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Ambril didn’t wake up when the moving van rammed the Gingko tree in front upsetting an old crow roosting there.   Or when the doorbell was pressed too long and too loud.   Nope, she just rolled over.  But when her mother shrieked as she raced into her room and vaulted on her bed she did.  Ambril’s Mother was tremendously good at shrieking.

 
“Get up! We’re already late!”  Said her Mom as she peered down at the slightly mashed van.  “The movers are on time for once, which makes us---later than usual. “  She wrapped her robe around her as one of the movers squinted up at the house.  “How many times is this Sweetie?”  A grunt from the quilt was all she got.  She prodded it with her big toe.  “How many times have we moved, Ambril?  I’ve lost track.”  

“Nine times!”   A mass of tousled brown hair emerged. 

Her Mom smiled.  “Nine times is the charm!”  She jumped from the bed and was through the door before the old bedsprings had time to squeal.  Ambril heard her skip down the stairs, open the door and the gentle hum of polite conversation.  Move Number Eleven had begun.

She groaned. She did not want to get up; she never, ever wanted to get up again.  She loved this old turreted house stuck on a hill overlooking the San Francisco Bay.  It had been home to Ambril, her brother, and her Mom for nearly a year, the longest time they had stayed anywhere.  She had actually made some friends for once…well sort of.  And now they had to pack up and move to a boring little town and act like they were happy about it.  It happened to be the town she had been born in.  She didn’t remember it, of course, being three when she last saw it.  But her Mother expected big smiles every time she said its name, Trelawnyd.  It was a stupid name Ambril decided and burrowed back into her comfy bed.

A few minutes later, she heard the heavy clump of boots and the rumble of dollies in the house.  The thought of big sweaty guys barging into her room made her cringe.  She jumped from her bed into a T-shirt and jeans, snorted at what she saw of herself in the mirror:  skinny, fourteen, grumpy-- a mess.  She scrunched her hair into a lumpy ponytail and grabbed her backpack before skittering down the stairs.


Her Mother was holding court in the hallway looking beautiful as usual even in her old jeans with her long blonde hair in a pony tail.  “Hi Sweetie!”  Ambril smiled mechanically and slumped down on the stairs to watch the parade of her favorite things being carted away yet again.  Her mother turned back to the movers and in a tone even a linebacker would cower at said, “that was my Great Aunt’s!  You’d better not drop it or she’ll haunt you like she did my Mom after the punch bowl incident!” Then hissed at another,“be careful with that! It’s twice as old as all of us put together!” He struggled to prevent a large hutch with too many curlicues from bumping the doorframe.


“Unloading the contents of the furniture would’ a made it much easier for everyone, Ma’am.” He grumbled.

“Well, everything’s going into storage this time,” Ambril’s Mother said as she picked up a crystal bowl seconds before its pedestal was knocked over. “Well, almost everything. It seemed a waste of time, really to pack it all up.”  She smiled again at Ambril showing every single one of her teeth.  “We’re going back home in style!  New furniture!  New clothes!   New life!”   She sighed contentedly.  “I would never have thought this possible even six months ago.” 
That was just about right mused Ambril.  It was just before Feldez had gotten his well manicured nails into them.  Feldez was her soon-to-be-stepfather whom nobody liked…except her Mom of course.
Just then the outlandish hutch wobbled and dipped as it went past Ambril.  The cupboard door opened and launched a wooden missile straight at Ambril’s head.  There was a sharp, jarring crack which Ambril felt like a jolt of electricity followed by a lot of creaking and swaying.  

“There goes another earthquake,” said the mover cheerfully as he hoisted the hutch higher.  “Just an itty bitty one, though.”  

Ambril rubbed her head irritably.  The strange object had bounced into her lap.  Normally she didn’t mind a little earthquake now and then.  It sort of spiced up the day.  But that one had gotten personal.  She looked down at this new thing…and smiled.  Dusty and old were words too good for it, filthy and ancient were better.  It was interesting.   It was not perfectly round, a little longer than her foot and thicker than her wrist.  It looked more like the thick part of a twisty branch than anything else, but it was too light to be that.  She shook it slightly…and heard it rattle.  There was something inside!  The best part was that every inch of it had been carved with animals, plants and people.  It seemed to tell a story. She wiped some of the dust off to get a better look and found the carvings were all woven together with swirling lines.  

 “Ambril give me that old thing, it was my Grandmother’s and has to go into storage.”  Her mother reached for it.  But Ambril was not feeling obedient.  
“Why does everything have to go into storage?  This is our stuff!  It’s bad enough we’re moving to a weird little town in the middle of nowhere but do we have to give up all of our things?” 

 
Her mother pursed her lips and hiked her hands onto her hips, a very familiar pose to Ambril.   She said, “I’ve told you this at least a hundred times.  Feldez has gone to a lot of trouble with this new house.  And though our antiques looked fine here, the new house is very modern and these old things…lovely as they are---”  Her hand reached out to sadly pat the old grandfather clock as it marched by---“just won’t fit in.”  She grimaced and stroked her daughter’s hair,  “you’ll see what I mean when we get there.  It isn’t a weird little town, it’s where you were born, you know.”  They watched as the living room furniture was heaved onto dollies.  “Besides it won’t be forever, we’ll look around for a summer place and give these things a new home someday soon.”  

Ambril wasn’t having any of it and wrinkled her nose.  Modern, New,  just won’t fit in.  Well what if she didn’t fit in?  Would they wrap her in blankets and ship her off too? Ambril protectively hugged the funny old tube to her chest and pointed at the underside of their old coffee table.  Her name was scrawled in what looked like toothpaste .  “You might as well put me in storage too. “  She said petulantly. “I’d be happier there anyway.”  

Her mother blanched.  “That’s a Nineteenth century Biedermeier table, Ambril, I had no idea you had---how could you do such a thing!”  Her mother scowled then ran after the table with a wet rag.

Ambril was still angry.  “I don’t see why we can’t take a few things!” She yelled after her.  The tube felt warm in her hands.  


Her mother having finished wiping down the table was now staring savagely at a mover who had just caught a porcelain vase on the verge of tipping off its stand and said distractedly, “of course you can keep it, silly, all of these things are just going into storage. We’re not throwing a thing away.” Her mother closed a cupboard door as it sailed past.  “We’ll have to talk about this in the car, I’ve been thinking that we really should make some changes…some adjustments.  Just small ones, you know, nothing earth shattering...”  She paused and looked doubtfully at the tube.  “I guess you can keep it… for now,” and to herself muttered.  “I don’t know why Feldez would mind, its so small.” 


Adjustments?  What did that mean?  Ambril brooded about that as a door slammed and her brother Zane ambled down the stairs.  He had that stretched look of a boy who had grown way too much, too fast for his own good.  His blonde hair stood out in wild strikes from his head and matted gracelessly over his eyes as he sneered at his little sister.

“Looking forward to our new digs?”  He sauntered down the stairs until he got to a pile of clothes innocently blocking his way.  “Thinking you might actually make some friends this time and fit in?”  He hooked the clothes with his foot and  dumped them neatly onto Ambril’s head.  A button got caught in her hair.  

She struggled with it as the rest of the clothes rolled down the stairs.  Freeing herself finally she turned and lunged at her brother just as her mother turned around.  

“Ambril, just look at this! I just finished folding these things!”  She picked up the clothes and shoved them into her daughter’s arms.  “Refold them NOW, neatly, they’re donations, and we don’t want anyone to think we’re slobs.”   She gave her son a brilliant smile.  “Hi sweetie, so glad you’re out of bed!  There’s cereal in the kitchen.”  With that she swept into the dining room.  They could hear her chewing out another mover who had upended a potted palm. 

Zane smirked.  “Yep, we have to keep up appearances…or at least you and Mom do.  Me?  I’m not gonna bother.  It’s a waste of time.  Our ‘home town’ is the one place on earth that our family will NEVER make it in.”  He slid into the kitchen and said just before the door swung to,  “Mom’s delusional.”  

Ambril sighed and began to fold the old clothes.  Normally she would have stuck up for herself but it wasn’t worth it these days.  Zane had been a terror ever since they learned they were moving back to Trelawnyd .  Granted there had always been times when he was a jerk, but after the night her Mom had broken the news to them about her engagement to Feldez and the move, he hadn’t been the same; no sideways grin, no help with homework, no practical jokes.  

Ambril remembered that night vividly. Zane had raged and shouted and sworn that he wasn’t going back, that they couldn’t go back, and that he’d run away and join the Foreign Legion, whatever that was, if they forced him.  His Mother had finally stopped him by wrapping her arms tightly around him until he quieted.   It had shaken Ambril to see him so crazy.  She couldn’t figure it out, it wasn’t all bad, this move.  Mom was happier than she had been in years. For once they had enough money for clothes and food.  Ambril shook her head as she gave a final pat to the messily folded clothes and picked up her backpack.  There was something mysterious about this little hometown of theirs.   “Mom?  I’m going down the street to say goodbye to Chao Feng.”  

“Great, honey, say goodbye for us all and pick up some bagels will you?”  Called her Mother from the dining room.   There was a magnificent cascading clatter of metal and then silence.  “The silverware stays in the drawer, Alright?  IN THE DRAWER! IN THE DRAWER!”

Ambril tiptoed down the stairs wanting to escape before she got roped into any more chores.  Just as she opened the front door Zane emerged from the kitchen eating cereal. 

 “Bagels? Greah, I wan’ cinnamom and raisim, careem cheese,” said Zane his grin showing a large amount of cereal.  “If ya don’t,” he crunched menacingly, “I’ll make life miserabo in da car.”

Ambril made a face at him.  But she knew she’d bring him just what he wanted.  If it would guarantee a quiet ride she’d have brought him the entire grocery store.  As the door slid shut he added, “You’ll see, ya gonna wish you’d neva heard a tha’ stupid---” but the door clicked shut before he could finish.

Ambril jogged down the steps and along the rolling sidewalk.  Well, at least he was going through this with her; he wasn’t exactly helpful but he was a living, breathing, kid-sized person.  And that was a little comforting.  She frowned at a crack in the sidewalk.  When did it begin to feel as if their family really wasn’t a family anymore? When had they started tiptoeing around each other trying to stay out of each other’s way?  She always seemed to be on the outside looking in.  Ambril sighed.   But the cool morning sunshine began to work its magic and refused to let her stay upset.   


Chapter 2:  Chao Feng’s Tea and Remedies
Ambril picked up the bagels before heading over to her favorite neighborhood haunt, Chao Feng’s Herbal Remedies. She had just stopped to retie her shoelace when she heard voices just around the corner.

“When did she get here?” said a small squeaky voice.

“Just before you.”  Said the low, familiar voice of Chao Feng.  “She felt it too.”

“I don’t see how you could NOT have felt it if you had the least bit of magic in you, earthquake my front teeth!” The squeaky voice continued.  “I guess things have well and truly started, wouldn’t you say?”  There were some chewing noises.  “She’s so young though.”  There were some louder chewing noises.   “Ummm yum what are these?” 

“Edamame, very good for you,” said Chao Feng. “Young or no, she was chosen, it’s our job now to keep her safe until its time.”
 There was more munching.  “Well,” the squeaky one belched.   “No telling what that old witch will try.  I wouldn’t put it past her to try something nasty while they’re on the road.”  “Sid, try these they’re so tasty.”  She mumbled, her mouth clearly full of something.

“I am NOT eating off the sidewalk!”  Said a squawky voice.

“Don’t be silly it’s just a little dirt, have you looked at yourself in the mirror lately?” 

“It’s not the dirt, it’s the chewing gum, candy wrappers and bits of plastic that get stuck to it and somehow in my mouth that I mind, they tend to give me…eeeer… gas. “ Said the squawker.

There was a squeaky snort. “Well here then, I’ll brush it off, just try this!”

Ambril straightened up.  As she stepped around the corner she could have sworn she saw a fat, blue-eyed squirrel with a white ruff of fur around its neck feeding an old crow.   Her friend Chao Feng was sitting in front of his shop smiling at them.  

When they saw her, the squirrel skittered down a storm drain and the crow flew off with what looked like a large bean in its mouth.  

“Hey, who were you talking to?”  Asked Ambril. 

Chao Feng stared a second too long at a gray hawk perched on a telephone wire before answering.  His blue eyes crinkled.  “I talk to my bunions, they have a lot to say today.”  He grimaced as if in pain and then twinkled at her from his scuffed- up plastic chair.  Ambril was sure that Chao Feng was at least 200 years old.  But he was pretty cool.  He wore hand painted sneakers and sported a dragon tattoo.   And he was her friend.   “Ah, good, you come to say good bye before you go?”  

Before Ambril could ask more questions he jumped up from his chair and ushered her into his shop. “I have something for you, I so glad I finish in time.” 

  Ambril paused to fill her lungs with the pungent, mysterious smells of Chao Feng’s shop.  Hidden away behind the drawers were medicinal roots, berries and dried wriggly things Ambril felt positive were not of this world.  The drawers that lined the walls were every size, shape and color. Yellow star shapes, triangles, One was even a snarling tiger. Each with its own Chinese symbol.  Long low counters lined three walls with miss-matched stools parked in front of them.  There was also an assortment of shiny, streamlined gadgets as Chao Feng liked to play around with electronics.  

“What you got there?”  His shaky finger pointed at the carved cylinder poking out from Ambril’s backpack.   She had forgotten all about it.  

“It was my great grandmother’s.  It fell out of an old hutch and bonked me on the head.” She rubbed the bump on her forehead.  “My mother thought it should go into storage, but---“


The old man smiled.   “It hit you there?”  He rubbed his own head and then nodded wisely.   “It stay with you then.  You must take it.”  His wrinkled hand traced the engravings carefully.  The more he looked the bigger his smile.  He said softly, “this is puzzle box, very, very old and very, very good quality.  We have also something like it in China.  My grandmother had one to put her secrets in.”  He smiled to himself.  “It took my mother three years to unlock all its mysteries.” His hands moved slowly up the side of the box.  “Then she locked them back into box and gave to me.”  He chuckled softly.  “I still trying to figure them out and she been gone for many, many years.”  His hands slid along just under the top prodding carefully.  Suddenly his face brightened.  “Ah yes,” He offered the cylinder to Ambril.  “Now, press here and here.”  

Ambril could feel small bumps though she couldn’t see them.  She pressed gently and then harder.  She heard a small, soft click and a drawer popped out.  Ambril peered in.  There was something shiny there.  She carefully fished out a long loop of gold chain until it snagged on something in the back.  She wiggled and pulled gently until she felt it give and a round object slid into view.  Twirling in the bright sunshine it dazzled.  

“Wow!  One of Great Grandmother’s secrets!” said Chao Feng.

 It was a medallion with a gemstone carved into a flower.  The green gem was shot through with gold and decorated with gold tracery around the edges.   Ambril thought it was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen.  


“This very precious to you.  This is keepsake of your ancestor, your heritage. In my country, such things are more precious than gold…. and more powerful than swords…. Guard it well.” Chao Feng took the chain and slipped it over her head. It felt light around her neck, a whisper of family secrets.  “Hide this from everyone.  It will keep you safe, bring you good luck.” He said in barely a whisper.   “It must be your secret shared with just your Great Grandmother.”  His eyes crinkled at the edges.  “Tell no one of this until they earn your trust.  Strangers will view this differently.  They not understand that your ancestors give it to you, that they choose you.”  He released her suddenly.  “You promise you will do this?”


She nodded slowly at her friend.  Her father had died  just before they had moved away from Trelawnyd.  When she was little and life had gotten tough, she liked to think of her father watching over her. This felt sort of like that, a connection with her great grandmother.  She took the sparkling medallion and tucked it under her T-shirt.  “Sure.”

Chao Feng gave her a grey-toothed grin as he slipped behind the counter.  “Now, I finally finish it---But where?---Ah!  Here it is.”  He straightened up holding a small robot.  “This not a toy, this is special AI robot!”  He said proudly.  He set the robot on the counter and turned it on.  “You know, AI, Artificial Intelligence, you teach, he learn so that one day, he be a little friend to you.”  Chao Feng pressed a button and the robot began walking jerkily along the counter.  “It’s antique, from the 60’s” said Chao Feng “I put in all new works, though so it’s up-to-date, more or less.”   He continued proudly.  The robot narrowly missed walking off the counter.  Just as it teetered on the edge, it swung a foot around, swerved and marched the other way.

“See?  Spatial sensors too!  He learn.  More you let him do, more he do it better.”  He twinkled at her as he handed it to her.  Its red metal was scratched but some of the lights on his helmet still blinked when it was turned on.   Chao Feng smiled warmly.  “We will miss you, Ambril.”  He squinted up at her. “You special, you keep this in your mind; it easy to forget. Keep yourself open to new things.  Now that your Great-Grandmother has marked you, she will watch over you, I know.  But you be careful, old saying, it say:  ‘Don’t run into the dragon’s mouth unless you know he is fast asleep.’”   He gave her a warm smile. “I wish you good luck on your journey.”

Ambril nodded mutely, not trusting herself to say the words in her heart.  She smiled one last time and slowly walked out.  She wondered if she’d ever see Chao Feng again.  Or if it would be like all the other people she’d met in her life, he would simply fade until he was just a hazy memory.  The movers were still huffing down the front steps but she could see they were nearly done.    She grunted and sat down hard on the front steps.  She was going to have to work at feeling better about this whole thing.  It was bad form to start out believing the worst.  It’s not like she hadn’t made changes before.  What was Zane so worried about?  

A while later her mother’s voice echoed hollowly through the emptied house. “Come on Darlings! It’s time to go!” The last dolly laden with boxes tottered through the hallway and down the front steps.  Ambril walked one last time through the living room and stared sadly at the cold bare walls.  Could this really have been their home?  Her mother appeared swinging a coat around her shoulders with one hand and keeping a firm grip on Zane with the other.  “Give it one last look before we go.” But Ambril didn’t want to.  It wasn’t home any more.

Zane snorted.  “Come on Mom, this is gross.”  He wriggled free and slouched out the front door.  

 “It’ll be hard at first,” she called after him, “but then...you’ll see.” She let it drop and then frowned at her daughter. “Oh please, what is that?  A toy?” 

Ambril was indignant.  “It’s an AI robot, you know, Artificial Intelligence?”  She paused to shine up his head a bit.  “It was a present from Chao Feng…AND,” she added defiantly “I’M TAKING HIM WITH ME.”  She stuck her chin out and marched out of the house.  

“All right, but don’t let Zane see you with---“.  But her warning came too late.

Just outside the front door Zane was waiting for her, he’d been listening.  “Oh, little Amby baby has a new toy, does she?”   Zane snatched the robot out of her hands so fast Ambril had no time to react. “Goody!  Let’s see!”

“Hey!  That’s mine, give it back!”  Zane began to toss it in the air keeping an eye on her face so that he could watch it go from horror to pleading and back to horror.  “It’s from Chao Feng, Zane, come on!”  Ambril made a grab for it but Zane held the robot up higher and shook it right over her head.  He laughed at her as she jumped and tried to grab it back from him.  Then he tossed it over her head straight into the tangled branches of the Ginkgo tree, where it stuck.

“You jerk!”  Ambril was furious now.  She ran over to the tree and tried to shake the robot down but the robot wouldn’t budge until a large crow landed on the branch and bounced it out.  It fell to the ground with a clank.  Ambril rushed over and swooped it up.  

“Zane!  You really need to control yourself.”  Ambril’s mother snapped from the front steps.  “You know it isn’t her fault.”  She shrugged on her handbag and stepped determinedly down the stairs. “It isn’t your fault, or mine either. What happened, happened.”  She walked right up to her son and shoved a sweatshirt at him.  “Right?”   Not waiting for a response, she marched him toward their overloaded minivan.  “Right!  Now I want a nice pleasant ride this afternoon.”  She tugged at her daughter, who reluctantly followed them.  “No fighting, no whining, no bloodshed. Got it?”  

The van dipped dangerously low as Zane got in.  There were mounds of boxes strapped on top.  And curiously just as her mother came around the van Ambril saw a fat blue-eyed squirrel squeeze itself among the boxes and bags on top. 

“Mom? Mom I think there’s---“

“NOT A WORD.”  Her Mom gave her that look.  “I WANT ABSOLUTE CALM!”  She was scary looking what with all that hair escaping from her pony tail.

So without a word, Ambril meekly shoe horned herself between a croquet set and a stack of Zane’s stinky sneakers.  

 Chapter 3 To Trelawnyd:  On Top

Crochet balls broke free and rained down on Ambril as the old minivan pulled jerkily away from the curb.  Ambril watched the old house slide away as she grumpily stuffed the balls back into their case and wedged it shut with one of Zane’s sneakers.  They were off to a place she’d been born but not a place that was home.  It didn’t matter how much her Mom told her it was, it just wasn’t.  She mashed her face up against the croquet bag and began to examine the robot while she plotted her revenge on Zane.  It would have to be done carefully as he was so touchy now.  

The robot looked fine really, just a few more scratches and dents. It worked when she turned it on.  Though the head listed to one side a little more now it was kind of friendly looking that way.  The battered label said “ff “on one side and “Lit” in another place.  “Fa  lit,” she said, sounding it out,  “ffffa-lit.  fLit,” She scrunched her nose in distaste.  “Well…it’s not much of a name but it’ll do.”  She cocked her head the same way as the robot and smiled.  Zane made a raspberry sound at her and slouched lower in his seat.  Her mother guided them through traffic and out to the Pacific Coast Highway.  Ambril watched her favorite city roll away.  

Outside, on top of the car, it was bedlam.  A large crow had joined the fat squirrel.  Both were obviously unaccustomed to car travel, at least when traveling on top of a car.  They were getting blown around, blasted by horns and choked by exhaust.  The squirrel looked around and industriously began gnawing a hole in a nearby canvas bag.  

“We need a safe haven, Sid.”

She winced as she rubbed a lump on her head.  She had gotten it when a cord had broken free and catapulted her into a nearby bus; straight onto the lap of a blue-haired lady and her rabid Chihuahua.  Both began shrieking, one nipped her and the other wacked her with a tapestry handbag.  She managed to clamber out the window and make a swan dive back to Ambril’s van just before the bus veered off onto another street. 

  The squirrel spit out a large mouthful of canvas and then stopped and sniffed.  “What’s that awful smell?”  Looking around she suddenly froze.  “Uh Oh---Sid!”  

Sid cocked his head at the large gray hawk just above them.  As the squirrel pointed, it folded its wings and launched itself into a meteoric dive straight at them. “Lord, Aster, it’s her!  Quick, nip inside there, I’ll see if I can deflect her!”  

The crow cawed as he spread his wings.  Aster wriggled through the hole she had made just as the car made a sickening lurch to the side. Peering out she saw that the hawk had grabbed a cord holding the boxes in place and was jerking it to one side.  With every beat of its wings, it was trying to unbalance the minivan.

 “Cheeky nasty old bag!”  Aster said ruffling her tail. Sid dive-bombed the hawk’s massive head but it seemed to have no affect on the bigger bird.

The hawk began to beat its powerful wings, jerking the cord up and up.  The bag Aster was in careened to the very edge of the rack, knocking Aster hard into a sharp, pointy Christmas ornament…, which gave her an idea.  She squeezed through the hole and raced over to another stretchy cord with the ornament clamped in her teeth. A box labeled “Grandmother’s tea cozies’” tumbled off narrowly missing the squirrel’s tail.  She hurriedly took aim as she pulled back the cord like a slingshot and let the ornament fly.  It shot up, straight at the hawk’s head and broke into a thousand pieces.  It surprised the bird so much it let go of the cord.  The cord snapped back hard as the van careened dangerously onto the shoulder. 

 Inside the van, Ambril’s Mother wrenched the steering wheel hard and the van veered back onto the blacktop.  “Whooo!  That was close, I’d forgotten how strong these coastal winds can be!” 
Zane grunted and redraped himself over his backpack.  Ambril, having been bombarded by croquet mallets this time wearily put them in with the balls and stuffed a squashy sock bag marked “future puppets” in with them.

 Up top Aster was getting feisty.   “Come on you nut case!  You fancy some more?”  
She shouted as she pulled out another ornament.  The hawk glared at her a moment then without warning dove straignt down at her.  She was on top of her in less than a second.  The squirrel was caught off guard.  A large talon grabbed her and mercilessly squeezed.  It then flicked her away and off the speeding van as if she was no more than a piece of garbage.  The squirrel twirled around helplessly, her paws flailing until she hit the rocky shoulder hard and rolled head over tail several times before becoming still, very, very still.  

It was dark now and Ambril’s mother flicked on the headlights, lighting up a dense forest on either side of the road.  Above them the hawk had grabbed another cord and had begun to open its wings preparing to unbalance the van again.  But before it could do so, a shiny black blur came at it from above and a sharp, yellow beak stabbed it smartly in the eye.  Surprised again, it was knocked completely off-balance and rolled sideways.   It caught a nasty up current and was hurled crazily into the trees.  The crow hung there a moment searching for any sign of the giant bird, but the forest remained quiet.  He cawed softly as he watched the van roll through a gate in a massive stonewall. Flicking a wing he turned smartly and flew low over the pavement to the inert fuzzy lump lying in the road.

“Aster?”  He nudged her gently, “come on now, you’ve had worse.”  He looked at her worriedly and prodded again.  Finally she stirred and winced.  

“What?  What happened?”  Her eyes snapped open wide.  “Mercy! They’re all right aren’t they?“

“Just now made it through the Trelawnyd wall.  She can’t get past that, no how.” Squawked the crow.

The squirrel smiled wide at her old friend.  “Ha!  We showed her, didn’t we!”  Then her brows flew together and her chin came up.  “What was she thinking?  Going after a family of helpless humans like that!”  She got unsteadily to her feet.  “I tell you Sid it isn’t like the old days when everyone knew their place and stayed there.”  She paused to gingerly probe a new lump on her head.  “Well except for that time when the Tylwith got uppity, and left, remember that?” 

“Tylwith’s have always been uppity if you ask me.”  Said Sid. 

She paused to shake her right rear paw and took a tentative step.  “And then all the earth-kind went off in a huff, right after, Sheesh!”  She groaned a bit and pulled out a twig from her left ear.   She looked at her friend who had cocked his head at her in a knowing way and she sighed.  “Yep, I know what you’re gonna say; stop grousing, the world’s always been a rip, raging, mucky mess so we should just roll up our sleeves and get back to cleaning it up as we always do.”  

The crow lifted his beak and cawed in a laughing way as she put her hands on what would have been her hips if she were a little less plump.  “Now what?”  

“NOW, we find ourselves a snug, warm place with a pot of tea and a fire.”  Said Sid looking at her critically. “In other words---home.  I think I’d better be the one to---“ There was a flash of light and in place of the crow a tall thin man with a large hooked nose stode.  He was dressed in black.   He reached down and swooped up his furry friend who rubbed her eyes and said. 
 “Gees, Sid, give a body some notice!”

“Notice?  Come on Aster, you’ve known me for what…four or five hundred years?  And you can’t tell when I’m gonna shift by now?” He cackled as his long strides took them inside the wall and into the darkened forest.

Chapter 4  What Happened Inside
The old van had by then made some progress through the forest on the other side of the wall. “Aren’t you the least bit excited?”  Ambril’s Mom asked as she peered anxiously at Ambril in the rear view mirror. “Going back to where you were born?--- Finding out about your heritage?----Think of it!”  She turned to smile at Zane who was staring fixedly out the window. “Zane you remember Circle Park in the center of town?  You used to play tag for hours there on the big stone circle.”  She smiled a little wider. “And the old wall trail through the woods?  We used to take a lunch, walk for a bit and then picnic on an old log or a patch of grass.  Do you remember?”  She patted his leg but he jerked it away and continued to stare out at the passing landscape.  

They had been driving for too long thought Ambril.  She peered out the window at the dark forest.  There was nothing much to see except that the shadows making ghoulish shapes out of the trees.  Monsters and Trolls with huge clubs and…Ambril shook herself.  Too many scary movies.  

“Almost there!”  Her mother’s voice was overly cheery as she switched on the high beams, which did little to dispel the thickening darkness.  She then cleared her throat.  “Now that we’re all in a better mood, I have something to say.”  She straightened in her seat and gripped the wheel firmly.  “Something important so listen.”  She looked pointedly at the back of Zane’s head.  “Feldez and I feel it’s best for you to use his family name of Petri instead of Derwyn from now on.”

“What?”  Ambril sat bolt upright.  Though her father’s last name had been Silva, they used the name Derwyn, her mother’s last name for as long as she could remember and she had been proud of it.  “But I don’t want to change my name, I like it just the way it is!”

Her mother’s eyes were too large in the rear view mirror.  “I know, sweetheart, I like it too but, it’s a new school, new home.  The townspeople are just, well they’re just a bit old fashioned about things. It would make things---well---easier for everyone if we all had the same last name.”  She paused and looked at Zane’s unresponsive back. “What does everyone think?”  She was greeted with stunned silence. 

And then a grunt was heard from the front seat.  Zane mumbled something.  “What was that darling?”  Ambril’s mother patted him on the shoulder.  Without warning Zane threw himself around to face her causing the van to swerve erratically across the road.

“AREN’T YOU GOING TO TELL HER THE REAL REASON, MOM?” 
His face was contorted with anger and rage. “You are going to tell her why we had to leave in the first place?  Right?” He snorted a laugh.  “Sure I’ll be a Petri, because I don’t want them to know I’m a Derwyn.  And, I sure don’t want them to know I’m a Silva,“ he sneered, “that’s really it, right Mom?  You don’t want anyone to know we’re Dad’s kids.  That would be bad.  But you said it had been so long that no one would remember it right?”  He faced his Mom his left hand curled into a fist.   “Well I’ve got news for you, Mom, I REMEMBER!”  And with that he twisted around and started wrestling with his seat belt.  “And here’s a heads up; I’m pretty sure, in fact I’m POSITIVE they’re going to remember it all too!”

Ambril’s mother had managed to get the car back under control and had brought it to a halt by the side of the road.  Zane tore open the door and bolted from the minivan running straight into the woods.  Ambril and her Mom sat frozen a moment; then her mother found her voice. 

“Zane! Zane wait, let’s talk about this!”  She was wild with panic as she fumbled with the door. “Don’t run, Zane!”  She raced to the edge of the forest.  “You don’t know these woo-ooo-ods!”  Her last petered out into a plaintive sob.

But Zane was long gone, the deep mossy black of the forest shut them out like a wall.  Her mother hovered indecisively on the edge of the road.  Ambril scrambled out grumpily.  It was bad enough starting a new school in a new town without all the additional drama.    And what wasn’t her Mom telling her, something about her Dad?  She rummaged in her pocket and found the mini flashlight she had won at a Street Fair last weekend.  “Mom!” she said loudly trying to sound braver than she felt.  “I’ll go find Zane.” Her Mom was frantically pacing like a lioness about to charge. She whirled and Ambril saw the cell phone glued to her Mom’s ear.  

“Ambril!  Get back in the car this minute!”  She grabbed her and started to drag her back to the van.

“Feldez, you have to come now!”  She screeched into the phone.   “I don’t care what kind of an emergency you’re on your way to---” Swaying slightly she tried to stuff Ambril bodily back into her seat.  Ambril just stood there with her arms folded, glaring.    “---It has to be right now!”  Her hair stuck out wildly in all directions.  “Of course he can get hurt inside the wall!  He doesn’t know the forest at all Feldez AT ALL!”  Her mother’s lower lip started to tremble.  “He could fall and hit his head and wander for days not knowing who he is or where he should go-o-o!”  She drew out the last word in a long heaving sob.

“Mom, really, I’ll go and find him.”  Ambril hoped she sounded more confident than she felt.  A forest at night was pretty intimidating to a city girl like Ambril.   The closest she’d come to a forest was a picnic in Golden Gate Park.
“No, No, NOOO!’” Shouted her mother.  Her mother flicked her phone off and took a deep breath.  “Don’t be silly, I’ll go, honey.  I know this forest pretty well, I grew up here.”  She looked up at the trees which leaning over them, listening.  “All I need is a flashlight, that’s all.”

Ambril sighed and handed over her flashlight before allowing her mother to stuff her back into the van.  The door clicked shut.  Outside her mother pantomimed locking the door and mouthed the words “stay put” just before she wheeled around and ran back to the edge of the woods.  Taking a deep breath and whipping the mini flashlight around like a sword she stepped into the shadows and…disappeared.  The forest settled in around the old van, still and silent. 

Inside, Ambril fidgeted,  unnerved by this strange, weird place and started mulling over what Zane had said.  Or more to the point what he hadn’t said.  What was going on?  Something so horrible had happened to her family that her Mom wanted to give up their family name…again.  It must have happened just before they left, maybe something to do with her father’s death?  Ambril shook her head, wishing she could remember something, anything about that time.  It was all so confusing.   What did she really know about her Dad? Well her Dad, a scientist, had died in some sort of lab accident she knew that.  She had been young, maybe three or so.  She remembered the funeral in flat, snapshot moments.  How cold and empty the church had felt, how crumpled and sad her Mom had looked, not understanding why her Daddy was in the big box covered with white flowers. She had asked them to open the lid, that he probably couldn’t breathe in there.  It had taken awhile before she really understood that her Dad wasn’t coming back and by then they had moved.  And then moved again, and again and again.  There hadn’t been any time to think about the past.  And maybe that was what her Mom had wanted.  At some point they had changed their name from Silva to Derwyn, but why?

She shook herself, willing the sad memories away and bringing back the dark interior of the van.  She had a pretty good idea that whatever had happened back then, her Mom would try to shield her from it.  She’d have to get it out of Zane if she could.  And that wasn’t going to be easy.

Chapter-  Vicious Vegetables and Sewage Breath
Ambril peered across the road and into the forest.  The moon came out from behind a cloud, revealing a path leading deeper into the gloom.  But the light only made it all creepier.  Ambril cringed, she was used to lots of streetlights and people and noise.  She double then triple-checked the lock on the door and was wriggling into a more comfortable spot when something in her backpack jabbed her.  Curious, she unzipped it and pulled out the puzzle box.
It glowed even in the moonlight and felt slightly warm.  She rubbed it with her sweatshirt before holding it close to the window and smiled as the carvings almost came alive.  The fanciful tracery was decorated with images.  She soon found a dragon, a few fairies and all sorts of weird animals.   She shook it gently and then a little harder until she felt something shift inside.  “All right you, what else is in there?” she muttered as she set to work pressing various lumps and bumps.  But though she pressed until her fingers were sore, she couldn’t get it to release any more secrets. “Toad butts,” she groused and whacked the car seat with it.  

She later realized it was just an odd coincidence but at the time everything seemed to happen the moment the puzzle box hit the seat.  There was a bone-jarring boom as a spray of sparks erupted from the top of her puzzle box and a brilliant flash of light lit the forest all around her.  Shock waves thundered past and rocked the van like a boat caught in a squall.    In the moonlight Ambril could see flames and a plume of smoke forming above the forest just ahead of her.  She had barely caught her breath when something big and round hit the road and rolled toward the van.  
It was a painted sign.  A face made of vegetables grinned at her before clattering to the pavement.  A volley of cherries and asparagus followed.  The cherries pelted the car making squelchy, pinging noises just before something hard slammed into the windshield scaring Ambril so badly she hit her head on the van’s ceiling.  She knew then that the produce had won.  She grabbed her backpack and scrambled out.

To be fair, it wasn’t just the van that had been hit.  The vegetables and fruit rained fiercely down on the forest and road.  Ambril decided she didn’t like getting whacked by vegetables any more than eating them and covered her head with her backpack to avoid the sting of the asparagus.   Fortunately the barrage soon stopped and the forest became eerily quiet---holding its breath quiet.  Ambril didn’t like that either, especially when she discovered that the billowing smoke above the fire wasn’t behaving the way it should.   Instead of it drifting away into the night sky, it hung around---it seemed to be shaping itself into something out over the treetops.  Maybe it was a new type of explosion?  A mushroom cloud from a nuclear blast came to mind as she squinted up at it.  She’d probably missed that day in Science when they’d discussed spontaneous vegetable combustion.  But however big and ugly and dangerous the explosion and however oddly the smoke was acting, Ambril had bigger, more immediate issues of her own. Shaking her head she turned around and resolutely faced the real problem, the asparagus spattered, cherry pitted van with a broken windshield.  Somehow she was sure to get blamed for it.  

     A curious black box lay deeply imbedded in the glass.  It hissed and steamed and though it was no bigger than her hand she saw to her horror that it had demolished the entire windshield.  The cracks in the glass raced out from it like rays from the sun covering the entire span.  Great, she thought, more for Mom to get mad about. 

Ambril nudged the black steaming box with the puzzle box.  It fizzled and surprised her when the cover flipped open to reveal a six-inch statue of a winged boy…a fairy?   Ambril flinched at his frozen expression of agony.  His suffering was so palpable. He was covered with what looked like electrified cobwebs, glowing and sparking with electricity.  They overflowed the box and stretched across the street pointing in a ragged tangle toward the explosion.

This is so incredibly weird, Ambril thought; so many bizarre things had happened already she wasn't sure she wanted to make another move. But his misery was so tangible, almost as if he were speaking to her. She felt compelled to pick up the statue and started cleaning the threads off.  They were sticky and burned her fingers when they sparked.  Free of the cobwebs the statue didn’t look so bad, if you liked fairies.  In fact the boy would have been kind of cute if he didn’t look as if someone had just run over his dog.  Who would want a statue like this?  

As if it to take revenge for her unkind thoughts the statue began to vibrate and quiver.  Then without warning, it shattered into a million glassy shards.  Ambril instinctively threw the thing away as she spit out a mouthful of fairy statue and promptly lost her footing.  Half blinded, she landed on the tangle of sticky threads, which nastily began to wrap themselves around her.  Ambril writhed and twisted, fighting off her panic.  She struggled against the painful threads until she finally broke free and staggered toward the relative safety of the van rubbing statue bits out of her eyes.  It was then she felt the hair rise on the back of her neck.  Something large was smacking its lips just behind her.  She whirled around. 
To add to the surreal sci-fi-movie-turned-reality feel of the night, a monster hovered over the trees not more than thirty feet away.  The smoke from the explosion had formed itself into a monstrous head---the skull of a horned beast with glowing red eyes and a too wide, jaggle toothed mouth.  The smacking sound came again as the monster opened its jaws, testing its strength.  It hissed and crackled as it moved her way, the stuff of nightmares made real.  Ambril knew instinctively this was a truly evil creature.  

She hunched down hugging the van as the monster came closer then gagged as a breeze brought its smell to her, a mix of dank sewers and rotting flesh. The temperature around her plummeted and she shivered as her breath frosted up the window of the van.  The monster paused to sniff the air and then let loose an eager, bone-jarring scream, as if it had picked up the scent of its next victim.  Ambril crouched down near the back fender and willed herself invisible. Could it smell her? She had to believe it couldn't, that she would be safe if she kept out of sight.   
She couldn’t see the monster anymore but she could hear it snorting and sniffing. What was it searching for?  It’s smell reminded her of last summer at Girl Scout camp when she’d drawn the short straw and had to help fish out a luckless raccoon out of the septic tank.  The smell was so bad her mother had just throw her clothes away.  Even the trash man had complained about the smell. 

The van’s front shocks squealed and rocked back and forth as the creature butted it almost playfully.  Then quite suddenly…the van wasn’t there.  

Ambril barely registered the gigantic crash as the van landed belly up twenty feet away because when she straightened up she found herself staring right into the monster's glowing eyes.  Powered now completely by instinct, she had just enough strength to jump aside as the creature lunged at her. Fingers of electricity snaked out from where the creature hit the asphalt as it gouged long groves into the pavement with its teeth.  Then it reared up again as if nothing had happened and continued searching and sniffing, apparently for her.   She must smell nice, like…dinner. 

That was it---that was the moment she panicked and took off running straight into the forest.  The rising tension of the last few minutes suddenly blossomed into a panic so intense her feet felt powered by a force beyond her control. She didn’t know where she was going or what she would run into but being attacked by a pack of rabid wildebeests was more appealing to her than battling that thing.  

She stumbled on unseen rocks and branches and put out a silent plea that the monster would discover it’s great love of asparagus and stop to graze on the road, but it wasn’t long before she felt a wash of cold and the smell of a port-a-potty left too long. The thing was still after her.  It hissed as it drew nearer, riding high above the trees.  She felt a sharp, stabbing pain in her side and cursed herself for slacking off in P.E.  If only she could see!  “Light, I need light,” she panted to herself.

She nearly dropped the puzzle box when a beam of light shot out of it.  What was this thing that sparked and lit up on command? She flashed her new light around and found nothing but trees; just ahead though they grew very close together---like a hedge.  

Maybe, she thought, she could hide out in there until the monster got bored and found a nice cow to munch on.   At a dead run she dove into the wall of greenery.  Her sweatshirt took the brunt of the scratchy branches as she burrowed her way in.  Her backpack snagged several times forcing her to stop and wrangle it free. Halfway through she later recalled wriggling through something that felt like dry water, a denser band of air but forgot all about it when she suddenly popped out into a clearing.  It really had been a hedge; looking back she saw it was a very, very tall, thick one. It rose almost as high as the trees.

She froze when she heard the monster scream but this time it sounded frustrated.  It seemed to be having no luck with the hedge.   It rammed itself against it again and again but the hedge seemed to be holding.  Then its grisly crackling faded as if the monster had given up to go lick smashed cherries off the pavement.  Ambril sighed with relief and took a moment to shake the dead leaves from her hair before flashing her light around.  She was in a large area surrounded by the neat, tidy and definitely man-made hedge she’d just tunneled through.  Her heart lifted as the light flicked over the humped, gabled shapes of houses. There were several of them clustered around a central stone area.

“Help!”  She cried, running toward the nearest home.  “Anyone home?  Anyone here know anything about monsters?”  But no lights came on, the houses stayed dark and quiet.  As Ambril drew near she saw the roof had fallen in on one and a chimney had drifted away from another.  Clearly the village hadn’t been lived in for a long time.  

It hit her then, how alone and defenseless she was. Here she was lost in a forest and being chased by a foul smelling demon with nothing to defend herself with but a decorated stick.  The moonlight was bright that night and it softly illuminated the forest all around her, acres and acres of it.  The monster had chased her into a sea of trees.  The big question now was would she be able to find her way back to civilization?  She could be lost for days or weeks---if she made it that long.  She thought of her Mom and Zane and wondered if they would ever know what happened to her.  Her lower lip quivered for just a moment until she squared her shoulders and shook herself hard.  She would find her way out, she would see her family again---she just had to.

It was probably a good thing that she had no more time to obsess about this as the sound of snapping branches and a shower of leaves let her know the monster had not given up and had found a weak spot in the hedge.  It broke through not twenty feet away and shook itself like a dog until it’s glowering eyes latched onto her, a foul, hissing chunk of grinning evil.  

Ambril did the first and only thing she could think of, she flashed her light in its eyes.  Its brilliance surprised the creature just long enough for Ambril to silently cheer as she raced away and out onto the central stone plaza.  But it recovered quickly.  Ambril felt a swish of air and heard the snap of its jaws as it just missed her.

“Back off, you mangy, stinky thing!”  She turned and slashed at it with the light using it like a laser sword.  Surprisingly burning lines formed on the monster’s face where the light zigzagged over it.  Ambril gagged again, the stench of a wounded monster turned out to be worse than a healthy one. 

The creature snuffled and wheezed but still came at her, this time with more care.  It was stalking her now, weaving its head back and forth as it circled her.  Ambril warily watched it’s stealthy progress as she took a few steps back…and stumbled over the roots of a large lumpy tree in the center of the stone plaza.  It was more dead than alive with just a few leaves clinging to its old gnarled limbs.  She scrambled up the roots and put her backpack to it feeling comforted by its solid, scratchy bark.  

She allowed her eyes to close for just a moment, listening to the pounding of her heart and her own labored breath. How could this be happening?  Up until a few moments ago she had been a completely normal kid, living a regular life.  Somewhere she’d taken a sharp left turn into another reality.  As upsetting as the fight in the car had been, she wished desperately now to return to the moments just before Zane lunged for the door. Maybe if he hadn't rushed into the night none of this would have happened. Maybe they would have still been driving along, sniping and arguing, but safe in the old van. 
Her head filled with images of her own death.  What would it be like to be dinner?  How long would it take before she wasn’t able to feel the monster’s teeth ripping her apart?  She shuddered and her light dimmed.  
Suddenly the brief respite was over.  Ambril realized too late that while circling her the creature had crept in closer and closer.  Without warning the creature suddenly reared up and attacked, opening its jaws wide as if to swallow her whole.  Caught without any defenses, even her light had dimmed, she could only slip behind the tree trunk and cower.  It was then she felt something strange---but this time, it was a good sort of strange.  A deep thrum resonated through her.  It seemed to be coming from the tree, which warmed under her hand.   A nearby branch startled her when it twisted and flexed independent of any breeze.

With a wheezy snort the monster rammed the tree so hard Ambril was knocked off her feet.  Brittle twigs and branches flew everywhere. There was a groaning sound of wood being pushed to its limits as it absorbed the monster’s charge.  But then something changed.  Every twig and branch on the tree began to curl around the monster, gathering it in.  Too late the monster tried to jerk itself free but the tree seemed to have the upper hand.  Ambril skittered away on all fours and watched as the tree’s sinewy limbs compressed the monster into a mini matchbox sized version of itself…then with a puff of rancid smoke, it disappeared entirely.  The branches waved around in wild celebration as if challenging any and all nearby monsters to a wrestling match---but when no other evil beings presented themselves it soon grew quiet and still---and looked like all the other trees…except for an air of smug satisfaction.  

Ambril fell to her knees as she filled her lungs with fresh forest air.  It was amazing that she was alive.  She laughed and hugged herself and made a silent pact to hug trees more often.  Now there was just the minor problem of being lost in a forest without a clue as to how to get back to her family.  Her heart was still thumping loudly---too loudly.  The leaves on the tree began to quiver with each thump.  She realized then it was more of a thumping rumble now and definitely not her heart. It was the kind of thumping rumble made by very large feet.  Something huge was coming her way…again.  Her heart now tried to match the loud thumping.

What was it with her and monsters that night?  The thing was close now and in the moonlight she could see the trees bending away as something large and bulky forced its way through and into the clearing.  It towered over her.  She couldn’t make sense of what she was seeing.  Then something hit her in the head.  Just before she blacked out her head cleared enough to register the enormous chicken feet landing on either side of her.
Chapter 6 FowlClun to the Rescue

Ambril awoke to the aroma of fresh baked scones and the feel of a warm comforter.  For a moment she thought this might be heaven as memories of a lunging chicken footed monster returned.  Her death had been painless at least--- But she realized her mistake when she tried to turn her head and winced at the pain.  She was definitely still alive.  She gingerly explored the top of her head and found a throbbing lump.  Some one had thoughtfully placed an ice-filled cloth on it---which almost helped.  

She recalled the last moments of the fight, the tree finishing off the monster, how she stumbled away just before she was nearly squashed by another monster, this one with huge chicken feet and blacked out.  It had been as big as a house, silhouetted against the sky and she had been helpless.   So---why wasn’t she dead?   Her limited experience with monsters had been that they generally wanted to eat her, not tuck her into bed with an ice pack.

So just where was she?  She lay there with her eyes closed, pondering this for a moment and became aware of an odd, rocking sensation---this place she was in was moving.  

There were also sounds of movement nearby.  She heard the whuffle of fabric, the crinkle of paper and screeching metal as something scraped across the floor.  There were whispers too…perhaps the monsters were planning a dinner party---with her as the main course!

Ambril slowly opened one eye.  She found she was lying in a huge bed layered with patchwork quilts.  She timidly opened the other eye and blinked.  The ceiling, which vaulted above her, was covered with a fuzzy, warm fabric.  Judging by the swinging lanterns hanging from the rafters they were moving along at speed.   Still feigning sleep she took a careful look around keeping her eyes half closed. The room was spacious and filled with furniture softened with age.  As far as she could tell she was alone in the room and wondered where the whispers were coming from.   

She took another look.  There was an old-fashioned kitchen, a huge stone fireplace, and an umbrella opening and closing itself in the corner.  
She stopped and looked again.  Sure enough, an umbrella was smoothing out it’s fabric just before leaning itself up against the wall.  Ambril swallowed hard as she noticed a feather duster swirling around the kitchen table and twitching crumbs off the edge all on its own.

What had happened to the world?  Had her juice been spiked or something?  How did she end up in Beauty and the Beast?  Ambril felt suddenly nauseous.  She stared up at the ceiling and tried to focus on anything ordinary and settled on one of the swinging lanterns, which proved to be a bad choice ---whether it was from her head injury or plain old motion sickness she didn’t know, but it wasn’t long before her body urgently wanted to relieve itself of lunch AND breakfast.  

Overwhelmed she shut her eyes tight and concentrated on keeping everything down.   She wished she could just reset the clock, go to sleep and wake up in her old familiar room with the sound of the streetcars outside.   But what was she thinking?  They didn’t even live in San Francisco anymore…they didn’t live anywhere.  In fact, even if she managed to escape, how would she ever find her family?  She imagined herself tacking up signs all over the forest: ‘PLEASE HELP!!   LOST FAMILY!  One blonde mother and one grumpy brother.  If found, please send up a flare.’  She had to smile at that---which helped calm her.   Her breathing evened out just as the whispers became loud enough for her to make out what was being said.

 “—Such a slip of a thing, and chilled to the bone! How she ever took on a Dullaith is beyond my ken!” a young girl’s voice tisked-tisked from across the room. 
A boy’s voice said grumpily.  “And us out of the action---again Quill!  Just once I’d like to make the party! The most exciting thing to happen around here is when Brolly falls over.” 
Someone snorted in disgust as a dry, dramatic voice bleated, “I was nearly ripped to shreds by that awful tea tray!---TO SHREDS, I tell you!  Not that any of you care what happens to me!” flapping fabric followed this.  

“Of course we care, Brolly,” the young girl voice said not very convincingly.

 “The cocoa’s ready but do you think she’d like tea instead Quill?” it was the boy asking.   There were sounds of cups rattling.
“Cocoa’s perfect, Jute!”  The young girl who must have been Quill answered.
The snappish voice belonging to Brolly sniffed, “what does it matter?  We’ve more important things to attend to than babysitting a silly child.  First Fowlclun is ambushed, AMBUSHED I tell you!  Ohhh! The snags I endured as we went down!  The HORROR!  Why I nearly bent one of my ribs!”  Brolly continued hysterically, “And now, this MONSTROUS Dullaith!”  There were more flapping noises and then a soft ting. “Your scones are ready, Quill.” 
“Oh! I nearly forgot them,” the young girl voice of Quill said.  

There was the sound of an oven door opening and warm cinnamon smells wafted Ambril’s way as Quill continued.  “Fowlclun’s fall was probably an accident, Brolly, but this tonight—” 

“Accident aye?  Quill, Do you recall the last time Fowlclun stubbed her claw? Never! Not in a hundred years, I’m telling you there was strong magic at work, some one wanted to bring us all down!” Brolly groaned, followed by the sound of metal stretched to its limits.
“Brolly go back to your corner and stop being so dramatic!  You bend the wrong way like that again and you might just snap your handle right off!”  Quill was angrily annoyed.  Ambril didn’t blame her, she was already sick of the old guy. “Hendoeth will be in soon, she just went out to strap up the chimney.”

Ambril’s curiosity overcame her worries of nausea and she risked another look. The feather duster stood on a small, wheeled table with a steaming teapot and a plate of scones.  It was watching an umbrella waffling across the floor, scraping the floor as it went.

The feather duster glanced over at and caught Ambril staring at her.  Ambril easily spotted two bright eyes and a small mouth at the top of a shiny black handle. 

“Finally she’s awake!”  Sailing toward her was a small paper airplane with a piece of string dangling from it.  The string was knotted into a huge smiling face. The airplane crashed into a pillow and immediately unfolded itself into a piece of paper on which was written the word HI!

The knotted face raised itself from the quilt it had landed on.  “That’s Parch there saying HI!”

“Oh, Hi…Parch.”  Ambril said feeling strange about talking to a piece of paper.

The paper crinkled and flexed itself clean then immediately drew a sketch of Ambril, blinking words appeared underneath, “WHAT’S YOUR NAME?”  it said.

“He’ll do that all night long if you don’t answer,” said the string face. “My name’s Jute by the way.”

“Hi Jute, my name is---Ambril.”

Her name appeared under her face, then the words “YOUR AGE?”

“Um---I’m fourteen.”

That appeared under her name.  

“HOW DO YOU FEEL ABOUT RECYCLING?”

“Oh, recycling’s great, we do it all the time at home,” she answered.

Immediately a picture of a roaring crowd appeared---with the sound of a roaring crowd.

“Oh, you can make noises, can you talk too?” Ambril asked.

Parch wiped itself clean and new writing appeared, “WE’RE HAVING A CONVERSATION AREN’T WE?  SO WE MUST BE TALKING.”

Jute snorted and drew the edges of his mouth up higher.  “He can’t talk in the way you mean, just make noises---and other things.”

“You’re as white as a sheet!” said the feather duster as she pushed off and rolled the small table toward the bed.   Ambril guess she must be Quill.  “You’ve had a time haven’t you?  First battling a Dullaith and then getting hit on the head by Fowlclun’s chimney brick!”  
  “That’s Fowlclun for you—first knocking her out, then getting us all lost!”  

Ambril went rigid as the entire house rumbled; it felt worse than an earthquake, every rafter moaned and groaned, even the bedsprings sounded irritated. 

“Jute!  You know how sensitive Fowlclun is!  He can’t help it if he’s molting!  And of course we aren’t lost, we’re just taking the long way around---you know we have to be careful about being seen.”  Quill scolded. 

“All right, look we know you didn’t mean to whack her on the head.”  The string face of Jute yelled into the rafters.

Ambril hadn’t heard that last part she was still trying to get her mind around the fact that she was riding in a Fowlclun, which she suspected was some kind of a living house, complete with lace curtains and doilies on the sofa.  She was chatting with a piece of paper, string and a feather duster. If her head hadn’t been hurting she would have banged it against the headboard to see if that might bring back reality.

 She then spotted a framed photo on the bedside table.  It was of an old woman standing on the front porch of a small house.  Nothing unusual there but when you added in the giant chicken feet on either side of it---then the unusual part was hard to miss.

Quill frowned at Ambril.  “She thinks we’re going to eat her or something.” 
Jute giggled.  “Just how we’d manage that is a puzzle!  Just look at us!” 

“I guess we should introduce ourselves. This is Jute,” she pointed at the string face who winked at Ambril. “Yes he’s always this annoying.  You’ve met Parch; he’s quite the prankster, you’ve been warned.  That’s Brolly over there in the umbrella stand, he’s the drama queen of the bunch, and I’m Quill.” She said pointing a feather at herself. “And you’re---” She squinted at Ambril’s sketch that had reappeared on Parch.  “Ambril.”

“Nice to meet you.”  Ambril managed to smile and nod which made her ice pack shift over her eye.   She righted it as she continued.  “So let me get this straight, this---Fowlclun you call it?  Did he eat us or something?”

The string face of Jute literally let his eyes fall out of his face, he giggled as he gathered them up again and said,  “Legged Houses don’t eat people!  Don’t you know anything?  He’s our home, how else would we get around?---well---maybe we could lash ourselves to the chimney so we can knock out---excuse me---rescue more kids!”

“Be polite Jute!”  Quill put two feathers on what might have been her hips and gave him a look that would have melted something more solid.  

“Alright, alright---but I’m disappointed.   This can’t be the Ashera wielding savior Parch keeps talking about.  She’s too---average.”

There was a dry cough from the corner and Brolly said.  “You can’t think that fortune teller was serious Parch?  Pallleeese, he was just a garden gnome swathed in curtains having a little fun at our expense.  Didn’t you see him laughing as we left?” 

The paper quivered slightly as an image of Pinocchio appeared with the words, “I just want to be a real boy like before!” printed beneath it.

“What does that mean?” asked Ambril. “Do you mean you were once people?”

“We were once but now---well we ain’t normal now are we?”  Jute waggled his nose at her and let it grow into an elephant’s trunk.

Honestly Ambril couldn’t tell the difference between normal and not normal anymore but fortunately Jute didn’t expect an answer.  “Fowlclun picked us up just like he did you--- wandering around in the forest---at least YOU know who you are, at least YOU remember your name.  We on the other hand don’t remember anything before getting picked up.“

“And if Fowlclun and Hendoeth hadn’t picked us up, we’d have all ended up in the junkyard---broken and scared.”  Quill nodded.  “We owe them a lot.”

“Yeah, hurray for Fowlclun,” grumbled Jute, “deep down though none of us can shake the feeling that we’re missing big pieces of ourselves."

“A fortune teller in Chert told us to be on the look out for an Ashera. That she would---make us whole again.”  Quill shrugged and sighed.  “It’s probably just as Brolly said---just a gnome in a curtain having a bit of fun.”

Ambril took a long draw of cocoa and blinked hard.  For the first time that day her life looked pretty good---bot only in comparison.

Hendoeth

Just then a door slammed and a short, round and very old lady energetically trotted across the room.  Her gray hair was braided with colored ribbons in a style only a seven year old would love.  She wore red cowboy boots and a wildly striped skirt.   Ambril sat up too suddenly and lost her ice pack.  
“Well, I think I got that ol’ chimney tidied up.”  She said with a down-home, cowgirl accent.  “It’ll last out the night at least, though we ought to take a gander at it when the sun comes up.”  She was wiping her hands on her skirt when she spotted Ambril.  Her bright eyes crinkled and she smiled wide enough to show off a missing tooth.  

“Still lying about, are ya?”  She said cheerfully as she bustled over.  Looking at Quill she said.  “What?  Ya haven’t fed her yet?”  

“We were just getting to that Hendoeth.”  Quill said defensively.  

Hendoeth picked up a mug and poured out a large amount of steaming chocolate before handing it to Ambril.  “Drink it all down, now.”  She said.  “There’s nothin’ better for what ails you than hot cocoa and one of Quill’s scones.”  
Ambril took the mug obediently and a scone, she was afraid not to. She took a doubtful sip of cocoa---and then another.  It warmed her clear down to her toes.  The cinnamon scone crunched in her mouth, Yum.  But though she soon felt better she couldn’t shake the feeling that she’d been taken to the leader of an alien planet.

“We’re a bit much all at once, ain’t we?”  Hendoeth said musingly as she watched Ambril eat.  “You have strong magic all through and around you, but it’s new isn’t it?”  She scratched her chin absently. “I’m guessing your Ma hasn’t said much ‘bout your family history, wanting to protect you from it, I expect.”  She sighed.  “I’m afraid it just don’t work that way.  It’s been the death of more magic users than I am willing to count.”  She put the chocolate pot back on the table and patted it thoughtfully. “Yep, you need to know what you’re in for so’s you’re ready for ‘em when they come.” The old woman chuckled as she heaved herself into a rocking chair and poured herself a cup of cocoa.  “We have some explaining to do, don’t we,” Keeping her smile toward Ambril she set her boots on the bed.

“I see you’re wondering, Who, What and Why and maybe a little bit of How.”  She slapped her knee with her free hand.  “Admirable questions though I won’t be answering them.  There’s no fun in having it all spelled out for you.”  She smiled over her mug.  “I’m Hendoeth and this is my home, Fowlclun---have you heard of us?  Witch with a chicken legged house roaming the backwoods lookin’ for little kids to boil for supper?  We’re big down Mexico way,” she chuckled.  “No?  Well it’s just as well, those old stories are wrong, we’re mostly vegetarian…nowadays.”

  “No one seems to tell the old stories anymore,” Brolly sniffed, “too busy with those blinky things, cell phones, tablets, and such.”   
“No matter,” Hendoeth continued, waving away Brolly’s attitude.  “You’ll have to look us up on that whatchamaninny thing, the innerweb.”

“Internet,” volunteered Ambril, proud she knew that.

Hendoeth shrugged, “Fowlclun will deliver you back to your family and what’s left of your---van.”  She grimaced at the last word as if she couldn’t figure out why anyone would travel that way.  
Hendoeth smiled up into the rafters, “Yep, I got me the sweetest ride on seven continents!  I raised Fowlclun up myself from a lean-to!  Now he’s trying to grow an upstairs for me, bless him!”  

Hendoeth took another swig of cocoa and eyed Ambril, “what’s your name kid?”  

“It’s Ambril, Ambril Derwyn.”

 “Ha!  I knew it!”  Hendoeth clicked her boots together.  “Didn’t I tell ya?”  She rounded on Quill.  “She’s Rosa’s kin!”  Quill gamely smiled but looked blank.  “Rosa Derwyn was your Great Gran right?  She was a fair hand at using magic, I’ll tell you that much.”  Hendoeth smiled broadly again at Ambril showing off her missing tooth again.  “Best around of the human-kind, that’s fer sure.  She was the last to wield an Ashera---until you popped up.”   

There was another loud low squawk that shook the house again.

Hendoeth seemed to ponder the squawk before saying,  “yep, course that’s true, Rosa wasn’t only a human-kind, but who is nowadays?”

“Excuse me?” Cut in Ambril. “Did you just say that my Great Grandmother wasn’t…human?”

 Hendoeth screwed up her face in disgust.  “They haven’t told you nothin’ have they? We haven’t got time for all of it but…“ she pointed at Ambril’s chest.  “Take out that there medallion thing.”  She then picked up the pot of cocoa and waved it at Ambril. “Want some more?”  
“No, no thanks.”  Ambril had put her hand up protectively over the medallion under her shirt.

Hendoeth frowned, “do you wanna know more about yerself and yer one-of-a-kind family tree?  And how that family tree helped save you from that ol’ Dullaith, or not?”  She said taking a loud, slurpy sip.  She waited patiently while Ambril hesitated a moment before slowly pulling out her medallion.  It twinkled and glowed in the lantern light and sparked colors all over the room.
Hendoeth nodded at it, “That stone’s the Ledrith Glain.  It be from ancient magic.  Long ago the fairies found the stone and made it into---jewelry.  Near as I can tell that medallion lent it’s magical energy to that old Derwyn Oak back there in the plaza.  Enough power for it to take out the Dullaith for you…Now that’s some kind of stone!”

Ambril looked down at her medallion. It looked like a rose but with a swirling circular knot in the center.  Ambril had seen a circular knot like that in a museum---it was Celtic.  

“It marks you as fairy born, that you wear that medallion so easy,” continued Hendoeth.  “It would just spark and spit at most of us.  Meaning, it ain’t just your Great Gran who has fairy blood---YOU’ve a bit of the fairy in you too.  I’d wager you’ve a fair lot of all four of the magical families, yessirree.”  She twinkled at Ambril over her mug.  
“Four magic families?”  

“Yep,” Hendoeth put down her mug and started counting off each family off on her fingers. “Tylwith Teg---that’s fairy to the rest of us, Anamalfia---shape-shifter types, magic wielders---that’s us humans, and earth-kind---they can move mountains but they spend most of their time looking under them for gems and gold and such.”  She pointed at the foot of the bed, “I bet you got that pretty thing outta that Ashera, didn’t cha?”

Ambril looked down and found her backpack near her left foot. Poking out was her puzzle box.  She grabbed it and held it protectively against her chest.

 Hendoeth giggled like a schoolgirl her whole face a basket of wrinkles.  “Ha!  No worries, Sweetie.  I couldn’t make that thing work no matter how hard I tried.”   She shook her head at Ambril,  “Nah, that’s your little adventure maker,” she reached over and patted the fuzzy wall.  “I got my own to worry about, and he’s a site more trouble, lemme tell you!”   

There was a loud, injured squawk and the house dipped to the right making Ambril take a firmer grip on her mug.

“I’m just teasin’ don’t go and git your tail feathers in a snit.”  Hendoeth hollered up at the ceiling as she saved herself from falling off her chair by grabbing a bedpost.

“So what can this---puzzle box do?”
“Ya best use its proper name, Ashera, or it’ll get ornery after a while.” said Hendoeth.  “Your Ashera and medallion made you shine like a new penny to that monster.  He was after your magical power.  He must have thought he’d won the lottery on Christmas day!  Hendoeth twinkled at Ambril. “Now that Ashera is here for a reason---there’s something it wants you to do.  And no, I have no idea what that might be.” 

“Because---I’m supposed to figure that out myself.”  Ambril was getting a little annoyed at all this lesson learning.  A little help would be nice.  But it wasn’t worth arguing about just then.   “So exactly what is this Ashera thing?” she asked.

“It’s sort of a tool and guide all rolled into one.  They come in different sizes and shapes but are all made from a very special tree.  They’re only given to those who have the strength and power to use ‘em.” She scrunched up her face, thinking hard.  “I can’t recollect a time myself when both the Ledrith Glain and an Ashera were given to the same magic user, and a kid at that.”  She looked speculatively at Ambril.  “Even your Great Gran didn’t get both of ‘em.  Nope, there are big doings in your future, Darlin’.”

Ambril suddenly felt cold.  Was she was up for this?  It was one thing to watch someone else battle monsters on a big screen and another to almost get eaten by one.  Maybe just moving to a new town was enough of an adventure for now.  Her head started to hurt just thinking about it, and the bumpy ride was making her stomach feel as if it had just starred in a soccer tournament---she realized suddenly that she just wanted to go home to her family.  She missed her Mom and yes, she had to admit it---she even missed Zane.   It didn’t matter where they were, as long as they were all together.  Seeing her brother’s sideways grin and the way her mother smirked just before telling a joke--- really just knowing they were all safe...would make the universe feel right again.   

“Well, what if I don’t want to go through with this?” She asked hesitantly. FowlClun suddenly dipped to the side and the Ashera gently rolled away from her, ending up at the foot of the bed again.  “Look--- even the string guy saw this right away.  I’m not special; in fact I’m not really good at much of anything.  At least…not yet anyway--because I really am just an ordinary kid.   There must be some mistake.” It was embarrassing to admit it but she felt better getting it out because---it was a true.
Hendoeth’s face went from jolly, chuckling fun to deadly serious in half a second. “Don’t think we all haven’t tried that.  Don’t think that every one of us that’s been called on a quest hasn’t wanted to just step back a bit and let some one else take over,” she wagged her head at Ambril.  “The fact is kid that you’ve been tagged for this adventure, ain’t another someone waiting in the wings.”  
She scratched her nose thoughtfully.  “But you do have a choice.  You can quit if you’ve a mind, go back to your usual stuff, become a doctor or an accountant and live like any other human-kind.”  Hendoeth slowly smiled at her. “You know, just be normal. The question is, now you know about all of this---can you be happy with normal?” She squinted gleefully at Ambril.  “Don’t you worry about us and the rest of this world, there will be another someone like you along in another couple hundred years.  And if the universe breaks to bits in the meantime, it won’t be---all your fault.  It’s your own life your living.”  Hendoeth jabbed her finger toward her.  “In fact you’re the only one that can walk your own shoes down this or any other path.”  She took her boots off the bed and drew herself up.  “Just like your Great Gran before you and her Great-Great Auntie Maimee, and then your Great-Great-Great-Great Grandfather…“  She scrunched up her forehead in thought.  “I forget his name, well anyway, it’s an unbroken chain of Derwyn’s that goes back to the first families. Wielding an Ashera is part of your heritage, sweetie, and a might fine one at that.”  She leaned in toward Ambril her bright eyes ablaze.  “You wouldn’t wanna disappoint all of them ancestors of yours now, would ya?”  
The house slowed and then after a lot of creaking and groaning it stopped moving and was quiet.  Keeping her eyes on Ambril Hendoeth smiled.  “Then there’s the small matter of yer Daddy.  She paused for a moment and looked like she’d like to say more but couldn’t, finally she asked, “Well what do ya think?  Will you join the fight?”

Ambril looked at the crazy old woman.  It made her really mad that Hendoeth had bullied and cajoled her into thinking she had to do this.   But she had to admit that sewer-breath demons aside, the whole magic stuff intrigued her and she was more than a little curious about her family.

“What was that about my Dad?”  She asked feeling around for the Ashera.  

Hendoeth blinked as she slowly got up from her chair.  “Now that’s just a guess, mind ya.  But I’m thinkin’ that not everything is known about what happened that night your Daddy died.”  She stretched until her back cracked---twice. “If you do things right, you might could fix it so he’s remembered for who he was rather than what he got mixed up in.”  
“I don’t know what you’re talking about!  My Dad died in a lab accident.” Ambril countered upset at what Hendoeth insinuated.  

Hendoeth grunted and shook her head sadly.  “They really have kept all them skeletons in your family closet too quiet.”  She looked at Ambril gently.  “Do you love your Daddy?”

Ambril shrugged.  “I don’t remember much about him but---yeah of course I love him.”

Hendoeth nodded slowly.  “I want you to keep that in your head---always.  Your Daddy was a good man, a strong magic-wielder and a good friend---maybe too good of a friend.  I’m not gonna tell you any more---it’ll sound funny coming from me.  Ask your Ma.”  She looked hard again at Ambril as she set down her mug.  “Back to your Ashera---what do ya say, darlin’, ya in?”

Ambril swallowed hard and thought about the monster, her Dad, being a fairy---did that mean she’d get to grow some wings?  It felt like she was hanging off a cliff with her eyes closed and being asked to let go.  She blindly had to trust that she would be able to find a way to solid ground.  Then she nodded---first just inside---to herself then she found herself looking Hendoeth in the eye and doing it for real.  “I’m in.”

The door opened and let in a dark man in a cowboy hat with a grim scowl underneath came in, the spurs on his boots clinked with every step.  He stood and stared hard at Ambril as if he’d rather toss her out the window more than anything else.  A tall, thin, beak-nosed man dressed in black came in behind him.  He at least nodded at her.
“Who summoned the Dullaith?”  The first one growled and looked accusingly at Ambril.
“Not her, she fixed it, well her and the old Derwyn Oak.”  Said Hendoeth jerking her thumb at Ambril.  “We don’t know who called it up yet.  Ambril, this here’s Koda and Siddhart.”  She jerked her chin at the men.  “Pay no attention to Koda, it ain’t personal, he’s grumpy but harmless.”
Koda in the cowboy hat looked her over.  Ambril now saw he was a Native American,  “How did one so small—“ 

Siddhart interrupted,  “Glad to see you made it alright, Ambril.”  His voice was high, reedy…and familiar.  Where had she heard it before?  “I wish I’d been there when that Dullaith came for you.  That was unexpected.”  He shook his head, bewildered.
“Surprised everyone didn’t it!”  Said Hendoeth.  “Hey,” she turned back to Ambril.  “What exactly happened back there? We were kind of late to the dance.  Fowlclun’s got a game leg and we had to come a fer piece.”

Ambril told them about the explosion, the Dullaith forming and the strange box hitting the van.  

There was a pause then Hendoeth grunted.  “Sounds like a Morte Cell.  I haven’t seen one of those in a month of Christmases.”  Hendoeth looked grave.  “Bad doin’s that’s fer sure.”
Koda unslung a burlap sack from his shoulder and pulled out the black box which Ambril had last seen starring in the demolition of her Mom’s minivan. “I found this near some wreckage near the Main Road.

“That’s it!  That’s the box that hit my Mom’s van!  But there was a statue of a fairy---anyway a boy with wings inside.  When I touched it with the Ashera it broke into a million pieces.”

Hendoeth eyed her and the slowly nodded.  “You did him a great favor getting him outa there like you did…It’s a weeper of a shame, he was in there.  They say it’s intolerable, the pain---death by Morte Cell.  It sucks the life right out of ya and channels it into something else.  The victims are so damaged even their souls are scarred.  They have only one place to go then…”

Koda shifted uncomfortably and shoved the Morte Cell back in the bag.

“Wait, the little fairy boy couldn’t have been alive, he shattered like a piece of pottery!”

Hendoeth snorted.  “Little fairy boy?  He might have been 200 years old, maybe more.  He was alive when he got shoved in there then when the magic was sucked out of him he hardened into Glain---he looked  like your Ledrith Glain right?”

Ambril suddenly felt like a failure.  The statue had sparkled like her medallion.   There was so much she didn’t know about this place...all this magic stuff.   Here she had stumbled right into a murder without even knowing it.  She wished now she’d tried harder to save him…or at least stopped to pick up the pieces.    

“We can’t afford to lose them fairies, they’re fewer and fewer every moonrise I’ve heard tell.”   Hendoeth looked sad.  

     Koda grunted,  “Fairies have skin thicker than a rhino, he might have survived and just crawled off to lick his wounds.”

Hendoeth brightened considerably.  “Too true!  We should look ‘round to the better possibilities!  Maybe it was just his outer aura that crystallized and he’s right now kickin’ up his fairy boots in one of those circle parties fairies have!”  

She patted Ambril on the back.  “O.K. kid we’ve heard enough it’s time to get you back with your kin.”  She up-ended herself to rummage under the bed and came up with Ambril’s sneakers. “We’ll talk agin before too long.  Fowlclun and I are always around; it’s our job to be lookin’ out for the bad guys.  I reckon you’ll run into a few more of them before you’re through.”  She handed Ambril her sneakers.

“Koda will take you in from here.  And by the by, I wouldn’t go jawing about all this Dullaith stuff too much,” she said in a low voice.  “Most won’t understand and for those who do, it’ll dredge up old fears.”
 After wiggling into her shoes, Ambril stuffed her Ashera into her backpack and zipped it shut then waved goodbye to everyone on her way to the door.  Just outside she found a farmhouse dwarfed by a big red barn with forest tucked right up to the building.  Lanterns, strung on wires warmed the farmyard.  Smoke from the chimney wreathing an ornate weather vane, silhouetted against the moon, a wolf dancing with a bird.  

“Bye kid, you be careful now.  Holler if you find yerself in trouble.”  Hendoeth tweaked Ambril’s ear as she went through the door.  

  The word “Thanks,” stuck in Ambril’s throat as she gathered her stuff, walked outside and stepped off the porch.  She froze when she saw Fowlclun, really saw him for the first time.   The house looked as if it was made of the usual materials, stone, wood, bricks and stuff.  But the brass knocker on the front door wiggled as the porch steps bowed into a smile.  The lacey curtains in the windows crinkled…in fact the whole house was smiling at her.  But the jaw dropper was what the house was wedged between--- two huge yellow chicken feet, which were attached to knobbly chicken legs. 
Ambril stared dumbstruck as the house winked a curtain at her then slowly began to rise---up and up and up.  She made sure she was well out of the way when she saw the brick chimney wobble.  Standing, Fowlclun brushed the highest treetops.  He nodded to her and Ambril nodded back as the legged house turned and carefully picked his way through the forest, limping slightly.  
Hendoeth stood on the front porch and gave one last wave to the skinny kid, her forehead crinkled in thought.  

“She’s the one isn’t she.”  Quill said from behind her.  “I wasn’t sure at first---she’s too young and---you know---too ordinary.  But after talking with her---I thought that maybe…” Hendoeth turned to find all of the talking household goods had crammed themselves into the doorway their faces expectant…and too hopeful.

Hendoeth grimaced and shook her head slowly.  “Maybe---that’s what we have to keep by us---maybe.”  She waved her hand impatiently at them and with a screech of wood they cleared the doorway.  “She has it in her---you all can see that.  But they know about her---she’s no time now o grow into it---does she even stand a chance?” her shoulder’s slumped, “so MAYBE is all we’ve a right to hold onto.”

Quill shuddered with joy anyway.  “Maybe is worlds better than nothing! At last---we can hope.”

Chapter 7  Rosebud 

Siddhart nodded to them before turning toward the farmhouse. “Aster needs tending,” Ambril looked longingly after the tall gaunt man and really wished he would stay as Koda still looked as if he’d like to eat her.
“You’ve stirred up enough trouble tonight, let’s get you back to your Mommy.”  Koda sneered, making Ambril feel as if she were six years old and had just burned down someone’s house.  He turned to a large bicycle leaning up against the side of the barn. “We’ll be riding Rosebud.” 

Even in the flattering glow of the lantern light, Rosebud was no peach of a bicycle.  It looked to be about 50 years old and had been dinged and scratched so much you could barely make out its name written in scrolly letters across the basket.  Oddly enough, the basket was decorated with flowers---rosebuds of course.  

  Flowers were the last things Ambril thought she’d see on anything of Koda’s, he being a cowboy, but as she’d seen far stranger things that evening she barely blinked as Koda strode over to the bike and gently patted the rosebud blossoms before getting on.

There was an awkward moment when Ambril realized there was only one seat.  Where was she supposed to ride?  Perhaps Koda intended to lasso her and drag her along behind like a lost calf.  But then Koda muttered something under his breath and suddenly the decorative rosebuds came to life.  A sinuous budding vine shot out from the bike’s basket, wrapped tightly around her, lifted her bodily off the ground and jammed her into the basket.  Not gently either.  The bike seemed to be even angrier at the world than its owner.
“No broken bones this time?  Atta girl Rosebud!” Koda smiled for the first time.
For just a second Ambril thought about screaming, wriggling free and threatening a lawsuit not necessarily in that order.  But immediately discarded that idea.  Who would hear her?   And would they care?  She had no idea where her family was but she was pretty sure they weren’t in earshot.  Besides Koda looked like he could stare down any amount of lawyers and the bone breaking comment made her more than a little nervous.

So she settled for looking angry and turned to give an unusually large bud the evil eye when it reared up and nipped her nose. 

“Hey, that hurt!”  Ambril struggled to free her arms to check to see how much of her nose was missing but the vines simply tightened their tangled grip.  The best she could do was wiggle it a bit as she jammed herself into a corner of the basket and stared daggers at the giant bud.

     Koda grunted as he pressed down hard on one pedal and they began to glide silently through the forest.  
 Now that Ambril had a chance to study Rosebud up close she began to doubt it was even a member of the rose family.  First, it smelled nothing like a rose, its scent was more like orange sherbet tinged with shoe polish. The bud itself looked very rose-like but its branches were sinuous, tough, and thornless… fortunately for Ambril, and its leaves were long and fingerlike.  Even stranger was the way the buds seemed to glow and sparkle in the moonlight.  They were very much alive but not in an ordinary way.  

After a few moments the large, vicious bud leaned toward her and sniffed her like a dog before tossing its flower head and turning away as if to say Ambril wasn’t worth any more of its valuable time.  But it did loosen its vines and free Ambril’s hands.  

After verifying her nose was intact Ambril gave the bud one last angry glare before turning away herself.  

“Behave yourselves,” groused Koda from behind, “both of you.”

What had she done?  Ambril steamed silently as she watched the forest glide by. Perhaps it was because she was still pumped with anger or because the moonlight made the stones on the path ahead glow like an endless chain of reflective road bumps but the forest seemed less scary to her now.  The fact that she had some magical power tools at her disposal also made her feel more confident.  Though she did wish she had a better idea of where the on and off buttons were and a user’s guide.    

It was surprisingly comfortable inside the basket.  The rhythmic sway of the bike reminded her of Fowlclun and her conversation with Hendoeth.  Now that the thrill of the moment had cooled a little she wondered just what she’d gotten herself into.  It sounded like her family history was riddled with magic users at least on her mother’s side---but what about her Dad?  It made her both very sad and frustrated that Zane and her Mom were keeping some dark secrets and it sounded like it had to do with his death…did it also have something to do with magic?  It must have been something really bad for her mother to want to change their family name---twice.  

Ambril’s head started to throb again.  She patted it gingerly and tried to concentrate on other things.  Her thoughts went to her family, which she knew so little about.  Her parents had been only children.  Her grandparents on her Dad’s side had died in a plane crash just before she was born.  And her mother’s parents had gone off on a vacation and never returned so Rosa, Ambril’s Great Grandmother, had raised her mother.

Her mom had told her many bedtime stories about growing up with Gran.  They had lived in a big old house with a wonderful garden complete with a blackberry patch and ancient fruit trees.    Ambril’s Mom and her Gran would walk out and pull a couple of oranges off the tree and eat them in a gazebo overlooking a pond.   Ambril smiled as the old stories came flooding back.  Listening to them had helped to ease the frantic pace of their life---moving here then there, never happy anywhere.  She smiled as she remembered stories of her mother struggling to master the big old stove in her Gran’s kitchen and spilling tea all over Gran’s friends when they came by.  But her reverie was interrupted by a sharp tug on her ponytail.  Godzilla Rosebud was examining her hair.  

“Relax fertilizer breath!  I washed my hair last Tuesday---and I’m parasite free.”  She won back her ponytail in a tug of war---and lost a hunk of hair in the process then got into a glaring contest with the nasty bud, which was hard to do because the bud didn’t have any eyes.

“If you can’t get along,” Koda growled ominously, “one of you’ll have to get out and run along side.”

Ambril knew which one that would be so she had to content herself with fiercely folding her arms.  “What is Rosebud by the way?  She isn’t a rose.” 
“She’s ornery and short tempered just as you are.  She’s a warrior princess sort of being…part of nature’s spirit.  Everything has a spirit, Rosebud’s spirit is---tough, hardy and strong.”  Koda said proudly, of course not answering her question.

The bike chain made a tinging sound as they coasted down a small hill.  They were silent for a time as they made their way through the forest. Koda began to hum. Ahead of them Ambril could see something glowing.

Ambril grew hopeful; Koda seemed a titch less angry, maybe he would answer some of her questions.  “You sound like you know something about the---magic side of things around here.  Do you know anything about that, um Dullaith thing?” asked Ambril.

Koda continued to hum as if he hadn’t heard her.

“I just want to be prepared, just in case—“

But Ambril had misread him, “a Dullaith’s nothing to play around with!” Koda interrupted her angrily, “it’s an ancient dark creature which feeds off its victims until they die.  Lucky for you the Old Derwyn Oak took pity on you,” he snorted disgustedly.  “There are few human-kind who face down such a demon and live.  But it should not have happened, the honorable old tree risked too much to save you.” He sounded as if he would have preferred her death over the old tree losing even the smallest of twigs.  

“What do you mean by the Derwyn Oak?”

“A Derwyn is an ancient strain of oak brought over from the old country.  It’s called Derwyn as it was brought over by the Derwyn family---your own.”

He continued with rising anger, “that tree’s life straddles at least a millennium, it’s magic runs deeper than all that grows in the forest so if you think that you’re more important than it---guess again.“ 

The bike bumped over some rough stones and Koda turned his attentions to controlling it.  He pedaled for a few moments in silence.  “We’ve all grown careless and let new ways cloud our vision.” Then Koda grunted in surprise and braked hard.  Gravel spit under Rosebud’s wheels as they skidded to a stop.  

The glow Ambril had seen turned out to be a smoldering building.  Fire fighters were everywhere.  Jets of water showered the roof but fortunately the fire had just about lost the fight.  Smoke and steam billowed out from the blackened structure and enveloped them. It was then that Ambril smelled it, the faint but unmistakable smell of the Dullaith.  

Koda stepped from the bike. “You stay here,” he ordered leaning Rosebud against a tree.  Ambril wasn’t sure if he was talking to her or Rosebud.  “The Dullaith may be gone but it still ain’t safe,” then he strode off toward the smoky mess.

Ambril was disgusted.  She wanted to go investigate, after all she had just battled a huge evil monster, how unsafe could a burned-out building be?  She struggled against the vines until she saw how much Rosebud was enjoying her frustration then sat back to think.  As she did so her Ashera, still in her pocket poked her in the ribs.  An idea came to her…it could work!  
Trying to appear casual she whistled as she worked the Ashera free and pointed it at the vines she was tangled in.  Then she willed the Ashera for just a few sparks. A spray of stinging electrical charges immediately enveloped her.  Luckily the vines recoiled from the sparks just long enough for her to leap out of the basket.  Coughing and gagging Ambril reached up and felt for her eyebrows, they were mostly there.  Then she hit the ground and ran toward the burned out building, hugging the underbrush.  

The firefighters were shutting down the operation.  Most of them were congregating near the road, but there were two men behind the building talking.  As Ambril tiptoed past she recognized Koda’s voice and hid behind a tree.
“—Fair job they did of it too,” an elderly man quavered, sounding upset,  “a shadow summoning circle! And look there!  The ancient writing all around accurate to the letter,” he sighed heavily, “written in fairy blood.”  

“How did they know to do this?  I thought dark magic knowledge was locked up tight in the Archives!” Koda towered over the bowed back of his companion.
“I expect from what was stolen from the Archives last month.”  The older man’s voice was grim.  “And you say they used the Morte Cell?” 
Koda nodded sounding distant,  “There’s enough magical power in a fairy to fuel ten Dullaiths, I reckon.”  He seemed to be looking at the ground in front of him.  “But the fairy got away just in time.  The way the girl described it, he had begun to transform into Glain.”  

“This was done by someone with talent and skill,” the old man said slowly.  “We’ll have to be more vigilant.”  
Koda handed a sack to the old man.  “We’ll have to step up security.” 

“The Archive Vault is the poor step-child of the Library.  Money’s a problem.”  The old man murmured.  “But I’ll do my best.”
The two men bent their heads and seemed to be studying the ground.  A strange glow lit their faces.
“I don’t think they got what they wanted, this won’t be the last we see of this,” the older man hunched his shoulders.  “It’s a good thing the Dullaith got distracted and went off into the forest rather than attacking the town.  There would have been such carnage.”

Ambril gulped as she realized that she had been the distraction and wondered what the Dullaith raiser had really been after.  Ambril risked peeking over the bushes.  What she saw startled her.  On the ground a circle of symbols and writing glowed eerily in the gloom. The images were tortured and dark, even the words looked evil.  Ambril cringed to think that that the glowing paint was really the blood of the fairy boy.  

Ambril craned her neck to get a better look but as she did a branch snapped just behind her and she felt something tighten around her arm.   
She whirled expecting another monster; it had been that kind of a day.  But instead she found Rosebud glaring at her; the entire bicycle quivered with rage.  Before Ambril could blink she was jammed back into the bike basket and strapped in so tightly she couldn’t even wiggle her pinky.  The bike backed itself up until it leaned against the tree just as Koda had left them.  Then they waited…and waited for what seemed like an age.  Ambril’s nose began to itch…and a small bud wriggled itself under her arm, which tickled…then her foot began to tingle as it fell asleep…
Finally Koda returned frowning.  He was so preoccupied with what he had seen that he didn’t notice Ambril’s predicament.  He mumbled to himself as he got on the bike and pushed off.  Once again they glided smoothly through the forest.   

After a short while Rosebud seemed to lose interest in torturing her and relaxed her hold on Ambril just enough for her to wriggle her toes, scratch her nose and drive away the offending ticklish bud.  

Ambril sat back and started thinking about Trelawnyd.  Was every one here magical?  She was painfully aware of how little she knew about magic.  Would she be an outsider again?  Not that she wasn’t used to it but still... 
“So Koda, is everyone here a magician?” 

Koda snorted.  “We are magic-wielders not magicians.  No rabbits jumping out of hats here.  Most Trelawnyd folk are like everyone else these days, they’ve lost most of their magical abilities.”  He looked up suddenly at the stars above the treetops.  “Rather they use only the magic they understand,” he continued.  “Technology is human-kind magic now,” he shrugged.  “It’s plenty useful, but a poor substitute for real magic.”  He looked at Ambril stolidly and said with a note of warning in his voice, “those who don’t understand magic fear it. Fear makes people act crazy.  The ones who still remember the old ways, we keep it to ourselves.  You must do the same,” he said ominously before grimly training his eyes on the path ahead.  He refused to answer any more of Ambril’s questions.

Ambril sighed and gave up, so much for help from adults, she’d have to figure this out on her own.  She squinted down the path and noticed the trees were thinning.  They were nearing civilization.  The bike suddenly banked to the left and they rode out onto the road.  Ambril’s entire being felt lighter when she saw her mother silhouetted by the flashing lights of a tow truck.  
She was so excited she barely heard Koda when he said,  “I think things must change now.  The reason the Ashera has come to you is still not known but if its what I think it is this town’s in for a busting out fight. Magic may be the only way to protect ourselves.”  Just as they coasted to a stop, he added.  “But your Mommy ain’t the one to seek help from, I can tell the type that won’t understand.”

Ambril nodded, she was beginning to understand that Trelawnyd was a place of secrets.

Chapter   8 Roadside Stand 
“Ambril!  My baby!”  Shrieked her mother when they pulled up.  

“Thanks Koda,” Ambril struggled free of Rosebud just in time to be engulfed in a hug a gorilla would be proud of, and wrenched from the basket by her Mother.  
Koda grunted as he turned Rosebud back toward the forest without a word.

Her mother hugged her hard and Ambril hugged her back.  She finally felt safe again.  She smiled and leaned in not wanting the hug to ever end---everything would be all right now.   But her mother pulled her away quickly and shook her at arm’s length.   “Where have you been darling?  AND WHAT HAPPENED TO THE VAN!”  She shrieked then hugged Ambril even harder, squashing Ambril’s face up against her shoulder.
Ambril had to think hard about what to say and how to say it.  “Well I---you see---there was this big explosion.  Then all sorts of produce attacked the van---The windshield got smashed into a thousand pieces---then I got scared and ran into the forest.  It’s pretty easy to get lost in there, you know, there aren’t any street signs---or any streets…Um…Koda, the guy on the bike, brought me back…Sorry---you weren’t worried were you?  Where’s Zane?  Did you find him?” 
“What attack?  You were attacked by---produce?  AND WHAT HAPPENED TO THE VAN!” Her mother shrieked again as she pulled Ambril back to inspect her.  Satisfied she still had all her limbs and---most of her eyebrows she wrapped her arms around her daughter again for another long hug.  It was a bit claustrophobic this time.  Ambril tried to wriggle free but gave up when her mother wedged her head under her chin and started rocking her back and forth.  

“Oohhhh, you poor thing!” Her Mother cooed.   “I found your brother and dragged him back only to find you were gone…then the police came--- They asked me and I couldn’t tell them---WHAT HAPPENED TO THE VAN!”  Over her mother’s shoulder Ambril could see Zane leaning nonchalantly against the tow truck acting bored, like their life exploded every other day.   The van lay like a dead animal, it’s belly exposed on the side of the road. It looked pretty bad.  

Her mother had her eyes closed still rocking her gently. “This has been the weirdest evening, hasn’t it?”    

Ambril nodded as best she could.  She could now see the tall slim form of Feldez her soon-to-be-stepfather sliding out from his shiny sedan looking annoyed with everything as usual. 
With one final squeeze her mother freed Ambril and looked over toward the van.  Feldez beckoned to them.  Her mother’s face lit up when she saw him.  She tried to tidy herself up by finger-combing the leaves out of her hair and pulling bits of twigs from her sweater.  Which didn’t help though Ambril wasn’t about to say anything.  “Darling!  Finally you’re here to save us!”  Ambril’s Mom tittered as she hurried over to him as Feldez looked at his watch. 

Ambril thought Feldez looked as if saving anyone was the farthest thing from his mind as he made motions to the tow truck driver to speed things up.  Ambril shrugged knowing the spotlight was off her now.  As she walked quickly over to Zane her face widened in a grin.  “I’m so glad you’re O.K.!  I was really worried about you after the explosion, did you see it?”  

Zane looked askance at her and slouched deeper into his lean.  “I was in the forest remember?   There’s nothing to see in there except trees.”   He looked pale and avoided her eyes, clearly not wanting to talk about his adventure.  Ambril wondered what had happened to him.  Could he have seen the Dullaith?  He had taken off in a different direction but he could have spotted it hovering above the trees.  She was a little sad that he showed no interest in hearing her story---though she wasn’t really sure if she should tell him or not considering his mood.

They both watched silently as the driver flipped a switch and the front of the van groaned as it slowly began to rise.  Ambril smiled to herself.  It felt good hanging with her obnoxious brother, knowing he was O.K., even if he was still a pain in the butt.
With a lot of clanking and squealing, the tow truck driver managed to turn the van right side up and started attaching chains to it.  

Ambril wanted one last look at the van.  The windshield was nearly gone now, strewn all over the road in sparkling lumps.  The now flattened boxes, which had been strapped on top of the van, were being loaded on a truck.   Croquet balls rolled out one of the broken windows and down the street.  Ambril was about to turn away when something caught her eye.  A shimmering too-small piece of cloth had snagged itself on one of the windshield wipers.  

“Hey, ya gotta move kid.” Shouted the tow truck driver.  “Don’t want to drag you along too!”

Impulsively, Ambril quickly reached over and grabbed the little bit of whatever it was and shoved it into her pocket.  She gave the old van a last pat, which of course made the rest of the windshield collapse spectacularly.  

The driver laughed.  “You gotta way with cars, kid!”  

“Well you two have had quite an evening, haven’t you?”  Feldez loomed in front of her.  As always he was picture perfect.  His black hair was smooth, his suit unwrinkled.  There was nothing out of place, except his too long nose, which was forever in Ambril’s business. “What were you two thinking bolting into the forest that way?”  He bent at them his eyes cold and hard.  “You fairly drove your mother insane with worry!  And what happened to your Mother’s van?” His eyes narrowed accusingly as if Ambril had single-handedly bashed the windshield and flipped the minivan over herself.

Ambril’s face began to get hot as her anger rose.  “I’d rather talk to my Mom about it, it’s her car anyway,” she said defiantly.

Feldez’s face twitched with rage, then went dangerously smooth.  

Zane slid up next to her protectively and said quietly. “Come on, Feldez, the police said it was probably a hit and run driver.”  Zane shoved his hands in his pocket and looked up at the tall man in disbelief. “You really don’t think that Ambril did this? She doesn’t even know how to turn the car on!”

Feldez backed off a bit.  “Of course not.”  He said but his voice was still tight with anger.  “I’m simply collecting all the facts.  We’ll discuss your inconsiderate behavior later,” he pursed his lips and strode back to Ambril’s Mother. 

Ambril was touched by Zane’s support.  Maybe she could talk to him.  “Did you---you know see the---monster?“ 
Zane jumped,  “you mean you saw it too?”  He asked in a low voice.  His eyes flew to Feldez’s too straight back as he whispered savagely, “Quiet, we can’t talk about this now, he’ll hear you.  Later, after they’ve gone to sleep.” He then quickly walked away.

So he had seen something! But he didn’t want to talk about it—Ambril took a deep breath and blew it out hard---another secret to keep.  
The tow truck driver had finished winching up the van and was just pulling away when Feldez waved Ambril and Zane over to his car.  It smelled of leather and after-shave.  Ambril sank down thankfully in the deep upholstery as the car pulled away.

A few minutes later her mother said,  “What’s this?  Is this where the explosion was?”

They were passing the burned out building Ambril had seen earlier.  The fire trucks were just pulling away.  From the street it looked like it had been a store of some kind.

“It’s the Tupelo’s roadside stand.  They’re local farmers,” sighed Feldez.  “It’s a shame, really,” he continued.  “They had the best produce in the area---hang on.” Feldez stopped the car and slipped out to wrestle something large and round from the trunk.  He walked it over to a group of shell shocked people standing near the road.  Ambril recognized the grinning vegetable sign and shuddered.  But several members of the group were happy to see it and shook Feldez’s hand vigorously.  Feldez returned to the car and they started off again.  
As the car drove slowly by Ambril could see a girl about her age, her face streaked with soot and tears.  As she watched a boy walked up and handed a cat to the girl.  She smiled and hugged it to herself.  A firefighter was shaking the hand of a geeky looking kid with longish dark hair.  Ambril wondered if she would see them at school in a couple of days.  She yawned, starting a new school seemed to be the least of her worries now.

The road wound around through the forest for a while but soon began to straighten out as it widened into a country lane.  There were farms, which gave way to orderly rows of houses complete with lawns and picket fences.  Feldez turned off the main road and let the car wind around a small hill.  It stopped in front of a sleek, modern home near the top.

“It’s beautiful honey!”  Said Ambril’s Mom as they stepped out.  “Well here we are!  Our new home!” 
Chapter 9 The House that Feldez Built, a face of evil

It was an over-processed, boxy sort of house spaced well away from the other homes nearby as if it was afraid of catching something from them.  Ambril hated the house on principle.  But she had to admit the house had a certain sheen to it.  Inside the stone floors gleamed.  Every tabletop was uncluttered, every corner free of dust.  But as Ambril looked around she noticed there wasn’t an interesting nook to curl up in anywhere.  It felt like a laboratory.  Just inside the door her mother collapsed on a brilliantly red sofa.  She immediately groaned and sat back up again rubbing her back.

“Comfy?” asked Zane sarcastically.

Ambril’s mother glared at her son and began pulling strenuously on the bits of leaves and twigs still stuck on her filthy sweater.  Feldez walked in absently shuffling through some papers in his hands. “Welcome,” he said without looking up. He turned and blanched when he saw his fiance’s condition and what was crawling off her onto his sofa.  “Darling!  Let’s get you right into a bath.”  He said wrinkling his nose and tugging her up.

Ambril’s mother let herself be dragged across the room.  “Oh, I must look a sight,” she said self-consciously. 
Feldez nodded as he gestured to the steel and stone staircase.  “You need to take a nice long soak, I’ll get you a glass of wine.”  They walked up the steps together, Feldez leading Ambril’s mother and Zane trailing behind.  “I think a good night’s rest is what everyone needs, right?”  

Even though Ambril was desperate to hear what Zane knew she had to admit she was exhausted.  She succumbed to a gigantic yawn before she followed the others upstairs.  The house really was nice in its way.  Even Ambril could tell Feldez had spent a lot of money making everything just so.  Ambril found her room easily.  It had bookshelves clear across one wall with a big long writing surface below them.  The bed looked unusually comfortable with lots of pillows tossed around, probably her mother’s idea.  The movers had already been there as there was a pile of boxes and bags in the middle of the room.  She took three steps, dumped her backpack and collapsed on the bed.  Her eyes closed immediately.

Quick steps in fine Italian leather awakened her sometime later; unmistakably it was Feldez in the hallway.  He passed by and went on down the stairs.  Then she heard the front door click.   

Ambril checked the clock on the bedside table.  Where was he going at midnight?   She didn’t have much time to ponder as a moment later she heard another set of footsteps padding down the hall.  Her door slowly opened.

“Hungry?”  Asked her mother as she cinched her robe tighter and smiled.  “Let’s go raid the frig.”  Zane slouched by behind her.  She could hear him taking the stairs two at a time.

Ambril discovered that she was indeed famished and bounced off the bed.

“Honey, you’re not even out of those dirty clothes.”  Her mother picked a dead leaf out of Ambril’s hair and frowned.  “Jump in the shower before bed you know Feldez is a stickler for neat and clean.  And this is---his house.”

No kidding, Ambril rolled her eyes, but not so her Mom could see.  They hurried down the stairs and into the kitchen.  At least Feldez was good at food.  The kitchen was stocked with all sorts of goodies.  Ambril got out the peanut butter and jelly and made sandwiches while her mother found some apple cider to warm and Zane ate more strawberries than he washed.

“What would you do without us, Honey?” Said Ambril’s Mom playfully winking at Zane as she set a mug of steaming cider in front of him.

“I’d be back in San Francisco, free of this place.”  He growled.

Ambril’s mother made a face at him.  “I did have another talk with Feldez and we both agreed that perhaps using his name wasn’t a good idea.”  She patted Zane’s shoulder as she sat down.  “So we’ll still be Derwyn’s until the wedding.  And,” she added hastily when Zane suddenly looked up angrily.  “It will be your choice to change your name then or not.”  She smiled brightly.

Zane snorted again. 

“Zane, please, we have to work at this,” Ambril’s mother pleaded.  She looked at her son searching for something, ”We have to face this together.”  

“Face what?” asked Ambril angrily as she plunked a plateful of sandwiches next to the strawberries.  “What are you guys always NOT talking about?  I know it’s something about how Dad died.  It’s not fair that everyone knows but me.”
Ambril’s mother jumped as if Ambril had pinched her.  “I think, darling that this is not something you will have to worry about.  You were so young, only three when it happened, kids your age won’t remember.”   She squared her shoulders.  “And that goes for us too, Zane.  It happened ten years ago.  It might be a little weird at first, but after we’ve worked through it we’ll be in a better place.”  She took a huge breath.  “It took me too long to return home and try to deal with all of this…it’s time.”

Zane grunted nastily,  “you must be crazy to think these people will forgive and forget, that isn’t gonna happen.”  He threw down the rest of his sandwich in disgust and nodded toward Ambril.  “Tell her now Mom before someone else teases her or beats her up about it.”  He stood up too quickly and startled Ambril who was suddenly aware of how tall he had gotten.  “They’ll add stuff to the story, you know how evil he must have been, and how it was such a shame he was killed because it would have been so nice to have watched him hang.”  Zane’s eyes were pools of anger and pain. “Tell her all about it so she’s ready for her first day of school.  Boy, I’m really looking forward to it!”  His shoulders tightened as he stormed out.

Her mother’s face went so white for a moment Ambril thought she was going to faint.  But she recovered enough to smile unconvincingly at Ambril.

“Mom, come on!  What was Zane talking about?”  Ambril demanded. 

Her mother was suddenly far away, staring down at her uneaten sandwich.  After a long moment she looked at Ambril and her eyes softened.  

“Zane is upset because of how---your father...” she faltered a bit but then looked Ambril straight in the eyes and continued.  “It’s--It’s just that your father died in unusual circumstances, darling.  The lab accident?  It was reported that he had been working on something dangerous.  Something that put everyone here at risk.”  She hesitated and then went on.  “But the people who really knew him, we knew he would never have gotten involved in something that endangered the community.”  She looked distractedly toward the stairs Zane had just taken.  “Zane has a chip on his shoulder a mile high about this.  I don’t want that to happen to you.  Which is why it’s better that you know less rather than more about it.”

Ambril was so frustrated she couldn’t get any words out.  What was she five years old?  Of course she should be told everything!  But her mother took her silence as agreement and gave her daughter one last pat on the head as she rose to leave.  “I have to talk to Zane a bit more.”  

“But Mom!  I need to know this stuff!  And---besides something happened in the forest---“ Ambril stopped amazed that that had slipped out.
But her mother was only half listening.  “Getting lost in a forest at night I’m sure was frightening, honey.  A good night sleep will help you.  We’ll talk again in the morning sweetie, I promise.”  She tried on a half hearted smile but gave up and slipped up the stairs to find Zane.

Ambril put her half eaten sandwich back on the plate with the others and tipped them all into the trash.  She had lost her appetite.  She went out into the hallway and was about to go upstairs when she happened to see a light down the hall.  She was just curious, she told herself later, and hadn’t meant to snoop.  It was more like---exploration.  She opened the door wider and saw it was an office, Feldez’s office.   

To her amazement it was a mess.  Dog-eared maps, ancient drawings, and some rolls of parchment tied with string were shoved into corners and stacked haphazardly on every surface.  A large bookcase was stuffed with odd, old books and a laptop teetered on top of a stack of faded blueprints.  Take-out food cartons overflowed the wastebasket which perfumed the room with a mix of taco sauce, pastrami with a heavy layer of sweet and sour pork.  Hands down it was the most interesting room in the house.  
The blueprints caught Ambril’s eye first. They crackled  as she thumbed through them, the corners were soft like butter from use.  There was one that showed the layout of a town where the houses surrounded a circular plaza.  There seemed to be notes and arrows scribbled messily all over the sheet.  Ambril squinted as she leaned in closer and accidentally jiggled a laptop alive.  Ambril froze.  There on the screen was the Dullaith!  

Ambril jumped back sending a stack of scrolls rolling down and around the floor.  She started breathing again only after she’d been able to convince herself that it was just an image, just a picture, it couldn’t hurt her---could it?   
When she was finally breathing normally again she took a good look at it.  It was really a good likeness, the smoky shape of a head defined by bright cobwebs which curled and traced all through it, like tattooed skin.   It was chillingly beautiful when it wasn’t trying to kill you, she decided.  But what was it doing on Feldez’s computer?  

Underneath the image was the letter ‘V’ and the number one flanked by skull and crossbones.  She was about to tap the keyboard to see what else she could find when she heard a door slam and expensive shoes tapped their way down the hall.   She raced for the door and darted across the hall and into the kitchen just as Feldez rounded the corner.  He looked at her surprised and then annoyed.  “What are you doing up at this hour?”  His eyes took in her dirty jeans and shirt.  “You were told to shower hours ago!  Now go and do as you were told—first a shower then straight to bed.”  He gave her a withering look as he turned into his office, then he stopped and slowly turned back toward Ambril, his face stiff.  “Have you been in here?” He accused.

“Well, I---I was just exploring.“ Stuttered Ambril.  

Feldez’s managed to control his anger, but just barely. “Since this is your first night here, allowances have to be made.”  He said a smile twisting across his face.  “But in the future, this is my PRIVATE study!  Under no circumstances are you ever to enter.  Is that clear?”  His eyes narrowed.  

Ambril knew suddenly that there never would be a moment when they liked each other, not even just a little bit. “Yes I understand.”  Ambril’s said through her teeth, matching his anger.  She turned and raced up the stairs then slammed her bedroom door as hard as she could.  She stood a moment with her back pressed against the door.  

Was Feldez mixed up with the monster that had tried to eat her?  Why?  He couldn’t be a magic user he was too boring.  He really couldn’t be a dark magic user that was far too racy for a guy like him.  He was a hospital administrator---that was the least exciting job Ambril could think of.  In fact Feldez was the least exciting guy Ambril could think of.  He didn’t exactly look the part of an evil  genius.  She screwed up her face and jammed her hands deep into her pockets.  It was so frustrating; she didn’t know where to begin.  Fuming she balled her hands into fists---and felt something foreign in her pocket.  Surprised she pulled out a too small piece of cloth.  The one she had found snagged on the windshield.  She held it up to the light and discovered that it wasn’t just a piece of cloth; it was a piece of clothing---a tiny cloth bootie.  Much like you’d expect a fairy to wear.   It was iridescent and sparkled with color though when Ambril laid it on the bedside table it blended in with the wood so well it became hard to see.  The toes curled up slightly as you would expect a fashionable fairy to wear.  There was also a quaint row of silver buttons up one side.  Ambril played with the bootie for a little while before laying it back on the table.  

She stretched and yawned and lurched toward the bathroom.
She needed sleep pronto.  She showered and changed, but before she crawled under her crisp, clean sheets she set her robot out on her work surface and tucked her Ashera under her pillow.  She’d make time tomorrow to play around with both of them.  She would need distractions to keep from obsessing about  foul smelling monsters, talking household goods in chicken legged houses, and angry bicycles.  

Chapter 10 An overheard conversation and Zane finally talks

But Ambril couldn’t get to sleep.  Everything swirled around and around in her head.  She lay awake a long time staring at the smooth ceiling and wishing it had the interesting cracks her old bedroom had.  She used to make up entire worlds with them.  She had just made up her mind to go find a book when she heard voices.   Someone was arguing.  She slipped from her bed and put her ear to the door.  
“It’s not possible, Zane, it was dark, you were in a strange place.  You must have imagined it,” Feldez said smoothly.

“I know what I saw---are you calling me a liar?  Look, I wasn’t the only one to see it!” Zane sounded angry and hurt.

“Of course you’re not a liar, it’s just that you haven’t spent much time in the forest, Zane, it was a trick of the eye, a swaying tree making an odd shadow, it could have been anything.”  

“I remember it, Feldez.” Zane practically hissed at him.

The tone of Feldez’s voice veered to ominous.  “You know what it does to your mother to hear you talk about that time. Besides, what could you possibly remember Zane? You were five years old.”

Zane’s voice was strung taunt with anger. “Monsters are not something five year olds forget!”

Ambril stiffened with surprise.

“Shh- shh, you’ll wake your mother.”

Zane scoffed at him.  “After all the sleeping pills you gave her, I doubt it!”

“Come now, let’s finish this conversation in here.”  The voices receded.  
Ambril hesitantly cracked her door and peeped out.  There was a crack of light at the bottom of Zane’s door . A shadow moved across it.  She heard the low rumble of voices but couldn’t make out what they were saying.  She had just made up her mind to tiptoe across the hall and do some serious eavesdropping when he door was suddenly thrown wide and Feldez stood silhouetted against the light.  Ambril skittered backward, praying she hadn’t been seen.
“It’s for the best, for your mother certainly.  Stop dredging up bad memories!”  Feldez commanded.  There was only silence in the room.  “All right then.” The door closed with a smooth mechanical click and Feldez walked away.
Then Ambril became aware of new sounds coming from across the hallway, sounds of boxes being ripped open and books toppling over.  She soundlessly slipped across the hall.  With her fingernail she tapped out their childhood code, their special signal that said Hi, everything’s O.K. here.  They had tapped it to each other through their bedroom wall most nights when they were young.  
But this time there was no response.  From the sound of things Zane was turning his room upside down.   She opened the door quietly just enough to see Zane shoving things into his backpack.  

It wasn’t school supplies either.  Zane was packing and from the looks of the room he wasn’t thinking about coming back.  

She opened the door wide and whispered hoarsely,  “what are you doing?  You can’t leave me here all alone with Feldez!” She marched into the room.  “I’m coming with you!”  

Zane jumped a mile high before turning to Ambril.  “Quiet you idiot! You’ll wake them.”  He glared at his little sister whose hands were beginning to form fists again.

“Whoa, whoa, take it easy.”  He said sounding a bit like the nice, old Zane.  “It’s not as bad for you, you don’t remember what it was like.” He ran his hand through his hair as he always did when he was tired.

“Go back to bed, Ambril.” He muttered finally, not looking up. “Forget all about this…forget all about me.” He turned back to his packing.

Ambril heart felt like some one had just removed it with a can opener.  Her only brother was about to run away and leave her to battle with God knows what leaping out of the shadows at her, a step father who hated her and a Mom who wouldn’t help her---for her own good.  It was too much, she just couldn’t do it on her own.  She couldn’t imagine what it would be like without Zane.  He had always had her back, even when he hadn’t wanted to.  She just couldn’t let him go like this.  But what could she do?  He  was so freaked out by what had happened ten years ago he would rather run away than face it.  But maybe she could get him talking about what had happened in the forest.  

She took a tentative step toward him.  “Did it come after you too?”

His head snapped around, his eyes narrowed.  “What?  Did what come after me?”

“That thing in the forest, you know that dark smoky thingy--- the Dullaith. Did it come after you too?”  
Zane continued to stare at her as he pulled his body around to face her.   “So--- describe what you saw.”  He sounded hopeful but wary.

Ambril described what had happened to her in the forest. She left nothing out, even the outlandish FowlClun.  He seemed to get more and more excited.  “I knew it!  It really was there.”  His voice was jubilant.

“So you’ve seen one before?”  

Zane nodded, “the Dullaith?  Yeah, I saw it---” he looked hard at her. “The night that Dad died.”

Ambril felt as if a stake had been driven through her chest.  “What?”  She suddenly felt light headed.  So this is what Hendoeth and her Mom had been talking around but not about.  “So he didn’t die from an explosion in his lab.”  
“No, he died fighting one of those things.  They say he---he was the one who raised it---brought it to life.  Feldez---he was there.  He was able to bring it down to kill it but it had already killed Dad.”  Zane hung his head.  “You don’t really remember that time do you?” his voice was low and sad.

Ambril felt as if all the air had been sucked out of the room and there was none left  to breathe.  “No, not really.  I---really don’t remember much about Dad at all.” She said tightly.

“Do you remember how they used to be together?”

Ambril thought hard. “I remember them laughing a lot.”

Zane bowed his head.  “Yeah, me too.  They laughed all the time together.”  He raised his head and looked directly at Ambril.  “When was the last time you heard Mom laugh?  I mean really laugh, like they used to?”

Ambril thought for a while and had to shrug her shoulders.

Zane nodded, “Not since then, I bet.  Me either.”  He started worrying a small hole in his jeans.  “Mom had a really hard time afterward.  People here didn’t treat her right, I think they were afraid of her, they thought she had helped him.”

“They didn’t treat you well either did they?”  Ambril guessed.

Zane’s head jerked up. He got up and walked over to the window.  “The thing is that…if anything happens and we get blamed for it…Mom may not be able to come back from it again.  At least that’s what Feldez thinks anyway so---,” Zane straightened up. He seemed to have made a decision.  “I think we should forget everything that happened tonight.”
Now it was Ambril’s turn to be furious.  “Forget it! Forget it?  Are you crazy?  I saw a monster in the forest Zane!  It tried to eat me!  Fortunately a frigging tree ate it instead.  It’s one of the scariest things that’s ever happened to me!”
 Zane walked slowly toward her.  “There are scarier things than monsters.  I was there… you were only three.”  He dropped his head again so that Ambril couldn’t see his face.  “I wish I didn’t, but I remember.”  His voice trailed off.  Zane stood lost in his memories then slowly he advanced on Ambril, his face determined.  “We don’t ever, ever talk about this again, O.K.?”  Ambril started backing up.

“Take it easy Zane,” she had never seen him quite so menacing. 

Zane brought his face right up to hers.  His voice was just above a whisper. “You can’t tell anyone, you hear me? Not anyone.  They won’t understand, they’ll think we brought it back.”  Ambril could see the fear in his eyes, his voice was pleading.  “These people here are---different.  They’re afraid of people who aren’t like them, scared of what they might be themselves.” His face was so close she could see his pupils pulsing.  “And it’ll be worse this time.  We’ll all be in danger.  They’ll come after you, after me and after Mom.”   Zane took a step back. 
Ambril slumped a bit but righted herself.  There was something really wrong about what Zane was saying. “But what if it comes back and hurts some one?  We have to warn them!”                                                                        

Zane’s hands tightened into fists.  “We’ll just have to hope it won’t come back.”   Zane walked over to his bed and slumped down his hands on his knees.
“But if it does come back, we’ll have to tell them what we know!  We have to try and help.”

“No!”  Zane stood up and came at Ambril so fast she slammed herself up against the wall.  “Don’t you see?  We can’t ever, ever be a part of this!  Now get out of here!  Go back to your room and forget about tonight---all of it.”                         

Zane seemed so tightly wound anything could set him off.  “O.K., I’ll go back to my room when you promise me you won’t leave!”  Ambril pleaded.  “You---you can’t leave me here all by myself. Feldez hates me, and he seems to almost, like you.” Ambril stood there willing him to see how important it was that he stuck around.

He stood there for what seemed to be forever.  Then he nodded, just once.  “But, I can’t promise it’ll be for long.”  A pained look crossed his face and he went back into the new Zane mode.  He grunted as he opened the door and shoved her out into the hallway.  
Ambril stumbled to her room and whisked her door shut. So Zane had seen the Dullaith too!  She shuddered, her hands felt icy cold. She couldn’t get her mind around the rest of it.  About her father… that thing had killed her father.  

But was it him that had brought it to life?  Why would he have done that?  She stood there in the middle of her room her thoughts running in circus clown circles until she felt dizzy herself.  She walked slowly over to her bed and slid under the covers.  
She just had to find out what had happened to her Dad.  Zane was fooling himself.  She couldn’t just forget it, neither could he.   She slipped out of bed one more time to wedge her desk chair under her doorknob.  No more trouble allowed tonight. She felt a little better then.  At least she wasn’t going to be alone.  Zane had promised to stay at least for now.  She snuggled down and with the robot looking on, was almost instantly asleep.
Chapter 11 A Visitor
The moonlight glanced through Ambril’s open window and spread itself like a luminous shadow over Ambril’s coverlet.  A large crow stared hard at the sleeping girl as he settled himself in a large tree nearby.  The stars twinkled.  Actually more than twinkled, one of them began swooping around wildly and with a bump flew into Ambril’s window alighting on her desk.  It wasn’t a star really, and it wasn’t twinkling at all, just a dull tired spark now and then.  It crouched there for a while trying to catch its breath and then stood wearily.  It was a fairy boy with close shaven blonde hair and a grouchy expression.  He looked much like any teenager except that he was six inches tall and had nearly transparent wings sprouting from his shoulders, one of which was damaged.  When he stood still he was hard to see as he seemed to blend in perfectly with whatever was behind him.  He looked tremendously tired as he scanned the room.   Then his face brightened as he flitted over to Ambril’s table and triumphantly snatched up the boot she had found.  He immediately put it on and smiled at both his booted feet.

Ambril mumbled something in her sleep.  He blanched as she yawned in his face and fanned the air with a disgusted expression. Her arm flopped out of the covers and a tinkle of gold drew the fairy’s attention as Ambril’s medallion fell out onto the quilt.  He stared and stared and then flew nearer.   Hovering over it he put his hand on the gem flower.  It began to pulse and glow, filling him with light.  He giggled as his hair began to stand on end.  But what astonished the fairy was that lit the sleeping girl as well.  He skittered away and shook himself.  Frowning he returned and put his hand once again on the medallion. The jewel warmed them both again.  He jerked himself away again a look of revulsion on his face.  Ambril sniffed and turned over.  The Ashera slipped from under the pillow and fell off the bed.

The fairy was on it immediately.  With a wave of his hand he slowed its fall a look of amazement on his face.  The Ashera glowed as the fairy flipped it around scanning every inch.  After several minutes he put the Ashera back and came to rest on Ambril’s shoulder, looking puzzled.  

Outside Sid, in his crow form, shook his feathers and stretched his neck nervously.  He hopped from one foot to the other until a furry gray head raised itself from behind a tuft of leaves. 

“Quit fidgeting, I’m hanging on for dear life, don’t you know!”  The squirrel groused.   “This branch is too small for both of us.”  She continued as they bobbed up and down.

“Aster, if you’d been able to stay away from the almond cakes at tea time, there would be no problem,” hooted the crow and then grunted when the squirrel elbowed him in the gullet. “Besides you should be home in bed.”

“I’m perfectly fine, just a bruise or two.  But stop twitching, you’re the one who said we gotta keep a sharp eye on her.”

The branch stopped swaying and the two peered again inside the dark room.  

“I don’t think there’s anything to worry about.  After handling a Dullaith all on her own, she can handle a fairy.” whispered Aster.

“Clearly your memory’s going, that there’s a forest fairy.  He has no love of human-kind that’s for sure.”  The crow cocked its head and jumped to a smaller branch, which dipped dangerously.  

“Watch it!  You old Coot!” Aster sputtered nearly falling off the branch.

“I’m a Crow, an old Crow, not an old Coot,” muttered Sid not taking his eyes off the fairy.

Aster ventured farther out along the branch which made the branch bow and groan.  There was a loud snap.
“What the!”  Squawked Sid as the branch under him went down.  Aster managed to fling herself onto another branch as the crow gracefully flew to one nearby.

Aster sniffed as she unruffled her fur.  “That branch must have been rotten!”

“Ha!  Too many teacakes, I’m telling you!”  Cackled the crow and wagged his head at his friend as he turned back to the bedroom window.  “Hey where’d he go?”  He screeched forgetting himself and hopping up and down.

“Where’d who?  Oh, the fairy?  Well he was jus there---then he flew over there, but now---.”  The squirrel stood up on her hind legs for a better look.  Inside Ambril slept peacefully.  No fairy.

“Well, I guess he decided to hightail back to wherever.”  Mused Sid.
“I’m a bit surprised.” Said Aster, wringing her paws. “Ambril saved his life,” continued Aster.  “Obligations like that are powerful in most magic families.”

Sid looked thoughtful for a minute and then said, “Might be the forest fairies have a different take on being obliged to human-kind.”  He snapped his beak a few times.  “They’re awful snooty.”

They both stared silently at the sleeping child until the squirrel yawned and scampered back down the branch.  “Well I’m all tuckered out, Sid you take the first watch.  I though I saw a nice cubby just on the other side of---“ The branches rustled violently.  “Oh!  I am sorry Ma’am, I didn’t see you---well, well, excuse me!”  Sputtered the squirrel, as an indignant possum poked its head out of a hole and took a jab at her.  Aster retreated up the branch, “How rude!”   Then she wedged herself in the crook of two branches.  “Wake me when it’s time.”  She tucked her head under her tail and settled herself for a nap.  

The crow stood his silent watch as the moon made its circuit through the sky.  He didn’t trust fairies; they hadn’t done a kind thing for any living being for thousands of years.  Just what was that fairy doing in Ambril’s room?
Chapter 12  Breakfast and the Robot

When Ambril finally woke up the sun was nearly half way through morning.  The sky was blue from end to end.  Ambril sat up and rubbed her eyes.  fLit had somehow turned himself on and was experimentally flexing its knees.  It tooted as it picked up a pink eraser.    

“That’s the smartest robot I’ve ever seen.”  Her mother had come in with some fresh towels and stood watching him. 
Ambril shrugged. “Mr. Feng added some Artificial Intelligence.”  

Her mother nodded.  “Oh right, you did tell me that.  That might explain the smarts but how about his cheekiness?”  FLit was winding up to throw the eraser but stopped to wink at them. They both giggled.  Ambril’s Mom smiled over at her.  “Did you sleep well sweetheart?” 

Ambril hesitated and then nodded.  Looking at her mother relaxed and smiling she didn’t have the heart to tell her about her conversation with Zane.  
Ambril’s mother smiled ruefully as she picked up her daughter’s dirt encrusted jeans from yesterday. “Good thing your robot stayed zipped in your back pack, last night.  At least HE stayed clean.  Feldez wants you out of the house today so that the new housekeeper can get organized.”   

“What? A housekeeper?”  Ambril wrinkled her nose in distaste.  “I don’t want a stranger going through my stuff all the time.”

Her mother smiled.  “You’ll like her though because you’ll never have to clean your room again, and…she can cook!” she said temptingly as she turned to go. “Come on lazybones, breakfast is ready.” 

Ambril threw on her clothes and smoothed out the worst of the tangles in her hair.  She rooted around under her pillow, found her Ashera and shoved that in her backpack along with her robot.  As she raced down the stairs, she tried to think of ways she could find out more about what happened to her father. 
Zane and Feldez sat at the table laden with a huge platter of fresh baked muffins.  Ambril picked up a warm blueberry one and took a large bite.  It was deliciously warm and buttery.  Feldez sat lost behind his newspaper.   Facing her, the headlines screamed FIRE!   Ambril chewed slowly as she read the front page.  There was a splashy picture of the building they had seen last night.  

The article read:  

Last night fire broke out in the Tupelo Roadside Produce Stand just off Forest Road.  Mr. and Mrs. Tupelo had just finished renovating the old building.  “It’s a real shame though it’s always been an eyesore,” said neighbor and grocery store owner Larch Dogwood.  “I’m not sure how much we really need a produce stand anyway.  Dogwood market has everything anyone could ever need.”   The Tupelos are one of the New Families that joined our community-

 Feldez chose that moment to carefully fold up the paper and lay it down next to his plate.   He looked quizzically at Ambril and Zane as he took a tiny sip of espresso and touched his fingertips  together.

Ambril’s mother breezed in humming.  “Good morning.”

Zane slouched farther into his seat and grunted.

Ambril’s Mom smiled nervously as Feldez graced her with a small smile and resumed staring at Zane and Ambril.  Ambril wondered for the thousandth time, what she saw in him.  

Feldez cleared his throat.  “I hope you’ve recuperated from last night’s adventures. Your mother and I think your actions last night showed a decided lack of thought, both of you.”  He raised his chin and looked down at Zane.  “As punishment you shall not be allowed to use any screens or cell phones for a week unless it’s for school work.” 

Zane shot him an evil look.  “Cell phones don’t work too well here anyway.” 

His mother shifted uneasily.  Feldez coughed drily. “Today, you’re expected to familiarize yourselves with the town. You’ll be starting school tomorrow.” 

Ambril had to stuff an entire muffin in her mouth to keep from groaning.     

Feldez cleared his throat as he checked his watch.  “I’m off to the office now but there is some one here I would like you to meet before I go,” he looked toward the kitchen and raised his voice. “Mrs. Sweetgum?”

A plump middle-aged woman bustled out from the kitchen drying her hands on her apron.  She was short and huggably round with graying hair and a big-toothed smile.  She had the brightest blue eyes Ambril had ever seen.  She wore a gray track suit with a white scarf around her neck.
“Hello!  Hope you like the food.” She had a squeaky, high pitched voice.  She bobbed her head still smiling. “It’s a real pleasure to meet you.”  

Ambril liked her on the spot, especially her cooking.  Cooking was not her mother’s strong suit.  Her mother’s muffins were so hard they could double as hockey pucks.    

 “Thanks you, Mrs. Sweetgum,” Ambril’s mother smiled then sipped her coffee as if having a housekeeper was usual for her. Then upset her orange juice.

Feldez dismissed Mrs. Sweetgum with a curt nod as he watched Ambril’s Mom wipe up the pool of juice.  Then he eyed Zane who was reaching for another muffin.  “I think you’ve had your quota of sweets for the day, don’t you?” 

“You aren’t our Dad, we don’t take orders from---” said Zane angrily.

“You will obey house rules for cleanliness and health.”  Cut in Feldez sharply.  “Which means you’ll not indulge in more that one sweet treat per day.  While we’re on the subject, you’ll also be home in time for dinner each and every evening and keep your rooms tidy.” Feldez leaned over the table to glare at Ambril.  “You will also respect my privacy and steer clear of my office.”  He held his glare a few seconds longer and then took another sip of espresso. “Is that clear?”

Ambril was so angry she could burst.  But what could she do?  They were stuck living in his house and with his rules.  Zane looked even angrier than she felt but he kept his mouth shut and nodded just once.
Feldez turned to Ambril’s mother. “I hope you aren’t planning to do too much today, yesterday was quite taxing and you should rest.”  He laid his napkin beside his plate and rose from the table.  “With Mrs. Sweetgum here to handle everything you can do just that.”

Ambril’s mother stared down at her plate then took a tiny bite of muffin “Oh I feel alright.  I---I thought I’d take the kids around town.”  She smiled nervously.

Feldez stopped to give her a disapproving look.  “Darling I want you to rest.  The children can find their way.” 
“I thought we would have a talk with the kids before you go off to work.“  

But Feldez was already half way out the door.  “We’ve just had our little talk darling, I’ve no more time.”  

Ambril heaved a secret sigh of relief as the door clicked shut behind him.  

“I guess he’s unhappy about last night,” said her mother slowly.

Ambril couldn’t remember a time when Feldez hadn’t been unhappy about something. 

“We all have to keep in mind that taking on the role of Administrator at the hospital is a big responsibility for him.”  Ambril’s Mother said softly and then she caught sight of the glorious day outside and smiled.  “Come on, let’s go find your bikes, I think the movers put them in the garage.”  
Chapter  13  Trelawnyd

Outside they found the bikes parked three feet from the far side of the garage. As if having them closer would contaminate it.   Zane jumped on his and without a word took off.

Ambril’s Mom yelled after him. “Wait honey!  I want to show you---“ but he was already around the bend and gone.  

Ambril jammed her backpack in the basket and jiggled the handlebars experimentally to make sure everything worked.   Then she went to stand next to her mother who smiled as she gazed out over the town.  The whole valley rolled out in front of them.  Ambril spotted Forest Road winding away down and around and on through a checkerboard of farmland and into the forest.  The forest marched straight up the mountains all around.  With the exception of one barren, rocky hill on the far side of the valley everything was green and lush.

Ambril’s Mom began talking excitedly as she pointed at various landmoarks.  “There’s where old Mrs. Sumac used to live, her daughter’s the Mayor now.  I used to have acorn wars with her every fall---I won of course!  And that’s Mrs. Flood’s house she owns the shoe store here.”  

”The shoe store?  You mean there’s only one?” Ambril was incredulous.

Her mother nodded.  “It’s small town living here...There’s the Hospital where Feldez works, and the Library where you’ll hopefully be spending loads of time.” she continued.  
The Hospital was nothing special but the Library looked interesting.  It was built of stone, with wide inviting steps and was sheltered by Eucalyptus trees.

“There’s the old schoolhouse where you’ll be going to school.  Just as your father and I did…Feldez too.”  The brick schoolhouse was a three-story monster surrounded by pools of grass and a large playground. 

“Mom, I’m not gong to be able to remember any more, I’m off.”  Said Ambril, anxious to get started.  

“Oh!  You have to visit Betula’s!   It’s everyone’s favorite place.”  Called her mother as Ambril pushed off and started coasting down the hill.  “Don’t forget!  Betula’s!”  

Ambril was soon gliding down a shady street.  It was a strange new experience to not have to share the road with cablecars and herds of tourists.  No business people in a hurry, no street entertainers to veer around…It was nice---though not as exciting.  She rode by down Main Street where there were a couple blocks of bustling shops.  Everyone seemed to know everyone though several stopped to frown at her---a newcomer she guessed.  She hurried by the schoolhouse as it was even more monstrous up close.  It bristled with curliques and brick-a-brack but still managed to look intimidating.       
She took a few more turns and suddenly found herself  out in a forested area when WHAM! An over-ripe tomato splattered right in front of her.  She veered sharply and missed the worst of it.  When she braked hard, she heard laughter  and looked up just in time to dodge a large peach and then a shower of  grapes. More problems with produce. She was able to catch a moldy green pepper before it exploded on the pavement and lobbed it back the way it had come.
“Hey, knock it off!”  She yelled as a head popped up from behind a rock and took the pepper right in the face.  “The green pepper face yelled and disappeared but more heads popped up from behind other rocks---too many heads.  Ambril rode off as fast as she could.  After a turn or two thought she thought she was safe and they weren’t coming after her, but after a few more twists and turns she realized she was lost. Getting lost  twice in a such a small town was pathetic, but at least she had a road to follow this time.  In the distance she spotted another bike rider.  As she drew closer she could see it was a girl about her own age.  The girl looked around at Ambril but then started to pedal faster.

She remembered the frowning townsfolk back on Main Street.  What a friendly place!  “Hey wait!  Is this the way to town?” Ambril called and started to pedal faster too.  The girl looked back again and pedaled even faster.

What was the girl doing?  She was harmless. But then she heard a snicker from behind her and found that the gang of tomato throwing thugs was chasing them both.  A big angry guy with blonde hair and the remains of a green pepper still in his hair rode in front.  Something about his maniacal expression made Ambril think he wasn’t with the Welcome Wagon.  She stood up on her pedals and began to pump as hard as she could.  She knew she was fast but looking around she saw the boys were gaining on her.  Looking ahead she could see the girl ahead vanish around a curve, she took the curve pumping madly.

“Quick in here!”  Just ahead the bike rider beckoned her into a side street.
Ambril braked hard and skidded onto the shoulder kicking up a cloud of dust as she pedaled out of sight.

“Behind here!” the girl had stashed her bike behind a trailing Bay tree.  Ambril did the same.  Just as she pulled out of sight the riders roared around the corner shouting insults at each other.  Ambril and the girl hid behind the tree and watched them hurtle out of sight.

“It’s O.K. now, the road starts to get really curvy.  It’ll be awhile before they realize they’ve lost us.”  Said the girl.

They were both breathing hard.  Ambril stole a sideways glance at her rescuer.  She was about her age and height, gawky, with long dark hair and brown, slightly Asian eyes.  She seemed to have tomato splattered all over her top.  Her face was tear-stained---and familiar. 

“My name’s Sully, Sully Tupelo.  Normally I don’t let them get to me but after last night…“

Ambril suddenly remembered where she had seen Sully before. 

 “Right! I saw you at the fire.  We drove by on our way into town.” Ambril realized too late that perhaps this wasn’t something Sully wanted to talk about.  “It looked really bad---at least they put the fire out.  Look---I’m sorry---I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

Sully had turned away and pulled her shoulders together protectively.  “What a nightmare---first the explosion.  We still haven’t any idea how that happened.  Vegetables don’t explode on their own!  The Deputy still thinks it was our fault.  Then things got really scary. We were afraid it would spread to the orchard.”  She tipped her head and shook her hair out of her eyes with one motion.   “But fortunately, the fire fighters got it out in time.” 

“I’m Ambril, Ambril Derwyn.”  We just moved back here.”

“Back here?”

“Yeah, I was born here, my brother Zane too.”

“Oh so you’re not a New Family then, you’re just…new?”

Ambril thought about that for a bit before answering. “We’re new I guess, it’s not like we remember anything from before.”  She stopped here thinking about Zane’s taunt face last night, “at least I don’t.” 

“But you’re family has roots here.  You know…ancestors, relatives, that kind of thing, right?”

Ambril squinted at Sully and hesitated before nodding.

“New Family means a family from outside the valley.”  Said Sully knowingly.  “That’s what my family is called.  You’ll hear that a lot around here.  They’re big on family roots.”  Sully wagged her head.  “I know a family who has lived here 20 years and people still call them New Family!” Sully looked around.  “I think the coast is clear, where are you headed?”

“No place, really.  I was just riding around,” Ambril shrugged.  “I was going to try and find Betula’s, my Mom said it’s everyone’s favorite place.”

Sully smiled hugely showing somewhat crooked teeth.  “Well you have that right, Betula’s is great!  I love her bugs best.”  
Ambril was both repulsed and intrigued by that.

“I have a little while before I have to get back and help my parents with the fire clean-up.”  She smiled.  “I could use some cheering up, Betula is really good at that.”  She disentangled her bike from the Bay tree. “Come on, I’ll show you the way.” 

Ambril smiled as they walked their bikes down the dusty road.  Perhaps she had made her first friend here.
“My family has been here six years now…It’s been great that is until Mr. Dogwood, the grocery store owner started getting greedy and demanded discounted prices for our vegetables and fruits.”  She paused to flick a fly away from her bike handle.  “We made do with less and less until my parents decided to do something about it.  That’s when we fixed up the old shack and turned it into a produce stand.  We were doing great! My Mom and Dad were happy again.”  Sully sighed.   “And then…last night…the fire,” her voice trialed off.

Ambril didn’t know what to say.  It sounded so awful.  

They soon came to another road.  Sully smiled devilishly at Ambril and said, “come on, I’ll race you!”  

Not really a fair race, thought Ambril as she didn’t know the way but she followed her new friend as best she could.  They zoomed through the quiet streets, Sully always just a little ahead, until they made it to Main Street.  Ambril smiled as she rode by the gigantic lady’s shoe hanging under the shoe store’s sign.
“Whoa!  You’re fast!”  Sully said as they parked their bikes in front of a violently pink building.  The sign above the window said, ‘Betula’s Sweet Shoppe’ in curly letters.  

“I’d better wash this off, I’m beginning to smell like pizza.” Sully said ruefully picking at the chunks of tomato and peppers still stuck to her shirt.

Through the window Ambril could see a comfortably sized, dark skinned lady with an infectious smile talking and laughing with everyone.  As she walked to the front door she got distracted by the goodies in the window and forgot to look where she was going.  She tripped and suddenly found herself sprawled on the pavement.  Her backpack went flying and narrowly missed a passerby’s large, flat feet.

“Watch what you are doing child!”  The owner of the large feet looked at Ambril coldly. Her rail thin frame made her dress look as if it wasn’t living up to its full potential.  She had large bulldog pouches of skin, which wiggled when she spoke and quivered when she wasn’t and a short brimmed hat with sad, plastic flowers woven around it.  Clinging to her was a frail, kind faced woman with wispy white hair. 

“Oh!  Sorry,” Ambril reddened as she scrambled for her backpack and stood up hurriedly.
“Now Crystal, she didn’t mean to throw that down in front of you!”  Said the frail woman with a southern twang.  She smiled at Ambril. “Do you need help, Deary?”  

Ambril shook her head too mortified to speak as she brushed herself off. 

“I see not, such a quick one you are!”  She continued.  “My name is Daisy Flood, I own the shoe store.  Are you new here?” 

Ambril forgot her embarrassment at her kind words.  “Um, Yes, my name’s Ambril, Ambril Derwyn.”

“A Derwyn!  Isn’t it nice to hear that name again!”  The older woman tugged on her tall, companion’s sleeve.  “Why you must be Tylia’s daughter!”

“Yes, that’s true.”  Said Ambril surprised to have her family’s name recognized.

“Mrs. Twid? Ah, Crystal?” A pudgy bald man with a rapier goatee came huffing down the sidewalk.  “I believe you forgot this.”  He held out a large shopping bag, which advertised Bob’s Bots and, in smaller letters, appliances.  

 The thin woman’s manner abruptly changed.  She smiled into the plump man’s eyes and simpered,  “How kind of you to run all this way, Robert---you’re such a gentleman.” She extended her bony hand to take the package.  “A rare find in society today.  Since we’re nearly half way there wouldn’t you like to walk home with us?  We’ll have tea, what do you say?”  

Mrs. Twid eagerly leaned in closer but the sweaty man backed just as quickly away.

“No, no sorry, Mrs.---um---Crystal, as I said before I have to mind the store.” He shrugged as he took another large step backward.  

Mrs. Twid looked crestfallen.  “Ah parting is so very difficult under these circumstances.  We have grown so close these past few weeks, haven’t we?”  

The bald man looked confused but smiled anyway as he hitched up his pants and turned to go.  
“But you’re coming this evening, right?  After all you promised to help.”  Mrs. Twid tried a flirty pout though it ended up looking as if she’d just eaten something nasty.
“Crystal, Is that another new gadget?”  The plump lady whom Ambril had seen through the window was standing in the doorway to her shop.  “That makes the third one this week!”  She smiled slyly at the man with the goatee.  “Bob, you are quite the salesman aren’t you!” 

“Not really Betula, you still haven’t bought that new washer I’ve been saving for you,” Bob’s whole demeanor changed as he twinkled back at Betula.    

Mrs. Twid stiffened at the sound of Betula’s voice and gave the smiling woman a  predatory look before she collected herself. 

 “Are you coming to the church Tea Betula?”  Bob asked.

“I’m sure Betula will be too tired to join us, she has to work so hard to make ends meet these days.”  Mrs. Twid patted her shopping bag enthusiastically.  “But I’m bringing the bread I’ll make with my new machine! And I’ll be debuting my new ‘Sunset Tea’. ”   She smiled hard at Bob who nervously adjusted his glasses.  

“I wouldn’t miss it, Bob.”  Betula caught Ambril eying her and winked back. “Though I’m a coffee drinker, myself.  “Hey Bob, when are you going over?”

“I have to be there early to help set up, you want to join me?” 

“Sure thing, I’m always happy to help.”  Betula turned to smile at the now mortified Mrs. Twid.    “I’ll see you at the Church Crystal.   And you too Daisy, it’s nice to see you out and about again.”  

Mrs. Twid gasped still taken aback by her easy friendship with Bob. “That’s---wonderful Betula, you’re so very---sturdy.  You’ll be such a help in the kitchen.”  She took a deep breath and pulled herself together.  “I was just telling Daisy about the lovely retirement home they’re building out by the ocean.  The shop is just getting to be too much for her isn’t it?  Well, we must be off.”  She patted Mrs. Flood’s wrinkled hand before sailing down the street with the frail woman clamped tightly to her elbow.

Chapter 14  Betula’s Sweet Shop

Betula let out a low, rumbly laugh as she held the door open to her shop.

“I just can’t resist making Crystal squirm sometimes.”  She shook her head and smirked.  “She’d do just about anything to get her hands on Bob and his holdings.  You know he owns half the town.” She waved cheerily at Bob as he turned to trudge back to his shop.  “But enough about that, Darlin’ I’d know you a mile away, you’re Tylia’s daughter aren’t you?”  The motherly woman had swept Ambril through the door and onto a stool in an instant.

Ambril smiled up at her. 

“Ambril Silva, right?”  
“We just got here last night,” said Ambril.  “But my last name is Derwyn now.”  She said her voice low.  Betula looked surprised but then nodded.  “Derwyn’s a fine name too, and just as much yours.”  Betula set a glass of water in front of Ambril.  “Do you like chocolate?” She asked, though she seemed to know the answer.  

Ambril nodded.  What a ridiculous question, of coursed she did!  

“ I’ve been toying with a new flavor of ice cream called “Kamikaze Chip” and need to have a real chocolate lover’s opinion.  Do you think you can help me out and give it a try?”  

It was now obvious to Ambril why Betula’s Shop was everyone’s favorite place.  Ambril smiled up at her.  

“I’ll bring two spoons!” Betula said as Sully slid onto the stool next to her, her shirt  tomato free.  

 “Yum!  A new flavor, I don’t know how you come up with this great stuff.”  Sully said putting both elbows on the counter and leveraging herself higher to see what Betula was doing.

“You know I met Ambril when she was 17 seconds old!”  Chuckled Betula as she put a large dish of chocolate ice cream with marshmallow swirls, chocolate covered pretzel chunks and two spoons in front of them both.  “And, if you’re wondering,” she put both hands on her hips and beamed at them both.  “It sure is nice to see her again.”  She waved at a girl with curly blonde hair behind Ambril.  “Hi there Lola, darling, how’s your Pop?  Feeling better?”  And she moved off to chat with her other customers.  

Ambril picked up her spoon and dug in.  The two kids ate in silence savoring every bite.  It was the best ice cream Ambril had ever had.  After she and Sully had scraped every last bit of flavor from the bowl Ambril sat back and looked around.

The shop was amazing and stuffed to the faters with candy in fantastic shapes, colors and sizes.  A large glass case sat in the middle of the counter filled with sugar figurines so lifelike Ambril could have sworn one of them winked at her.  Inside it a miniature Ferris wheel made of  red licorice gently revolved it’s seats filled with sugar dusted animals.  A large rabbit in red high tops, a fat brown bear with an eye patch and an earring and a striped giraffe with a long, long necktie.  
“I’m going to surprise the church tea with the Ferris wheel.”  Betula had come up behind her and stood admiring her own work.

“Everyone will love it---except Mrs. Twid.”  Ambril said.  Out of the corner of her eye she caught Zane sliding through the door. 

Betula laughed again, “You don’t miss much now do you.”  Her hand was warm on Ambril’s shoulder.  “We were friendly once but… she hardened as she got older, and turned bitter.”  She absently reached over and flicked a switch on the back of a chocolate monkey who immediately began to dance a Texas Two Step with a purple spotted Octopus.  “She’s not ever satisfied with what she has.  She always wants more.  And she’s not too particular how she gets it.”  Betula ruefully shook her head as she wiped her hands on her apron. 

“Hey!  You have some new bugs!  Come on, you have to try the wolf spiders they’re my favorites!”  Sully pointed at a large display of gargantuan iridescent bugs.  “Help yourself, love,” Betula rocked back on her heels happily. 
Sully grabbed a spindly green bug that Ambril had never seen and then pounced on something fuzzy and brown.  She shoved the spindly green one in her mouth and crunched down hard. “Yum, watermelon!  Try one!”  

Ambril picked a polka dotted orange beetle with red striped wings and hesitantly bit off one of the legs.  Once you got over the fact you were eating a bug they were really good.  Her bug tasted like orange marmalade dipped in chocolate.
Sully had moved onto the hairy brown thing.  “These are my Mom’s favorite spiders!”   Sully enthusiastically cooed as she snapped off it’s legs one by one and put them in her mouth. “My folks love bugs, our farm’s organic.”

“I thought everything that’s been alive is organic.“

“I mean we try to make the good bugs feel welcome, you know the ones who take care of the bad bugs?  We try to get them to live on our farm.” Sully continued to cull through the pile of bugs.  “Oh look!  A soldier beetle, Wow!  And a Lace Wing!”

Betula was putting several bugs in a bag for Sully when she asked, “how’s your Mama, Ambril?”

“She’s good, I guess.”  Said Ambril not really knowing what to say.  What kid really knows how their parents are?  “She’s marrying Feldez Petri and I think she’s a little nervous about the wedding---and everything.”  Ambril’s voice trailing off.

“Ah Feldez, he’ll have her eating all the right foods in the wrong way.  Food with no love in it.”  She straightened up and stretched a bit.  “What does he know about life and love anyway?  All his formulas and calculations.”  Said Betula frowning, clearly Feldez wasn’t her favorite guy either.  She raised her arms to encompass the entire store. “I don’t use any formulas and make up most of my own recipes.  Everything in my little shop we try to make with love.  I like to think that with every bite we give away a little happiness.”  She chuckled in that low rumbly way again.  “We all need some of that, don’t we?” 

She shot a measured glanceat  Lola who had now taken the stool next to Ambril.  “Speaking of which, what have you been feeding yourself, honey?’  She shook her head disdainfully.  “Not enough if you ask me.”  Her face brightened as she rummaged around under the counter.  “Just a little something for after lunch.”  She popped a chocolate into Lola’s mouth before she could protest.

Lola smiled as she chomped down on the treat, savoring every bit.  

Ambril noticed Zane standing next to a gawky kid with dark hair, looking very uncool.  He was staring at Lola with a stunned deer-caught-in-the-headlights sort of look. Ambril smirkled, Zane had been smacked hard by the Love Beast!  She saved that for later---she might be able to use that.

The tinkle of the bell tied to the door drew Ambril’s attention.  A large man in a shirt meant for a much smaller man invaded the store.  Sully froze,  “Um I’ll meet you outside.”  She said quickly and before Ambril could answer she had darted through the crowd and slid through the door.  

“Hey Betula, I have another fine offer for you!” the man boomed waging his square jaw at her.  “This time, you won’t be able to refuse!” He stumped over to the counter grabbed a handful of centipedes and threw them  in his mouth.  He then caught sight of the skinny kid standing next to Zane who was licking an ice cream cone. “RILEY!  CHORES!  NOW!”  He yelled. 

It startled the boy so that he dropped the ice cream onto the floor.  The square jawed man looked disgusted.  “And clean that up before you go!”  He groused before he turned back to Betula. “How’s my favorite sweetie huh?” 

 “That’ll be $1.75 Larch Dogwood.”  Said Betula her arms folded.  “And do you have to be so nasty to your son?”

“$1.75 for what?” he looked down at the remaining bugs.  “These?”  He rolled his eyes as he fished in his pocket for some change.   

Betula stared back stonily.  

“You know I’m ready and willing to take this dump off your hands at any time.”  He nodded vigorously.  “Yep, this would be the perfect way for my store to expand.”  He straightened his tie.  “You and I both know this town needs a supermarket. Plus you can sell your sweets in my store.”

“I heard about the fire last night, Larch.”  Betula said pointedly.

Larch’s sunny expression darkened ominously.  “I didn’t have anything to do with that.”  He jabbed a puffy finger in the air emphasizing every other syllable.  “Though I’m not sorry that old shack burned down, it was a real dump.”

“They’d fixed it up real nice, you know that.  And their produce was a better quality and more reasonably priced.”  Betula wiped the counter slowly but kept her eyes on him.  “If you ask me, this town needs some healthy competition.”

Larch was now a lovely shade of lavender.  His eyes bulged just like the bug he was eating  as he said tightly.  “They’re not even one of us, Betula, they don’t belong here.” 

 She met his gaze coolly.  “They own the best farm in the county, Larch.  They are good honest people who came when we needed them.  When all of the so-called old farming families had sold up and moved away, remember?  They came and tilled the fields and tended the orchards.  Where would we be without them now?”  Betula turned her back on him and moved toward the back of the store.

Larch seemed to remember himself and took a deep breath.  “Well we don’t have to agree on everything.  But I’d like to talk to you about this property---“ He followed her gesturing wildly.

“S-s-sorry about that, my Dad, he comes on too strong sometimes.”  Someone  behind Ambril said.  It was the skinny kid.  His too long bangs half hid his amazing blue eyes.  

 “Oh---hi---Um, yea… well it seems like Betula can handle herself. Ambril stuttered.  “ I’m new here, my name’s Ambril Derwyn,” she blushed, mortified.  Duh, she was new here what a stupid thing to say.

But the blue eyed boy didn’t seem to mind. “I’m Riley Dogwood, my Dad owns the grocery store,” he jerked a thumb at the wall of Betula’s shop, “Next door.” 

Ambril flashed on a scene from last night  The skinny kid shaking hands with one of the fire fighters.  “You were there last night when Sully’s shack burned down weren’t you?”  

Riley smiled nervously.  “Do you mind not mentioning that around my Dad?”  He said looking around.  “I wasn’t supposed to be out last night.”  He paused and absently fingered the candy bugs. “So you’re new, did you just move in? ”  When Ambril nodded he asked, “What do you think so far?”

Ambril smiled again.  “It’s not San Francisco but it’s---nice.” 

A loud whap sounded from the back of the store.  

“Easy, Easy there Betula! I only meant---“ Larch backed hastily down an aisle.  

Betula advanced on him wielding a large mop. “ I know what you meant, now I’m telling you GET OUT OF MY STORE!”  She took another swing at him.

“We’ll talk later.” Larch said angling his large frame toward the door.  “But I’m not giving up.”  He deftly sidestepped another sweep of the mop. Over his shoulder he hollered.  “Come on Riley, let’s go.”  

Ambril looked around but Riley had already gone.

After the big man had left Betula said, “I feel like I should check my wallet every time he comes in here.”  

Ambril jumped hurriedly off her stool.  “Thanks, Betula!   The ice cream was great!”  She squeezed through the jostling crowd and out the door.

Betula waved cheerily at her as she got her bike out and looked around for Sully, but she had disappeared along with her bike.  Ambril remembered the ‘New Family’ comment Larch Dogwood had made and his snide comment about their roadside stand..poor Sully, it must feel lousy to have people treat you like that.  Larch Dogwood had good reason to blow up the produce stand but could he really have been involved in summoning the Dullaith?  

She was so distracted by this thought that the overripe tomato  whizzing  past her head just caught her by surprise.
Chapter 15   An Alleyway Brawl

She launched herself from the bike and ducked behind some boxes while scoping out possible missiles to fire back.  Apart from the gravel under her feet there was nothing. She braced herself for the next attack---which never came.  She peeped over the boxes farther down the alley.   There were soft squelchy thuds coming from around the corner.

Then she saw Riley hunched down behind some crates.  He lobbed something over them and then grinned when he heard an answering groan.

 “Hey, watch it!”  

Ambril crept up to the corner of the building and saw the gang of tomato throwers had found someone else to bully.  They were pummeling Riley with all manner of overripe produce from a nearby dumpster. The onslaught was ferocious, Riley was outnumbered seven to one and several had armed themselves with ball throwers.  He was covered with fruit pulp and tomato slime.  Then Ambril noticed another slimy arm lob a moldy  grapefruit at the bullies .  It was hard to tell at first but it was Sully.  

Well that did it for Ambril; she could at least help even the odds.  She crouched down and prepared to launch herself into the fray when someone grabbed her arm.

“Wait a bit, I’m thinkin’ there be more done from this angle.”  Whispered a big burly kid with wild curly hair.  Ambril couldn’t place the accent, it sounded almost Scottish though the boy had the coloring of a Pacific Islander.  His white shirt and bow tie were uncomfortably tight but he smiled devilishly as he held up a bag of green tomatoes.  

Ambril smiled back as she grabbed a handful of the hard, green missiles.  The new boy had already taken up his position at the corner of Betula’s building. He raised his arm and effortlessly threw.  The tomato was just a blur as it hit its target dead on.  The bully didn’t know what hit him, he groaned and clutched his arm as his ball thrower went flying.  The newcomer made no attempt to hide, he almost leisurely picked out another green tomato and launched it at a big blonde boy, who had popped up behind a garbage can with an overripe eggplant in hand. Ambril recognized his pepper stained shirt, he had been the boy leading the pack as they had tried to chase her down earlier.  The tomato caught him just under the eye.  The boy put both hands to his face and roared with rage as his attacker picked up another tomato.
“Ha!  Even better!  Look guys it’s big-time loser, our friend, Ygg,” the blonde boy  jeered.   “Riley’s got his tail between his legs too fast again.  We were getting bored.”  He smiled fiendishly as he took aim. “Let’s get him good, just like last time.”

The burly kid snorted, “it’s not a bit like last time, ya great waltzing buffoon,” drawled Ygg.  “It was nigh on fifteen to one and I was distracted by keepin’ you from destroyin’ Miss Fern’s garden gnomes.”   Ygg continued as he almost lazily threw another tomato at a small, ratty looking boy just behind Lance.  

The boy instantly disappeared moaning and then reappeared clutching his eye as he high-tailed it down the alley.  Some of the other boys looked longingly after him.  “I think I hear my Ma calling, Lance.” Said another boy before he took off running.

Ygg smiled as he picked up a tomato and weighed it in his hand.  “Now the odds are getting close to even.”  He threw the tomato and beaned another boy who dropped his ball thrower and shuffled away howling and holding his nose. “Ya ready to quit?”

Lance’s eye was swollen but vengeful.  “Outsiders like you will always be losers no matter what,” he sneered.  “You’re never gonna fit in here, or anywhere really.” He lowered his ball thrower and stood up. “A loser’s always a loser.”

“Is that you I see Ygg Drasil?”  Screeched a voice from farther down the alley.  It was like fingernails on a chalkboard.  An instant later Mrs. Twid marched up her flat feet flicking gravel. 
“Of all the ungrateful things to do!”  She sputtered.  “After all I’ve done, here you stand behaving like a common hooligan” she paused here to smooth out her dress.  “Lord knows how hard I’ve tried to correct the obvious omissions in your upbringing.”  She drew herself up flat feet and all.  “It appears impossible!  I’m speechless!”

Hardly, thought Ambril.

Mrs. Twid turned to the blonde boy who was trying to suppress a grin.  “I do apologize for my nephew’s poor behavior, Lance.  I will have to lecture him again about why the proper respect must be shown to our finest families,  yours being one of them.”  She said her cheeks quivering like underdone jello.  “He’ll clean this up, of course.”  She turned back to Ygg.  “Let’s add restocking the shelves and delivering every single Sunset Tea order to your chores before bedtime!”  

“That’s fine, Mrs. Twid, we know it’s not your fault. “  Said Lance smirking as he signaled to the other boys.  “Can you see he turns over the compost heap too?”   He turned and said menacingly.  “Riley, stop messing around or I’ll put you where you belong, in the dumpster!”  

The other boys laughed appreciatively.  One of the last to slouch away was a too tall, thin boy.  Ambril was stunned to see Zane trailing the bullies.

But Mrs. Twid had not finished with Ygg yet.  “Really, young man, I’ve taken you in, my own relation, and this is how you repay me!” She continued stridently.

“It, it wasn’t---you see Lance and his buddies, they—“ Ambril stuttered.

“That’s quite enough from you, young lady!”  Mrs. Twid was looking down her big skinny nose at Ambril. “Just, who might you be? Another New Family?”  She pronounced “New” as if she was diseased.

“Well only sort-of new.  My name’s Ambril Derwyn and my fam—“

Mrs. Twid drew back a bit.  “Oh yes, I remember.  You nearly ran Mrs. Flood and myself down in front of Betula’s earlier. Yes, yes I know all about YOUR family, and I see you are carrying on your family’s tradition of visiting mayhem upon our little village.”  She sniffed.  “No wonder you’re lurking in dark alleys, yes no wonder.”  Then she hesitated and seemed to compose herself.  “The family of Derwyn is one of the original families…well.”  She managed a nauseating half smile her checks wagging fiercely. “Perhaps allowances should be made this once.”  

She patted Ambril’s head experimentally as if Ambril was a baby goat at a petting zoo.  “Do say hello to your mother for me, won’t you?”   Her feet slightly splayed as she snapped her fingers at Ygg as if she was rudely summoning a waiter.  “No supper for you tonight,” she snipped, then she turned toward Main street her feet flapping at the gravel.

“Whew!”  Sully stood up removing a glob of gooey tomato from her hair as she did so.  “We’re glad you came along, that’s for sure!”  

Reilly stood up dripping putrid peach juice and laughed.  “To see my brother get taken down a notch like that in front of his gang---that felt good!” 

“Wait a minute, which one was your brother?”  Asked Ambril.

Reilly had bent down to scoop up a couple of rotted apples and lob them into the dumpster.  “Lance, of course, the biggest of the bullies.”  Reilly said ruefully as  a spasm of pain flashed across his face.

“My brother was throwing stuff too, if it makes you feel any better.” Ambril said her voice low.

Reilly stared at her hard for a moment.  It seemed they had a real connection then, a sort of bond of lousy brothers.  Then he turned back to his work.  They all pitched in and made short work of the clean up while laughing at Sully’s hair and Reilly’s messy shirt.  Then Reilly got a hose and washed down the storeroom walls.  Ygg tossed around the compost heap quickly and they were done.   

‘Well, I best be shovin’ off seein’ as I have these here deliveries.”  Ygg said slinging a green satchel over his shoulder as he tugged on his collar  “Be seein’ you tomorrow,” he said and strode away.

“Yeah, see you at school.” said Reilly as he backed toward the storeroom.  In a moment Ambril and Sully were alone in the alleyway.
“Well, that was interesting,” said Ambril.

“It sure was!” Said Sully brightly. “But it was more than interesting seeing Lance get a black eye!”  Her smile was huge.  “That was absolutely fabulous!”  She realized what she had said and looked at Ambril hesitatingly.  “You’ll find out tomorrow that Lance is not only the biggest bully at school but also pretty popular.”  She went on.  “And it won’t take you any time at all to figure out that I’m not.”  She looked down embarrassed, “I’m really not.”

Ambril smiled.  “Well any enemy of that monster is an enemy of mine.”  

Sully returned her grin hopefully. “If you like I can meet you at the front gate tomorrow.”  

“Great!  I’ll look for you,”  Ambril said as she pushed off. 
 The sun was lazily making its way through the afternoon as Ambril wound her way through the streets.  A smile refused to leave her face.  She thought just maybe that she had made a friend.  She was so preoccupied she didn’t even notice the hard looks and suspicious glances she was getting from those she passed.
