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Ambril’s Tale second part

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 littlee
Dents.  

The third Auntie pulled out from the earth wall a pair of very dirty very thick glasses.  She put them on with a florish and gave a start.  “Lookie! Lookie here!  In’ this fun?  Lot’s of good stuff.  She looked at Dirne and Eden and frowned.  “Yep, they need Ashera, though I honestly don’t think there is anything that can be done.”  
She passed the glasses to the top bulb who then put them on.

“Ooooh,  yes Sass, lot’s of stuff, but not all of it good, if you look closely, it can stll go either way.”  
The largest bulb grabbed the glasses from her sister’s face with her rootlike arm  and put them on.  They magnified her eyes until they were as big as jaw breakers.  “Yes, we all agree, they need to go.  They surely do.  And they are all gifted in their own way.  But.”  She took off the glasses and shoved them back into the wall.  “We can’t let you through,  it’s against the rules, you know. And besides.”  She added.  “You need a guide.  You’d get lost in there without one and scoot out  at the bottom of the grand canyon.  And then where would you be? ”

“Up a very large creek without a paddle?  Giggled her sister.

 “Yes this is a problem.”  She said looking severely at her sister until the giggling stopped  She screwed up her face as if she was thinking hard and let it out in a big puff of dust.  Eden began to cough.  Ambril turned around and saw how drawn she was. 
 “Here!  Chew on these for a little bit and Dirne too.”  She pulled out a handful of wilted ollaliberry leaves from that afternoon. “  


Eden regarded them dubiously and sighed.  “I wish we had some more of Olaf’s tea, that stuff really worked.”


“Olaf?  You know Olaf?  Well why didn’t you say so?  Go get him!  He can take you.”


“Yes  my yes! He’s a very good friend of ours”.  The top one had stopped knitting to squint at them again.  “Did you say something about tea?”


“Oh that’s right!” said Sully turning to them. “Olaf said to tell you that you have to let us through or he won’t bring you any more of his tea.”


The three looked shocked.  “What no tea?”


“That’s the highlight of our week, don’t you know!”  Theone with knitting began to cry. 


“I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”  Said the large one a bit too loudly.  “Still we can’t let you through without a guide, I’m sorry.”


There were voices now outside in the hallway.  “Quick lock the door!”  said Eden.


“That won’t do no good,  this lock is so old it’ll snap right off.”  Yiggy took the doorknob in both hands and braced himself.  “I’ll keep them off us for as long as I can.”


Ambril turned desperately to the Aunties.  “Please!  You have to let us through, Guide or no, we have to get out of here,  they’ll, they’ll kill us!”

 The big one whipped out the glasses again.

Suddenly there was a small clank as Flit wiggled out from Dirne’s grasp and marched to the wall.  

 
“look at that @@@ it’s a little metal contraption.  Isn’t that interesting! The Auntie’s were fascinated.  Flit walked past Ambril right up to the wall.  A snap was heard as the front cover opened and immediately a green light flashed out. 

 The Aunties blinked in surprise and then started speaking all at once.  “Oh, well why didn’t you make yourself known in the first place.  What are you shy?  Oh and so handsome! “  Then reproachfully to Ambril.  “Why didn’t you say you had the likes of him with you.”  

Someone was pounding on the door.  Ambril recognized Jed’s voice.  Okay, enoughs enough kids,”  The door began to sway ominously as Jed tugged on oneside and Yiggy pulled back on the other.

But the Aunties were getting ready.  “Okay ladies,  open it up!”

There was a low rumble.  Looking between the three bulbs a small dust devil began to appear.  It whirled faster and faster until it revealed a large black hole.  

“Hold hands children, that’s right, don’t let go whatever you do,  that’s right you sir, of course go first.  Mind your heads dearie and the 10th step is a doozie!

The smallest one called, “I do hope you don’t get motion sickness, it makes such a mess!  Good bye and Good luck!”

The kids entered the hole in single file holding the hand of whomever was in front and back of them.  Dirne and Eden went first with Flit clutched tightly in Dirne’s arms.  At the very last possible moment Yiggy let go of the door knob and raced for the hole.  He flung himself in  and grabbed Sully’s hand.  Looking back they could see Jed lying flat on his back looking curiously at them before the hole closed.  It wasn’t entirely dark.  The roots glowed in a ghostly fashion which wasn’t exactly comforting.  The walkway felt sightly squashy as if it was still living.  Eden was counting.

“Eight, nine, teeennn-“  she suddenly wasn’t there.  Ambril felt a huge downward tug on her arm and ended up with her feet in the air sliding downward.

She righted herself with a little difficulty not wanting to lose her grip on those in front or in back. And discovered that they were in a giant tube slide, hurtling along at a tremendous speed.  Occasionally they tube would open up and Ambril could see other slides crisscrossing above and below.

Sully was giggling behind her.  “Whhoooo, it’s like a giant roller coaster! I can see why the other kikds come back so happy if they get to do this twice a day!”

Yiggy behind her had his eyes tightly closed.  “Tell me when it’s over, and what ever you do, don’t let go of me!”  Ambril smiled and turned forward.

She could see the route in front of her intersected other slides and Flit was making decisions.  The slides he chose seemed to be marked with a curvy symbol in green.  “I guess that means Anshera.” said Ambril in Eden’s ear but she realized that Eden wasn’t listening.  Her head was nodding and Ambril could feel how hot her hand was getting.

She said.  “I hope it won’t be too much longer.”  Thankfully after a few more dips and curves they shot out into the air again.

CHAPTER 8  

ASHERA

They landed in a heap on a soft pile of moss.  Ambril extricated Sully’s foot from the small of her back and groaned.  

“Yuk!”  said Sully.  “just for once I wish we could have a nice clean adventure.”  She wiped mud from her bottom.  They appear to have landed in another forest. Though the moon was full, the shadows under the trees were long and dark.  Ambril shook her head, this wasn’t what she imagined they would find.  

“I think we took a wrong turn somewhere.”  Said Yiggy shaking his head at the little robot.  “That’s the last time I trust my life to a headless metal man.”  Flit immediately put his hands on his hips and stalked off into the forest.  

Ambril had expected some sort of village with people ready and willing to help them.  No such luck.  They would have to figure something out fast, however.  The breeze brought the heavy odor of smoke.  Ambril turned and realized the smell was coming from Eden and Dirne.  She reached out her hand to Dirne’s forehead,  it was burning hot.  Eden coughed.

“Yiggy do you have any more of the ollaliberry leaves?”  He reached in to his pocket and pulled out a neat little roll of them.  He pulled off a few of them and inserted them into Dirne’s and Eden’s mouth.  They immediately made faces and Dirne tried to spit it out.

“No,  it’ll make you feel better,  the bitterness lasts only a few seconds remember?”  Dirne nodded and kept chewing.

Yiggy, Ambril and Sully held a meeting a little away from them.  “They can’t go any farther. It’s gotten pretty bad,”  whispered Sully.  “Someone is going to have to stay here with them.  While the other two search for help.” 
“I’ll stay.”  Said Yiggy.  “You two are much better at sneaking around.   I’ll stay here and protect them.”
“Wait, this is ridiculous, we can hardly see a hand in front of our faces it’s so dark under the trees.  We’d be lost in an instant.”

“We have to try something,   Things are serious now, we can’t wait for morning.”  Ambril voice was strained.  “Sully’s right though Yig, it’s too dark.  Too risky.  I’m going to go alone.  They’re my sister and brother.  You two stay here.”   

“Way too noble Ambril.  I’ll come too though I don’t know if there is anything to find.  Where did that pint size metal chauffeur go anyway?”
They looked around and found he had vanished. 

“Didn’t take him long to abandon ship.”  Said Yiggy ruefully.  “Anyway,  

do you happen to have any matches on you?  We might as well have some light while we argue about who’s going to go get us rescued.”

“I had them when I started the fire this morning.”  Said Sully  as she and Ambril began digging through their pockets.  
Ambril felt something hard and warm in hers.  “Hey, wait!  I forgot, my Mom gave me something that might help.”

“Your Mom did said Sully skeptically.  “Your Mom?  The Queen of Pedicures and  high heels?  What could she possibly have that would help us anywhere but a spa?”

“I didn’t have a chance to tell you what happened back at my house, but she’s really changed.”  She pulled out the cloth wrapped lump that her Mom had handed her.  It was humming softly.  

“I think I know what that is”  said Yiggy.

Ambril unwrapped the stone.  Immediately there was a bright bluish light.  The stone began to  thrum and resonate.

“Whoa,  well that takes care of our light source, anyway.”  Said Sully shielding her eyes.

“That’s the thing you got a hold of in the park and took care of the demon with, right?”  Yiggy said musingly. 
Ambril walked back over to the two resting figures and kneeled between I them.   The stone continued to thrum and resonate but the two figures remained sleeping.  “Okay, now what do?”  She said

“What did you do in the park?”

“I don’t know, the creature was coming at me,  I didn’t have time to think I just asked it for light-.”  Immediately a pillar of light shot up into the night sky.  Small fronds of  light began to peel down from it until it had become a huge tree of light which Ambril held in the palm of her hand.  Little sprays of light began to filter down to them.  When it touched Ambril’s face she smiled.  It felt warm and soft.

“Look!.”  Sully was pointing at Dirne and Eden.  They were smiling in  their sleep.

“Well I think they’re feeling a little better, but that’s not enough to finish off the demon.  You’re gonna have to try something else.”
“Um, Okay, how about something simple, like…”  Here Ambril paused and whispered, “help?”

The tree of light shifted and became a river of roaring words.  Above the top gently twisted to the ground creating a arch of light and sound.

“Well that ought to keep the wolves away tonight.”  Yelled Yiggy over the noise,  “But, I don’t think it’s helping your sister and brother much!”  He pointed to them where they had covered their ears with their hands and curled up into a ball.

“Okay, enough of that! Stop!” The noise stopped and the stone begain to vibrate and hum just as before.
They could hear a small clinky chunk coming through the bushes toward them.  Suddenly, Flit burst out of the brush and a moment later a hooded figure appeared.  It stopped at the jdge of the clearing.  So did Flit.

They stared at each other  for several moments then the figure spoke.  “Why don’t you tell it very simply and specifically what you want it to do.”  It said..  It’s voice was low and melodic but with power.

Ambril turned back to her brother and sister.  Dirne coughed and a large plme of smoke came out of his mouth.  Staring at the stone directly she thought rather than said.  ‘I want you to take the black death out of my sister, Eden and brother Dirne and take it away.”

Immediatley a shaft of light formed but this time directly over the two prone figures.  Ambril stepped out of the ring.  She looked down at her sister and brother and gasped.  Their bodies appeared to be on fire.  Smoke poured from them.   They were completely engulfed behind it.  The smoke was pulled above their heads and began to form a ball spinning faster and faster.  The smoke began to moan at first and then whail.  In another minute an arm shot out of the roiling mass of black smoke, then a head.  A black death demon formed within the light walls.  It  shook it’s ghoulish head and then spotted them.  It roared angrily and started toward them but the light walls held it  back.  The smoke began to thin around Dirne and Eden and gradually it stopped.  The light slowly closed over them and the figure was now fully enclosed in light, suspended a few feet from the ground.  Silence, except for the thrum of the stone.  Then a way off in the distance, a wolf howl was heard.  

The hooded figure walked quickly over to Ambril.  “What did you tell the stone to do exactly?”  Ambril could see two very bright green eyes reflecting the light from beneath the hood.  Another wolf’s howl, there seemed to be two or three now, they were  much closer

“I said to please take the black death from from brother and sister and take it away.”  Said Ambril clearly.

“Take?  You said take it away?”  the figure grasped her arm firmly.

“Y-yes, I did. I said Take it away.”  Ambril’s hand with the stone in it wobbled under her grasp.  The wolf howls were ear splitting.  Ambril could hear the crack and snap of branches.

“Quick, under here, not time to loose!  ‘  She herded Ambril, Sully and Yiggy toward Dirne and Eden and then swirled her cloak over them.

The cloak was not a heavy one, the weave was loose enough to see through.  Ambril still held the stone out but the light passed through the cloth without issue and kept a firm hold of the demon.

“The creatures were so close now Ambril could hear their labored breathing.  In the moonlight she could see the trees bending and swaying in a line coming toward the clearing until three creatures bounded into view.
They were dogs but as big as horses with sleek black coats and eyes that glowed like fire.  Their open mouths sprayed flames as they raced toward them.

“Holy crap!  We’re all going to die!” yelled Sully.  She grabbed Ambril’s arm knocking the stone out of Ambril’s hand and rolled out from under the cloak.  Ambril could see it glowing directly under the monster.  The light went out and the monster dropped to it’s feet.  It turned and saw the dogs and began to run away but the dog’s were too fast for it.  Two of them leaped in the air and sunk their flaming teeth into it’s body.  A whail of pain escaped it as it struggled to free itself but the dogs held fast.  Pulling and tearing as they went the two of them trotted back the way they came, growling softly to themselves.  It was almost as if they weren’t there.  The two dog’s had completely ignored them.  Ambril suspected that the cloak had a special camouflage powder applied to it.   

The  group under the cloak let out a sigh of relief  

“What a show!  I don’t think how close we were to dog food tonight! Said Yiggy.”  But the cloaked figure shushed them.     On the other side of the clearing the largest of the three dogs stood regarding them.  It was like the cloak was nothing .  Softly on large padded  feet he advanced.  

Ambril looked around frantically for the stone and saw it glinting blue a few feet from the cloak.  Losing no time she wriggled out of Sully’s grasp and crawled out from under the cloak.

“Ambril no, what are you doing?”  Sully whailed.

In two steps she was at the stone and bent over to pick it up.  It immiediately erupted in a throbbing orgy of light.  Over the hum, Ambril could hear something else.  The heavy breathing of an animal.  Looking up, she met the eyes of the Dog.  It towered over her.  When she looked into it’s firey eyes it snarled softly.  Then extending it’s head it sniffed her several times.  Ambril petrified held the stone out at arms length like a shield.  “g – go home, now! Thank you, but just g-go home.!”  She said to the dog.  

The Dog stood frozen like a statue for a moment, staring at her and then slowly turning it took a huge leap and was gone.
Ambril stood frozen in place staring at the place the dog had been until she was tackled by Sully and Yiggy. She immediately dropped the stone again and the blue light vanished as they rolled around in the sweet smelling grass in the dark, laughing.

“You will insist on saving the day won’t you!”  Sully hugged her for the fourth time.

“What’s all the ruckus?”  said a sleepy little voice as Dirne’s head popped up.

“Dirne!  Are you better?  Do you remember any of the last little bit?”

“Nope, I msut have been asleep.”

“as was I, said another voice as Eden stretched and sat up.  Ambril hugged them both again and again.  And tickling Dirne until he giggled.

“hey, it’s not so dark anymore, I can see into the forest, can you ?” Yiggy pointed  toward the surrounding forest.  A strange  glow seemed to be coming from the trees and plants themselves.  The shadows had vanished.

“I think it’s the after affect of your stone.”  Ambril turned around to see the figure offering her stone back to her.  It slept quietly until Ambril picked it up making it pulse with joy.  Ambril quickly stuffed it deep into her pocket.                  

The hood was down revealing a woman’s face and long white hair.  She was tall and thin with large hands had feet.  Her smile was warm.  “You must be Ambril, your friend Flit told me about you.”

“I’m not sure you’d call him a friend.” Said Yiggy.  He was supposed to lead us to Ashera but instead, we ended up in the middle of nowhere.”  
“Thank you for your help.”  Said Ambril, “Oh, and these are my friends, Sully and Yiggy and my sister and brother Eden and Dirne.”  The woman smiled and nodded at all of them .  

“And you are?”  Sully said helpfully.
“Well, you’re little metal friend was as good as his word, I am Ashera.”

“Oh!  We thought Ashera was a village or hospital or something.”

“At that the woman laughed,  “There are times I feel as if I’ve become too much a apart of our settlement here, but no, I’m just an old woman.”  She smiled and shrugged her shoulders.  “Come, I know you must be tired and hungry from your travels.”  She paused and searched their faces a moment.  “Something tells me you have quite a few stories to tell.”  She motioned for them to follow her.  “We are a village of story lovers, you will be most welcome.”

Ambril swooped up Dirne who just as quickly wriggled free. “No, I want to walk.”  And trotting forward took the hand of the their tall guide.  They crossed the clearing and entered the dense bushes on the other side.  There was a narrow path winding through.  The bushes stroked their faces on either side and in a few minutes they were through and in the village.

The glow from the trees was fading and not much could be seen but the faint glow from a few windows.   Ashera walked toward one of the cottages closest to them and opened the door.   “Here, you’ll be staying in this cabin.  Rest well tonight and tomorrow, we’ll tell our stories.”  She stepped away from the doorway to reveal a fire glowing in the fireplace and six beds made up in a row.

Ambril didn’t realize how tired she was until that moment.  All of them simply flopped down on the beds and fell asleep.   
CHAPTER 8  FOREST GLEN 

They all awoke to the smell of fresh muffins which seemed to have mysteriously appeared by the fireplace.  Dirne was the first one up and ate three before taking a breathe.  There was a large pot of steaming hot cocoa and some roly poly fresh strawberries.  They ate until they could eat no more andthere were still more muffins left on the plate.  

The door creaked slightly as the smallest woman Ambril had ever seen breezed in.  She was brown and wrinkled like a nut and moved quickly and efficiently around the room tidying up the beds and getting a large pile of something soft out of the closet.  She talked as briskly as she worked.

“Good morning or should I say good afternoon, you have nearly slept the morning away.” My name is ??? (this is the squirrel lady,  she needs an identity)  !”  At this moment she went to one of the windows and practically ripped the curtains apart then she stopped and wrinkled her nose.  “I think by the smell of you it’s time for you to visit the bath house.  There are robes through there, ” She pointed to a small door near the fireplace.  She smiled and clapped her hands.  “Oh!  You did like the nut muffins. I do so love them myself!  When Ashera told me lsat night that you were coming I thought of them right away! “

“Wait,  Ashera knew we were coming?”  Yiggy asked.

“Wellll, yes and no, she knew you needed to come after” –,“  here her face darkened with anger.  “what happened at the festival…but we won’t talk about that just yet will we.     She was just setting off to search for you herself when your signal came in.”

“Our signal?” Sully looked confused.

“Yes,  very effective that stream of screaming heads.  They came drashing into the center stone and made such a ruckus.”  She paused here.  “Really though,  the next time you send such a call for help it would be so lovely if you would find a less ghoulish method?  Poor ??? was so unnerved by those screaming bodiless heads he shimmied up a tree with his hammock and didn’t come down until we put the coffee on this morning.”  Her eyes twinkled. “I must say, you do know how to make an entrance!  We’re all anxious to hear your story this evening! ”    
but   She swooped down upon the remains of their breakfast and gathered everything up.  “Please pile your dirty things here and we’ll make sure they are washed for you.”  She paused just then to peer at them long and hard.  “I hear you  have quite a story to tell.. perhaps this evening around the fire?” Very well, I’ll be by in a minute or two to escort you to the bath house.  Cheers!”  And she was gone.  They stared at each other stunned for a moment.  Eden said “Bath!” and jumped up and over to the pile of robes.  The others followed her into the dressing rooms, one for the girls and another for the boys and just as they were cinching up their sashes Miss Drdusilla was there again.  She    paused to study the large pile of dirty clothes, an anonymous pair of very dirty underwear lay right on top and then quickly rolled it up in a large towel from one of the nearby drawers.  She hoisted it over her shoulders and called over her shoulder.

“Follow me, step lively!” and she was gone again.  the six of them tumbled through the doorway and into the light.  The followed her at a trot through the village.  The houses were what struck Ambril as the most unique.  They were grown rather than constructed.  There were large sinuous tree like supports running through the walls filled I with stone and adobe.  Each house seemed to be a different shape, some quite tall, some just as much outside as inside and others squat and compact.  The doors and large windows were rounded on top.  There were vines and growing up and over the walls and up around the high pitched roofs some with sweet smelling flowers.   

“Ooooofffh!” Ambril ran into the back of Yiggy.  “What’s the deal, Yig? She said ruefully rubbijng her shoulder.”

“Sorry,  just look at that there!”  In front of them a large glass bubble rose out of the grass and magnified inside it was  a  large eye.  It blinked at them.”

“Oh that’s only Milly,  she prefers the underground passages.”  She cleared her throat and waved  a bit overly cherrily  at the eye which instantly vanished upon seeing her.  “That is strange, she is usually so very shy, she’d never show herself to strangers.”  She sheparded them away from the bubble and toward a large flat circular stone in the center of the village.  

“Hey!  We have one of these too, in New Market!”  said Sully running on ahead and bending over the stone.  Ambril followed.  The inscriptions on the stone were badly worn but beautiful, done in an ancient scroll  

“I can read this here”.  Sully pointed to an area she had brushed off. “@@@@@-“

“Come on, come on!  Ashera’s waiting!  @@ had both their elbows and was lifting them up.  Yiggy, Eden and Dirne were already standing in front of a building across the stone.  Ambril liked it from the first moment she saw it.  It rambled in a disorderly fashion with balconies and porches stuck on here and there.  The front door stood wide open and Ashera stood in the doorway.  

“Good Morning, did you sleep well?”  She smiled and ushered them into her home.  Like the outside, it had an organic feel to it.  Bopokshelves lined the walls , everywhere there wasn’t a window and they were stuffed full of books , some lying on their sides with photographs of smiling people propped on top.  There were lots of big cushy chairs scattered around, one wellworn one pulled up the fireplace which was lit.  A pot of water was simmering on a hook.

“Tea anyone?  I’m about to have my second cup.” No?         

