came early, on midsummer’s day.  Ambril slept peacefully through the dawn but as the sun began to stripe the clearing with long shadows she felt a whack on her head.  “Ouch!, what the… knock it off!.”  She opened one eye to find the stump abandoned.  Whack! Whack! Squush!  Something dripped down her forhead.  . Ambril reached up and brought her hand down covered with red. “Whoah!  That’s enough!”  she jumped up and whirled around seeing no one.  The fire was lazily smoking in one corner and a tousle of blankets scattered around the space but not a sign of life in them Then she heard a chattering from above and looking up through the stump hole she saw a large fat squirrel looking right at her.  She saw it winding up for another round  and  bolted from the stump. “Alright, Alright, I’m up, not that it should mean anything to you!”  .  She started to  comb the twigs and moss and berries out of her hair.   The sky was a clear hard blue and the sun just peaked over the mountains A giggle from below drew her attention to a wiggling bush as Sully broke through the underbrush carrying a large picnic basket.

“Hi, you are finally up!  We went back to the gate to pick up the packs we left behind last night and look!”  She held up the picnic basket triumphantly.  “This even made it through the night.”  She brought it up to a large flat rock and opened it.  “Muffins!”  she cried and brought out a large bag filled with  Mom’s blueberry muffins.

“Great, I’m starved!  Eden followed her also carrying several duffle bags.  Dirne trailed behind her looking tired but smiled when he saw Ambril.  He held Flit under one arm  “Let’s start a fire, I think there’s a teapot in here and we’ll have breakfast. Eden dumped her bags and started unzipping them. 

“Where’s Yiggy?  Said Ambril looking around.

“He went to find us some water, though I think we’ll be fine for drinking water.”.  Eden had opened one of the duffles and found a flat of bottled water.

     Ambril began to clear an area for another fire pit and lined it with rocks.  They scavenged for wood and arranged the wood for the fire.   Flit had clambered down from Dirne’s grasp and now ignited the wood, creating a roaring fire almost instantly.

“I wish I knew how you did that, but on the other hand, maybe I’m glad I don’t.” said Ambril ruefully scrutinizing it
They made tea and ate Mrs. Tupelo’s world famous muffins and some wild blackberries Yiggy and Sully had picked earlier.   then tidied up by putting all the stuff inside the stump.  Yiggy then rolled a large rock in front of it. 

“We’ll have to figure out a better shelter soon, one with a roof.” Yiggy wiped his forehead and squinted at the sun.  The day proved to be warm.  The insects buzzed pleasantly in the bushes as they picked up their day packs and headed toward the river. 

They had quite a distance to cover without a clear path.  They got lucky and found a deer path that wound around the stone wall but when it veered off into the forest they jumped down into a dry creek bed.  They had to take frequent breaks as Dirne had started to cough.  Ambril carried him part of the way and then Yiggy took over when it became clear that Eden was weakening also.
 The reached the edge of the river hot and tired, took off their shoes and soaked their feet in the cool swirling water.  The river was low this time of year and the group had no trouble picking their way to where the river disappeared under the wall.   Ambril tugged on the bars, they didn’t budge.  The grates were old but still strong.  

“Hey I can se the road from here.”  Sully had hunkered down on her knees and was staring through the grates.  Ambril looked too and sure enough she could  see the bridge she and Sully had walked across so many times.  

“Shall we test out the powder now? “  Eden was examining the lock.

“We don’t have enough for a trial run, we’ll have to wait until it’s dark to do it anyway.  It’s probably not a good idea to stand here where people can actually see us.”   
No one wanted to put their shoes back on so they picked up their shoes and socks and picked their way carefully farther into the forest.  Luckily  they found a shady moss covered nook under a Monterey Pine not too far in and spread a blanket out.  Eden and Dirne simply flopped down on the ground and were almost instantly asleep.  Ambril felt Dirne’s forehead which seemed way too hot.  Eden was also running a temperature.

“Dirne and Eden are getting worse, they both have fevers now.  I don’t think they should come with us tonight”  Ambril had found a corner of the blanket that Yiggy had spread out.  

He looked at her sideways  “And you think we ought to leave them here?  We go back into the nice safe village and they stay out in the nasty old forest?”

“Okay, I see your point, but I don’t think they’ll be able to handle too much more moving around.”

The wind made a soft rushing sound as the tree above moved restlessly with the wind.  Ambril had always found the sound comforting but now everything seemed to be taunting them now.  Her brother and sister were getting worse and there seemed to be nothing  they could do to help them.    
“My Mam used to go out and find the Olaliberry bush and make tea with it’s leaves whenever we were poorly,  but I don’t know if you have any of those around here.”

“Har twy thith.”  Sully had plunked herself down on the blanket.  Her mouth was  full of cheese and tomato sandwich.  She offered them both a large one.

Ambril bit into the tasty crunchy bread.  None of them had realized how hungry they were and  ate in l silence for awhile.  Their thoughts busy with the night ahead.  Ambril’s forehead wrinkled with worry about her sister and brother.  Their first aid kit had nothing but bandaids and disinfectant in it.  How could she help them fight what was considred to be an incurable disease?  She popped the last bit of sandwich into her mouth and reaching up to scratch her head and found a slightly mashed berry still clinging to her hair.  “Eeeeuww, that dumb squirrel!”  The others looked at her questioningly.  “This morning this fat squirrel woke me up by pelting me with these squashy berries.”  She held out the berry now staining her hand with purply red for them to see.

“Wait!  Where did you see this squirrel?”  Yiggy had lunged for her hand and was examining the berry carefully.

“Back at the camp, you know where we were this morning?”  Ambril couldn’t help but be grumpy remembering her misadventure.

  “This is an olalliberry,” he said triumphantly.  He stood up suddenly and began looking around. “Which means of course there must be some berry bushes in this forest too.”  Ambril jumped up too and  started looking peering into the underbrush until she realized that she had no idea what an Olalliberry bush looked like.  

“It’s a lot like a blackberry bush, only not.”  Said Yiggy reading her mind.

“So when you find this berry bush we do what with it?”  Sully asked
“We make a tea with the leaves, right?”  Ambril looked at Yiggy.

“That’s what me Mam always did.”  Yiggy had pulled his shoes back on and had stood up again. “Come on! “

Ambril looked at Sully pleadingly “I know, you want me to stay here while you two go and look for this berry bush right?”  Sully nodded and shooed them away.  “Fine with me, I’m happy here.”  She proper her barefeet onto a nearby log and settled down for a nap.  Dirne and Eden slept on each curled into their own world.
Ambril hastily jammed on her shoes and followed Yiggy.

“I think it best we retrace our steps.”  Yiggy had started toward the wall.  “I think we’ll make better time if we stick to the wall this time, even if the path veers away I think another will come along.”

“Ah yeah, I think so too.”  She broke into a trot to keep up with Yiggy.  At the wall they took a right turn and found a faint trail they hadn’t seen before and set off.  The sun was low on the horizon when they finally reached their camp.  

“That’s it right there!”  Yiggy pointed to a group of nondescript brambly bushes just outside of the sunny clearing.  They had started to pick some of the leaves when they heard a large snap and then a curse on the other side of the clearing.

They both instinctively ducked into the bushes and watched as two figures slunk out of the bushes.  They had trucker hats pulled low over their heads but Ambril recognized the smaller one instantly.  It was the deputy, Mrs. Twid’s nephew.  They soundlessly crept toward the stump.  One pulled something a shiny gun out of his waistband and motioned to the other one to go in.  The large one lunged through the crack with a warhoop but got stuck half way through.  It took him several minutes to extricate himself.  He feel over on his back and squinted up at his companion.   

“They ain’t here.”  The Deputy smirked at him and rolled his eyes. “You think?” he said sarcastically.  “Lucky for you, I guess getting stuck like that, they would have been off like jack rabbits and half way up the mountain by then time you got yourself out of there!”  He snorted in derision and shoved his gun back into his waistband.  He started searching the ground.   

“Well we’ll have to track ‘em then, Jed.”  

The bigger one got up and brushed himself off.  “Great, just like old times, you remember when we used to do this as kids?   We’d track deer for miles, ‘Member?”  He wiped his sweaty neck and face with an already filthy bandana and started also looking around.  

Yiggy grabbed Ambril’s arm,  “I think we ought to get out of here! They’re coming this way!” He hissed at her.

Ambril wasn’t sure if they could get out of there quietly.  The Olalliberry branches had thorns on them and had attached themselves familiarly to her Tshirt as if they never wanted to be parted.  Suddenly  the one called Jed let out a war hoop.  “I found ‘em!  They went this way!”  He pointed in the direction the group had tacken earlier that day.

“yeah yeah, Okay, but firest, we got to take care of this here,  the boss said don’t leave naything left behind.”

Jed tilted his head and stared back at his cousin.  “I thought the boss wasn’t saying much of anything these days,  she’s still at the hospital right?”  

“No you dumb cluck!, not her! I meant the big boss, the one whe takes orders from.”  The deputy assumed a pose of importance and hitched up his pants.  “He contacted me directly, this time, said there wasn’t no need for her anymore.”

“No need for Aunt Crystal?  But what about the plan?”

The deputy whirled around on his cousin, Ambril was close enough to see his face now rigid with anger “Well, sometimes plans change! Now stop talking and git the gasoline!”

Jed startled into action disappeared into the bushes and reemerged with 2 gallon  metal container.  He sloppily poured it around the stump and threw the container inside.  He started rummaging around ini his pockets.

“Wait I got it.”  The deputy had a book of matches out.

Ambril felt Yiggy’s hand on her arm. “We have to make a break for it.  I’m thinking it best when the fire first starts.  They’ll be preoccupied sure enough.”

Ambril nodded in agreement and began gently pulling off some of the thorny branches from her Tee shirt.  She saw the deputy strike a flame and ignite a piece of paper.  When it was really burning he threw it at the stump and stepped back.  

“Get ready.”  Yiggy breathed in her ear.  At first the little flames didn’t seem terribly impressed with all of the fuel provided for them but after a minute or two they began to perk up and started licking the outer rim of the stump.  It was soon engulfed.  The two men stood transfixed until with a big boom the gas container rocketed  up twenty feet.  “Cool! Wish we could do this every day.”  The two were so mesmerized they didn’t hear the gentle snapping of twigs as two of their quarry tore themselves free from the berry bushes and padded soundlessly away into the forest.  Yiggy stopped a moment to grap a handful of leaves before  following Ambril into the thickening shade.

The two raced back to the others stopping only to catch their breath and take sips of water.  They reached the group just as the sun was reluctantly leaving the tops of the trees.  And collapsed on the blanket at Sully’s feet.

“What took you so long?”  You didn’t have to walk clear around the town did you?”  Sully had put her shoes back on  but the others didn’t appear to have moved. 

“It sure feels like we did.”  Said Ambril as she massaged her side.  When they had gotten their breath, they had a bite of sandwich and told Sully allabout what they had seen.  

Sully’s face turned pale. ”Why are they after us?  We can’t possibly be a threat to anyone out here.”

The others were silent.  “What I want to know is, who is the Big Boss they were talking about?”

“Isn’t is obvious? It’s the chief of police, he is the deputy’s boss and I never liked him after he took us into the  police headquarters and scared my parents half to death anyway.”   Sully said

“How about the Mayor?  It could be him, his Mom died from the same kind of attack.  He may be taking this very personally.”   Yiggy scratched his chin thoughfully.  

“They just aren’t mean enough though.  Can you really see either of them sending out a death squad to kill 5 kids?”  Ambril shook her head.  “No,  it has to be some one who is really cold and uncaring, some one – “  Ambril stopped midsentence.  The others could see the idea pop into her head.  Her face suddenly turned deathly pale. Then she shook herself.  “Come on, we have to get out of here.  Let’s make some tea first for these two and then we’ll have to start.”

“I don’t think we should risk a fire.”  Sully was examining the leaves that Yiggy had brought.  Tentatively she bit off a tiny part of the leaf.  Her face turned sour but as she continued chewing it brightened again.  “It’s not too bad really, kind of like taking a swig of Pine Sol at firest but you get used to it.  Do you remember Gran saying how everything was stronger when fresh? Well let’s try getting them to take it straight like this.”  She stood up and looked back down the deer path the way they had come.  “I don’t think we really have a choice.”

Ambril slowly nodded.  The three went over to the two still sleeping curled up in a ball and shook them.  At firest there was no reaction but eventually they opened their eyes.  Dirne coughed a bit.  He smelled of oily smoke but he groggily opened his eyes.

“Here try this, I think it might help you feel better.”  She shoved a parge leaf into his mouth.  

Dirne made a face and tried to spit it out.  

“Not a chance cowboy,  you need to keep chewing,  It’ll get better trust me.”  Ambril was cdrossing her fingers as she watched Dirne’s face.  He kept chewing obediently and soon the nasty sour expression relaxed as he rhythmically chewed and then swallowed.  It took just a moment before he sat up and smiled.

“Wow!  It’s like magic, I feel so much better and boy am I hungry!”  Sully handed him a sandwich and a bottle of water and he began eating.  Beyond him Ambril could see Eden sitting up in much the same fashion and accepting food and water from Yiggy.  Ambril stood up and walked over to Yiggy.

“So, do you think their cure?”

“Not a chance.  This is only temporary, though it had a better affect than even I imagined.”  He was carefully tucking in the left over leaves in to his day pack and slinging it on his back.  “Ready?”

“Yeah, let’s give these two another minute or two to finish their dinner while we try out the ‘Now you don’t’ on the lock over there.”

The three stepped gingerly into the creek whose water instantly turned their feet into ice.  “Water from the glaciers up on the mountains, no doubt.” Yiggy  said as he picked his way down the rocky creek bed.  This time of year,  the stream had slowed to a gentle swish.  The water barely covered their ankles.  IN a moment they stood in front of the grate.  There was a small pile of debris piled up in front of it  which they could stand on.  Sully knelt down and fished the small pouch of powder from her pack.

“Wait, there is some on on the bridge!”  Sully pointed to  a shadowy figure on bridge.  The three lunged out of sight and when nothing happened, cautiously peered through the grate again.  The sun had set but the light had lingered and they could clearly see a figure leaning over the water.  He had a fishing pole in his hand and a familiar floppy hat.  “It’s Olaf!”  whispered Sully.

“Do you think he might have seen us?”  

“I hope not, Olaf really believes in following the rules.  Remember he’s the guy who first reported us to the police when we went through the wall.  I’m pretty sure he would turn us in again if he saw us. ”  Sully sighed, “Sometimes he fishes like this for hours.”   Ambril couldn’t see her face in the dark but watched as she silently berat her fists against the grate.  “Come on, Olaf, you have to leave!  were running out of time!,  Please!”
As if by magic, Olaf chose that moment to pull up his line.  He stooped to pick up his tackle box and whistling, strolled back toward his home on the Tupelo farm.

“Thank you, Thank you!”  Ambril breathed. 

It was so dark by now they could barely make out the lock on the grate.  Ambril picked it up with one hand and guided Sully’s hand with the pouch to it.  “We only have one try with this, ready?”

“Wait, let’s risk just this little b it of light.”  Yiggy struck a match quickly and in it’s brief flare, Sully upsended the pouch onto the lock.  There really wasn’t much in it and Ambril shook her head as the faintest dusting spread out on the rusty metal.  But after a moment the top half of the lock began to fade,  until they were able to pull it free from the metal bars.

Ambril immediately began to pull and tug on the grate but it wouldn’t budge.  The bottom end was stuck deep into the debris and muck.

“Here, let’s have a try now.”  Yiggy said.

Yiggy stepped up to the grate and shoved once, no reaction then again, still no reaction then he began to rock the grate back and forth.  The grating began to creak in a complaining fashion.  Ambril could begin to feel it move, gently at first and then more and more until one side swung open and they were through.

“I’ll go back for the others.” Ambril turned to go back.  

“No need.”  Said Eden and Dirne slipped through the grate.  “Now where?”

Yiggy pulled the grating back as far as he could and loosely wrapped the chanin around the doors.  Then they climbed up the bank and tried to wring out their socks and shoes as best they could.  

“What would happen if we are caught?”    Sully mused as she pulled on her damp socks again. 

“You mean what worse thing could they do to us than throw us away like so much garbage?”  Eden said.  Ambril was glad to hear the feistiness in her voice again.  

“Well they’ve already tried to kill us, I expect they’ll try to do that again.”  Yiggy said quietly.  

“We can’t be seen.”  Ambril said with conviction,  We can’t be seen at all.”

A voice spoke from behind them from the shadows.  “Aye, that be true and you can see how well it has worked so far.”  A large lumpy figure emerged from the deeper shadow.  

“Olaf? Is that you?”  Sully said hesitantly.

“Aye,  it ‘tis.  Your Gran sent me to watch for you.  I took her some tea this morning and she opened her eyes long enough to say that you’d be coming back for your things.  But we best not talk here, follow me.”  He motioned with his arm and receded into the shadows.  The group got up and one by one disappeared after him.

They found themselves on a little deer trail which paralleled the road.  It was bumpier and hard to see in the shadows but Ambril found that if she kept a hand on Sullly in front and another on Yiggy behind, they moved along pretty quickly.

She could hear Dirne cough up ahead and Olaf shush him.  In a vew minutes they were at the back of Olaf’s house and then through the door.  Olaf switched on a small oven light which nearly blinded them and then held a finger up to his lips, he tiptoedout into his living room to the window and pointed outside.

“See there.”  There were two dark figures standing in front of Sully’s house. 

“The chief wanted to make sure you stayed away form your family.”  He sighed heavily.  “I guess you can’t blame him.”  He said slowly.  He lost his Momand his little brother to the curse years ago.  “They just don’t understand it right, It’s not contagious, but they’re scared.”  He carefully drew the blind on all the windows and then risked turning on a small reading light.        

“Are you going to turn us in?”  Sully asked nervously.
Olaf hesistated for a minute and then reached down and engulfed Sully in a large bear hug. “I could na do that child.  I was saddened by their pronou’ment last night.  But your Gran made me see right,  they’re just scared.”  He straightened a bit tough his shoulders were still bowed.  “She  always does that, you know, straightens  me out.”  

“How is Gran, Olaf?”

His head lowered even more.  “It isn’t good child,  the medicine is b eyond what they can do now, they’ve forgotten so much.”

Sully’s hands fidgeted in her lap as her eyes filled with tears.  “There must be something we can do, Olaf, didn’t Gran have anything to say about a cure?”

Olaf raised his head slowly.  “She said that a cure was beyond her, but that Ashera might help.”  He cocked his head to one side and looked at Ambril.  “She also said that You, Ambril, might have something that can help.  

“Me?  I have something useful?”  Ambril couldn’t think of a single thing she had of value.

Olaf suddenly shook himself.  “Ah me, where are my manners. The tea!  It looks like you all could use some of my special tea, especially these two.”  He laid a hand on Dirne’s head who has burrowing sleepily in Eden’s shoulder and his face grew grave.  Ambril took another look at her sister and brother and realized that the Olaliberry leaves had already begun to wear off.  They were looking as sickly as ever.   

 There was a rattling in the kitchen for a while and then Olaf returned triumphantly with a tray heaped with scones and jam and a steaming pot of tea.

He poured two large cupfuls and handed them to Dirne and Eden.  

“This is my special ‘cure what ails you’ tea.”   Sully rolled her eyes at it.  “Your Gran added a little something to it for me.”  He nodded encouragingly as the two sipped it slowly.  It brought back the color to their cheeks again, Ambril was so pleased to see.  They all had a cupful and a scone heaped high with fresh strawberry jam and Ambril admitted to herself that she did feel great.  

Olaf had gotten up and left the room for a minute returning with a familiar bundle.

“Our stuff!”  exclaimed Sully as he handed it to her.  She opened up the old worn pouch and bringing out the book she patted it reverently.  

“I went to your room and brought it all away with me here, I hope you don’t mind.  I didn’t even tell your Ma.”  His head hung in shame.  “Right after I did, though, the Chief arrived and searched your house but good.”  

“Thank you Olaf, this is very important to me.”  She smiled up at him.

Suddenly there was a loud knock on the door.  “Olaf! Are you in there?  We need to take a look at your house now, if you don’t mind, open the door.”  It was the chief of police.

Everyone froze for a split second and then they quietly raced to the backdoor.
Olalf followed with the tea things all in a pile.  “Alright, alright, keep your shirt on chief,  I’m in me knickers, let me pull my pants on will ya!”  Sully gave him a quick hug at the door.  

“Remember, Ashera, now go.”  Olaf whispered.
“But we don’t know where Ashera is, where do we go?” Ambril questioned.

Olaf looked startled.  “That’s right you haven’t been yet, too young.  Go to the school house, tell the ladies that Olaf said they have to let you through or they’ll be no more tea for them.  Now go!”  they scurried through the door  and suddenly found themselves in the dark again. 
They made their way as soundlessly as possible down the shadowy path to the riverbank.  And sat down to talk.

“Olaf said the school?  Ashera is at the school house?”  Eden queried.

“No he said we should go to the school house and then something about ladies and tea.”  Said Sully                              

 “Well there aren’t any ladies at the school house unless you include that old battleax who teaches 3rd grade.  You know, the one with the large mole on her chin.”  Eden was not being very helpful.  They surely aren’t there in the dead of night midsummer that’s for sure!”

“Can you think of a better idea?” Ambril challenged her sister. 

“We have to try at any rate.  We don’t have a choice.” Yiggy said resignedly.

They all got up slowly to go.  “Wait, I need to go and meet my Mom, maybe she really will have something to help us.”  

“Mom, have something useful?  She’s never had a useful thing in her hand her entire life!”  Eden blustered.

“No, I remember her when we were younger being different.”  Ambril remembered the photographs of her happy smiling family.  “She changed some where along the way, but before with our real Dad-”

Eden scoffed.  “Our real Dad,  such a charmer, you don’t know the whole story, Ambril,  you don’t know!”

“Well now is not the time for a family squabble.”  Yiggy whispered.  “We have to get moving.”

Ambril was still resolute.  “You guys go on ahead to the school house, I won’t be long,  the moon is just about to rise.  I’ll just detour and then meet you there.”  Without waiting to hear their answer, she turned and waded through the creek.

“Ambril! You get back here!  We should stick together.”  Ambril could hear Eden whisper hoarsely but then she hears Yiggy calming her.

“You aren’t going to change her mind now, you of all people should know that.  I don’t like the idea of splitting up either but there’s nout to be done about it.  We’ll just have to meet up at the school house.”  Then louder “Good luck!”

As Ambril dissolved into the gloom the others began to work their way down toward the school house following the river.  They had passed beyond the briedge and for a minute or two the night was silent and peaceful until the creaking of the grate announced another two figures.

“I’m bushed, and hungry.  Let’s stop and get somethin’ to eat before we go on.”  The big one stopped to rub his belly.  “You know they’ll be running home to Mommy, we’ll be able to find them alright.”

The deputy threw something at his cousin.  “Here that ought to shut you up for a bit.”  The crackle of a candy bar wrapper ripping open was heard.  “No we can’t stop stupid, we have to finish this job tonight,  Quiet those kids and take the small one back.”  He started to walk off toward the road.  “Quiet those kids for good, particularly the feisty girl.” 

The other followed,  when they reached the road they turned not toward the Tupelo house but toward the house on the hill, Ambril’s home.      

The moon was indeed starting to peek  above the mountains as Ambril began loping toward her house.  She kept to the shadows as much as possible.  She made good progress through the fields and parks but as she grew closer to her house the homes became closer together.  She had to be careful and sneak from tree to parked car.  It was a warm night and many of the residents were out on the front porch sipping lemonade.  She could hear snippets of their conversations.

“-I knew something like this was going to happen, didn’t you, I could feel it in my bones. “  The speaker paused for affect.   Did you see that flash of light?  The Chief said Dr. Feldez did that apparently,  such a competent man, saved us all, again! God bless him!  You know I went to see him about that corn on my toe and -.”          

Ambril was surprised.  The rumor mill had really gotten that all wrong.

She slipped through the shadows of a weeping willows and turned up the hill, not too far now.  She could hear more voices in her neighbor’s front yard. 
“- It was 10 years ago or so when he went up againsnt that crazy young man.  What was his name?  You remember, Harry he lived with them after his parents died?  Some sort of relation I think.  He had three young children and just lost his mind.  I don’t think they ever told the children about what he did,  I certainly wouldn’t want to know that my father brought the curse down on the family that practically raised him.  It was Feldez who brought the beast down then too.”  There was a pause and the squeak of a rocking chair was heard.  “What was that boy’s name?”   She married him soon after, the poor thing and changed the children’s name as well as her own.  Oh I know its –“.  

But Ambril didn’t need to hear the name, she already knew.  For several minutes she crouched in the shadows of a lilac bush.  Her Dad a murderer?  She thought back to those smiling faces in the photo album.  It couldn’t be so.  But that explained why her Mother never talked about him and avoided answering questions about him.  Ambril hung her head.  It explained a lot.  The way somme of the older people would look at her sometimes, Gran had told her she did look a lot like her Dad.  With an effort she pulled herself up and was just about to step out of the bush shen two familiar figures walked by.

“Evening Deputy!  Lovely night!”  

“Yes Mrs. Wilkins,  It is that.  By the way, have you seen Ambril Feldez around this evening.  We have reason to believe that she has defied the law and snuck back inside the walls.”
There was a gasp of horror.  “No, we certainly haven’t seen her,  she is so like her father you know.  But if we do, we won’t hesistate to call you sir. Thank you for all of your good work, Deputy!  You’ll make a fine chief of police someday!”

Ambril watched as the Deputy walked straight up the walk and knocked on the door leaving his cousin Jed at the front gate.  There was a flurry of activity as the elderly couple shuffled into their house.  Ambril heard the scrap of the lock as the dead bolt was thrown. 

Ambril took a moment to think.  Was it worth it now to try and see her Mom?  It took her two seconds to resolve to go.  She had to talk to her Mom to find out the truth, the real truth.  She just couldn’t reconcile what she had just overheard with the happy pictures of her father.   She’d  have to sneak in through the hole in the fence in the back.    Now was her chance.  She crept out of the bush and jumped over the picket fence of her neighbor’s house and slunk along until she reached the other side where she quickly vaulted over a grassy field.  She was nearly level to the fence but Jed was still standing watch.  He seemed to be staring right at her but after a minute she saw his head nod a bit.   She  slowly crept back along the fence line until she reached the loose board in the rear yard and slid through.

Chapter 7

Almost at that same moment the other four had reached the school house and had squelched across the deserted pavement and up the wide white stairs. 

Eden rattled the door knob.  “It’s locked of course, and there is no one in there.”

“Olaf was very clear about the school house, Eden,  we have to figure out a way in.” said Sully patiently.

She started to try all of the windows but the ones she could reach were tightly shut.

Dirne was growing sleepy and looking around he saw the large comfortable oak tree standing next to the school house.  He reached up and tugged on Eden’s sleeve.  “Come on, I know something that will help.”  They walked over to the tree and Dirne immediately put his arms around it and sighed contentedly.  

“This is going to help us get into the school? Please!”  Eden crossed her arms. 

“It’ll make you feel better.  Mr. Floribund my teacher says we should all do this once  a day,  Come on, try it!”  Dirne looked up at her, even in the moonlight Eden could see how thin and drawn he looked.  She decided to humor him.  

“Alright, I’ll try anything once.”   She reached  around the rough bark and pressed her face into the bark.  Immediately she felt a warm glow inside and then a resonance, like a heart beating.  She drew back in surprise.

“What?,  you hardly gave it a chance, Eden.”               
“Okay, um I’ll try it again.”  She took both of her hands and spread them wide and placed them on the bark.  Instantly she could feel the life inside.  She could smell the warm slightly moldy earth beneath her feet and the nutrients gently sliding through the bark under her hand.  Then she sensed something else.  Somme one or some thing watching her.   She could feel it coming closer to her and feel its sudden sadness.  A thought formed that perhaps this life form could indeed help them. “Please help us, we need to get to Ashera.”  She willed her thought to the being, but the creature didn’t move.  She tried again stronger and clearer and then began to chant it over and over in her head. ‘Help, Go Ashera, help go Ashera.  

Sully and Yiggy were still trying to force the door open when the sound of rushing creaking branches made them pause.  

“I guess we’re in for a storm.”  Said Yiggy turning around.  Accept there wasn’t any wind or clouds.  The large oak tree was flailing it’s branchese wildly.  Underneath them two figures stood embracing the tree.

“No!  Stop don’t hurt them!”  Yiggy and Sully began to run toward the two silent figures.  But before they could reach them a large branch reached down and plucked Eden up from the ground.  It whirled her around in the air for a moment and then with a great crack opened a large hollow in it’s trunk and before any of them could think what to do it dropped Eden inside.  Immediately, the crevice closed and the tree became silent.

Sully heard a loud scream one that went on and on until Yiggy smacked her inn the face and she realized it was her.  “Where’d she go?”  She ran toward the trunk of the tree and beat on it with her fist.  “Open up, you lousy, crazy tree!  You can’t eat her!  You’re a vegetarian!” She screamed again and continued to beat on the bark until she tired herself out.  Dirne was looking quietly at her.  

“It’s Okay, Dirne, we’ll get her out, even if I have to cut the stupid thing down myself!”

“Wait!  Listen!”  Yiggy had put his ear to the bark.  Sully did to and could hear laughter.  “I’m alright you guys! Wow, what a ride!  It’s Okay, I think I landed in the basement.”  And then almost to herself.  “That’s amazing, I think the tree actually heard me.  I was asking her to help us.”  Sully could hear more laughter.  “You were right Dirne, and the next time you see Mrs. Floribund give her a kiss from me.”  Then more laughter but it was getting farther away.  “Well I don’t see any ladies or any sign pointing the way to Ashera but I expect you’ll want to see for yourself.  I’ll come up and open the door for you.”

The three pulled themselves off the tree.  Sully patted it tentatively  “Sorry, Um Mrs. Tree,  I think you’re er really great to have not eaten my friend and thanks.” The three ran off to lthe entrance where in a another moment the door opened and a smiling Eden stood there.  They walked inside and Eden pulled the door almost shut.  “We’ll leave a way in for Ambril”  Even in the dark they could see Eden was  smiling from ear to ear. “I talked with her, you know, she was beautiful and so kind.”  

“How is it you didna pass the test if you can talk to trees?  That tis a rare and powerful gift.” 

Eden paused and then shrugged.  I guess it’s a really lousy test, a lot of them are, you know.” She practically sailed down the hallway to the basement stairs.  There was a light shining from below.  

“I took the liberty of turning on the light as there aren’t any windows in the basement , no one will be able to see.”  
They all took the stairs two at a time.

CHAPTER 8
        Ambril was so happy to be on familiar ground,  she had gotten quite banged up in the last day or so.  She looked ruefully at her bruised and bleeding elbow.  The moon was now well above the mountains and Ambril cursed herself for being so slow and fervently hoped her mother hadn’t given up and gone back inside.  She crept soundlessly through the bushes and shrubs toward the back corner.  In the thin light Ambril saw a figure sitting hunches over a small candle lit lantern  “Mom?”  she whispered.

   The figure turned around,  it was Ambril’s mother.  Ambril ran to her and for a moment there was silence as they hugged a long time.  
“Ambril, my darling,  how are you, Iare Dirne  and Eden alright?  I’m so happy to see you!  Are they with you too?”  She stared anxiously into the darker shadows.

“No, Mom, they aren’t feeling well,  in fact, they’re really sick.  we think they were touched by that thing, you know, the curse.”  Ambril looked into her mother’s face.  “We need to find a cure, fast, Mom,”  She couldn’t keep the fear out of her voice.    “Do you have anything that might help?”

Her mother nodded and placed in her hand a hard, cloth wrapped object.  

“This will do it,  I know you know how to use it, I saw you do it at the festival.”   She reached out and stroked her daughter’s hair.  “I know It was you who extinguished the curse.”  She paused for a moment.  “I ‘ve told everyone about it  but,”  she reached for Ambril’s hand. “No one believes me.”  Ambril could feel her Mother’s hand tighten and anger threaded through the words.  “He was so clever, your step father,  he convinced everyone that it was him who..  who..

“Is this about my father?  I’ve been hearing stories about him.  I want to know the truth, Mom, even if it hurts me.”  She still held her mother’s hand tightly between both of hers.

Her mother let out a deep sigh.  “Alright, I’ll tell you what I can, but, a lot of it is still unclear.”  Her voice faded as she stared off into the night.  “Though I think there is one who might be able to glean the truth. “ She brought her eyes back to Ambril’s face.  “Anyway, here is what I know.

“Your father came to live with Feldez’s family when he was just about your age.  His parents died in a train crash and Feldez’s parents, though not related, knew him through church activities.  They agreed to take him in.  They though Feldez would like a brother his own age.  But, it turned out so horribly different.”  She sighed heavily and Ambril thought for a moment she  was going to cry but her Mother squared her shoulders and continued.  
“Your father was a truly gifted person. Honest, smart, great with people, and of course, very handsome,  he looked quite like you, Ambril.”  She patted her hand.  “Feldez was quite different.  Oh he was smart, and somewhat good looking when he was younger but there was just something untrustworthy about him.  Something secretive and cold.  Where your father always had a bunch of friends with him, Feldez was usually alone. His parents tried to help him.  They threw big. Elaborate parties during high school and invited all the kids from school, including me,  but Feldez would stay for only a few minutes and then retreat to his room.”  Your father, of course was the life of the party anywhere he went. 
 His parents I think tried to be fair and treat them both the same, but you just couldn’t help but love him, really, Ambril, he was the very best friend and then husband.  I’m sure he was the very best son as well.  Eventually,  this became all too painful for Feldez who would start fights with your father whenever they were together.  It got to be so bad that right after high school he moved away to go to college.”  Ambril’s mother smiled like a school girl. I was very much in love with him then and made sure to go to the same college.”  She giggled softly.  “I followed him around like a puppy dog for awhile and then we became close.
  “After school we moved around a bit and settled finally near San Francisco, where Eden was born.  But when Feldez’s parents died, we decided that perhaps it had been long enough to smooth over those hard times in the past.  We really wanted to come home and raise our family here.”  Her face became grave.  “That was a very big mistake.  Feldez had simply learned how to hide his feelings, he still harbored a deep hatred for your father.”                               
Though we didn’t really know,  he was always polite helpful on the surface but I do remember a couple of times catching him looking venomously at your father, as if he would really like to kill him…

It happened on a cold October night,  that the curse came.  We were all in the town hall,  the high school was putting on a play, and everyone was there.   Feldez had asked your father to meet him at his office,  which was very unusual.  Feldez said later that he had wanted to confront your father with his passion for dark magic.”  Her mother again stared off into the might shadows as if she wasn’t there.  “That was totally ridiculous , now that I think of it,   @@@ had never shown the slightest interest in the darkness, but I let Feldez convince me that he had shown signs, that was all a lie too.”  She shook her head and focused on Ambril again.  “The play was about done when there was a crack near the big doors in the back.  Everyone turned around and there was the demon.  Blocking the entrance.  There was only a small fire exit and such a crush of people jamming the doorway that I knew I wouldn’t be able to get you three out unharmed.so I swooped you all up and hid behind the curtain There was mass hysteria,  many people were injured trying to get out.  And the curse seemed unstoppable.  It killed many many people that night.  All of the chief’s family, and the Twid’s all but one,  the Brook’s son and… and”  She stopped and clutched her head.  “So many” she moaned.  She recovered quickly.  “I peaked out briefly and saw Feldez behind the creature holding up the blue stone of my family (should have a name for it here).  I was too terrified to wonder how he had gotten it or what he was doing.  He was staring directly at it and whispering something.  Suddenly your Dad lurched in the door.  His face was covered in blood from a gash on his forehead.  He lunged at feldez and tried to take the blue stone from him.  There was a huge flash of light when he did that.  And tahe creature simply dissolved as it did at the festival,  when worked the stone.”  She looked triumphantly and proudly at her daughter.  “The stone of your family, Ambril.  Yours and mine,”  She pressed the small hard bundle into Ambril’s hands. ”You can work it,  The magic in this will cure the curse,  I can’t tell you how, but I know that it is true.  My mother told me.  This has been passed down through generations since before time.  It is a truly ancient, powerful magic,  you must keep this from everyone if you can.  Power can be a terrible thing.”              
Ambril felt for the stone beneath the cloth and was greeted with a welcoming rumble.  
Ambril’s voice now grew quiet and her face sad.  “This story doesn’t end happily as you know.  The light was so bright that everyone was temporarily blinded.  When at last we could all see again, your father was lying dead on the ground, the blue stone was nowhere to be seen and your stepfather told the story that you have probably heard by now, that it was he who vanquished the curse and that your father was responsible for bringing it to the town.”  They searched your father’s laboratory and found all sorts of incriminating  things.  Feldez, convinced everyone that your father had always been a bad seed and that he was the hero who brought it all to light.”  

“I think looking back that we were so shell shocked and the evidence so clear that we believed him.  Afterwards, We were treated like social pariahs.  No one would come over to play with you,  no  one talked to us when we walked down the street,  It was awful.  Feldez started coming around, taking us out for ice cream and picnics.   It helped to be seen with him, people started to be more forgiving.   I don’t think I was ever in love with him but he did make things better for all of us.  So eventually, I married him when he asked me.”
She looked deep and long into her daughter’s eyes.  “I see now,  and things won’t ever be the same, I promise, I’ll make them better.”  She leaned over and kissed her tenderly on the forehead.  

“Now you must go,  the moon is high and you’ve a long way to go.”  Are you going through the schoolhouse?”  Ambril nodded uncertainly.  “Tell the Aunties hello from me…. Oh-  I almost forgot,  your Algebra book, though what you would want with it, I don’t know.”  Ambril took the book from her mother and removed the map then gave it back.  

“Oh I see,  it’s not the math.”  Ambril opened up the map carefully and showed it to her mother who gasped.  “This is a very ancient map,  be sure to show it to Professor Tobias,  oh!”  there was the sound of a door opening.

“Quick, go! Go to your brother and sister, take them to Ashera.  I love you darling.”   Ambril stole into the bushes.
“Darling ?  What are you doing out here on this buggy dark night?  This isn’t like you.  Come inside and show me what you bought today.”  Came the cool measured words of Ambril’s stepfather.  

Ambril’s mother looked stronger and more alive than Ambril had ever seen her,  in her comfortable clothes and hair inn a pony tail.  “You know Feldez, I didn’t buy a thing today.”  Her voice was clear and cool.  I didn’t shop, get my nails or hair done or go to the spa. Instead, I went to my lawyer’s office.”

“Your lawyer’s office?  Fancy that!  Did you need more money this month?”  Feldez began circling her like a lion.  His voice became more sugary.  “If you needed any money you could have asked me for some.  You know I wouldn’t deny you anything.”
“Accept my children?  I know all about you and what you did.  I know it was you who conjured the curse not once but twice!  I know that you…you killed @@@ and sent my children into exile.”

Feldez had stopped pacing and was staring at his wife.  His face had gone very white and then very red.  For a moment he couldn’t hide the his anger or contempt for her. But with a great effort he controlled himself.  “That’s nonsense, darling,  I love your children as if they were my own, honestly.”  He reached out and tried to grab her hand but she sidestepped out of the way.  “This is lunacy,  I was protecting the town both last night and ten years ago.  Ask anyone who was there.”  He shrugged and smiled at her.  “You have had such a shock.  Let’s go inside and have a drink and I’ll get you a pill to help you sleep.”  He walked toward her with his arms outstretched. “You know your doctor still makes house calls.”   
.Ambril’s mom stepped back and folded her arms.  “I saw you.”  
“What do you mean you saw me sweetheart?” There was a sharp crack from a twig behind Ambril.  Ambril froze as Feldez twisted around and stared  in her direction.  She held her breath and finally he turned back around.   

“I was behind the curtain that day.  I didn’t try to leave the hall with the others,  I hid behind the curtain and I saw you and what you did.”  Ambril could hear a new found power inn her voice as she confronted her husband.  “Somehow or other you got @@@ to bring you my family’s stone that night.  You had always been interested in the Darkness, even as a little kid I remember you practicing, badly I might add, dark magic on bugs and small animals on the playground.”  She laughed sadly and shook her head.  “No one took you seriously because you were so bad at it.   But  later you began to read.  I remember catching sight of some of the books piled up on your desk in your room. @@@2 and @@@@.  Someone should have caught on.  But we didn’t.  We just didn’t think you could be so evil.  Somewhere in your studies you came across the blue stone.  My family’s stone.  The heart of @@@.   And you saw a way to abuse it’s powers.”

“Abuse?  I made your life so much better than it was.  You were married to a  wretched do-gooder.  One who was constantly focusing the spotlight on himself.  Always him!”  Feldez had dropped all pretense of affection.  He stood now convulsed with hatred and anger.  “He never once asked me to share it with him.  He had taken in the entire town.  They all believed in him.  I had to show them once and for all what he was really like.”  He was now breathing hard and had begun to pace again.     

Ambril had not moved from her hiding place watching from the darkest shadows she saw her mother grow angry and rigid as she slowly walked toward Feldez matching his anger with her own.

“How did you do it?  Did you 22222222222? Or 222222?, I can’t make up my mind.  Then when you had the stone in your hands.  you hit him over the head and left him there to die.  You had already hidden all of the occult stuff the police found later in his office.”

“ I could have sunk you too!”  He snarled at her.  “I was careful not to incriminate you or to bring your children into it.”

“Yes, you were our savior weren’t you?  But I see now, you just wanted the stone withh you. And you knew it was too risky to ‘borrow’ it as you did that night.’

Feldez actually looked shocked.  “no it wasn’t like that, @@@.  I…I did love you,  I have always loved you, since grade school really.”  His face twisted with rage.  “But you were always interested in @@@.”  He turned his back to her and walked toward the bushes where Ambril hid.

“So you killed my husband, and set a monstrous curse on the village to avenge their not loving you best.."

Feldez’s face twitched.  “The demon got out of control.  I couldn’t stop it once it started feeding.  I didn’t know how to control it.”

“Thank goodness @@@ arrived and grabbed the stone from you.  He was the one who vanquished it, wasn’t he? “  It was @@@ not you.”  Ambril’s mother’s voice cracked with emotion.

“He grabbed it from me and swore at me, called me a little runt and then in a flash the creature was gone.”  Feldez turned back to face her.  “I couldn’t let him get away with that, calling me a runt.!  I wrestled the stone away from him and turned it on him.”  Feldez chuckled mirthlessly.  “He crumpled to the ground instantly.”

Ambril’s mother was visibly shaking now but she continued.  “So you won me over with sweet words and charming ways.  You swore you would take care of us always.”  Her shoulders slumped.  “And I believed you.  What a fool I was. You started encouraging me to waste my time shopping and preening myself.  I told myself that it was important because it made you happy.  But really I just wanted to fill my time.  I didn’t want to think about it anymore.  I didn’t want to think at all.”  She shuddered and suddenly squared her shoulders.

“So last night you brought the demon out again.  “Why last night?”

“I knew I could control it.  I had worked with it many times in the past.  I needed  to take care of some people who were getting too close to me, interferg with-“  He stopped suddenly aware of what he was saying. His eyes narrowed as he continued.

“Your lovely daughter jumped in to save the day just like her old dad, didn’t she?”  No matter really, I would have reined it in a few moments anyway.”  

But your son, Feldez, your son was affected, how could you have done that ?”

Feldez was startled.  “Dirne? Surely not, Eden maybe, but Dirne?  You must be joking!  Ah but no matter, I sent a couple of guys into the forest to retrieve him.  I couldn’t talk any sense into the council last night. When they return with him, we can treat him immediately.” 
“Or rather I can,  you know it is my stone.”

“Oh yes of course, Darling, it is your stone, but not for long.”  He picked up a log from the fire pit and began to advance toward her.  “After you’re gone, everything will be mine.”

The screen door skidded open.  “Hey what are you guys doing out here?”  Traz stepped outside.  His smile was wide In the warm glow of the patio lights.

Feldez carefully replaced the log.  “Traz, son, there you are, we were just talking about you.  I was just telling your mither here how delighted I am that you are to become my new assistant.  Traz has developed an interest in the town’s magical history.  I showed him some documents and ‘er.. artifacts earlier today.  We had a lovely chat!”  He slapped Traz on the back.  Traz smiled in an embarrassed way though you could tell he liked the attention.

“Traz you don’t know everything about your stepfather,  he…he killed your father.” 

Traz turned a snaring face at his mother.  “You think I’m going to believe that Mom?  I was there with you!  I remember!”  His pale face began to flush.  “I remember how everyone wouldn’t talk to us.  For months, Mom, they ignored us like we had some sort of disease.  I know what they found inside Dad’s office.  I know he brought that Demon in and killed all those people!  He practically ruined our lives, Mom!  He…he deserved to die.”  He hung his head as a tear ran down his face.    

Ambril felt a sudden pressure on her arm.  She turned and could just make out the chief of police’s face.  “Yes I heard it all, now run! Run now,  if anyone sees you here I’ll have to take you in.”

Ambril quickly nodded her head and scuttled as fast as she could through the underbrush.

“What’s that? Who’s there?  Ambril is that you?”  she heard Traz’s startled   voice behind her as she squeezed through the hole in the fence.  As shelet the board slide back into place she heard the chief say “Feldez, you are under arrest, sir.”

“You’ll have to catch me first, Chief.”  There was a blinding flash of light and then her mother screamed  Ambril was halfway through the fence when she saw her mother shaken and white waving her back.  

“No Ambril go!  You have to go!”  She and the Chief were the only two in the yard.
Ambril reluctantly wiggled through the fence again and started  running toward the road.  Just as she hit the curb an arm reached out and grabbed her.

“Whoa there, look what we caught!”   It was the deputy and his cousin Jed.  Ambril had forgotten they were there.  “You know you are a wanted criminal and I have orders to shoot you on sight?”  The deputy chuckled evily 

“Deputy Twid!  Come here now.”  It was the chief’s voice.  It startled the deputy just long enough for Ambril to wriggle free.  In a flash she was pelting down the street.

“Get  after her Jed!  We don’t get out money until the job is done!”

Ambril increased her speed.  There were headlights approaching from down the street.  Ambril ran straight at them and swerved at the last minute.  She whipped by as the horn bleared and she could see the indignant faces of @@@ change to fear as they recognized her.  

She rounded the long curve and turned onto Cherry street.  She could hear footsteps gaining on her.  She swerved into shortcut through the Anderson’s yard.  She had taken it since she was seven.  She jumped over the horseshoe piit and veered around the tire swing.  As she jumped the fence she heard a loud oouf and figured the tire swing had got him.  She was on the playground with the  schoolhouse straight ahead.  She increased her speed thankful that her legs had grown so much that year.  She could feel her muscles burning in protest but kept focused on the big schoolhouse doors.  She prayed they would be open.  She heard a crack and something whizzed by her ear.  He was shooting at her as she neared the towering tree.  She made the steps and took them two at a time.  She could see the door slightly ajar and slamming into it skidded inside.  She turned around and slammed it shut.  There was only dark silence around her.

“Guys?  Yiggy?  Eden? Sully?  Her breath was tearing into her lungs as she heard a loud bang on the door.  Jed was banging on it.  She turned toward the stairs and seeing a faint light from below.  She took the stairs down three at a time.

“You made it!  We were getting worried!”  Sully ran to give her a hug.

“Any luck?  Did you find a way out of here?”

Eden had joined them and looked at Sully discouraged.  Eden started making a list. “We’ve searched everywhere.  The back of every cupboard, we felt for hidden doors, we’ve turned every knob counterclockwise-“ 

There was a loud crack and Yiggy joined them.  “Nope,  it’s certainly not that one.”

“The only place we haven’t tried is the broom closet”.   Eden continued. “What’s that?”
Pounding and shouting could now be heard from outside the front door.  Ambril had to admit sheepishly that she had ben followed.

“No time to lose, let’s try the broom closet.”  Eden didn’t sound hopeful.

The rusty door knob giggled tiredly as they opened the door and peered inside.  A dirty single bulb lighted the cramped space.  It was about 4 feet wide and 8 feet long.  One long and one short wall was earthen.  There were large roots with what looked like turnip like bulbs growing from them.   Yiggy steped up to the earth and smelled it.  

“It’s very much alive.  These must be the roots of the old tree we met earlier.”

“So what are these bulbous things?  They don’t grow from Oak roots.” Said Eden questioningly.  And they sure don’t grow this deep.  They must be six feet underground.”  She had put her face right up to the biggest one on the short wall.  It was wrinkled and wizened and somewhat shriveled.  It looked very old.  Eden gently poked it with her finger.
The bulb started to wiggle and suddenly a small face became visible.  “Ooooch, have a care!  Who or What be you? And why would you ever be disturbin’ our beauty sleep?”   the group just stood there in shock.   Ambril was the first to recover.

“Hi, Um  Ms.  Are you the  um auntie we’re supposed to see?”

Two other bulbs started to wiggle and faces suddenly appeared on them.  The highest one reached into the earthen wall and pulled out a long bit of knitting.  The yarn was the color of the nearby roots.  “We could be, or not.  But you have entered our parlor Dearie, Tell us why you’re here and where you want to go.”

Eden came forward.  “if you please Ms., um or is it just  Aunties?  We need to get to Ashera to find a cure for the black death.”

The three bulbs stopped and peered at them near sightedly.  “Get the glass Maisy  These last hundred years have taken their toll on my eyes.  

Ambril really didn’t think they could be called eyes.  They were more like little dents           

