Chapter 16   The First Day of School

The alarm clock woke her too early.  She groaned, her first day at a new school.  She rolled out of bed into her clothes and slumped down the stairs. On the table were bowls of cereal and a jug of orange juice.  She sloshed juice into a glass and as she wasn’t feeling hungry emptied half her cereal into Zane’s bowl.

“I saw that,” Zane slid down the banister and sauntered over to the table.  “But I’ll accept the offering.”

Ambril hadn’t seen Zane since the food fight in the alley.  “What were you doing with those jerks yesterday?” asked Ambril.

“Saving your derriere,” said Zane as he poured milk into his bowl and took a big bite of cereal.  “If I hadn’t ‘ave bin d’ere, you’d ‘ave bin toast,” he rolled the cereal around in his mouth as he crunched. 

Ambril snorted.  “Yeah, right.”

“You need to watch ou’ for those guys, they’re ou’ to get you,” said Zane taking another gargantuan bite of cereal.

“You’re not much help, if you’re egging them on, ” said Ambril scowling as she grabbed her bowl put it in the sink.  

“Hey, I’m going to do what I have to do to stay healthy,” said Zane swallowing hard.  “And if it means I have to hang out with Lance and his bullying thugs, I’ll do it.”  He glared at his little sister before downing his orange juice.

Ambril looked around and found a drawstring lunch bag on the counter with her name on it.  “Where’s Mom?” she asked as she stuffed it into her backpack.

“Still asleep I guess, Feldez gave her some more stuff last night,” Zane poured himself another bowl of cereal, “he thinks--”

“What do I think?” a cold voice asked from the stairwell. 

Ambril stiffened instinctively.  Feldez appeared looking sleek and calm in an expensive suit.  

“---Just that you thought Mom needed to rest,” said Zane quickly. 

Feldez nodded as he adjusted his cuffs.  “Not surprisingly this has been a difficult transition for her,” he stared hard at Zane.  “And you two haven’t helped.  From now on I need more cooperation.”  He tugged on his cuffs once more for emphasis as he headed for the door.  

It was all Ambril could do to keep herself from throwing her backpack at him. Feldez did not appear to notice her feelings as he buttoned his jacket and strode out the door.  The engine purred as the car backed out of the garage. The crackle of gravel signaled he was away.

Ambril let out a sigh of relief. “I think he’s mixed up in the Dullaith business.”

Zane snorted in disbelief.  But when Ambril told him about what she had seen on his computer, his eyes widened.  He made her repeat it just to be sure and then without a word, he got up and moved toward the door.

“Well? Aren’t you going to say something?  Shouldn’t we try to tell Mom or something?”  Ambril asked exasperated.

Too late she saw his clenched fists as he turned slowly t0 face her.  “I told you, we can’t tell anyone about what we saw, but especially not her.  She’s so stressed out it’s like talking to a wall anyway,” he said tersely then paused groping for something. “I have to think,” he picked up his backpack and slammed the front door behind him.

Ambril’s heart was leaden as she climbed on her bike.  Zane was growing more distant at the moment she needed his help most.   
She felt as if there was a bomb strapped to her family but there weren’t any red or green wires to obsess about cutting first.  She had to figure something out fast.  But the cool morning breeze and brilliant sky lifted her spirits in spite of everything.  She pulled up to the bike rack in front of the noisy crowded schoolyard a few minutes later feeling much better.

“Hey! You made it, did you run into any more trouble last night?”  Sully ran up.

“ No, I got away alright.”  Ambril smiled ruefully at Sully   “Zane thinks Lance and his buddies are out to get us.”

“Yeah, well they seemed to be after someone else right now.”  Off to the side Ambril could see a large group of kids milling around.

Sully sighed, “I guess they decided to get Riley first and save us for later.”  

Ambril could see a shaggy haired kid getting shoved around by a bunch of jeering boys.  Lance was doing most of the shoving and yelling.  “You need to stop playing around, you hear me?  You geeky nerd!”  Then he shoved Riley off his feet, stayed there watching his stepbrother walk away.  Ambril spotted Zane on the fringes of the group and was mollified to see how uncomfortable he looked.
Ambril hated watching it, it wasn’t fair, the school shouldn’t allow it.

 “Come on, there isn’t anything we can do and the bell’s about to ring.”  Sully grabbed her arm and towed her up the front steps.. 

At the office Ambril was given her class schedule with a sniff from the school secretary, the ancient Miss Jonquil.  Miss Jonquil dressed stylishly if you were twenty and it was 1927.  She a snug little hat pulled low across her brow and a flowing silk peacock scarf draped artistically around everything else.     “Your mother was supposed to come along today and sign some forms.” She quavered as she peered over her half rim glasses and fingered a long strand of pearls.

“She’s ---not feeling well,” said Ambril almost truthfully.
Miss Jonquil softened a bit.  “I’m sure the move was unsettling to say the least.”  She frowned at Ambril as if to say unsettling was akin to having a limb removed, then warbled.  “Be sure to tell her she needs to come in and see me.”  She then went back to her papers.

Out in the hallway, Sully examined Ambril’s schedule.  “Great!  You have Pinwydden for English, Berry for P.E. and horrible Breccia for History.  That’s three classes we have together.” Ambril immediately felt a lot less nervous.  She’d had a lot of ‘first days at a new school’.  Having Sully there to guide her made it absolutely the best one she’d ever had.  A second bell sounded “Pond Scum! We’re late!” Said Sully and they raced down the hall and skittered into class just as the bell ceased to ring.

“So glad you could join us Sully,” said a voice dryly.  “Excellent, here’s our new student!”  A tall, thin man nodded.  He had short hair and a long Adam’s apple which bobbed at them above his brilliant green bow tie. His moustache was so thin and straight it appeared to have been penned on with a ruler.  “Ambril Petri?  Correct?”

 “No,” Ambril said slowly.  Some one hadn’t gotten the memo.  She wasn’t about to use Feldez’s last name.  “My last name is Derwyn, I’m Ambril Derwyn.”

Mr. Pinwydden nodded, disinterested and made a note in his ledger. “Ambril Derwyn, welcome to English.”  He gestured toward an empty seat.”  Now, open your books to page 357, we’re going to discuss Myths and Legends, specifically Celtic.” 

Ambril found a seat near Sully and saw Ygg sitting nearby struggling awkwardly with his book.  He looked a lot more at home tossing tomatoes.  The rustle of books and paper reached a crescendo and then slowly died out just as Riley limped in, his shirt torn and took a seat in the back without looking up.  Ambril felt bad for him and wished she’d done something more to help him.  She knew what it felt like to be made fun of.  That had been---move five?  She couldn’t remember the details, just the jeering faces and sharp remarks she’d faced alone out on the playground.  She’d never forget them.
Ygg had his hand in the air.

“Yes, Ygg,” Mr. Pinwydden and clapped his thin hands silently.

“I was just puzzling about a story I heard as a wee child about a man named Morz- or Morozey?” 

“You most be referring to Moroz Fitzwilliam?  It’s a local story.  I don’t believe it’s ever left these mountains.  But many of us have strong Celtic roots, so we’ll spend a moment or two on the evil Moroz Fitzwilliam. ”  Continued Mr. Pinwydden. “It’s an interesting story, some of it well documented.  Yes, Moroz actually lived, unlike many of those who populate myths and legends.” 

“Moroz was born sometime in the mid 1800’s though no one is sure of the date as he was an orphan who was taken in by a local family.  He was very intelligent and adept at school.  After he graduated high school he went away to study science and engineering.”  Pinwydden paused to frown slightly.  “Many wish he had stayed away.  But he came back and worked his way into the hearts and minds of the townsfolk here.  In fact he was so gifted in the art of persuasion, he was elected Mayor of Trelawnyd at the tender age of 25.”  Mr. Pinwydden cocked his head, birdlike at them.  “He did many wonderful things for the town, including building roads and bridges, reaching out to nearby communities and encouraging trade.  He developed new processes and procedures which made the Mines twice as profitable as ever before.”  Mr. Pinwydden paused and looked severe though a half smile played with his moustache.  

“And here, as happens in myths and legends, we stray from reality.   The story goes, he was also gifted---in the use of magic, particularly transformational magic.  Legend has it that his dinner parties were extravagant affairs where the dining table might start to dance just after the soup course or the centerpiece of flowers fly around the room after dessert.  It is also said he would often transform his guests into  animals or objects---at their request of course and that he charmed household items to be his personal staff and assistants.”  Mr. Pinwydden paused and pursed his lips.  “Sounds quite wonderful doesn’t it?  Unfortunately, as happens when humans are given too much power too young---their sense of what is right and wrong often gets---befuddled.  The story goes that Moroz started to dabble in dark magic.  Perhaps he felt he needed something more challenging than what Trelawnyd had to offer him---or perhaps his dark side ran deeper than the rest of humanity---who knows?  He was said to have enslaved hundreds of beings, maimed and tortured many others before his dark exploits became too much for the townsfolk to ignore and the four ancient families of Trelawnyd combined their powers and ensnared him, imprisoning him for all eternity.”  Mr. Pinwydden paused for affect.  “They say his exploits were so demonic that the shadow hounds, the Cerberus can still be seen running the forest in search of him.” Mr. Pinwydden straightened his bow tie.  “The Legend doesn’t explain why the guardians of the underworld would be interested in him. But it is thought that he might have even broken some of the ancient magic laws, an unforgiveable act.”

A small girl with freckles and badly applied eyeshadow raised her hand. “Shadow hounds, like black dogs?”

“No, not regular black dogs, of course,” said Mr. Pinwydden, his Adam’s apple bobbed in outrage,  “the Cerberus, the Hounds of Hell. Some say it a single dog with three heads and others that it is a group of three dogs that act as one.  They are said to be as large as elephants, breathe fire and have eyes that glow red.”

Ambril sat stunned.  Dog’s of the Underworld, Dullaiths, this was anything but a quiet little country town.
Riley had raised his hand.  “Does anyone know where his prison is?”

“Remember we are discussing a legend---it’s a fairy tale, really, more fiction than fact.  But if such a prison existed it would be within a few miles of this town as the four ancient family’s first settlement was Trelawnyd.” 
Riley had his hand in the air again.  “How was he imprisoned?”

“No one knows but it might involve a form of living magic to counteract—wait! What am I doing?” Mr. Pinwydden slapped his forehead and looked sheepish.  “Now you see class, this is what I mean by a Legend, it has just enough truth in it to make it believable but also enough fantasy to make it laughable.” He chuckled, “you be the judge.”  He clapped his hands together this time making a sound.  

“Now back to our lesson, Celtic Myths and Legends.  How many of you know the story of King Arthur?” Mr. Pinwydden turned toward the board.

Ambril had a hard time following the rest of the lecture she was so immersed in her own thoughts about the Cerberus and a forest prison.  No wonder they had a wall around the town.   The bell rang but it took a nudge from Sully for her to pick up her books and head to her next class.  They had P.E. next and so headed to the gym to change before racing out into the bright sunlight.

The class lounged around the playground until a rather plump, perspiring man in a bright yellow jogging suit walked hurriedly up. Ambril recognized the slightly sweaty man she’d met in front of Betula’s shop the day before.
“Hello students! I hope you had an enjoyable spring break,” he patted his ample belly, “I certainly enjoyed mine,” his eyes swept the group and zeroed in on a large blonde kid.  “I see some of us ran into trouble.  Are you fit to exercise, Lance?”
Lance hunched his shoulders into a shrug.  He was sporting a huge black eye.  
“Excellent!  For starters, I want you to run two laps around the grounds.”

Everyone groaned as they stumbled to their feet and started off. Lance and his buddies streaked by. Ygg jogged effortlessly along just ahead of them.  Sully and Ambril matched his step and let the others pass them.  Before long they were well behind.  Ygg slowed to a walk, Ambril and Sully caught up to him and did the same.  Ambril saw that Riley, limping slowly was the only one behind them.  

“Poor kid,” said Sully, “What a family he’s got.”  

It had been a clear bright day but spilling over the mountains to the north were some roiling black clouds. 

 “That doesn’t look good,” said Ambril.  “I was hoping we could go for a bike ride this afternoon.”  

Sully beamed, obviously happy to be asked.  “Maybe we can explore the spooky old house near our farm.  It’s boarded up but there’s this really weird garden and a gazebo we can get under if it rains.”

“Sounds kinda fun,” said Ambril.  “Do you think it’ll clear up? I hate to ride in the rain.  How ‘bout you Ygg?”

Ygg looked surprised to be included but shook his head.  “I’ll be makin’ more deliveries I expect, for Mrs. Twid.”  He said glumly.  “Her Sunset Tea is gettin’ popular with the older---.”

There was a strange frizzing sensation, Ambril remembered later just before an eerie scream from behind them.  Ambril whirled to see Lance who had come around on his second lap, doing some sort of dance, a dance of death if his expression was anything to go by, it was stretched taunt and he was jumping around as if he pulled by a sadistic puppeteer.  

He screamed incoherently and swatted at nothing while whirling and hopping from one foot to the other.  His friends stopped in their tracks unsure what to do.  They were used to following not taking the initiative. 
One smirked and took a risk.  “Dude, I wouldn’t take those moves out of the basement, keep practicing.”  

He did look pretty silly hoping around like that but Ambril could see he wasn’t joking.  His face had turned a chalky white when his body went rigid and started to vibrate with electric energy.  His hair smoked as his eyes rolled up.  Then Ambril was shoved aside as Mr. Berry blew through the ring of students.  

He took one look at Lance and yelled over his shoulders, “Jeb!”   He pointed at a skinny, pimply nosed kid, “go and ask Pinwydden for a nullifier quick!  The rest of you get out of here!”  When no one moved, Mr. Berry turned on them.  “Don’t you understand?  It’s not safe! It’s some sort of---electrical malfunction and---it’s spreading!---you’re only be safe inside the building!”  It took a minute for this to register but when the nearby monkey bars started to spark and hum there was a stampede for the safety of the school’s linoleum floor.  

Ambril was running along blindly with the herd when she felt a tug on her sleeve. “Here!  Wood doesn’t conduct electricity right?  This ought to be safe enough.”  Sully beckoned from on top of a wooden bench nearby.  Ambril noticed Ygg had also hung back, curious.  He had paused on the grass nearby, apparently he didn’t believe Mr. Berry’s story.
Mr. Berry was hunched over something on the ground.  Then he swept some stones away with a flick of his hand he began rolling what looked like a long carpet.  It was nearly transparent except for some glowing symbols.   Ambril’s heart froze as she realized they looked eerily similar to the symbols she’d seen drawn on the ground at the site of the explosion. 

“Oh my gosh, it’s a shadow circle!“ Ambril blurted out.  

“It’s a what?”  Asked Sully.

She looked over and saw Mr. Berry had turned his head when she had spoken.  Had he heard her?  

But he turned quickly back to his task and rolled the paper up to Lance and shoved him onto the nearby grass.  He landed with a grunt and rolled  around  as if his shirt was a ablaze and he was trying to put it out.  He whimpered and wailed.

The pimply nosed kid, Jeb, came running up carrying a pail of steaming murky brown liquid.

“Where –do you --want this?”  He puffed, out of breath.

Without a word Mr. Berry took the pail and emptied the entire contents over Lance’s head. There was a fizzing sound and a look of relief spread over Lance’s face and down his spine.  He flopped down on the grass.
“Come on, let’s get out of here!”  Ambril tugged on Sully’s sleeve as she jumped down from the bench and turned toward back to the Gym.

“Hey!   You three! I’ll need to talk with you.  Didn’t you hear me say the playground wasn’t safe?”  He said sternly.

 Riley limped up behind them just then, looking interested and confused as Lance struggled to his feet.

Mr. Berry grabbed him by the shoulder and tried to pull him back down on the grass.  “Take it easy, Lance, your body just took quite a hit.”

I’m O.K.---really---just peachy---just frigging peachy.” Lance said through clenched teeth as he stared angrily at his brother.  Then began to slosh his way toward the locker rooms. Ambril caught the faint scent of chocolate as Sully whispered “What no marshmallows?”  Ambril smiled as she realized that the brown liquid all over Lance was none other than chocolate milk.  She hadn’t known it was so versatile.

The bottom of the ambulance grated against the pavement as it screamed onto the playground. 
Mr. Berry walked over to Lance, “Come on, you may feel fine but it’s best you’re checked out by a doctor.”

Lance sighed as he walked over to the ambulance and let the efficient Medical Technicians busy themselves with poking and prodding him.
“Here!  You three come with me, Riley get on to your next class.”  Mr. Berry beckoned sternly at Ambril, Ygg and Sully then marched them silently into the school.  Just as the doors to the school swung shut behind them Ambril caught sight of a larger-than-average police officer heaving himself out of his car.  

Mr. Berry ushered them into a cramped office.  There was one, abnormally large desk and three small chairs in the room and no room for anything else.  The walls were covered with pictures of smiling school teams, basketball, soccer and possibly badmitten.  Ambril spotted younger versions of Mr. Berry smiling out of every one.  Mr. Berry shut the door with difficulty and swept  his nonexistent hair away from his forehead as he wriggled behind his desk and waved them into chairs. Ambril and Sully shared one with Ygg taking the other.  

Mr. Berry perched on his desk and studied them. “Tell me what you saw out there.”

“Well,” Sully began, “We saw Lance jumping around looking like he was being electrocuted.” 
 “Go on,” said Mr. Berry folding his arms.

“Then,” Ygg continued, “we saw you douse him with chocolate milk, and he got better right quick.” Ygg smiled slowly. “Like magic.”

Mr. Berry glared at him for a long moment. “Magic! Don’t be silly!  Magic is NOT ALLOWED here,” he paused and studied the dirty tiles on the floor. “Magic users are thrown out of town or jailed.  They are considered,” he paused again and unconsciously pulled at the collar of his sweatshirt, “dangerous to the community.”  

He took a deep breath and used a more reasonable tone.  “Lance appeared to have stumbled into some sort of toxic chemical and I---well everybody knows that---warm--- chocolate milk is the great nullifier,  don’t’ they?”  He looked hopefully over his glasses at the three children in front of him.  His eyes narrowed.  “But Ambril I thought I heard you say---” 

They were interrupted by a loud, imperious knock on the door.  Mr. Berry looked at each of them severely as if he wanted very much to say more but couldn’t.  Then he reached over and opened the door.  Outside was the hulking form of the long-and-extremely-fit arm of the law. He had a square jaw, very straight teeth and curiously shiny, button-like eyes and looked as if he’d just stepped from a comic strip. His elaborate sheriff’s badge glinted as he blinked at them.
“Deputy Sheriff Skarn,” Mr. Berry nodded.

“Hi ya Bob.”  His high, squeaky voice sounded odd coming from such a big guy.  “Well now this’ll be easy.” He fingered the clipboard in his hands.  “The Amb’lance folks said they thought the boy’d be fine.  Are these the kids Lance said were acting---suspicious?  You know---hanging around when they shouldn’t?"
“We were just curious, Sir.”  Sully shrugged then coughed as she whispered just loud enough for Ambril and Ygg to here.  “Don’t tell him anything.” 

Skarn looked them over with his beady little eyes as if sizing them for a ball and chain.  “Let’s hear it then.  What happened?”

Ambril looked at Ygg who gave her an almost imperceptible nod.  “We were really taking our time…running around the field.  The only other person behind us was Riley.  Lance was working on his second lap.  That’s why he was behind us, so we had to run back toward the school when he started yelling.  But if you’re asking if we say anyone?  We didn’t,” said Ambril in a rush.

 “Where was Riley when ya realized Lance was in trouble?” 

The three of them looked at each other.  
“We didn’t see him until after Mr. Berry ran up.” Ygg said, “maybe he set himself down, he didna look too good, limping the way he was.”

Deputy Sheriff Skarn concentrated on his notepad, his tongue listing to one side like a school boy trying his first letters. “Right, clumsiest kid I’ve ever met.  Then what happened?”

“Well---Mr. Berry ran up and told us all to get inside.” Ambril looked at Bob scrunched down in his chair, “---this kid came with this bucket of---,”

“Cleaning solution,” interrupted Bob as he sat up straighter in his chair.

“---Right, and Mr. Berry dumped it all over Lance… Then--- you arrived.”  Sully volunteered.

Deputy Sheriff Skarn scratched laboriously in his pad for several minutes before looking up.  “Didja see anything else?”

“We waren’t paying attention what with Lance doing his thing.” said Ygg with a shrug. 

Deputy Skarn nodded as wisely as a live version of a cartoon character could.  “Sounds like a prank,” he leaned heavily on the doorjamb. “Kids’ stuff…Or maybe Lance was just play-actin’ to git outta school,” he frowned, “It wouldn’t be the first time for him.  Now Bob, let’s hear your version.” Bob nervously related much the same story emphasizing the ‘cleaning solution’ and skipping over the invisible carpet of symbols.  There were beads of sweat on his forehead by the time he finished but Skarn didn’t seem to notice.  After a few questions, they waited for Skarn to laboriously finish his report,  Skarn finally straightened up.  “I’ll just look around some more before I skedaddle.”  He nodded at Bob before marching back to the playground his highly polished shoes making clicking noises with every step.
Mr. Berry let out an audible sigh of relief as he reached out a foot and tipped the door shut.

“See you tomorrow Mr. Berry,” The three got up to go. 

“Wait, not so fast, I want to know why you said---,” he stopped and cocked his ear toward the clicking noises coming back down the hall.  There was  a sharp rap  on the door.  Rolling his eyes Bob reached over and opened it.

Deputy Sheriff Skarn stood there scratching his head. “Just one more thing Bob, I was wondering---,”  

“Yes, Yes, just one moment,” Mr. Berry turned toward the three kids.  “Alright.  You’re already late for lunch.” He pointed toward the door.  “We’ll have to finish our discussion  another day.”  He paused and let his eyebrows explore the top of his forehead.  “It’s probably best this isn’t---discussed outside of this room---you know, we don’t want to create any undue---excitement.”  He bobbed up and down hopefully.

“I keep myself to myself.”  Ygg said pointing his chin at the Deputy and squaring his shoulders.  

“Yeah, we won’t say anything either.”  Sully added jerking her thumb at Ambril and herself.
The three escaped to the hallway. 

“That was beyond uncomfortable wasn’t it?” whispered Sully.
“Did you see that magic carpet with the glowing symbols?  That’s what turned Lance into an electrified disco dancer.”  Ambril put in softly.

“The chocolate milk was weird---he called it the great nullifier but then told Skarn it was cleaning solution.”  Sully whispered back.
“It looks as if Bob knows a thing or two about Magic.” Ygg had that funny smile on his faced again.

“Shhh! He’ll lose his job if anyone finds out!” Sully elbowed him hard.
“I’ve no reason to make trouble for him.”  Ygg shrugged as he veered off to the boy’s locker room. 

Ambril and Sully went off to change and then on to the lunchroom.

In the main hall they walked by a door that Ambril hadn’t noticed before.  It had a large ‘DANGER, KEEP OUT’ sign on it in red.  “What’s in there? Nuclear waste?” 
“That, believe it or not is the janitor’s closet.”  Said Sully with a grin.  “There are all sorts of rumors about it because of---you know---the big silly sign.”   Sully continued and started counting them off on her fingers.  “People going in and never coming out again, weird noises, strange voices being heard---even rattling chains!”  Sully chuckled.  “They ought to just take the sign down, everyone would forget about it then.”

They found a table near the window.  When Ambril opened her new drawstring lunch bag she knew her mother had been nowhere near it.  Normally lunch was a squashed peanut butter and jelly sandwich, some wizened  grapes and stale cookies.  This lunch contained julienned carrots with garlic salt, a sandwich made with homemade bread and a large quantity of fresh baked cookies; all wrapped in red checked napkins. There was even a little handwritten note, which said, “Enjoy your day Lovie!” Ambril couldn’t speak she was so happy.   Her Mom had been right, having a housekeeper like Mrs. Sweetgum was outrageously great.  She shared a cookie with Sully who rolled her eyes in ecstasy.   

Ygg was sitting near them just staring out the window the table was empty in front of him.  Not that she’d been keeping track but Ambril hadn’t seen him eat anything.  She looked down at her last two cookies.  She was pretty full.  

Ambril gathered them up and walked over to his table.  “Hey, Ygg!  Do you want my cookies? I can’t finish them.” She slid them onto the table.  

His face lit up briefly but then frowned.  “I’m not hungry right now.”  He turned slightly away but his eyes refused to budge and did their best to burn a hole through the red checkered napkin.  She’d been right, he was really hungry.  He wanted the cookies more than anything.   Had his Mom just forgotten to make him a lunch that day?   Ygg gave her a sideways glance.  “Are ya sure you’re nought hungry?  I do not want to take something that’s needed.”  He asked.

Ambril patted her tummy.  “I’m stuffed, really, go ahead!”  She said and shoved the cookies right under his nose.

Ygg couldn’t help himself.  He picked up both cookies and inhaled them, clearly starving.  Ambril wished she’d saved some of her sandwich.  Just then Lance swaggered in with his buddies wearing his now purple, green and black eye like a badge of honor.   In no time he was jeering at a group of skinny boys who were constructing something out of tin foil and tooth picks, calling them the ‘astronauts of tomorrow club’.  He grabbed their work and crunched it in his hand.  Ambril conceded they were obvious targets but hated how quickly they picked up their scraps and fled.  Ambril saw Zane slide into a table and look away.  Lance turned as a curly haired girl walking by.  Ambril recognized her from Betula’s Sweet Shoppe.
“Hey it’s lovely Lola!  Hi sweetie!” Lance leered at her with his one good eye.  Do you wanna come by later to my Dad’s shop?  I can getcha some make up and stuff for free.” 

Lola took a long look at his black eye and sniffed.   “It looks like you’re the one who needs the make up.  What did you do?  Trip over someone while you were bullying them?”  She dropped her trash into the bin and flicked her hair as she flounced out of the lunchroom.  Ambril happened to catch Zane smile as he watched Lola walk down the stairs with her friends.  
Ambril and Sully left the lunchroom and started down the hallway toward the playground.  “Lola really gave it to him didn’t she?”  Sully laughed and turned to Ambril---only to find she wasn’t there.  Ambril had stopped dead in the middle of the hallway three steps back and looked as if she’d seen a ghost. “What’s wrong?  You look like you just found out your brother had just grown a pair of antlers in an embarrassing place.”  

Kids were jostled them both as they shoved past but Ambril hardly noticed, her eyes remained riveted on the janitor’s closet.  Did she really see that?  She couldn’t have… She shook her head hard willing the last few moments to rewind and replay differently.   Because moments before there had been a drawing of the Dullaith tacked above the janitor’s closet.  But what had really stopped her cold was seeing who had reached up and crumpled it in his hand before swiftly rounding the corner…Feldez.  Even from behind she had recognized his well tailored suit and perfect hair.  Were her eyes playing tricks on her or did he just come out of the forbidden room?

Ambril felt someone tugging hard on her arm as someone  yelled in her ear.  

“Get out of the way!”  Sully towed her out of the onslaught of kids and safely off to the side.

“O.K., you’re freaking me out, what’s wrong?”  Sully’s face was anxious.

“I think I just saw my future stepfather coming out of the janitor’s closet. Didn’t you just say no one was allowed in there?”

Sully looked at her curiously.  “Well---the janitor uses it.  I supposed other grown-ups too---it’s just kids who are not allowed.”  She stared hard at Ambril’s face.  Let’s go outside, fresh air and all that.”

“Just give me a sec.” Said Ambril and turning toward the closet door she tried the handle experimentally.  It was locked.  She tried it again…still locked.  Had she imagined it?  Perhaps it hadn’t been Feldez at all---maybe it had even been the wrong doorway---
“Hey look!  Some one really did try to break in, see?”  Sully had bent down to examine the door lock.  She pointed to some scratches around the lock. “I lost the key to my diary once and had to pick the lock.  It still has scratches around the lock like that.  They’re recent too---they’re so shiny.”
Ambril nodded but only for affect.  The reality was she didn’t get any of it.  Feldez wouldn’t risk his reputation by breaking into a janitor’s closet.  She grimaced in annoyance as she thought about the drawing of the Dullaith she’d seen hanging above it.  What was his connection with it?  Had he been involved in the explosion?  She sighed, she was getting nowhere except more confused.

Chapter 18  History with  Ms. Breccia

Ambril’s schedule said  HISTORY, Ms. Breccia.

“Keep your head down, don’t look her in the eye and…brace yourself.”  Sully advised as they slid into back row seats.  She ducked behind the pudgy kid sitting in front of her and made herself as small as possible.

“Class, order please!” the teacher yelled bullishly as she scribbled something at her desk.  Ms. Breccia was a large, cubic woman, with helmet shaped hair and bright red lipstick to match her shiny, square fingernails.  Her rough voice had a bite to it.  “Come now children, I’m so excited about today’s lecture that I’m postponing roll call.” She dwarfed her desk. “History waits for no man or woman, it flows on and on.”  She rose and dramatically raised a hand but looked more like she was directing traffic.  She paused until the class settled.

“Today we shall discuss the founding of our beloved town, Trelawnyd.”  She continued sonorously her small eyes darting around the room.  When they found Ambril her eyebrows went up slightly. “We shall discuss the well-documented, TRUE history of our town,” then added condescendingly, “and then delve into the fanciful but highly inaccurate tales of Trelawnyd’s founding you’ve no doubt heard around the campfire.”

“This valley was first settled over 150 years ago by disgruntled gold miners anxious to start a new life.”  She paced bearishly back and forth in front of the class her shoes making flabby, flapping noises.  “Unsuccessful in the gold fields up north they brought their families down by horse and wagon to this valley, cleared the fields and built their homes around the circular plaza in the center of town.  What we call the Circle Stone.”

She walked over to the writing board and pulled down a large map.  It showed Circle Park in the center of town and streets radiating away from it.  “Unfortunately the original settlement, Old Town was built in the swampiest part of the valley and was abandoned when a virulent fever broke out.”  She waved her hand artistically toward a largely unpopulated area.    “Old Town was pulled down and the townspeople moved to our town’s current location sometime around the turn of the last century.   It has enjoyed growth and prosperity every since.”  She turned away from the map and smiled at the class.  “Does anyone know the names of the original four families?”

A skinny girl with braces raised her hand and recited,  “Tylwith, Silva, Derwyn and Anamalfia.” 

“Correct, um---Lily,” she said and preened. “My family, the family of Breccia came soon after. We are 9th family.”  She raised her considerable frame to its full height and looked over their heads. “Yes, my forefathers built this town, WITH THEIR OWN HANDS---tilled the soil, and worked, really WORKED!”  Her voice filled the room as her puffed out her chest. “To ensure this town’s health and prosperity.”  She looked around expectantly as if waiting for applause.

“Now, class how many of you have a lineage such as mine?  Who has an ancestral tie to one of our great founding families?”   With that almost everyone raised their hand, except Sully and two or three others.  Ms. Breccia blanched a bit but quickly rallied.  “Ah yes, well how many of you come from pure, unsullied stock?  That is no ‘New Family’ lineage?”

Far fewer raised their hands. Sully slid down further on her chair.

“And now who comes from the purest of the pure lineage?  Who can point to a direct line of ancestors all the way back to the original settlers, and by original I mean families one through ten?”  Now there were only three hands raised.  One of them was Ambril’s.  Ms. Breccia narrowed her eyes and smirked.  “Ah and now we come to the humorous part of our ancestry.”  She pointed to a small fashionable girl who was looking at her reflection in a nearby window.  “Ah HEM!”  The girl jumped guiltily. Ambril recognized her as one of the girls hanging around Lance earlier that day. “Tiana Twee is it?  And you are---reportedly---related to which of the founding families?”

Tiana snapped her gum and looked bored. “Um, It’s the Tylwith family,” she said rolling her eyes. “On my Mom’s side. She’s always going on about it.” 

“Ah yes, I believe I see it, the small, thin frame, yes, yes!”  You know your family is supposed to be descendants of---”  Ms. Breccia smirked at the class. “Fairies isn’t it?” She barked a laugh.

Tiana tossed her hair and shrugged as she popped her gum.

Still giggling, Ms. Breccia waved her hand at Ambril,  “And you?  You are very new here, perhaps you misunderstood me?  Like your friend there---Suddy---are you not one of the New Families?”

“Her name is Sully.  My name is Ambril Derwyn., though I’m not sure it should make a difference to anyone.”   
Ms. Breccia stopped in her tracks and glared at her, speechless at being contested in her own classroom.  “A Derwyn---are you sure?”

It was Ambril’s turn to glare back.  Shouldn’t she know her own name? “My Mom’s last name is Derwyn and my father’s name…was Silva.”

Ms. Breccia’s eyebrows lifted in recognition as she smiled dangerously. “Well, Well, I see!”  She said her voice dangerously quiet.  “I guess good breeding doesn’t guarantee mannerly behavior.”  Her eyes still bored into Ambril.   Ambril knew right then that she could kiss a good report card goodbye.  Getting off on the wrong foot was too mild, Ms. Breccia looked as if she held Ambril personally responsible for all World Wars.  

After a very long moment Ms. Breccia cleared her throat and strode back to the writing board, “now for the more colorful account of our town’s inception.”  She chuckled.  “According to local legend, our forefathers, the original four families came here not during the gold rush, a move that has been well-documented; no, they are said to have come over from the old country thousands of years ago. ”  

She turned toward the class dramatically,  “Before the Mayflower, before Columbus, even before the Vikings!  Yes!  The story goes that they came with the help of--,” Ms. Breccia again smirked at the class, “--magic.”

Laughter was heard around the room.  

Lance called out,  “On broomsticks maybe!”  More laughter erupted.

“The old legends aren’t---err---specific about their mode of travel,” chortled Ms. Breccia.  “The four families themselves are supposed to have come from different magical groups.” Ms. Breccia raised her hand to Tiana.  “For instance, as I have mentioned, the Tylwith family was supposedly comprised of fairies.”  She pointed briefly at Ambril.  “The Derwyn’s were human magic users.”  The class turned around and stared at her.  

Lance guffawed, “Can you work a little magic now and make yourself disappear?  Some of us would really like that.”

More laughter rang out. “Abraca-dabra,” chanted one boy with a unibrow,  as he waved his hands right in her face. 

“The illustrious family of Animalfia supposedly was composed of shape changers.”  Chortled Ms. Breccia.  “Beings who can change into an animals on a whim!  Though the stories tell of those who had little control and would---poof!  Transform into animals right on the street.  One minute your neighbor is discussing the price of cheese with you and the next he’s running around underfoot as a mouse!”

Many in the class laughed at this though not everyone, some looked downight uncomfortable Ambril thought a little about Ms. Breccia and how she’d make a nice grizzly bear---well maybe not so nice.

Ms. Breccia stretched her arms wide.  “I’ve saved the best for last! “ She cried.  “The Great name of Silva is supposed to have its roots in the Earth-kind,” Ms. Breccia again giggled as she enumerated on her fingers,  “Namely Trolls, Gnomes and Dwarfs!”  Ms. Breccia’s laughed hard then. “My what a family tree you have, Ambril!  You’re young yet, I’m sure it won’t be long before you develop some of the more obvious Silva traits---hunched back, projecting jaw, perhaps their tendency to grunt.”

Lance started stomping on the floor and making guttural noises.  “This is how Silva’s order lunch!” he sneered.  Some of his pals began to do the same, the classroom rattled with grunts, stomps and jeers.
Ambril kept her eyes on Ms. Breccia but it was hard.  She could feel her face flush hot with embarrassment.  She hated having her Dad’s family belittled like this.  She had to shove her feet under her seat when her left foot began to quiver.  After a few minutes,  the class slowly got itself together but there were occasional grunts and stomping throughout the period.

“Now, now, class, Let’s have your essays,  ‘My family and Trelawnyd’,  I’m on pins and needles to read them,” she said sarcastically.

Sully looked stricken and raised her hand. “My essay burned in the fire we had at our farm.  I didn’t get a chance to redo it, may I have an extension?” 
Ms. Breccia frowned then rolled her eyes disgustedly.  “But the fire occurred Saturday!   You had all of yesterday to redo it.  You mean to say that you have nothing, nothing at all?”   Ms. Breccia’s hard stare burrowed down the rows of desks.  “That’s too flimsy an excuse.  You simply must learn to be more responsible.”  She drew herself up to her true Amazonian proportions.  “Zero on your essay and,” she raised her index finger like a spike.  “Detention.” She swept her arm in a grand gesture and pointed to the door.  “Are there any other slackers here today?”  She began to prowl between the desks her small eyes flicked from face to face eagerly.  “Any one else’s dog eat their essay or had it burn up in a silly little house fire?”  She said dangerously smooth.

Ygg raised his hand, his head down.  With a jerk of her head Ms. Breccia made it clear that Ygg was to leave as well then her eyes narrowed to slits when she saw Ambril’s hand in the air. “Naturally you can’t be expected to produce an essay today, being new.”  She said with a disappointed grimace, “though a detention may be in order considering your rudeness earlier.”  She paused to consider, “yes, why not?  A detention for you as well.”  

Ambril couldn’t believe her good luck, she managed to get out of listening to Ms. Breccia and she got to hang with her new friends.  They scrambled to gather their stuff.  Just as they headed out the door Ms. Breccia turned slowly as a small, evil smile formed on her face.
“I shall also expect a three page essay from all of you on the founding of Trelawnyd, due Friday.”  As the door closed Ambril heard her say.  “Lance, wherever has your brother gotten to?”

“Whew!  I’m glad we’re out of there,”  said Sully.  “She is such a toad.  I have learned more history reading out here in the hallway than sitting in her class.”

“Is she always that bad?” asked Ambril struggling to zip up her backpack as they walked up the corridor.

“That was her good side today,” said Ygg.  “Riley wasn’t there.  He usually takes the brunt of  whatever she dishes up.”  He stopped midway down the hall. “Let’s set  down here, if’n we go any farther we’ll get a citation for bein’ out a class without a note.”  He threw his backpack down near a bank of lockers.  “In case you’re wondering, Ms. Breccia never gives out notes.” 

Ambril and Sully added their backpacks to his and sat down on the floor. 

 “So you’re a Silva an’ a Derwyn.”  Said Ygg looking sideways at her.

Ambril noticed his hands were big and square like Ms. Breccia’s hands though they looked like they belonged on him,  she nodded.

“I’m a Silva too, as well as a Drasil,” he put up his hand and stage whispered, “number five,” then smiled.

“You should have said something to her, you know.”  Said Sully playing with her shoelaces.  “It might make things easier on you, she thinks you’re just a New Family like me.”

“Well my connections aren’t doing me any good!”  Said Ambril.

Ygg smiled smaller.  “Ms. Breccia isna’ ever going to warm to me.” He said softly. “There’s a part of me that’s too close to her and will always be an embarrassment to her.”  He shook his head slowly, “Nay, best to just stay quiet and stick it out.”

Ambril watched his shoulders tighten.  It seemed to be his ‘go to’ solution and she wondered about what his life was like; having Mrs. Twid as a relative was pretty harsh.   There was suddenly a curious thud then a muffled groan from nearby.  The three looked around but saw nothing unusual.  The thuds came again and then another louder groan.

“It sounds like that monster from the black lagoon.” Said Sully as she scrambled to her feet. “It’s coming from one of the lockers, I think.”  She knocked on lockers until there came an answering thud from one.

Sully tried to open it.  “I think it’s jammed,” she said struggling.

There was an unearthly groan.  

“More like a Zombie to me,” mused Ygg.  But there was no doubt it came from the locker, which wasn’t budging.

“Here, let me give it a gander.”  Said Ygg.  He looked at it carefully.  “Yer right, it’s jammed.” He raised his fist and hit it with surgical precision.  The door flew open.  Wedged inside, bound and partially gagged was Riley.  The entire contents of a trash bin were also jammed in with him.  He tumbled out slowly, a mountain of paper, gum wrappers, an old sneaker and a half eaten banana followed.

Ambril reached down and took the duct tape off his mouth.

Riley took a huge breath. “Thanks guys, it was getting hard to breathe in there.”  He took another deep breath as Sully tore off the duct tape from his wrists.

“Lemme guess, your brother did this?” asked Ygg.

Riley nodded, “still angry about last night.”
“But he started the food fight!”  Sully exclaimed.
“And why would that matter?  We are talking about my brother right?”  Riley got shakily to his feet. “It was lucky you came along, really.  Sometimes I’m in there for hours.” He half smiled as he walked gingerly up and down the corridor.  “That’s much better.” 

Ambril was so angry she thought she could feel her hair spark. “You can’t let him do this to you, Riley.” 
Riley looked at her in surprise.  “What am I supposed to do?  He has everyone behind him.”  He bent down and fished out his backpack from under a crumpled science test. “The golden boy---good at sports, good with his hands---and he has a half the school following him around like dogs. My Dad won’t hear a word against him.”  He sighed as he brushed off his pack and let his hair fall down over his face.  Suddenly his voice sounded more determined.  “But it won’t be forever,  I have plans.”  Now Ambril could hear the anger in his voice.  “I’ll get him back so good---and then he’ll have to stop picking on me.” 

As he raised his head Ambril caught the anger searing his face before it cleared to bland.  She wondered how long he’d been keeping all that anger inside.

Ygg grimaced at the trash.  “We had better get this stuff picked up before we be getting another detention.”  

Riley began to scoop up the trash and load it into a nearby trash bin, the one it probably came from in the first place.  They all followed suit until the hallway was clean.  

 Riley started backing down the hall.  “I guess I’ll get out of here, while I can.” He turned and quickly walked out the front door.  They watched him limp off down the street.
“Okay, so life could be much, much worse,” mused Sully.  “We could be living Riley’s life.”

“If’n he would just stand up to the great lump once in a while, it wouldna’ be so bad,” said Ygg shaking his head.

The jangling of the bell made them jump.  

“Tomorrow then,” Ygg waved and was swallowed by the sea of kids invading the hallway.

Ambril looked down and found a wadded paper near her foot.  She was about to toss it in the trash when something made her stop.  She uncrumpled the paper and gasped.  She hadn’t been imagining anything.  Feldez must have tossed it in the trash on his way down the hallway for she held in her hand a drawing of a Dullaith.  Ambril smoothed it out.  It appeared to be on ordinary ruled school paper.  The top had been torn as if it had been ripped off something.

“You know we’re about to be either smashed like pancakes or carried against our will through the doors.”  Said Sully as she fought off a stream of desperate students.

Ambril showed her the drawing. “This was what I saw tacked on the door of the janitor’s closet.”

“So? Someone likes cow skulls. No wait, it’s more human---no--- where’d you find this?”

Ambril pointed to the trashcan.  “Feldez pulled it off after he left the janitor’s closet, then he dropped it in the trash.”

“Which was then shoved in the locker with Riley.”  Sully followed the thought through, but then shrugged.  “Look, your future stepfather is a big wig in town.  Feldez does all kinds of volunteer work, he’s on all the committees that promote peace and harmony yada-yada.”  Sully cocked her head at Ambril.  “Are you sure you want to make trouble for him?  Because most of the town thinks he’s a God.” 
“Well if you don’t believe me, I’m sure no one else will.” Said Ambril subdued.  She shoved the drawing into her backpack.

“No, I didn’t mean that I didn’t believe you,” said Sully anxiously.  “I do for some reason, I really do,” she screwed her face up for a minute.  “But it’s true that no one else will, I’m not gonna lie.”

Ambril had to smile at that.  Somehow it make it O.K. that Sully believed her, maybe she could get this figured out…eventually.  She looked at her friend appraisingly.  But would she believe her when she heard the whole story?  Even she had to admit it sounded pretty strange.

The hallway was beginning to clear out.  Sully still stood there watching her.   

“So what do you want to do?” 

Ambril thought for just a second.  “I want to know is what’s in there, don’t you?”  She pointed to the janitor’s closet.

Sully snorted.  “Have you looked at that lock?  It looks like an expert would have trouble with it,” she shook her head emphatically.  “Besides, we’d get picked up by the principal or a passing teacher before we got started.”

Ambril settled the contents of her backpack before saying defiantly.  “Maybe not right this minute, but it sure would be nice to know.”

Sully stood watching her closely her arms folded. “You know this isn’t fair really, you’re holding out on me. I can’t help unless you tell me what’s going on.”

Ambril swallowed hard.  Yep, she would have to explain it all even if it meant watching her friend walk away, laughing. How else could she get to the bottom of this?  Besides, Sully would soon tire of being friends if she kept secrets from her.  But she wasn’t ready yet.  “It’s just---family stuff .”  
 “I guess that means No.” Sully sighed then shook her head. “Hey, everyone has family problems---forget it for now,  let’s ride over and explore that place I told you about.  I can’t do it alone, it’s too scary.”

Ambril smiled back. “Monster in the Black Lagoon scary?”

“Even worse.”

“Come on I’ll race you to the bikes!”
Chapter 21  The Gazebo

Half an hour later found Ambril shooting along a shade-dappled street, her backpack stuffed into her bike basket.  She had taken only a few minutes to dump her schoolbooks, grab her Ashera, some snacks, and at the last minute her robot, fLit before flying out the door.  The afternoon was at it’s warmest. The flowers stretched themselves toward the sun as she breezed by. Flit disentangled himself from the backpack and stuck his head out of the basket, his head slowly revolving.  Up ahead, Ambril could see a boy on a bike talking to an elderly woman.  Ambril recognized Ygg by his too small shirt and his too baggy pants in all the wrong places. 
Ygg looked up and smiled just as she was about to pedal past them. “Hey Ambril!”

Ambril skidded to a stop.   “What’s up?”

“Miss Fern, this is Ambril.” 

A flash of recognition lit up the older woman’s face.  “Ah,” she said examining Ambril’s face carefully.  “You’re Tylia and Bren’s then!” Your parents used to bring you by when you were very, very small.”

“Really? Um that’s, n---nice,” she stuttered, embarrassed and then looked around to see if she remembered anything.  

It was a garden like no other.  Every bush and tree was radiant with life.   Flowers bloomed everywhere, even those not in season.  This was a gardener’s garden with not a weed in sight.  The lawn looked soft and inviting.  There was one odd thing Ambril noticed right away.  There was an army of garden gnomes half hidden among the green.  They all had red hats, long white beards, green tunics and green boots with toes that turned up slightly.  They were so unnervingly life-like that Ambril jumped when she found one peering up at her through the picket fence. There was one gnome, which looked different.  He was taking a snooze under a bench. He had a ratty, dirty beard, a green cap and shiny black boots.  The stump of a corncob pipe stuck from his mouth.  The other gnomes were in all different positions.  Many of whom looked as if they’d simply been frozen mid-conversation.  

Ambril smiled.

“They remember you.”  Miss Fern and nodded vaguely at the nearest ceramic man as she struggled to lift a large watering can.  Ambril decided Miss Fern must be like a neighbor they once had who would discuss politics with dust bunnies under the sofa when she visited. 

“You know my neighbor, Daisy Flood swears by Crystal Twid’s Sunset Tea, I can’t think why.”  Miss Fern tipped the watering can forward.  “But I’ll make sure she gets your delivery, Ygg.”  A foul smelling green slush came out of the end of the can.  

Ambril wrinkled her nose and leaned away.

“Gardener’s Tea, the plants can’t get enough!”  Miss Fern warbled as she doused a perfectly good pot of petunias.  “Better than chicken manure!”

Ygg said in a strangled voice.  “Well I best be off.” Ambril noticed he was holding his breath and followed suit.  They waved as they hastily pedaled off.
Ambril made sure they were well away before taking her first breath.  “You’re making deliveries I see, So where are you off to now?”  

“I don’t rightly know.  The package just says, ‘Koda’s house’, Do you know where that might be?” Asked Ygg.  

Ambril nodded proudly.  “I do!  It’s about the only place I know how to get to---and I’m going that way,” said Ambril.  “So follow me.”

Ambril stood up on her pedals and off they went.  They found the main road and turned toward the forest.  The houses immediately thinned as the farms thickened.  The farms were slowly giving way to forest when Koda suddenly glided up alongside them riding Rosebud still looking like he’d like to murder somebody. 

“Hi, we wer just on our way to your house.”  Ambril thought the bike still looked a bit miffed so she kept her distance. “To deliver this.”  They all three slowed to a stop.  Ygg groped around in his messenger bag and pulled out a small package.
Koda grunted when he saw the label. “So this is the Sunset Tea everyone’s talking about.”  He tossed it into Rosebud’s basket who sneezed and looked disgusted.  They all stood there awkwardly until Koda nodded to them and without a word rode off the gravel crackling under Rosebud’s tires. 

“He be an angry one.  And what’s with the flowers?”   Ygg squinted as he watched Koda pick up speed.

“It’s a long story,” said Ambril.  “Hey, um, why don’t you come and explore this old house next door to Sully’s house?  It’s supposed to be really spooky.”

Ygg looked undecided. “Well, I be having homework and chores—“

“I have cookies!” said Ambril and jiggled her back pack, ”and sandwiches.”

Ygg’s eyebrows shot up eagerly.  “Maybe for a wee bit.” 

“Good, now you can help me, where’s Sully’s house?” asked Ambril.
Ygg gave her a demonic grin as he pushed down hard on his pedal and whizzed past her.  “Now you can follow me!”

Ambril had to work hard to keep up with him, but not that hard. In no time they skidded to a stop in front of the burned out roadside stand.  Ambril could see they had removed the burned parts already.  New wood lay neatly stacked nearby.   No signs of the shadow circle remained.
Such a waste that was,” muttered Ygg.  
An image flashed in Ambril’s mind.  A boy giving a tear-stained girl her cat.

“I remember seeing you there!  You were the one who saved Sully’s cat!”  Ambril exclaimed.  “It was really awful for Sully…Did you see anything---weird that night?” She asked as they started off down a gravel road.

“Weird?  The whole thing was weird.”   Snorted Ygg as they veered around a couple of trees.  “I be on me way home from me last delivery and I smacked into a firefighter and his hose.”  Continued Ygg as he swatted a branch out of the way.  “Riley helped me up…Funny smell all around there.  I found Sully’s cat under a bush.  Poor thing was a fair bit scared so I coaxed him out and handed him over.”  

“So you got there after the fire had started.”  Said Ambril just barely avoiding a big pothole.
“Yep, but Riley might a seen something.  He be the one who called 911.”

Ambril wondered about what Riley knew as they rounded a red barn and pulled up in front of a ranch house.  There were even wagon wheels decorating the front porch.  The barn was freshly painted and its doors opened onto a tidy arrangement of equipment. A wiry man in a floppy old fedora was working on a tractor inside.

“Hey!” called Sully, “over here!”  She was getting on her bike to one side of the house.  

“Now Sully don’t forget your jacket, just in case it rains!”  An Asian woman with an apron and garden shears unbent herself from over an artichoke bush.

“Got it Mom!  Ah, this is Ambril and Ygg.”  Sully yelled to her.

Sully’s Mom waved before she went back to work.  “Have fun you three!”

Ygg and Ambril followed Sully around and through a large hedge and into an overgrown maze of a garden---a secret garden---that belonged to aliens because there were all sorts of odd-looking plants Ambril had never seen before…a secret garden for---lazy aliens.  The plants had gone wild, growing helter-skelter, rumbly poly.  They eagerly clampered over each other and onto the path.  They soon had to duck to avoid the trailing and sometimes ferocious looking plants.  Ambril could have sworn one of them snapped at her as she rode by.  They soon broke out into a clearing making its last stand around a couple of abandoned buildings.  A large stone mansion stood sadly between a dilapidated old garage and a gazebo nearly consumed by vines.  Ambril was enchanted---but there was something else about it that she couldn’t quite put her finger on.   The mansion had three stories with a series of chimney pots lined up on both its ends and many boarded up windows.   A wide, inviting porch ran circles around it.  It looked like it hadn’t been lived in for a very long time but had weathered the lonely years well. The garage was really more of an old-fashioned carriage house, which leaned companionably off to one side, the doors yawned open.  

“This way,” Sully said.  And led them in a businesslike way to where a board had been pulled off a window.  It was dark and smelled like musty old socks and moldy potatoes but the three of them wiggled inside anyway.  In the light coming through the cracks between the boards Ambril could see it had once been a great house.  “Someone musta camped out here.”  Mused Ygg.

Birds flew out of a large stone fireplace as they began to explore.   There was an old mattress and some broken down chairs pulled up around a burned spot in the center of the living room and trash piled in every corner.  

“Do you think they’re still here?” Sully whispered.  

They all held their breathe listening for any sign of life.  But the house was too still.  After a minute Ygg shrugged and let his breathe out in a rush.  

Ambril’s eyes were now accustomed to the half light and could make out a carved banister swirling around wide steps to the upper floors.  The ceiling was high with windows lining one wall.   Around the corner they found a kitchen colonized by rabbits who bolted through Ambril’s legs when she opened a cabinet.  It startled her and she fell back hitting something hard as she landed in  a pile of trash.  “Oof!”  She groused as she pulled from under her an iron plaque.  
“It looks like a shield or something!” exclaimed Sully.

It was true.  Ambril rubbed it hard with her sleeve.  There was a large circle with a tree in the center of it. The top half was missing as a jagged rough edge cut through part of the circle.
“It’s not a shield, its made of iron---too heavy.”  Said Ygg coming up to examine it.
“Aren’t you the arms expert.”  Said Sully.

“Nought arms, I be---interested in metalwork.”  Ygg held it up to the light.  “That might be someone’s family crest.” 

“Let’s try upstairs!”  Said Sully.

Ambril and Sully raced up the stone steps.  But Ambril slowed near the top, feeling suddenly odd.   “I’m getting a weird feeling about this place.”

“What like something’s about to pop out of a closet or something?”   Sully slowed to match Ambril’s pace. “Isn’t it great?”

“No more like---I’ve---been here before.”  When they reached the second floor she pointed to a door on the left.  “Like I know this room had a white fluffy bed in it  and the bathroom here,”  she pointed to a door on the right.  “Has green tile.”  

She pointed to a door on the left.   “Like I know this room used to have a big white fluffy bed in it and the bathroom here,”  she pointed to a door on the right.  “Used to have green tile.”  

Sully peered in.  “Still does.”

Ambril hugged herself as she walked dazedly down the hall and pointed to another door on the right.  “This room was spooky because it had a creaky floor…And---“  Ambril stopped in front of a door at the end. In her mind she could see herself reaching up for the door handle and pushing the door open.  The room was vivid in her mind.  There were clouds painted on the wall, a pink dresser under the window---with pictures of a happy family on top. She suddenly knew why the house had felt so strange to her---so familiar.   But it didn’t make any sense…

“You’re as white as my Mom’s favorite onions!  Take a deep breathe, I bet the monsters only come out at night.”  Sully pushed the door open too hard as she entered the room, it hit the wall and bounced back.  As Sully swiveled she stopped and stared at something behind the door.  Her smile instantly left her face.

 “That’s weird.”  Sully hunched down behind the door. “You need to see this.”

Ambril hesitated, why hadn’t her Mom told her?  She took a deep breath and  walked into her old room, the room her Dad had painted for her…blue walls, clouds, a happy sun and a rainbow.  Sully motioned her over and pointed to a section of the wall where there were small lines with ages attached where a child’s growth had been measured.  “No wonder this place looks familiar to you.”  Sully pointed to the top.  There was a name scrawled in a child’s writing.  It said---

“Ambril, that’s me.”  Seeing her name on the wall made it impossible to ignore.  This had been her family’s home.  She stumbled but steadied herself by grabbing the door.  It seemed like  everywhere she turned in this town, pieces of her past kept coming at her.  She knelt down again for a closer look.  The ages went from 1 ended at 3 years.  
“I didn’t know your family was so rich.”  Sully carefully brushed away a cobweb hanging from the door.

“We’re not, at least we weren’t---some of the apartments we had in San Francisco would have made you cringe.”  Ambril sighed.  She hoped Sully wouldn’t ask anything more.  It would only add to the mountain of questions she had already.

 “There’s something more.”  Ygg came in carrying the old piece of metal Ambril had fallen on.  “I found the broken piece in the fireplace. “I’m thinking it belongs ---here.”  He inserted another piece of metal near the top.  It completed the circle perfectly.  There was a name on top, the name of Derwyn.

“That clinches it.  This place belonged to your family. “

Ambril swayed a little, overwhelmed.  There were so many secrets…why?
“Let’s get out of here.  We still have the garden to explore.”  Said Sully watching her closely.

“Yeah, and I’m starving.”  Ygg said.
Sully rolled her eyes at him.  “Ambril finds out she was raised in a haunted, rabbit infested house and you’re thinking of sandwiches and cookies.”

“They be the very best cookies.”   Ygg said defensively as he followed them out the door.
They went down the stairs and wriggled back through the window.  Being out in the sunshine again made Ambril feel much better.  The gazebo crowned a hill with a stone path leading right up to it.  It was almost seaworthy, though it wobbled to one side before straightening out toward the top.   Its curly spire streaked up into the sky.  Vines curled around the stone pillars and blanketed the top.  To one side of the gazebo, a huge stone wall slid easily around the garden before lunging back into the forest.

“I brought lemonade,” said Sully as they headed toward it.  The air hummed with insects and new growth as they lay down on the curved stone benches ringing the gazebo’s edge and looked up through the vines.  Sully handed around lemonade and Ambril spread out sandwiches, cookies and mammoth red grapes on red checked napkins.  

“So, this be your family’s place then?”  Ygg was munching on his second sandwich.
“I guess so,” said Ambril softly.  “My Mom never told me about it.  I probably would never had known if we hadn’t walked around in there.”  Ambril’s eyes began to well up with tears so she busied herself with restacking the cookies.  Ygg had already made quite a dent in them.  “It’s kind of hard to get my mind around it.   Here I thought our family had nothing… It was---really hard sometimes in San Francisco… and here we had this huge house---waiting for us all that time.”  

“It’s a right nice old place, but it needs a bit of work.   Maybe your Mam couldna afford to keep it up.”  Ygg suggested.

Ambril nodded slowly as she munched on a cookie and shrugged.  They ate in silence for a while.

Sully sat staring out at the overgrown foliage “This is one wacked-out garden.  I  thought I knew all the plants that grow around here, but none of these plants look familiar.”  She pointed with her carrot stick to a plant which seemed to have feathers instead of leaves.
They were quiet a bit longer until the robot emerged from Ambril’s backpack dragging her Ashera behind him.  Ambril lunged at him and grabbed the Ashera back. “This is my AI robot, I call him fLit.  He’s supposed to be getting smarter.   And THIS,” she hastily stashed the wooden cylinder back in her pack.  “Is just an old puzzle box that belonged to my Great Grandmother.”   The robot gave Ambril an injured look.
“That’s some robot,” commented Sully.

“And that be nought some old thing of your Great Gran’s, but a real spanking Ashera!”  Ygg nodding emphatically at Ambril’s pack.  

Ambril stared at him… Ygg stared back.

“How did you know it was an Ashera?” She asked him.

“What’s an Ashera?” asked Sully.

“How did you be gettin’ your hands on that one?” asked Ygg. 

Ambril just stared mulishly at him.  

Ygg chewed thoughtfully.  “Where I come from those be special things,” he said nodding to her pack again.  “They mark you, maybe mold you.” And then he added scornfully.  “They aren’t something to show off or let your robot play with.”

“O.K. so WHAT’S AN ASHERA?”  asked Sully again impatiently.

“I wasn’t showing off!”  Sputtered Ambril,   “The stupid robot dragged it out, not me!”  What’s to show off?  I don’t know how to use it anyway…Look, if you don’t mind, I’d rather not talk about it.” Ambril pulled her backpack to her protectively.  Then she lay down on her bench and stared straight up through the vines wracking her brains for some way to change the subject. 
After a long pause Ygg said “So, you don’t want to trust us then?  It be true you just met us---but…I dunno…from the first moment I met you I thought that---maybe we might could be friends.”  

Ambril glared through the vines.
“Maybe you be thinking we might run away scared or laugh at you?”  Ygg snorted  “You be kidding! Right?  I’m an outsider with no family here…I’m not one to judge you.”
Silence hung between them like today’s wash left out in the rain.

Ambril stole a glance at first Ygg then Sully.
   “And I’m a member of the New Family class?  You know, the one just above dung beetles and river rats on the social ladder?  Even if I did tell someone your secret, who’s gonna listen to me?”  Sully grinned.  “Come on!  Tell us!  What the heck IS this Ashera thing?”

“O.K. I’ll tell you,” said Ambril rolling onto her side then sitting up.  “But you have to swear not to tell anyone else.”   She added hesitantly, “And you can’t laugh no matter how unbelievable it is.” Ambril sighed as she wondered at what point they were going to run away screaming.
Sully and Ygg both nodded solemnly, but then Ygg smirked.  “I canna promise not to laugh at the funny parts,” but he added more seriously.  “I will nought laugh  AT  you, that I promise.”

At that Ambril took a deep breath and told them what she knew.  She started with getting hit on the head with the Ashera.  Ygg did chuckle a bit at that.  Then she moved on to finding the medallion and pulled it out for them to see.  Sully seemed mesmerized by the intricate details of the Ashera and the sparkling  stone on her medallion.  Then she told them about the explosion in the forest and the  Dullaith.  Both Sully and Ygg were on the edge of their seats during that part.  

Sully was outraged they had chosen to bring the monster to life behind her family’s stand.  “Couldn’t they have found a nice dung heap to blow up or something---why there?”

 Ambril tried to describe Hendoeth and Fowlclun and the talking household items  with a serious face but she just couldn’t and they all ended up laughing through that part.  Then she wrapped it up with seeing the Dullaith symbol on Feldez’s computer and finally she pulled out the Dullaith drawing.

“Now you see why I’d like to get into that janitor’s closet.” She said as she smoothed out the drawing and handed it to Sully.

“Maybe it was just a coincidence,” volunteered Sully.  “That room has more stories built around it than downtown Manhattan.   It can’t possibly live up to its hype. It’s probably just a janitor’s closet filled with the mops, brushes, and loads of cancer causing cleaning solutions.”  

Ygg nodded sagely at Ambril’s medallion.  “That be the Ledrith Glain?  A fairy gem of great power; it’s famous in Chert, where I come from.  I dunna understand why magic use be wrong here in Trelawnyd.  Why they throw magic users in jail or hustle them out of town.  My home town, Chert is but a mining village but we be using magic every day---it makes life easier.”    Trelawnyd be where magic all began---“

“What, magic began here in California?” Ambril was incredulous.

“Magic didn’t begin here, magic has always been.  But the four ancient families settled this valley first.  It wasna California then, it be just forest…ancient forest.  Chert was settled much later.”   

He stared at the Ashera in Ambril’s hands.  “We be mostly Earth-kind in Chert but I was told that the magics run parallel, they nought mix.”  He mused more to himself than anyone.  “So why be you, a clear magic wielder and no fairy, why be you the one to carry the Ledrith Glain?”  He peered at the medallion.  “That holds fairy power. It’s sacred to the Tilwith Teg, the fairy kin.  And it’s a right beauty, the carvings are done in the ancient way with even a bit of old Ogam.” 

Ambril and Sully just stared at him.  

“O.K. now it’s your turn Ygg. What’s your story?” Said Sully.
Ygg put his head down and muttered something.

“Come on, cough up the goods, Ambril did it, so can you.”  Sully cocked her head at him.
Ambril thought it might be easier for him if they just asked questions. “Where’s Chert?”
“Far up in the mountains,” he said as he took another swig of lemonade, “much too far, nought many from me village ever make it out.”

“So why’d you make it out?” asked Sully as she lazily played with a leafy vine.

“I wanted to finish school.”

“What do you mean finish school?  They must have schools in your town?” asked Ambril

“Well, yes and no, the schools there are nought like yourn here.”  Ygg mumbled.  “Ya see in my village there are but two choices.  Either you work magic or ya go down the mines.”  He played with his shoelaces. “When a body turns 14, you be tested for magic.”  “They tested me and I---”   He hesitated for a moment, ---I failed.” He bent his head, so that Ambril could not see his face.  “Me Da and brothers all went down the mines and became old men over night.”  He carefully brushed a purple striped bug from his sleeve.  “Now the mines, them are not nice places.”  He shook his head. “Though there warn’t any smoke nor fire down there it be mighty hot and hard to breathe.  Miners stay down for hours and hours.”  His head snapped up.  “I decided that there must be a better way to live, somewhere, some-how.  I wouldna go down,” he shrugged but looked resolute and made a fist.  “I didna believe that that was all I was good for.  Me Mam agreed with me.  So,” he paused here and looked directly at Ambril.  “I took me pack and a letter to Mrs. Twid and I left.”

Ambril was impressed. To leave his home and go out into the forest all alone without knowing what was in store for him took a lot of  strength and courage.

“Mrs. Twid, she be doin this as a favor for me Mam.  They are kin. I stay in her extra room and work for her.”  Ygg fiddled with his collar.  
Ambril thought that living with Mrs. Twid took even more strength and courage.

“So tell us more about the magic stuff you do in your town.” Sully asked eagerly.  “Did you do your chores with it or make chocolate ice cream appear?”

“We practice Earth-kind magic mostly,  like floating or casting for the Glain.”  He nodded toward Ambril’s medallion.  “Glain’s what that be made of.”

“Why are there miners when you can get the Glain by magic?”  Sully quizzed relentlessly. 

“Floating and casting magics can find the Glain but not bring it up.  Miners have to do that.”

 “What happens when something goes wrong?  Say there’s an accident or something?”  Ambril put in. “Can magic rescue anyone?”
Ygg’s face went hard and cold. “Nothing happens…earth-kind magic doesn’t work that way either.  They just start diggin another way.” Ygg had a far away look in his eyes, remembering something painful.   “They don’t care… they focus everything on getting the Glain, as much as they can, as quick as they can.”  Ygg shifted uncomfortably. 

There was a stunned silence.  
“I can see why you left,” said Sully nodding her head. 

Ygg screwed up his face and scratched his head.  “Still it is me home, I do miss it terrible, ‘specially me Mam… we didna have much money so I had to come on my own.”  He looked at Ambril’s Ashera and medallion almost hungrily.  “That be worth a pretty penny in my neck of the woods.  There be no more Glain of that heft to be found, mainly just grains of it buried deep.”
 “So---you said you know some magic---can you teach us?”  Beamed Sully excitedly.  
Ygg looked startled and then laughed nervously.  “Me?  What makes you think I know anythin’ about magic?”

“Well…the way you were talking, I thought---“

“I failed the magic tests remember?” Said Ygg harshly.

“Oh yeah, right,” Sully looked thoughtful. “There has to be some way of learning…I know!  We’ll go to the library and see if there’s anything there that can help us…with your experience and Ambril’s Ashera thingy---”

“We could get ourselves in a lot of trouble!  Magic be powerful stuff.”  Ygg exclaimed.

Sully shrugged.  “We’ll start small---and then work our way into trouble.” 

Ambril stole looks at her new friends.   She was thunderstruck that despite telling them about weird monsters that almost ate her and all the stuff about her Dad neither of them showed any sign of high tailing it out of there.  She liked the idea of playing around with magic.  A little dangerous maybe, but it would be interesting.  

Ygg caught her looking, “bet you’re thinking you’d like to move back to the big city for some peace and quiet,” he yawned and lay back on his bench.  

There was a lull in the conversation, the kind that happens between new friends.  Ambril looked at her shoes for a while and tried to think of something to say but nothing came to her. Then Sully began to snore.  
She looked over at Ygg and they grinned at each other.  
    Chapter  The Dogs of Hell come for Tea

The next few weeks went by quickly for Ambril as she settled in to a routine of school and hanging out with Sully.  Ygg joined them when he could and they’d talk about Magic and fiddle with the Ashera.  But either the Ashera didn’t seem to be interested in helping them or they were going about it wrong.  It remained unresponsive. 

Ambril’s robot, fLit though was…too responsive.  He was always getting in their way, falling into stuff and needing to be rescued.  He even refused to switch off when Ambril pressed the ‘Off’ button.  She had tried to leave him at home but each time he’d find his way into her backpack.  Ambril considered trading him in to the junk man but couldn’t.  It had been a gift from Chao Feng.  

“You’re coming with me to the Harvest Festival right?”  Ambril asked as they walked up the Gazebo steps after school. 

“Yeah---that is if you want.”  Sully sounded hesitant.  “My Mom insists on making my costume for me…last year---I was a tomato, the year before a bunch of celery.  You get the picture, right?”

Ambril grinned.  “My Mom’s been really busy helping Betula get her booth ready, she hasn’t even thought about my costume.  I may have to go as a lame ghost or something.  You know, an old tablecloth with cut outs for eyes.”

Sully’s face lit up.  “Can you bring two ghost costumes?  That way---if it’s really bad I can just throw a tablecloth over it!”

Ambril’s grin widened.  “Sure thing!”  

They spread out their snacks on a blanket in the sun to gain as much warmth from the October sun as they could.  Her medallion spilled out into the sunshine as she bent over and made sprinkled their feast with rainbows.

“Hey!  Any of Sweetgum’s sandwiches in there?  I’m starving.”  Ygg bounded up the steps two at a time his bike lay on its side the wheels still turning.”

“Yeah, she made four this time, she must have known you were coming.”

“Four huh?  That means three for you and Ambril and I’ll share one, huh?”

Ygg had his mouth full already so just gave her a dirty look.  They ate in silence for a while.  It had rained for the first time in several months and the grounds smelled fresh and clean.  There was a faint image of a full moon in the sky.  Ambril cocked her ear---there was a new sound coming from nearby.

“Do you hear that humming sound?”  

Ygg and Sully looked at her and shrugged.  “Nope.”

Suddenly her backpack unzipped and fLit emerged carrying her Ashera.  Before she could react he dropkicked it toward the lake.  Luckily it hit one of the vine wrapped columns and rolled back toward her.

“Knock it off!  That’s my Ashera not a football!”  Ambril yelled as she scooped it up and looked daggers at the shiny red metal man.  But then she stopped and looked at the wooden cylinder in her hand. It was humming.  She felt its energy run up her arm.

Sully and Ygg were beside her in a second.  

“What did you do?”  Ygg asked.

“Nothing. Not a thing I swear.”

“What are those?  Have they always been there?”  Sully pointed at the top of the cylinder.

For the first time Ambril noticed some images had begun to glow and rotate slowly around the rim.  There was an image of a gryphon, a hawk, a dragon, and a three-headed dog.

That’s the Cerberus, you know the Hounds of Hell?   “What are they doing on your Ashera?”  Sully scratched her head.

Ygg held his hand up to his eyes.  “Do you mind putting that sparkler away, it be a bit too dazzling.

Ambril looked down and found she’d forgotten to put her medallion away.  “Sorry.”  She scooped it up and dropped it under her shirt.  Instantly the Ashera stopped humming and the images went dark.

“Bring that out again.”  Sully said insistently.

The moment the Ledrith Glain came out in the light the Ashera began to glow and hum again.  Ambril tried putting it away and bringing it out again.  Every time the medallion came out into the light the Ashera started working.

“Hendoeth said there was a connection between them.  That the Ledrith Glain stored energy or something then transferred it to the Ashera somehow.”  Ambril said excitedly.  “This is the first time since the Dullaith attack  that either of them have done anything!”

“Just what they be doing?”  Ygg eyed the Ashera closely.  “It can’t be just for show.”

Sully was now squinting up at the sky.  “Maybe it has something to do with the moon?”  

They were getting nowhere. Ambril closed her eyes to concentrate better.  And just like that everything changed.    A curtain of gray fog rushed in and Time itself stopped as the world stood still and silent. Ygg and Sully froze like statues then slowly fading into the fog. She was soon alone…in the silence and the gray…slowly though she began to sense that there were others nearby, possibly human but maybe not; present with her in that place. 
“Hello!...Um---Excuse me but---where am I?  And what have you done with my friends?”  The swirling fog snatched her words away and became alive with whispers and shadowy forms.  A gryphon lunged from one side, making her sidestep.  A massive cat eye taller than herself opened suddenly as a jet of flames just missed her ear.   A giant gray hawk swooped over her forcing her to duck.   

Then…looming above her, as big as an elephant---the form of a massive three-headed dog came into view.  The heads stared at her, the red eyes glowed unblinkingly as one head tipped skyward and howled a terrible, raging sound, which brought Ambril shivering to her knees.   She was sure to be eaten this time.  After all they were the Guardians of the Underworld.  How could anyone escape their wrath?  

But after a few more minutes of quivering on her knees she started to get angry.  Exactly why was she going to get eaten?  They must have some sense of justice---there was that whole heaven and hell, good and bad thing---maybe she could reason with them.  She stood up slowly and squared her shoulders, at least she wouldn’t die on her knees.  

Facing the dogs she found them watching her silently---looking only slightly hungry.  What were they called?  “Cerberus.”  She hadn’t meant to say it out loud it had just come out on its own.  She immediately wished she could take it back for the word resonated and thrummed.  She could feel it running through the ground, in the air.  And then the Ashera flashed so violently it shocked her out of her trance.  She opened her eyes and the world of light and gardens and friends came flooding back.  
“Nought the moon, I think it’s the sun.”  Ygg said as if nothing had happened.
Far out in the forest came a distant baying of hounds.
“That was weird, I closed my eyes for a second and the Hounds of Hell were there.”
Sully stopped squinting at the moon and squinted at her instead, “You’re a weirdness magnet, you know that?”  They were louder now the hounds were closer.  Another chorus of yowls was heard.  

Ygg half turned toward the forest as if only a part of him heard them.  “Any more cookies?”  

Above the wall the mountains loomed.  Near the top Ambril could see the trees sway strangely as if in a high wind and then stop only to have other trees lower down sway in the same way.  It looked as if something large perhaps more than one something was barreling through the trees coming their way.  The enraged baying of hounds was much louder now.  There was the sharp, staccato sound of snapping trees and bushes.  
“What the—“ said Ygg as all three finally realized that something was plowing a path toward them down the mountain.  
Ambril suddenly felt herself grow cold.  It was one thing to see the Cerberus in your mind and much scarier in real life.   She quickly stuffed her Ashera in her pack and swept up fLit as she started backing away from the monsters literally beating a path toward them.  The stone wall looked like it could withstand anything, but was it enough for the Cerberus?
“Sully, what do you know about the Cerberus?”  Asked Ambril anxiously.

“Are you kidding?  You want to talk historic trivia?    Don’t you think we should start panicking now?  Screaming for help?  Running for our lives?”  Asked Sully incredulously.  
“I think I---I might have---accidentally---called them.”  Ambril said in a small voice.

Ygg snorted.  “Sully be right, you’re a weirdness magnet.  Is that what you be doing there when you went all transparent-like?”

The hounds bayed again, this time Ambril could make out several different snorts and growls as they came. They were huge beasts and they were near, very near.  

“So how do we call them off?”  Yelled Ambril over the din.

Sully, her eyes on the wall started reciting what she knew about the Cerberus.   “Let’s see…summoned by magic…independent minded…in other words doesn’t mind well…we had a dog like that once---“

“Sully!”  Ygg shouted.  “How do you call them off!”

 As they watched a large Bay tree suddenly toppled over and with a loud boom slammed against the wall, spraying dust and gravel for a hundred feet in all directions.  Ambril covered her head.  The beasts were there just on the other side, breathing heavily.  Ambril could sense their terrible strength and size. 

“Maybe we can distract them…so…we just need…a giant chew toy.”

There was a bone-jarring thump as something slammed into the wall.  Once, Twice, Three times, each time harder and louder than before.  Puffs of dirt and small rocks rained down on them  with every hit.  But the wall held.  
“But they’re the Guardians of the Underworld, why would they come for you?”  Hissed Ygg as he brushed some gravel out of his hair.  “Did you murder anyone lately?”

Ambril glared at him.
“Look we could be making too much of this.  Maybe they’re just elephants---or dinosaurs or something…” Sully whispered. 

Ygg just gave her a sarcastic look and waited until Sully it registered.
“I see your point.  Cerberus, dinosaurs and elephants running around in California---not possible---”  Sully muttered.
There was a scrambling grinding sound as a massive paw shoved a large boulder off the top of the wall.  And a giant head, the size of a Volkswagen bug reared up.  Its red eyes glowered at them as it bared its teeth and growled.

“Niiiccce doggie---Stay boy---good doggie!”  Sully cooed nervously.  

Ambril wanted to run but couldn’t seem to move her feet.  They seemed to be waiting for something.  Ambril had the strangest feeling they were listening…for her.  And then a dark, deep voice resonated through her. “Ashera”   She jumped a mile high.  
So did Ygg and Sully.

“Let’s get out of here!” Sully shrieked.  As if they had been sprung from a trap they all sprinted for their bikes in unison.

They picked up their bikes and shoved off, pedaling hard for the opening in the underbrush and took the path fast, not caring if the thorny branches scratched or tugged at their clothes.  A few minutes later they shot through the hedge and into the safety of Sully’s front yard.  

“Now that was scary!  Hollywood can throw anything at me now and I won’t bat an eye!”  Sully hooted as they coasted to a stop in front of her barn.

They all laughed though Ambril’s eye twitched.  She could still feel the Cerberus at the wall…they wanted something…something from her.  And they weren’t going away until they got it.

Chapter  Harvest Moon Festival---A Ghostly Rutabaga 

 But in half a second Ambril slowed and stopped.   Sully and Ygg jumped on their bikes and disappeared down the path. There seemed no point in running away.  It felt as if the beings were right there with her, waiting for her to answer them. But what do you say to a three-headed guardian of the underworld?  She knew they needed to finish their task and if their task was to come when she called…She took a deep breath and…closed her eyes.  

Again the fog swirled around her, the wall went transparent and she could see them.  The Hounds of Hell.  But were they?  There were just two dogs.  O.K. they were at least the size of elephants and yes their eyes glowed red but as  they jumped down from the wall and padded toward her they seemed more curious than anything though Ambril did get the impression that that could change any second.

“Ashera.” The word resonated again in her head.
Ambril stared up at them thinking she’d never been so scared before in her life…but then she thought about the Dullaith and it seemed different.  These creatures were supremely powerful but…not really interested in hurting her.  She shrugged at the thought but then turned her mind to how to communicate with them.  What do you say to two story sized legends?

“Ah, thanks for coming---I---Sorry---I didn’t mean to call you just then---thanks though…you can go on about your business now---really, um---bye now.” She thought at them as politely as she could.

The larger one snorted, flames flew out and started a small fire in her head.  Her eyes flew open as she batted at the flames.  The real world whooshed back to her.  She found she was alone.  “Sorry, really---“  she said to nothing and nobody.  “I’ll be more careful...next time.”   She continued sincerely hoping that there would never be a reason to call them again.
Ambril slowed her pace and smiled sheepishly to her friends.  “Sorry guys, I—I…” she stuttered and stopped. She didn’t know what to say. “I think it was them.  They called me Ashera.  I just sort of thought an apology at them and they went away.”  She scratched her head.  “But you’re right, there were two really big red eyed dogs, not a three headed one…that doesn’t make any sense does it?”
“So true, but what does, we just have no clue about what’s going on.  Sully  shifted the oversized Astarte to her other hip. “Too many close calls if you ask me.  I think we ought to start trying to work out what to do before Ambril here does her thing again and another monster pops up again.”  She patted the big book.  “I think this will really help us.”  

Ygg was listening to the forest.  “Everything’s gone quiet.”  Then he added,  “come on, let’s get on home, we can puzzle about this another time.” 

They all nodded.  Ambril felt relieved they didn’t need more of an explanation.  She really didn’t have any answers for them.  

Together they rode back through Sully’s yard.

Ygg pedaled off first.  “See you at school, Oh, hey you should have asked the Cerberus about Moroz!” he chuckled before he disappeared around the barn.

Sully nodded as she got off her bike she leaned it up against the barn.  “That’s right, they’re somehow connected. See you tomorrow.” She said and hugging the massive book to her, she walked toward her house.

Ambril shoved off and wearily pedaled through the lengthening shadows, homeward bound as she thought about the Dullaiths and Hounds of Hell all who seemed to be taking a very unhealthy interest in her.  Then she smiled as she realized she might just stand a better chance now that she had a couple of friends on her side.

Chapter 21 The Library

The week flew by for Ambril, the newness of everything made even school interesting. It was Thursday morning before she knew it.  Ambril coasted into the schoolyard and waved at Sully as she got off her bike.

Ygg joined them as they walked up the steps. “Hey, I got somut’ to tell—“ 

But Sully was too excited to listen, “the stuff in that book is amazing!”  

Ambril smiled.  “Let’s meet after school at the gazebo—“

“No, I can’t make it, there’s something goin’ on about the town that I’m—“

“None of us can go to the gazebo tonight, of course.”  Sully cut in again.  “We have to get those detention papers written for Ms. Breccia, remember?”

Ambril and Ygg groaned.

“Let’s go straight to the Library after school and knock them out.  Then, if we have time—“

“There’s somethin’ wrong with the old people here,” interrupted Ygg glaring at Sully.  “And if’n some of us would just listen for a sec, I’ll tell ya about it.”

Sully rolled her eyes.  

Ygg continued.  “The old people are---well older all of a sudden.”

“Yeah, well old people are like that.” Sully said smuggly.  “They’re old, and---guess what!  They get older every day.”  

“Nah, nah,” said Ygg drawing his eyebrows together.  “There’s somut really wrong, it’s new.”  Ygg shoved his hands in his pocket and continued. “The old people I’m visitin’, ya know, making deliveries, are actin’ different, like they’re all sickly from the same thing at the same time.  It’s like an epidemic.” His voice trailed off.  “The only one who’s just herself as always, is Miss Fern, but I dunno that was yesterday.”

There was a pause as the three friends considered this.

“So, it’s just the people you make deliveries too, right?” asked Ambril

“I dunno if’n there are others, but come to think of it, Miss Fern makes her own home remedies, I expect.” Said Ygg and shrugged his shoulders.  “I know for a fact that Mrs. Twid not much good with remedies.”  He grimaced.  “She’s what we call in our village a Quoocker.”

“We call them Quacks, here.”  Said Ambril just avoiding a smile.  

“So her stuff may not do any good but it doesn’t mean her stuff is bad.” Reasoned Sully.  “Do you have any deliveries today?”

Ygg shook his head.

“Well, why don’t we go straight to the Library after school, bang out these silly detention papers and then go see Miss Fern?”  Sully asked.

Ygg screwed up his face to consider this and then nodded.  “I reckon we can go by the Library first.” 

 Sully cocked her head.  “I’m sure she’s alright, I think she really knows her remedies and about---you know what.”

“You know what, what?” asked a loud obnoxious voice from behind them.

It was Lance and his buddies.  “What’s the big secret?  Are you talking in Secret Code?  You Nerds!”
His friends jeered loudly.  “Good one!” said one of the dumber looking guys.  Ambril could see Zane trailing the group looking bored.  They slowed to a stop in front of first period.  Tiana and her two friends, all dressed in pink, were there already, checking their makeup with their compact mirrors.

Tiana stopped pouting into her mirror the minute she caught sight of Ygg.  “Hi!  You were great yesterday in P.E.!” 

Ygg was suddenly shy.  “Oh um, thanks.”

She winked at him and snapped her gum.

Ygg blushed and shoved his hands in his pockets just as the bell rang and they all filed into class.  Ambril smirked as she slid into her seat.  Ygg was getting noticed.  She looked over at Lance who was looking angrily at Ygg and then at Tiana.  And maybe that wasn’t all good she thought.  The rest of the day passed uneventfully.  And before Ambril knew it they were getting their bikes out and setting off for the Library.  Ambril could see Lance and his buddies collecting unripe plums from a tree overhanging the playground and quickened her pace.  She didn’t want a repeat of the other day.  They pulled up to the Library moments later.  It had been too warm that day so the quiet, cool of the Library felt welcoming.    Ambril held the door for two elderly women.  One nodded as her white hair waved in the breeze.  Her friend strugged with her glasses.  

“I was so shocked, there was the sign as plain as day, For Sale!  Right in the front window!”  The one with the glasses raised a quivering hand dramatically.  “Flood’s Shoe shop has been there since my mother was a child!”  Whatever could be the reason?”

“Well, I think Daisy is feeling her age at long last.”  Said the white haired woman.   “I know I am today,” she sighed as she grabbed the handrail and began to ease her way down the stairs.  “I hope someone who understands us buys it.”  

“Well that’s just it, isn’t it!” said the first as she shifted her handbags and prepared to follow her friend down the stairs.  “I hear Crystal Twid wants it!”

The first had to adjust her glasses again as she turned around and peered up at her friend.  “Lord, save us!  We’ll have nothing but cheap, overpriced shoes in there then.”  She grumbled.  “We’ll have to go all the way to the mall!” 

The door swung shut.  So Twid was first in line for the Shoe Store, Ambril thought as she slowly turned around.  But Twid flew out of her thoughts as she inhaled the dusty smell of possibilities.  That odd smell library books have.  She loved Libraries. Ygg and Sully were already arguing over a map.  Ambril looked around.  There was a large display of town memorabilia and she ambled over for a look.  There were old trophies, some of them dinged here and there as if the sport had continued after the trophy had been handed out.  There were rocks which seemed to be samples from the Trelawnyd Mine together and lots of photos of smiling dignitaries accepting this award or that.  She was about to turn away when something caught her eye.  It was smaller than many of the other plaques.  There were just two men solemnly shaking hands.  One of the men Ambril had rarely seen smile, it was Feldez.  Underneath she read:  ‘Dr. Feldez Petri, in commemoration of a courageous deed, risking his life to save others.  Trelawnyd residents wish to express their gratitude to Dr. Petri for quelling the monstrous disturbance and fire at Old Council Hall during which a life was regrettably lost but the town was saved—“
“Step back please!”  A large squat woman with multi-layered jowls barreled toward Ambril. “You kids and your grimy fingerprints!  All over my nice clean glass!  I just cleaned that case!”  

Ambril immediately stepped sideways.  “Sorry, I---I didn’t realize,” she stuttered as she tried to wipe away the marks she had made with her sleeve.

The librarian glowered at her.  “You’re new family, aren’t you,”  she nodded knowingly as she briskly wiped down the glass.  “I should have known.”  

“I’m just here to return the book, NOT to pay the fine, you see it’s my broth---“ Ambril turned to see Riley and a librarian talking.  The librarian had a hand on a pile of books in Riley’s arms.  Riley appeared to have been trying to leave.

“Look, SOMEONE has to pay these fines! “  Said the Librarian angrily.  “I can’t let you take out another book until you do that!”

“But they’re my brother’s!”  Said Reilly tersely,  “Not mine!  He just used my card because he lost his!”  He tried to wrench his books away. 

The librarian pursed his lips but let the boy pull away.   “Well, I suppose we’ll let you go this time Riley since we see you here so often. But I will expect payment for ALL fines the next time.”  

Riley smiled, “next time, right,” he said straightening his jacket as he turned and raced down the steps.

Funny, thought Ambril, she hadn’t pegged Lance as a reading sort of guy.  

“Ygg thinks we need to go to the History section, I think we want the Archives.”  Sully tugged on Ambril’s sleeve and towed her over to the map of the Library. “Dr. Afallen.”  Sully read off the map, look he’s the town historian.”  She pointed to a small office near the Archives and looked significantly at Ygg.  “Maybe he could get us started.”

Ygg shrugged and nodded.

The large librarian with the jowls sniffed at them from behind her desk as she rearranged her nameplate it read, ‘Mrs. Tittle’. “Dr. Afallen isn’t here everyday due to all the budget cuts and all. But it’s Thursday? You’re in luck. ”She pointed a slightly crooked finger to the stairwell.  “Down the stairs and follow the signs to the Archives.”

Chapter 22  The Archives

It was down the stairs, past the well lighted nonfiction section, through the poorly lighted reference section, then past the maintenance area sporting naked bulbs on strings and finally down a dark and musty hallway with kerosene lanterns perched on books stacked on one side of the corridor.

“Boy they sure don’t want this place found,” said Sully ruefully as she stubbed her toe on an old filing cabinet.  They had to wedge themselves in between some boxes to make way for a tired looking man with a toolbox and a ‘Hi my name is Steve’ label on his shirt.

 At last they came to a nook where a very messy desk sat in front of a pair of double doors.  A buzzing fluorescent tube lit a sign taped to the desk:  ‘Trelawnyd Town History’. A teapot boiled briskly on a hotplate sitting crookely on a stack of books.  A glass case sat in the middle of the desk as if someone had been working on it.  It was filled with an odd assortment of things.  Ambril caught her breath when she a familiar black box, the same one that had broken their windshield. It was labeled, ‘the Morte Cell’.  Under the dull glare of the florescent light Ambril could see it was carved beautifully just like her Ashera but the stories told in images were much darker.  There was anguish and horror in everywhere and sometimes much worse.  Ambril shivered remembering the still figure inside and his expression of misery and pain.   Next to the Morte Cell was a beautifully ornamented dagger.  It had a  blade which snaked to a dangerous point and glowed a  blue-white.  It’s label read:  

The Dorcha Blade

A dark magic tool capable of rending magical beings in two.  It inflicts a killing curse with every incision.”

“Nasty stuff!”  Mused Ygg.  “That be the box you were tellin’ us about then?” He pointed to the Morte Cell.

Ambril nodded.

 “Seriously weird.”  Breathed Sully as she squinted into the case.  “There was a fairy being tortured in there?”

 “---So those are the latest codes.  The ones I just gave you.”  A voice came through the double doors. “ Yes, all the new security measures are in place now. The locksmith just left, we’re moving everything over tonight.”  There was a pause.  “Certainly, stop by anytime, I’ll be here until five or so.  Cheers.”  

Then there was off key humming. 

“Dr. Afallen?”

“Oof!” There was the sound of books falling as a tiny man with a long white beard peeked out from behind the double doors.  His surprise changed to delight immediately.  Ambril had recognized his voice as that of the man she had seen talking with Koda after the fire.  “How delightful!”  He started bustling around tidying his desk and shoving books off of chairs.  He smiled as he scurried around his desk. “Please have a seat,” he said as he hurriedly dusted off the seat of an old, sagging sofa with the sleeve of his jacket and beckoned to them.

The three sat down gingerly and slid together in a lump.  

“Would you like some tea?” he asked anxiously jiggling the pot.

“No thanks,” Ambril said trying to scramble up to the edge of the seat and failing.  “We just need some help.”

“What can I do for you?” Said the little man smoothing out his rumpled collar.

We have to--“ started Sully but then added hastily,  “Or rather we’re excited to do an essay about the founding of Trelawnyd.” She smiled hard at him.  “Do you have any---interesting---reference materials?”

“And maybe help us with the writing of it?” added Ygg hopefully. 

“Ah!”  Dr. Afallen’s eyebrows went up.  “I’m not allowed to discuss certain things, you know.”  He pointed to a bulletin board stuffed full of Town ordinances and decrees entitled ‘proper procedures for Librarians’, but I believe I can direct you to some materials that might be of use.”  He turned to a nearby stack, rummaged around and brought out three new books.  

“Here they are.” he said as he dumped them onto his desk and shoved them over to them. “It’s the approved history of Trelawnyd.” He said without enthusiasm.

Ambril read the cover, ‘Trelawnyd, Our Noble Heritage’.

“You can check these out if you agree to bring them back within two weeks.”  He opened the books, and wrote the date and his initials with great flourish on the old fashioned card inserted in the back.  

Ambril picked up her copy.  It did look like something Ms. Breccia would approve of, boring, boring and more boring.  “Thanks…but---do you have something---that might explain---” her eyes went to the glass case.

Dr. Afallen peered at her over his glasses for a time as a quick smile came and went.  He pointed to the bulletin board again and said ruefully.  “It really is all I’m allowed to show you.” He opened his hands palms up.  “My hands are well and truly tied.  I would at the very least lose my job and then what would happen to all this history?”  He cleared his throat and wriggled more firmly into his seat.  “The other librarians think that it’s all fairy tales.  I’ve no doubt that without proper---supervision---it would be disposed of in no time.”

“Well, what if you just gave us a bit of a tour?  Ya wouldna’ have to talk about anythin’ just show us things and tell us the bits ya can,” wheedled Ygg.  “We’ll do the learnin’ on our own.”

Dr. Afallen sat up a bit straighter. 

“So you really are interested, are you?” he asked hopefully.  “You’re not just here to make fun of the more…unusual items then?”  He leaned forward to the very edge of his seat.

“We’re very interested in learning whatever we can about our town’s---heritage.”
Dr Afallen nervously shuffled papers as he said almost to himself, “I have to be so careful, you see, especially now...”  He then stroked his beard.  “But on the flip side, in the right hands, this information might help.”   His eyes closed and he lost himself in thought for so long that Ambril was nearly convinced he had fallen asleep when he jerked his head up.  “I’m sorry children,” he said apologetically.  “I simply can’t risk it.” 

They were crestfallen.  Ambril especially.  Perhaps she could have found out something about her Dad.  And what about the Dullaith?  Would they come for her again?  And the Ashera…the Ashera!

On a hunch she unzipped her backpack and pulled out the wooden tube.  “Well maybe you can help us with this then.”  She said handing him the Ashera.  

Dr. Afallen twinkled as he took the Ashera reverently his mouth a big ‘O’ of delight.
 “We’re trying to find out what’s written around the edges.”  Ambril went on.

Dr. Afallen drew in his breath sharply and madly went through his desk drawers until he found a bent pair of wire-rimmed glasses.  “Let me see, what do we have---“ His face brightened as began to look closely at it. “Lovely, lovely, it’s done in the ancient way with strings of Ogam, interesting mixture, very interesting.”  He stared at some of the symbols for a long while, “How old? I wonder…” He muttered to himself.  “Let’s see,” he felt around along the back of the box and almost immediately found the secret drawer where the Ledrith Glain had been. “Ah! I see you’ve already found that one!  That one was too obvious!”  He said chuckling as he slid it back.  “There are others?  I’m sure there are, an Ashera of this age holds many secrets.”      

Ambril was on the tip of her seat.  “Age?  How old is it?”  She asked curiously.  
Dr. Afallen looked up so quickly she jumped.    “It is ancient, at least hundreds if not thousands of years old…probably closer to thousands.  These symbols tell its history.”  He said pointing at the decorative lines swirling around the cylinder.  He looked at Ambril appraisingly as he fingered the engravings lovingly.  “The old families, the original four of Trelawnyd had a--- knack---for certain things.”  His eyes jumped from the Ashera to the faces of the three kids in front of him and narrowed as he carefully observed their reactions.   “They also shared a common belief which was ultimately why they came here.”  He continued almost to himself.  “It’s a good thing they did, mind you.  For if they had stayed, they would have been persecuted to extinction just as most of the others were.  You see our four founding families believed their---knack---would be strengthened if they worked together, combining their energies.  This was in the age when the kinships or families believing that purity of lineage made them stronger.  Unfortunately for them, remaining apart and being forced tofight their enemies separately as well as fighting each other made it easier for them to be hunted down, captured, and nearly exterminated worldwide.”  

He turned the Ashera to better scrutinize the emblem on the top.  “This is the Derwyn family crest, the magic wielders. The Derwyn family fled from Wales though the other families hailed from all over the world, parts of Europe, Asia, Africa, etc.”  He cleared his throat and squinted at the writing.  “The writing, and its meaning, however, starts with an ancient Celtic saying.” “ut supremus sic subter supter,”  he mumbled softly and then with more confidence, “‘As Above, So Below’, it’s a reference to the tree of life.  There is more here in Ogam.  Unfortunately I can’t help you with that as our Ogam resources were---misplaced some time ago.”  He settled back in his chair with a satisfied smile.  “Yes, I think that’s a fairly sound translation.”  He said noncommittally.  “It might have a deeper meaning really than what I have told you, but to find that out would require really looking into your family’s history.”  His eyebrows rose slowly.  “I take it that’s why you’re here?”

“Well, yes---it is.”  Said Ambril.

Dr. Afallen seemed to remember his place suddenly and frowned his eyes reluctantly straying to the bulletin board.  “It’s not strictly within the rules…and I believe, yes I think I can trust you.”  Dr. Afallen looked at Ambril severely over his glasses.  “You certainly are a Derwyn, but there’s Silva in you as well, I can see it in your face.”  He leaned over his desk to get a closer look at her and nearly upset the teapot.  “Are you Bren and Tylia’s daughter?”

Ambril started, “Yea, um Yes, I am.” 

Dr. Afallen’s bright eyes crinkled as he handed back the carved tube.  Then he leaned even farther forward and lowered his voice. “You need to be very careful.  Don’t flash this around, it’s from an age people nowadays are frightened of.  Most of our history has been destroyed or ‘misplaced’ because of that fear.  We don’t want to give them any more reason to destroy what little we have left.”  He peered at Ambril over his spectacles, “to the average person in Trelawnyd, anyone associated with an object such as this is suspicious, even dangerous.”

He looked almost menacing, “It isn’t just you who would be at risk.” He stared hard at them one at a time over his glasses but then he smiled and said in a softer tone, “But I do have some things here that might be of service to you.”  
“I have to take these things down to the new vault anyway.  We’ll pick up some reading materials along the way.  He pulled a leather pouch from his desk drawer and opened the glass case they had been looking at before.  He carefully took out the Morte Cell and the wicked looking dagger and after carefully wrapping them in what looked like an old sweater stowed them in the pouch and strapped it on.  Then he grabbed a lantern  from the wall and scurried through the double doors.  “Follow me,” he shouted over his shoulder as he set off at brake-neck speed.  Ambril was the first to catch up to the little man and his bobbing lantern as he zoomed down one corridor and then up another muttering to himself and pausing to sift through the shelves here and there.  Once or twice he tucked a book under his arm.  They were squeezing past a stack of old manuscripts piled five feet high when he turned to Ambril and asked. “Rosa Derwyn was your great grandmother, of course?” 

“Yes!  How’d you know?” 

Dr. Afallen squinted down the corridor.  His glasses reflected the lantern light swinging drunkenly from his arm. “I’ve lived long enough to have known several members of your family.  Rosa’s mother, your great-great-grandmother, Maimee, made the best ginger cookies in town but my but she could scold!   Especially if you were caught sneaking peaches from her prize trees!”  He blinked owlishly at her,  “I was good friends with your grandmother,  “we snuck a lot of peaches together---and I taught both of your parents in school.”  He paused here to stare down a particularly gloomy hallway.  “Your father had such an inventive mind.”  He chuckled.  “Always joking!”  He smiled to himself remembering. 

Ambril felt a warmth rise up from her toes.  It was a wonderful feeling to feel so connected to her family, especially now that her brother was so distant and her mother, so involved with Feldez, rarely talked about her Dad.
“Wait up!” shouted Ygg.  Ygg and Sully caught up to them just as they walked into a pool of fluorescent light showcasing a shiny metal door.  Sully was wheezing slightly and holding her side.  It looked so out of place as everything else was decades old and seemed on the verge of collapse.  But this door was new and had several high-tech locks.

“Now this won’t take but a moment!” said Dr. Afallen.  He said as he busily spun one lock after another, stuck his finger in one until a green light shone and had his eye scanned---twice.  The first time he blinked at just the wrong moment.  Finallly, the heavy metal door slid open smoothly revealing an empty shelf.  Dr. Afalleln took off his pouch and laid it carefully on the shelf before heaving the heavy door closed.  The locks clicked and snapped and dinged for several seconds Dr. Afallen looked relieved when the green light blinked at them. ‘RESTRICTED ,  KEEP OUT,  ALARM WILL SOUND’.  “That should do it!”
 “It’s our new high security section.  Only the most sensitive and dangerous items will be placed in there,” he said.   “We plan to move the most dangerous items there later this afternoon”.  He turned to go.
“Is that where you’ll store stuff about Dullaiths?” Ambril asked innocently before crashing into the rigid form of Dr. Afallen. 
He turned to her dumfounded and raised his lantern to examine her face for a long moment before he continued. “I don’t know how you know that word, but I’d like to assume you know nothing more than that.” He sputtered and then squinted.  
Ambril was on the verge of telling him everything that had happened to her.  He might be the one who could help her figure out what to do. 

But she hesitated too long and the moment passed.  Dr. Afallen took a deep breath and collected himself. “But of course you would know, because of your father, of course.”  He patted her arm consolingly.  

“I’m sorry, I wish I could tell you more but times being what they are…” He shook his head in frustration.  “I can’t say much more than there are many here who do not believe the official story, he was a good man, your father.” 

Ambril felt wooden. “You know, I don’t really know how my father died.”
“Really?  I’m shocked that your family wouldn’t share that with you!  Well, I hesistate to go against your mother’s wishes…

“Please, I really would like to know.  I don’t remember much about it---and Zane won’t talk to me---my mother just tells me it’s better if I don’t know---which isn’t right!  I need to know!”  Ambril felt all the hurt and frustration starting to well up from deep inside her.

Dr. Afallen reached out and patted her arm.  “Well, I should talk with your mother about this first…but…I feel strongly that enlightenment, education rather,  might help you find your answers a lot quicker than keeping you in the dark---Perhaps I can  help you, in a small way mind you, just in a small wan. “ He slowly shook his head before starting off once more.  “For the big answers, you’ll have to find those on your own---Ah here we are!”  Exclaimed Dr. Afallen as they rounded a corner and raced down a narrow corridor littered with racks of wooden crates and dusty cardboard boxes.  “Please, would you mind?”  He handed Ambril the books he’d been collecting before he rolled up his sleeves and pitched head first into a huge crate and dragged out a very odd, intriguing book.   It had the spine of an alligator and seemed to be made out of rock.  He heaved it with difficulty onto a nearby shelf.  “My, I haven’t looked at this one in years!  Positively years!”  He exclaimed as he lovingly wiped away the dust from the top cover. Ambril peeked over his shoulder.

Ambril was only able to read the top book’s title, ‘The Troll Uprising’ before he  motioned to Ygg.  “Here, this might interest you, Mr. Drasil, is it?   It tells the story of  your ancestors and how your family came to live in Chert.”

Ygg stared at him his mouth open.  “How did you know I was from---?” 

“Simple, young man, your accent, your face!  Did you are the spitting image of your great-great-great grandfather, Chunnel the Gnasher?”  Chortled Dr. Afallen.  “Ah, family history, you can’t beat it!  It’s better than anything they dream up in Hollywood!”  He opened the book and pointed to a very ugly man with not enough teeth.

“Ah thanks, I think.”  Ygg said as he took the heavy book from him.

“Here my dear, this one is for you.  It lays bare the complex and not terribly nice traits of the Tilwith Teg…Fairies to the rest of us.”  Dr. Afallen handed Sully a book made entirely of leaves, titled:  ‘The Infamous Tilwith Teg Rebellion’.  “The illustrations are…illuminating to say the least.”  Dr. Afallen winked.

Sully cracked the book open and the room filled with multicolored disco light.  She was instantly entranced.
He turned to Ambril.  “And you my dear, this is for you.”  

He handed her an ordinary scrapbook. “It contains  information about your father.”  Dr. Afallen’s eyebrows drew together as he said this and then he nodded kindly.  “As I said before, not all of us believed what they wrote about him.  But you should be aware of what was said.  It will help you navigate the social structure here.”    

Ambril slid to the floor cross-legged as she opened it.

“Now, I can’t possibly let you take away these books as you’d be arrested for having them.”  He nodded fondly at the book in Sully’s lap. ”However, I will let you look at them for a few minutes—“

There was a jarring, buzzing sound overhead.

Dr. Afallen jumped.  “My goodness, another visitor?”  He wrung his hands happily.  “I had better go and see who that might be.”  He tripped lightly back down the corridor.  “I’ll be back to collect you in fifteen minutes or so.” 
“It’s a scary thing when old people can run faster ‘n you.”  Muttered Ygg as he hunkered down over his book.

“Mmmmm, uh huh,” mumbled Sully as she squinted at her book. It seemed to be pulsing red and blue lights.  “Any one got any sun glasses?”
The three friends read in silence, the only sound being the turning of pages.

The Scrapbook in Ambril’s lap was labeled ‘Natural Energy’.  She opened it to the first page. And there they were, Her mother and Dad smiling as they held hands with a little girl and boy in front of an old garage. The caption read:

Dr. Silva gets a visit from his young family while working on his latest project GERN: Generating Energy in Rhythm with Nature---

 They all looked so happy.  Her father looked so confident and relaxed, her mother too.  Gone were the worry lines around her eyes.  There seemed to be a settled, balance in the way they stood, leaning in toward each other.  Ambril, the toddler in pigtails, stared apprehensively at the camera while Zane had stuck his tongue out for the camera.  They had been a typical family then…before everything fell apart.  She looked at the picture long and hard before reluctantly turning the page.  The next one was blank and the next though there were bits of tape and outlines of where something had been before.   In fact most of them appeared to have had articles ripped from them.  She wondered if  the missing pages  might have been---misplaced---as Dr. Afallen had said.  Misplaced?  Or destroyed on purpose? Ambril sighed as she turned empty page after page.  Finally she found a couple of pages stuck together near the back.  She pried it open and discovered an newspaper article.  The headlines screamed:

Trelawnyd Terrorized, A Monster Returns 
 Terror struck the hearts of Flint villagers last night when a Dullaith was unleashed at the Old Council Hall.  Bren Silva, who was working on a secretive ‘natural energy generation’ project  was caught dabbling in dark magic and  lost control of the demon.  Mr. Petri, an associate of Dr. Silva was able to bring the demon under control but was seriously injured in the process. He is still unconscious though his Physician thinks he’ll make a full recovery.   “We owe a great deal to the quick thinking of Dr. Petri,” said Mayor Madrone   “There’s no telling what might have happened had the creature been unleashed on the townspeople.”  Dr. Petri had been collaborating with Dr. Silva investigating the Dullaith phenomena, which has plagued the village for centuries.  
There was a picture of a stretcher being wheeled down the steps of the school.  So Feldez had saved the town by bringing down the Dullaith that had killed her father.  That was the big secret no one would tell her!  Ambril stared numbly at the headlines.  She just couldn’t believe it.  Her Dad wouldn’t have done anything like that.  Her mother had told her about how all of his work was focused on helping out society, not releasing something that  preyed on it.

Sully snorted and snapped her disco book shut.  “Fairies, what snobs!  Always talking about “Pure” blood, I can’t read any more of this.”  She half rose and crammed the book back in the cubby Dr. Afallen had taken it from.  Then she slowly pulled a very worn, very old book out and sat down with it.

The old binding crackled and moaned as Sully pryed it open.  Ambril could see it was written mostly by hand or by many hands, some in old scrolly script and other parts in a neat print.  Sully leafed through the first few pages.  

“I think it’s some kind of history book, but with recipes.” She said curiously. 

“Or like some sort of communal magic journal.”  Mused Ygg.

“A how to book maybe?”  Asked Ambril.  
“That’s just what we need!”  Crowed Sully joyfully.
Ambril watched Sully page through the book for a bit her nose inches from the paper.

Ygg growled, “Moroz was one bad dude.” 
“Here it says Moroz tricked the miners out of their share of profits and pretty much made them his slaves. The Earth-kind wren’t having any of that and picked up and moved away---probably to Chert,” Ygg mused.  “The fairies helped him do it---but then he turned around and tricked them too! So they left too and started calling themselves Forest Fairies.” Ygg bent low over his book.  “There’s something about a prized piece of Glain he never gave them.”

“That must be when Magic became a dirty word.”  Sully put in.

 Ygg continued to scan the book in his hand, turning the pages rapidly.  “Listen to this:  Old Town was plagued by misfortune, and so it was decided to move the town to its present location.  
So that’s why they can say it was built in the mid-1800’s, because it was.”  Sully exclaimed.  

Ygg looked sad.  “It’s a shame don’t you think? All this magic, bottled up for years.  No wonder people be funny about it!  They’re frustrated and confused.”  

Sully sighed her agreement. “And not nearly as much fun!  Think of how great it would be to wave your hands around and instantly your room would be clean, your teeth brushed and---and your zits cured!” 

Ambril was only half listening as she reread the article again and again and went back to look at the picture of her family.
“No! NO!  What are you doing!  I simply can’t allow it!  It’s strictly off limits.” A distant voice echoed through the cavernous hall.

“Was that Dr. Afallen?” asked Sully

“Wait, wait!  I’m afraid I’ll have to call security if you don’t—“

He was interrupted by a voice too low to decipher.

“NOOOO!”  Dr. Afallen shrieked.

Suddenly, an explosion rocked the entire building followed by the braying of the fire alarm.  Ambril covered her ears and hunkered down as old maps and books showered her.  The shelves swayed dangerously on either side of them.  She hastily grabbed her backpack and jumped to her feet.  A small stuffed dragon, which looked as if it had once been alive narrowly missed Ygg as he scrambled to his feet.  The room filled with smoke and fuzzed the blinking  exit light.

“Dr. Afallen! ”  Ambril choked out as she crawled toward the central aisle.  The smoke thickened there.  Ambril covered her mouth with her sleeve.  “Look, you go for help, I’ll go see if Dr. Afallen needs help.”  Ambril sputtered.  

Sully nodded and scuttled toward the exit sign.

“This way,” Ygg was suddenly beside her as she clambered over what looked like a large pile of four fingered gloves and shoved a three eyed deer head out of the way.  “You’re sure?”

“Ya, the smoke’s blacker up this way.  We be getting closer to where it happened.”  Ygg crouched down low as he walked.  “The air’s a little better down lower.”

Ambril was nearly on all fours all ready.  She squeezed around a listing bookshelf. Then her eyes widened in horror.  “Dr. Afallen! Are you alright?”

Just ahead she could see Dr. Afallen lying inert near the new security doors. 

Ambril scuttled crab-like over to him.  He was bruised in several places the worst being a large bump at his right temple.  But Ambril heaved a sigh of relief when she saw he was breathing.  The shush of a fire extinguisher erupted a few feet away.  Ygg was hunched beside the now blackened metal doors and fanning the smoke away.  

   “It weren’t much of a fire. I think it’s out now.”  He wheezed and wiped his eyes. 

Ambril took off her sweatshirt and pillowed the old man’s head with it.

“He maybe needs a doctor,” said Ygg as he knelt down beside Ambril.

“Dr. Afallen can you hear me?”  She touched his shoulder. Could his face get any paler?  The old man seemed to sink deeper into unconsciousness as they watched.   Ambril risked a quick look around and noticed that she could see that the new vault was now empty and the pouch with the Morte Cell and the Dorcha Dagger was gone.
“Do you think that the bomber might still be---around?” whispered Ambril.

Ygg shook his head.  “I wish!  I’d like to give ‘em a piece of my mind I would, for doin this to a nice old guy like him.”
The old man suddenly moaned and moved his head.

“Dr. Afallen?  Just relax, Sully went for help.”

His eyelids flickered.  “Sully, who the devil is---“ His eyes flew open and fastened onto Ambril’s face.

“Child, you’re in danger, be wary, he’s a false friend.”  He murmured.  “I can hardly believe it was him.”  He went on more to himself than anyone.

“Who was it that did this to you?”

But the Doctor’s eyes slowly closed as his head listed to one side.  With the rumble of running feet they were surrounded by a large contingency of yellow slickers and rubber boots.  

“They bombed the security vault.”  Ambril volunteered to the nearest grim faced fire fighter.   

“Ambril?  What are you doing here?” said a familiar clipped voice.  

Ambril turned to see Feldez glaring at her.  But he shoved her aside as a Doctor knelt down with his stethoscope.

“That’s them!  That’s them!” Miss Tittle, the Librarian shrieked as she ran up and stabbed  a finger at Ygg and Ambril.  “Those are the malicious kids I was telling you about!”   She continued yelling.  “First they were ‘casing’ the priceless trophies in the lobby and then sneakily asking for directions to the Archives!” 

“Priceless?” snorted Ygg, “We’re here to be doing school work.”

  But the Librarian wasn’t listening.  “Ha!  Studying?  It’s just a cover story! And to think I gave them directions.”  The Librarian was practically lathering at the mouth.  “At least one of them’s New Family.” She nodded toward Ambril.

Sully was suddenly beside them.

“Chief Buckthorne?  These are my friends, the ones I told you about.“  She was talking to a square-necked man in a rumpled suit who had quietly shouldered his way through the crowd.  “We were here to research a couple of history papers when the explosion happened.”

Chief Buckthorne waved his hand  behind him.  “Get this man to a hospital.” He growled.  Two med-techs came through with a stretcher.

“He appears to be stable.  But we won’t know until we run some tests.”  Said the Doctor.  

Feldez unfolded himself to tower over everyone.

Buckthorne gave a curt nod.  “Good, take him.”  He gave a meaningful nod at Feldez.

Feldez turned and gave Ambril a hard stare.  “We will discuss this at home.” He said as he swept away behind the stretcher.

Buckthorne turned to Deputy Skarn who had lumbered up behind the Chief. “We’re gonna need some tea,” he said jerking his head toward the frantic librarian.  “Lots of tea.”  

As Dr. Afallen was wheeled away with Feldez in tow Chief Buckthorne calmly righted a chair and settled heavily into it.  He pulled a dog-eared pad from his pocket and without looking up he said.  “Suppose we start at the beginning.  You arrived at the Library and then---“.  He looked up and nodded at the three kids standing in front of him.

“We went over to the map and we---,“  Sully picked up the story.  The others chimed in when they needed to.  Chief Buckthorne nodded occasionally while writing continuously on his pad.  He stopped and backed them up when it came to overhearing Dr. Afallen shout just before the explosion and made them go over it again and again.  

Skarn came back and begrudgingly offered them tea.  It smelled very sweet.  Ambril took a tiny sip but then made a face.  The sweetness couldn’t disguise the sewer-like aftertaste. She could feel her heart begin to race from the caffeine.

“It’s good fer ya,” grunted Skarn and showcased his crooked teeth with a grin. “Called ‘Sunset Tea’. Drink up!”

Ygg stiffened next to her.  Out of the corner of her eye she could see him shake his head almost imperceptibly.  “It’s Mrs. Twid’s stuff,” he whispered out of the corner of his mouth.  “Don’t swallow et.”

Skarn watched them closely.  “Come on now, drink up.  I made it real good.”  

Ambril pretended to take another sip.  Ygg desperately elbowed Sully but before he could get her attention, she took a big gulp and then made a face.

“How could anyone get a whole cup of that horrible stuff down?” she said as Skarn turned around.  

Ambril nearly gagged at the thought.

“Old people, they don’t always taste so well,” whispered Ygg.  “And it has a kick to it, makes them feel good at first.” Ygg mumbled.  “Mrs. Twid banks on that.”  

He grimaced as they emptied their cups into a nearby plastic plant.  Chief Buckthorne continued grilling them, this time about their friends and family.  The three kids answered him truthfully though they kept all of the magic out of their story.  At last, the chief seemed satisfied.  He nodded as he got wearily to his feet. 

“Can you kids find your own way home?” he said as he tugged on his belt.  They nodded.  He watched them walk under the blinking exit light and into the twilight.

Chapter 24  Mrs. Twid’s Sunset Tea

“Whoa!”  Ygg grunted as he jumped on his bike.  “Glad that’s over.  I’ll be heading over to Miss Fern’s house to see how she’s doing,” he said eyeing the fading light in the sky.  “Tomorrow then.”  He called back at them as he slid into traffic.

    “Yek!  I can still taste that awful tea.”  Sully rubbed her tummy just before she shoved off.  

“Ambril!  What happened!  Feldez called and said you had gotten mixed up in something…and that Dr. Afallen had gotten hurt?”    It was her mother who had just pulled up in a shiny new SUV.  Ambril was busted, Feldez of course.  “Let’s get the bike in the back, honey and then I want to hear ALL about it.”  Her mother had jumped from the car and tugged up the back hatch door.

They awkwardly maneuvered her bike into the back then jumped into their seats.   It had that new car smell.  “Nice wheels Mom, did you get this today?”  

“Don’t change the subject!  But yes, Feldez picked it out, you like it?”

Ambril nodded and then told her Mom everything she thought she could, which wasn’t much.  The growl of Ambril’s stomach spoiled the symmetrical tick of the car’s blinker as the car turned and purred its way up the hill.  When they slowed to a stop neither of them moved.

Ambril’s mother took a deep breath.  “I know when you’re holding back something, Ambril…You know you used to tell me every little thing about your life.  When did that change?”  She said sadly.  “Now once more, tell me the truth, tell me EVERYTHING.”  She turned and looked her daughter right in the eyes.  “What are you and your friends up to?”

Ambril froze.  Her mother had seen right through her.  But what could she really tell her?  She had promised Zane she wouldn’t say a word about the Dullaith.  She really wanted to warn her about Feldez, but what could she say other than she didn’t trust him?  She didn’t have any proof.  

Her mother’s jaws remained rigid.  “Ambril, I need to know NOW.”

Ambril cleared her throat. “Right Mom.  In school we’ve been talking about the old stories and I---I just got curious, that’s all.”  Ambril winced and prayed it would be enough for her Mom.  It was the best she could come up with.

Her mother’s eyes narrowed, “what stories?”

“You know the ones about how the town was founded a thousand or so years ago by fairies and trolls and magic wielders and stuff…”  She let her voice trail off, hoping she had said enough.

  That Her mother relaxed a little.  “Those are just stories.”  She said firmly.  “When I was your age, my Grandmother came to me and told me the fabled history of our family.  It was exciting to think that I was a part of something so amazing at first.”  Then her mother’s knuckles whitened as she gripped the steering wheel tightly.  “But then I learned the hard way that some things are best not to be believed no matter how wonderful they sound.  They can get you into trouble and hurt everyone around you.”  She smoothed down her hair.  “Your friends, your family, even yourself…No Ambril trust me on this it’s better to believe they’re just fairy tales.”  She reached out for the door handle and eased her door open.  “Just stick to the facts, it’s easier.”  

“Hey, I’m hungry, where have you been?”  It was Zane in his usual foul mood standing on the doorstep.  “Mrs. Sweetgum refuses to let me eat without you because it’s not polite or some such tripe.”  He yelled.  “So can we get started, like before midnight?” 

     “Yeah, I’m starved.” Ambril said relieved for once to be interrupted by her big brother.  She slid out of her seat and raced inside.  There was salad, and heaps of steaming pasta on the table, plus a bowl of cherries.  It smelled delicious.  She almost felt sorry for Zane who must have been driven half mad while having to wait for them.  She splashed her hands with water and took her seat.  

“Dr. Petri called and said Dr. Afallen will make a full recovery.”  Said Mrs. Sweetgum as she wiped down the already spotless counters.  
“That’s great news!” exclaimed Ambril.

The housekeeper nodded, “I’ll just water the patio pots then.”  She trilled and stepped quickly out into the evening light.  

The three dug into the piles of food with gusto.  There were two different kinds of pasta, a red sauce with meatballs and Ambril’s favorite, pesto.  Ambril loaded her plate with the garlicky green sauce and had just taken her first bite when her stomach turned over. She swallowed experimentally. It tasted terrible, more pond scum than pasta.  She tried again scooping up a mouthful of pasta she swallowed it almost without chewing, only to have her stomach lurch again.  Food was not what her stomach wanted.

“Ooff!” she groused, she had lost her appetite.

“What’s the matta wif oou?’ mumbled Zane his mouth full of meatball. “Normally, you eat more tha’ me.”

“Ambril?  Honey you don’t look well.”  Her mother said anxiously.  “It’s probably all of the excitement,” she put her cool hand on Ambril’s forehead and frowned. “Why don’t you go on up to bed.”

Ambril took one last look at her plate and sighed.  Dragging her backpack behind her she slouched up the stairs, threw on her pajamas, then slid gingerly between the sheets.  What a lousy day.  She closed her eyes and groaned as she remembered she still had to write that stupid detention paper. She reached for her backpack and pulled out the shiny ‘Approved History of Trelawnyd’ book.   It was written in typical textbook speak, going on and on about ordinary things and leaving out the juicy bits.  
Ambril read about the gold miners discovering the Trelawnyd valley and settling there.  It was so confusing having the two stories.  Which to believe?  Her mother and brother wanted her to stick with the program and take the safe, ‘approved’ path,  but the safe route didn’t explain what had happened to her the other night or more importantly, what really  happened the night her Dad died.  She sighed as she flipped through the glossy pages.  She lingered over some  grainy old photos of solemn people in hats sitting bolt upright in wagons, on horses and in straight backed chairs on front portches.  There was a soft knock on Ambril’s door.  Mrs. Sweetgum smiled over a tray with a steaming mug and a plate of food.

“I don’t think I can eat anything, my stomach’s acting up.” Ambril turned slightly green just thinking about it.

Mrs. Sweetgum let herself in anyway.  She peered at Ambril’s face as she trotted over to the bed and handed her the mug.  “I thought something was wrong when I saw you come in.   So I thought I would bring you some of my special tea.”
“You didn’t get it from Mrs. Twid did you? The tea? ” Blurted Ambril as she turned her face away.  Everything smelled like toilet water to her.

“Of course not!”  Harrumphed the chubby woman as she held out the mug insistently.  “I wouldn’t have that stuff in my house, no sirree.”  She smoothed down her frilly lace collar.  “This will take that bad taste out of your mouth.”  
   Ambril sniffed.  It did smell good.  She took a very small sip.  It felt warm as it slid down her throat.  She smiled, the nauseous feeling started to leave her as she took another sip and then another.  She had just about finished it when Mrs. Sweetgum set the tray down on her lap.  There was a heaping dish of pasta with cherries on the side.  Ambril sniffed tentatively.  It smelled---good…like---food. Wonderful!  Ambril dug in.  It tasted even better.  She cleaned her plate.

“That’s better now,” said Mrs. Sweetgum as she gathered up the empty dishes.  “I see you’re reading up on the early days of Trelawnyd.” She nodded at the book lying near Ambril’s left leg.

“Yeah, I have to write an essay tonight.”

Mrs. Sweetgum grimaced at the slim book.  “I’m not sure you’ll find anything interesting in there.” 

Ambril looked up at her surprised.  “I’m not sure that’s the point.  It’s meant to be more of a punishment” 
“Ah, “ Mrs. Sweetgum nodded wisely,  “Ms. Breccia?”

Ambril nodded again surprised
Mrs. Sweetgum’s smile was small.  “She has so little imagination, poor thing.”

Mrs. Sweetgum suddenly swept up the tray and trotted to the door.  “I’m glad you’re feeling better, Deary.” 

“Wait!  Mrs. Sweetgum!  Do you have anymore of that tea?” Ambril remembered that last look on Sully’s face.  “I might need some more for a friend.”

“Oh!  I’ll put some in a thermos for you tomorrow.” Mrs. Sweetgum smiled cheerfully as she pulled the door closed. 

Ambril stared at the door for a moment pondering her housekeeper’s comments.  Her Mom had been right, she liked Mrs. Sweetgum.  She smoothed out all the rough edges.  Then she yawned before picking up the book again.  An hour later she was putting the finishing touches on a very boring essay, which she was sure Ms. Breccia would love. She switched off her light and snuggled down under the covers to mull over her day.  Who was behind the explosion?  They had taken a lot of risks to get the Morte Cell and that evil looking knife.  Ambril shuddered knowing it could only mean more trouble.   And then there was the article about her Dad and Feldez. She needed to find out more about what they had been doing that day her Dad died.  But who to ask?  Dr. Afallen was now in the hospital for  who knows how long…There was Hendoeth but how the heck do you get in touch with a chicken legged house?  Ambril sighed discouraged.  She realized she had forgotten to ask her Mom about the old mansion.  As her mind raced through all the odd things that had happened to her since whe arrived in Trelawnyd until she fell into a dreamless sleep.

Chapter 25  Miss Fern

The Next morning found Ambril skating down the stairs and into the kitchen.

“Glad you’re feeling better!” laughed her Mom as she watched her daughter pick up a spoon.  It looked like homemade granola for breakfast.  Ambril rolled her eyes heavenward as she munched and swallowed.  Taking another spoonful she asked, “Mom, Do you know anything about an old mansion with a gazebo out on the main road?”  She ladled another crunchy spoonful into her mouth.

Her mother stiffened.  “What?  Well there must be a dozen like that around here.”

“How about one with a metal plaque with the name of Derwyn on it and my name scribbled on a wall upstairs?”

Her mother looked shocked.  “How in the world did you---That place has been boarded up for years, Ambril.   What did you do break in?”

Ambril just cocked her head at her.  “There was a window open and it looks like half of Trelawnyd’s homeless population has been in there at one time or another.”

“All three of them.”  But her mother looked uncomfortable,” well yes, It sounds like you were in my Grandmother’s house,” she said finally.

“It looks like it hasn’t been lived in for years, who owns it?”

Her mother looked sheepish and sipped her coffee.

“You mean you own it?”

Her mother slowly nodded and stared at a spot on the table.

Ambril screwed up her face.  “You mean we moved from one dumpy old apartment to another all my life and we didn’t have to?  Mom!  Remember those times we didn’t have enough money for food?  And---and we could have---I mean that place must be worth a fortune!”  Sputtered Ambril angrily.

Her mother just sipped her coffee.  But she had gotten very pale.  “I couldn’t have sold it---that would have been impossible and ---we couldn’t live here, not then.  So---I just---let it go.”  She said softly.

Ambril could only look at her.  She was too angry to trust herself to speak for a long moment, then she said.  “Mom, I know about how Dad died.  I know about the Dullaith and what Feldez did…I can’t believe you didn’t think it was important to tell me about it.”

Her Mom took in a huge breath but still stared at the tabletop.  “It was a terrible time.”  She said softly. “I---I wanted you to have an easier time of it.  To not carry around knowing what your father did…He never talked about any of that with me.  About---dark magic---or any of it.  The natural energy source that he called GERN didn’t have anything to do with that.”  She paused and set her coffee cup down.  “I don’t know what made him go that direction…we’ll never know and I’d rather not talk about it---,”  she turned to look at her daughter.  “Ever.”  She said with great finality and then changed the subject.  “I haven’t been to see Gran’s old house, is it really that bad?”

Ambril hesitated.  “We have to talk about it, Mom.  He was your husband but he was my Dad!  Besides maybe we should try and find out what really happened instead of just believing what they said about him.  It may not be true.”

But her mother’s mouth had flattened into a thin line as she carefully brushed the crumbs off her placemat.  “No, Ambril, you have to believe me---we can’t revisit that time again.  It’s finally getting better---we’re moving forward, into this new life.  I think if we just give it some time, you’ll see, life will be good.”  She set her jaw in that way Ambril knew meant she’d be grounded if she brought it up again.  “Gran’s house, what’s it like now?”

Ambril sighed and stirred her granola slowly.  “It’s not---that bad I guess.  “Maybe we could go and have a picnic or something.” Volunteered her mother.
“Oh boy, a family picnic!”  interrupted Zane as he slouched in.  “Count me---out.”

“It would be fun!”  Ambril’s mother’s voice was artificially cheerful.

“Not.”  Said Zane as he grabbed his bowl of cereal.

There was a heavy silence.  Ambril felt the gap widen between herself and her mother as the seconds ticked by.  Finally she’d had enough and got up to put her bowl in the sink.  Her mother got up with her.
“Well, I’m off to help Betula with May Day prep!” Her mother’s voice was brittle.

Ambril grabbed her lunch. “See you,” she said not looking up.  She raced out the door and jumped on her bike, she was glad to be out of there.  She tore down the hill and in minutes shot through the school gates.  She was just shoving her bike into the front rack when Ygg coasted in beside her.  

“How ya feeling?” he said.  “Ya didna take lot of tea yesterday but still.”  He said as he closely examined her face.

“I felt lousy until Mrs. Sweetgum fixed me up and---“ she rummaged around her backpack until she found her thermos.  “I brought some of her remedy  for Sully.”

“Ooooohhhhh.” Moaned someone just behind them.  Sully stumbled up, looking pale and green.  “I can’t stand it, all I can smell is our septic tank on a hot sumer’s day.”  Sully bent over, holding her stomach.

“Here, have a swig of this, it really helps.”  

Sully turned her head in refusal. 

 “Come on, it’s Mrs. Sweetgum’s tea.”  Pleaded Ambril.

“What do ya have to lose besides your breakfast?” chortled Ygg.  “But maybe you already have done that.” 

Sully made a face at him and then frowned at the thermos.   

“This must be what Zombies feel like, no maybe if you eat a Zombie,” she bent over again.  But straightened enough to take the thermos and try a tiny sip.  She brightened.  “Hey this is good!”   Relieved she took another swallow.  After a few more gulps she started rummaging around in Ambril’s lunch.  “Do you have any more of those cookies?”

Ambril smiled as she fished out a pile of cookies and handed them over.

Sully grabbed them and consumed them in short order.

“I wonder if that’s what the old people are feeling?” mused Ygg as he watched Sully eat.

“They probably feel it more, don’t you think?” asked Ambril.

“Well, if that’s the case, we have to figure out a way to help them!” said Sully taking another swig of Mrs. Sweetgum’s tea.

“How about asking Mrs. Sweetgum to make a couple of gallons of that stuff?” asked Ambril pointing at the thermos.

“Too obvious,” Ygg shrugged and winced.  “We can’t afford to make Mrs. Twid angry.” He said softly.  “Or she’ll send me packing.”  He shook his head.  “I’ve tried telling her there be sommut wrong with her tea but she just gets angry and won’t listen.”

“Well, we’ll have to think of something.”  Said Sully as she handed back the thermos to Ambril. “I just can’t bear the thought of poor Mrs. Flood feeling like they’d just cleaned a toilet with her tongue.” Sully shivered as she slung her backpack over her shoulder and turned toward school.

“Maybe we can find something in the Astarte,”  said Ambril racing up the steps. 

“Oh yeah, I almost forgot!”  said Ygg.  “I stopped by Miss Fern’s house last night.”  Ygg continued as he pulled open the front door.  “She wants us to visit her at moonrise tonight to see somethin’ special.”  He turned to Ambril and Sully.  “That’s around eleven o’clock.  Do ya think you can sneak out?” he asked his eyes bright.

Ambril smiled and nodded.  “I’m sure gonna try!” she said.  

“Are you kidding?  An adventure!  I’m in!” said Sully as they scooted into first period just as the bell rang.  Miss Fern’s good with remedies, do you think she might be able to help us?”

Ygg shrugged.  “Let’s ask tonight.”
 The day went by smoothly.  In History Ambril, Ygg, and Sully tossed their essays onto Ms. Breccia’s desk before sliding into their seats toward the back.

“Class settle down!” Rumbled Ms. Breccia. “Now, before we move onto the California Gold Rush does anyone have any questions about the founding of Trelawnyd?” Ms. Breccia asked as she noisily sucked her teeth.

Ygg raised his hand.

“Yes?” Ms. Breccia inclined her head and looked dubious.

“I was wondering if you knew anything about a man named Moroz?” Ygg asked.

Ms. Breccia’s eyebrows skyrocketed right under her helmet hair. “Moroz?  The Founder of Trelawnyd Mines? How did you come by that name?” she thundered. 

Ygg looked stunned.  “I was readin’ a history book about the Mine and his name came up more n’ once.”

Ms. Breccia just glared at him for a moment.  “Ah, well, Moroz shall we say helped found the Mines and then organized the---labor force necessary for it.  He also engineered many of the early bridges and roads.”  Boomed Ms. Breccia as she ponderously paraded in front of the class.  “You may have cause to question his methods,” she continued.  “He was reportedly a---stern task master.” She raised her fist triumphantly.  “But he got the job done!”

Sully had her hand in the air next.  “So, if he did all these great things, how come he isn’t even mentioned in the official History of Trelawnyd?” she asked skeptically holding up the gold trimmed book fro the Library.  “There’s not one road or building named after him, no statues of him anywhere---why?” 

Ms. Breccia went back to sucking her teeth.  “Well, it appears that he was a bit---rough with his laborers.”  She said thoughtfully.  “Too much brute force.”  She continued.  “You need just the right amount you see.  Mind you, I don’t know how he could have kept such a crew in line otherwise.”  She mused.  “To some, you see,” she smiled horribly.  “He was quite a hero---efficient and effective!”  She said worshipfully and then sighed.  “But, not everyone agreed with his---methods.  He was tried for his crimes, found guilty and---imprisoned.”

“Where was he jailed?” Riley asked.

  “What a silly question!  Why would he have been treated any differently than any other criminal?”  Her eyes narrowed as she stared at Riley.

“Because he was so powerful.  I mean he---must have had a lot of powerful friends who might have wanted him released.” 

Ms. Breccia continued to stare at him for a moment.  “I can’t answer your question.”  Her eyebrows drew together, “I can’t tell you because no one knows, not even an expert in Trelawnyd history such as myself knows where Moroz was imprisoned.”  She fanned herself and looked out the window.  “No, no one knows where they put him, or how they kept him there.  I share your thoughts though, he was a powerful individual and---it would have been difficult to keep him imprisoned for any length of time...But---that was long ago, and all those involved have long since passed on.”  She blinked and looked around the class.  “Any other questions?”  Without waiting for a response she continued.  “No? Then turn to page 279 and tell me what the contraptions featured there are.”

Ambril sighed she knew what they were, a bunch of antiquated miner’s equipment;  stuff she had studied the year before.  She settled down for a serious day dreaming session while appearing to be listening.  Moroz was a mysterious character, which made him really interesting.  There were little bits and pieces about him everywhere---but not enough to paint the whole portrait.  It must have been some powerful dark magic he had used   to rouse the Cerberus’ interest.  Ambril shivered involuntarily, remembering their rush to the wall.  She’d hate to have them come for her.

Chapter 25  Moonrise in Fern’s Garden

The sun had just set over the valley and Ambril was in her room doing that hateful thing, waiting.  Moonrise wasn’t for several hours.  She surveyed her prep work, for the night.

Pillows plumped and prodded into an almost human shape under the covers, check.  Ladder in place, check.  Ladder hidden from view, almost check.  Ambril had stuck it in the middle of some tall bushes.  You could barely see it from the kitchen.  It was the barely part she was worried about.  But at the moment she had to work on fLit.  She had her laptop in front of her as she had found a cool little program that she’d been dying to try out. 

“So when my Mom knocks on the door and says “Good night, Honey!” you do what?” she prompted.

Flit stood stock-still.  Ambril grimaced.  “You press here, right?” she said.

The robot remained a statue.

Ambril sighed.   “O.K., let’s try it.”
  Ambril skittered over to the bedroom door and knocked.  “Good night honey!” she said in her best Mom imitation.

Miraculously the robot stepped over to the keyboard and stomped on the ‘F1’ button.

Ambril’s voice said sleepily,  “Good night, Mom!”  

“And if my Mom says anything else, what do you do?” prompted Ambril.

Flit stomped on the ‘F2’ button.

Ambril’s recorded voice said even more sleepily,  “ Can we talk about this in the morning Mom, I’m really tired.”  

Ambril grinned and poked the robot in the chest.  “Good job!” she said.

Ambril had to admit that sometimes it was handy to have a somewhat smart robot around.  Then fLit stomped on the ‘F3’ button.  Immediately the room was filed with loud reggae music.  

Ambril jumped over to the computer and jabbed the F3 button herself.  The music stopped.  “No!, No!  That can’t happen!”  Ambril snarled at the robot.  “I can’t believe I’m doing this, you realize if I’m caught I’ll be grounded for at least a month, right?”  She inclined her head at the robot meaningfully.  “That means you’re stuck in here with me.”

fLit tried to get to the keyboard but Ambril grabbed him before he could connect his foot with the F3 button again.

“Yeah, I see, well it’s not like we’ll be hanging out together buddy.”  She hunkered down so that she was green eye to metal eye.  “It means you’ll be spending the month in the closet!”  

The robot stared at her indignantly…and then wilted.  Ambril watched him drag himself over to the stapler and slump down on it.
Ambril sighed and rolled her eyes.  “Alright, we’ll listen but just until I leave.”  She tapped the F3 button and Reggae music again filled the room.  She smiled to herself as she watched the robot jump around, dancing slightly off beat.  But she got bored and picked up the Ashera.   Ogam ran along the edge, small cuts along three lines, making a pattern, almost like a code…but how to crack that code?  Dr. Afallen had said they had ‘misplaced’ all of their Ogam resources.  She carefully copied some of the Ogam script onto a piece of paper.  Off the Asera it didn’t look particularly interesting, just some funny slashes.  She tried to decipher some sort of repetitive rhythm but gave up after a few minutes.   Frustrated she started on the Ashera, pressing and twisting it to see if she could unlock any more of its secrets. 

She was about to give that up as well when her finger brushed a slightly raised bump near one end.  She would have sworn it hadn’t been there a second ago.  She eagerly pressed it hard and with a whirring click, a drawer slid open.   Inside was a scroll with a ribbon tied around it.  When she rolled it out and eighed down the ends with the stapler and her pencil holder she found to her delight that it seemed to be an Ogam decoder.   The hatch marks were lined up on one side and in English as well as two other languages what they meant.  Ambril gave her Ashera  a squeeze.  It was as if it had granted her a wish or something. 

She got right to work.  Carefully she began to compare the hatch marks with the letters or words in the little book.  It took a while, but in then end she had a poem of sorts: 

As Above, So Below.

Weave to Heal, Grace to Grow.

Where Vine and Root Forever Entwine

Present, Past and Future Combine
As Above, So Below.

She looked at the writing around the seal carefully and noticed that the third and fourth lines were one sentence:  Where Vine and Root Forever Entwine Present Past and Future Combine. She rubbed her forehead, frustrated. It could be anywhere that vines and roots intermingle, like a riverbank, or someplace semi-underground.  And what good would lumping  present , past and future together? Combining time?  Wouldn’t that just make everything stand still?  She realized she wasn’t any closer to an answer.
She puzzled a bit more until it was time to go.   She shoved the poem in a drawer and clicked off the music.  Then she grabbed her backpack and raced to the window.  A gentle breeze swirled the new spring leaves as Ambril swung her foot out over the three story droop.  She frantically felt around with her foot for the top rung of the ladder.  And whoofed, relieved when she found it finally, it gave a little when she put her weight on it but remained firm.  She carefully inched her way down blindly feeling with her toes for the next rung until four rungs from the bottom she missed one and fell.

“Ouch!” she whispered tersely as she pulled several twigs from up her sleeves.  She floundered a bit but found her way through the plantings without causing too much of a mess…she hoped.  Grumpily, she padded off down the hill and off to Fern’s house, which was just a block or two off the main road.  She blinked at the warm light shining cheerily through the front window and took the porch steps two at a time. Impatiently, she rapped on the door.

Sully opened the door almost immediately.  “What took you?” she said.  “Come on!  We’ve found a cure!”

“For what?” asked Ambril following her friend down a narrow hallway to the kitchen.  
“For Twid’s Sunset Tea of course!”

Everyone was busy.  Fern was perched like a small bird on a tall stool reading from the Astarte.  Ygg was dumping a large handful of purple berries into a bowl full of leaves, twigs and more berries.  

“That’s more than enough Elderberry dear.  Now stir it briskly, yes that’s right.”  Fern instructed him and smiled at Ambril.

“Ygg is going to replace Twid’s tea with this one when he delivers it.”  Sully looked at Ambril her eyebrows going up and down.  “I thought of that part.”

“There that should do it, though, I warn you, it might be a little strong.” Said Fern vaguely. “Still, everyone will calm down---eventually.” 

Ygg put a couple of spoonfuls into a teapot and poured hot water in.  “Let’s try it out.”

“Well it won’t have much affect on you kids, “ said Fern.   “Best if we could find an elderly person who---“ She stopped mid-sentence as there was a timid knock on the back door.  She walked slowly over and opened the door.  “Daisy dear!  Do come in, we’re having Tea, will you join us?” 
“My, you’re having a party Fern and I wasn’t invited!”  Fern smiled as she carefully made her way in leaning heavily on her walking stick.  “I just came over to see if you had any red wool yarn handy, I want to finish that scarf I showed you in time for Crystal’s birthday next week.”  Painfully she maneuvered herself over to a puffy, overstuffed chair and plopped down.   

“Crystal has you over for tea quite a lot doesn’t she?  Now, you must try my new tea Dear, it’ll make you feel lovely!”  She handed her a large mug of the remedy tea.  

Mrs. Flood sniffed as the smell of vanilla and cinnamon filled the room. “A nice cup of tea might be just the thing for me.  Nothing else tastes quite right these days.  It’s time to retire, I think.  Everything just hurts.” She said.  “Crystal has been so thoughtful these days, bringing me tea while I’m at the store and taking me to church.  She thinks it’s time for me to try something new; maybe try moving in with my daughter…  but I’m still not sure.”

Fern smiled at her softly.  “Down the hatch, it’s freshly made. ”  She nodded encouragingly at the cup in her friend’s hand. 

“It certainly smells wonderful.”  She said squinting a bit.  “Like my mother’s kitchen at Christmas time.”  She took a small sip and her eyes brightened. “My that’s good!”  She took another sip and then a big swallow.  “Ummmmmm.”  She sat up a little straighter and her walking stick clattered to the floor, unnoticed.  “My this is so very good, I’ve been feeling so chilled lately.  And now, I feel positively,”  she stood up and twirled,  “wonderful!”

Fern looked a bit startled, “Too much elderberry.” She stage whispered to Ygg

Mrs. Flood stretched, “my I feel so…girlish.” She put out her toe, pointed it and giggled.

“Yes,” Fern nodded decisively.  “Far too much elderberry!”  

Mrs. Flood started humming an old Beach Boys tune from the 60’s and started to dance around the kitchen.  “I’m so sorry, I just don’t believe I can stay still.”  She said as she pirouetted through the door. “I’ll just take a turn around the block---“, and she was gone.

“Oh my,” murmured Fern as they followed her outside.  There was no sign of the elderly lady.  “She is going to have an absolutely wonderful time tonight! But tomorrow---I fear she’ll be a bit sore.”

Sully giggled.  “Well maybe we shouldn’t dumb it down too much.  Lets let the old folks have a little fun, huh?”

Fern laughed,  “well just a little, yes, maybe just a little.”  She said as they made their way back to her kitchen.  “We’ll need to tone down the Impatience with Sage.  I have some drying in my garage.  Would you mind bringing in a bunch?”

“Happy to do it.”  said Ygg beckoning to Ambril and Sully.  
As they followed him out the door Fern added.  “It’s a bit of a mess.”
Fern’s garage was set apart from the house and leaned right up against the Wall.  Its most remarkable feature was that it was covered entirely with vines. But if you looked closely you could see that it was  made of stone with small windows running down the garden side.  There was an arched garage door on the front.  “It’s a ratty mess inside.” He said and pulled hard on one of the large garage doors.  It slowly and resentfully opened to reveal a deeper darkness. Ygg disappeared inside for a second and then light flooded the building. 

“Yep, it’s a mess alright,” said Sully.

That was an understatement.  There were boxes everywhere.  Paint cans were stacked on a large stone table to the side.  The cabinets behind the table hung crookedly.  There was a large pile of garbage in the center of the floor.

Ambril stared up into the rafters thick with cobwebs.  Vines had found their way inside and draped themselves around and through them making it seem as if they weren’t really inside at all.

     “Is that a fireplace?  In a garage?”  Asked Sully.  The wall to one side was stone; in the center was a large fireplace.  

“I’m thinking this garage be used for things other than putting cars into.”  Mused Ygg.  He had pulled a chair over to the stone table and was using it scramble on to the stone table.  “There some rooms to the back too.  It be more house than garage.”  He reached up and pulled down a bunch of dried herbs.  “This be Sage I’m thinking.  Come on, no time for lollygagging, let’s get back.”  Ygg jumped down from the table and headed for the door. 
“Aye aye, Sarge!”  said Sully sarcastically as they made their way back to Fern’s kitchen. Back Inside Sully picked through the remedy and removed just some of the purple berries.  Fern gave her a nod of approval.
Ambril lifted the top of the teapot and sniffed. “This smells like the tea Mrs. Sweetgum made for me.”

“Oh Aster’s an old hand at this.”  Said Fern.  “She probably had the remedy worked out before you were half way in through the door.”

Ygg said. “Now all I do is to replace the bad stuff with this, right?” 

“Without getting caught.” Said Sully, matter-of-factly. “Then keep tabs on her and replace the tea she makes with more of this.”

  “As if I don’t have enough to do what with schoolwork and chores,” he grumbled.

“I wish we could just shut her down.” Sully said as she emptied the tea into a bag.  

Ambril remembered the conversation she had overheard between the librarians about Mrs. Twid and the Shoe Store.  “Do you think she did this on purpose?” and told them about what she had overheard.

 “She’s a little daft, but would she go and hurt her friends just for an old Shoe Store?” Queried Ygg.

Ambril shrugged.  “Are they really her friends?”  She queried.  “She’s not exactly well-liked right?”

Ygg turned to her slowly.  “Ya know she’s not me favorite person, that’s for sure.  But poisoning half the town just to get her hands on some real estate.”  He slowly shook his head.  “That’s cold.”

Fern smoothed down the more playful strands of her hair.  “We mustn’t jump to conclusions. Living alone as she has for so long, it can turn a person---bitter and sour.”  She nodded.  “But to do this…” she shook her head sadly.  “Why don’t we keep an eye on her to see how she reacts?  Ygg can do that easily.  It may all have been an---accident.”  The cuckoo clock chimed in at eleven thirty making Fern jump. “Oh my!  The time!  We’d better hurry outside, it’s almost Moonrise!”  The old woman threw a shawl around her shoulders again and scurried for the door.  “Now be careful of the gnomes, since my nephew left, they’ve been so hard to repair.”
They all barreled through the back door and into the starlit garden.  

It took a while before Ambril’s eyes adjusted to the darkness.  The Wall ran just behind Fern’s garden  The garage seemed to but right up to it.  She shivered when she saw the looming dark outlines of the forest beyond.  Massive trees towered over her.  She hadn’t been this near the forest since that first night and the Dullaith. 

But soon she was thinking of other things.  Fern’s garden that night was extraordinary.  Trees embraced the house with feathery shadows and dappled the patio.  And there was something else, something strange…an emotion in the air.  She could almost taste the anticipation, the night seemed to be on holding it’s breath, waiting.  

There were also lots of garden gnomes around the garden in outlandish poses.  Ambril had always thought they were kind of cute in a tacky sort of way.  There were a couple of them near where Ygg was setting up some rickety folding chairs.  

     Ambril found Fern at her elbow nodding at the vines.  “It’s a rare type of forget me not. We call it Navel-mundi, the navel of the world.   It blooms just once a year.  This is its big night!”  Her eyes were bright as she looked into Ambril’s face.  “And it is something you will never forget.”    

“Hey you, the living statue!  Quit acting like Bambi and come take a load off.” Sully was balancing herself precariously on a three-footed chair. She had pulled up a nearby gnome to help prop up her chair.  She pointed to the one next to her.  There was a laughing gnome right beside it. 

      “My garage is one of the oldest buildings in Trelawnyd.  In fact it was built long before any of these houses.”  Fern looked at her neighbor’s houses built on either side of hers.  “My nephew, Joe lived there awhile after…your father.”  Ambril’s started, “You mean, my Dad worked in that old building?”  She felt a little disappointed.  “Is this where he did his experiments?”  

Fern nodded watching her.  “It doesn’t look like much, but your Dad worked well here.  He thought he was really onto something too.”  She said softly.  “It was such a shame, you know.  He was such a fine man, your Dad.”

Ambril felt a lump rise in her throat.  This was the second time in just a couple of days that someone had said this about her Dad.  So this was where he spent his time those last few years.  

“Shh!” Hissed Sully.  “Here comes the moon!”  She pointed upward.

The moon could be seen peeking out from over the mountains.  As the first of the moon’s rays hit the vine on the garage a thrumming sensation began all around Ambril.  It came from deep in the ground, from the plants and trees and possibly from the air itself.  The vine itself began to quiver in time with its rhythm.  When the moonlight touched them, the buds turned their faces toward the moon and slowly unfolded into a perfect flower.  They were iridescent and glowed with all colors at once.  Their petals cascaded out like a rose but a long arching stamen rose from its center.  At the very tip was a dancing dot of light.

“Garn,” Ygg had his mouth open, amazed.

“That is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen,” whispered Sully next to Ambril.

“Coadsnigs! I do agree.”  Whispered a voice reverently at Ambril’s knee.  But Ambril was too mesmerized by the flowers to take any notice.

There were two or three flowers that grew larger as she watched.  The dots of light began to dance wildly, resonant with the thrum of the earth.  

“My Goodness, just the three?”  Warbled Fern her face of warren of wrinkles.

Ambril could hear sweet, velvety chimes all around now harmonizing with the rumbly, thrum underfoot. It came to Ambril just then that she was in the midst of a miraculous celebration of life.  Three flowers had now grown to several times the size of the other flowers.  Their dancing dots now were elongating and growing into something familiar, with arms and legs.  There were soon three perfectly formed six-inch human figures revolving above the flowers.

The chimes grew louder and then all at once Ambril was aware of hundreds of dots of light surrounding them.  Looking closer, she saw they were beings hovering in the air watching the spinning, dancing beings within the flowers.

“Fairies!” Whispered Sully, enchanted as she reached to touch one.  But the fairy swatted her hand away and gave her a vile  look.

“Ouch!”  Cried Sully as she pulled away.  “Touchy little things aren’t they?”

“Watch now!” Fern pointed a shaky finger at the nearest light form.

The fairies had grouped themselves around each of the three forms.  In the glow of the new being they looked happy and excited.  Then the fairies darted in toward the glowing being and spun out blurry fast in a dancing circle.  So fast they became hoops of light as they careened around the garden in a wild, mad dance.  Ambril had to duck a couple of times when they zoomed too close. After a while, the thrumming changed its tempo and the dancers slowed and came to a stop.  Within each group, there was a newborn fairy.  The newborn fairies glowed and sparkled as they looked around in wonder.  One of looked curiously at Ambril, until one of her circle mates grimaced and whispered something to her.  Her curiosity turned to mild disgust and she looked away.

“They don’t care for humans, that’s a fact.” Mused Fern.  “They only tolerate us tonight because they have to be here, at this place to gather up their young.”

“What’s wrong with having the three?  Is that not a good number?” asked Ambril as they watched the fairies greet the newcomers and then gradually float away.

Fern just shook her head sadly.  “It used to be there would be fifty or sixty born every year this way.”  She sighed and shrugged.  “But lately, there have been so few.”  Her voice trailed off and her face looked concerned and drawn.

“It be booglish, that be truth.”  Said a voice by Ambril’s knee.  The voice came from somewhere the laughing garden gnome near her chair.  But the gnomewasn’t laughing anymore, it was frowning.  
“Hey, wasn’t that gnome---smiling before?”  

“You be meaning like this?” Suddenly the gnome cocked his head and smiled largely at her.

Ambril yelled and jumped up so fast she knocked over her chair bumping the little ceramic man. 
“That be Bummil.” Ygg nodded as if garden gnomes coming to life were perfectly natural. “Hiya Bummil.” 

Bummil had drawn back looking puzzled.  

“It’s O.K. you just take some gettin’ used to is all.” Said Ygg.

Bummil looked reproachfully at Ambril.

“I be no doolally.”  He rubbed his elbow ruefully still looking at Ambril.

“He be speaking the old language a bit.”  Continued Ygg and shook his head at Bummil.  “He does it to look clever.”

Bummil now transferred his reproachful glare to Ygg and continued to rub his elbow. 

Ygg sighed.  “Let’s have a look-see, then.”  

Bummil sidled over to Ygg.  “She be mostly batie yay or nay?” he stage whispered to Ygg as he dropped something into Ygg’s open hand.

“Nay, mostly.  She’s right nice.”  Ygg said and held a small chip of red ceramic to the light.  “Lucky thing I brought me glue.”  He motioned to Bummil to hold out his arm as he pulled out a small tube.

Bummil somewhat reluctantly complied and raised his elbow in Ygg’s general direction exposing a jagged white spot where the chip belonged.  Ygg applied a bit of glue and pressed the chip back into place.  “There, good as new, or almost.”  Ygg said as he clapped the gnome on the back.

“Not near almost!”  Grumbled another voice.  This time it was Sully who shot out of her chair.   Her chair support had come to life and was grumpily removing his toe from underneath her chair leg. 
“Give a body some warning, will you?” Said Sully, clearly spooked.

 The gnome gave the chair a shove and it clattered to the ground.  “That’s much better.”  He said with a satisfied sigh.  “You best watch who you be using to prop up your own self, Missy!”

“You know you let her, Baldot.” Ygg squinted knowingly at the gnome who was now trying to look innocent.  “You could a cleared your throat politely and asked her to move.”

Baldot grinned.  “Ya, you be right there, Ygg, But I love to see human-kind jump and jibber.”  He put up a hand to straighten his cap.  “Sometimes, it’s bout all they’s good for.”  A faint crack was heard.  “Garn! Oh fer Fixit Joe!”

Ygg was up and pulled the little gnome over to the porch light.  “Is it the same place we mended yester week?” he asked.

“It be so.  So you see why that glue t’ain’t near as good as it should be.  Not near!”  He said patting his hat gingerly.

Okay, Let me get this straight,” Sully came up behind Ygg and looked over his shoulder at Baldot.  “These little toy men---”

“Gnomes, if you please!”

“These---gnomes are alive, I guess, but they break a lot because they are made of the same stuff my Grandmother’s china is made of---“

“More or less,”  said another gnome with  a long curly beard and little round glasses.  “You see lass, fine china consists of a higher ratio of---“  

“Let’s leave the technical stuff alone for now Blagoor, if you please---“ said Ygg as he examined the new old crack on Baldot’s cap.

Sully rolled her eyes.  “Okay, where was I?  Oh yeah, the gnomes break and you fix them with this super-strength glue.”  She grabbed the tube from his hand.  “Right!  My Dad swears by it.”  She said handing the tube back to Ygg.  “But he just fixes lamps and tea cups that don’t, um, ‘jump and jibber’ and stuff.”  She continued eyeballing Ygg.  “YOU, are fixing a live---,”  here she looked a bit confused.  “ceramic---person.”

“GNOME!”  Shouted Baldot up at her.  “What are ya daft? And WE don’t jump and jibber, human-kind do that!  He pulled at his red waistcoat.  We Gnomes are much more refined, don’t you know, We…sashay and dosey-doe and the like.”  Baldot plunked along the patio making a tink-tink sound with every step.  Sashay wasn’t what Ambril would call it.  He looked and sounded more like a two-legged baby goat.  

Sully gave Baldot a dirty look.  “I was about to say that maybe we could look for something better.  But seeing as we’re just human-kind that are only good at jumping and jibbering---“

“Ya mean you’d really try and help us?” Bummil stared worshipfully up at her.

“I take all of that back, of course you be different, you bein’ a better class of human-kind.”  Smiled Baldot showing five chipped teeth.

Sully cringed.  “I liked you better rude and obnoxious.”  But you could see she had gotten an idea.  “I’ll get our remedy book.” She said raced back into the kitchen and returning with the Astarte.   She sat down on the steps and read through the index in the porch light.  “Here!  This might work! Smart Lip glue.”  She read.  “Especially effective on annoying little mouthy grumps who---“

“Sully!”  Said Ygg,  “Stop playing games and getting their hopes up,” Ygg yawned.    “Besides, I’m tired and want to get to bed.”  

Baldot snorted in disgust and turned away.

“But I really do think there might be something in here that would be worth a try.”  She mused reading through a couple of pages.  “I’ll have another look tomorrow.”  
Ambril’s eyelids were beginning to droop as well.  “Let’s talk tomorrow…  Saturday, right?”  She continued.  “Lunch at the Gazebo?”

Ygg and Sully both nodded as they collected their things and turned to go.

“Night Miss Fern, it was fantastic.”  Said Ygg.

“I’m glad you three came by.”  Said Fern smiling.  “Don’t forget your tea remedy, Ygg.”  She said handing him a large brown bag.

“Oh!   I forgot, I can’t be meeting you tomorrow, I’ll be delivering this stuff all afternoon.”  Ygg looked crestfallen.

“Oh well, we can try and find a cure for the gnomes next week then---“ 
“No, no wait, what is it needs delivering?” Baldot trotted up to Ygg and put his hands where his waist would have been had he not been so fat.

“The gnomes have a knack for getting into places unseen.”  Fern nodded.  “Lock or no lock.”  She smiled down at Bummil.  “Right?”

“Right you are!” Crowed Bummil.  “We’ll do the delivering and you do the glue making, deal?” He twinkled up at Ygg.

Ygg nodded his head, pleasantly surprised.  “Alright then, if Miss Fern says you aren’t no Booglish lay bouts, then I believe it.”  He jerked his head sideways at Sully and Ambril.  “No need to stay you two.  I’ll just explain what needs to be done to these little tykes---“

“Tykes!  Who you calling tykes!  Yelled Baldot.  “I be at least 350 years old!”

“Yeah well you still act like your eight so pipe down!”  Growled Ygg as he scooched down on his knees and was soon surrounded by red-caps.

“Here’s what we be needing done---“

As Ambril and Sully turned to go Sully asked, “I wonder whatever happened to Mrs. Flood?” 
Fern smiled and pointed to the house next door.  “She’s quite enjoying herself just now.” She said.  “Though she’ll be feeling a few bumps and bruises tomorrow.” 

Silhouetted by the moon’s light there stood Mrs. Flood, on top of her house twirling on her weather vane.  

“That is some kind of tea, Miss Fern,” said Ambril admiringly.

Chapter 26 The Gazebo Garden

Noon found Ambril coasting to a stop at the Gazebo.  She was early so she thought she’d look around.  It was her family’s place so why not?  

She struggled to free a huge bag of food from her basket.  Mrs. Sweetgum had been very generous. Something hard banged against her hipbone.

Oww!” she yelled as fLit’s head emerged from the bag.  “How did you get in there!”  Grumbled Ambril.  “You have to behave yourself, you know.  My friends are already sick of you.”

She left everything in the gazebo and skipped down the steps to do some exploring.  It felt a little dangerous.  After last night, she wasn’t sure what she’d find.  The garden was a sad, tangled, wondrous mess.  The flagstone path before her was utterly choked with the tiniest of pink flowers with an intoxicating sweet scent. The stones themselves tipped and turned every which way.  Ambril ducked under a frilly bush with what looked like beach umbrella’s hanging from it and tried following the path.  But she didn’t get far, the sweet smell of lilacs hung heavy in the air as she came up against a bristly hedge with nuts the size of her head.  She retraced her steps and tried again only to get entangled in a curtain of sticky tendrils that looked and smelled like old socks.  Defeated she trudged back to the gazebo only to get whacked by the beach umbrella plant so hard that she    lost her balance fell facedown in a thick patch of weeds getting a mouth-full of dirt.  
“Ooch,  she’s a right Lovey isn’t she?”  Came a caustic voice.

“Gooorgeous!”  Said another.

Ambril jumped up and looked around spitting out dirt as she did so.  There was no one to be seen.  The buzz of the garden was louder there, but it had changed.  It now sounded more like soft clicking noises. She had heard that sound before but couldn’t place it.
     “Except for them teeny tiny stalks, she’d made a fine little tree.”  Said a third.

“Do you think she’s right in the head though?  Jumping and spitting, kind of odd that!”

They sounded very much like the elderly schoolteachers who had lived next door a few years back.  They were always quibbling about something, and knitting…in fact that’s what the sound reminded her of, the three old schoolteachers knitting on their front porch… Ambril stooped down to brush off her pants---and froze.

“There, she finally spotted us.”  Said the first one.

Ambril just stared not at all sure what she was seeing was real.  

“She don’t say much does she.”  Said another.

There at the base of the gazebo column nestled in the dirt were three lumpy, turnip-like growths.   Each had small pinprick eyes just above a long wrinkled mouth. They were all knitting furiously.  Every once in awhile one would stop to stick a needle in the earth and draw out long muddy roots which the others would grab up and bend around their needles.  The outcome of all their labors was a muddy, smelly mass of woven muck.   Bits of roots and rotten leaves stuck out everywhere.  One of them had a pair of old fashioned spectacles through which she squinted at Ambril.

“It needs more pink!”  The one on the right trilled.

“You think it always needs more pink.” Groused the large root in the center.  

The one on the left rudely snatched the spectacles while still knitting and peered at Ambril very intently.  “She is a Lovey though,” she sighed. “Why is it always the nice ones who gets it so hard?” 

“Done are we?”  Said the one on the right.  She held up the muddy blanket they’d been working on, shook it, then turned it over.   A worm flew off and landed on Ambril’s nose.  But Ambril didn’t mind for the other side of the blanket was spectacular.  It seemed to be woven of the tiny fragrant flowers that were growing all around the gazebo.  

“It’s beautiful!  You---you knitted that?  But…that’s impossible!”  gasped Ambril. 

The one on the right gave her a curious look. “Yes, yes, we likes impossible---it’s acres more fun than ‘usual’ isn’t it!”   She scrunched up her face at Ambril.   “Here, makes yourself useful then.”  And she threw the blanket at Ambril.

“Just spread it out over there, Deary.”  Said the left one pointing with one of her needles at a bare patch nearby.  “We hates the ugly spots.”

“Hates ‘em, we do.”  Echoed the right one.

Ambril fingered the blanket and felt the thrum of life running through it.  The tiny flowers turned toward her and began to glow.

“Well look there!  They likes her!”

“Can’t work out why, really, she’s as dull as a patch of pigsweed.”  Groused the large middle one. 

“Don’t be silly, they likes her so I likes her too!”  Said the one on the right defensively.

Ambril, not knowing what else to do,  took the flower blanket over and spread it out on the bare patch of ground.  She tried to smooth out all the wrinkles but before she finished, the flowers began to take root; unfortunately, they were a little too fast for Ambril.

“Look out!” said the center one pointing a tendril at Ambril’s right foot.  The carpet had overlapped her toe and was beginning to tack it to the ground.

   “Yikes!”  Ambril exclaimed and pulled at it hard. After a few moments she was able to rip her shoe free.  The flower tendrils had grown right through her shoe.

“Well she almost got it right.”  Said the left one encouragingly.  There was another pause as they watched Ambril pick out the bits of plant from her shoe.   “I think she’s mostly alright just maybe a little bit soft in the head.”

The middle one snorted.  “Don’t be daft, it isn’t like she volunteered for this.” The middle one sucked in her wrinkle mouth as she ripped the glasses from her sister’s face.  “She’ll be lunch to one of them that’s after her, if’n she doesn’t smarten up right quick though.”

“She won’t make it to lunch, just a mid-morning snack.”  Nodded the left one.

The right one just sighed heavily.
“Excuse me, but I don’t like being talked about as if I’m about to be sacrified to the Gods or something.”  Broke in Ambril somewhat huffily.  “My name is Ambril.  This used to be my great grandmother’s house---and---just who are you?”  

“Well no need to get all tangled up about it.  We knows who YOU are, of course.”  Said the middle one glaring at her over the top of the spectacles.

The one on the right casually reached over and jerked the glasses off her face.

“Sorry Lovey, it’s just we’re nots used to any human-kind seeing us.”

“It’s the Glain, it is.”  Mused the middle one.

“No, no she’s ones of foursies,” said the one on the right.  “Look close now!”  She said and whacked her bigger sister with the spectacles.

Her sister took them without comment and peered once again at Ambril.  “Ones of fours AND with Fairy Glain, my, my.”  She said eyeing Ambril up and down and then again.  

“So who and---what are you exactly?”  Asked Ambril.

“Weeelll, you can call us Aunties if you like.”  Said the middle one.   She looked owlish with the glasses scrunched up close to her eyes.  Her tendril fingers reached out and brushed aside some of Ambril’s curly hair.  “’Tis a shame---“

“Now, now, it is just what’s been foretold.”  Said the left one.  “Sometimes it works out different.”   

The center one huffed.  “What have you gone rotten in the head, have you?”  “It’s been wrong only once in all the years we’ve---“

“Once is enough, and you know that one was a doosey! ”  Said the left one as she tried unsuccessfully to grab the glasses.

“Let’s give her the riddle,” said the one on the right as she resumed knitting. 

The left one gave a little jump.  “Oh yes, we can do that at least!”  She bounced so excitedly several earth worms wriggled right out of the soil and under a nearby rock.   

The center one stared intently at Ambril through the glasses.  “I supposed we could do that at least.”

“What are you talking about, what riddle?” asked Ambril completely at sea.  

“That’s our problem, Lovey, we can’t tell you.”  Said the center one nodding sagely.  “We’re can’t tell what we can see.”

“We see’s EVERYTHING.  We see’s the future and the past and the present all smushed together, don’t you know.”  Said the one on the left softly. “But we can’t tells, we can’t says…at least not directly.”  She twinkled.  “One day you’ll meet a little green man.” 

“A green man with a somethings in his pockets.”  Offered the center one.

“He’ll ask you a riddle and you’ll not know the answer, no one ever knows it.”  Said the left one.  “He thinks he’s so clever.”  She scoffed.  “So you’ll make a guess.”

“But we’ll tell you now.”  The center one put in.  “So you bests him.”

“Cause we hates him.”  Said the one on the left nodding vigorously.

“Hates ‘em, so true.  He’s worse than bare patches.” Echoed the right one.

The center one stretched herself until she was inches from Ambril’s face.  “It’s daybreak and nightfall.” She whispered her breath smelling of fresh turned soil.

“What is?” Ambril whispered back.  

“The answer is!”  Screamed the center one in an angry tone, squinting at her ruefully.  “Are you sure she’s alright?  She is slow, isn’t she...” And then loudly and clearly to Ambril “Do try and keep up!”

“Day break and nightfall is the answer, I get it.”  Said Ambril but what’s the riddle?  And who is this green guy?”

“We can’t tells no more.”  Said the left one busily putting her knitting needles away. 

“We gots to go Deary.”  Said the middle one and then began to wriggle her way vigorously deeper into the dirt.  “We’ve so much to do this time of year.”  She shriveled right before Ambril’s eyes.

“Wait, I’m confused!  What about---” asked Ambril.

“No time---Lovey---” whispered the one on the right.  And they all wriggled out of sight.  The last to go was a large wrinkled smile.   

“Ambril?”  It was Sully calling from across the gazebo.

“I just had the weirdest experience.”  Ambril called back.  

“What like run-of-the-mill weird or run for your life weird?”  Asked Sully as she plopped down on the steps.  “And why is it always you?”
Ambril paused to scratch her head.  “Was I just not paying attention before?”

“That’s about the size of it.”  Said a grouchy voice at her knee.  

Ambril and Sully jumped and looked down to find Baldot and Bummil standing waist deep in daisies.  Several other gnomes popped out of the bushes.  

“This garden’s a disgrace, you know!”  Baldot yelled after them.  “We been doing a bit a work here this morning and I’d like to hogtie whoever let it get so very bad.”  He continued staring daggers at Ambril.

“Don’t look at me,” she said innocently.  “I’m just a kid!”

“Are you not a Derwyn?  And is this not the Derwyn Estate?” Baldot continued accusingly.

“Well, yes but…it’s my Mom that owns it really.  She’d hate to see the garden this way, she loves plants and stuff.  I sure wish we could get the place cleaned up….”   Said Ambril sadly looking around.
Bummil’s face was wreathed in smiles.  “Are you askin’ what I think you be askin’?  Ya mean, you want us to work here?”  He asked as if Christmas and his Birthday had come on the same day.

“Ah---sure.”  Said Ambril hesitantly, waiting for the catch.

“That be right fine then, we’ve not enough to do in Fern’s Garden, that garden just takes care of itself.  This one on the other hand---“ Baldot rolled his eyes.  “This one you be takin’ your life into your hands just strollin’ about---this one---“

“Be grand!”  finished Bummil grinning like a love struck cow at the smelly sock bush until Baldot hit him with his hat.
“Did ya get all them deliveries done?”  Ygg came up just then.

Baldot snorted.  “Almost as easy as a lay about afternoon!”  He scoffed but then grinned up at Ygg.  “We even snuck some into the old biddy’s tea!  Dried up old Newt that she is.”  

Ygg’s face turned thunderous.  “I told ya to stay away from Mrs. Twid!  She don’t cotton to magic folk.”  Ygg’s face grew taunt, “if’n she even get’s the idea that I was the one to switch things, I’d be out on me hoochalally and then what would I do?”

“Well you could stay with us at the farm.”  Piped up Sully.  “We can always use some extra hands---and hoochalallies.”

But Ygg didn’t smile.  “Nah, I canna.”  Said Ygg.  “They’d send me off home as I’m still not of age.”  He bent down to the ceramic men who now looked very uncomfortable.

“So ya better not do anything that might make her suspicious.”  He continued and wagged his finger at both of them.

“The old buzzard didn’t see and it had no affect on the likes of her anyway.  Some folks are hopeless.”  Baldot continued with a shrug.  Pity that, I’d a like to have seen her doing somersaults down the stairs like old Mrs. Dogwood.”

“Wait, what was that?” Asked Sully.

Ygg sighed heavily.  “It’s true, the tea’s still a bit on the strong side.”  He smiled involuntarily.  “The old folks are acting a tad foolish. I hope they willna be doin’ any lasting damage once the tea wears thin.”

“Do we know how long that will be?”  Asked Ambril.

“Not a clue.”  Sully shook her head.  “We should check to see if Mrs. Flood is back to normal and then---“

“No time for that now!”  Said Baldot hastily.  “The oldsters will be none the worse for wear, I reckon.”  “YOU need to be making some fixit juice now to hold up your part of the bargain.”  

Ambril nodded.  That was for sure.  In the bright sunlight she could see clearly that the gnomes were riddled with cracks where they had been mended.

Sully suddenly looked a little sick and motioned to Ygg and Ambril as she slipped back into the gazebo.  “We’ll get right on that.”  She said loudly over her shoulder.  She sat down heavily on a bench and pulled out the Astarte, now bristling with bookmarks.  “We have a problem.”  She opened the book and removed the first bookmark.  “I found a bunch of remedies that I think might work.”  but then she frowned.  “But these plants---,” she cleared her throat and read:  “Leaflets from Vixen Brill?  Fiber from a Bomber Nut?  And my personal favorite: A Beaker of Gooberous Slag.” Sully shrugged her shoulders.  “I haven’t got a clue where we can find this stuff, and I’m sort of hazy as to what a beaker is.”  She hunched over the book and shook her head.

“I think we use beakers in science, you know those cup thingies.” Said Ambril.  

“Hey, get out a there, you’ll be damaging its teeth!”  Baldot yelled from the garden.  There seemed to be quite a commotion.  

Ambril jumped up to find that one of the beach umbrella flowers  that had whacked her before had swooped down and snatched up something.  It grated and clunked as it chewed.  She groaned as she caught sight of two flailing red metal legs.

“This nowt be your average patch of petunias is it?”  Mused Ygg.

“fLit again.”  Muttered Sully.

“Why didn’t you leave him home?”  Groused Ygg.

“I did, he stowed away in the picnic basket.”  Ambril said sheepishly.  

“No offense, that is the stupidest smart robot I’ve every met.”  Said Sully as Ambril ran over to help.

Baldot and the other gnomes had armed themselves with sticks and ropes.  They managed to snag one of fLit’s legs and three of the gnomes were pulling down hard.  The flower was pulling back, refusing to let the robot go.

“This one’s called a Brellie plant on account of the umbrellie flowers.  But never you mind, missy, we’ve got him sorted.”   Baldot said waving her back.  “You’ll just make more of a mess of it.” 

Ambril was jostled out of the way as some of the other gnomes began to tickle the flower just under the blossom with bunches of prickle grass while carefully avoiding the umbrella like flowers, which were vigorously trying to whack them.  One gnome failed at this and sailed off over her head.  He landed in a tangle of brambles but scrambled out immediately and grabbing a stick, went back in.  These gnomes were warrior gardeners, Ambril thought.  After a few more minutes, the plant did start to giggle, then a little more until it was laughing uncontrollably.  At last, with a belch it spit out the robot.  The three gnomes who had been pulling on the rope suddenly lost their balance and fell backwards, their stubby little feet flailing.  The blossom had had enough of everything and snapped its stem with resolve.  It sucked in a large amount of air and them blew it out in a whoosh launching itself into space.  

“Look at Boocher, he be flying!” Shouted Bummil.  Sure enough, Boocher an extraordinarily fat gnome had gotten his foot caught in a rope and dangled below the escaping Brellie.

“Stand back!”  Yelled Baldot as he twirled a lasso over his head.  He took aim and threw just managing to hook Boocher’s tasseled hat.  The other gnomes piled on and pulled him to safety.  But as he landed Ambril heard a loud crack.  

“There be another half hour of work.”  Groaned Ygg.  

Flit had landed on the gazebo roof where he had become entangled in the vines.

“What the heck is he on about!”  shouted Baldot.  “He should have more sense than to play at this!”  He said marching over to just underneath the robot.   “Come on out of there you, we see you plain as day!”  He waved his fist at it.

“Sorry about that!”  Stammered Ambril.  “He’ll be a smart robot eventually, you see but he’s still learn---“

“Smart robot my checkered undies!”  Snorted Baldot.  “I know what he is, we don’t like his kind on principle.”  He screwed up his face angrily.  “They’re too sneaky to be trusted, we learned that well and good.”  

“Come on, now, break it up!”  Ygg said calmly he pointed back to the garden.  “That big one there needs an attitude adjustment, don’t you think?”  Asked Ygg. 

The Brellie plant had just slurped up another gnome and was chewing away on him.

“Coadsnigs, that’s Blagoor!”  Swore the gnome forgetting his anger.  “Tickle just under the nape!  Get his right leg lassoed, ya know, the left one broke last month!”  And he was back in the fray.  

Ambril turned back to the robot.  She reached up and tugged and wiggled until she was able to pull him down.  There was just one little vine wrapped stubbornly around his middle.

The ever more annoying fLit grabbed at Ambril’s neck hooking her medallion chain with his arm and bringing it out into the light.  It was dazzling in the bright sunlight.  

“Wow, I forgot you even had that!”  Said Sully admiringly.

The moment the Medallion connected with the budding vine Ambril felt the thrum of the garden heighten and pulse right through her to combine with the bright energy of her medallion.  The bud on the vine flew open.  And there was the beautiful flower she had seen just the night before.  The air was filled with the scents of lavender and lilac.  But then there was something else there, a presence watching her.  One that did not wish her any favor.  She shivered and cringed as her hand went instinctively for the medallion.  Instantly a curtain of dense fog embraced her protectively and the evil was forced away.  

When she opened her eyes Ygg and Sully were staring at her.  

“So, what was that about?” asked Ygg slowly.

“You sort of---faded---we could see through you.”  Said Sully.  “Like before, you know when you called the---big doggies.”
Ambril was shocked.  “Really?  It gets all foggy for me and everything freezes, including you.”  She said softly.  “But this time, there was this other---thing---there.”  

“What sort of thing?” asked Ygg.

Ambril shrugged.  “Search me, but I could tell it didn’t like me.”  

“Master Ygg, we need you! “ Bummil ran toward them.  “Boocher’s in a bad way, ” he huffed out of breath.

The three friends followed Bummil down the path to where Boocher lay on the ground looking concerned but not in pain. His left leg had been cracked.  

“I just fell and hit this here marker right hard is all.  Can you fix me up Master Ygg?” Boocher asked anxiously peering over his expansive belly.

“We’ll have you right as rain soon enough.”  Ygg said easily.

He pulled out his tube of glue and knelt down to attend to the little fat man.

“Marker?  What Marker?”  Asked Sully.

“Well if you weren’t always gazing off into the distance like so many donkeys you’d a’ seen them by now.”  Groused Baldot scornfully.   He walked over and tapped one of the gray stones that lined the garden paths.  It sat up a bit higher than the others.  

Ambril bent down to get a better look and brushed aside some spent flower petals to reveal a name carved in the stone.  “Sweet Collar Bramble.”  She read out.  “Uses:  Sour throats and Adam’s Apple maladies.”  The plant consisted of long velvety scarf like vines, which smelled like cough syrup.  

“Look there’s another one!”  Cried Sully.

Looking down the pathway, Ambril could see many such stones.  There was one next to Ambril’s knee.  She read out, “Vixen Brill.”

“Hey!  That’s one we need!”  Cried Sully excitedly.

The gnomes had already cleared out around the Vixen Brill.  It was a compact, frilly plant with black tipped seedpods on long stalks waving high above the greenery.

“Great!  I’ll just grab a few of the leaves.”  Said Sully and reached out but just as quickly snatched it back.  “Ouch!”  She yipped.  “It’s prickly!”

“Prickly my patutee!  A sight more than that!”  Snorted Baldot coming up behind them.  “That be VIXEN Brill, you daft little tots!  Vixen as in fox!”  It’ll slice off your fingers in half a second.”  He continued  “You were just plain lucky there.  See, look at them teeth!”  He pointed at one of the seedpods.  Ambril could now see that the seedpod was shaped like a fox head.  It barred its vicious, needle-like teeth at them as it weaved and bobbed. It looked like it wanted more than just a finger.  Suddenly one of them lashed out and ripped Ambril’s sleeve before she could scramble out of the way.  She lost her balance and fell flat on her back right next to Baldot.

Baldot and some of the other gnomes laughed.  

Ambril tried to remember why she had ever thought garden gnomes were cute as she struggled to her feet and brushed herself off.  “I guess we won’t be making any fix-it juice.”  She said tight-lipped.  “Because it calls for Vixen Brill.  Sully and I aren’t feeling much like losing our fingers for you ungrateful louses.”

Baldot jumped.  “Don’t get your knickers in a knot!  We were just having a bit of fun.”  He said not the least bit apologetically.  He turned to some of the gnomes still laughing and giggling.  “Boys!  Bring the lambs ear!”  He commanded.

One of them trotted off and came back with a handful of soft, fuzzy things that were shaped just like lambs ears.  

“They aren’t--- really from cute little---“ said Sully apprehensively.

Baldot looked offended.   “Nay, that’s a right disgusting thought, that is.  Lambs Ear is a plant, don’t you know.”  Wrinkling his nose, Baldot got right to work and tied some of the leaves to a stick, which he began to swing in front of the vixen pods.  

“They love this stuff!  Can’t resist it.”  He said as he began to inch sideways.  “So I’ll be, distracting the pods while you go in and grab some of the brill, right?”  He said his eyes not leaving the seedpods.

The pods stopped snapping at Ambril and Sully and went into hunting mode, their heads down eyeing the lamb’s ear.  One or two of them jabbed at it viciously.  After a few tries, one of them came away with a fuzzy leaf.  The others watched jealously as it chewed and swallowed and then went back for more.

“We ain’t got all day!”  Panted Baldot as one of the pods narrowly missed his right elbow.

Ambril and Sully stealthily inched closer to the plant.  “Boy, the gnomes sure know a lot about these plants,”  whispered Ambril.  

Sully nodded.  “Well yeah, they’ve been---helpful.  But I still think they are the rudest, nastiest garden ornaments I’ve ever laid eyes on,” groused Sully.  

They had gotten well off the path and were within grabbing range.  “O.K., on three, then.”  Said Ambril.  “One, two---“ they both lunged at the plant and came away with handfuls of leaves before racing back to the path with the seed pods snapping at their heels.

Whew!” said Sully waving her leaves.  “Success!”  They stuffed them all into a bag Sully had brought along. 

“There’s more we need.”  Ambril said to Baldot  “Can you tell me where the---“

“Slag Fern, we need the Gooberous part and the fiber from a Bomber Nut---medium sized one.” Sully put in.

Baldot smirked.  “JUST the fiber, ay?”  He said sarcastically and laughed.  “Piece of cake, I’ll let you grab those then.”  He said rolling his eyes.  He turned and trotted off down the path and yelled. “Just ahead!”  
Sully and Ambril followed.  As they rounded a bend they found that here the gnomes really had gotten busy.  The pathways had been cleared and swept, the soil dug around each of the plants and there were groups of gnomes pruning or trying to prune some of the more unruly plants.

“Watch it Bandler!” Yelled Baldot as a ragged, petulant lion’s head snapped viciously at a gnome armed with some gardening shears.  “Just give him a little trim to start!”  Then he groused to Ambril, “Ya see?  Some of these plants have been left so long to fend for themselves they’ve gone well and truly wild!” 
There was another group of gnomes with rubbery leaves strapped on like armor.  They were working with a plant covered with clusters of yellow-green berries. 

“Watch it Barmie!” Baldot yelled just as one of the berries burst open raining a yellowish gel all over him.  The yellow goo smelled like a herd of flatulent Camels  and hardened quickly, anchoring poor Barmie to the spot.

Bummil sighed, “Get the water then!”  
Baldot continued down the path unconcerned.  “He’ll be all right just as soon as the Gel is washed off.”  He cupped his hands over his mouth.  “Hey Blagoor!  We’ll be needing some of the Goober from that Slag Fern!”  

Blagoor was weaving and bobbing in front of an enormous purple plant with tightly wrapped leaves.  A serpent like seedpod snaked toward him hissed angrily.  Nearby another gnome was lazily swinging a lasso around his head.  

“Anytime there Beedle no hurry.”  Said Blagoor sarcastically as he dove to one side to avoid being eaten. The seedpod plowed into the earth instead.  It came up spitting and screeching.  Beedle finally let the lasso go, it sailed over the seedpod’s snapping jaws and down it’s long sinuous neck.  Beedle immediately pulled it taunt.  

“There, now Blagoor you can stop your dancing.”  Beedle chuckled as he pulled harder on the rope.  The seedpod struggled fruitlessly and the entire plant began to tip forward as if it was hinged at the base.  
“Get your beaker ready then!”   Baldot said to Sully.

Sully looked blank.  “Oh, sorry, but I haven’t got a beaker.”

“How about a pail or something?  You got one of those?” he said unruffled.

“Well no.”

Baldot snorted.  “What would you be doing without us?”

“We’d not be making Fixit Juice that’s for sure!”  Sully said peeved.  

Baldot muttered something under his breath.  Then he went over to the bristly hedge that Ambril had come up against earlier and picked off a nut the size of a basketball.  He unhurriedly found a sharp stone and neatly cracked the nut in two.   Inside was a shiny black ball that immediately started fizzing and smoking.  Ambril could hear a faint ticking noise which seemed to be growing louder…and faster
“Cragnuts!  These Bomber Nuts are overripe!” Muttered Baldot as he picked up the black ball and started tossing it between his hands looking wildly around.  “Fire in the Slime!”  He yelled and tossed the bomb at the Slag Fern.  The evil looking seedpod yelped and dug its head into the dirt like as Ostrich.  All the gnomes scrambled for cover.  Too late, Ambril and Sully tried to follow their lead.  With a squelchy boom, the Bomber Nut exploded.  Almost immediately the slime rained down on everything including Ambril and Sully.  They were instantly coated with what looked and felt like Lime Jell-O.  But it smelled like something that hadn’t been washed in 6 years.

For the second time that day the gnomes roared with laughter.  Baldot giggled as he threw Ambril something the size and shape of a bike helmet.  

“Here you go, it be a B---Bomber Nut.”  He finally got out. 

Sully sighed and started to scrape the slime off her front and into the nutshell.

“Now wait there, you be needing the fiber inside that shell.”  Baldot said still chuckling.

Ambril reached inside and pulled out handfuls of what looked like greasy brown monkey hair.  It smelled like monkeys too.  Ambril made a face.  

“Who knew that magic would be so---stinky?”  Complained Sully.

Ambril stuffed wads of the fiber into Sully’s bag and then filled the nutshell with the slime they scraped from their clothes.

“Yuk!”  Said Sully gagging.  It tastes worse than it smells!”

Ambril didn’t think that was possible but decided not to test it out.

“Where’s the hose?”  Said Sully looking around.  

“Faster if you just jump in the pond I be thinkin”.  Baldot said. “Oh no wait, you might be frightened of the---“
“Relax, we’re not afraid of frogs and we can handle snakes, right Ambril?”

Baldot shook his head, “well this be a little bit diff----“  
“We’ll figure it out.”  Said Sully waving him off dismissively.

They squelched back down the path.  The pond was fed by a waterfall  which flowed out from under the Trelawnyd Wall. The water was almost a tropical blue-green color.

“It’s beautiful!  Like a postcard.“   Said Sully.

They squelched out of their shoes and jumped in with their clothes on. The water cooled Ambril’s sticky, slime covered body.  She ducked under water and swam out toward the center of the lake.  The water was clear and clean with long ropy streams of bright green slime running everywhere.  The lake became surprisingly deep at the center. A perfect place for a sea monster she  thought  to herself.  As a kid she had been afraid of Sea Monsters.  She surfaced to get some air.

“Isn’t this great!”  Sully exclaimed floating on her back.  “Wish we could spend all afternoon here, but--” She started paddling back toward the shore.“Coming?”

Ambril nodded and dove down one more time.  She glided through the serene water.  Her body felt almost weightless, the sounds of the world suddenly blocked.  She was alone and safe, contentedly she glided toward the shore.   There seemed to be a piece of clear plastic floating in the water near her with a black ball inside it.  Trash in this perfect place!  Probably one of the homeless people had tossed it in the pond.  She reached out to grab it so she could tow it to shore---and---it blinked at her.  Instead of just a piece of junk Ambril found she was staring at an enormous eye.  She screamed of course, which was silly as no one could hear her underwater then she madly scrambled away from it.  She fought her way to the surface and swam like mad for the shore.  Reaching it she scrambled out sputtering and coughing and hugged herself.

“Wow, what are you training for the Olympics now?  I’ve never seen anyone swim so fast.  What’s wrong?  Wait, don’t tell me---another monster right?”  Sully asked clearly jaded by the happenings of the past few days.  

Ambril stood staring at the lake.  “I---I think I saw a Sea Monster.”  
“Did it come after you? Try and eat you?”  Asked Sully wringing out her hair.

“No, it just sort of---blinked at me.”

Sully looked at her skeptically then chuckled.  “It---blinked at you.  Come on, just today we’ve been snapped at by vixens, escaped an explosion, slimed with something that hopefully isn’t toxic---and you’re terrified by something---blinking at you?”  Asked Sully.

“It was a pretty big eye!”  Said Ambril defensively.

“Yes, the horrible blinking eye….Whooooo!”  Said Sully as she slepped over to a nearby bush and began removing her pants.  Sully pointed to a stack of dry clothes. “The gnomes dug these up from somewhere. We can wear these while ours dry.” 

“You don’t believe me.”  Said Ambril grumpily as she followed Sully’s lead and took off her shirt, replacing it with a bright pink T-shirt, two sizes too small.
“Look I’m just saying that this garden is filled with wacky creatures, some good and some bad.   This one didn’t try to eat you so maybe it’s one of the good ones.”  Sully rinsed her sneakers off in the pond.  “Let’s hope these dry quickly.”  

They finished dressing and put their wet shoes back on.  As they walked over to the gazebo their shoes made a smulching sound with every step.

“I think memories of this place are getting jarred awake.”  Continued Ambril as they walked.  “This sounds strange but I think I recognized that thing.”  

Sully smirked.  “You think you met this Sea Monster before?  What in a black lagoon or on an alien planet?”

Ambril slowly smiled, her mind must be playing tricks on her.  “All right, forget it.  Let’s have lunch.”

Chapter 26  Fixit Juice

They found Ygg well into his second sandwich.  “What took ya?”  He asked.

Ambril sighed, “it’s a long slimy story, and smelly too.  Pass the grapes.”

And they ate until they were full to bursting.  Then they lay back on the warm stone benches and watched the puffy white clouds scuttle by overhead.  The sun dawdled that afternoon Ambril recalled later.  The golden afternoon stretched as she yawned and sat up slowly.    

Sully was pulling something gooey from her hair.  “This stuff is soooo sticky!”  

“Stickiness is perfect for Fixit juice.”  Said Ygg as he rooted through the lunch leavings.  

“You’ve eaten everything all ready, vacuum-mouth.”  Said Sully.  

Ygg was looking much less stretched these days.  Ambril decided to bring even bigger lunches from now on.  Sully knocked on her head sideways and another slime ball dropped out of her ear and bounded off like a super ball.

“Uh oh,” she said pointing at it.  “Look it’s starting to morph!  We’d better get to work.” She opened the Astarte and read:

“Fixit Juice, recipe #158,” then continued to read silently.  “So, it seems pretty simple.”  She said after a pause.  “We just put all this stuff together and stir.”   She continued to read.  “There is something weird though, something about a shot of--- life energy?”  She looked mystified.  “We’ll just have to wing that part.” She rubbed her hands together smiling at Ambril and Ygg.  “Ready?”

The Gnomes had brought over the biggest Bomber Nutshell they could find.  It was half of a large boulder and refused to sit straight.   

Sully was reading through the recipe once again.  “We’ll start with the easy stuff first.”  She said and dumped out the contents of the bag.  Under all the Bomber Nut fiber and Vixen Brill was a clump of wilted leaves.  “From my Mom’s herb garden.”  Said Sully putting a finger to her lips.  “She’d kill me if she caught me in there.”  She started sorting through the greenery.  

“So, we’ll put in lots of thyme--- I guess you want it to last.” She smirked and threw in sprigs of something with small green leaves and tiny white flowers.  “Next, some Speedwell, to make it fast acting---let’s see---ah!  Here it is!”  She said rummaging around.  “Five strands with buds.”  She threw in some purple flowers.  “Four flower heads of Everlasting.”  Sully continued extracting some yellow and orange flowers and tossing them in carelessly.  “And three drops of Milk Weed.”  She held up a stiff stock and snapped it in two and squeezed out three milky drops.

“Seven leaves from a cast-iron plant.”  She said and holding up a bunch of thick green blades, she shredded them into the shell.  “I got lucky, we had these in our front yard.”

Ambril found a stick and skeptically stirred up the leaves.  Nothing seemed to be happening. It was still just a mash of leaves and flowers.  This was like making mud pies.

“O.K.!  Now we move onto the more interesting stuff.”  Said Sully and unceremoniously dumped in the Bomber Nut fiber and the Vixen Brill.

There was a fizzing sound, followed by a lot of  yellow smoke, which smelled like rotten eggs. 

“Oh oh, hold your noses, I have a feeling it’s going to get a whole lot worse,”  said Sully as she reached for the the Gooberish slime.  She poured it all in. Some of it hung in long gooberish dangles from its container until Sully gave it a firm shake.

They all hastily stepped back as it began to bubble and steam in a big way.  But when it didn’t explode, they snuck back and holding their breath peered into the pot. It was now a molten mess of greenish goo.  It burped at them.

“Pee-Yew!”  Coughed Ambril.  It stank of excitable skunks and dead cats.

“How long will it keep doing this then?”  Asked Ygg holding his nose.

Sully frowned and consulted the Astarte again.  “It doesn’t say.   There’s just the one thing more,” she said uncertainly.  “The life-energy thing.  I suppose we could all join hands and meditate.  I went to a wellness camp once where we tapped into our life energy that way.”  She shrugged sheepishly.  “It didn’t really work for me, I just fell asleep.”

“What the---!”  Shouted Baldot running up from the garden.

The remedy had begun to fizz and pop like firecrackers on Chinese New Year.

Sully dove back into the Astarte, her nose  less than an inch away from the page as if getting closer to it would help her understand.  “It just says:  A tap of life-energy---what the heck does that mean?” she said frustrated.   

“Well, pumpkin, whatever it is you must be doing it now!”  Said Baldot motioning to the top of the gazebo.  “Can’t ya see anything you Dingslags? The vine is about all-in!”

Through the haze of the steam Ambril could see to her horror that Baldot was right.  The noxious fumes had made the vine above them wilt.  Ambril put her hand out to it.  She felt a surge of energy and her medallion vibrated.  An idea flashed through her head.  She rummaged through her backpack and raced to the concoction which was still spewing nasty yellow smoke.

She pointed her Ashera at it.  

“So what are you going to do with that?” Asked Ygg looking dubious.  

Ambril held her nose as she was enveloped by foul smelling smoke. “We hab to try somethig before we choke to death.”  

“So what then? Do you think energizing thoughts? Like doing Yoga?” Asked Sully.

Baldot snorted behind them.  “No, NO, you Dunderheads.”  He scoffed.“ It’s sharing life’s power that sort a thing.”  

She felt nervous, she didn’t know what she was doing, but one thing was certain, some one had to stop the smelly fumes.   She held her breath and grasping the Ashera tightly in both hands she tapped the nut timidly.  

There was a loud boom and a brilliant flash of light inside Ambril’s head.  Ambril was thrown backwards and out into the garden.  She lay there a moment checking to make sure she still had all her body parts.  Everything seemed to  be in the unbroken and in the right place.  She had just managed to sit up when it happened

She felt something grab hold of her and yank her sideways so hard it took her breath away.

It was frigidly cold suddenly and dark.  She sensed she was in an underground cavern.  There were two glimmers of light in front of her but it took her a few moments to realize they were eyes as they were amber colored.  She felt it again; the watchful, evil presence she had felt earlier in the gazebo.  Her eyes grew accustomed to the dark and she was able to make out an outline of something monstrous, a darker shadow in the darkness.   That she was in the presence of a powerful evil she had no doubt and she searched the darker space for some sense of what she was facing.   It was clearly not human.  The figure seemed to writhe like a mass of eels.  

“So it is time then,” It croaked. “So kind of you to bring me what was mine.”  Its laughter sent spiky chills through Ambril’s body. 

 The shadow seemed to grow larger as if it fed on her terror. There was a tug on her neck as the creature grabbed her medallion and tried to rip it from her neck.  It wouldn’t budge though Ambril could feel the chain digging into the back of her neck.  

“I just want the Glain, Ashera, you may keep your life, just give it to me.” The creature said patiently as it increased it’s pressure and began twisting it tightly around her neck until it began to chock her.   She struggled to free herself but the creature was incredibly strong.  She grabbed at the clammy hands that pulled the medallion and there was an arc of blue white energy.

The creature released her and seemed to think for a moment as Ambril caught her breath and backed away from it.  She soon ran into a rocky wall.
The creature loomed over her and said musingly, “Your death is of no consequence, but the taking of this must be done carefully.”  The thing grasped the medallion once again and pulled her up off her feet, holding her at eye level.
Death? She was too young to die.  She had a Mom and a brother.  And she had friends now, real friends.  And she had too much she wanted to do.  Her head was getting fuzzy.  She lashed out at the monster, trying to break free. She wanted her friends and family---images of them began to flash through her mind as her movement slowed and her brain focused on her life, her Mom laughing with her over dinner, Zane smirking as he made a joke, Chao Feng puzzling over the checker board, Sully rolling her eyes, Ygg fixing Baldot’s hat,  Miss Fern, Mrs. Sweetgum, even fLit---

With an electric crack and the sound of bells a fairy bright with energy hovered within an inch of her nose.  “I hope this hurts, you idiot.”  He thought at her.  He wasted no time, grabbed her by the nose (which hurt quite a lot) and yanked her back sideways.  With a whoosh they were back in the brilliant sunlight.  Ambril fell hard on the stone floor of the gazebo and just lay there breathing.  She fumbled for her medallion warm, it glowed as her hand closed around it.  She then felt the damage around her neck and found that though there were welts coming up where the chain had bit into her skin there was fortunately no blood.  She struggled to sit up and looked around her.  The area around the Nutshell pot looked scorched and singed from the explosion.  There were several gnomes clambering out of the bushes and trees where they had been thrown.  The fairy was nowhere to be seen. 

Ygg found her first.  “You scared us half to death! You were there one minute sitting in the garden and the next minute, you were gone!”

Ambril was still breathing hard.  “I was sort of taken to this cave.  There was this really nasty---creature there---”   

“Another Dullaith?”  Asked Sully coming up behind Ygg.

“No, worse, much worse.  He tried to take the Ledrith Glain from me.”
“And tried to kill you in the process, right?”  Asked Sully looking hard at the red marks on her neck.

Ambril felt cold just remembering it and hugged herself.  “I couldn’t get my breath and then this fairy came and---“

“Fairy?  A fairy came?”  Baldot frowned.  “Nasty little buggers, of course they’d be behind this.”

“No, no he helped me, he brought me back.”

Baldot laughed mirthlessly.  “Well if’n a fairy really did come and help you, he must a done it by mistake.”  He snorted.  “Fairies haven’t been known to help any human-kind freely in many, many years.”  He shook his head.  “Right little dizters, if you ask me.”

“Hey I think this mighta gotten in the way of things.”  Blagoor trotted up with a badly mangled robot.  fLit’s head was askew one leg was missing and there was a piece of string tied around his middle. “Strangest thing.  The chest cubby wouldn’t stay closed at first, but now it won’t open.”  

Ambril took the robot and looked at it closely.  She shook it gently and could hear the faint sound of ----bells.  
Ambril suddenly understood.  ‘Um thanks, Blagoor, I’m sure it’s the wiring---or something.”  She stowed the ruined robot into her backpack and zipped it shut.
“Bob’s Bots can fix him.”  Ygg nodded.  “He can fix anything.”

“Except us,” grumbled Baldot and then brightened.  “Speaking of that!”

Everyone suddenly remembered the remedy.  The pot had stopped smoking.  Everyone gathered around the concoction.  Ambril was the last to peer inside. 

“Did it work?” She asked.

The mixture was crystal clear and glossy smooth.  It smelled of earth and new rain.  What an improvement.

“I guess we should test the stuff.”  Said Ygg looking around.

“I’ll do it!”

No I’m volunteering!”  

No, It be me first!” 

All the gnomes were fighting with each other to be the first one cured.

“Nay, No, Not you live un’s.” said Ygg.  “What we need is a broken pot or---“

“How’s this?” asked Bummil dragging a large earthenware jug out from under a bush.  It was a footed jug, three of them jutted out from the bottom for support and balance.  A large piece of its handle was missing.

“I done that this morning while trying to water the Elli-plant.”

“Fine.”  Said Ygg.  He picked up the broken handle and dipped it in the Fixit juice and was about to fit it into the jug’s remaining handle when Baldot stopped him.

Taking off his cap he said solemnly, “Fixit Joe always said something ‘afore he fixed.”  

Ygg looked a little lost.  “You mean a prayer or something?” he asked.
“More like a request.”  Baldot shrugged.  “Like he was asking for a little help.”

Ygg shrugged.  “O.K. then, how’s this.  Let this pot be all-together again.  Um---please.”  He said, and stuck the broken piece back where it belonged.

There was a soft click and the break lines between the broken piece and the pot’s handle glowed bright and sizzled.  After a moment, it quieted and went still.  Ygg ran his finger along the handle and smiled.  

“Nary a crack to be seen!”

The gnomes roared their approval.  One of them raised his severed arm and waved that as well.

Ygg gave the jug a really good shake.  “Yep!  It’s as good as---“ he gasped as he was knocked sideways.  “Hey, what the---“ 

The jug had shaken itself and reared up on its clay feet.  It seemed to be shaking its fisted handle at him.  

 “Well I’ll be jiggered and sold for scrap!”  Said Baldot in surprise.  “The thing’s alive!” 

“And grouchy!”  Said Bummil approvingly.

The jug stretched itself and wiggled its toes.  It seemed to be itching for a fight.  Fortunately Bummil seemed to know from experience how to deal with grouchy ceramic beings.  He trotted up and after ducking a few times to avoid jabs from the handle fist he said matter-of-factly.  “We need help carting the water around, don’t you know.”  He stepped quickly to one side to evade a kick.  “Do you think you might could use a job?” 

The jug stopped to consider this. 

Bummil didn’t wait.  “Come and see then.”  He said and walked down the steps and up the path beckoning to the jug to follow.  It considered this a moment and then reluctantly, as if it couldn’t think of anything better to do, followed him.

“Well that’s a right fine jug, isn’t it?” Blagoor said admiringly.  “Plenty of spirit.”

Ambril got the idea that being rude and grouchy was just good manners to a gnome.  

“Now, I want you to fix me.”  Baldot turned to Ygg.  “And I ain’t gonna take NO for an answer. We’ve been waiting years for Fixit Joe to return, I’ve given up on him.  I’ll take me chances with this new stuff.”

Ygg stared at him for a moment and shrugged.  “Well I guess we could try it on a little bit of you.”  He said slowly.

Baldot grabbed the tip of his cap.  “How’s this?”  There was a small chip missing from the white tip.

“Okay, you dip it in yourself.”  Said Ygg kneeling down next to the gnome.

The gnome walked up to the remedy but before he dipped in his cap he paused and said stiffly.  “Make this old goat whole, and thank ye for it.”  Then without hesitation he grasped the shell and jumped in headfirst.  Ygg yelled and fished him out.

“What are you playing at?”  Ygg growled as he held up the dripping gnome.

For a moment Ambril feared the worst.  Baldot was as stiff as a statue.  His face frozen with his eyes squeezed shut as if he were holding his breath.  Then all the mended parts of him began to glow and fizz just as they had on the jug and then were quiet.

“Baldot?” asked Ambril anxiously.  “Are you alright?”  She bent down so their faces were eye to eye.

For a long moment nothing happened, and then slowly his right eye---winked.

“Baldot!  Can you hear us?” Yelled Ygg in his ear.

Baldot slowly unfroze his face and said sarcastically.  “The great Trolls of the North can hear you, you Lumox!” 

Ygg unceremoniously set him down.

Baldot began to stiffly move his head and then his arms and legs.  “Am I fixed?” he said laughing.  “I’m fixed!”  He said as he jumped up and started skipping around.

“Hey boys!  Look at me!  It works!”  He said doing a somersault.  

The other gnomes cheered and made a mad dash for the remedy.

“Hold on there, now, let me help you before you tip it over!”  Said Ygg battling through to the pot.  Ygg found himself dipping little ceramic men into the vat of goo until after dark.  The gnomes were so appreciative that he just couldn’t find it in his heart to stop.  Ambril and Sully left them at sunset.  Both of them hardly said a word as they wound their way through the heavy overgrowth and through the hole in the hedge.  

“I’m beat,” Sully yawned,  “I think this was the best day I’ve ever had.”  

Ambril stopped just short of agreeing with Sully remembering the dark cave.  

“Hey!  You want to stay for dinner?”  She asked.  “We’re having stuffed squash blossoms!  I’m sure it’ll be O.K. with my Mom.”

“Of course it is!  Ambril can stay whenever she likes!”  Ambril’s mother was heaving a basket over her garden gate filled with huge creamy blossoms.  “You should stay Ambril.  The Squash blossoms are gorgeous tonight!”

“Oh, they sure look---beautiful.”  Said Ambril, at a loss for what to say.  She tried to imagine stuffing one of those huge flowers into her mouth.  Maybe when she was older.

“I’m really tired tonight so, I think I’ll just get on home.”  She said finally.  

“Another time then!”  Said Sully’s Mom as she headed for the kitchen door.  “Sully!  Don’t’ forget to park your bike BEHIND the garage.  You’re Dad nearly ran it over with the tractor yesterday.” She said over her shoulder.

Sully winced and started walking her bike around the side of the barn.

“Se you tomorrow?”  She asked.

“Yeah, tomorrow.”  Ambril said as she shoved off and began the ride home.  She certainly had a lot to think about.  It had been an amazing day with some terrifying parts.  Actually, truth be told, certain parts had been amazingly terrifying; and her day wasn’t over yet.  Her eyes went frequently to the backpack stuffed in her basket.  
The Truth About Smart Robots
Zane was eating as usual when she stuck her head in the kitchen.  Mrs. Sweetgum smiled as she handed her a plate of food.  She dropped her pack right there and dug right in. It was heavenly.  
 “Seconds?”  Mrs. Sweetgum asked.
“Yeah!” said Zane lifting his plate eagerly.  

I’m full, thanks.” Ambril yawned as she scooped up her backpack   “Where’s Mom?”

“You’re mother’s resting, at Feldez’s request, he thought she looked a little tired,”  volunteered Mrs. Sweetgum.    

Zane grunted but continued eating.  Ambril’s stomache tightened so now Feldez was controlling her Mom’s sleeping habits as well.  She fumed as she took the stairs two at a time.  After locking her door her mood made her swing her pack none too gently onto her bed.

“Alright, come on out of there!”  She said sharply facing the pack.

She waited for a full minute.   No reaction.

“Hiding isn’t going to work, I know you’re in there,” Ambril muttered angrily.  “And I know what you are so,” Ambril shoved the backpack hard.  “So show yourself!”

Still there was no reaction.  Ambril was now officially angry.  

“I guess I should thank you for your help today, but I don’t like being spied on and I really don’t like it when some one pretends to be something they’re not.”  She sputtered.  “SO GET OUT HERE!”  She yelled and kicked the bag hard.

With a bang, the backpack burst open.  An angry blur of light whizzed right at Ambril’s face. 

It was the fairy all right, angry and disgusted.  It opened its mouth and yelled a stream of grating metallic screeches and then poked her hard in the eye.

Ambril jumped back her hand to her face.

The fairy screeched grating metal some more, then switched to something like piano destruction and then onto the sound of a dentist’s drill.  It streaked around the room then zipped back to her and slapped her nose.

“Knock it off!”  Said Ambril trying to fend him off.  But she was helpless as the fairy was way too fast.  He zipped in and out before she even had time to duck.   All she could do was cower and cover her face defensively.  Which left a huge amount of real estate unprotected.   
After several minutes of being poked, pinched and her hair pulled she said, “look, we need to talk, right?”  She winced as the fairy kicked her right ear.  “You’ve been cooped up in that robot since the Dullaith attack, haven’t you?”  She said peering through her fingers.  “Watching everything I do, getting me into trouble, annoying my friends. Why? What am I to you?” Ambril’s voice was muffled by her hands.  

There was more sounds of piano destruction followed by a head-on collision. 

“So you don’t want to be here, but---“ the fairy pulled her hair harder.  “Ouch!”

Ambril bit her lip trying to control her own anger. “You have to stay for some reason.  If you tell me what that is, maybe I can help you get out of here.” 
The fairy let go of her hair and was quiet.

Ambril cautiously peered through her fingers  to find the fairy hovering a few inches from her face. She slowly put her hands down, but not too far just in case.

The fairy began to speak again.  This time in a long cadence of chimes and bells with just a few grating screeches thrown in.

“Look I still can’t understand you.”  She looked at the fairy closely.  “There’s another way of talking, isn’t there?”  The fairy looked offended as if it was beneath him.  He folded his arms and looked away.

“Back there in the dark, you spoke to me.”  Ambril tapped her head, “in here.  Maybe you didn’t mean to and maybe you don’t want to now but is there another way?” 

The fairy, looked disgusted but tried again.  It opened its mouth and a torrent of bell tones came out, then some clangs. Then she heard clearly in her head, “Donkey!” clang, ting, screech, “Butt!” then, “You’re the Butt of a Donkey!”  The fairy screwed up his face with effort.

Ambril looked startled.  “I heard that!  You called me a Donkey’s Butt!”  She drew her eyebrows together.  “Thanks for that!” It was pretty weird being insulted inside her head.  Perhaps she could return the favor.  She concentrated on the fairy and willed some words back at him.

“The fairy jumped and then punched her in the nose.

“Ha!  We’re even!”  Said Ambril.  “Besides it’s true, you are a pain in the b’ass akwards.”

The fairy made a face and zipped away to the window the picture of a sulking child.  

“Sooo,” Ambril continued willing her words at the fairy.  “ I hope you’re not here on my account, because I’d really, really love to see you go.”

Bells again.  They seemed louder and then a sniff.  “Unlike human-kind, we take our obligations seriously.”  The fairy came and poked Ambril’s nose again, though not as hard this time.  “You saved my life, I repaid the favor as I am honor bound to do.”  He dipped into an elaborate bow, which made Ambril snort.  He looked as if she should be impressed.  

She wasn’t.

He then kicked her in the ear.

“Ouch!  Look no more hitting and kicking, will you?  We humans try not to do that to each other during polite conversation.” Ambril thought at him while rubbing her ear.  

“Wait, when did I save your life?”  Ambril asked.

The fairy rolled his eyes and pointed to his boot.

“Oh!   You were in the box---and the Dullaith---I see now.” She mused then thought at him.  “First up, you don’t owe me a thing.  I saved you more by accident than anything. And another thing, I really hate that you’ve been spying on---“  Ambril had to duck as the robot slammed into the wall just where her head had been a moment before.

More screeching and then she heard inside her head, “You know nothing!  You silly, stupid---plodding---HUMAN!”  This last part was uttered as if being a human was worse than a dung beetle who had just been slimed by a slug and then sat on by a baboon.  The fairy was now flying in tight circles around her head, making Ambril very dizzy.
“There isn’t anything more loathsome for a fairy than to be CHAINED to another being, but a HUMAN-KIND!  That’s  the worst of the worst, the lowest of low!”  The fairy began to slow a bit, Ambril caught sight of its face, which looked a bit sad and frustrated, “Then it’s the time I’ve lost,” The fairy said to itself.  “I have to keep searching---“.   The fairy suddenly became aware of Ambril’s presence in his head and landed a smashing blow to her right ear.

“Oouwww, Gees, alright already.”  She shrugged him off and picked up her ruined robot.

“Let me spell it out for you. Thanks  for your help so far, you certainly saved me from whatever that was in the dark but you can go now, right?  We’re even.  I saved your life and today you repaid the favor,  you saved mine.“  She walked over to her window and opened it wide. “Go!”
But the fairy stayed where he was, watching her.  After a moment he said heavily, “It’s not that simple.  It isn’t the way it’s done.  There are traditions to be upheld, protocol…” 
“So you follow traditions without thinking about them?  You just do what’s always been done, you do what your old to do, is that it?”  Ambril though at him.

     The fairy made a face at her and she braced herself for another kick.  “And you call us stupid.  What happens when things change?”  She asked.   “What happens when YOU change?”

This time the fairy snorted.  “We don’t change, dung-breath.  We fairies have been around since the dawn of time.  We perfected ourselves early in our development.  We have no need of change.”
Ambril laughed out loud.  “So you’re perfect? Really?  That’s not what I see.”  She hunched over a little more anticipating the next punch.  “No one ---nothing---at any time has ever been perfect, didn’t you know?”  She said.  “Especially fairies who lose their temper and poke me in the eye when I say things he doesn’t agree with.”  

The fairy scoffed but stayed silent hovering near the window.

Then it slowly dawned on her.  “It’s not just stupid fairy traditions is it?”  She continued.  “There’s something else.”

The fairy suddenly looked uncomfortable.  His eyes strayed to Ambril’s shirt.  The Ledrith Glain.  She pulled it out and watched it sparkle in the light.  “Ah ha!”  It’s this isn’t it?”  She said.  “My medallion.”
“It’s called the Ledrith Glain, you Llama-turd.”  Said the fairy derisively. “And show some respect.  You’ve no idea how hard it is for me to see it around your scrawny neck!”  He groused.  “I have to protect it from your stupidity. Today’s a good example.  You practically gave it to him!  I can’t let it get into his hands.”  
“Whose hands?  You mean that creature in the cave?”  Asked Ambril.

The fairy nodded.  “It was once human but now---“ the fairy just shrugged.  “Who knows what it is?  But Moroz was once a---“

“Moroz?  That was Moroz?”
The fairy looked mildly surprised.  “You know of Moroz?”  He quizzed.  “Well I guess they are teaching you a few things in that school.”

“I don’t know much about Moroz, just that he did something so bad he was locked up for it.”  Ambril said.
The fairy nodded.   “Moroz was the last human-kind that we fairies ever trusted.”  The fairy continued ruefully.  “And we paid a very high price for that.”  He shot a hateful glance at Ambril.  “He betrayed us so we vowed to never have any dealings with your kind…EVER again.”  He said.   And then his shoulders sagged.  “Until now, anyway.  Because you saved my life, stole my boot and now have the Ledrith Glain hanging around your neck.”

  Ambril decided to change the subject before she got her head kicked again.  “So what’s this, this Ledrith Glain to Moroz?”  

“The Ledrith Glain is one of the purest links to life energy in existence.”  He continued.  “Which makes it one of the most powerful things on earth.  To a fairy, it is sacred.  We once thought better of human-kind and entrusted it to their keeping.  When we realized our mistake, that its power was too much for you weaklings and corrupted you, we could not get it back.  Moroz promised to get it for us in exchange for our services.  But he lied, as all human-kind do.”  The fairy nearly spat at Ambril he was so angry.  “To Moroz it is the power he needs to free himself from his imprisonment.”  He drew his eyebrows together in concentration.  “For some reason, the Ledrith Glain has chosen you to be its keeper.”  Ambril could feel his curious probing.  “It’s been centuries since it chose a bearer at all, but  a human-kind.”  It flew a little away from her in order to see all of her at once.  “It is true that you bear the Sign of the Four, but stronger and wiser beings have also born this sign and not been chosen.”  He stared mystified, at Ambril.  

The Sign of the Four, she had heard it before, what the heck did it mean?  

“It means you bear the heritage of all four magical kinships.”  fLit answered her unasked question.

Ambril shuddered at his intrusion into her thoughts.  She realized she had absolutely no privacy now.  Holding up the medallion Ambril said. “So one of a few human kind to own this?”  

The fairy flew into a rage and whacked her across the nose.  “You don’t OWN the Ledrith Glain, you little Tree Toad, it CHOSE you to be its bearer.  Why it chose you, I don’t know.  You’re just so…usual.  There’s absolutely nothing remarkable about you!”  He threw his hands up in frustration.  “You’re so—average.”

Ambril sighed as her entire body curled inward. He was right, some one, somewhere had made a mistake.  What did they expect he to do?  Save the world or something?  Come on, she was just a regular kid.  She stood there thinking for a long moment and then thought carefully at the fairy, “What would happen if I just gave it to you?  You know how to protect it and what to do with it.”  She shrugged.  “It sounds like it really belongs to you fairies anyway.” 

The fairy didn’t answer, he just watched her.

“Well?”  Still no answer.  Ambril lifted the Ledrith Glain from around her neck and held it out to the fairy.  “Here, just take it and go.”

The Ledrith Glain glittered in her palm.  The fairy still didn’t move and after a moment it sighed heavily.   “This isn’t going to work.  I’ve tried to take this off you at least once every night since you arrived. But just in case---”

In a flash the fairy flew over, grabbed the chain and flew full speed toward the window where it jerked to a stop; stopped like a dog on a chain.  It pulled and tugged but miraculously the medallion stuck to Ambril’s open hand like glue.

“See?”  He threw the chain down in disgust and watched it swinging from Ambril’s hand.  “Nope, it will not leave you. Or at least it won’t go with me.”

Ambril was shocked.  “Weird.” She slowly put her medallion back around her neck and resumed thinking.  Finally she thought at the fairy, “You’re rude, obnoxious and ridiculously arrogant---but you’re also sort of right.  I am just a kid.  I’m too small, I’m too young, I’m too inexperienced---I’m all those things.  But for some reason I got tagged for this.  Someone high up must think I can do this so---I’m going to keep trying.  Partly because the thing around my neck won’t let me…But I do need some help.  I have to get prepared somehow.  I have to learn how to use this stuff.  To protect myself and your precious Ledrith Glain.”  She looked at the hateful fairy.  “You know how to make an Ashera work?”

The fairy shrugged, “It’s a simple tool, the instructions are written right on the it,”  he pointed to the decorative lines and then smirked.

Ambril resisted the urge to flick his wings.  “Do you think you could teach me how to use it?”  
The fairy was instantly offended and zipped across the room in a snit.  A lengthy cascade of breaking dishes layered over cowbells resonated through Ambril’s head.  Ambril waited until it quieted down.

“You haven’t anything else to do.”  She reasoned.

More dishes breaking and then a crescendo of broken glassware ended with a tinkle of bells.

“What have you got to lose?”  She wheedled.

fLit sighed and drifted back to her.  “Just the respect of everyone I know including myself.   You don’t realize what you are asking.  I’m doing something that’s taboo in my world.  Associating with human-kind is worse than forgetting to put on your pants before going to school. I know I’ll regret this.”  He studied her and then grimaced in annoyance.  “You know it would be so much better if you held it lower down, more like a baton or a wand than a tube of toothpaste.”  He instructed.

Ambril adjusted her hand.

“Yes, like that…now if we’re to do this, it will be hard work, we’ll work every night.    We’ll start with  energy channeling, sight and protective wards.”  And then added dismissively.  “Then move onto traverse travel, environmental mod’s and try a little history, though you are so ploddingly slow I’m not sure how much we’ll get through.”  He hovered lost in thought a moment.

“You also need protection until you are capable of doing it yourself.  I’ll continue to shadow you, to protect the Ledrith Glain, of course.” He continued.

Ambril shrugged and pointed at the demolished robot.  “Just how will you manage that?”

The fairy shrugged back in an off-hand way.  “I’ll be invisible most of the time though at times I’ll change myself into something small that will fit in your pocket or I’ll hitch a ride in that hair of yours.”  He sniffed and wrinkled his nose.  “You will have to wash it regularly from now on. One thing, you can’t tell anyone about me, NOT ANYONE, ever. Promise?”     The fairy looked at her menacingly.   

Ambril nodded.

Then the fairy sighed and  flew over to the window, the conversation was apparently over.  “You’ll be safe for a little while.  This house is unusually well protected,”  he paused at the window.  “I’ll be back by morning.”  
“Wait!  What do I call you?  What’s your name?”
The fairy laughed mirthlessly and emitted a complex cadence of bells and cocked his head at her.  “Can you manage that?” 

Ambril snorted. “I’ll call you fLit the name of the robot then.”  

The fairy shrugged and then flew out the window.

Ambril slowly shut it behind him; she’d let the fairy figure out how to get back in, and turned toward her bed.  She should have known.  No robot was that smart or that much trouble.  This fairy may be able to help her but he could also prove to be more trouble than ten AI robots put together.  She brushed her teeth, threw on her PJ’s and was asleep within seconds of her head hitting the pillow.  
