Chapter 27  School  again

The days marched on with school taking a back seat for Ambril.  Her night schooling took far more of her energy and concentration.  fLit proved to be an experienced magic wielder but not a very patient teacher.  But she was learning.  She’d already mastered some of the protective wards and had learned how to control the flow of attack and tailor it to her attacker.  But the more she learned the more she found there was to learn.  

She blinked blearily one winter morning as she coasted into school and noticed Ygg sitting on the steps.
“Mrs. Twid suspects.”  He said to her even before she could get out a Hello.  

“How do you know?”  Ambril asked as she threw her backpack down and sat down beside him.

“I just do.”  He said wearily.  “She’s  actin’ strange and hinting around about wanting me gone. ”

“Well that wouldn’t be the worst thing, would it?”  Asked Sully as she plunked down on the other side of Ygg.  “You could always come and live on the farm with us, I’m serious about how we could use some help right now, let me tell you!”  
“I’m telling you, your parents would send me off home first thing if’n they knew I was living with Mrs. Twid.  Last night she ‘forgot’ and locked me in the cellar all night.”
“We have to find a way to get you out of there.” said Ambril tensely.  “She’s taking her revenge out on you for helping Mrs. Flood.”

It was getting crowded on the playground with gaggles if kids milling around. Tiana winked at Ygg as she and her friends sashayed by.

Ygg moaned.

“I think Tiana might have a thing for you!”  Sully mimicked Tiana’s giggle.

“Great, That’s just great.”  Ygg blushed as the bell rang and they raced up the steps and into school.
Chapter 28  Back at the Gazebo, an Uplifting Adventure

The rain had stopped and the clouds had lifted that afternoon making the Gazebo dry and sunny.  The winter sun tried its best to warm the stone floor but failed miserably.  Fortunately Sully had brought extra blankets to sit on.  When they had gotten comfortable and they had dug into the Mrs. Sweetgum’s snack bag:  homemade bread, thick wedges of cheese, carrots and cookies.  Ambril leaned back and stared out at the now well tended garden.  The gnomes had been hard at work.  Not only did it look beautiful but it appeared content.  The pavers were smoother, the ground smelled sweeter and the air brighter.
A cool breeze made Ambril draw her sweatshirt close around her.  Looking up she saw thunderclouds forming over the mountains and wondered how long the nice weather would last.   “What’s this big surprise you have for us, Sully?”

Sully smiled and whipped out a small plastic box her face looking like a three year old’s on Christmas morning.  “So I‘ve been playing around with a few things,“ she held out the box.  “And came up with this!”  

Inside was a bunch of ordinary gray powder.

“Yeah?  So?” Asked Ygg looking dubiously at it.

“It’s FLYING powder!”  Sully said excitedly. 

Sully carefully opened the box and held it out again.  “Here look!”  

Ambril peered into the box.  At first it looked like ordinary dust but as she looked closer she began to see tiny colorful sparks exploding from its surface, like eruptions on the sun.  

“How’d you make it?”  Asked Ambril.

“You know those mad scientist labs in old horror movies?  The kind with bubbling concoctions connected with curling tubes and flames and stuff?”

“Yeah!”  

“It wasn’t anything like that.”  Sully said matter-of-factly.  “It was just a whole lot of grinding and pounding and---more grinding.” She smiled proudly at the powder, “want to try it out?”   

Ambril just stared at her friend.  “Is it safe?”  She asked hesitantly.  “I mean isn’t there a chance we’ll shoot off into space?”

Sully waved her off.  “Look I tried it on a pillow,” Sully started to take her shoes off.  “The pillow just hovered in the air for a few seconds and then came down.”  She held up her shoe.  “We can just put a little in our shoes and float around the gazebo for starters.”  Her smile was infectious.  “Look if you guys don’t want to try it, you can just sit and watch.”  

That did it for Ambril.  Who ever wanted to just sit and watch?  “Okay, I’m in,” she said, “just a little floating and then down, right?”  

“That’s just a theory.”  Ygg said still frowning at the powder but he took off his shoes anyway.  Sully got out a spoon.   “It said to apply it to the inside of the shoe to keep it from blowing away.”  Sully ladled a heaping tablespoon into each shoe.  A sharp gust of wind made Sully pause before putting the powder in the last shoe.

“Are you sure you’re not overdoing it?” asked Ygg hesitantly.

“This is what you need for a ‘sprightly sail’ the book said.  Besides under a roof, if you feel out of control just slip off a shoe.”  

“That’s what the book says, yeah?”  Said Ygg peering into his shoe.

“That’s what the book says,” Sully repeated, sounding annoyed, she put her shoe back on.   

Ygg opted to leave his laces untied which turned out to be a good idea. Then they all stood up.  Ambril braced herself for whatever was to happen.  They waited…and waited…for nothing.

Sully’s face went from supreme elation to serious dejection in about half a minute.  She looked down and stamped her feet.  “It worked perfectly last night.”  She said to herself.  “Maybe if we just…” she swooped down and grabbed the powder and began sprinkling more on their feet.

“Not too much!” that was all Ygg got out as a great gust of wind came through the gazebo startling Sully so she dropped the box.  The wind took the powder and swirled it all around them.

“Whoa!  It tingles!”  Said Ygg as he suddenly jetted off the floor and bumped into the roof of the gazebo.  “Ouch!”

Ambril was sneezing too hard to notice, then suddenly, she felt as light as a dust mot on a summer afternoon.  She lifted slowly off the ground looking over she found Sully hovering near her.  “This is incredible!  I feel like dandelion fluff, or a---“ 

But before she could finish her thought, another powerful burst of wind howled through the gazebo and swept them both away.  Ygg tried to hang onto a pillar but the wind kept at him until he blew away after them.  Ambril found herself caught in a dizzying whirl as she tumbled head over heels.  If this is what dandelion fluff went through, she’d had enough, thanks.  She screamed until she was hoarse, then she curled into a ball when the nausea hit her.
“Ambril!  AMBRIL! Cross your legs like mine,” she heard the urgency in her friend’s voice.  Looking over she saw her friend sitting the wind current as if it was a cushion.  “Only go slow, no sudden moves!”  Sully nodded encouragingly.

Ambril stuck her feet straight out and found herself rocketing backward which is when she found Ygg by ramming into him.  
“Oof, thanks,” he said surprisingly as he grabbed her.  “I couldn’t stop twirling and just ‘bout lost me lunch AND breakfast!”  

“Cross your legs!  Cross your legs!” Ambril yelled over the whooshing of the wind as she took her own advice.  Ygg tried to imitate Ambril but ended up with his feet pointing straight down.   They rocketed upward. “No!  Like you’re backin kindergarten sitting on the floor!” squealed Ambril.  Finally he figured it out and they found themselves floating over the forest 500 feet up.  Birds were even flying below them.  If she hadn’t been so scared she would have enjoyed the view but she couldn’t stop thinking about what would happen if the powder suddenly wore off. 

“Hey look at that!” said Sully pointing off into the distance.

“No, no I don’t think I’d better do that.”  Said Ygg his eyes firmly shut.

“Afraid of heights are we?” said Sully as she calmly floated over to him and linked arms.  “Come on relax and look around, check out the view!”

“Come clean! You practiced, didn’t you!” accused Ambril.

“Well, maybe just a little.”  Said Sully sheepishly.

Ambril froze when over Ygg’s shoulder she spied a massive thundercloud as it prepared to roll into them.  “Look out!”  She screamed.

But it was too late, they were instantly engulfed in a freezing mist filled with sharp icy chips that bit into their skin.  It was like being covered with a fuzzy, frigid blanket.  She could see nothing nor could she hear anything until the wind starting picking up.  

 “We have to get out of here!”  She yelled but her voice sounded flat and small as if she was yelling into a big pillow.  

Sully sounded far away as she yelled, “Just relax, I’ll tow you down.”  She sounded almost calm.  “I’ll just rearrange my feet a little and then---Ygg not you—No that’s too much!”  Ambril’s arm was nearly yanked off as they rocketed down out of the cloud.  They were pelted with raindrops going at the normal speed of gravity.  

“Pull up!  Pull up!” screamed Sully but Ygg had gone rigid with fear the moment he’d caught sight of the forest rushing up to meet them. Sully reached down and wrenched one of Ygg’s shoe off and they instantly slowed.  “Whoo! That was close!”  Sully said.  

“This flying be nought for me.”  Ygg’s eyes were round with fear as he kept an eye on the treetops just below them.

Sully manually folded Ygg’s legs before handing his shoe back to him, “don’t put that on until I say so! Now---“  
Sully was interrupted by a bolt of lightening snaking right under her nose.  It was followed by a bone-jarring thunderclap.  Ambril felt the hair on her arms singe.    Buckets of rain instantly doused them.  
“This stuff be waterproof, yeah?” asked Ygg hopefully.

“M---maybe“  but Ambril soon sensed they were sinking…slowly at first but then faster and faster; so fast the wind whooshed past them as they entered the forest canopy.  “---maybe not!” finished Sully. 

“It’s gonna be rough!” shouted Ygg.  

The slick branches of a redwood tree whipped past Ambril.  She put out her arms to try and grab onto something but the wet branches slipped through her fingers.  Tree branches whacked her in the face as she tumbled end over end until she finally came to a stop.  She laughed right out loud, surprised to be alive.  
 “Sully?  Ygg?” she called hoarsely.   Rain dripped down her nose as she slowly looked around.   She found herself halfway up a very tall Redwood tree.  Ambril tried wriggling a little and managed to untangle herself.  She lowered herself gingerly to a branch below her and was just getting ready to do it again when she heard a decisive snap. 
“Oh no, no---NO!”  The branch under her gave way and she was off again.  She slipped and slid from one branch to another all the way to the ground.  Fortunately she landed with a thump on a bed of soft redwood needles. She sat up slowly, straining to breathe and found herself looking into the upside-down face of Ygg.

   “Ya know, I’m gonna kill her if she isna’ dead already.” He said resolutely.  “Help me?”

He was tightly tangled in a vine, looking like a spider’s bedtime snack.  Ambril found a sharp stone and sawed away at a couple of the vines until Ygg slumped to the ground.

“Are you all right?” asked Ambril as he got shakily to his feet.

Ygg nodded grumpily as he picked leaves out of his hair. 
Ambril took a deep breath, “SULLY!”  She listened intently but there was no response just the soft sighing of the wind and the dripping of the rain. Then they heard the clear, high screech of a hawk far above them. 
“Sully!”  Yelled Ambril again.

“Sully, where be you!” Ygg bellowed then started to grumble to himself about the state of his clothes.   He stopped after a bit and cocked his head, “hear that? It’s coming from over there, I’m thinkin’.”  Ygg pointed toward a bright spot in the dense trees.  

“Sully!”

“Over here!” Ambril finally heard the faint reply. 
Relieved, they broke into a run toward a clearing.  As the reached it the sun broke free of the thunderclouds, sending shafts of light onto the winter grass carpeting the clearing. 
Another hawk cry was heard, this time louder.  Ambril looked up and saw gigantic gray bird circling overhead.  It looked like something out of Jurassic Park being at least three times the size of a normal hawk.  It tucked into a tight downward spiral as she watched.  Everything was too quiet now in the forest.  The birds had even stopped chirping.

Sully stumbled toward them, limping a little as she brushed herself off.  Her sweatshirt was torn but otherwise she looked all right.  “Where the heck are we?”   
Ambril was about to say something snide when she felt rather than heard distant thumps of something large running through the forest.  It was coming their way.  

Ygg braced himself and looked around as if he was suddenly aware of the heavy footsteps too.  “We’re beyond the Wall is all I know. We be best off hiding in the trees.  We’re sitting ducks out here.”  Ygg pointed to the trees rimming the clearing and broke into a run.

Ambril had just turned to follow when it happened.  A stabbing, cold flash flooded Ambril with pain.  She doubled over and shut her eyes as a blizzard like fog blotted out everything except two hawk-like eyes.  Gray, cold and cruel they pierced her with a powerful anger.  

“I want what is mine.”  Came a voice as cold and cruel as the eyes.  “You take them, you must pay the price.”  It rasped and grated.  

Ambril opened her eyes and gasped for breath.

“Ambril! get a move on!” Sully beckoned to her watching the monstrous bird above them.  Ygg had just disappeared in the underbrush.   Ambril lurched into a run.

The thumping footsteps were too loud to ignore.  Whatever monster animal was heading their way, it was very close now.  The trees swayed wildly as it crashed through across the clearing.  
Sully still waited anxiously near the tree line for her as Ambril put on a last burst of speed.   “Sully, get under cover, don’t wait for me!” Ambril looked up just as the giant hawk broke into a dive just above her.  No time for nice, Ambril grabbed Sully and shoved her  into the underbrush, then dove under a small tree.  She scrunched into a ball as the now deafening footsteps tore across the clearing and stopped right over her.  She prepared to be eaten hoping that Sully and Ygg had been able to get away.  But instead of being punctured by giant teeth she  heard Fowlclun’s indignant bellow rippled throughout the forest like a tsunami.
She looked up in time to see the hawk desperately tried to pull itself out of its dive.  It failed and rammed beak first into Fowlclun’s chimney.  She ducked to avoid the bricks which landed on either side of her.
“Now you git back to whar you belong!”  Came a scrappy angry voice. “If it wasn’t for my trick elbow, I’d take ya over my knee, you flea bitten old crow!” Hendoeth hollered then said in a more normal tone,  “Err---sorry, Sid, no offense.” 

“None taken.” Came Sid’s drawl.
“Now vamoose, ya yellow bellied old Coot you’ve no business bein’ here!  Attackin’ defenseless kids in broad daylight?  Shame on ya!”   

There was an injured screech and a shocking brilliant snap of light.  Ambril felt the gray presence leave.  Feathers floated down all around her as she got up and saw to her relieve Sully and Ygg struggling to their feet nearby.

“Ambril!  Are you O.K.?  That hawk was after you!  I could feel it!---it really hated you!”  Sully raced up nursing a nasty scrape down one arm from the brambles she’d landed in.  Ygg had a few new bumps and bruises but otherwise he was fine.  Fowlclun brought the house to the ground with Hendoeth astride her front porch decked out in a big grin.

“My there ain’t nothing like a little sparring with an old enemy to get the blood flowing again!”  She crowed then she put her hands on her hips and glared at Ambril.  “Just what are you doin’ way out here in the forest? Didn’t I tell you to stay put inside the Wall?”

Ambril could only shrug.   “It was---an accident.”

Hendoeth looked all three of them and sighed.  “By the look of things I guess you’ve learned your lesson.  Come on in, we’ll talk and eat while Fowlclun gets you back home.”

She turned but found the doorway blocked by a heap of beaming household products.  

 “We came as soon as we could!”  Ambril recognized Maple’s voice.  

“And lost another tea cup and saucer along the way.”  Grumbled Plinth.

 “Well Tarnation!  How are we supposed to get in?  Give a body some room!”  Groused Hendoeth giving the massive grandfather clock a shove.

The table and clock lumbered aside apologetically as Hendoeth lead the way flipping back one of her braids as she did so.  Sid was there leaning against the fireplace and nodded to Ambril as she sat down on the big sofa.  

Maple bustled over to Ambril with a platter of sandwiches.  “Now eat up!  You must be starved after all that excitement!”

Fowlclun raised himself and  lurched forward just as Ambril reached for a sandwich.  Ambril scrambled to maintain her balance and managed to catch Tweek, the crystal flower.

“Mercy, she was nearly done in just then!”  Hendoeth called over the sofa.  “Ya alright in there Tweekie girl?”  The flower glowed dully twice.

“That ‘s a Vida Fiore flower right?” asked Sully looking curiously at the sculpture. Quill was bandaging up her arm. “They’re all over the place in Trelawnyd.”
“But not anywhere’s else.  It’s nearly forgotten outside of these hills, ” Hendoeth’s frowned at the stone flower.  “But Tweek here,  she’s even forgotten herself.”  

Ambril heard a faint tinkling of bells in her head as the flower glowed warm in her hands.  Hendoeth shook her head sadly.  “It’s not right for her to be cooped up in there so long.”  Ambril put the stone down carefully on Maple and faced Hendoeth, “So why was that big hawk attacking me?  Is it another kind of monster?  Like a Dulaith?”  

Hendoeth grunted, her face thunderous.  “That Gray she-devil! she has no business in my forest.”  She muttered then said, “she’s not just a hawk, but no, she’s not as evil as a Dulliath.  The Gray Lady was once a great magic wielder who fell from grace…long story---too long for now.   Because of her actions she was forced to live in the Gray Lands on the banks of the River Styx.”  When the three kids looked incredulously at her she nodded.  “Yep, I do mean THAT River Styx!  the river that separates the living from the dead.

  The Gray Lands, its been said, are nothing but fog.  People go there to lose themselves because of what they done or what they should’a done---but didn’t….many think that living there among the lost for so long---made her  lose her mind as well.”

    Hendoeth looked lost for a moment herself and then shuddered.  “I don’t know why she’d be after you, darlin’, I’ve a notion she don’t know herself.”  Hendoeth smoothed out her apron.  “So here’s what we’ll do.  Fowlclun and I’ll keep a look out for her out here in the forest and you three DO NOT stray from behind the Wall, you hear me?”  She said seriously.  “The Wall’s strong enough to hold back Hades himself.”

    The three friends shared a smile remembering the Cerberus---they pretty much knew that first hand.

     “Ruff!”  Was heard from the fireplace.
“Stay!  Stay where you are Teggy! hollered Hendoeth.  “I just got the new curtains up!”  

The fire gryphon had caught sight of the visitors and wagged his tail.  Sparks flying with every thump.  His stubby beak opened in a yawning grin as his amber eyes stared up at them.  Ambril grabbed the old charred potholder and began to scratch under his chin.  He was soon purring.

But the Gryphon suddenly wrinkled his nose.  
“Stand well back everyone!  He’s gonna blow!”  Hendoeth snapped back dragging the kids with her and barked, “Plinth! Grab the rug!”

“Why is it always me?”  Plinth rolled his eyes then clumped over and nudged it with his base, the rug neatly rolled up and banged gently into the sofa.

The gryphon screwed up his nose again and huffed once, twice and then…

“Ever-one take cover!” barked Hendoeth raising her arms protectively in front of the kids.

With a great gust of fire, the Gryphon sneezed, filling the room with flames.  Ambril’s toes curled as she felt the heat go right through her sneakers. But it died down in an instant leaving everyone slightly singed but otherwise fine. 

“Ever-one Okey Dokey?” asked Hendoeth swiftly appraising them.

A hollow caw resonated through the house.  

“I know, I know, nothing to worry about, nothin’s burning this time.” said Hendoeth soothingly.  She reached over and stroked the feathered wall.  
Just as before, Teg had sneezed himself away.  Well at least he had sneezed most of himself away.  There was about a foot of tail left in the fireplace, attached to nothing but thin air.  It wagged slightly kicking  up clouds of soot.

“Bandersnitches!” said Hendoeth and made a grab for it.  She got it on the third try and tied it loosely to the pothook, which swung above the grate.

“So where’s the other---um---four/fifth’s of him?” asked Sully staring curiously at the trussed tail.

Hendoeth shrugged as she straightened up and wiped the soot off her face with her apron.  

“He’s in-between.” said Quill, “we think.”
“Wish we knew what that little guy was allergic to…”mused Hendoeth watching the tail jerk around.  “One day he’ll sneeze himself to a place he can’t get back from.”  Her face filled with concern.

 “Come on kids,” said Hendoeth.  “I need to hear what all has been happening to you.”

She settled herself on the sofa and beckoned at Ambril and her friends.  Sully claimed the sofa next to Hendoeth while Ygg and Ambril pulled up chairs.

“Okay, now start at the beginning, ‘bout when I left you off the last time, I guess.”  She said to Ambril.

And they began.  First Ambril talked, but soon Sully and Ygg were adding their part to when they found the Astarte, Mrs. Twid’s tea and the gnomes.  Sid perched on the arm of the sofa and listened as they talked on and on.  When they got to the flying powder experiment Ambril thought Hendoeth was having some sort of fit she was laughing so hard.  
 After they finished with their story Hendoeth sat up and wiped her eyes.  “Lemme see that stuff.”  She said still giggling.

Sully pulled out the plastic box from her back pocket. “We spilled most of it.”  
“YOU spilled it, ya mean.” Grumbled Ygg.

Hendoeth gave it a sharp rap with her knuckles and peered inside. “Not all is lost, see? There’s still some left.” she said holding it up. There was a light dusting of powder coating the bottom of the container.

“This might just be enough, I reckon.” She mused.

“For what?” Asked Ygg apprehensively.

“Getting you over the wall, that’s what.” Said Hendoeth as she jumped to her feet.

Ambril looked around and noticed that Fowlclun had come to a standstill.  Outside the window she could see the Gazebo’s spire just beyond a familiar stone Wall.

“That was fast!” said Sully jumping up herself.  “It’s still light out so I guess I won’t be grounded after all!”  She crowed happily.

They stepped out into the beginning of a spectacular sunset.  

 Hendoeth held the box up over their heads and sprinkled a few grains of powder over all three kids.  “Ya git just one shot,  ya hear me?”  

“Why’d you do our heads and not our feet?”  Asked Sully.

Ygg was wrinkling his nose, trying not to sneeze.

“Better control, of course.”  She said pointing to her temple.  “Ya use your brain to steer, see?”  She broke out in giggles again.  “NOT yer feet.”

“Won’t we have problems getting back over the wall because the Wall’s so well protected?” asked Ambril anxiously.

“Naw, it knows you belong inside.”  Said Hendoeth dismissively and then smiled at her fondly.  “You do remind me of Rosa, ya know.  She was smart and spunky too.”

Plinth cleared his throat.  “We must get going, it’s nearly sunset.”

“Ah right, now off you go you three.  Remember now, ya get one jump.  Try and make it a good one.”

“We got that,” said Sully rubbing her newly bandaged arm.

Ambril stepped off Fowlclun’s porch and onto Trelawnyd’s formidable wall.  As her foot touched the stones she could feel something denser than air slice through her for an instant, assessing her.  It seemed to approve for a second later it was gone.

“You ever need us, just give a holler!”  Hendoeth called as Fowlclun stepped back and turned toward the forest.  Just before the chimney disappeared from view Ambril heard,  “Are you sure that stuff’ll work?”

“Well, almost, but ya know, they’re kids, they’ll bounce, right?”

Fortunately Ygg hadn’t heard.  He stood well back from the edge.  

Sully had squeezed her eyes shut, intent on observing the affects of the flying powder.  She gasped suddenly.  “I think I’m feeling it!” she said excitedly and grabbing Ygg’s hand she dragged him over to the edge. “Are you ready?” she bent her knees as if to jump.

“Whoa now, let’s take another second to think about this,” said Ygg stepping back, his eyes wide.  “Let’s wait a bit longer.” He said taking a big breath and then  sneezing, “until next week!”
By then Ambril could feel something as well. It was a light-headed, tingling feeling, which made her nose twitch and her ears wiggle.  

“O.K. enough stalling!”  Sully firmly grasped both their hands and pulled them right over to the edge.  

“Wait, wait!”  Ygg said clamping his eyes shut.  

“Come on, you can’t spend your life up here!”  Sully said giving his hand a shake.  Ygg shuddered.  “Just one big jump.” he said clenching his teeth.

“Right, on the count of three, ready?” said Sully.

Ambril felt herself beginning to levitate. 
“One, two---Jump!” shouted Sully as she soared up and off the wall.

Ambril followed.  Ygg was last.  Just before he jumped he sneezed again.

Sully had gotten the most height from her jump.   She had already cleared the brambles and was making a beeline for the Gazebo.

“Wheeeeeee!” Sully let go and managed to do a couple of somersaults before she grabbing one of the Gazebo’s columns.  She clambered down the vines to the floor.

Ambril too bounded over the tangled mess of greenery easily but made a less graceful landing when she tripped on a treetop, skimmed the Lake and found herself rolling up the porch steps. 
“Wasn’t that great?” giggled Sully.  “I’m gonna try making a new batch tomorrow, but this time I’ll---“

“Whoa, hey, what the---!”  It was Ygg whose jump hadn’t been nearly high enough to clear the overgrowth and had tangled with the wrong sort of plant.

This plant was predatory.  It had wrapped its spiky tendrils around Ygg’s ankle and was pulling it in toward its center where long rows of shiny thorns glinted around a large mouth-like hole.  It’s thorns clicked excitedly.

“We have to do something!” screamed Sully unhelpfully.

Ambril thought immediately of her Ashera but before she could react she heard jangle of off-key horns.

“Stay where you are, you’re so clumsy you’ll probably kill him---the plant I mean.  Perhaps I’ll save your friend too.”  

Light streaked toward Ygg as Ambril felt a frizz of magic.  The plant puckered as if it tasted something sour. Then grumpily pulled its brambles back and disappeared back into the greenery.  Almost as an afterthought Ygg was flung at the Gazebo.  
He landed on the roof, rolled nearly off the edge but grabbed the vines at the last moment and tumbled to the stone floor.

“It was the sneezing that did it,” said Sully knowingly as she and Ambril ran over  “You sneezed off most of it before you took off, remember?”  She tried to pull Ygg to his feet.  “So your jump wasn’t high enough and---“

“By the Glain, I just want to enjoy breathing in and out for a minute, without being a part of your science experiment,” said Ygg freeing his hand and crawling over to a bench.

“So any—um—damage?” asked Ambril looking for any obvious bite marks or gashes. 

Ygg moved his arms and legs experimentally and wobbled a bit as he got to his feet.  “Just a few more scrapes and bruises---but flying is nought for me.  I’m much better off with me feet on the ground.” 
Sully patted him on the back hurriedly as she looked anxiously at the fading streaks of sunlight across the sky.  “Whatever.  But---we ought to get a move on, you know?  My Mom’s probably dialing the sheriff’s office right now wondering where the heck I am.”

“Oh right, right!  Let’s go!”  Said Ambril getting a sudden flash of her Mom’s  anxious face and Feldez looking annoyed.

The three bounded down the Gazebo steps once again and grabbing their bikes, they pedaled hard toward home.

Chapter 32  Unk

But the day’s adventures weren’t done.  They were almost through the worst part of the garden when Sully screamed, “Ambril!  Look Out!”  

Ambril had no time to react as she was grabbed from her bike and lifted upward.  Her bike continued on alone for a while before gently sheering off into a bush.  Something gripped her tightly around the middle.

“Iggy?  This you Drasil boy?”  A deep gravely voice boomed in her ear with an accompanying thrum of magic.  She rose high in the air until she was parked in front of a broad, flat face.  It was grinning mischievously displaying an array of crooked, yellow teeth.  But the smile faded as soon as the giant realized that she wasn’t who he wanted.

“Not Yggy boy.”  He grunted in disappointment and with a flick of his wrist Ambril was once again airborne.

Fortunately, the garden was so thickly overgrown in that area, Ambril wasn’t flung far.  She landed in a tall, prickly bush then half -slid, half-fell down to the ground. She was getting good at that.  
As Ambril struggled to her feet she saw Sully kick away her bike and run full tilt at a mountainous man.  “Put him down, you overgrown Rambo!” she screamed and started kicking his ankle and whacking his kneecap with a stick, but the big man didn’t even notice. 
 He stood over seven feet tall and wore a patch pocket leather tunic over loose fitting pants. He had just one black leather boot with a large brass buckle. The other foot sported a ratty piece of cloth, which must have once been a wind sock at an airport as across the top was printed ‘Gnome, Alaska’, His long black hair was pulled back in a pony tail with a bit of rope.  The gigantic man now had Ygg in his hand and was happily patting him on the head.  It looked like it really hurt.

“I find you Iggy Ygg!” I told them I be finding you.”  He spoke slowly and carefully as if he was a little rusty at it.  

Ygg struggled against the fist around his waist.

“Put him down NOW!”  Roared Sully and then began attacking the Giant’s knee with a bigger stick.  “Ambril?  If you’re all right come and help me I think I’ve almost got his attention!” she yelled over her shoulder.

“I won’t be talking to you until you be putting me down.”  Panted Ygg his face had turned a nasty shade of lavender as he struggled to breathe.

“Put you down?  You worth too much,” said the big man as he adjusted his hold to allow Ygg to take an easier breath.  “I be taking you back to Chert now to collect.”  He turned toward the forest as if to go, Ygg began struggling desperately.
“Wait!  Wait just a second!” Ambril waded through the tall weeds trying to get a good look at the Giant’s monstrous boot.  It---looked familiar.  An idea formed in her head---maybe it would work.

“I---I think I might know where your other boot is.”
The Giant turned slowly around his bright little eyes narrowed.  “How you be knowing that?  You be the one to take it?”  His gravelly voice had gone dangerously quiet.

Ambril backed up a little nervously…because when a Giant glares at you looking like he’s about to drop kick you to China, that’s what you do.  “No!  I---I don’t know who took it from you but I know where it is now.” 

The Giant still looked dangerous---but also curious. “Where it be?” 

“Look, we could make a deal.  Let Ygg go and we’ll get you your boot.”

The Giant was quiet a moment.  He looked at Ygg still struggling in his fist then back at Ambril.  His furry eyebrows came together in concentration.  “But if’n I put this rascal down, he run and hide.”

“No!  No, he won’t!  Right Ygg?  He’ll stay right here!  He will!”  Sully put in looking meaningfully at Ygg.  She cupped her hands and yelled up at her friend “RIGHT YGG?”

Ygg stopped struggling then, panic had set in and he was still having a hard time breathing.  “I nought be going back there---not ever!”  

“Listen, Ambril has a plan, all you need to do is agree to meet with this guy again.”  Sully pleaded.

Ygg looked down at his friends then up at the Giant.  “This plan of yours had better be a good one, Ambril.”  He said finally, then nodded.  “I agree.”

The Giant looked unconvinced, “by the Glain you swear you’ll nought run away?”

Ygg nodded slowly,  “by the Glain, I swear.”

The Giant looked closely at him turning him back and forth as if he were a toy. 

But just as he looked ready to set Ygg down a huge ball of greenery sailed over Ygg’s head and exploded over the Giant.  It unfurled and draped over him like a net.

“Charge!” Came a tinny yell as Ambril’s bike sailed down the path pumped by gnomes with bomber nutshell helmets; two pumping the wheels, one steering and three in the basket with sticks.  Baldot was balanced on the seat.

“No prisoners!”  Shouted Baldot as the bike crashed into the Giant’s leather boot and upended itself, launching the gnomes straight at the very surprised Giant.  The Gnomes grabbed hold of the first hairy thing they came in contact with and began kicking, biting and poking him with sticks.  

“Knock it off!  You’re ruining everything!”  Shouted Sully racing over and pulling off whatever gnome she could get her hands on.  

The gnomes paid no attention to anything but the glorious fight.  “You leave our fix-it Ygg alone you ten ton ape!” grunted Blagoor.  He stood on top of the Giant’s shoulder jabbing his big hairy ear.  The Giant decided he’d had enough just then, and shook himself---just once.  But it was enough to send every gnome flying.  The Giant then tore the green net away as if it were paper lace.

“Toad Butts!”  Ambril heard Bummil yell as he sailed overhead.  There was a thunk and a loud crack.

Ygg groaned still in the big man’s hand.  “There be another hour of work,” then he yelled, “Stop the fighting!  We be reaching an agreement here.”
“Ah well why’d ya not say so in the first place!  Instead of yellin’ like a stuck pig.”  Boocher stumbled out of the undergrowth rubbing his elbow.

The Giant looked stoically at the Gnomes.  “If’n you not be earth-kind, I would be grinding you to powder about now.”  He sighed and wiggled the toes in his sock. “But I be knowing your story, Being a forest dweller, I nought be taking my revenge on ones such as you.”  Finally he set Ygg roughly on the ground but grabbed his arm with two fingers.   “I be needing security before I let you go.”

Ygg nearly collapsed but managed to keep his feet while filling his lungs with air.  Soon though his color evened out and when his breath came more regularly he reached slowly inside his shirt and pulled out a leather wrapped packet.  “Here then, these be most precious to me, I nought want to leave these behind.”  He handed them to the big man.  

The Giant took the packet and looked at it curiously before shoving it in one of his many pockets.  He stood there a moment watching Ygg, deep in thought.

“We—we’ll have your boot for you in---three days.”  Ambril said trying to sound confident.

“Now that the boy has sworn, I nought worry.  He be from Chert, swearing by the Glain is nought done lightly.”  The Giant said quietly.  He raised his head and squinted at the sky before giving them all a hard look.  “We meet here next saucer moon.”  Then he took a giant step and bent down which carried him within inches of Ambril’s face.  His whole face creased in hard lines as he snarled, “And you best bring me boot---orn’ else.”  

Ambril could do nothing but gulp and nod.

He held her gaze for a moment longer.  It felt to her as if his bright eyes bored right into her mind.  But then he turned lightly and without another word swiftly melted into the forest.  Not a twig snapped or a branch swayed.  It was as if he had vanished.  They were instantly alone. 

Ambril felt a frizz of magic and that the Giant was not only powerful physically, he was gifted in magic as well.  She felt a little dizzy thinking about what might happen if they failed to get his boot for him…they just wouldn’t fail.

Sully snorted.  “You have a lot of explaining to do, pal.  You can start with why a guy like that is after you?”

Ygg was still looking off in the direction the Giant had gone.  A look of longing followed by sadness flashed across his face before he ducked his head and shrugged.  “A strong young back is worth a little something to the Mining Company.”  He said to his shoes.  
“You mean there’s a reward on your head?  Offered by the Mining Company?  Isn’t that illegal in this century?”   Sully nodded decidedly.  “I never thought I’d say this but you’re better off with Mrs. Twid.”

They all laughed at that, sad thought.

“What was in the packet you gave him?”

Ygg still looked at his shoes. “They be letters from me Mam is all.”  He shrugged again, “They help during the lonely times.”

Ambril’s heart sagged when she realized Ygg must always have had them with him and wondered just how often he’d felt the need to be comforted by them.

Sully was looking at Ygg with narrowed eyes her arms folded.  “There’s something you’re not telling us isn’t there?  I can see it in your face.”

“Nay, he be always looking like that, in Chert it’s fair common to keep things close.”  Baldot came up supporting Bummil who was smiled happily as he handed his left foot over to Ygg.  

“We showed that forest dweller!  They nought take our Ygg!” He took a deep breath and let it out in a satisfied way.  “It was a glorious fight warn’t it?”

Ygg turned to Ambril.  “So---seeing as my life is riding on it, what’s this great plan of yours?” 

“I think his other boot is hanging under Mrs. Flood’s Shoe sign.  You may not have noticed it because it’s filled with geraniums…All we have to do is get it down, and clean it up---”

“But Mrs. Flood---she’s such a nice old lady we can’t steal from her!”

“Then we find some kind of replacement.  The first day I was here I heard the boot was replacing one that was vandalized.”

“Probably Lance and his buddies used it for target practice and it came down---She found it smashed on the sidewalk one morning.”

“I wonder if Junkson would have anything?” mused Sully

Who’s Junkson?”  Asked Ambril. 

Ygg looked surprised,  “The Junk Shop next door to the Shoe Store?  You mean you haven’t been there yet?”

“It’s great---if you don’t mind your stuff slightly or really, really used.  But Mr. Junkson is really creepy sometimes…you don’t want to be in there alone with him,” Sully cringed.

“It’s just his lazy eye---you don’t know what he be watching.”

Sully’s shoulders went up, “His lazy eye, the fact he takes his teeth out and leaves them on the counter, his long, dirty fingernails…I don’t think he’s ever washed that jacket he wears…face it, he’s just creepy.”

Ygg just shrugged, “don’t you had to be home by nightfall Sully?”  He said ruefully looking at the deepening shadows.

Ambril’s heart nearly stopped.  The sun had already set and the sky was darkening.  

“Holy Smokes!  I’ll be grounded for a week!” shrieked Sully as she raced for her bike. “I’ll see you all when---if they take the manacles off!”  She said as she pushed off hard.  In another second she had disappeared through the hedge. 
Ambril hurried to her bike.  A couple of the gnomes had brushed it off and put her backpack in the basket.  “Nearly good as new!”  Said Baldot as he handed it off to her. “Though I care naught for the nasty twit in your backpack---“

“Night everyone! “Ambril yelled as loud as she could to drown out the gnome’s last words.
“Nighty Night!”  Called Bummil.  “Mind the flowers now! You can’t keep running roughshod over them like you do!”  

Ambril started off on her bike and had nearly reached the hole in the hedge when she heard Bummil shout after her.  

“None of us like that little twat!”
Boot nicked

“Ouch!  That’s my foot!”  Sully whispered,  “It’s the only part of me that doesn’t ache!  I had to clean out the vegetable garden as part of my penal servitude for being so late last night.  I’m grounded until at least Friday.”

“I guess I got off easy this time, I’m grounded too but I didn’t have to clean anything.”  Ambril whispered back.  The two were huddled together in the side alley by Betula’s waiting for Ygg to arrive.  It was just past midnight on the night following the Giant’s appearance.  

Sully pointed at a large dark object swinging in the breeze below the Shoe sign. “Is that it?  It looks more like a flowerpot than a boot---are you sure about this?”

“I went by this morning to check, I couldn’t tell if it matches exactly, there were a lot of flowers in the way but I think it’s about the right size---BIG.”

“Bigger than two of me!” said a voice at Ambril’s knee.  

Ambril jumped.  “Bummil! Where’s Ygg?”

“Ygg wants you doolallies to join him across the street, Baldot’s run into a snag.”

Ambril squinted up at the big boot and realized that it wasn’t a breeze that was blowing it around; swinging around the boot were several gnomes attached to ropes.  Sully and Ambril snuck across the street and found Ygg lounging in the Shoe store’s doorway. “What took you?”  He asked.
“How long have you been here?”

He grinned, “Nought long really, these guys are fast!”

Suddenly Baldot hovered an inch from Ambril’s nose.  “We be having a problem getting the boot unhitched.  It be chained up but good!”

Ambril remembered the blowtorch she’d seen in operation the first day she’d arrived.  

“We can saw through it but it’ll take a while.”  Baldot continued.  “And it be noisy,” he jerked his chin toward the junk shop next door.  “Junkson there’s a light sleeper.”

Ygg and Ambril looked at each other.  “You got any ideas?”  Ambril asked, then noticed that Sully was rummaging around in her backpack.  She popped up looking triumphant with what looked like a bottle of perfume in her hand.

“This might work!  I just whipped this up a couple of days ago and haven’t had a chance to try it out.”

“Making the boot smell nice won’t be helping,” Ygg sounded annoyed, “though a few of the gnomes could use something, any of you been hanging out with farm animals?”   Several of the gnomes nodded their heads.

Sully looked slightly injured, “No, this is a new remedy---it’s a kind of disappearing spritzer.”

Ambril, Ygg and the gnomes just stared at her.  

Disappearing---you mean like making something invisible?  Just how that be helping us? Making the boot invisible nought solve our problem!” Complained Baldot he had begun to clean his fingernails as he swung from his rope.

Sully scoffed at him, “No, no---you make a link in the chain disappear---just long enough to pull the chain apart…you see?”

Ambril and Ygg still looked mystified but Sully shrugged and handed the spritzer to Bummil.  “Just try it, spray one of the links on the chain and watch what happens.”

Bummil sniffed the spritzer dubiously.  I nought be smelling too---frilly afterward?“

“It has no smell at all---trust me!”  Sully pleaded and pointed encouragingly up at the boot.

Baldot nodded to the gnomes manning the pulleys and ropes and both Bummil and Baldot swung up to the boot.  A moment later there was a surprised gasp then they had to run for cover as the boot came crashing down, nearly on their heads.  It landed with a monumental crash on the sidewalk, the geranium pot cracked, dirt and flowers littered the sidewalk.

The gnomes were down in a half second scrambling out of their ropes and tugging down the pulleys.  Ambril and Ygg dragged the boot into the shadows.  Everyone held their breath---then held it a little longer.  Ambril let hers out in a soft rush of relief and smiled up at Ygg.

Sully bent down to talk to Bummil and Baldot who were just stepping out from the shadows.  “It worked a treat!  We could be using this with the carnivorous plants---“  

But their relief was short-lived from next door issued a wild haired skinny-legged apparition.  It was Junkson looking wild eyed and angry. “Thieves! Beggars!  Lottery winners!  I heard you!  You keep away from my valuable goods, you hear me?” He banged his ancient shotgun on the ground, which frightened Bummil so much he accidentally spritzed Baldot’s head with the disappearing remedy.

Baldot had been in the act of stepping out onto the sidewalk as he was spritzed.  Now headless, his body continued the action. He emerged from the shadows and began walking toward Junkson.  Before anyone could grab him and drag him into the shadows Junkson spied him.  His eyes went round with shock and raised his gun as the headless gnome marched toward him.  Ambril braced herself for the gunshot---but none came.  It seemed that Junkson’s greed had wrestled control from his anger and fear.

He lowered his shotgun and gawked at the ceramic apparition as Baldot marched by him.  He scratched his head, looked down the sidewalk one way then the other then scooped up the marching gnome and disappeared into his shop.  Ambril could hear a series of clicks, slides and thuds as Junkson fussed with the locks on the door.

“Oh no, Baldot!  What are we going to do?”  Sully whispered.

I be nought worried about Baldot as much as I am about Junkson.  We don’t want him having a heart attack or calling the police or anything.  Baldot can take care of himself, once he is himself, of course.” Ygg whispered then beckoned to Ambril and Sully to follow him as he slunk over to the Junk Shop’s dirty windows and peered inside.

Inside Ambril saw the glow of a desk light switch on and the gloating face of Junkson as he set Baldot on his back and watched the gnome’s body continue to walk.  Then he chuckled to himself.

“The stuff should be wearing off about now.”  Sully whispered.  

Sure enough, Ambril could see the outline of Baldot’s head begin to glow.  They lucked out as just as Junkson became preoccupied with switching on another light just as Baldot came to his senses and froze.

Junkson’s face went from gleeful greed to shocked disappointment when he turned around and found an ordinary ceramic gnome lying on his desk.  He spent the next fifteen minutes feeling around for a switch, trying to wrench Baldot’s head off then cussing softly under his breath.  Finally he sighed, opened a large wooden cupboard behind the counter and locked Baldot inside.  Still mumbling foul things to the universe he turned off the lights and limping up the stairs slammed the door to his apartment.  The silence settled down around them comfortingly.

“Now what?” whispered Sully, “He’s locked in a cupboard inside a locked store.”

Ygg just chuckled, “No worries, just watch.”  

As if on cue the door to the junk shop jiggled and clicked and thunked several times before whispering open.  Ambril, Sully and Ygg slid inside the door.  Ambril wondered if there was anything scarier than a junk shop after midnight.  The piles of junk and weirdly shaped stacks took on monstrous identities.  Ambril could have sworn she saw the coat rack lean toward them.  Ambril and Ygg followed Sully who had made her way behind the counter and was trying the lock when it miraculously slid open of its own accord and Baldot jumped into her arms and winked, “Miss me?” he whispered and displayed all of his chipped teeth.

Sully blanched and set him down.  He had a bag slung over his back, which clinked slightly when he moved across the floor and out the front door.  The other’s followed and waited while Bummil mysteriously relocked the front door from the outside.  

Nothing was safe from these guys, Ambril thought.  No one said a thing until they were safely across the street in Betula’s side alley.  A couple of the gnomes met them with the very dirty black boot.  Baldot had slung the bag from his shoulder.  

“That went well!  Sully grinned,  “at least no one died or lost a limb.”

“Excepting Baldot who did lose his head---but only temporarily,” put in Bummil.

“Do you happen to have any fixit juice on you?” Baldot asked Ygg.

“Why which one of you lost a limb?”  Sully looked around askance.

Ygg had already pulled out a vial of liquid and held it out. “Who is it now?”  He asked.

Baldot grabbed the vial from him.  “It nought be for one of us you Ninnies, it be for this fine thing!”  Baldot pulled a very ornate Giant ladies shoe from the bag.  The heel had broken off and the buckle had snapped lose but otherwise it was intact.

“Hey! That’s Mrs. Flood’s shoe!  Where’d you find it?”  Sully gasped.

Baldot frowned at her.  “It nought be Mrs. Flood’s no more, I nearly sat on it in the cupboard.  I’m taking it as compensation for the humiliation I went through at the hands of that nasty, snot nosed old codger.  He nearly broke off me neck three times!”

“Look, that belongs to Mrs. Flood.  It was stolen from her last fall!  We have to give it back to her!”

“I wonder what Junkson wants with this old shoe?  He must have wanted it bad to steal it from his neighbor of forty years.”  Mused Ygg as he picked up the shoe and held it up to the light.

Baldot wasn’t ready to give up his prize.  “I found it fair and square---if’n she misplaced it earlier---that’s nought to do with me.”  He groused.

Ambril nudged her friend, “offer him your baby shoe,” she hissed.

Sully rolled her eyes, “Like that’s going to work,” she sighed but then pulled out her bronze baby shoe and held it up to the light. 

“Would you take this in exchange?  It’s real bronze and---” But Ambril didn’t need to go any further.  

Baldot’s mouth had dropped open as he stared at the baby shoe in open admiration. “It reminds me of me Mamie!  She wore shoes just like that ‘un!”  He reached up and grabbed the shoe and held it to his chest.

“So---there are girl gnomes?  I didn’t know…” Sully said.

Bummil sighed, “It’s a long sad story with lots of arguing in it…after which they all ran off never to be seen again.”

“So you’ll take that in exchange then?” Asked Ambril once again.

Baldot nodded still smiling beatifically and hugging the bronze shoe.

Ygg had already taken the shoe and was just completing the repairs.  He stood looking at the ornate black buckle closely.  “This emblem here, this be so familiar but I can’t seem to place it.”

“Watch out Ygg, remember what happened when we repaired the jug!”  Sully whispered tensely.

But it was too late, before Ygg had a chance to clamp both hands onto the it wriggled and jumped right out of his hand and onto the sidewalk where it hopped into the shadows.  Ambril then heard munching sounds.

“It seems to like geraniums,” mused Bummil, “That be all right, I do too.”

“Great!  Now how do we get a living shoe up on Mrs. Flood’s sign?”  Sully asked.

Bummil squared his shoulders.  “All objects just want to be useful is all, let me talk to it a bit.”  He marched over to where the sounds of munching were loudest.  “Hey!  Would you be interested in an important job?”

The munching continued unabated.

“It be a job requiring lots of high level observation---only the keenest eye-lets will do for this job.”  

They still heard only munching.

“And it be one only given to lovely, beautifical shoes such as yourself.”  Bummil continued.  

The munching suddenly stopped.  Out from the shadows emerged the shoe with bits of geranium still stuck in its stitching.  

Bummil crouched down to it.  “Now this be a secretive sort of job, with lots and lots of observation required…are you---up to it?”

The shoe wrinkled its toes as if in thought then slowly bent it’s middle in ascent.

Bummil nodded then carefully lifted the shoe and marched back across the street.  In a twinkling he was airborne along with several other gnomes.  They soon had the shoe attached.

Sully yawned as they watched the shoe wriggle a little as it swung gently back and forth, testing its supports.  

Ygg yawned too as he picked up the big black boot and dusted it off.  “I’ll be taking this back home with me to clean it up.”  He squinted up at the moon.  “I’m guessing the moon will be saucer full by Saturday.

“Good!  I’ll be free to get grounded again.”  Sully put in as she pulled her bike out of the rack.

Ambril waved goodbye as she too jumped on her bike and pedaled home.  Her mind ran over the evening’s events and kept going back to the shoe—specifically the ornate shoe buckle.  She had recognized it too---the emblem matched exactly the one found on her Medallion.
Chapter 31  Gossip at Betula’s 

Sure enough it was Friday when even Sully’s penal servitude had been completed.  After school they shoved their bikes into the stand in front of Betula’s and waltzed inside.  At least Ygg did.  Ambril stumbled in after him, still groggy from her late night practices with fLit.  The practices were paying off though.  After a rocky start she was getting fairly good at focusing energy.  She just didn’t know how she was going to repair the burn marks on her bedroom walls.  She had also tried her hand at sighting, which allowed her to perceive others being’s life energy.  When she closed her eyes she could keep the swirling mist at bay which fLit thought was a sign she was getting more powerful.

  Sully came in after Ambril, dragging a huge sweet smelling box behind her.

“Here you go Betula, my Mom wanted you to have these strawberries from our greenhouse.  They’re really fresh.”  She said falling into one of Betula’s famous hugs.

“You picked them yourself didn’t you!”  Said Betula as she flipped open the box and smiled at what she saw.  “I tell you what, you go take a load off over there with your friends and I’ll bring you a bowl of these and some lemonade.”

Sully could only nod as she dragged herself over and sat down next to Ygg.

“I had to pick those strawberries, rake the entire vegetable garden and help Dad clean out the tool shack. Jus because I was a little bit late last Saturday---Well a lot late.”  She blew up her bangs in disgust.  “I’m just glad that’s over!  Why do we have 23 screwdrivers?  Don’t they all do the same thing?”  She groused.  

“Just think how bad it would have been had your folks found out what we really did!” whispered Ambril.  

Sully grinned back.
“Did you check out the shoe? Everyone seems to be glad it’s back.”  Ambril pointed to the Shoe Shop sign with the ladies shoe swinging below it. Mrs. Flood was out front proudly pointing it out to some elderly passerby’s.

Ygg squinted at it.  “It made the front page of the local newspaper---‘The Mystery of the Returned Shoe’, they even interviewed old Junkson about it.

“What’d he say?”

“He thought it was a sign we were about to be taken over by aliens.”  Then Ygg broke into his impersonation of Junkson, waving his arms around wildly and widening his eyes, “little green men are after us and---they’re headless!”

They all burst out laughing.

Sully was the first to get control of herself, “So tomorrow night we’ll deal with---the big guy but I had plenty of time to think about everything these past few days.  It’s important to have something to think about when you’re pulling up old pumpkin vines.  And I kept going back to Mrs. Twid and her Sunset Tea.”  She then leaned forward.  
“What if Mrs. Twid had a reason to poison half the town?” She nodded to the Shoe Stop across the street and whispered.  “A real estate reason!”   “She befriends Mrs. Flood, gains her confidence and then swoops in to ‘help’ her with her store, her house…It’s all going according to plan but then…it stops working.”  Sully poked Ygg in the chest.  “She knows the tea is poisoned but it’s not doing the job.”  Sully took a long pull on her straw and started picking through the bowl of strawberries before popping a berry into her mouth.  “Now the big question is what would you do if you were Mrs. Twid?”   She sat back and folded her arms.  “Would you just shrug your shoulders and go back to hosting Church teas and playing the Lottery every week?”  Sully smirked and shook her head vigorously.  “No way!  You’d try it again!”  

Ambril and Ygg just looked at each other.  “Well we be making our remedy tea and the gnomes are delivering it.”  Said Ygg matter-of-factly. “What more can we do?”

“She’ll go around us this time, right to her mark.”

“You mean she’s going to poison Mrs. Flood herself?”  Asked Ygg incredulously.  “That be just stupid if’n you ask me.  Everybody’ll know.”

Ambril was shocked at how naive they had been.  Of course she would try again.  They should have thought of that right off the bat…but what to do now?

Just then the door behind them opened.  Ambril saw Ygg suddenly stiffen and knew who it was without turning her head.  

“Are you lounging again you lazy clod?” A stiff sharp voice broke over them.
“I’ve done finished my deliveries, Mrs. Twid.  And me chores.” Said Ygg jumping to his feet and dipping his head at her.  

Ambril hated it when he did that. She turned and saw Mrs. Twid towering over them with the birdlike Mrs. Flood latched onto her arm.  Ambril realized with a start that Sully was right.  Mrs. Twid had already done her dirty work.  Mrs. Flood now looked two hundred years old.  Her face was nearly as gray as her hair. She walked hunched over clearly leaning on her tall strong friend.

“I don’t want to see you in here, Ygg.”  Said Mrs. Twid angrily.  “I have a sick friend in need of cheering up.  So shoo the lot of you!”  

Ambril jumped up and hurried outside right on Ygg’s heels.  Sully though took her time putting on her backpack and made her way slowly to the door.

“She’s so crafty!  Poisoning her friend right under every one’s nose!”  Steamed Sully as they turned down the side alley.

“What?”  Asked Ambril bewildered.

“She’s doing it right in Betula’s shop!  She’s replacing Betula’s tea with her own and making Mrs. Flood sick right in front of everyone!”  Sully hissed.  “If you ask me it’s the perfect plan.  She’s going to try to blame Betula!  “I bet she wants Mrs. Flood to have some sort of fit right here to really humiliate her,” growled Sully.

 Sully jerked her thumb at the Sweet Shoppe next to them.  “We have to see what’s going on in there!”  
“This way,” Ygg led them to a half open window.  “You can see behind the counter and a bit of the main floor from here.”  The window was very narrow but they squeezed together and managed to peer inside.  

Mrs. Twid had just finished depositing Mrs. Flood in a chair and settled herself across the table from her.  She reached over and patted her friend’s hand.  “Now, now, you look so poorly Daisy, let’s have just a little bit of Betula’s tea before we tackle these real estate forms.  Is that alright with you dear?”  She purred.  

She looked around the shop and called imperiously.  “Betula!  Please come here!  Daisy and I have a bone to pick with you, neither of us have been feeling well since we had tea here yesterday.”  She said pointedly.  “Daisy is so poorly she hasn’t been able to eat a thing, poor dear!  Just look at her.” 

Betula bustled over to Mrs. Flood.  “Daisy? Is that you honey?  You sure don’t look like yourself darlin’.  Here now, I’ll fix you a nice pot of tea and a plate of my best scones to go with it.”
“Do you have any of the remedy tea on you?” Whispered Ambril as she looked sadly through the window at Mrs. Flood, struggling to stay upright in her chair.

Ygg rummaged through his backpack and came up with one, lint-covered bag.  “This is it.”  He said looking dubiously at the pouch as he picked the worst bits off.

“Here give me a boost.”  Ambril said to Ygg and Sully.

Betula was setting up a teapot on the counter just as Ambril managed to wedge herself into the window opening.  She could see the teapot on a tray just below her and was about to drop the remedy in when---!

“And make sure it’s hot!”  Mrs. Twid shouted louder than was needed. “It was lukewarm and tasteless last time!” Everyone in the shop turned to see what was going on.

Ambril pulled back just as Betula bustled up and picked up the teakettle.  She felt it and put it back on the stove. She then loaded a plate with blueberry scones.  Humming to herself she turned back toward the stove.

“Now, do it now!”  Whispered Sully urgently.

Ambril reached in with the tea bag but found Betula had moved the pot farther down the counter.  It would be a stretch now.  She took carefully aim and threw it at the pot.  The bag was just about to drop inside when its trailing string caught on the handle and the bag fell short, landing on the counter.  Ambril was stunned.  What could they do now?  Betula bustled up and began pouring the boiling water into the pot.

“This is really getting tedious!”  Said a bell like voice inside her head.  She heard her backpack unzip and felt a whoosh of displaced air.  The air sparkled around the teapot as the teabag miraculously slipped under the lid just as Betula clamped it shut.

“What the!---“ whispered Sully. “Did you see that?”  

“Funny thing, I didna see anything but I know I should have.”  Said Ygg suspiciously.  

Ambril said nothing and tried to look innocent.  They watched as Betula carried the tray over to the older women and insisted on pouring out the tea for them.  Mrs. Twid was tight lipped at that.  But Ambril guessed that she had already dosed Mrs. Flood liberally the day before. Betula gave Mrs. Flood a hug before turning to her other customers.

They watched as Mrs. Flood brought the teacup to her lips and took a very small sip.  Her lips puckered slightly and formed a little half smile.  She thoughtfully took another sip and after a moment sat up a bit straighter.  She smiled at her gaunt friend and picked up a scone.  “Crystal you were right, having tea at Betula’s does wonders!”  
“Oh…I’m so pleased you are feeling better Daisy.”  Said Mrs. Twid looking anything but pleased. 

Mrs. Flood finished off her second cup in a twinkling and started tapping her toe to the background music.

Mrs. Twid took an experimental sip of tea herself and jerked upright. “there’s something terribly wrong ---Daisy, I’m not certain this tea is safe.”  She tried to snatch her friend’s teacup away from her.

Mrs. Flood evaded her attempts.  “I think it’s marvelous, this tea,” she said,  “It reminds me of some I had at Fern’s the other day with those nice children.”

Mrs. Twid’s face suddenly tensed with anger. “What children?”

“Those nice children who were just here.”

Mrs. Twid went very still.  “You mean---Ygg and---“.

But that’s all Ambril heard, someone grabbed her from behind.  “Losers clogging up the alley!  Can’t have that!”  She twisted around just in time to see blonde hair and Lance’s sneering face before she was shoved right through the window.   She flailed in midair but lost her balance and tumbled onto the counter.  Her foot felt oddly---cold.

“Look Mommy, that girl has her foot in the ice cream!”  Shouted a little girl.  

Ambril looked and found her foot was ankle deep in chocolate.  With effort she managed to pull her foot out.  But just her foot, her sneaker was sunk up to its laces in Kamikaze Chip.

“What the devil are you doing!” Shouted Betula both surprised and angry.

“It…it isn’t what it seems---I can explain---“

“You’ll explain by working off the cost of that ice cream!” Betula thrust an apron at her and pointed at a huge pile of dishes.  Then she tugged on Ambril’s shoe until with a squelchy slurp it finally came free.  She threw it into a bucket.  “Better clean yourself up outside first!”  She pointed to the back door.  And take this out to the trash!”  She handed Ambril the half full tub of Kamikaze Chip---with essence of sneaker.
“I’m really, really sorry.” Said Ambril giving the angry woman a wide berth as she half hopped, half tiptoed to the alley and threw the ice cream in the dumpster.  She was rinsing off her shoe when Sully and Ygg limped into view.  Sully had a smashed avocado in her hair and Ygg had taken a tomato in the T-shirt.

“Lance---and his buddies.” Said Sully unnecessarily.  “They pinned us down and started pelting us with---” She extracted some of the avocado from her hair, “this stuff.”

“So what happened in there?  Did anyone see you?”  Asked Ygg worriedly. 

Ambril held up her chocolaty shoe.  “You could hardly miss me!”  She could see Ygg was braced for bad news so she continued,  “She knows it’s us.”

Ygg winced and started pacing the alley.

“And she definitely looked...vengeful.” Ambril tried unsuccessfully to wring out her shoe.

The alley door banged open and Betula filled the opening.  She stood there a moment staring them down.  “You have some explaining to do Ambril.”  She growled.

Betula’s secret

“Come on Betula, go easy on her.”  Blurted out Sully.

 “You can explain it all after you clean every one of my dishes!”  Betula continued angrily and motioned inside. “Just you Ambril, your friends have to leave.”
Ambril nodded, put on her sopping wet shoe and slopped toward the door.  

“We’ll be seein’ you then.”  Ygg said resignedly. 

Just as Ambril slipped inside she heard, “you’re coming home with me tonight!”  Sully said poking him in the chest.  “No more staying with Twid!”
Inside, Ambril squelched over to the sink and picked up the first plate; just one of a massive stack of dirty dishes.  She realized that this would take all afternoon.

As Ambril washed she snuck peeks at the elderly ladies finishing their tea.  Mrs. Twid was doing damage control. ”Now Daisy, all you have to do is sign here and it will all be over.  I’ll be the one worrying about sales, lifting heavy boxes and dealing with rude customers.”  Ambril overheard her say.  “You’ll be basking in the sunshine at your niece’s place in San Clemente.”  Mrs. Twid shoved a sheaf of important looking documents under her friend’s nose and held out a pen.

But Mrs. Flood wasn’t paying attention; she was humming to the music.

“Daisy?  Daisy Dear!  It’s just as we talked about.  I’ll make all the arrangements for you.  JUST SIGN HERE!”  Mrs. Twid said impatiently as she pointed to a long blank line. 

But Mrs. Flood just smiled and looked out the window.  Mrs. Twid stared hard over her glasses at her friend.  “Daisy you are looking quite strange.”  Her eyebrows rose rapidly.  “How about a fresh pot of Sunset Tea!  I’ll get some hot water.”  
“But, my dear Crystal, this tea is absolutely---thrilling!”  Crowed Mrs. Flood.  “It’s so good in fact, I feel like dancing!”  

Ambril held her breath and willed the old woman to not try anything too dangerous, like doing double flips off the counter or swinging from the ceiling fan.

But Mrs. Flood just giggled and put down her teacup.  Then started looking over the papers in front of her.

“Hmmmmm---I feel as if I have been in a fog and the sun just came out!”  She said brightly.  “So let’s review, Crystal, my dear old friend.  You wish to purchase my little shop and---oh!  ‘The property behind it.’  That must be my home as well I assume?”  She looked up sharply at her stiff friend.

Mrs. Twid looked as if she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

“Well---err---we did discuss this, Daisy.  You said you wanted a clean break,”  she twisting her napkin anxiously. 

“Ah,” Mrs. Flood went back to flipping through the papers.  “Oh---and the ten acre farm as well?  The fine piece of land near the Tupelos?”  Mrs. Flood was not smiling anymore.  
“But this is what you wanted.  This is all for you dear,” sputtered Mrs. Twid.

“And I was to receive this paltry amount for all of my property?”  Continued Mrs. Flood pointing with disgust at a number mid-stack.  “This is far below what my store alone is worth!”  

“But it’s all I can afford!” whispered Mrs. Twid, she was beginning to wilt.

Mrs. Flood slapped the pages down and got up so quickly, Mrs. Twid dropped her teacup, the tea spilled all over the papers and dribbled its way to the floor.

“I don’t know what to make of this Crystal.  I thought we were friends.  I’ve always trusted you.”  Said Mrs. Flood tersely.  “But now---well now I’d prefer not to say what I think of you---as it wouldn’t be ladylike.”  Mrs. Flood swiftly collected her things and turned toward Betula.  “I’m not sure what you put in your tea but I’ll be back for more tomorrow with friends!”  She patted Betula’s cheek and trotted out the door.

Betula laughed a deep, heartfelt chuckle.  “My she’s perked up!”  She eyed the thin woman awkwardly rising to her feet.  “It’s funny how these things work out.”

“It’s not funny---it’s downright---criminal!”  Mrs. Twid’s glared at Ambril as she marched toward the door.  
Ambril hadn’t thought it possible but Mrs. Twid’s normally gray complexion had gone even grayer.  She raised her chin and sniffed.  “I see where things stand now Betula,” she then marched out the door and down the street.  

“Well, isn’t that just a bit like the pot calling the kettle black now,” mused Betula nodding at the tea stained papers. And chuckled again,“ I DO love to get under that woman’s skin!”  She then turned to Ambril,  “Not done yet?  Well keep at it…it won’t be long.”

Ambril looked at the dishes still stacked three feet high and knew that to be false.  

It was just about an hour later when Betula turned the ‘OPEN to ‘CLOSED’ sign on her door and shooed the last customers out.  She stopped to stretch after pulling down the blinds, a satisfied smile on her face.  

Ambril was just wiping the last of the dishes.  

“Come out from behind there, Sweetie,” Betula boomed as she sat down, dwarfing one of her freshly wiped tables.

Ambril, one sneaker still squelching, padded over and slipped into a chair across from her.  “I really am sorry, Betula,” she said softly.

Betula leaned back in her chair.  “Sure enough, and you’ve done your penance.”  She nodded toward the now shiny stacks of dishes next to the sink.  “Now, what I want to know is what was in that tea?”  She folded her arms and waited.  “You must know that I wouldn’t take kindly to some one meddling with my food, even if it was for a good cause.”  Her lips were a flat line.

Ambril shrank back from her intimidating tone.  She’d have to be straight with her.  Betula would see through everything else.  The question was just how far she could go; she didn’t want Sully and Ygg getting into trouble.  She took a deep breath.  “Well it all started when we---“

“We, being you, Sully, and Ygg?”  Interrupted Betula.

“We, rather it was Ygg who first noticed it---not that he’s responsible for all of this or anything.”  Ambril rushed to add.

“Let me be the one to judge.”  Betula nodded, looking---judgmental. “Go on.”

“Well, Ygg noticed that the old folks, the ones who bought Sunset Tea, seemed to be---sicker and older all of a sudden, and---“  Ambril  then muddled through the entire story.  She finished with  “---so then we slipped Miss Fern’s remedy in the teapot---and that’s when I fell into the ice cream.”  She nervously examined her shoe.

Betula said nothing for a long while then she asked, “did you know old Mr. Samuels was doing cartwheels down Main Street here just last week?”  
Ambril shrugged sheepishly.  “It was a little strong at first.”

Betula rocked back in her chair as she laughed her rumbly laugh.  “Child, there is even more to you than I can see---and I can see more than most.”  She nodded appreciatively.  “That’s not the whole story now is it?”

Ambril just stared at her hands not trusting herself to say anything.

Betula got slowly to her feet.  “I think we need to stop playing cat and mouse, us two.  Especially seeing as we’re on the same team.”  She beckoned to Ambril as she walked behind the counter and over to a display case. Inside an assortment of candy animals stared back at them.  She remembered them from her first day in Trelawnyd.  Beside a licorice cannon stood a foot high striped giraffe with the world’s longest eyelashes.  Next to him a white rabbit with red, high top sneakers lounged against a sugar coated Ferris wheel and a tubby black bear with a gold hoop in his ear and an eye patch stood next to him.  The bear seemed to be looking her straight in the eye.  Ambril marveled at how well they’d been crafted…the detail on the shoes---she could even see the stitches.

“They’re in here for their own good.”  Betula said as she unlocked the case.  “Otherwise people would reach up and try to snap off a piece of them.  Mind you it’s pretty nigh impossible but, if you know what you’re doing…” She whispered behind her hand, “that’s how Slim here, lost an ear.”  

““Still itches, it does.”  Ambril jumped as the giraffe lifted its hoof unsuccessfully to scratch its ear.  

“You just need to bend a bit more, like this!”  Suddenly the rabbit raised a leg and scratched his long floppy ears vigorously, coating everyone with sugar.  “That’s how it’s done!”

“Come on, Red, he’s just not built like you.”  Betula admonished as she reached in to scratch the giraffe’s ear.  He wiggled appreciatively.

“These are my pals, Shug my bear friend, Red, named for his sneakers and Slim,” Betula said and patted the giraffe affectionately.  “When I was your age they helped me through some troubling times.”  Betula reached over and patted the Sugar Bear fondly.  A cloud of sugar enveloped Ambril again and made her sneeze.

“Some powerful trouble that was.”  Chimed in Shug as the fat bear clambered out of the case.  “But a fine adventure!”

Betula stretched out her back until it cracked then said, “The list is on the board folks.  Why don’t you get things started while I walk Ambril out?”  Betula nodded at the Bulletin Board, which was covered with lots of scribbled recipes.

“Why do we always let her get out of working?”  Red said ruefully as Ambril turned to follow Betula out the door.

“Cuz we kind a’ like to do it ourselves.”  The bear dimpled as he switched on an old fashioned radio.  “But mainly I suppose it’s the music.”  
They started tapping their toes to a ragtime tune as they put on their aprons.  Ambril wanted to stay and watch but Betula steered her toward the door.  

“We got to let them work.” Betula said with a smile.  “They’d get nothing done with an audience.  I’ll just walk you down the alley a bit, it should be quiet now.”

Betula slung her arm around Ambril as they walked down the silent, shadowy street, “now child, I done showed you my heart.” she eyed Ambril for a moment.  “I could tell from the first day, you were shiny bright with magic.  Now tell me your story.”

Ambril took a deep breath and everything rushed out, “It happened just as I said except that the old book we found in the Library is some sort of magical recipe book…and there are the gnomes---Hey, maybe your friends could use some of the fixit juice we made for them?  Anyway---” Ambril told the story all over again but this time included the magic parts.  Then she backed up to include her Ashera, the Dullaith, Hendoeth and her own concerns about Feldez.  Betula clucked and nodded in all the right places and occasionally interrupted her with questions.  They were so intent on their conversation they didn’t notice a shadowy figure as he followed them down the alley, listening intently.  When Ambril had finished, Betula gave her a hug and waved as she watched her ride away.   And by the time Betula retraced her steps the alley really was deserted for the figure had slipped away into the night.
Chapter 32 A break-in at school

Ambril hummed to herself as she coasted down the hill toward school the next morning.   Just knowing Betula was on her side made her feel lighter and freer than she had in a while.  But she stopped humming when she rode by The Sweet Shoppe.  There was such a crowd of people on the sidewalk Ambril had trouble seeing the damage at first. Koda was struggling with sheets of plywood he had unloaded from an old truck.

“Please, wood comes through here now!”  Koda shouted gruffly as he stood in the street balancing the unwieldy sheets.  The onlookers parted just enough for Ambril to see Betula standing in a sea of broken glass.  Sid had his arm around her trying to comfort her.   Behind her, the Sweet Shoppe was open to the breeze. The big front window was gone.

“Betula!  Are you O.K.?”  Ambril yelled as she jumped off her bike and tried to follow Koda through the crowd.  But the crowd zipped shut in front of her, blocking her entrance.  After trying several times to break through the crowd, one crotchety old man glared at her.  “Git on to school now kid!  Or else the police might think you and your friends did this---which might just be true.”  He frowned.
“Ambril?  Ambril you come here to see me right after school, ya hear me?”  Ambril heard  Betula’s strained voice over the buzz of the crowd.

“Betula, what happened?  Are you all right?  Is EVERYONE all right?”  Ambril yelled back.  The old man turned and glared at her again.

“I’m fine, but I’ll need your help after school, so come quick as you can!”  Betula responded. 
 Ambril reluctantly got back on her bike and rode slowly away; the illusion of a perfect morning shattered. Who would attack wonderful, kind Betula?  There was something really weird going on and it seemed to be getting worse.  Ambril took a deep breath and blew it out frustrated and wished she could turn around and help out Betula, but she knew if she tried, Betula would just send her on to school.  Koda and Sid were there helping Betula, she’d be fine Ambril reasoned.   Her bicycle glided smoothly down the shady streets and into the schoolyard---and into complete Bedlam.

A fire truck was parked half way up the front steps and a police car with its lights still going was half on and half off the curb.  Med Tech’s were busily unloading a stretcher from a nearby ambulance.  Riley came up just as she put her bike in the rack.  He looked paler and a more jittery than usual but his smile was quick when he saw her.

“What the heck’s going on?”  She asked as she squinted at the flashing lights.

“It’s freaky today.  Someone broke into the school last night and did some damage.”  Said Riley a nervous smirk on his face.  “I’m secretly hoping it was Breccia’s room.  I need some serious distractions.  She’s going to hate my diorama.”  He continued as they walked over to Ygg and Sully.  Ambril could smell rotting fruit on him again, he must have had an early morning dip in the dumpster courtesy of his brother again.  “I ran out of time and had to use Lego people.”  He smiled stiffly as he imitated Ms. Breccia, “A fine example of poor workmanship and planning, Riley, as usual.”

Ambril smiled and raised her shoebox.  “Mine’s not so great either,” she mused. “I used marshmallows for the stone buildings. Does the school have an ant problem?”

Riley laughed, “Sounds like they will now!  Good, I’m not the only one who cut corners.”  He glanced over at her.  “I couldn’t get into it…I have a hard time with the official history.”  

“Why?” Asked Ambril.

Riley looked at her appraisingly a minute as they joined up with Ygg and Sully.  “You know, history’s written by the ones who win the battles.  There’s always a lot left out of the story.”  

“My aren’t we pithy today.”  Commented Sully.

“Pithy? Don’t tell me, that be one of this week’s vocab words, right?”  Asked Ygg.

Sully winced and then shrugged. “I’ve failed the last three quizzes so I thought I’d practice a little.”

The four of them moved toward the growing crowd around the steps. Everyone was jostling each other trying to get a look inside the front doors.

“Come on, I think I know a way we can get a better view,” Riley said in a low voice and motioned for them to follow him.  He led them to the large oak tree in front of the school. A fat, low branch low hugged the front window creating a low shelf before climbing skyward.  

“Come on!”  Riley said, “no one’s looking!”  He started climbing up the trunk using the ‘Keep off, That Means You!’ sign as a step.

They shimmied up the trunk and out along the branch.  As they hunkered down among the foliage Ambril gasped.  There was a  clot of people hovering around a still figure lying on the floor.  As they watched the med techs blew through the front doors and starting shooing everyone away.  Ambril caught a glimpse of a pale, elderly woman in sensible shoes and a skirt…it was the school secretary, Miss Jonquil.   The med techs began checking her vital signs and to Ambril’s relief  her eyes fluttered open briefly.  Beyond the flurry of action Ambril spotted the door to the janitor’s closet.  Or at least she thought it was, now it was hard to tell.  It looked blackened and puckered as if it had blasted with a blowtorch and then smashed with a Thor’s hammer.  The door handle had been sheered off clean.  She watched the janitor amble up with a thick chain and a padlock.
“Here comes Skarn, maybe we can hear what’s going on.”  Whispered Sully as she pointed to the overweight deputy sheriff strutting over to survey the damage.

“Nooobody panic!  We have things under control!”  Skarn bellowed loudly as he elbowed through some medical equipment.  Ms. Jonquil had now been moved to the stretcher.  “Now, before ya get wheeled off there, Ms. Jonquil, can you tell me what happened?”  
“I don’t want her over excited, Officer.  Just a few questions, please.”  Interjected one of the medical technicians.

Ambril had to strain to hear her soft reply.  “Well, Officer Skarn…I…I had just let myself in the front door---“

“What time?”

“It was about 7:00 or so, I like to arrive early on Monday to get the week started right.”  The secretary’s lip quivered as she continued. “I noticed the light right off---.“

“Light?  What kind a’ light?”  Asked Skarn scribbling madly.
“It was very bright, like a camera flash---and then there was this feeling…”

Skarn wrinkled his nose.  “Now we want to keep to the facts, here, no---feelings.”

“Oh, yes, Officer---Of course.  Well it was sort of a fizzle really.  Like a jolt of electricity.”  The older woman grasped the blanket they had thrown over her.  “Anyway, I turned to see what it was and…and this blast of air hit me!  It smelled like---the dumpster behind Dogwood Market.”  She shut her eyes tightly.  ”And—And then there was the monster---.”

Skarn sighed and rolled his eyes.  “Yer sure, now?  A real live monster?”  Couldn’t just have been a bit of a fright you got yourself into now?”

“No…well…I’m not sure but I believe I really did see a large---skull…it had red eyes, horns, and glowing…tattoos---“

Skarn just stared at her unbelievingly.  “Right, large skull, red eyes, big mouth…teeth?  Did it have long yellow teeth to eat you with...my dear?”  Skarn chuckled derisively.  “Sounds like a fairy tale, what is it?  Little Red Riding Hood?”  He grumbled but went ahead and wrote down her description.

“Well, I don’t recall any teeth, no…”

Skarn finished writing and stared at her hard.  “Kinda dramatic, that.”  He said dubiously.  “Ya sure you don’t wanta think about it a bit?”

Ms. Jonquil seemed to wither under his gaze.  “Oh Dear…perhaps you’re right Officer…I….I will think about it…it does seem a bit far fetched now, really…I’m not sure…everything went dark then…I think I must have fainted.”  She patted her forehead with a shaking hand.  “When I came to my senses, I was on the floor and Feldez was here---.”

“O.K., That’s enough.  Let’s get you over to the hospital.”  Said the Med Tech smoothly as she motioned Skarn away.  “Harry, get the door, will you?”  Ms. Jonquil was soon whisked down the steps and into the waiting ambulance, which then roared away, its lights flashing.

“Whoa, some one was magicing in the janitor’s closet.”  Murmured Ygg.

Ambril nodded slowly.  She was very familiar with that frizzy feeling, the jarring sensation that made the hairs on her arm rise.  But something was wrong.

“It must have been a Dullaith, it sounded just like the one you saw Amb---“, Sully realized her mistake just a minute too late.  Riley was staring at her.

“Well I mean, it sounds like---what I think a Dullaith would look like.”  She finished quickly.  “It was in the papers.”  She said to Riley somewhat defensively.  “Years ago.”

“Yeah, I think I remember hearing about that.”  He said evasively.  “Feldez was there then too, wasn’t he?”

Ambril drew in her breath quickly.  Riley was right, Ms. Jonquil had mentioned he had been on the scene!  He always seemed to be right there whenever a Dullaith appeared…it looked like her soon-to-be-stepfather was mixed up in this as well.  

“Uh Oh!  We’re busted guys let’s scram!”  Hissed Sully as she pointed to Skarn who was staring angrily through the window at them.

They jumped down hurriedly from the branch and ran to join the milling jumble of kids on the playground.  Riley vanished immediately.  The three friends stood in silence for a few minutes, waiting. 

“You can’t really think that Feldez would---“, began Sully.

“He wouldna be so daft---.”  Added Ygg.

But Ambril barely heard them.  She had a feeling that something was off.  Something was wrong.  “You know, it’s weird but…it just doesn’t feel right.”  She said finally.

“Yeah, I felt that too, sort of an uncomfortable feeling that you’re about to be zapped, right?”  Said Sully.

“No, well yes, that’s true there’s a lot of magic still in the air.   But I mean there was something sort of…missing.  It just doesn’t seem---like a Dullaith was here.” She shrugged feeling frustrated.  It was hard to zero in on something that wasn’t there, easier to talk about what was.  Just then a kid walked by eating a scone.

“Hey, that reminds me!  There was an attack on the Sweet Shoppe last night too!  Some one broke the front window.  I saw it on my way to school. “

 “Who would want to attack the Sweet Shoppe?  There isn’t anything valuable in there unless you’re a suicidal diabetic.”  Mused Sully.

“Was anyone hurt?”  Asked Ygg.

“Betula seemed fine, but I don’t know, she sounded upset. Oh---and something else.  Betula she’s---kind of like us.”

Sully snorted.  “Betula’s nothing like us, she’s a great cook, she’s a grown-up—“

Ambril grabbed Sully’s arm and dragged her out of ear shot from the other kids.  Ygg followed, then she whispered “No, I mean she does---you know what!”

Sully and Ygg’s couldn’t have looked more astonished if Ms. Breccia strolled through the parking lot in a bunny suit.  

“Betula?  Really?  I wonder how many other people…”  Ygg looked around the playground as if he expected to see magic weilders tagging people with Ashera’s and turning them into Newts.

“But last night Betula introduced me to her friends, these---magic sugar animals, you know the ones in the case?  They’re alive!”

Ygg and Sully just stared at her.

“Ya know that makes sense to me, every so often I’ve noticed they’re a little different, the rabbit doesn’t always tie his laces neatly and the Bear’s eye patch moves from eye to eye.”  Ygg said.
Just then the front doors opened and the janitor wearily beckoned them in.  “Double file, please!  Mind the cones!”   The kids filed in slowly.  The janitor had placed orange cones all around the janitor’s closet.  There was a huge chain draped through the hole where the handle had been with a big padlock on it.

“We have to get inside that room!” Whispered Ambril.

They were just passing the office when Ambril heard a familiar voice.

“No, no officer, perhaps later, I’d like to check on Ms. Jonquil just now.  Shall we meet after lunch?”  Feldez was just leaving the principal’s office with Skarn and Chief Buckthorne in tow.  

Skarn gave him a disgruntled nod. “You’re not helping any, putting this off.  You gotta talk to us sometime.  It was you who called 911.”  He groused.  

Chief Buckthorne said nothing but paused and sniffed the air experimentally.  His face was blank as he watched Feldez turn and march out of the building.  

“That’s it!”  Hissed Ambril.  The bell reverberated down the hallway.   As they ran Ambril said.  “The smell!”

Ygg and Sully looked at her curiously.  “I smell nought anything.”  Ygg said mystified as they rounded a corner and slid through their English teacher’s door.

“That’s just it!  The Dullaith really, really stinks!”  Whispered Ambril excitedly as they slid into their seats, once again just in time.  “Even afterward, you can still smell it.”  She wrinkled her nose remembering.  “It’s something like corpses with a little sewage mixed in, anyway, a whole lot of rotting stuff.”  

Sully took a big sniff.  

“Are you quite finished, Sully?”  Mr. Pinwydden stared down his nose at them.

“Oh, sorry,” she said reddening.  “I’m getting a cold.”

Mr. Pinwydden lowered his head, bending over his roll book.  “Please use a tissue next time, really, sniffing like that is quite rude.”

The class snickered.

 Mr. Pinwydden launched into an involved explanation of essay organization.  But Ambril only half listened.  She had to think through this.  From Miss Jonquil’s description, it sounded like a Dullaith was raised in or near the janitor’s closet.  But if that had been the case, Miss Jonquil would be dead and the entire school would stink to high heaven.  The only logical explanation was that it wasn’t a Dullaith.  Then what was it? And how did Feldez fit into it?  He had his hands in everything, right up to his armpits.  She sat puzzling about it as Mr. Pinwydden droned on until the bell rang.  Ambril managed to stumble through the rest of the morning.  

Someone kicked her.

“Hey, come on!”  Sully said.  “You’ve been doing that all day!”  It was just after lunch and they were sprawled on the grass.  “It’s like you’re sleepwalking or something!”  She said grumpily. “There is nothing more frustrating than having one way conversations with someone who should be horizontal with their eyes closed.” 

“Just thinking.”  

“Yeah that’s what you said the last seven times. Come on, Breccia’s class.”  The three walked back into the building and down the hall.  But that was as far as they could go.  There was a circle of teachers including Ms. Breccia blocking the door.  

“No, No, that’s out of the question!” Ms. Breccia boomed.  “The show must go on!”  She towered menacingly over the other teachers.  “Think of how disappointed the children will be if they don’t have the honor of performing our annual Maypole Dance!”  She thundered.

Ambril, Sully and Ygg just looked at each other gleefully.  It would be better than finding $100 in your shoe, thought Ambril, but Ms. Breccia wasn’t finished.

“The Maypole Dance has been a Trelawnyd tradition for over 150 years!”  She continued.  “Do you think our forefathers would have allowed a silly little death threat to hinder them?”  She snorted so loud it made Mr. Pinwydden jump.  “Nooooo! Of course not!  They would have carried on until the bitter end.”  Ms. Breccia raised her eyes heavenward and then scoffed.  “Besides do we really know what Ms. Jonquil saw?  I’m not sure she knows herself.”  Ms. Breccia wrinkled her nose disdainfully.  “She’s always been fanciful if you ask me, there’s some Tylwith in her.”  She snickered.

Mr. Pinwydden drew his skinny frame up and smoothed his tie.  “I would agree with you Opal, if this were important to the furtherance of our traditions but really, it’s just a Maypole Dance!  As the acting Principal, I think---“

“Nonsense!  All traditions are important!  Our forefathers must be rolling, positively ROLLING in their graves to hear you talk so flippantly about something that many gave their lives for!”  Ms. Breccia pointed a square finger at Pinwydden’s nose and continued her tirade.  “We must---we absolutely MUST go forward with our plans.”  She towered over poor Mr. Pinwydden who stared nervously back.  Eventually he lowered his eyes and nodded slightly.  Ms. Breccia smiled widely,  “I knew you’d come around, Pinwydden, you always do.”  With that she turned and nearly knocked a student down as she swept from the group, wrenched her classroom’s door open and strode inside.

The remaining teachers looked a bit shell-shocked.  “Well we tried.”  Said a small nervous looking man with red hair and suspenders.

“Yes, well, Mr. Fig, let’s hope there isn’t any trouble.”  Said Mr. Pinwydden as he straightened his tie and walked quickly back to his class.  

Ambril, Ygg and Sully reached the door just as the bell rang.  Ms. Breccia looked positively disappointed that she wasn’t able to give any of them a tardy.  She threw down her roll book disgustedly.

“Children, children!  Your dioramas belong here,” she said pointing to an already loaded table.  “And you---belong in the gym.  It’s your last May Dance rehearsal!”  She folded her arms and looked down her nose at them.  “Mrs. Twid has been lamenting about your lack of grace and rhythm.  I believe she said, and I quote, “They have the lumbering gait of water buffalo stampeding over a cliff!”  She paused and sniffed. “Please, do not embarrass me further.” She pointed to the door.  “Out! On the double!”  With a grand wave of her hand she turned her back to them and began forcefully stacking dioramas.  She smashed two before Ambril could get out of the door.

“Whoo, For once I’m glad to be going to dance practice.”  Said Sully.

“She was in a rare mood, was she not?”  Mused Ygg.  “And she hadna’ had any of Mrs. Twid’s Sunset Tea neither!”

“Hey, Do you think Miss Fern would help us whip up another batch of tea tonight? Betula wants to give out some more to the elderly.”

“Not necessary.”  Said Sully.  “I made up a batch of remedy tea and dropped it by Fern’s garden for the gnomes to deliver but they said they didn’t need any!”

   “What?” exclaimed Ambril, “it’s been at least two weeks, they must need more.”

Ygg shook his head.  “They be making it themselves now. Making it, packaging it and delivering it.  I don’t have to do a thing.”  He smiled at both of them.

“But how’d they get the recipe?” Asked Sully, mystified.

Ygg looked quizzically at Sully.  “Ya do know they can and will get into everything, anytime.”  He said and nodded to her backpack.  “Astarte in there?”

Sully nodded.

“Did you leave it in the gazebo when we were flying?”

Sully nodded again.

Ygg shrugged.

Sully nodded once more much more slowly and hugged her backpack to her chest.  “Geees, no privacy---I hate that.”  She grumbled.

Ambril nodded to herself.  “Tell me about it!”  She said eyeing her own pack. She was treated to a series of artillery blasts in her head.

“Anyway, I told them to take it to Betula.  After yQuillday and Mrs. Flood I thought it couldn’t hurt, everyone goes there,” Sully said as they entered the Gym.

Mrs. Twid stood stiffly by the piano, her mouth a thin line.  Her eyes narrowed as she tracked the entrance of Ambril, Ygg and Sully.

“Now that you are FINALLY all here!”  Mrs. Twid’s nasal voice was shrill.  “If you can possibly manage not tripping all over yourselves, we’ll begin.  Mrs. Flood is unable to join us today as she must supervise some---renovations at her shop.”  Her neck muscles tightened as she said this.  “So we’ll have to make do with a recording.”

But everyone paused when they heard a loud angry voice behind them say,
“You nasty little rat!  I know what you’re doing!”  It was Lance threatening his brother.  “Stop messing with around!  You can’t handle it!”  

“Lance, look we’ve been over this a hundred times, they’re just experiments, ‘sciencey stuff’ you know nothing about...”  Said Riley quietly.

“I’ve been watching you!  I know what you’ve been up to.  It’s not normal, knock it off or else!”  He snarled as he bore down on Riley.

“Lance! Riley!  Control yourselves, honestly!”  Said Mrs. Twid as she marched over to them with her hands on her hips.  “I want you both to continue this family skirmish in the office!”  But she had no affect on them  They were  now circling each other.  ”Do you hear me, you two?  To the office this minute!”  

“Or Else?  What ‘Or Else?”  Scoffed Riley.  “Come on, you’ve already stuffed me in lockers, garbage cans and dumpsters.  Beaten me up, run over me with your bike---“  Riley drew himself up to his full height and Ambril realized with a start that Riley was as tall as Lance.  “I’d explain what I’ve been doing but I’m afraid you’d hurt yourself trying to think that fast.”  Riley continued dismissively.  “And no, I’m not going to stop until I get where I want to go.”  He continued scornfully. “All you’re ever going to be is a shopkeeper.  Me?  I’ve got bigger plans, I’m getting out of here!”

His brother finally lost control and shoved him hard into a large pile of boxes his fists flailing.  The boxes toppled down on them.  Almost immediately the lights went out and smoke filled the room.  A flash of brilliance illuminated the frightened faces of the kids as a large Dullaith appeared and hovered above them.  Some of the kids screamed and stampeded through the doors.

“Ambril, get your Ashera!”  It was Sully who gripped her arm.

Ambril quickly swung her backpack off her shoulder and unzipped it quickly…but then slowed, unsure.  She had to be careful and not flash the Ashera around.  “No, wait…it’s…it’s not what you think.”  Said Ambril quietly.

There it was again, that missing something, the lack of revolting smells. And she wasn’t overwhelmed with terror.  Nothing was trying to invade her mind.  Ambril knew that it wasn’t a Dullaith.  But it was something strongly magical, there was a frizz of magic in the air.   The room had emptied by then; it was just them and a frozen Mrs. Twid.  Ambril took another hard look at the Dullaith image and pointed.  “See?  It’s not moving and look!  It’s beginning to fade.”  

The image had begun to waver and dim.  The smoke thinned as well.  Then a posse of teachers raced into the room with Bob in the lead.  Bob immediately tried the light switch a few times.  “Must have blown a fuse or something,” he muttered as Mr. Fig pulled out a screwdriver and shakily pointed it at the fading Dullaith. 

“Over here Hal, first things, first.” Said Bob pointing to the light switch.
“Oh, right!”  said Mr. Fig looking relieved as he applied the screwdriver to the switch plate.  He rooted around in the wall a moment.  “Ha!  Here’s the problem!”  It took just another minute or two before the room was flooded with light.  “Just a faulty wire, people!”

In the stark, fluorescent light Mrs. Twid still stood stock-still, her white knuckles squeezed her pearl necklace.   She took a deep breath.  “Oh my!”  

“Mrs. Twid---er Crystal, perhaps you’d like to sit down a moment.”  Said Bob solicitously as steered her into a chair.

“Riley?  Riley!”  Lance was heaving boxes around.  “I didn’t see him get up, and I was---waiting for that.”  He threw a box over his shoulder and shoved another.

In all the excitement Riley had been forgotten.  Ambril imagined Riley pinned at the bottom of the huge mound of boxes.

“You bully!  You might have really hurt him this time!”  Yelled Sully as everyone began sorting through the boxes.  But curiously Riley wasn’t there.  

“He must have slipped out on his own.”  Said Ygg.

‘No chance!  I was watching!” Said Lance angrily.  “I would have seen him!”

“In the dark?”

“Easier then, when the door opens, the light from the hallway comes in.”  

A pimply-faced kid named Jed came in with a large bucket of steaming liquid as Lance was talking.

“He’s right, Riley didn’t leave the room, that’s the only working exit and we were all standing in the hallway.  We would have seen him too.”

“Well then where did he go?  He didn’t vanish into thin air!”  Shouted Lance.

A few more of the kids had returned and stood watching.  

Tiana squealed and said.  “Maybe it was that monster!  The Monster took him!”  Two or three of her friends shrieked in dismay and huddled together excitedly.

“Great, that’s great,” muttered Bob.  “I’m sure there’s a logical explanation kids.  Mrs. Twid!  Are you feeling well enough to walk the students back to class?”

A little color had returned to Mrs. Twid’s cheeks by then.  She pursed her lips.  “It certainly is beneath my station to perform such a menial task but as it is an emergency, and it’s you Bob---yes…I’ll make an exception.”  She nodded curtly creakily rose to her feet.

“Come, children, this way.”  She said as she turned on her heel.  “If you are not immediately behind me, you’ll be given detension---ON MY TERMS.”  The kids scrambled to follow her.  

Ambril, Sully and Ambril brought up the rear.  As they passed the office, Ambril saw that Lance’s parents had arrived and were deep in discussion with Mr. Pinwydden.  Lance stood between them hanging his head.  The three friends automatically slowed their pace in hopes of overhearing something.

“Now look,” Mr. Dogwood said, “Lance didn’t mean it, you can’t expel him for a simple little spat between brothers, can you?”  He blustered.

Pinwydden just stared at him and slowly shook his head.  “At the very least Lance will be suspended from school.”  He said firmly.  “Next week, we’ll meet to discuss what further action will be taken.  Naturally, this means he’ll be barred from any May Day School functions.  The dance is canceled of course though  Lance may participate next year.  But the ball game will be played without your son.”

Larch Dogwood looked incredulous.  “What?  He can’t play for his team?  The team I’m sponsoring?”

“Of course not, a suspension requires he is barred from participating in any school function.”  As Mr. Pinwydden swallowed and his Adam’s Apple jogged up and down.

“I’m sorry about the disappearance of your son, Riley.”  Mr. Pinwydden continued sincerely.  “The police have begun investigating  his disappearance and wish to talk to you.”  He motioned toward the Gymnasium.

“Now just wait a minute.  Riley’s probably just sulking, he’ll turn up again just like all the other times…when he gets hungry enough---.”

“Has this happened before?  Has Riley run away in the past?”  Mr. Pinwydden asked, surprised.

Larch sighed heavily and then shrugged.  “Not like this, no.  But he’s unhappy with Lance’s---competitive spirit.  He takes it the wrong way is all.”  He nodded firmly.  “Trust me on this, it’ll blow over soon.  Can’t we just forget this happened?”

Mr. Pinwydden stared stonily at the square cut man before him.

Mrs. Dogwood tugged on her husband’s sleeve.  “But darling, I think we should take this seriously, he’s been very odd and more than a little upset lately---”  

“Quiet, Scarlet, we’ll discuss this at home!” Interrupted Larch glaring at his wife then pointed his large, beefy index finger at Mr. Pinwydden’s thin nose.

“Now listen up Pinhead!  Lance playing ball for the school is a big deal for this town!  He’s the star player!  Now either my kid plays on Saturday or I’ll withdraw my support for your new Gymnasium!”  He stuck his head out like a turtle as he leaned in and poked his chest.  “Got that?”  

Mr. Pinwydden clucked disgustedly as he pushed Larch’s finger away. “I see you haven’t changed a bit since school.  It isn’t hard to see where Lance learned his bullying behavior.”  He paused to adjust his glasses. “The school will not be coerced into mishandling such a serious infraction.  Your son needs to learn self control.  I suggest you begin practicing it yourself.”  And with that Pinwydden straightened his bow tie and strode away.

Ambril, Ygg and Sully continued down the hall. “That was grand, seeing Lance and his Dad get taken down a peg by Pinwydden, who would have thought it!”  Crowed Sully as the three friends rounded a corner and saw Mrs. Twid holding open the classroom door and looking at her watch.  She cleared her throat.  “If you are not in the classroom in 15 seconds, I’ll ask Ms. Breccia to lower your grades one full mark!”  She said with relish.  ‘No running!”

They speed walked into the classroom and found their seats quickly but not fast enough.  Ms. Breccia stopped writing on the blackboard and turned her beady little eyes at them, “well now, late again are we?”  She sneered.  “Class dismissed---except of course the three miscreants in the back-row.”

A belch of static heralded an announcement.  “Attention, Attention please!”  Mr. Pinwydden’s amplified voice boomed all over the school.  “Due to recent events, the May Day Dance will be cancelled this year.  I’d like to extend our apologies to those students who have practiced so diligently.  We will of course resume this Dance tradition next year.”  It ended with another whoosh of static.

Ms. Breccia stared open-mouthed at the loud speaker as the last bell rang.  The kids cheered as they vaulted out of their seats and into the hallway.   Ambril, Sully and Ygg slumped in their seats, waiting to hear their punishment.  But Ms. Breccia surprised them when she said tersely. “Wait here.” And then marched out.

“So what’ll it be this time you think?”  Muttered Sully her chin in her hand. “A ten page essay documenting her great-great Gran’s toe nail clipping method?  Or a three page poem proclaiming the virtues of her great great great grandfather, the pigfarmer?”
“Poor Betula, we would have been there by now.”
Ambril sighed heavily.  All she could think about was Betula, who was probably wondering where they were right that minute.  And they were stuck in school for who knew how long.  She scanned the classroom for something interesting to take her mind off things.  The jumble of dioramas caught her eye first, they were stacked three feet high, the one on top was a cutaway model of a very old building.

“Hey,” Ambril asked.  “I don’t remember seeing that anywhere around here.”

“That’s because it doesn’t exist any more.  Don’t you ever pay attention in class?”  Asked Sully peering at her friend while she bit her nail.  “It used to stand right here, where the school house was.  It’s the old Council Hall. Nice huh?  They had to tear it down for some reason around about the time everything was rebuilt---“

“So it was one of the really old buildings?  Built at the time of Old Town? ”  She got up and picked the model off the top of the pile.

“If Ms. Breccia sees you doing that you’ll be in detention for life!”  Hissed Sully.

Ambril ignored her and brought it over so they could all see.  It was a model of a simple domed structure, not very large.  The model had been cut about half way through so you could see the inside of the domed area.  There were arches to help support the dome and a circular image on the floor.  With a start Ambril recognized the image.  “That’s a summoning circle, like the one behind the shed where the Dullaith was raised and on the playground that day Lance was hurt.”  She said quietly.

“I think I be knowing it too.”  Said Ygg in a whisper.  “Something like it be on the floor of our own Town Council at home.  It be for magic gathering, like circle stones.”

“You mean like the circle stone in the park?” Asked Sully innocently.

Ygg nodded slowly.  “Yes, but this be a special one, it was nought for ever-day use.  It’s used for, for special things.”  Replied Ygg vaguely.

“Special? Like Holidays?”

“No, no more like if there’s a natural disaster or something where the town be thinking it needs extra help.” He continued vaguely.  “I never paid much mind to it.”
The three of them stared at the little model some more.

“Well it was pretty all right,” said Sully and then yawned.  “Though I don’t think it has much to do with us.  According to the history books, they tore that place down a long time ago.”

Ambril stared at the little model for a moment longer before putting it back on the pile.  She looked around the room again.  On the bulletin board were the usual notices of homework due dates and reading assignments.  An old map of Trelawnyd was pulled down partially hiding the announcements.  Ambril looked at it again for what seemed like the thousandth time.  She could see the old wall winding it’s way around the valley.  The Main Road in, the Gates and the town shown as it was in the 1870’s.  Most of the important structures were there including the Library, the Town Hall, and all of Main Street.  And of course Circle Park right in the center of town…
“Hey, I just noticed something.”  Said Ambril staring at the map closely.

“What?” asked Ygg, his eyes closed.  Sully had put her head down on her desk.
“That the circle stone in the park is not the dead center of town. See?”  She got up again and pointed.  “Look if you take all the town roads and try to find their center, it’s over here---closer to where we are---“

  But before she could show them the door banged open and Ms. Breccia stood there, seething.  Ambril skittered back to her seat.  Ms. Breccia barely noticed them as she stood in the middle of the room clenching and unclenching her fists.  The three friends didn’t dare move, in fact Ambril was afraid to breathe.  Ms. Breccia thankfully looked up before too long and said, “Go clean up the Gym, that’s all.”  She shooed them out looking like she’d like to kill someone but for once it wasn’t them.

“Boy, we got off easy that time!”  Said Sully cheerfully as they walked toward the Gym. “Let’s do this fast and then go see what’s up with Betula.”  She continued.

“And Miss Fern.”  Added Ygg.  “We should check up on her.”

Ambril said nothing she was still thinking about Circle Park and the true center of town.  It couldn’t be---.  Still lost in thought she pushed open the Gym door.

Jed and Mr. Berry were mopping up the last of the hot chocolate when they walked in.

“Hi, do you need any help?”  Asked Sully as Mr. Berry squeezed his mop.

He motioned to the boxes scattered over the floor.  “How about moving these boxes back to the entry hall?  They need to go into storage.”

“Right!”  Said Sully stacking up two and picking her way across the damp floor.  

Ambril and Ygg followed.  Together they lugged them into the entry hall.

“I guess they’re going into the janitor’s closet?  So this is as good a place as any.” Said Ambril as she set her box down near the blackened door.

The janitor came up just then and sneezed loudly into a large handkerchief.  “Sorry, my allergies are acting up, I need my pills.  Just leave them there and I’ll put ‘em inside.”  He said sniffling as he fiddled with the padlock.

Ambril, Sully and Ygg headed back to the Gym to get more boxes.

“So who’s behind these attacks then?  And what they be wanting?  Asked Ygg.

“Search me, world domination maybe?  Or owning most of everything?”  Sully smiled, “like in the Saturday Morning Cartoons.”

“No really, why scare people away from the Dance?”  
Sully shrugged, “Hey let’s not worry about this one, we’re getting a Saturday morning back right?  This is a great, great thing!  Who wants to Dance?”

They made several trips back and forth.  Ygg had just picked up the last box when Ambril noticed a sheet of paper on the floor.  “Whoops somebody’s homework probably---“ She froze though when she looked at the paper.  It was another drawing of the Dullaith.  This one looked good, someone had spent some time with the details.  She noticed something handwritten across the bottom.

“What’s that mean?”  Ambril asked pointing to them.
“Come on, let’s dump these first and work that out later.”  Interrupted Ygg grumpily.  The last box appeared to be heavy. 

They helped carry it out or rather Ambril did, Sully stumbled along behind them, and stacked it with the others.  
Sully stretched cracking her back several times.  “Ah that’s better, boy that last one was way too heavy! Ambril snorted as she rubbed her shoulder.  It was then she noticed it and tugged on Ygg’s sleeve.  
“Look!  The janitor left the door open!”  The chain was off the battered door and the door yawned temptingly.

“He probably went to get his pills.  I bet he’ll be right back.” Said Sully “Wait!!  You can’t be thinking what I think you’re thinking!”

Ambril had grabbed both their arms and dragged them over to the open door.  “It’s worth a peek, right?” She said.
Inside the Janitor’s Closet

It should have been pitch dark inside but it wasn’t.  An eerie red glow lit the room.

“Where’s the light coming from?  There aren’t any windows.”

There were a lot of boxes lining three walls with a narrow aisle through to the center.  Ambril took a step and then another.  It was a beautiful room, much too fancy for a janitor’s closet. There were arches and a dome above---and then it came to her.

“So the history books were wrong.” Whispered Ygg. “Here be Old Council Hall.”
“The true center of town!”  said Ambril.
Some of the arches were filled in with intricate mosaic artwork.  There was a map of the town on one wall and the arches were decorated with tracery images. Something was written across one of them.

“What does that say?” Asked Ambril pointing.

“That be the old language.  We know that in Chert.”  Ygg said squinting hard at the word.  “Chofnoda, yeah, that’s meaning ‘Come on in, friend’, or ‘Enter here pal’ or something.”  Ygg mused.  “Though where you were meant to go is a mystery, yeah?”

Ygg was right, there were no other doors in the room.  Along another wall were rows of shelves filled with cleaning products.  A floor-waxing machine sat ready for use off to one side.

“Yep, it’s a janitor’s closet, big surprise.”  Said Sully ruefully.

“Pretty fancy one though.”  Said Ambril as she admired the ornate stone carvings on the column and archways.  There was a strange smell in the air, sweet but with a bitter aftertaste.

Where’s the light coming from?”  Sully asked again as they took a few more steps into the room. They came to the end of the row of boxes and saw it.

“What did you say that was?”  Asked Sully elbowing Ygg hard and pointing at the floor.

“It be a power gathering circle, a special summoning.”

On the floor was an ornately tiled circle stone.  It reminded Ambril of her Medallion, the images around the edges were of plants, animals and people.  It was hard to make them out, however as a glowing red ink had sketched other images and words on top.  The central image, normally a flower or starburst had been altered to have two glowing eyes and a gash for a mouth…

Ambril drew in her breath suddenly.  “Its Moroz!”  She blurted out.

“What?  Where?”  Yipped Sully as she jumped around, staring into the shadows.

“No, No, Someone tried to draw him there in the center!”  She said pointing.

“So the intruders last night decided to doodle an image of Moroz on the floor? Why?”  Wondered Ygg.
“Someone doodled what?”  Asked a cold voice from behind them.  “And what might you three be up to now, pray tell?  This area is off limits to students.”

All three of them jumped and turned to find Feldez fuming.  Beside him stood the janitor, looking sheepish. 

“My fault, I left the darn fool door open to get my pills.“  He sneezed again into his large red handkerchief.  “I shouldn’t have…you know the reputation this room has…I think any kid would have liked to get a peek inside.”  He smiled at them.

The kids smiled hopefully back but a moment later Chief Buckthorne came up behind him; his face a thundercloud.

“What the blazes are you three doing?   Get your tails on out of here.”  Chief Buckthorne raged.  “This is a crime scene!  You’re destroying evidence!”  

“But, but we think you should know that…well we think we figured out---“

Chief Buckthorne was seriously annoyed.  “You kids stay out of this!  No more ‘investigating’ on your own, is that clear?  You’ll just end up getting into trouble, which means I’ll have to come and get you out of it.  I just don’t have the time!  Understand?  Now GET OUT OF HERE!”  The last was at the top of his lungs.  

The kids scrambled for the door.  Ambril had one last glimpse of Feldez staring thin lipped at her before the door closed behind them and they were free.

“Wow!  Today is our lucky day!  Do you realize we’ve been caught doing things we shouldn’t three times and not been publicly flogged?”  Asked Sully exuberantly as they turned their bikes toward Betulas.  As they veered onto Main Street they could see a crowd still gathered around the Sweet Shoppe’s door.
Sugar Animal troubles

“Uh oh!”  Said Ambril tersely.  “I hope nothing more has happened!”

“It makes me boiling mad to think of it!”  Said Ygg as they stashed their bikes. Iit looked like the entire town was trying to get inside all at once.

“Excuse me!  Coming through!  On your right!”  Sully yelled as they wriggled through the crowd.  Ambril saw that Koda had replaced the front window with plywood.  There was a hand written sign tacked up on it.

Excuse our Mess!

Announcing Sunrise Tea

Free to the Elderly

Despite the break-in, Betula was a woman of her word.  Inside it was an absolute mad house.  But Ambril could see that things were not moving along with its usual efficiency.

“Where’s my muffin!”  Complained an old man in overalls from one table.

“I ordered a Blueberry muffin not blackberry!”  Screeched a heavily jowled elderly lady. “I’ve been waiting a half an hour for my tea!”  Whimpered a large woman as she rapped sharply on a table with her cane.

Betula was nowhere to be seen.  Instead Ambril saw it was Mrs. Flood who raced distractedly from one table to another never quite finishing anything.  And Miss Fern was the one who manned the cash register.  Ambril managed to squeeze through to the counter and flagged down the harried Mrs. Flood.  “Where’s Betula?”

Mrs. Flood’s face lit up when she saw Ambril.  “Oh there you are!”  Betula’s has been asking for you Dear, every five minutes since school’s been out.”  She pointed vaguely to the backroom.  “She’s holed up in there and won’t come out.  Fern and I just grabbed some aprons to help out when we saw what was going on---or rather what wasn’t going on in here.”  She put her hands on her hips and blew a damp strand of hair from her eyes.

Sully surveyed the room.  “Look, we’ll stay and help out here,” she said as she grabbed a couple of aprons and handed one to Ygg.  “While you see what you can do for Betula.”  She then said authoritatively,  “all right, Ygg---you do ice cream and tea, I’ll wait tables, Mrs. Flood you handle the counter.  Miss Fern you’re fine where you are. O.K.?”  Without waiting for an answer she picked up a tray of muffins and teapots and launched herself into the glut of waiting customers.  “Who wants tea?”  

There was a huge answering shout as Ambril turned toward the back room.  She took a deep breath as she pushed through the double doors and into what felt like a wall of magic.

“Betula?  Betula!”  She called nearly tripping over a large sack of flour and caught herself by grabbing a rack of spices. It looked like it had snowed.  Everything in the room was coated with an inch of sparkling sugar.  

“Ambril?”  Called a strained voice.  “Come on back child, we’ve been waiting for you.”

The room was dimly lit but there was a faint glow coming from around a stack of boxes.  She picked her way around them and stopped.

“I didn’t expect to find you here!” 

“I didn’t expect to have to be.”  Came Baldot’s grouchy retort.  

Betula looked up at her, her face gray with fear and exhaustion.  She smiled weakly at her while rocking something gently in her arms. Slim and Shug were feverishly working on something using an upturned pail as a table.  A strong, tangy sugar magic swirled around the room.

“Now brace yourself, kid, ”  Said Baldot surprisingly thoughtful. 
“This isna pretty.”  Bummil appeared at her knee and nodded at what Betula held.
Ambrils saw a rabbit ear twitch.   “Red?  Oh no!  What happened?”  Ambril cried as she knelt down beside the rabbit cradled in Betula’s arms.  He was alive but just barely.   His right leg was heavily bandaged and looked…odd.

“Just hang in there, Red---We’re almost done!”  Said Shug over his shoulder.  A bright jolt of magic lit up the room like fireworks followed by a gentle spray of sugar, which floated down like sugary snow.  Shug sighed heavily.

Red’s eyes fluttered open.  “Now I just want to be sure your making a right one, yeah?  No two left feet for me!”  He said as he tried to laugh but coughed instead.  He winced before closing his eyes again.

Ambril realized then why the rabbit’s leg looked so odd.  His bandaged leg ended in a stump. Red’s right foot had been cut off.  “What happened Red?”  She whispered.  “Who did this to you?”

Betula raised her head sadly.  ‘Let him sleep honey, he’s about done in.”  She sighed.  “Late last night someone came in as bold as you please and cut Red’s red sneaker right off!”

“But I thought that was really tough to do!”  Said Ambril shocked. “That you needed really powerful magic to do that!”

Betula just nodded.   “We couldn’t see his face he wore a mask.”  

Slim picked up the story, “but he was tall, taller than you and thin.” The striped giraffe continued.  “He seemed to know what he wanted and had Red’s shoe in his hand before we could blink.”  Slim swallowed hard before he continued.  “He had this black knife---with a squiggly blade---“

“The Dorcha Blade! “ Cut in Ambril.  “I’ve seen it!  It was stolen from the Library Archives they day I went to see Dr. Afallen! It’s specialty is rending magical beings in two!”

“When was that exactly?”

 “A few weeks, maybe a month.“  Replied Ambril.

“I can’t for the life of me think why anyone would want one of Red’s smelly old sneakers.”  She continued almost to herself.

“So then what happened?”  Ambril asked turning back to the Giraffe.

“Well that was it, he just took the sneaker and left.”  Slim shrugged.

“So, he came for the sneaker and only the sneaker.”  Said Ambril softly and then turned toward Betula.  

“O.K., what does the sneaker do?”  She asked.

Betula looked confused.  “Well nothing special, it’s just a part of Red’s magic.”   

“Sugar Magic, right?”  Asked Ambril.  There was something jiggering at the back of her mind.  Something… that glowed red… “There was a break in today at school!  Someone broke into the old Janitor’s Closet and wrote with red glowing ink all over the summoning circle there.   It…smelled like cherry red jellybeans…sweet---and tangy.  Just like how it smells right now. I think somehow they melted down Red’s sneaker and used that to do their workings last night.”  Said Ambril.  

They were all silent, considering this. 
“That’s despicable.”  Growled Shug angrily.
“It makes sense, that does.”  Breathed Betula as she rocked her friend back and forth.  She drew her eyebrows together.  “I’ve been thinking and thinking today.”  She said softly.  “In a way my friends are just like the gnomes here.  Their bodies of made of magic really.  So I reckon if you were working a big magic, the kind that needed a big shot of power…”  Her voice faded away as the rabbit winced suddenly and groaned.  Betula hugged the Rabbit closer.  “They’ve always been precious to me but I didn’t realize how they might be prized by others.  Magic is their life’s blood only Red’s is soft and sugary and the gnomes here, we’ll they’re hard and brittle.”

“And not so sweet.”  Put in Bummil.

“We have to concentrate on how to get Red healed.  “When they opened him up the magic just started to flow out.  And it will until we find a way to button him up again.  Already a good part of him has spilled out.  That’s why he’s so depleted; he’s lost so much magic energy.   If he’ll leave us soon if we don’t find a way to heal him soon.”  Betula’s voice broke as she clasped the sugar animal to her. 
“Let’s not give up yet, there’s stuff we haven’t tried.”  Said Slim courageously.  “Right Shug?”

But Shug didn’t respond.  

“Did you try Fix-it juice?” Asked Ambril

Baldot snorted .  “What do you think we’re daft?  We tried it first thing!”  He said offended but then added softly.  “But it didna work…no reason not to---“

“Not enough sweetness, I keep trying to tell him.”  Cut in Bummil.

“We are a bit on the sour side, if you hadna noticed.”  Baldot agreed reluctantly.

Ambril looked over Shug’s shoulder.  On a clean white napkin lay a small lifelike red high top. “So you have a sneaker ready to go,” she said, “What’s exactly the problem?”  

Shug turned his tired, blood shot eyes toward her.  “We can’t seem to get it attached. The two parts just won’t stick together.”

“Oh yeah,  I remember,  the The Dorcha Blade is a cursed knife.  It spreads its curse with every cut.”  Ambril said.

“That sounds about right.”  Shug said looking more angry and frustrated than a cute little bear should. “It just resists everything we’ve thrown at it.”  He reached up and brushed off a layer of powdered sugar from his brow.   “We just can’t find a way around that persnickety ol’ curse.”

Baldot cleared his throat.  “So you see why you’re here.”  

Ambril was thinking hard as she slowly slid her backpack off her shoulder.  She realized what they expected of her.  They wanted her to perform some sort of miracle magic.  An anti-curse.  But how could she?  She didn’t even know where to begin.

There was a soft jingle of bells and she heard fLit’s voice in her head.  “They are not your kind, you needn’t help them.”  

Ambril sighed and thought hard back at him.  “That’s where you’re wrong, he’s my friend.  Besides, we’re all connected, especially us magic kind.  You never know when you might need someone’s help.”  She grimaced, she hated sounding preachy especially in her own head.

A train whistle sounded and the skidding of tires echoed around in her head.  “Ha, never! Their kind help us?”  The fairy scoffed.

Ambril shook her head, “But…but I don’t know what to do!”  She stammered. 

Betula wiped her eyes and kissed her friend gently.  “Look at him Ambril…Just look at him!’  “She said softly. “There’s no more time---and there’s no one else…I’m supposed to be the expert and I…I’ve failed...”  Betula looked so vulnerable as she hunched her shoulders protectively over her friend.

A cascade of falling books sounded in her head.  “You’re not really going to do this!”  Snorted fLit. 

Ambril slowly and carefully pulled out her Ashera, it glowed with magic energy.  

“I have to try.”  She let the words resonate in her head.  “Or he’ll die”.

His reply was quick and sharp.  “You don’t need to help this lowly creature, he is…inferior to even human-kind.”  

“Betula’s my friend and so is Red and they’re not inferior.”

“You shouldn’t deplete your energy like that, it’s wasteful!”  

“Wasteful?  You really mean that it’s wasteful to try and save a life?”  She was so angry her thoughts seemed to roar through her.  “Look, I know you want me to think that fairies are superior beings.  But really when it comes down to it---you’re just as ordinary as the rest of us.  A small-minded, silly sort of being who won’t, yes, refuses to try and think---,” Ambril cast around for the right word.  “WIDER about the world!  You can’t be bothered to just try and see things in a different way!”  She had to pause here as an airplane crash and volleys of explosions echoed around in her head and drowned out her thoughts.  Finally it quieted enough for her to continue.  “Can’t you---just one put yourself in his place!  Here---now---LOOK AT HIM!”  He’s in pain!  They’re all in pain!” 
She blew out her breath so hard Bummil took a giant step back.  
“You know, even a hard hearted little chit like yourself must know what it must be like to lose a friend.  Ambril braced herself for what she thought would be the war of the worlds in her head.  But she waited, and waited some more---but he fairy was silent.  And that was even worse than the noise.
“Hello?  Are you there?”  Ambril thought at him, still silence.

“So, that’s it, fine! I’ll do it without you!”  Outloud she said, “I’m ready.”
“But, what about---“ Bummil  began but was shoved aside by Baldot’s elbow.

“But nothing!  We should have known, his kind, why would he help?”  Said Baldot gruffly.

Ambril wondered if the gnomes had the power to not only get through locked doors, but into her head as well.  Betula quickly unwrapped Red’s leg and laid the red sneaker next to it.  Ambril could see the stump was cut clean.  Inside the sugar animal was a sort of red gel.  She was puzzled.  No blood.  There was nothing to show that anything was wrong, except the space between the shoe and the leg.

“We just can’t get it any closer.”  Said Shug as he climbed up next to her.

Ambril took a deep breath and closed her eyes.  She watched as the gray fog curtain came down around her and brusquely pushed it away.  Betula, the gnomes and the animals were like statues all around her. She could now see the hot, red magic flowing from Red.  It swirled around her like a river.  The flow was enormous and she now understood the urgency.  In fact, as she watched she saw the rabbit dimming slightly…and then he dimmed again…

Ambril heard the gentle jangle of wind chimes.  “Don’t just sit there, Use the Ashera, the Ledrith Glain will empower you.  Look closely at the wound, do you see the curse threading?”  fLit chimed. That’s the reason they’ve not been able to heal him properly.  It’s the curse from the knife.”
“Well what do we do with it?”  Asked Ambril.

“Unpick it of course, before weaving a healing.”  Came the fairy’s reply.

“Unpick? Weave?  How do I do that?”  Ambril wished she’d paid attention when her Mom had tried to teach her how to sew once upon a time.  
There was a long pause.  “Remember what we’ve practiced.  Visualize, Focus and then Will it to happen.”  Said the Fairy quietly.

Ambril pointed her Ashera one more time and focused on the thin threads of darkness.  

The Ashera produced a laser-like brilliant beam of light directly at the dark curse threads.  Everywhere it touched it annihilated it.  She went once around the cut and then once again trying to pick up all the little bits she had missed the first time.

“Did I get it all?’  She asked anxiously, squinting at her work critically.

“Just that one little piece… yes there… I think that was the last one.”  Said fLit.  

“Now, you must weave a healing.  Better do it now, he’s failing.”

Ambril saw fLit was right, The rabbit’s glow was very weak.  She’d have to do this fast.
Ambril had no idea what weaving felt like,  But once again, she pointed the Ashera with one hand and picked up the red shoe with the other.  She gently held it up to the leg and with a soft slurp they stuck together.  For a moment the ebb of energy stopped but Ambril could see some of it curling up like wisps smoke from the incision.  She stopped suddenly afraid and blinked hard.

“Come on, you said you had to try.”  Chided the fairy 

She forced herself to think about the incision line and the edge of the new sneaker.  Now that the energy flow had stopped she could see that the edges of both were like frayed cloth.  Gently, carefully she began to fuse them together.  It was awkward at first and slow work.   But she kept at it.  She knew she was on the right track when the rabbit’s big toe began to wiggle.  And then all of Red’s toes flexed at once.  She smiled broadly as she fused the final strand.  fLit had forgotten himself and had come to hover near her looking almost unrecognizable. He was smiling.  Then he actually laughed a low treble chime.  The rabbit’s ankle wiggled gently then and she heard a rumble from someplace far away…and then…

Ambril found herself flying across the storage room.  There was a chorus of laughter as she landed in a tangle of mops and brooms.

“Sorry!  Sorry about that!  Didn’t mean to do that!”  Came the Rabbit’s voice.  “No control, yet!”  Ambril raised her head and saw Red had jumped up, large as life  his foot twitching.  “Works a treat!”  He said cheerfully as he jumped and bounced around.

Betula kissed the Rabbit on the top of the head and laughed happily as she picked her way over to Ambril.  “You did it Sweet Pea!  You saved him!”  Ambril was soon free of the mops and brooms and swept up in a big Betula hug.  

“Oh yeah, thanks bucket’s there, Ambril!”  Red had hopped over quickly to join them, balancing on Betula’s shoulder and pulling Ambril’s ear.  “Whatever you and your little friend did!”  He said and letting go of Ambril’s ear began pulling his own.  “I guess I owe you both one.”

“One!  I’d say you owe her twenty or thirty at least.”  Mused Slim as he ambled over nearly tripping on one or the brooms lying on the floor.

“He’s always been a bit stingy.”  Said Shug smiling as he looked critically at his friend over the heads of the gnomes.   “I’m thinking he still needs a bit of a rest.”  He continued.  “Maybe you ought to see how things are going out front.  It didn’t look pretty out there a while back has probably gotten worse---“

Betula let Ambril go quickly.  “Why you’re thinking around and mostly ahead of us as usual, Shug.”  She smoothed out her hair and grabbed a fresh apron from a nearby peg.  

“Slim you and Shug get Red to lie down and take a rest yourselves.”  She said very businesslike but then smiled.  “We can celebrate some more after closing time.”

“We’ll be taking ourselves off now.”  Said Baldot and Bummil.

“Thanks boys for giving it your best.”  She winked at them.  “You were right after all about the fairy, he’s not so bad.”

Baldot immediately bristled.  “Now I never said anything nice about that little Gypsy Moth!”

It was Bummil this time who elbowed Baldot.  “We’ve more work in the garden tonight.”  He shoved the older gnome toward the back door.  “So we best be going.” Then to Ambril he said.  “Knew you could do it!  Well I sort of hoped…no it be more like kinda wished…then you surprised us and done it right good!”

Ambril really had nothing to say to this as she watched the gnomes file out the backdoor. The now familiar tink-tink of their ceramic books on the stone threshold made Ambril smile as she turned toward the shop and braced herself.  Shug was right, it wasn’t going to be pretty.   Betula stood framed by the doorway, hands on her hips, immobile.  “It’s that bad is it?” asked Ambril as she peaked around her.

“---And that’ll be $10.75 Miss Thyme,” Sully smiled at a large woman in the flowery hat who smiled back at her.  It was the large woman with the cane who looked ready to kill someone when last she had seen her.

Amazingly all the tables were filled with happy customers and the line at the counter was moving smoothly.  Sully whizzed around the tables with ease.

“Saint’s alive,” whispered Betula to herself.  “She reminds me of me, years ago!”

Sully breezed past them with a teetering pile of plates, “you have that hot fudge for table 7, Ygg?”

“Yep and the last of the shortcakes as well.”  Ygg piped up just before they both noticed Betula and Ambril watching them.  Mrs. Flood and Fern had apparently been sent home.  “We’ll be needing more of that shortcake real soon, Betula, it’s real good, everyone’s asking for it.”  Said Ygg.

“Got it all squared away back there?”  Asked Sully as she scooped up the sundae and shortcakes and was off but just as quickly was back again.

Betula’s laughter rumbled around the kitchen.  “Well I see I should just put my feet up and watch the show!  You two seemed to have it all covered!”  Betula squinted at the clock and walked gingerly over to the front door.  “Why don’t you kids skedaddle?” “I’m thinking that for the first time since I opened my doors twenty years ago, I’m closing early!”  She quickly flipped the OPEN sign to CLOSED.

“Closing Time folks!  Be sure and come again tomorrow though, we’ll still be serving our lovely Sunrise Tea!”  She boomed.

A low rumble of discontent greeted her.   

“And, it’ll still be free!”

There were more interested grunts of approval now as the scrapping of chair legs on tile sounded throughout the shop and people filed obediently out the door.  Betula took the aprons from everyone.  “Thanks again to you all, free ice cream for you three for the rest of the month!”  

That put a smile on Ambril’s face as they walked out into the sun slanting toward evening.  As they got on their bikes Ambril heard the muffled sounds of ragtime music.  Ambril smiled wider.

“So, you’re coming to Miss Fern’s for dinner are ya?”  Ygg asked as they started off. 
“Sure, but I’ll have to call my Mom.”  Said Sully. “I’ll race you there!”

Handlebar Wrestling

Ygg and Sully were off like greased pigs in a rodeo.  Ambril smiled as she pushed down hard on her pedals.  She headed down the alley just as the sun was making it’s last curtain call and preparing to dive behind the wQuilln hills The alley was full of deepening shadows.  Ambril assumed that’s why she nearly ran over someone emerging from one of the sheds.

“Hey watch it, Moron!  That’s my foot!”  Lance hopped around.

“Didn’t see you.”  Said Ambril trying hard to hide her smirk.

Lance stopped when he saw it was Ambril and grabbed her handlebars.

“Have you seen Riley?  Have you talked to him?”  He asked as the dying sun half lighted his anxious face.  He looked surprisingly strained, almost concerned.  

“You can’t mean you actually care?”  She asked skeptically as she leaned back, folding her arms in judgment. “Not after the way you’ve treated him.”

“I’ve always cared, of course, he’s my brother.  He just takes it the wrong way is all.”  Lance scoffed.  I’ve been waiting for him here---he likes to do experiments in the shed.  Some scientist left his stuff in there before Dad took it over.”  He cocked his head toward the half open door.  “I thought Riley would at least come for that stuff.  He set such store on it.”

Ambril was again surprised at Lance’s clear signs of concern for his brother.  “Well it’s probably like your Dad said, he’ll come back when he gets hungry and tired.”  

Lance’s face tightened and he shook his head.  “It’s different this time, he left a note and everything.  Saying his good-byes and that he was done with us.”  Lance lowered his head.  “He said he’d had enough…My Mom is in pieces about it.”  Lance caught his breath in a way that sounded suspiciously like a sob.

There was silence between them as the space between them slowly lessened.  It was too little too late but Lance did seem to be genuinely broken-up about Riley’s leaving.  As she watched him struggle with his emotions Ambril realized that all the hateful things she had wanted to say to him had flown right out of her head.  

“I guess it must be hard on all of you.”  She said finally.  It was the wrong thing to say.
Lance released her handlebars so forcefully she was nearly knocked sideways
As the old Lance came back with a vengeance.  “Yeah well, if you do see him, tell him from me I’m waiting for him here.  Tell him I know something he needs to know…and I’m getting pretty sick of waiting!”  Ambril watched him walk stiffly toward his Dad’s storage shed, the one next to Betula’s.  Then Ambril stiffened for beyond Lance’s silhouette Ambril could see the shed’s floor through the open door.  The center of the shed had been cleared.  Ambril could see a drawing on the floor…a shadow summoning circle.

“Hey wait Lance!  What’s that on the---“ But Lance had slammed the door.  As she pedaled off she heard the sound of cowbells in her head.

“The alleyway bore the strong stench of dark magic.” fLit thought at her.

“What, the rotting fruit smell?  That was the dumpster,”  She wrinkled her nose.  “But some one was working with dark magic, Do you think it was Lance?”
fLit snorted “That beetle larvae isn’t capable.  He’s far too simple-minded.”

But Ambril wasn’t sure.  She had seen him out on the playground and with his friends.  He definitely had smarts and social power.  But was he capable of working dark magic?  She didn’t think it was possible.

“Why would he hex himself on the playground, I ask you?”  Put in fLit.

“He could have just stepped into his workings by accident.”

“Well he is that much of an idiot, I grant you that.”  Mused fLit.

But seeing Lance’s concern about his brother made her think not.  Amazingly Lance seemed to actually have a heart.

“AND he’s an idiot.”  Added fLit.  “Who else? Riley?”

Ambril immediately discounted that option.  Riley had been the one to call 911 at the Tupelo’s fire.  And maybe it shouldn’t count but he had always been nice to her.  “I don’t know, he seems so---“

“Geeky?  He is but he’s also smart and I’ve noticed he’s pretty good at lying to people.  Of course human-kind are such imbeciles that—“

 “Enough,”  Ambril interrupted.  “But you know if you think about it, it could have been anyone working that shadow circle. “  She said.   “First the alley is deserted after hours and the key is hung beside the door, it would have been easy for anyone to get in there.”

“We’re not getting anywhere.”  Sniffed fLit.

Ambril sighed, so what was new?   As she turned the corner and coasted toward Miss Fern’s house, a tall thin shadow disengaged itself from Mrs. Flood’s front porch and moved resolutely toward Ygg and Sully who had just gotten off their bikes.  It’s long flat feet slapping the pavement.
Mrs. Twid’s gets dirty after Ygg comes clean

“Uh Oh, it’s Twid,” hissed Sully as Ambril got off her bike, “and she does not look happy.”

That was an understatement.  She marched toward them, her hands formed hard, knobby fists at her side and beat a merciless rhythm.  She bent slightly over Ygg towering over him.  Her upper lip curled in a sneer as she said quietly, “I know all, now.  It was you all along, wasn’t it?”  Her eyes narrowed before she shrieked  “You imbeciles ruined everything!”  
Ambril stumbled in surprise at the depth of her anger.  “I could have had a home befitting a Twid once again and finally received the attention and homage that this village owes my family! “  She was panting now as her cheeks puffed in and out with every breath.  “The Twid name once meant something here!  Why before the Mine closed---we were like Gods to the villagers!”  She sputtered angrily.  “It was those fool miners---all along!  YOU!  “Yes, this is all your fault you lousy little Miner’s son---Miners are always trouble!”  She screeched, “wanting better wages, safer working environments, wanting, wanting, wanting until there was nothing left!  Ridiculous!  Why should we care about your sad, little lives, when there are always so many more to take your place!”  Mrs. Twid went limp and curles her shoulders around her like a shell.  
“They had to close the mine then.”  Her voice lowered to a sadistic hiss. “And then when the money ran out, everyone left.  Everyone but my family, because---we knew that one day the family of Twid would rise again and this town would once again bow down to us!”  Mrs. Twid gripped Ygg’s shoulder so tightly he yelped.  Her eyes burned with maniacal anger.  “It was to begin today---My rise to glory!  And it would have happened---if had you hadn’t gotten in the way!”  

“Look, we’re sorry, Mrs. Twid but we---“ began Sully but was cut off as Mrs. Twid lashed out at her with her free hand.  Sully jumped back just in time to avoid getting clobbered.
Ambril grabbed Ygg’s arm and tried to pull him away, but it was too late. Mrs. Twid grasped his shirt collar and had begun to twist, her mouth stretched in a skull-like grin.  

“But now, I’ll have my small revenge on you Miners!”  Her grin widened as Ygg began to choke.  “I had an interesting conversation with your older brother today.”  She breathed at Ygg inches from his face.  

Ygg went still and white as a statue as he stared at her in horror.  

“Yes,” She said smoothly and then to Ambril and Sully.  “Did you know that your friend here has a price on his head?  He’s wanted in Chert.”  She sniffed.  “Not much of a reward, but seeing as you’re just a miner’s runt…it’s a pleasant surprise.”  She grinned evilly as she said in a singsong voice.  “You’re brothers are on their way to collect you.”  She lifted Ygg right off his feet and stared in fascination as his face darkened as he struggled to breathe.  “Poor little Ygg, not able to finish school like his sad little Mommy wanted!  No, you’ll go down the mines to die just like your father and father’s father!”   

There was a resonant boom as two huge, hairy feet landed next to Ambril.  Ambril nearly fell over as Unk stepped forward and without preamble grabbed Mrs. Twid and around the waist.

 “Let me Yggy go!”  He thundered angrily inches from the face of a now terrified Mrs. Twid.  Her face whitened as she realized she was now being lifted off the ground by a giant man---.

“Troll!”  She screamed.  “Troll!  Run for your lives!”  She tried to do just that but being several feet off the sidewalk ended up looking much like a cartoon character.  She then made a desperate attempt to wriggle free.  Unk looked at her in disgust and shook her once…and then again. She stopped wriggling  and covering her head with her arms simply cowered.

“I be no Troll, I be Ygg’s Unk…I here to guardy him, protecting him from nasties like you. ”  Scoffed Unk.  He released her and watched as Mrs. Twid unsteadily took a few steps back.
Ygg looked relieved.  “He don’t know his own strongness,” said Ygg looking first at her and then back at the giant quizzically.  “I be remembering you, you lived in the forest.”  

 “Before I be having two friends, one was your Da.”  He nodded sadly.

Sully stopped whacking the giant, and slowly retreated to just out of grabbing rang, “wait, Ygg---who is this?”  

The giant turned his head toward her and lost his smile then went back to gazing at Ygg.  “I be Unk…Ygg’s Unk,” he said simply and waited expectantly as if that would mean something.

But Ygg looked blank.

The giant looked hurt, then angry.  “Your Dad nought be telling you?  I be your Da’s brother,” thunderclouds formed on his brow,  “I come for you when I hear of your Da’s no more coming home.”  The last part came out quietly as a spasm of sadness briefly contracted the giant’s smile.  “I be walking and searching and looking for baby boy Yggy.”  Unk stood up so suddenly Ambril, Ygg and Sully each took a huge step back.  

The giant rummaged in several of his pockets and pulled out a small bundle of paper tied up with ribbon.  He tossed them roughly at Ygg, which caught him around the middle and made him groan.   

But he forgot his pain when he noticed the blob of dirty red wax seal.  It looked like it had a thumbprint on it.  “This be my family’s seal.”  His hands shook slightly as he undid the ribbon and pulled out the top letter in the stack.  Each with Ygg’s name printed on it with what looked like a red crayon.

“Your Mam, she come to see me in forest.  She tell me about your Da.” the big man’s face spasmed with pain.  “She so---so, sad.”  

“I tell them that I bring you back.”  He shook his massive braids vigorously making Ambril and Sully duck.  “She be no sad then.”  

“Wait, did you say you told ‘them’ you’d be bringing me back?” Ygg asked staring into Unk’s face.  “It wasn’t my Mam who asked you to come then?”

Unk looked a little startled ‘They say she too sad to ask.  They say them asking is the same as your Mam asking.”

“Who is---no wait, let me be reading this to you,” said Ygg unfolding the letter.  His face tightened with sorrow.

But the giant was done with sentiment.  He grunted angrily then grabbed Ygg again and turned as if to leave.  “No reading, no remembering--- first business then I be taking you back to your home place, the place you belong.”

 “You be needing to hear what’s in this letter!” said Ygg struggling again in Unk’s grasp.  “She doesna want me to go back home to her.”

Unk nearly dropped Ygg on his head in his surprise.  His face went from confused to furious in about a half second.  “Not true, you be saddening your Mam, she be writing you with her tears---Your brothers tell me how she cry as she writes.”  His own eyes filled with tears. “You not be a good baby boy, Yggy!’  He stomped his big hairy foot creating shock waves through the ground and shook Ygg like a stuffed toy.  His anger was so alive it made the nearby bushes bend backward trying to escape it.   

Ygg wriggled in the big man’s fist and looked Unk right in the eye.  “You be thinking me Mam wants me coming back to the mines?  That be what a good son does, yeah?  Go back and get meself killed just like me Da, is it?”  He shouted.  “Is that what you be going on about?”

He waved the letter in the air.

“That is nought what me Mam wrote here, that be for sure.”  Ygg patted the big hand wrapped firmly around his waist and said.  “We be needing to talk more, you and me.”  Then he pointed to the ground.  

Unk looked curiously at the paper in Ygg’s hand and let him down.

Ygg wriggled free and took a deep breath.  “Before I be reading you this, you need to be telling us the story of your coming.”

Unk cocked his head to one side like a humungous bird.  “O.K., I try to be remembering.” He scrunched up his face in concentration.  “I be seeing her in the forest---she come like your Da come to see me.  She ‘splain to me how your Da nought come home no more.”  His neck sagged as he lowered his head.  “He be deep in the ground.  I be so sad.  Your Da, he be my friend, my---brother---besty friend.”  A bucket-sized tear squeezed out of one eye and streamed down his face.  “She be so lonely.”  He nodded at the three in front of him.  “I see it all through her.”  He looked at Ygg and smiled again displaying all of his many teeth.  “I good at seeing people.  I see love for you all through her too.”  He wiped his nose on his hand.  “She tell me you go---to find a better place.  She be giving me these letters for reading about you. But I not read.  I know besty place is the home place.”  He nodded wisely, ”I be knowing that since theynot let me go home no more, I be  lonely in the forest.”  He paused to sniff, which sounded like the starting of a jet engine.  “I was a wee boy then. I be not wanting this for you.”  He continued looking resolutely at Ygg.

“They said in the village that you grew too fast, too big.”  Ygg continued.  “They be branding you a---a throwback.”  Ygg shook his head sadly.  “They have a law in Chert which says all throwbacks be part of the wild strain of earth-kind and they must be taken back to the wildness from which they came. Da remembered the day the Elders came and took you by the hand and led you out into the wild forest, like Hansel and Gretel’s Da did.”  Ygg kicked at a rock near the path.  “You be just a boy of eight.  They told everyone in the village they couldna follow or they be punished in kind.  But me Da, he didna listen.  He didna think it right.”  Ygg looked up at Unk.  “He be following you and he be watching where they left you.”

The big man wrapped his arms around himself before he took up the story.

“Your Da he came to me and comfort me.  We be building a shelter and a fiery place by starry light.”  He rocked slowly back and forth as he continued.  “He bring me food and tuck me in snug.  He stay till I be sleeping.”  Unk smiled remembering.  “He come most nights til I be growed.”  He said softly. “He taught me as much of the forest as he knew and then when I be bigger, I be teaching him some too.”  Unk shook his head.  “I be nought good at letterings but I learn the forest ways.  I do that.”  He cocked his head.  

“When I be all growed up and your Da getting all married, he come less often, once a half moon or so.”  He smiled to himself.  “We sit around my fiery place and talk and laugh.”  He shrugged his shoulders.  “I be showing him my doings, he be bringing me pictures of his baby boys, of Iggy Yggy baby boy and the other brothers.”

The three friends were treated to a massive display of molars again.  It was a slight improvement to the sight of Unk crying.  “I watch you grow from Iggy Baby to Big Ygg boy.”  His smile faded.  “One time, your Da brought your biggy brothers---But they no like me. They call me---freaky--- and running away back to the home place.”  Your Da, he be saddened by them running and calling me names.”  Unk’s shoulders sagged.  “He be coming only oncy or twosy times after, then nought again.”

Unk took a deep long breath and let it out slowly.  “He be bringing you when you just Iggy Boy.”  He prodded Ygg with his elbow and sent him sprawling.  “Do you ‘member?”

Ygg got to his feet slowly.  “I think I be remembering me Mam and Da and I walked into the forest and sang songs and told stories by a fire.  There be a big man there too.”  Ygg looked up at Unk and smiled.  “I not know you be me Uncle.”

The big man smiled back.  “I be your Unk, that be true.”

But then Ygg scratched his head.   “Was that the last time you saw me brothers? That time they be running away?”  Asked Ygg suspiciously.

“No, they be coming once more---after your Mam.”  Said Unk.  “They be the ones asking to make your Mam brightening.  But now I be wondering why they be asking this if’n it nought be what your Mam wants.”  He said clearly mystified.

“Me brothers are nought like me and you,” said Ygg smoothing out the letter in his hand.  “Here---I be reading this to you now.”  

Ambril saw the letter was tear stained and written in a very shaky hand.

My Deary Ygg,

I am foolishing writing to you again.   I know you not be reading this as I no nought where you are but it is a comfort to do this sillinessing.  I be missing you.  But more I be hoping you be finding a happy place.  A home place where they be not forcing you to live a narrow drip of day to day, but a wider river of life.

I be so happy you make choosing you did.  Your brothers they turned out differenting.  They be loving the mine company and wanting to be biggies there.  They be hoping to find you and bringing you back.  They say it is besty for the village but I be thinking it be besty for their pocketbooks.  You must not be blaming them they come out this way.  You know you were always differenting.  And though I be thinking of you every day and night, I be hoping you growing strong like an Oak and tall like a Redwood.  Go and be, my Yggy, Go and be happy.  

Here is me sending you my biggest love,  

Your Mam

Ygg blinked hard trying to hide his tears.  Ambril quickly brushed some from her own eyes.  Unk was weeping with such gusto he soon created a huge mud puddle around him.  Ambril ducked down as she watched him pull out a pink and green paisley handkerchief and blew a long blast on his nose.  

“You, bad!”  Unk stormed at her.  “I be done with you.  We be not trusting you.  NOW GO!”  He thundered.  Ambril could feel the strength of his shout resonate through her.  There was that familiar frizz of magic as Mrs. Twid was knocked backward as if by an invisible hand.  Her shoes went flying.  She finally got her legs working well enough to put them to use and was half a block away in the blink of an eye.

Unk watched calmly as she raced out of sight and then picked up her shoes.  “Good, she be gone, now, won’t bother me Yggy.”  He said matter-of-factly he put Mrs. Twid’s shoes neatly down on the sidewalk. “I sorry to be going so long.”  He said looking concerned as he saw Ygg’s terrified face.  “You feel Ok-ee?”  

Ygg had by this time gotten his breath back but the shock of what Mrs. Twid had said had hit him hard. “It be not any matter if’n I be O.K. or no---I be going now.  I have to get well away from here before they come for me and take me back,” he said sadly.  

Unk looked at him quizzically and scratched his head.  “What you be saying?  You tell me you want to be schooled here.”  He said mystified.  “Why you be wanting to leave?  I will be telling them you stay here when they come, your Mam wishing you to stay, they go home again when they know what’s besty for Ygg.” 

“No, no, they not want what’s best for me, they be wanting what’s best for themselves.”  Ygg lowered his head and sighed.  Ambril thought he looked beaten.  “You heard her say she’d talked to me brothers and they be knowing now where I am.”  He said quietly looking again at his shoes.

“Wait just a minute here, there’s something you haven’t told us isn’t there?  What’s this about having a price on your head?”  Quizzed Sully.

Ambril was curious too.  Ygg was the least likely outlaw she could imagine.  “Yeah, you’re just a kid, what’d you do?” She asked.

Ygg’s head went down as his shoulders came up.  “Remember me telling you about magic wielders and miners in me village---How you be tested and if’n there be no magic, you go down the mines?”  Asked Ygg looking warily at both Sully and Ambril.  “Well, I….I lied to you.  I didna fail---I be testing high in magic wielding.”  He shrugged.  “They told me I be off the charts in magicking.”

Ambril and Sully just stared at him. 

“You lied to us?”  Asked Sully incredulously.

“I nought be telling anyone about that.  I---afraid to trust you then.”

“Thanks a bunch.”  Ambril snorted, “So after I showed you the Ashera and told you all about the Dullaith and everything---you lied to us.”

“But I be saying the truth but for that.”  Said Ygg anxiously.  “I be sorry.”

Ambril and Sully just stood there with folded arms, until Sully said warily.

“So they want you back because you can help them find that Glain stuff?”

Ygg nodded his head and looked miserable. “They had me down the mines the day of the cave-in.”  His voice became strained, and his entire body seemed to bend inward like a bow.  “I heard them give the order to leave all the men---to nought try to dig them out. They said it was a danger and they had to close down the level.  The engineers had been telling them for weeks they be too deep, they be diggin too fast---but they didna listen.”   He folded his arms tightly.  “They acted like they be concerned for me and mine but and that I should be proud about me Da giving up his life for the good of the whole mine.  For the whole mine?  Are they daft?  For the good of their profits.”  Ygg began to get angry.  “Nought for bettering our village as they be telling me.”  

It was Unk’s turn to look angry.  “I be seeing now, I be.”  He said.  “But your brothers?  I still be wondering…I canna ken---”

“Me family’s not high in the village.  We be regular folk.  Me brothers, they always be thinking of being bigger, richer.”  Ygg shrugged.  “They not just be looking to collect the reward but also be getting a ticket to higher places in the village.  It was na important to me, never saw the good without the tarnish of the bad.  And there be a lot of bad.”

“I can’t believe you lied to us!”  Said Ambril indignantly.  “I mean we’ve already been through a lot and then we find that---“

“I be nought lying about anything but that, it be the truth!”  Said Ygg and looked them both straight in the eye.  “And I be promising nought to do it ever again.”  His eyes pleaded with them.  “After I be leaving, I---want you to be thinking well of me, I do.”  He hesitated a moment and then grimaced.  “Don’t think I’ll be faring well otherwise.  I been thinking I had found a new home and a new kind of family, and now, I be leaving this one too.”

Sully’s foot tapped impatiently as she folded her arms and said stiffly.  “So that’s it then?  You’re giving up?  Turning tail and running for the hills?”  She asked incredulously.  
Ygg snorted.  “This be my freedom.”  Ygg shook his head.  “They be not letting me get loose again, I be too good at finding them the Glain.”  He grimaced.

Just then headlights flashed as a police car rounded the corner and bore down on them.  “Ygg! It’s the cops!”  She tried to shield him from the lights, “you have to get out of here!”

Ygg vaulted for his bike but was stopped mid-jump.  “We nowt be running or hiding.  We stand here together, we be family.  I help.”  Unk slowly lowered him to the ground and set him upright as the police car slowed to a stop.

Chief Buckthorne slowly and wearily stepped from his car.  “I should have known, YOU three again.”  He said pursing his lips.  “Trouble just follows you like a love-starved pup, doesn’t it?  I should just assign a deputy to you, it would save time.”  He got out his weathered notepad and flipped through a couple of pages as he walked slowly up to Ygg.  “So, I had a call from Crystal Twid who’s been acting as your guardian…as far as that goes.”  He paused here to sift through some more pages.  “And she claims you’re a runaway, my boy.”

Ygg didn’t even look up he just shrugged.

“Is that all you have to say?  You know I have to take you into protective services, don’t you?  Can’t let an underage kid fend for himself now, that wouldn’t be right.”  He cleared his throat and mumbled to himself.  “Though how you managed to stay alive in Mrs. Twid’s care is beyond me.  She doesn’t exactly lean toward motherliness,” he looked Ygg up and down.  “it does look as if  you could use some feeding up.  Now come on along, we’ll see about getting you a bed and some supper anyhow.”  He put his arm around Ygg and patted his shoulder.

“Mr. Officer? I be wanting you to read this---it be from Ygg’s Mam.”  Said Unk.  He pulled the hairy pouch from around his neck and handed it to the Chief who took it cautiously as if he expected it to bite him.  Ambril thought it looked like it could, almost.

“I be Ygg’s Unk-ly.”  I be here to take his care up and guard him. His Mam wants it.”  He nodded hard at the pouch in the Chief’s hands.

Holding it at arm’s length, the Chief opened the pouch flap and gingerly pulled out a sealed envelope.  The red wax was messily applied with another large thumbprint in the center.  He handed back the pouch, looking relieved when it was out of his hands and broke the seal.  He unfolded the letter and read the letter.  Then he looked carefully up at Unk and down at Ygg---twice before showing the letter to Ygg.

“Is this your mother’s writing?”  He asked curtly.

Ygg looked at it and smiled.  “That be me Mam’s writing!”  He scanned the letter quickly and nodded appreciatively.  “She be right sharp me Mam, always thinking.”

Ambril had been able to peer over Ygg’s shoulder just long enough to read:

To whom this might mean something,

This be Ygg Drasil’s Mam, Skylla Twid Drasil.  I wish all to know that I be wanting Ygg to finish schooling in Trelawnyd.  I be nowt wanting his brothers to get at him no-ways.  His Uncle, Urgan Drasil should be taking up his care until he is growed and able to go his own way.

Hoping you Best Wishes,

Skylla Drasil

There were some official looking papers with the letter and a family photo snapped at a happier time.  There was a boyish Ygg and Unk sitting next to a broad, smiling man who had Ygg’s unruly hair and bright smile.  A tall thin woman stood proudly behind them with a homely but happy smile on her face.
Chief took the papers back.  “These guardian papers look complete.  Made out to Urgan Drasil.”  He peered up at the Giant in front of him.  “That you?”

“That be me, I Urg.”  Said the big man.  “I be Ygg’s Unk and Guardy.”  He said proudly.

“So that’s where you went!”  Whispered Ambril up at him.  “You went back to Chert to get these papers together.”

Unk nodded.  “I knowed it be nowt long before Ygg’s brothers finding him.  They be wanting him for mining work that be true.  When Yggy told me he be not wanting that, I went back to tell his Mam how he is.  She so happy to hear about you.”  His smile was huge, remembering.

“Well we’ll have to verify all of this of course.  Where are you staying?”

With that Unk looked confused and stared back at Miss Fern’s house.  “I be just back today”.

The Chief looked at him quizzically.  “No home?  Well then, you’ll have to come with me anyway Ygg.”  

“No, I’ll stay here with me friends and Unk.”  Said Ygg firmly.

“Yes, they can stay at our house until they find a place!”  Put in Sully.

But the Chief was emphatic.  “Nope, can’t be done that way, you need a roof of your own and a place to break bread. I can’t just leave you here on the sidewalk.”

“Why Chief Buckthorne whatever are you talking about?  Unk now don’t you remember asking me about my spare rooms?”  Came a quavering voice from the shadows.  Miss Fern stepped into the light her smile kindly.  “They’re staying with me, of course,” her voice firm.  “In fact, supper is waiting, would you like to join us Bucky?”  

Chapter 33 Supper with Fern  

“Bucky?” Thought Ambril barely disguising a smile with a small cough.

Chief Buckthorne looked more uncomfortable than usual in his rumpled suit.  He fiddled with his tie.  “I’m going to have to see these---rooms of your Fern.”  He said.

“Well sure!  Come and take a gander, we were just on our way out there anyway, that’s where supper’s laid.”  She said easily.  “Would you mind helping me back there?  I’m a little wobbly today.”  She took up the Chief’s arm.  “You kids go one ahead, don’t wait for us.”  She waved them on.  “And call your parents to let them know you’re having dinner here.”
Ambril and Sully pulled out their cell phones.  Ambril had to leave a message as oddl enough, Mrs. Sweetgum didn’t answer the phone.  “Come on!”  said Sully as she stashed the phone in her backpack , I think we’re headed for the Garage.”

Ygg looked apprehensive as they jogged up the driveway.  Ambril didn’t remember much about the garage other than the trash and cobwebs and dirt. “I’m sure it’s been cleaned up.”  Said Ambril encouragingly.  

“It must be, no one could live in that place the way it was.”  Ygg grimaced as they raced around the house.

At first the garage looked the same, more like a plant support than an actual building.  But then Ambril noticed a warm glow through the small paned windows. The arched garage door seemed to have been freshly painted.  As they jumped up the porch steps to the door Ambril could see the gleam of the newly polished doorknob.  Inside Ambril barely recognized the place. All the spiders had been coaxed out, their webs were gone.  The rafters had been thoroughly cleaned.  The vines above them looked contentedly well tended.  A blazing fire lit the room and a large black teapot burbled garrulously on a hook just above the flames.  The heaps of rusty equipment and trash had been removed and the floors polished.  The kitchen still smelled of paint.  The workbench had become a kitchen table with a large bowl of cherries set in the middle of it.  The sofa and overstuffed chairs were worn but comfortable looking and the mismatched chairs around the table were big enough for even Unk.

“Well, this looks right nice, Fern.”  Chief Buckthorn said admiringly as he looked around.
There were two doorways cut into the back wall, one so large the other looked puny beside it.  Sully went straight over and looked inside.  
“Hey Ygg, this must be your room!”  

Ygg raced over with Ambril right behind him.  The room was small but snug.  There was a simple wooden table and chair, and an overloaded bookshelf next to a bed covered with a patchwork quilt. A window openen to the garden.  Ambril could here the low staccato of crickets outside.

Ygg gasped.  “Me bed!  These are me books and…and me Mam---she made this quilt for me when I be a youngin’!”  He said excitedly.  

He flopped down on the bed and tried to hug the whole thing at once.

“The books be no trouble but the bed...”  Unk smiled through the doorway.  “It be poking at every branch and vine on way.”  I be getting so angry I nearly left it for forest sprites.”  He looked hopefully at Ygg.  “You be liking it?”  He asked.  

Ygg just smiled up at him.

“That be making it worth it.”  Unk said.

Something like the sound of an angry sci-fi creature filled the room.  “Sorry, I be that hungry.”  Ygg grabbed his belly sheepishly. 

They all laughed and headed out to the kitchen.

Fern was waving out the front door. “No?  Sure you won’t stay?  Monday, then!  We’ll be down at your office, I’ll bring some of my peach scones.”  She smiled as she tugged the big door closed.

A cupboard door slammed as three gnomes tinkled out from around the workbench.  “Thought he’d never leave!”  Groused Baldot.  “So what do you think of the place?”  He said looking proudly around.  “Not bad for a couple of day’s work!”

Slowly a small smile formed on Ygg’s face, which seemed to grow and grow until it was much too big for his face.  “This be right fine, right fine enough!”  He said softly looking at them all.  “If I get a chance, I be returning the favor, that I will.”

Baldot looked uncomfortable for a moment and then scowled at Bummil.   “Whatcha waiting for you loll-about!  Where are the supper fixing’s?”

Bummil jumped, and then whipped out platters of sandwiches, artichokes, and a lovely chocolate cake.  Baldot then laboriously climbed a stool to the stove and began to ladle out bowls of steaming tomato soup.

“I’m starved!”  Said Ambril as they all grabbed a chair.
“Yum, my favorite!”  Exclaimed Sully eyeing the artichokes greedily as she dragged her seat nearer to them.

Mugs of tea and soup were handed around.  They helped themselves to the rest.  There was nothing but slurping and chewing noises for several minutes as Ambril tried to remember when food had tasted so good.  Ambril tried to keep track of how many sandwiches Unk put away but lost track after five.

“Ambril, see if you can find a knife in one of those drawers behind you---it’s time to cut the cake!”  Said Fern waving to the cupboards.  Still munching Ambril turned and opened the one farthest on the left. 

 It was the junk drawer and looked undisturbed.  Rusty nails, screwdrivers and bent paperclips littered the bottom.  Ambril was about to close it when a weathered notebook caught her eye.  It was a dirty green with the letters G.E.R.N. handwritten across the cover but then had been scratched out and the words ‘household accounts’ written underneath.  Ambril grabbed it, and flipped through it, curious.  G.E.R.N. had been the name of her father’s company.  The first few pages were written neatly and methodically with sketches and mathematical formulas mixed in but then some one else had come along and used the back part of the book to make lists of expenses and grocery lists.

“Hey, we’re hungry for cake here and it’s about to get ugly!”  Said Sully.  

“Oh right, sorry,” said Ambril shoving the drawer closed.  She rummaged around before she found the perfect cake knife in a lower drawer and handed it to Fern.

“Oh look!  That must be one of your father’s lab books.”  Said Fern nodding to the notebook in her hand.“ He was always scribbling in them.”  She paused to lick a finger as she looked over the book.  “No wait!”  She squinted hard at the writing.  “My that looks like Fixit Joe’s writing there too.  He was very thrifty.  It looks like he found some blank pages in the back and started writing.”  Fern mused as she 
handed a slice of cake to Sully.  “This was once his laboratory for the G.E.R.N. Project, his last unfortunately.  He was such a nice man, your father.  Such a shame really, it all ended so badly.”  She shook her head sadly.  “And your poor father blamed for it.”

Ambril was suddenly no longer interested in cake.  “So, you don’t think it was his fault then?”  She asked.

Fern slowly shrugged.  “Anyone who knew your father sensed that something wasn’t right.  The newspaper got things wrong somehow…what they reported just wasn’t true.  It said he was experimenting with Dark Magic, raising monsters…he just wasn’t capable of such diabolical things.”  She looked down at the little notebook.  “Perhaps there’s something in there that might shed some light on it.”  She gave it a little pat.  

Ygg had just finished mopping up the last of his cake when Sully got up and stretched, yawning hugely.  “Well, I guess it’s time to hit the road.” 

“Why yes, I expect you are all tired out---what a day you’ve had!  Fern said as she gathered her shawl around her.

“I’m exhausted.”  Ambril jumped up eager to be alone in her own room to read the notebook.  “Hey you dropped something,” Sully pointed at a folded paper on the floor.

“Must a come out of me pocket.”  Ygg stooped and had it unfolded before he straightened.  He let out a short laugh.

“Well, here now—I plum forgot this what with all this excitement.”

He smoothed out the paper on the counter.  It was the Dullaith threat from school.   Fern drew the paper to her and pulled a large magnifying glass from her pocket.   She peered through it for several moments.  
“Yes, this is certainly a likeness of a Dullaith.  Crudely drawn, mind you but just the same, very unnerving.” 

Ambril agreed with her entirely. She noticed something along the bottom of the page.  “Look at these symbols, a message, maybe?”  
There were skull and crossbones on either end.  The second one was a bell with a number one on it.

“This symbol here, the one with the bell and the number? Is First Bell on May Day.”  Fern continued.
“First Bell?”
“Yes, It varies every year but First Bell is usually around lunchtime.”  Fern nodded.

Fern was silent a moment longer.  “And that little drawing there is Glain, yes, they want 500 grains. Of it.”  She laughed and shook her head,  “A fools request!  A grain is an old, old-fashioned measure of weight.  It’s the weight of a grain of barley.  500 grains is just over an ounce.”

“Well that’s not much is it?  They can’t do much with that, right?” Scoffed Sully.

Ygg shook his head.  “Glain is powerful stuff.”  He said ruefully.

“No matter, really.  A stone that large has not been seen for several hundred years.”  Said Fern bending over the magnifying glass until her nose touched it.  

The kids just looked at each other thinking about the Ledrith Glain, weighing several ounces.  Ambril’s hand covered it protectively.  

Sully was studying the drawing intently.  “So to recap, The skull and crossbones means death, probably by Dullaith if they don’t get their 500 grains of Glain before First Bell of May Day.  Is that right?”  Asked Sully.

Fern clucked to herself.  “It appears that’s so.  They threaten to raise a Dullaith at First Bell tomorrow.”  Fern sighed and drew her shawl closer to her.  She looked very tired, suddenly very old and tired.  “I’m sure Bucky is aware of this, but I’ll call him just the same.”    The hand that clutched her shawl was shaking.  “I think you have everything you need Urgan.”  She nodded to Unk and then wobbled toward the front door.

Unk stood up, “I be walking you safe home.”  He said and offered her his hairy arm.  

She took it gratefully. “Now I don’t want you behaving rashly tomorrow.  Bucky may not look it but he is a very capable policeman. Let him handle it.” She nodded firmly at them.  

After the door closed they all stared in silence at the Dullaith threat.

“It’s a despicable thing to do.” Said Ambril.

“Raising a Dullaith in the middle of the May Day festival,” Added Ygg.

“If they don’t get what they want.” Put in Ambril.

“And it doesn’t sound like that’s going to happen,” said Sully. 
“I almost forgot to tell you, Lance stopped me in the alley back at Betula’s shop.  He said he had something to tell Riley and then got mad and stomped off to one of the sheds.”

“Probably the his Dad’s shed.” Volunteered Sullly.

“Well the weird thing was I saw a shadow summoning circle drawn on the floor.  It didn’t look new either.  It was all scuffed up.  Lance said some scientist had left his stuff there too.”

“A scientist?  You mean like your Dad?” asked Ygg.

“No, my Dad worked here, remember?  Besides, he wasn’t working in dark magic.”  Said Ambril defensively.

“Sorry, I didn’t mean anything by that.”  Said Ygg.  “But what other scientists could it be?”

Ambril just shrugged, still upset. She almost wished she hadn’t brought it up.
“Do you think the police have figured this all out too?  About tomorrow and all?”  Asked Sully.

“Who knows?”  Asked Ygg. “Would they know what to do if they had?”

“Well remember Feldez has put down a Dullaith before.”  Sully looked apologetically at Ambril.  

“That must be why he was right in the middle of everything from the beginning.”  Said Ambril softly.  How easy it would have been for Feldez to cover his involvement if he had firsthand information.   “And all those people…in danger.”  She whispered herself.  “Feldez always seems to be helping but he’s the one who’s in the right place at the right time to do the most damage.”

Sully shook her head.  “Can’t imagine watching anyone die.   Suppose it was some one we knew?”  She sighed.  “I think I’d rather die myself.”

The three friends were silent a moment as they stared at the drawing.  

Mrs. Sweetgum goes missing

Finally Sully said , “well, I’m sure the police are prepared…I just hope it’s enough.” She shrugged helplessly.

It’s what Ambril was feeling too, helpless.  What could they do?  Ygg yawned again, his eyes blinked out of sync.  

“Come on, we need to get home, Sully,”  said Ambril as she headed toward the door.  “See you guys tomorrow.”  Ambril waved good-bye as she and Sully trudged down the driveway and got on their bikes
As Ambril pedaled hard up the last hill she noticed that every window of the house was lit.   Her mother stood silhouetted in the open doorway.

“Ambril! Finally!”  Her mother frantically raced down the stairs and squeezed her tightly. 

“I’m O.K. Mom, really.”  Ambril’s Mom released her just long enough for her to park her bike and then put her arms around her again as they walked toward the house. “You got my message right?  About having dinner at Fern’s house?”
Ambril’s mother nodded looking tired.  “It’s been such an odd day, though.”  She said as she wedged her daughter firmly under one arm as if she was afraid of her being snatched away.  “The attack on Betula’s, and the School and now Mrs. Sweetgum has gone missing…”

“Mrs. Sweetgum?  Missing?”

“Well, she went out for a walk mid-morning---she puts food out for the animals, squirrels mostly…and she disappeared it seems.  The police and a few of her friends have been out searching for her for hours.”  She heaved them both through the door and slammed it shut behind them.

“I’m so worried about you---Mrs. Sweetgum---about everything.”  Ambril’s mother half dragged her daughter to the kitchen table.  There was a plate of lumps on it.
“Did you make…dinner Mom?”  Asked Ambril apprehensively eyeing the plate.  At least the lumps weren’t moving.“It’s a shame I’ve already eaten.”  Ambril tried to sound sincere.
Ambril’s Mother must have sensed her insincerity. “You should have called earlier!”  She stormed.  “Even Feldez asked about you!  It’s been that bad today.”

“Feldez asked about me?”  Asked Ambril thinking his interest wasn’t out of concern for her welfare.  Changing gears she said.  “Where is he, I need to talk to him.”

Her mother looked suspicious.  “You want to talk with Feldez?  Well…I don’t know where he is, he went out again right after dinner.”    

Ambril eyed the lumps and thought she knew why.  She suddenly yawned.  “I’m really tired, Mom, it was a big day, sooo---” She backed toward the door.

“Not so fast, Ambril!  Your stepfather---“

“You mean my not-yet-stepfather.”  Interrupted Ambril and realized that was the wrong thing to say.  Her mother had worked herself into a rage.

“Your SOON-to-be stepfather, whom I LOVE requires respect!”  She yelled.

Ambril stopped then and just looked at her mother, standing there breathing heavily her face full of anger.  “Mom, do you really, you know…trust Feldez?”
Ambril’s mother looked at her suspiciously.  “Why, why of course, I trust him, I love him, why else would I want to marry him?”  She sputtered.

“It’s just that, he’s gone a lot, where does he go?  What does he do?  He can’t be working all the time…”

“Well of course he has other---obligations, meetings to attend, decisions to make…of course I trust him---what---why wouldn’t I?”  Ambril’s mother was beginning to get flustered.

“It’s just that Feldez, well I don’t think---“

“What she means is she doesn’t think much at all, or at least not very well.”  Cut in Zane from behind her.  He grabbed Ambril’s shoulder and whirled her around his eyes steely with determination. “For Mom’s sake, you’re gonna shut up now.”  He whispered through a clamped jaw.  He then shoved her roughly toward the stairs.  “We’re going upstairs to have a little chat.”  He said reassuringly to his Mother and then turned back to Ambril and whispered. “What a first class idiot you are!  Can’t you see how upset she is?”

Ambril stumbled but managed to stay just a step or two in front of him.  He followed her into her bedroom and slammed the door.  “What is it with you?  Are you blind, deaf and dumb?  Haven’t you noticed how bad it is for Mom lately?  It’s like she’s going to blow any second!”

Ambril sat down heavily on her bed.  In fact she hadn’t noticed.  She had been so wrapped up in her own life that she’d forgotten what it must be like for her Mom, moving back to this place, dealing with people’s suspicions… But ignoring what was about to happen, glossing everything over so as to not upset her Mother would make it even worse.  Zane, as much as he said he didn’t want to, needed to know.

She took a deep breath.  “Zane, hold it, there’s something going on that you should know about.”  

Zane gave her a disgusted look.

“I know you don’t want to hear this---but I---we think there’s going to be another attack---a real Dullaith this time---“ she said hesitantly.

Zane snorted, “yeah, I heard all about the Dullaith in the gym.  “It was a fake.  It was just some kids playing around.”

“No!  Here take another look!”  Said Ambril picking up the paper and handing it to him again.  “Check out the Bell symbol,  See?  It’s First Bell on May first, tomorrow!   And the rock thing?  It’s a drawing of Glain, they want an ounce of it or else—You see there the skull and crossbones, death.”

Zane laughed mirthlessly.  “You are such a dolt.”  He sneered as he balled the drawing up and threw it across the room.  “It’s just a bunch of kids goofing off!”  Then he rounded on her.  “So you and your little friends are now experts on Dullaiths is that it?  And you three little kids are going to save the town?”

Ambril just shrugged defiantly.
Zane went rigid with anger.  “You can’t get involved in this stuff!  Don’t you see!  This Dullaith stuff all started when WE arrived.”  He continued, his voice taunt.  “People are going to put two and two together…our family…Dullaiths we’re bad news already!  They’ll run us out of here AGAIN!”  He shouted.  “And here I’m supposed to be the insensitive one!  Do you want to be responsible for killing your own mother?”  He asked. “No?  Well you know, if something that humiliating happened to her again…that would do it.”  He thundered.  “So I’m telling you---You have to keep out of this!  If there’s a Dullaith raised tomorrow, you are not going to be anywhere near it, you get me?  Understand?  Look if you won’t do it for yourself, then do it for Mom.”  He said still angry.  “She’s been happier here than anytime I can remember.  And I remember a lot more than you.  It wasn’t easy for us early on.”

Ambril blinked hard.  She did remember some of the bad parts…sneaking out of apartments because they couldn’t pay the rent;  living out of the car; eating hot dogs for dinner, sometimes for days.

“Can you imagine what they’ll do to us if Mom cracks up for good?”  Zane continued quietly.  “We’d be wedged into some one else’s family---foster care.  Maybe they’d be good to us, maybe not, but they sure wouldn’t love us like Mom does.”  And then Zane sagged, all the fight gone out of him as he turned toward the door.  “So, think about that tomorrow, as you’re riding in to save the day.”  He said sarcastically and slammed the door behind him.

Ambril stunned, slid back and stared at the ceiling just breathing in and out.

Bell chimes in her head.  “Lovely display of human-kind-ness,” snorted fLit.

As she slipped on her pajamas she mulled over what her brother had said.  Would they really split up her family?  She went into the bathroom and brushed her teeth and then stood staring at her image in the mirror.  She didn’t want to cause any trouble for anyone but at the same time, she couldn’t stand by and watch her family and friends get hurt.  She yawned and shook her head.  Her mind felt like mush, her eyes were so tired, it hurt to blink.

She wandered back into her bedroom and slid gratefully under the covers and off to sleep.  
But it wasn’t rest her mind wanted.  She whirled into a labyrinth of nightmares where she was chased, head butted and slobbered over by a gang of Dullaiths lead sometimes by Feldez and sometimes by Mrs. Twid who kept screaming ‘Troll!’ at the top of her lungs.  They ran through the forest and into a paved circular clearing.  There were dark shapes of abandoned houses around the stone plaza.  But instead of a tree growing from the center, there was only a stump.  Ms. Breccia stood on it and laughed at her as she pointed to an old map.  Then there was only darkness and two staring eyes, a rasping voice whispering, “it’s time….it’s time…” 

 Lab Book truths

Ambril sat bolt upright in her bed breathing hard.   The sun streamed through her windows.  Surprisingly her clock said 9:03,  the house was quiet, too quiet.  

“Mom?  Zane?” she yelled.  There was no answer.  They must have gone to set up for the Festival early and let her sleep.  Her backpack lay on the floor half open.  Peaking out was a small green book, her Dad’s lab book.  She scrambled to retrieve it without having to touch the floor.  Clutching her blankets, she opened it.  Her Dad’s writing was big and messy, like her own.
August 3.

‘I can’t help but think this is the final leg of our long journey.  Honestly, if Feldez and I hadn’t made that stupid bet I probably would have moved on to other projects.  But it does have merit; discovery of the world’s first biomass regenerative energy solution using a combination of ‘natural energy’ and science.  Back to the salt mines…
Below this entry Ambril found a bizarre mass of scribbles, numbers and Latin letters were intermixed with sketches and graphs messily sketched into the margins.  It looked scientific but Ambril thought she recognized some images found on her Ashera.  She couldn’t even begin to figure it out; she was no scientist.  Toward the bottom there were a couple of variations of the same equations repeated and crossed out over and over again; the one at the bottom was circled and underlined.  It looked important.  She still had no idea what it meant it definitely looked like a combination of science and magic.  She guessed that what she called magic her father called ‘natural energy’.  The next entry read: 

‘I think this might be it.  I’ve gone over and over it and have not found any errors.  Can’t wait to try it out.  I’m getting everything ready and have put in a call for Feldez.  He’s never in his lab, always at Betula’s shop.  I’m glad my lab isn’t a stone’s throw from there.  I bet I would have developed a paunch just as he has!  We Will be in operation by tomorrow. A test run.  To see if it works and what needs to be tweaked.  
There were lists of equipment and a sort of timeline of what had to be done during the experiment. Then he wrote:
‘I’ve done it!  It worked!  My test Gern is strong and gaining strength.  Initial tests are off the charts but there seems to be issues I didn’t foresee…It’s now debatable whether this is an energy source we’d feel comfortable using or exploiting.  I plan to finish all the tests though and then decide.  Feldez is taking his loss hard but did take me in to Betula’s shop for my winning coffee and snacks.  I tried not to be smug.’
Feldez is excited about the melding of inorganic and ‘natural energy’ sources. He talks of nothing else, it’s so boring and scarily myopic.  He thinks it’s very possible he might invent a new form of organism but he can’t see the inherent dangers involved. There is something off about these workings too, they’re too dark.  

Even more worrying is that he got these ideas of his after studying Moroz’s papers from the last days of the mine.  We never really heard why they had to close down the mines, All records of what occurred there seem to have been destroyed.  Lord knows Feldez has tried every way possible to find out.  All I know is that something went very wrong back then and brought this little town to its knees.  It changed everything here.  Thanks to Moroz, ‘natural energy’ now has to be hidden.

Moroz!  Here was the connection between Feldez and Moroz.  Feldez was working on some old formulas of Moroz.  ‘The melding of inorganic and organic energies.’  That was the perfect way to describe that thing that had tried to kill her in the cavern.  Because the twisted, writhing creature had looked like that…sort of a growth of metallic mold or perhaps a misshapen tree.  Either way, it wasn’t human any more.  It had gone way beyond that.  Her father’s writing looked even messier on the last page.  

‘Now it’s my turn.  Feldez has asked me to assist him.  I’ve voiced my concerns but he won’t listen. We’re going to do it at the Old Council Hall as he needs the power of the Circle Stone there.

I have to admit it though, his ideas are very original and if successful and controllable might be more viable than Gern.  

I have warned him but he insists that part of the old experiments have merit and are worth a try.  He thinks he can control it.  But I have my doubts.   I’m boning up on ‘natural energy’ containment.  I’m obligated to help him; after all he’s my friend and he did help me with Gern.  But I’m worried.

Gern is surprising.  Will have to work this out.  Can’t think of it as a ‘test batch’ anymore…But I’m set to run the final tests tomorrow and if they look good, I’ll announce my discoveries and introduce Gern.’

Ambril sat stunned, her eyes glued to the page.  It hadn’t been her Dad who had raised the Dullaith, it had been Feldez.  Her Dad had been there to help him and to protect him.  Everyone had it backward.  In fact it had been Feldez all along.  It had been Feldez…and his attempts to raise Moroz to get at his power.  Feldez had raised the Dullaiths.  
Ambril quickly ran through it all.  All the pieces were fitting together now.   She could see how Feldez ran through it all.  

When Feldez had raised the Dullaith her father had stood by his side prepared to help his friend if something went wrong.  But when Feldez had lost control of it,  it had killed her father.  Then Feldez had let her father take the blame for it all.   Her family had left town and  all had been well.  But on the night her family returned to town, another Dullaith had been raised.  What was it with Dullaiths and her family?   
With a start Ambril realized that Feldez could have been using the threats and break-ins to continue his search for Moroz’s cell.  If things went wrong again, he could use her family as cover. 
A Chit chat with Feldez and other horrors

 It was then she heard the quiet click of the front door and the clipped sound of Italian leather shoes in the front hall.  Feldez was home.  She jumped out of bed and dressed hurriedly.  She was very certain she didn’t want to confront a man two feet taller than she was in pink pajamas.  She grabbed her pack and the little green book and then hesitated.  The book was the only evidence she had against him.  She had to find a safe place to hide it.  But she came up short.  It was, afterall Feldez’s house, he had access to everything.  But then she had an idea.  She raced across the hall to her brother’s room.  The bed roiled with sheets, towels and a large pile of clothes.  Apparently Mrs. Sweetgum hadn’t been allowed in here.  Ambril smirked.  This was the perfect place to hide it, Feldez would have to be crazy desperate to wade into this. She shoved the notebook deep into the pile of clothes and heaped a more on top.  It looked even worse than before, perfect!  
He took a deep breath and slipped downstairs.  There was a sound of rustling paper coming from Feldez’s study.  She resolutely walked down the hall and banged the door open.  Feldez was hunched over some drawings looking haggard and drawn.  He looked up at Ambril in surprise and then annoyance.

“What do you want?  Why aren’t you at the May Day Festival helping your mother?”  He said, irritated.

“I’ve been doing some reading, it’s good, this book, you’d like it. It’s all about you and was written by my Dad…just before the Dullaith you raised killed him.”

Feldez froze in place, his hands quivering in midair.  Then faster than Ambril thought possible he walked quickly around his desk, pulled her inside the room and shut the door.  The lock clicked softly into place.

He towered over her.  “This is a serious claim, explain yourself.”

“My father left behind a lab book, sort of a diary about G.E.R.N.  On the last page he relates what you two did on the day he died.”  Ambril’s face screwed up with anger.  “It was you, not him who raised the Dullaith and lost control of it! But you let my father take the blame for it!”  She screamed.  “Then you raised another Dullaith on the day we got back!”

“No, that’s not true, I didn’t---“

“Don’t lie to me, you were the one doing experiements in the shed behind Betula’s shop weren’t you?   I saw the shadow circle you painted on the concrete there!”

“There’s more to it than---“

“You’ve threatened everyone in town with more Dullaiths and what does the town do?  It opens up it’s vault and gives you access to all it’s magical secrets.  Everything you need to know to release Moroz!”

Feldez stared at her.  “Release Moroz, wait, why do you think I’d want to do that?”

“Moroz was a fantastic magic weilder, he knows more about magic than almost any other being.  If you could gain access to his knowledge,  you could be the greatest magic weilder of our time.  That’s what you want isn’t it?  To gain that kind of power?”

Feldez continued to stare but not at her any longer, he stared through her.  A slight tick formed in one eye.   “Yes, I see now, that must be it.”  He muttered to himself.

“You’re can’t put the town in danger just because they couldn’t give you the Glain you want.”

Feldez snorted.  “First, you have everything turned around, it isn’t at all what you think---but I don’t have time to explain.  I have to get back to the May Day Festival before First Bell---“

“I won’t let you! You’re not going to raise another one, right in the middle of town!”  She grabbed one of his chess tropies from the bookshelf and swung it at Feldez who quickly stepped out of the way and deftly snatched it away from her.  He stood there considering her and then swiftly moved around her to the door.

“I don’t have time for this!  Everything will be fine, but I need to be there---you appear determined to mess things up once again and so leave me no alternative.”  He said in his clipped, quiet way.  He put his hand on the doorknob and shoved Ambril hard.  She stumbled, lost her balance and landed on a stack of papers.  Feldez quickly opened the door and slipped through.  He paused to say, “we will discuss this after the festival, you’ll have to remain here until then.”  Then the lock clicked smoothly into place.  

“NOO!”  Ambril heard the jingling of keys as she scrambled to her feet and lunged toward the door.  But she was a half second too late.  A dead bolt slid into place just as she turned the knob.  She was trapped.   Worse, Feldez was free to raise another Dullaith.  If her mother and brother survived, if all the kids at school survived she knew Feldez would find a way to blame her family for it.  Either way they lost.  She started screaming and pounding on the door.  But the door was heavily padded with insulation.  It felt like nothing was getting through.  Who would hear her anyway?  The house was empty and would be until it was too late.  But wait, she wasn’t alone…ever.

“Are you there?”  Ambril waited tensely for several moments.  “fLit, can you hear me?”
There was the muffled sound of crunching metal.  “Of course I can hear you, you blare like a badly tuned bass saxophone.” 

“Where are you?  We must have a bad connection, you sound like you’re in China.”

“I’m in the hallway trying to find a way through these wards he’s thrown up.  He’s been very---“  There was an electric sound, like a bugzapper. “Ouch!  He’s been very thorough…the son of a camel tender---I hope he wallows in bat guano for the rest of his life!  That really hurt!”  There was the sound of high pitched screeches and lots of plopping sounds.

“You mean you can’t get in?  You’re stuck in the hallway and I’m stuck in here?  Great!  That’s just great!  Feldez is about to release another monster on the town and I’m stuck in here…Hey!  fLit, you can go and warn them!  You can stop this from happening!”   Ambril thought at the fairy.

The forlorn sound of a fog horn echoed in her head.   “I can’t just fly up and make an announcement!  No, that’s not possible, I can’t establish a thought connection with just---anyone.”
“This is no time to be a snob!  If you don’t do something, lots of people will get hurt, maybe even killed.”  She thought back angrily.
Mules brayed in her head.  “It’s not that you Sloth slobber, it’s that---it doesn’t work with every human kind, just---ones with fairy blood.  And they have to want  to make a connection with me too.”
Ambril  thought for a moment and then sighed, “Oh I get it now, they won’t know how to make a connection or even want to try because all they’ll hear is all the noise you make---“  She was treated to some bad opera and a twangy country wQuilln tune sung simultaneously. “There has to be another way, can you think of anything, anyone who might be able to---“
There were suddenly some sharp pinging footsteps followed by a clumping sound in the hallway.  “Get out of the way you pesky knat!  We’ve work to do, don’t you be keeping us from it!”  Then someone short pounded on the door.

“Ambril?  How you be in there?  Is there enough oxeeygen, you’re nought sufocatin are you?”  Came the anxious voice of Bummil.

“Of course she’s not suffocating you soft headed dolt!  This be a modern house with air ducts and everything!  Speaking of which--- Boocher, where be ya?”

Somewhere above her Ambril could heard the tap tap of ceramic boots on metal followed by lots of huffing and puffing.  It seemed to be getting louder. Then a half second later the air duct in the ceiling disappeared and was replaced with the chubby face of Boocher.

‘All right there, Ambril?”

Ambril smiled hugely and nodded.

Boocher let fall a rope which Ambril tied around her waist.  “All set then?” Boocher asked and when Ambril nodded she fairly flew threw the air to the air duct where she managed to scramble inside.  It was a tight fit and the ducts groaned a little under Ambril’s weight but held. Boocher greeted her with an arm punch.  

“You’re fortunate that the ducts be a bit bigger than most and that you be a bit smaller than many.”  He turned and trotted off.  “Come on then!  I thought you be in a hurry!”  

There was enough room in the round duct for Boocher’s pointy hat to clear but it was a tight fit for Ambril who had to elbow her way along.  Fortunately she didn’t have to go far.  Just ahead, Ambril could see light streaming through a hole where the duct cover used to be.  “Just poke yourself through there and we’ll get you down”  Boocher slapped her this time and then shoved her head first through the hole.  Ambril fell flailing toward the hallway floor but was pulled up short---and painfully by the rope around her waist.

“O.K. then?”

“Ah, I guess---but breathing is kind of a problem.”  She rasped as he lowered her to the ground.

Baldot came over with his hands on his hips and a satisfied smile on his face as Ambril untied the rope and felt around for any broken ribs.  “Thanks for getting me out of there.  How’d you know where I was?”  she asked.

He nodded and smiled wider at her.  “We can’t be telling you all our secrets to a daft human-kind now, can we?” he asked.

Ambril struggled to her feet.  “I hate to ask this but---I think I need more help.”

“More help?  That’s rich, we be up to our ears in caring for YOUR garden, tending to Unk’s house and keeping track of Miss Fern.”  Grumbled Baldot grumpily folding his arms.

“This will be---better than a no-rules game of Rugby, I promise.  I  need your help fighting a Dullaith.”

Bummil pushed his way between them.  “That would be better than Rugby!  I’m in!”

“Wait a minute, It’s me who says what we do, don’t you know!”  Shouted Baldot.  Everyone looked at him expectantly as he pulled on his beard.  “We’re in, of course.”

Ambril filled them in briefly on all what she thought was about to happen as she grabbed her back pack and headed out the door.  The hall clock said it was almost 11:00.  She jumped on her bike.  “So by First Bell, you’ll be there?”

Baldot jumped.  “You be pulling my leg!  First Bell is in five minutes!”

“First Bell’s  not til noon I thought!”

“I guess you’re the last to know, this year it’s early.  It’s based on the position of the sun and the inclination of the Mayor.” Boocher  nodded.

“I have to hurry, see you later then!  But not too much later!”  Ambril slammed hard on her pedals and rocketed down the hill towards the center of town.  Her wheels hummed as she wove through the crowded streets.  Everyone in town seemed to be lugging everything they owned toward Circle Park.  
“Watch it Grandma, there’s another hooligan!”  A man in a loud Hawaiian shirt shouted as he dragged a frail woman out of the road.

“Coming through!”  Ambril yelled  as she threaded her way through the crowd which thickened like overcooked pudding the closer she got to Circle Park.  There were two rows of booths with a central walkway all around the circle park.  The inner tables were right on the circle.  Ambril was relieved to see that her Mom’s booth was farther away from the action.  The last thing she needed was her mother racing in to try and save her. Betula waved her over as she got off her bike.  Her booth was already mobbed with people  but Betula came around and handed her a bag smelling of fresh baked bread and cookies.  “Save that for later.  What’s going on child? You’re as white as Red’s whiskers after a roll in the sugar bin.”  
“I---I can’t explain but---Will you get my Mom out of here?  And maybe my brother too?”  She pleaded.   

“What?”

“No time to explain, will you?”   Ambril was already running away searching for Feldez in the crowd.  She looked back one more time and saw to her relief that Betula was making her way over to her Mom’s booth.

Ambril spotted Mr. Pinwydden nearby talking with a small, efficient, red headed woman with a “Hi, I’m Mayor Jacaranda” badge clipped to her lapel.  Off to one side the high school band was warming up.  There were Peace Officers and barricades lining the circle stone.    Ambril was able to fight her way through to one of the barricades.
“Stay back please!  Everyone!”  Said Skarn pacing self-importantly behind a strip of caution tape and a crooked line of orange cones.

Ms. Breccia stood there steaming, looking like a mad Viking woman, hands on hips, a large wreath of bristly flowers jammed on her head, and a leather hide thrown over her shoulders.  Her feet were bare.  She glowered at Skarn, “but we must get into our places for the spring dance of maids!”  She said firmly. 

Several lumpy middle-aged women nodded with her as they peered out from under equally large wreaths of flowers.  

“No can do---ya see, orders are orders---no one gets on that there stone ‘til after First Bell”   Skarn waved her back authoritatively. 

Ambril stretched herself upward to see if Ygg or Sully were anywhere nearby The band started playing a rousing marching tune, slightly off key but extra loud to make up for it.  Then a familiar lean figure strode stiffly out onto the stone.  Feldez was making his way swiftly to the center of the circle stone, his face taunt like a mask.

“No!”  She screamed as loudly as she could.  But all she did was attract the attention of Skarn who walked toward her his head cocked warningly.  

“Take it easy kid, stand back….” 

“Hi Ambril, what’s up?”  Surprisingly it was Riley who appeared at her elbow.

“Riley!  Where have you been?”  Surprised she missed the moment when  Feldez stopped to bend over the center stone.
“Stop him!”  Yelled Ambril frantically as she pressed against the wooden barricade.  
Riley tugged at her sleeve.  “What’s wrong?  Tell me!” He said urgently.

“It’s a long story, but Feldez has to be stopped!  He’s going to try to kill the whole town at First Bell!”

Riley looked amazed then he grabbed the caution tape with one hand.  “What’s keeping you?  I’m about to be grounded until Christmas anyway, why not do it in style!”  He said grinning.  “After you!”  

Ambril wondered later why she hadn’t thought of ripping the caution tape away herself.  But she was through and running hard toward the central stone and the tall angular man hunched over it.  She could hear Skarn bellow behind her.  “Hey you kids, get off a there!”

The marching band began a drum roll as an amplified voice rolled out over the crowd.  And “Now the official start of May Day Festivities, First Bell!”

Ambril’s heart jumped into her throat as she saw Feldez slowly reach out his hand to touch the central stone.  Riley was matching her pace.  

“Get those kids out a’ there!”  It was Chief Buckthorne yelling from the sidelines. 

“I’m trying’!”  Skarn yelled from close behind them.  She felt a hand grab her ponytail but she yanked it away.   Realizing there was no time for finesse, she launched herself into a full tackle.  

“Not again you’re not!  Not this time!”  She screamed.   Just as the First Bell sounded she made contact with Feldez and the two of them rolled away from the central stone.

Chapter 43  A two Horned Demon and Flying Jelly Fish

It was a perfect tackle the gnomes told her later but just an instant too late. At the first peel of the bell a fountain of acrid black smoke shot up from the stone, sparks thirty feet high erupted simultaneously.

“Ambril, what did you do?”  Yelled Feldez and shoved her roughly aside.  

“What did I do?  Are you going to try and pin this one on me just like you pinned the other on my Dad?”  She tried to say but her chest tightened with fear  as a crackling slithering sound drowned her voice out.  Overhead the black smoke was taking shape as the fountain of energy defined the full extent of the Dullaith’s head.  Ambril felt the biting cold, the smell of it made her want to wretch.  She felt the terror begin to infiltrate her mind.  But thanks to fLit she had practice with this and pushed away her own hysteria.  She scrambled to her feet and pulled out her Ashera.

She saw the Chief dragging an inert Riley away to safety.  The fire chief  and his men were staring dumfoundedly at the Dullaith.  Skarn had turned tail and run as soon as the monster had appeared.  Ambril threw her backpack off to the side and faced the now fully formed monster Dullaith.

“Get that kid gone NOW!”  Shouted the Chief pointing a warning finger at Ambril.   

Feldez lunged at her his eyes intent. Ambril jumped to the side just in time.  “Ambril, I told you to stay out of this!  What a mess this is!”   
Ambril knew she didn’t have time for this.  She snuck a glance at the Dullaith who had begun to inhale deeply, already on the hunt.  She had to do something fast or some one would be killed.  She raced toward the edge of the booths, Feldez chased her but just before she reached the barricades she swerved to run alongside.  Feldez was nearly on top of her when she turned to face him and  pointed her Ashera at him.  She felt the raw power shoot through her.  It engulfed him in sparks after which he slumped against the barricade.

Ambril gestured to a frightened looking woman in a red sweater.  “Can you pull him to safety?”  The woman just stared at her for a moment and then mutely nodded.

Ambril turned back to the creature and sensed immediately that this Dullaith was more powerful than the last.  It seemed larger and faster; already the stench of it made it hard for her to breathe.  The creature was hungry, and seeking its next victim.  She knew she’d be first on its list.

A frantic jangle of bells sounded.  “Cut off its source of energy fast!”  fLit thought at her urgently.  “The source is a magical being, I just can’t tell which kind… but whoever it is will be dead soon if we don’t act now! ”  

 Ambril didn’t hesitate and dove toward the twisted stem of the monster.  Cold numbed her mind and hands the closer she ran.  Her breath was ragged, she could barely feel her legs, her brain fuzzed…she faltered.

“Snap out of it!”  fLit was suddenly out in the open punching and kicking her in the face.  “Listen, it sees you!  It wants your power and then when it’s finished with you?  It will come for the rest of your friends!  So MOVE!”  

The sharp sting of the fairy’s boots did the trick.  Ambril concentrated on pushing away the hysteria that had rushed in to overpower her senses.  She shook herself and then gathering all the energy she could muster she plunged in again.  Another painful stride and she was at the center.  The smoke was so thick and  she couldn’t see or breathe.  Coughing she squeezed her eyes shut and felt the dense malevolent magic jetting around her,  She could feel it pushing her back, wriggling through her defenses.  She shivered as she realizing that in another few seconds she’d be on her knees to it.  But she still had those seconds to work with.  Resolutely she held her arm out full length and slashed at the magic’s source.  The Ashera found its mark.  She felt the magic snap and fizzle as she slashed at it again and again. The Dullaith’s anguished scream was so loud that Ambril felt rather than heard the clank of a metal box hit the stone.  Her mind reeled from the stinging rage pulsing around her as she felt around for the box.  When her fingers finally closed around it she stumbled away, light-headed from the lack of oxygen.  As she broke through the dense wall of smoke she filled her lungs with fresh air.  An acrid steam curled from the Morte Cell and around her arm.  She jabbed at it with her Ashera and gasped as the limp form of a fat squirrel fell out and landed in her hand.  A large black crow swooped out from nowhere, in an instant Sid was standing next to her.  “Aster!”  He cradled the squirrel in his arms as he walked quickly away.  “We’re counting on you Ambril, you’re the only one who can take that thing down.”  He yelled over his shoulder.
Great, no pressure.  Ambril took another big breath as she turned back to the monster.  The Dullaith was raging, the severed threads of dark magic sizzled as they whipped around beneath it.  Then the Dullaith stopped and---sniffed.  Its massive jaws opened and inhaled--- its glowing eyes locked onto her. The hunter had found its prey.  fLit was right, it could sense the power she wielded, that was the reason it had chased her in the forest, it was drawn to the Ledrith Glain.  The stench was overwhelming as it began to stalk her.  She had to act fast.  Ambril’s Ashera shook slightly as a massive energy ball erupted and launched itself at the roiling smoky madness bearing down on her.  It exploded on impact taking out one eye and severing a large chunk of its head which slid in a jumble of smoke and flailing magic strands to the ground.  
The townspeople behind her roared in terror.  Ambril could see them pointing at something in the sky.  It looked like a flock of ungainly flying jellyfish was about to attack the town.  As a mass of Brellies draped heavily with vines swooped down over the monster.  If you knew what to look for you could make out the outline of a gnome lashed to the massive stamen with Bomber Nuts hanging from their waists.  But only if you knew.  Ambril watched as one of the brellie’s got within throwing distance of the monster abd a volley of bomber nuts fell.  When they hit their sharp explosions made the Dullaith wince as portions of its skin short-circuited.

A stream of Gooberous slime from another Brellie hissed wherever it landed the creature’s magical fiber fizzed, curled and snapped.  It smelled even worse when barbequed.  After a few more bombardments of bomber nuts and slime the Dullaith had had enough and shook itself spraying slime everywhere, especially the Brellies which began to smoke and fizz.  “Prepare for crash landing boys!”  Ambril heard Baldot call as the flailing Brellies sank to the ground.  
“Come on guys, time to get jumping!”   It was Betula from the the edge.  She’d cleared the barricades away fron her booth.  She pulled a tablecloth off and revealed  Red rolling out a sugar cannon.

“Fire in the hole!”  He yelled touching a candle to the fuse.  With a puff of cherry red smoke candy bugs exploded from the cannon and rained down on the Dullaith.  The bugs hissed as they melted and the smell of burnt sugar filled the air.  The Dullaith was struggling as it dipped lower and lower.  
“Shug!  Slim! What’s keeping you!”  Betula yelled.

“We’re coming, we’re coming, hold your unicorns,” Shug said as he and the Giraffe rolled out the candy Ferris Wheel loaded with Swedish fish.
“Fire it up!”  Nodded Shug.

Slim flipped a switch making the Ferris Wheel spin faster and faster.  Shug manned a lever carefully gauging the speed of the wheel before…

“Wait until he comes around again---ready, are you aiming for the jawbone?”  Yelled Slim.

“I’m aiming, I’m aiming!”  Groused Shug.

“Now!”  Yelled the giraffe.

Shug pulled down on the lever.  Volleys of Swedish fish launched themselves at the Dullaith’s head liquidating and spreading themselves into a solid mass of goo.  It dripped slowly down toward the ground.  Other Brellies slathered the monster with streams of bright yellow gel, which ran off the monster and stretched itself downward.  In a matter of minutes the monster’s massive head was tethered to the ground. 

“It’s working!”  Shouted Red gleefully as he reloaded his cannon.

Ambril pulled out her medallion and summoned everything she had.   She could feel it gathering and massing within her.  She just hoped it would be enough.  She gritted her teeth as she felt its heat singeing her mind.  She pointed her Ashera and let go.  The beam was so bright it nearly blinded her.  It completely enveloped the Dullaith.  The monster began to implode, its mesh-like skin shorting out in a firework of sparks.  When it cleared there was nothing but a burnt husk; which crumpled into a cloud of smoke and a lingering smell of evil.

Ambril’s knees buckled as she released the power stream and hugged her Ashera.  
“Hey are you all right?”  It was Riley who limped up first and pulled her to her feet. 

 “Yeah, I guess

He rubbed his head.  “I just caught the tail-end of that, I guess I must have blacked out but that was some show. Is that Glain?”  He asked looking curiously at her medallion.

“I guess, it’s an old family heirloom.”  She said trying to sound casual as she hastily slipped it back under her shirt.  Behind Riley Ambril could see the devastation beyond.  The booths looked as if they’d been recently bombed.  Much of the merchandise had been ruined by the onslaught of slime, monster and burnt sugar.

A tall, thin man was walking quickly toward her followed by Betula.  “No rest for the weary,  its Aster, she’s in a bad way.”  Croaked Sid.  In his arms he cradled the large fat squirrel she had released from the Morte Cell.  It groaned a little as the light seemed to hurt her eyes.

 “She’s an…Animalfia, Ambril,” explained Betula, “someone set a trap for her in the forest and used her to fuel the Dullaith.  Can you help her like you helped Red?”

“Sid’s an Animalfia too, of course.” Added Red.  

And finally Ambril put two and two together.  “Oh right…I think I remember seeing you and …um…Aster before, you know, as your animal selves.”  Thinking about Chao Feng talking to a crow and a squirrel in front of his shop.

Sid’s nod was curt.  “We haven’t much time…will you help her?”  He pleaded.

“I can’t promise anything but I’ll try.”  Ambril said resolutely.
Her Ashera shone even in the bright sunlight.  The recent battle seemed to have empowered it.The etched lines vibrating slightly in sync with some ancient rhythm of life.

There was a sharp intact of breath all around.  “Glory be, that sure is pretty,” Whispered Betula.  “Child, I believe you’ve done some growing today, you can see it in the way it shines.”  

Ambril lost no time and taking the small furry animal in her arms she closed her eyes and went inside.  Effortlessly she shoved aside the gray mist but then gasped as Aster was almost entirely encased in thick threads of curse.  Worse, they seemed to be growing, using the animal’s energy  against itself, it seemed to be binding it ever more closely.  

“I was afraid of this.  The curse of the Dullaith is fast acting.  She’s too far-gone, Ambril…You should just let her go…Even if you are able to bring her back to life, and she may not heal properly.  She’ll be…damaged.”  fLit sounded sad.
Ambril looked at the small creature dying in front of their eyes and thought of the anxious faces of her friends who even now surrounded her.

“You know it may not be just her life we let go if we don’t try.”

The fairy snorted dismissively.  “You and your thoughtfulness.  Do you think that the power of your Ledrith Glain is limitless?  Look at it!”  He was angry.

Ambril looked down and was surprised to see that the Ledrith Glain had dimmed considerably. 
“It isn’t permanent…yet…the Ledrith Glain has the power to refuel itself by tapping into the emotional strength of those around it.”  
“Well then, there seems to be a lot of that around at the moment, let’s get started.”  Ambril thought at the fairy.

 “I have to warn you, that if the Ledrith Glain’s power runs out you may have to use your own life energy to fully heal her.”
“You mean it will…start to draw off my own energy?”

“You might weaken yourself to the point where you’ll have to choose between your friend’s life and your own.”   Then the fairy sniffed.  “I hope you have the good sense to know when you must stop.” 

 Resolutely Ambril pointed the Ashera at the furry creature in her arms and felt the pulse of magical energy roar down her arm into the dying creature.  Slowly the black threads began to thin and fade.   She looked down at the Ledrith Glain and saw it flicker. When it darkened she could feel a draw on her own heart.  Ambril could also see long threads connecting the squirrel with smouldering shadows below the ground.  Using the Ashera like a sword she cut the black curse threads from the small creature in her arms.  The squirrel arched its back as if electrocuted and fell back, inert in her arms.  For a moment Ambril was afraid the shock of cutting the curse threads had been too much but then she could make out the squirrel’s gentle and rhythmic breathing.  The squirrel was---sleeping.  She smiled as she opened her eyes.

“You did it child, you did it!”  Betula squeezed her shoulder hard.

Sid hugged the squirrel close.  “She needs rest now but tell your Mom she’ll be back to work before too long.”

“What, Aster works for my Mom?”   

Sid gave her a narrow glance.  “Well sure she does, she’s your housekeeper.”

Ambril was stunned.  “That’s Mrs. Sweetgum?”  She thought about the big teeth and white scarf she always wore around her neck.  Her fondness for hazelnut scones and almond tarts---of course!   

The beak nosed thin man looked at her carefully.  “I thank you.”  His bright black eyes twinkled a little as he turned toward the road.   “Now you go and get yourself gone.  It ain’t safe for you here.”   

The more intrepid townsfolk had begun to make their way through the wreckage.  None of them looked elated to have been freed from a monster.  Most of them looked angry.  Two detached themselves from the rest and ran toward Ambril.

“Ambril!  Ambril, my darling!  Are you all right?  Betula asked me to get some things from her store room, what happened?” Ambril was nearly smothered by her mother’s hug.

“I’m O.K., Mom, really.”  
“Riley?  You’re home!”  Riley’s mother came running up next.  “Where have you been?”  She folded her son in a brief hug and then started to inspect him for injuries.  “What happened to you?  We’ve been so worried!”  Riley stood there mutely studying his toes.  “Come on, let’s go find your father.”   She looked Ambril and her mother up and down as she dragged Riley away.

There were lots of others eyeing her suspiciously in the crowd forming around them.  Her heart sank as she realized that Zane might have been right.  Magic in broad daylight was an unforgiveable sin.  But just how much had the townspeople seen?  Ambril hoped they hadn’t caught sight of the gnomes or the sugar animals.

“Now, we need to get you out of here, sweetie!  The townspeople are in such a mood.”  Her mother tugged on her sleeve.  
 Ambril smiled as she saw Ygg with her backpack running toward her with Sully just behind him.  The Chief walked up just then looking stern.  
“Time for a nice long chat, miss.  What the heck do you think you were doing?  It’s a miracle you weren’t killed!  If it wasn’t for Feldez here who came to your rescue at the last minute…you would be!” The Chief was bellowing much louder than he needed to and yelling out over the crowd around them. Feldez appeared beside the chief having just finished combing his hair.  He looked unruffled as always. He stared with undisguised hatred at Ambril.
“Feldez?  Are you kidding? He didn’t have any---“ but Ambril stopped when the Chief gave her a particularly potent glare.

“Darned if I know what really happened.  I didn’t really see much of anything “We should get the children out of here immediately.  This crowd is turning ugly.”  Feldez said tersely, his eyes surveying the crowd behind them.  

The Chief snorted.  “They darn near nearly killed each other running away from this and now they think they’re experts as to what went on.”  He said in a low voice.

Ms. Breccia, her floral wreath askew, loomed suddenly.  “Aha!  I knew it! Chief you must arrest this child!”  She pointed a square finger at Ambril.  I was forced to teach her this year and I’ll have you know I have never had a more troublesome miscreant in all my teaching career! This!”  She said pointing a stumpy finger at Ambril, “I have just learned---is a Silva,” she said nastily as if Silva was a dirty word.  “A Silva!  As in the infamous Bren Silva!”  She paused to appreciate the Oh’s and Ah’s of the crowd.  “She is HIS daughter!  For those of you with shorter memories than mine; he was the one responsible for raising the Dullaith years ago!” She was enjoying the attention now.  “And now his daughter has taken up his vile ways and raised another!  Yes, it was a Dullaith, A monstrous beast it was!   And she, saving a magic wand in front of it, goading it on”  She brayed into the crowd.  “We are so fortunate to have Feldez among us, I didn’t see it myself as I was teaching those less in the know as I how to take cover during a crisis.  But I’m   sure, in fact I’m positive it was Feldez who put this monster down!”  She started to nod and clap at Feldez.  The crowd behind her followed her lead and soon everyone was admiring Feldez.  

“We are greatly indebted to you again it seems,” added one of the other floral wreathed maids.  “Such a hero!  What would this town do without you?”  

Ambril was disgusted.  Was he going to take credit for this too? 
Feldez sputtered, “We don’t really know all that occurred but I have to say that…” 

Ambril simply couldn’t contain herself any longer, she lunged at him, “LIAR!”  She screamed was stifled by the  Chief who stepped in front of her and stared her down.  

“Easy there, we’ve had enough drama for the day.   This crowd is getting dangerous.  Help me save your neck by just staying quiet for now.  We’ll work this thing through later.” He waited until her breathing slowed before releasing her hands and stepped back to address the crowd.  “We’ll release a full statement after we’ve had a chance to gather all the facts.  In the meantime I think we should withhold judgment, you know these kids are pretty good with techno stuff---and you can get just about anything on the Internet now.”  Continued the Chief in a loud voice. “Now lets just---“

“Did you see what them kids were doing?”  A pot-bellied man with the loud Hawaiian shirt shook his finger at Ambril and sneered.  “This one had a magic stick which shot sparks out of it at the monster!”  His face was reddening with fear and anger. 
“That one went after Feldez, I saw it myself!” said the woman in a red sweater as she pointed at Ambril. 

“They were telling that monster what to do, is what I think!”  Another man snorted loudly.  “They magicked it up to kill us all!”

“And a piece of it nearly fell on my head!”  Quavered a squinty-eyed lady in a nauseously pink jogging suit. “They’re out to get us, nasty kids!”

The crowd around them tightened getting angrier and more demanding.  “In the old days, they put their kind out in the forest to fend for themselves.”  Said a weasel-faced woman.  “And it didn’t take long for the forest to take care of business!  It’s nature’s way to weed out the abnormal and depraved!”

“Well they can’t stay here!  Let’s throw ‘em out and be rid of them!”

“Now calm down, calm down!”  Shouted the Chief  “Can you hear yourselves?  We have come a long way from the ‘old days’.  We don’t dump defenseless children out in the wilderness to die these days do we?”

“We sure as heck don’t let them stay so’s they can bring monsters down on us whenever they please!”  Countered a red faced man staring angrily at Ambril.

“I say into the forest with them three!”

Ambril’s mother drew herself up to more than her full height and facing the angry mob put her hands on her hips. ‘Over my dead body will you take my daughter out into the forest to die!”  She yelled.

“Well that can be arranged, Tylia Silva!  I remember you now, you’re Bren’s wife and probably in on this too!” Countered the weasel-faced woman.

Ambril watched as her mother’s shoulders crumpled.  The crowd was so worked up now Ambril, Sully and Ygg were jostled from side to side.  

“Now that’s enough!  The Chief was bellowing so loudly now the veins on the side of his face looked more like ropes. “If any of you puts a hand on these kids, you’ll be spending  the night in jail!”  He threatened, but the crowd wasn’t in a listening mood.  They started shoving him around too.  “Skarn!  Take these kids on over to Moon Bay and talk to Child Services!  They can keep them there until we get everyone here calmed down, got it?”

Skarn grabbed the three kids and shoved them roughly in front of him.  “O.K. Kids, let’s march! My car’s over there.”

“Sully!  Sully!  What’s going on!”  It was Sully’s parents, white lipped and dazed, reaching out for her.  But the crowd kept them apart.  

“Mom!  Dad!”  Was all Sully could get out before Skarn shoved her forward.
“Chief Buckthorne!  Ygg and Sully didn’t have anything to do with it!  They don’t need to leave!”
“You tell that to this crowd.  It’s just for safe keeping, their parents can pick them up tomorrow.”  Chief Buckthorne said reassuringly and then more urgently to his Deputy.  “Right now, Skarn!  You hear me, GO!”  
Skarn wedged himself behind the wheel.  Sully wiped tears from her face as she waved good-bye to her parents.  Part of the mob had followed them and shouted nasty things about their parents and brothers and even dogs.  They pounded on the windows as Skarn eased the car out and away.  Away from everything they knew and loved. 
The Mines and then something much much worse

The kids, shell-shocked, lapsed into silence as they watched the houses thin and the forest thicken and darken. Outside the wall, the road entered a part of the forest Ambril had never seen before where the trees grew so tall the branches seemed to form a sort of sky all of their own.  
“This be old growth forest,” mused Ygg.  
Skarn turned left at a crossroads and then coasted to a stop in front of a pair of heavy steel gates.  There were no trespassing, keep out and private property signs tacked up all over it in various stages of disrepair.  One warned of radioactivity. 

“It’s the mine!  Said Sully trying to see through the old gates.  “I’ve always wondered about it.”

Skarn heaved himself out of the car and stretched.  He stood for a few minutes checking his watch and looking expectantly down the road.  There was a stream that ducked under the road and disappeared into the forest beyond the fence.

“Who’s he waiting for I wonder?  Asked Sully.  

“And What’s it got to do with us?” added Ambril.

Ygg released his seatbelt and scooted up to the edge of his seat. “I don’t think it be good.“  He said as he peered over the drivers seat at the dash studying it intently.  “I don’t want to be waiting around to see.”

There were steel bars attached to the top of the front seat that separated the driver from the back.  The good from the bad.  
Outside Skarn impatiently dialed his cell phone.  “Hello…yessirree we’re here, where are you?...Oh I guess they would want to keep you close now wouldn’t they…Well what is it you be wanting from them?”  Skarn walked slowly away and out of earshot.  “You know I can’t do that, they’re not under arrest…No… And when do I get my money.”

“Well, I be thinking…because we’re---kids---and not handcuffed we have certain advantages over your garden variety criminal.”

“Like what sort of advantages?”  Asked Sully.

Ygg by this time had slid his hand between the driver’s door and the seat.  “We have small hands and we’re free to use them.”  He stretched and strained…until there was a soft click and the whine of an electric motor.   The seat began to move forward.  Another click released the back making it fold forward.   “And we be much smaller than the average thug as well!”  He said as he wriggled out between the seat back and the wire mesh above it.  “You coming?” he asked as he crouched down beside the open door and pointed toward the gate. Ambril and Sully wasted no time wriggling through as well.  
He turned and whispered to Sully and Ambril.  “Hey, I’m thinking we can squeeze through here…See?”  He pointed to a ragged, dented hole in the fence where the water ran through.  “There’s some rocks there on the other side where we can hide.”

“But it’s the mine!”  Whispered Sully tersely.  “There’s all kinds of wild stories about what lives in there:  Weird radioactive fish, one eyed monsters, poisonous gas…you know really bad stuff!”  She shook her head.  “Look maybe we should just go with the Deputy…our parents will come and get us eventually.  We stand a better chance that way.”

“You really trust Skarn do you now?”  Ygg asked skeptically. “He brought us here for money.”

Ambril mulled this over a moment.  “We won’t have to stay on the Mine’s property for long we could find a way out just as soon as we get away from Skarn and find a way back through the wall.  We could hide out for a bit, until things cool down and then make our way back home.”  

Sully looked unconvinced.  Ambril sighed.  “Look, maybe I should just go on alone.  Because, it’s me they have a problem with.  Me and my family.  I was the one they saw working magic.  I was the one who ran up just as the monster was raised.  It’s me they won’t trust.  You’ll have less trouble without me.” 

Sully and Ygg looked incredulously at her.  

“So you be thinking you’ll just find a cave and live out here happily ever after?”  Asked Ygg and snorted.

Aren’t you forgetting what happened out here before?”  Added Sully.  “The Gray Lady, you know, wanting to kill you?  And that was in the daytime!  Can you imagine what it’s like out here at night?”  Sully shuddered.  “Besides which, Ygg and I have always been outsiders.  I never felt like I belonged until I met you guys.”
Ygg nodded.  “Nope, Noooo, No---We be staying together and nowt out here.  We be going back inside as quick as we can…We just be needing a safe haven---“

Sully’s face lit up.  “Your Gran’s house of course!---It’s perfect!  NO one goes there----The gnomes would help us…I think…We could stay in the old house.  It would be like camping out!”

“It’s a right good idea…but let’s get free of Skarn first.”  Said Ygg.  He peeped out briefly.  “He’s still on his cell phone. I’m thinking we can make it---ready?”

Ygg snuck over to the fence and scrambled through, Sully right on his heels.  Ambril slipped out and through the fence easily enough but just as she thought she was safe, her backpack snagged a rusted wire which shook the fence enough to bring one of the signs crashing down.  The noise was impossible to ignore.  Even for Skarn.  The three kids held their breath.  Skarn banged noisily on the fence as he scanned the forest.

 “Dang it!  Come on now kids it’s not safe out here!  Come on back!”

His phone rang.  “Hello?...Chief!...Well, No we got ourselves a bit of a problem, you see…Yeah well one of the kids needed to make a pit stop…yeah…So I pulled over and they all made a run for it…yeah well I tried to go after them…Where?  We’ll we’re in the forest…No outside the wall…yeah…well no---we’re near the mine.“  Ambril could hear the blare of anger through the phone even where she sat.   “Easy there, Chief…I’ll find ‘em.  They can’t have gone far.”  Skarn walked back down the fence still talking quietly to the Chief.
 Ambril looked around.  The landscape didn’t look so scary. “Look, the hill slopes away from here and toward the wall.  If we just follow the creek down, we’ll run right into it.”

They wasted no time picking their way down the hillside and through the rocks.  They followed the creek down until it widened into a small lake the color of a tropical island postcard.

“Whoops!  Be careful there!”  Sully had put her foot wrong and slipped on some bright green slime growing on the lake bottom.

The sun was warm and the water calm and gentle.  Ambril sat down on a long flat rock, which slid far out into the water.   The water made such a pleasant sound.  Ambril listened to the sounds of the forest around her.  The curt chipping of an annoyed squirrel, the retort of a crow and the far off scream of a hawk…

She suddenly shivered and looked around her.  She suddenly had the feeling that she was being watched.  But how could that be?  There was no one around.  The lake water was so pristine and clear that Ambril could sense the roundness of each pebble on the lake bottom.  The brilliant green slime streaked around and through everything.  

Sully snorted gently as Ambril crouched down and nudged her.

“I wonder what lives in this lake?”  

“What, like Sea monsters or something?  You have those on the brain---Everyone seems to think there are weird things living near the mines, but I haven’t seen anything  but the same old Squirrels, birds, trees, fishes…”  
“And this green slime, a lot of that…”Ambril scooted over to the edge of the water.  She found the crystal clear water mesmerizing.  The strands of lime green mold crisscrossed the rocks below.  A glassy ball drifted into view.  A glassy ball with an odd black center…it looked familiar---and sort of like---Ambril leaned in closer.

The glassy ball…blinked at her.

Her scream was so loud it created ripples in the otherwise still water.  She jumped three feet up and backward.  Sully screamed too as together they jumped off the rock and ran flat out toward the cover of the forest trees.  

But half way there Sully tugged Ambril to a stop.  “Wait!  Wait!  This is stupid…why are we running?”  
“Sea Monster, it’s another sea monster!”  Ambril pointed back to the placid lake.  “There was this eye…staring at me…”  Ambril panted.  
Ygg raced up, concerned.  “What be wrong now!”  He asked.  
“Ambril was just doing what she does best---attracting monsters.”  Said Sully annoyed.  “It’s a sea monster just like the one she saw back at her Great-Gran’s place.”  She sat down and began picking prickles from her socks.

A flock of crows flew out of the trees and away and the forest got a lot quieter. There was another cry of a hawk.

Ambril was embarrassed.  

“Really…a Sea Monster?” Asked Ygg skeptically.   

“I saw something…at least I think I did.” Said Ambril defensively.
“What are the odds you’d meet two sea monsters in your life, huh?  Come on, it was probably a plastic bottle.”   Said Sully reasonably as she scrambled back to her feet and started limping back to the lake.  “Come on, let’s go and see.”

Ambril hesitated.  The shadow of a large bird flashed over Sully briefly and then over Ygg .  But Ambril didn’t get a sinking feeling until it moved over to her and stayed on her growing larger and larger…
“Sully!  Ygg!  Run!  Run!”  She said lunging to one side.
Just in time---the hawk swept down, talons splayed, grazing the ground barely missing her. Ambril felt a cold stabbing spike of anger.  She remembered the Gray Lady’s magic presence from before.

The gargantuan predator swept past them and banked off to one side.  

“You shall pay!…No one takes from me!…Breaks with me!…One comes, one must goes on!”  It shrieked at her in her mind.  But its size made it slow to change course.  Ambril realized she had to get her Ashera.  

“Stay here!”  She yelled behind her as she broke into a run.  Her feet pounded the grass as she watched the hawk sweep around and come back for her again.  Not bothering to gain height, this time it meant to gore her with its beak.  As it bore down on her the wind underneath its wings flattened the grass with each stroke.

“fLit!  The Ashera, now!”  She thought at her pack.  The bag unzipped instantly and flit launched the Ashera at her.
The bird was close enough now that Ambril could see the crazed gleam in its glassy gray eye as Ambril willed her legs to go faster.

She had one chance, just one.  As she reached the lake she flung herself into a shallow dive.  As she entered the water her hand closed around the smooth wood cylinder.  She swam frantically under an overhanging rock.  She saw the head of the hawk enter the water, and stretch toward her.  It opened its razor sharp beak wide and---missed.  The force of its maneuver had driven it too far forward.  It snapped at open water.  But just as Ambril was beginning to think she was safe a talon lashed out, grazing her shoulder and slashing it to the bone.  The water was quickly tainted pink as Ambril grabbed at her wound and emitted a gargled, high pitch scream. The pain was like a hot brand searing the bone.  She panicked when she saw the amount of blood swirling around her.  Her Ashera floated free, bobbing to the surface.  

Shivering with pain and shock Ambril shook herself to try and regain her focus.  She pushed off, kicking upward toward it and reached for it with her good hand.  She almost had it in her grasp---when it happened.    Ambril felt rather than saw the talons grip her shoulders as she was lifted from the water.  She was held so tight she could barely breathe, her eyes blurred by pain.

She watched her Ashera get smaller and smaller as they ascended, looking like just another waterlogged branch.  Blood dripped down her arm following the water tracks off her fingers.

The gray hawk screeched crazily at her,  “Mine!  Mine you will not take them!”  “Look!  I’ve never even met you you crazy bird!  I haven’t done anything!  You can’t punish some one for something they haven’t done yet!”  She yelled at her attacker but the gray bird just screeched and climbed higher into the sky.  

Ambril could see her friends below watching them as the hawk circled above the lake.  Such a beautiful blue-green color, like a jewel she thought.  Her mind suddenly became very calm as she watched the colors slowly drain away from the landscape, and then a chill gray mist swirled in and around her.  It was cold, very cold with stabbing shards of icy pain.  Soon all the color of the forest below her was gone---except the lake.  The lake remained a brilliant blue green gem.   It seemed to come alive.  She thought to herself that it must be a dream as the lake itself reached up and plucked her out of the sky---She was falling now safely wrapped in a soft, wet green, the pain ebbing away. The lake had a warm, wet magic sense to it. It smelled like summer rain.  Her fall slowed and came to a stop as she neared the lake’s surface.  Just beneath it she could see a large transparent bubble floating with a black ball in the center.  It blinked at her.

That snapped Ambril back to reality. She gulped in air her head finally clearing.  But reality made no sense.  She really was wrapped with some sort of green-blue slime and was hovered inches above a large eye in the middle of the lake. Looking toward the shore Ambril saw her Ashera bobbing about thirty feet away.  “My Ashera!”  She said frustrated. How would she ever extricated herself and get to the Ashera before the hawk came back for more?  Immediately, though a rolling bulge erupted near the Ashera and moved swiftly toward Ambril, the Ashera riding the top of the wave.  It slowed as it neared Ambril and her Ashera floated to her.

‘Megern---megern---megern—Me Gern! You Am---you am---you am---you Ambril!”  A voice hummed through her.

“Wait---did you just say you were---“

“Stay away from her!  You overgrown vulture!”  Shouted Sully from the shore as she threw a rock toward what appeared to be a long gray streak in the sky.   The killer hawk was back and ready for more.

Another piece of the lake looking suspiciously like a sea monster’s tentacle reached up and wrapped around the bird.  With a loud squawk and a shower of feathers the bird was plunged into the lake.  The water boiled, a fountain of wet feathers shot twenty feet in the air and a wing coated with bright green slime flailed wildly for a second before getting pulled back.  Then it became quiet as scrawny looking bird emerged completely encased in slime.   It was so helpless it could only blink furiously at Ambril.

The sea monster wound up for and threw the hawk high the wild blue of the sky.  The hawk tumbled end over end as  bits of slime rained down over the forest.  It seemed to go up and up and up until it simply disappeared into the blue.  

“Bye bye---bye bye--- good bye!”  A voice sang out in Ambril’s mind.

The Sea Monster and a ride home

“So--- she’s gone then?”  Asked Ambril though she already knew the answer.  There was no sense of the gray hawk’s spiky cold magic.

“Hey,” Yelled Ygg from shore.  “Can you be getting that thing to bring you back or will it be keeping you as a pet?”

The eye bobbed up and down and they began moving smoothly toward the shore.  

“So…Who are you?”  Ambril thought at the sea monster.  “Did I hear you say Gern?  As in my father’s experiment?”

“Yeses---yeses---yes!”  Gern communicated with a soft gentle resonance, which moved through her body as it she was a musical instrument.  Like with fLit, It was a voice you felt rather than heard.

“I think I saw you before, in my Great-Gran’s lake?  Was that you?”

Gern made a sound like a giggle.  
It set Ambril down gently on a large slab of a rock by the shore.  Ygg and Sully came running up.

“Are you all right?  Is she gone?  And who is this then?”  Sully said turning to the lake apprehensively.  “Your friendly neighborhood---sea monster?”  
“It’s not a sea Monster, its name is Gern, like in my Dad’s last experiment.”  Said Ambril softly.  She suddenly felt very woozy for her wound was pretty deep.  She needed help.  All they had were a few rumpled band-aids.

“Boy that’s bad, Ambril, we’re gong to have to do something about that right now.”  Sully pointed to her shoulder to where the blood had begun to ooze out again.

Ygg seemed to follow her thoughts.  “Try using your Ashera, it be worth a try.”  Ygg nodded to the waterlogged tube in Ambril’s god hand. 

Ambril looked dubious as she shook it experimentally.  It squelched as a few drops of water flew out.  She knew healing herself was going to be tough.  But she had no other choice.  She felt dizzy and tired but taking a deep breath she said, “I hope it still works,” she touched her shoulder with it and closed her eyes.  The usual gray fog surrounded her.  She could see Ygg and Sully near her but something was different.  The lake seemed to be on fire, and glowed brilliantly with magical energy, in the center of which was a large floating eye.

“I help---elp---elp---you,” Gern thought at her.  A tentacle reached up and touched the Ashera.  Ambril was jolted nearly off her feet by a massive infusion of energy.  It was so powerful it seemed to burn her shoulder, searing the injury.  Ambril was so shocked she released the Ashera and opened her eyes.

“Wow!  You know lit up like a light bulb there for a second.”  Said Sully, “Hey!  I think it worked!  Look!”  

Ambril didn’t have to look to know that something had changed for the better.  The pain was gone and when she flexed her fingers everything seemed to be working.  The wound itself was nothing but a crooked thread of scar tissue.

“Feeling better then?”  Asked Ygg looking at her closely. 

“Yeah, better.”  Said Ambril smiling at the bobbing eye.

“So this is your Dad’s experiment, but I thought he was working on some new kind of energy source, not a sea monster.”  Sully paused to peer closely at the eye bobbing in front of her.  “Where are the moving parts?”
“My Dad wrote about something unexpected, something happened that he wasn’t prepared for.”  Ambril smiled at the slime monster.  “I think my Dad was trying to create a living energy source.  But somewhere, somehow along the way Gern developed into a being.”  

“It be magic or science?”  Said Ygg studying the slimy creature.

“I think my Dad would have preferred science but…” Ambril shrugged.

Sully slowly tentatively extended her hand.  “Hi, I’m Sully, this is Ygg.”  

Gern’s eye bobbed up and down as two slime tentacles appeared and wrapped themselves around Sully’s hand and, because Ygg’s hands were both shoved in his pocket, Ygg’s leg.

Ygg groaned involuntarily. “it be so…slimy.”

“Shhh, you’ll hurt its feelings.” Said Ambril

With that Gern giggled.   “Me Gern---megern---megern---me Gern.”  

Ygg and Sully jumped in surprise to hear the voice inside their heads.
Ambril wasn’t sure quite where to begin.  She had so many questions…“Do you mind telling us  more about my Dad,”  She asked.

He wake---wake me.  He teach---teach me.”  Gern’s voice resonated through the three kids. 

“What happened to my Dad?”

The eye seemed to grow sad.  “I live---live in lab with him.  He study---study---worry---worry.  I study---study—worry---worry.”

“What was he studying and worrying about?”

“Moroz---Magic---gic---gic containment.”

“Moroz’s magical containment?  Why?”  Asked Ambril

“Just in case---casey.  Feldez want to---want to but Bren Silva no want---no want.”
“Feldez wanted to what?”  Put in Ygg. 

“Moroz---Moroz---Moroz.”

“Feldez wanted Moroz?  Did he want to set him free?”

“No free---free---free---more know---know---know his power. “ 
“So Feldez tried to find another source of power, they were trying to find out more about Moroz’s energy source at the Old Council Hall that night when they raised a Dullaith.”

“Me not know---know what happened.”  Gern looked very sad now and seemed to quiver.  Could not help---help.”

“But Moroz wasn’t there at the Old Council Hall was he?  Did they ever find out where his cell was?”  Asked Ambril.

“No---no---no they not.”

Ambril sighed, another dead end.  
“They not know---know, but Gern know---know---now.”

Ambril stopped and starred at Gern.  

“Wait did you just say…Do you know where Moroz is?”  Asked Sully.

The eye squinted in distaste.  “Tastes bad---bad---bad.  Earth poisoned---poisoned---there.”

“Where is it?  Where’s Moroz?” asked Ygg impatiently.

“Moroz---Moroz---Moroz is under circle stone---stone---stone.”

“But where, which circle stone?”  They seemed to be back where they started, nowhere.  

“Place no more---more---more people there.”
“You mean---an old deserted town out in the forest?  It sounds like it might be Old Town!”

The three just stared at Gern dumbfounded.  It made perfect sense of course.

“But I thought Old Town was torn down.”  Said Sully incredulously. 

“That’s what everyone be thinking.”  Said Ygg slowly.  “That’s what they wanted everyone to think.”

“Village hidden---hidden in forest.”  

Sully said slowly.  “Is there any way you can take us there?”

Gern blinked rapidly a few times.  “I go---go---go through earth.  You not squeezy---eezy enough.”

Ambril sighed.  They seemed to be really getting somewhere but now were a million miles away again.

“Great, so we now know where Moroz is, but---not really.”  Said Sully looking confused.

Gern looked from one to the other bobbing slightly.  “Me want to help---elp---help.”

Ambril smiled at the bobbing eye.  “You’ve been great Gern, really thanks a lot…But right now, unless you can get us to Old Town---“

“Or even just into town!”  Said Sully looking as if a light bulb had appeared above her head.  “Do you remember when we were in the old council hall what was on the wall?”

“Yeah, there were some pictures and some sort of mural I think, a map---“

“Right, do you remember what the map was of?”  Asked Sully excitedly.

Ygg snorted.  “I think it be a map of the Trelawnyd Valley, just like the one in Ms. Breccia’s room, so what?   There be nothing special about that.“

“No it is special. ” Sully squealed excited.  “It’s a map of Old Town!”

“Are you sure?”  Asked Ambril skeptically.

Sully looked disgusted.  “It has to be, it’s dated 1787, Didn’t you notice?”

“I be too busy noticing the sticky sketch of Moroz on the floor to be perfectly frank with you.”  Said Ygg, annoyed.

Sully paid no attention and continued.  “The new city wasn’t built until 1850 right?  So the village shown there must be Old Town!”

Ygg and Ambril just stared at her.  “She’s right!  It has to be Old Town.”  Ambril said finally.

“So we just have to get another look at that map!”  Said Sully triumphantly.

“Is that all,” said Ygg skeptically.  “So we somehow find our way over a twelve foot wall, sneak through a hostile town, break into the school and then into a padlocked high security room, that be it then?”

Sully just shrugged and nodded.

“Do you have a better idea?”  Asked Ambril.

Ygg sighed and shook his head slowly.

“Then I guess that’s what we’re going to do.”  
The glassy eye bobbed furiously up and down.  “Gern can---can help you.”

Ambril shook her head ruefully.  “Thanks, Gern but unless you can get us back into town I don’t think there’s---“ She gently started disentangling herself from her green friend.

“Can---can I can!”

“No, no no…We aren’t …squeezy enough, remember?”  Put in Sully squishing up her face.

“Run---run river!”
Ambril stopped unwrapping Gern’s tentacle.  “What?” asked Ambril.

Gern raised a tentacle out of the water just enough to break the surface. It ran through the lake, down the stream and off in the distance Ambril suddenly saw a bright green tentacle wave back at her from the other side of the wall.

“So, how far can you stretch Gern?”  Ambril asked dumbfounded.

“No stretch, me here---there and there---here.”

“You’re in both places at once, you be miles long then.”  Said Ygg, clearly impressed.

“So…you are, connected to the gazebo right now and you can get us back there?”  Asked Ambril.

Gern just bobbed up and down again.

“We’re not going to have to squeezy---eezy through the ground at all then?”  Asked Sully hopefully.

Gern stopped for a moment clearly thinking “No squeezy eeded-needed.”

“It’ll be a slime roller coaster ride.”  Sully smirked as she watched Ygg squirm.

They stuffed their shoes into their backpacks.  Ambril found that the Ashera had dried itself and looked brighter and shinier than ever.  She threw it in her backpack and zipped it closed.  The three lined up on the rock overhang and waited as Gern pulled a large tentacle above the water just in front of them.  Ambril tested it with her foot.  It felt like runny Jell-O and smelled like--- summer rain, Gern’s magical scent.

Ambril slid herself gently on with Sully in front and felt Ygg grab her elbow tightly as he clambered on himself.  

“Everyone ready?”  Asked Ambril.

“As ready as we’ll ever be.”  Said Ygg grimly.

Ambril noticed he did not let go of her arm.

Gern gently raised the tentacle behind Ygg and lowered it in front of Sully to get them going.  And they were off.  It was a bit like being a water skeeter, skimming along just on top of the water, The water sprayed out in a V on either side of them.  The slime was smooth and spongy at the same time making it extremely comfortable as they coasted through the warm afternoon.  The tree shadows made patterns on the water as they swished through.  A roar of water just ahead made Ambril stiffen.  It was just like in the movies, The river ahead just seemed to disappear over a rock---They were coming to a waterfall!

“Uh oh!,”  Sully yelled at Ambril.  “Do you think Gern knows what gravity can do to those of us who aren’t as squeezy as it is?” 

But Ambril had no time to think about this as all three of them were launched into the air.  About twenty feet below there was a frothing pool of water.  Praying it wasn’t filled with sharp rocks Ambril shut her eyes.  In an instant she---bounced.  Opening her eyes she found that Gern had made a slime trampoline for them just under the water.  All three of them bounced up three or four times and then found themselves off again.  The forest was changing again as they neared the wall.  They slid by a meadow and startled some deer grazing there.  Ambril was just beginning to relax when they rounded a bend and she found they were headed straight toward the Trelawnyd Wall.
“Uh oh!  Gern!  No squeezy please!  I’d really like to keep all my limbs!”  Shouted Sully as they barreled down the slime slide toward the wall.  

Ambril was so relieved when a tentacle reached out and effortlessly removed a massive steel grate from the wall. 

“Hold your breath guys!  We be going in!”  Ygg yelled.

Ambril barely had enough time to do so before she was sucked under the wall.

The Windbog and a snitty blossom 
and squirted into a small lake on the other side.  After floundering a little, Ambril found herself wading toward her Great-Gran’s gazebo.

“We made it!  Phew!  I have to admit I was a bit worried there, right at the end and---well---almost the entire time really.  But Gern did it!” Said Sully as she schlepped out beside her.  
A moment later a relieved looking Ygg turned up on Ambril’s other side.  “Dry land, It be a site for---slimed--- eyes!”  He said wiping his face.

Ambril heard a tink-tink sound,  “And here you all are dripping slime all over me tidy garden!” It was Baldot who scurried down the gazebo steps grumpy as usual with Bummil in tow. “It’s gonna leave a mark!”  He waved them over to a pebbly area by the pond. “Give me those packs.”

Bummil turned back toward the garden and yelled.  “Juggg!  Here boy!”

A heavy clank sounded as the old water jug stumped up.  It seemed to have adjusted well to it’s role and stood quietly at attention next to Bummil.  
“Close your eyes and hold your noses.”  Said Bummil backing up quickly.  The water jug scrunched down suddenly and then belched a stream of water over the three kids.  It was like a spring rain thought Ambril as she felt the slime slough off her and run back into the pond.  In a few minutes the water stopped and Ambril, though completely wet through was de-slimed.

“Ah, that was it, I could smell the slime from the other end of the garden.” As Ambril brushed the water from her eyes and saw Koda walking toward them. “Miss Fern asked me to come and …supervise garden clean-up.” Koda frowned at the gnomes who in turn frowned back.

“We naught be needing another grouchy boss, we already have one.”  Said Bummil nodding at Baldot.

“That be for sure.”  Chimed in Boocher as he trotted up.

“We need to get to the school house, can you help us?”  Asked Ambril as she tried unsuccessfully to wring out her pants while still in them. 

Koda looked them over thoughtfully.  “Well,” he said slowly.  “Rosebud take you but not like that, she hates a soggy basket.”

Ygg tried shaking himself like a dog without much affect other than annoying everyone. “Sorry, sorry, then any chance of getting dry in a hurry?”  He asked.

Bummil looked thoughtful.  “We could try the Windbog.”

Baldot looked at him as if he were crazy.  “Better you than me, I haven’t the staying power for that.”  And he stumped back up the steps.

Bummil shrugged, “It’s all in what you feed it, really.”  He said motioning to the kids to follow him down the garden path.  The garden was looking infinitely better.  The pathways were swept clean, the plants had all been pruned and looked content and well tended.  Ambril was impressed.

“You’ve really been working hard here.”  She said feeling guilty; after all it was her family’s estate.  
“We’re not doing this for the likes of you.”  Said Bummil serenely.  “It’s for the plants, they be needing a bit of attention is all.”  

A moment later Bummil stopped in front of a marshy area filled with reeds.  The marker read, ’Windbog Extremus’.   Its leaves were large, wrinkled and rubbery looking like deflated balloons.  “Here we be.”  There was a large pile of musty old books stacked nearby.  Bummil went over and rummaged through them pulling out a large mildewed one with what looked like a bite out of one side.  “Just the thing,” Bummil said looking it over.  “Economic trends of the twentieth century.  It went on and on for nigh on an hour about the eighteen hundreds.” Bummil lugged the book closer to the swamp and circling around like a shot-put thrower heaved the tomb into the middle of the bog.  There was a gurgling sound as the book slowly settled itself into the mud and disappeared with a burp.

“Won’t be long now.”  Said Bummil watching the marshy pool.  It suddenly began to bubble and froth.  The limp, rubbery balloon leaves began slowly to inflate.  There was the hum of voices in deep discussion, which seemed to come from the burbling mud.   “Now you have to disagree!”  Said Bummil as he plugged both his ears.

“What?”  Asked Ambril 

“Just say something like ‘I don’t believe you!’”  Bummil replied.  As he did so a large blast of hot air squirted out of one of the balloons and he was nearly blown off his feet.  He grabbed a hold of a nearby vine.“Now you try it.”  He nodded encouragingly.

Ambril turned toward the bog slowly feeling silly but before she could come up with a challenging statement Sully yelled, “That’s Nonsense!”

Immediately the kids were blasted with a whoosh of wind and treated to a lengthy debate concerning the origins of the great depression.  It died out a minute later.  Ambril already felt less damp.

“Come on now, get insulting!”  Said Bummil taking a firmer grip on the vine.

“Ridiculous!  That be a lie!”  Shouted Ygg. 

Another blast of hot air and a gale of opinions for and against Reaganomics swirled around them, plus a lecture on Ygg’s grammar.  Sully giggled.

“That’s Tripe!  You can’t prove that!”  Said Ambril feeling her nearly dry hair.  Several voices yelled at her about what should have been done about the dot-com bubble. 
This went on until they all felt entirely dry.

“Well, that did the trick!”  Said Sully trying unsuccessfully to comb out her hair with her fingers.

“It’s all in what you feed it.”  Said Bummil with a wise nod.  “Baldot chose one on fairy superiority.”  He shook his head ruefully.  “That be a bad afternoon for all.”

“Thanks Bummil!”  Said Ygg and the three of them raced back down the path.

They found Koda pulling weeds near the gazebo.  “Rosebud waiting.”  He said and handed them their slightly soggy backpacks. “Rosebud will take you there herself.”  Said Koda nodding at the bike.  

Ambril braced herself as Rosebud didn’t look pleased to see her.  “Hi…hi Rosebud, how’ve you---“ She wasn’t allowed to finish.  Rosebud whipped out vines grabbed them and then jammed them none too gently inside the basket.  It was a very tight fit. 

“Manners, Rosebud, be nice.”  Said Koda warningly.   But Rosebud didn’t seem to hear him.

“But, wouldn’t it look better if one of us at least pretended to ride the bike?”  Asked Sully eying the large flower bud dancing over her head.

“She knows the way,” Said the big man and shrugged.  He nodded farewell just as the bike jerked forward and accelerated down the path.  “You be there no time!”  Yelled Koda before the garden flashed past and they were suddenly out in the darkening forest.  The sun had set and the shadows were gaining in strength.  The bike skidded and bumped along mercilessly.  Ambril felt like she was in a large wicker blender as they sprayed gravel around a tight curve and took some air over an old log.

“She’s off the trail!”  Shouted Ygg.

“She’s off her rocker!”  Sully yelled back.

“No, look!  She knows what she’s doing!  It’s her own trail, see?”  Ambril nodded with difficulty at the track ahead of them.  There was just one long narrow groove they were following.

‘I think---Oww!---bes’ not thoo talk, I jus’ bi’ my tongue.”  Said Sully.

After being thoroughly shaken and then stirred, they burst through a hedge and out onto the school playground.  Without ceremony Rosebud ejected them onto the grass near the circle stone.  Ambril lay still for a minute and tested everything to make sure there were no broken bones before raising her head to  see Rosebud disappearing back into the forest.
Breaking and Entering and the too Long Arm of the Law

“She’s never going to forgive me for zapping her with the Ashera that once.”  Said Ambril sitting up slowly.

“Too true.”  Mused Ygg as he picked out a small branch from his shirt-pocket. “That much be clear.”

”You could have warned us.”  Sully said,  stretching her arms uncertainly.  The sun had set and the twilight had begun to thicken to night.
Ygg squinted at the old school building across the street lit by one lone flood light.  “Anyone figured a way in yet?”  Then he stiffened.  “Who’s that?”  he whispered pointing at two  figures wrestling on the front lawn.

“That’s it!  You’re coming with me!  And the way I’m feeling you won’t be out until Christmas!”   Ambril recognized Skarn’s voice, angry and aggressive.  He seemed to be holding down a struggling figure much smaller than him.

“Let me up---You’re not going to get what you want from me this way!”  It sounded like Riley. 

“Oh yeah?  We’ll see about that!  I have enough on you---“

There was a sharp smacking sound as Skarn slumped forward for a moment and Riley broke free.  He started running around the school.  Skarn staggered up with his hand on his face and then lunged after him.  They  disappeared around the corner.  Ambril was relieved she’d had enough sense to stay in the shadows.  If Skarn had seen her…well she didn’t even want to think about that.  

Just as they were about to get to their feet when the flash of headlights from a sleek sedan grazed them as it swung around the corner.  

“Duck!  We can’t be seen, they’ll take us away again!”  Ambril whispered hoarsely as she lunged behind some shrubs dragging Ygg and Sully with her.  Ambril’s heart nearly stopped as the car slowed to a stop in front of the school and a tall, thin figure emerged.  Feldez walked quickly up the front steps and disappeared inside.

Ambril’s hands bunched into fists.  Here was the guy who nearly got them all killed and all she could do was hide in the bushes.  

“School’s seeing a lot of action tonight,” mused Sully.

“Come on!  We have to find out what Feldez’s up to!”  whispered Ambril as she crept out from the bushes and darted across the street.  Hugging the building they started makng their way toward the back of the school.  

“Hey! Is that one open?”  Sully asked pointing at a window just above them.

“That’s the art supply closet, they always forget to close that one.”  Said a voice behind them.   Riley slowly came out from behind a bush.

“Riley!  What are you doing here!  And what’s with Skarn?  Why is he chasing you?”  

“What do you mean?” He asked warily.

“We just saw you two fighting.  You need to stay clear of him. That guys nothing but a liar and a kidnapper---“

“A kidnapper?  Skarn?“

“Yeah he was supposed to take us to Quarter Moon Bay this afternoon but instead we wound up in front of the Mines waiting for his accomplice.”

“His accomplice? You mean, the Chief?”  

“We don’t know who it was,”  said Ambril ruefully---that would have been really good information to have.

“Wow, big day for you, first fighting a Dullaith, getting kidnapped and now breaking into the school!  You are well on your way to becoming  hardened criminals.”  Riley said smirking.  “But you’re right about Skarn he’s bad news.  He likes to gamble I guess. He wanted me to fix it so that Lance wouldn’t be able to play ball today.  I told him no-way but he kept on me.”  Riley shrugged.  “I couldn’t do that  to my brother and that made Skarn pretty angry.”

Ambril was disgusted.  “Yep he’s a first class jerk.”

“So what are you guys doing here?”   Riley asked.

“It’s a long story---ending with we have to break into the janitor’s closet.  You shouldn’t be hanging around with---” 

She was interrupted by a loud snort.  Skarn had snuck around the corner.  “Well, well a two fer!  Nothing better!”  He bellowed as he charged them.  “I’m getting a bonus this month for sure!”

Ambril looked anxiously at the window, it was set at around her shoulder height.  Ygg  scrambled in easily and reached back to pull Sully in.  “Here, I’ll give you a boost!”  Said Riley and grabbing her around the waist practically threw her at the window.   She grabbed the windowsill and felt Ygg and Sully pull her inside.  
Ambril was about to shut the window when she heard Skarn say, “Now we have things to settle, boy!” You’re going to feel some real pain now!”  

Skarn was still about twenty feet away. Ambril offered Riley her hand. “Riley, get in here!”  She yelled.

He took her hand while he hoisted himself up and through the window just as Skarn hit the wall.  Ambril could see his fingers on the windowsill.

“Quick, shut it!”  She yelled.

Ygg lunged toward the window and dropped it onto Skarn’s fingers.  A squeal of pain followed by the disappearance of his fingers.  Ambril struggled to her feet.

‘This ain’t over for any of you!  That’s breaking and entering, defacement of public property, there’s a brick missing here!  Evading arrest---“ Skarn continued to bellow a list of offense as they staggered into the dark hallway.

“Maybe you can get out through the Gym door.  You shouldn’t be hanging with us, in face you should get as far away from us as you can.”  warned Ambril.

Riley laughed.  “So what’s new?  I’ve been blamed for stuff I didn’t do my whole life, remember my brother is…Lance.”  He smiled.  “Besides, with Skarn out there on the prowl, I wouldn’t get far.”  Riley looked at her critically.  “So what gives with the sudden interest in law-breaking?  You don’t seem the type.”

“We have to figure out where Old Town is.” Sully whispered as they felt their way down the stairwell.  The shadows made even this familiar place spooky.  

“Old Town?  I thought that place had been pulled down?” Riley asked suddenly very close to Ambril.

Ambril could smell rotting fruit on him again.  Didn’t Lance ever let up? “We just want to---check---something.”  She said lamely.   They had reached the bottom of the stairs.  A huge booming sound echoed through the hall making them all flinch.  “I know you’re in there you little runts!”  Skarn’s voice was right outside the main doors.  Ambril could see the padlock and chain were back on the  closet’s door.  
“Uh oh!  Look let’s see if we can sneak out the back, we’ve no more time!“ said Sully.

“Hold on---Here, this’ll help!”  Riley picked up the padlock and spun the face.  “This happens to be my old lock.  Bert confiscated it when Lance used it to chain me to the basketball hoop.”  Riley shook his head.   “He and I are friends, sort of.   He’s fished me out of more dumpsters than I can count.”

Another booming thud made the front door flex.

“He’s breaking down the door, hurry!” Yelled Sully frantically.

With a final spin the lock clicked open and Riley pushed the door open wide.  

“Come on!  Quick he be almost through!”  Yelled Ygg.

Just as Ambril skittered through the doorway she saw a portion of the door give way.  Skarn’s angry face was framed by the ragged hole.  Without another thought they plunged into the dark.  Riley restrung the chain on the inside of the door and snapped the lock.  He was just in time, with a creaking sound they could hear the front door surrender and bang open.  They could hear  Skarn’s heavy breathing, Ambril held her breath.  He was right outside.

“It’s just a question of time kiddies, before I find you and then---then you’ll all pay!”  He sneered.  

Ambril realized that the room had just one window, a dingy window just above the door;  the hard, clean light of a flashlight illuminated it briefly. 

Skarn seemed to stand there forever…then he snorted in a disgusted way and slowly moved down the hallway.  Ambril exhaled slowly. But with Skarn, went the light.  They were left in oppressive darkness.  In the close room Ambril picked up the faint scent of dark magic.  

Someone lit a match.  In its glow, Riley’s face smiled.  “I think we’ll have to risk this,”  he whispered as he lit an old-fashioned kerosene lantern.

“We need to be keeping that low,” whispered Ygg.  “Let’s be finding what we need then we’ll put it out right quick before Skarn comes back.”

“He’s not going to leave---he’s already called for back-up.  If we get out of here we’ll just get escorted to jail.”  Sully fretted kneaded her hands fretfully.

“He would’t have called for back up.  Skarn doesn't want the Chief to know what he’s been up to.”  Ygg shook his head.  “He be here on his own.”

Ambril thought Skarn would probably lose his job if the Chief ever found out about what he’d really been doing the past few days.
“O.K., while we’re here, what is it you’re looking for?”  Asked Riley lifting the lantern higher.
“Over here!  Bring it here!”  Said Sully.  She was pointing to the large tile mural on the wall.  “Now here’s the town---see the date?”  She pointed confidently at the image on the wall  underneath in scrolly writing it said:

The Town of Trelawnyd, 1753

“See!  This is Old Town!”  She said excitedly.  “The new town was built around the time of the  49er Gold Rush right?  1849?”

 “This might be a map of Old Town, but it be nought helpful.”  Said Ygg squinting at the map. “Everything’s…catawampus.”

Ambril slowly nodded.  The map  was confusing.  The Buildings were too large.  The roads were all different sizes and the forest made it look like a tree farm with the trees evenly sized and spaced.  

Sully stared at the mural for a long moment.  “Now hold on, maybe we can still figure it out…we just need something familiar, a landmark or two…” 
“So…Old Town wasn’t torn down when they built this one, is that what you’re saying?”  Asked Riley.
Ambril hesitated.  “We think it still exists, it’s just been hidden and forgotten.”  She said lamely.

“Come on, we have to tell him---he’s here anyway and whether he likes it or not, a part of this now.”  Said Sully.  “It’s about the Dullaiths and this really powerful guy who ran the mines once.” She continued.  

“Moroz?” Guessed Riley.

Sully nodded.  “We think some one is trying to free him.”

“Really? Free him?  He must be dead or 200 years old, why do you think some one would do that?” Riley asked.
“With magic, he could be still living.”  Said Ygg.

Riley wasn’t looking at the mural anymore he was staring at them.  “And you think he’s in Old Town?”  

Ambril nodded and said,  “Whoever’s behind the Dullaith business, we think they must be heading to Old Town to try and free him.”  She continued.  “That’s why we need to get to Old Town, to stop them.”

Riley looked impressed for a moment and then laughed softly.  “Yeah, I get it now…so you’re what…saving the town…just for fun?”  
“Fun?  You call being chased by monsters, supersized hawks and riding on sea monsters…O.K. the sea monster part was really fun…but the rest…you call that fun?”  Asked Sully incredulously.

“And my family is being blamed for raising the Dullaiths because of my Dad.  So, at least I have to get to the truth.”  Added Ambril simply.

Riley looked at her surprised.  “I wouldn’t…It could have been just an accident right?  I mean who would go after you and your family? ---You’re so…nice.”  He smiled at her in a way that made Ambril feel---good but a little uncomfortable.

Meanwhile Sully had turned back to the mural.  “Hey, I thinking I’ve found something, look here!”  She coughed as she brushed off some of the dust and dirt from the wall. “See?”

Ambril watched as Sully vigorously rubbed the wall with her sleeve.  “See, right there!”  She pointed to a gazebo with vines growing over it.  Underneath it was a name---
“Derwyn,” Ambril breathed.  “It’s my Great-Gran’s house!”

“So it’s near there.  Now we just need one other landmark…”  Said Sully squinting at the wall.

They were all silent a moment.  The mural was hopelessly dusty, but Ambril thought she saw something farther up the wall.  There was a small building with a weather vane of a wolf and a bird.  “It’s Koda’s barn!  Right there!”  
“That ‘s it!  So…Old Town is east of the road and between the Gazebo and Koda’s farm!  We did it!”  Crowed Sully.

Ygg standing next to her sighed heavily “That be one big piece of possibility.”  He said slowly.  “There must be acres of forest there.  We’ll never be finding it tonight or even next week.”

Even Sully looked crestfallen as the realization sank in.

“But it’s a start.”  Said Ambril trying to make her friends feel better.
They all stared at the mural in silence.  It was so frustrating get so close only to run into another brick wall, or in this case a tiled one.  

They were suddenly jolted back to reality by a series of booming thuds and then an angry yelp.
“I guess we should start thinking about how to get out of here.”  Whispered Riley.

“There be just the one door.”  Said Ygg  

“Still I can’t help but think,” said Riley as he held the lantern high looking above them all at the archway.  “Why would you label this an entrance unless---“

They all turned and stared upward at the words running along the archway, which framed the back wall.  The brighter light of the lantern brought out images that had not been visible before.  Ambril could see the curling decorative lines so like her Ashera winding around other images.  On one side were three dogs running and then on the other were three lumpy faces.
The Aunties Again

“They look a little like…turnips don’t they?”  Mused Sully.

“What did you say…turnips?”   Asked Ambril as she peered at the faces.  There they were, on the archway.  “The Aunties!”  She cried and then laughed.  One of them had glasses and they were even knitting.

“What, your Aunties are turnips?”  Asked Sully.

“No I met them---at the Gazebo.”  Ambril got an idea and dove into her backpack to retrieve her Ashera.

“You carry that with you all the time?”  Asked Riley behind her.  “That was what you used on the Dullaith, right?”

“It’s my Ashera, right.”  Said Ambril distractedly.  “Now I’m not sure exactly what I did last time to get their attention,” Ambril thought at the Ashera, sending it a mental image of the three Aunties.  

“Wait!  I want to see this!”  Sully grabbed Ambril’s elbow.  

“Me to!”  Ygg grabbed the other one.

“Great idea, But I have to warn you, they’re a little—impolite.  Ready?”  At the last minute Riley grabbed her shoulder.
Ambril shut her eyes and that now familiar gray fog swirled in until she pushed it away.  Ambril could see the bright glow of fLit at her feet still in her backpack.  

“Whoa!  Look at that!”  Ygg was pointing at the floor.  In the center of the circle stone, the floor had been replaced with a round door covering a hole.  The door was covered with an intricate lace like fabric which Ambril could now see was made out of the same stuff which formed the Dullaith.  But this fabric glowed with health.    The tile vines and roots had come alive and sprouted from the floor surrounding the door. Ambril was stunned.

“I told you---she’s just downright soft in the head.”  Said a scratchy voice.

“Her friends don’t look much smarter neither.”    Another mumbled.

There they were, three large knobby lumps on the vines, knitting industriously.  The middle one’s eyes were enlarged by the spectacles.  

The Auntie on the left suddenly grabbed the glasses and gave Ambril the once over.  “Did you bring a change of undies Lovey?   You’ll be needing them.  And who’s the earth-kind?  He looks like a plodder to me.”

“Rude little rutabagas aren’t they?”  Ygg mused.  

The right one snatched the glasses away from her sister.  “Ah the other one’s a dear though!  So chirpy!”  

“You’d of thought the Ashera would be a bit…better fed.  She’s a scrawny, slip of a thing, ”  The right Auntie shook her head, disgusted.  
Ambril had now gone from startled, to uncomfortable, to downright insulted.  “We are standing right here, you know!”

The three Aunties jumped at that.  

“Why do you have to be so rude?”  Asked Ambril.

“We says what we sees.”  Nodded the biggest one.

“We’s never lies.”  The middle one nodded slowly.

“No we never does,” said the smallest one.  “But things change, then it looks like we do sometimes!”  

The bigger one looked peeved and snatched the glasses back.  “Too true, only one way---straight through on into it ---“

“Maybe she’ll gets through---”  said the middle one encouragingly.

Ambril sighed she had had enough of this.  “So is this a way out then?”  She asked. 

“A way out and a way in Lovie.”  The smallest one nodded at her.

“Good, my friends and I need to get out of here---“

“A way out and a way into everywhere, Lovie.”  The middle one said as if she hadn’t spoken.

Ambril had an idea.  “We  just want to get out here and to Old Town can you help us?”

The middle one blinked at her behind the glasses.  “I just said didn’t I?   The chutes goes everywhere?  She huffed.  “Maybe if I spell it?  Listen up.  It starts with an ‘EV’ then you ad a ‘VREE’ and end with a ‘WHAR’…Evvreewhar…see?”  

All three aunties nodded as if it was perfectly clear.  

Ambril sighed.  “Alright, O.K., so I open this door---“

“No we’s open the door.”

“You open the door for us---and then what?”

“Well, nothing of course as we’s can’t open the door for you.”  Said the middle one shaking her head.

“Why not?”  Asked Ambril exasperated.

“You’d get lost wouldn’t you?  Without a proper guide.”

“What---what about that one there, he’d do.”  Said the larger one pointing toward Ambril’s feet with her glasses.

“What, the Tylwith?  Have you gone rotten?  He’d never!”  Said the middle one squinting. “Well maybe---Yoo hoo there!”

They all looked expectantly at Ambril’s feet.

“He’s as daft as she is!”  The larger one exclaimed.

“Not daft, just not interested.” Surmised the middle one.

“Beneath him he thinks,” sniffed the smallest one.

The sound of a crash landing echoed painfully through her head, and then, “No.”  
“Come on  we’re really in jam here---“  said Ambril.

“Oh lookie, they’re talking!  That’s so sweet a human-kind and a fairy…friends!  How long’s it been since that’s happened?”  The Smaller one perked up.

“Never happened.”

“Sure it has, once…maybe?”

The bigger one shook her head with assurance.  “Never”.

fLit flew out of the backpack in a fury and kicked Ambril her hard in the nose. A swift swipe of harp strings and then, “No!”  
Sully’s face was a classic picture of surprise, her mouth forming a perfect ‘O’.  “Ambril?  I…I don’t get it…Who’s this?”  Sully stammered utterly bewildered.

Ambril sighed heavily.  “I’m sorry, really sorry guys but fLit and I had an agreement.”  Ambril’s words erupted in a jumble.  “fLit’s here to protect the Ledrith Glain.”
“fLit? That’s no fairy name.”  said Ygg.

“No, that’s the robot’s name---wait---you mean he’s been inside the robot this entire time?”  Asked Sully incredulously.

“Not the entire time…but…“ Ambril shrugged sheepishly.

“I commanded Ambril to keep my identity secret.”  Said fLit folding his arms and looking superior.  “It was necessary to be as invisible as possible.  The less you human and earth-kind knew of me, the better.”

“We’d a kept your silly secret if’n it was right and true, even for fairy-kind such as you.”  Muttered Ygg his eyes narrowing.

“How are you doing that?” Asked Sully.  “You and Gern, you know that whole being in my head talking without words…thing?”

fLit looked at her.  “You all appear to be unusually receptive to magic and its use.”  Here he shrugged.  “Not as receptive as a fairy but still…”

Ygg glowered at him.  “So predictable, thinking you be better than all of us.”  Ambril said as she waved her hands between them to intervene. “O.K. yeah, he’s insufferable and arrogant and just as grumpy as a gnome. But I think we can trust him to get us out of here.”

Ygg took a step back as if he needed more space to think about that.
Sully looked at Ambril thoughtfully.  “So you think this little guy can get us there all safely?”  She asked skeptically.  “I mean I know he’s supposed to have a lot of magical fire-power and everything but fairies don’t have much of a reputation for loyalty to beings other than their own kind.”

“They be thinking they be above everyone.”  Said Ygg flatly.

“Come on Ygg!” Said Ambril reproachfully.  “And the answer is yes I do trust him, he saved my life once…though it might have been the Ledrith Glain he was saving really…but still…”

Surprisingly Sully said, “O.K.”

Ygg looked at her stunned,  “O.K.?”

“Yeah, Ambril thinks he’s alright so I guess I do too.  Besides, do we have a choice.”

Ygg looked at Ambril and then at the fairy.  “It be your funeral if’n anything happens to me friends on your watch, you be hearing me?”  Ygg said belligerently.

fLit snorted but and filled their heads with the sounds of a donkey braying.
 “Easy there bug boy!”   Ygg thought angrily.

“Oh, see there, you spoke too soon, they’re never friends.”  Said the bigger one still knitting furiously away.

“I won’t do it.”  He folded his arms and looked obstinate.

“Figures.”  Snorted Ygg.

Ambril was incensed.  “Why?“
“Those chutes are---unpredictable.  There is evil there…Once I was taking a young novice through and…something---went wrong.  I lost her.  Something came---and---took her.”  fLit’s expression was bitter.  “I don’t know what happened but  I do know that I don’t want it to happen to you.”  
Ambril was touched and more than a little surprised---

“Because of the Ledrith Glain.  We can’t have that getting lost too.” He added.

They were interrupted by a massive shuddering thud on the door.  It startled Ambril so much that she opened her eyes.  They were instantly back in the dark, dusty room.

“I know you’re in there, whispering and giggling!  Breaking into high security areas now Aye?  After today, they’ll lock you up and throw away the key!”  There came another thud and then a splintering crack.  Ambril briefly saw the glint of an ax blade.  “You’re gonna enjoy jail!  Cuz, I’ll be your full time guard!”  Sneered Skarn
“fLit come on, get us out of here!  That guy is completely crazy!”  blurted  Ambril right out loud.

Another blow of the ax made the door shiver like an aspen tree as the center panel splintered out.  An eye was visible briefly.

fLit suddenly flashed into view.  “It’s on your head if anything goes amiss!”  “Riley!  Grab my hand and don’t let go!”  Said Ambril as fLlit took hold of her ear.
“I’m coming in kiddies, better be saying your prayers!”  Bellowed Skarn.

Ambril could see he was almost through.  Riley grabbed her hand and then took Sully’s hand.  Ygg was at the end.  “Ready?  Close your eyes everyone!”  The gray fog swirled around them again but  Ambril didn’t bother to push it away.

“On my mark!  Everyone stay together!  Don’t let go!  You hear?”  fLit’s vibrated so loudly made her head throb. “Especially you at the end earth-kind!
“I be not stupid, fairy-kind.” Ygg growled back at him. 

“Everyone close your eyes and hang on!”  Resonated flit.  “On my mark, everyone jump!”  fLit turned and nodded to the Aunties.

The larger Auntie wrapped an old knarled tendril around the center doorknob and pulled.  The door creaked upward revealing a dark, dank cavern.  
“Fairies are nasty little bug things, Tylwith Tegs!  So rude!  Not even an "if you please"---or "When you have a minute!” said the middle one grumpily.

Flit ignored them.  “Ready? One, Two, Mark!”
Ambril jumped and felt a whoosh of air as they half fell half slid into the chutes.  

The Chutes and a sharp left turn 

The webbed chutes thrummed with magic and slippery.  In seconds they were whirling down a long spiral.  The webbing was nearly transparent.   Ambril stared out into a seemingly endless space.  There were chutes all around them some winding upward, some downward and others branching out all around.  fLit just ahead of her steered through an array of intersections with other chutes coming at them from all directions.  After another few minutes of gliding though, Ambril began to wonder why they hadn’t arrived at their destination.

“Where are we, the center of the Earth?”  She thought at him.

fLit snorted   “You human-kind are always think so small.  This is the universe.”  He said disparagingly as he bore hard to the left.

 “The---entire---Universe?  But why are we traveling through the Universe just to go a few miles?”  She asked.

“Because it doesn’t work that way.”  fLit answered annoyed once again.  “Just as the Gray Lands cannot process time, the chutes can’t process space.  It works on the connections of spirit. You know, memories, friendships, connections and family bonds.    Since Trelawnyd is very old, we’ve had to go a long way out to pick up its early connections.”  He explained cryptically.

“What do you mean by the Gray Lands?”  Ambril thought back.

“You’ve met the Gray Lady right?  She is Mistress of the Gray Lands, the Land of In-Between.”  fLit continued.

“So how do you know all of this?”  Ambril thought at him.

“It’s all written on your Ashera, of course.”  Said fLit pulling downward as they squeezed through a narrow tunnel.  “You have to let me concentrate now or we’ll never get out of here!”

Ambril shut her mouth and noticed that the webbing around them was fading. Ambril could see  a world coming into focus.  Trees and rocks and sky sailed by.  They were slowing down too.  But just as they were almost safely…somewhere, everything seemed to go wrong.

In the dark, Ambril felt a knife like pain at her ear.    She reached up and felt nothing---fLit was gone!  And then suddenly she was alone and falling. She struck a patch of wet grass but was going so fast she rolled several times before coming to rest against a rock wall.  She lay there stunned for a moment and then struggled to her feet.

“fLit!  fLit!  Anyone!”  There was no answer.  She realized that she could be anywhere in the universe but as she looked around her at the familiar grass and uncomfortably hard rocks she began to feel better.  The stars looked right and the moon had the right shape and size.  This was definitely Earth.  But where was she?  This place really did look familiar.  She had been here before.  She was leaning against an old stone house.  The roof had caved in and  stones were slowly puddling  around the walls.  She looked over and in the moonlight and saw a stone circle in front of her and the twisted tree which had taken care of the Dullaith for her.  fLit had done it,  they had made it to Old Town.  

“Ygg?  Sully, where are you?”

“Ambril!”  It was Riley.

“Boy am I glad to see you!  I thought we were all lost for a second there.”  Breathed Ambril relieved.  “Are the others with you?”  She asked looking around him into the shadows.  “And where the heck is fLit?”

“The fairy?  Oh…he’s safe…for the time being.” Said Riley evasively with a brief smile.  “I don’t know where the others are, though.  Why don’t you bring out that fancy medallion of yours, maybe it’ll shed some light on things.”

“Are you O.K. Riley? you sound a little funny.”  Said Ambril holding up her Ashera instead.  
Riley looked different too, he stood a little straighter with his knees slightly flexed like a fighter.  The Ashera glowed brilliantly in the gloom giving off sparks of energy. 

“Where’s your medallion?”  Riley asked.  His voice had changed too, he sounded more confident, almost commanding.

Ambril heard footsteps behind her and turning yelled. “Ygg?  Sully?  Finally!  I was getting worried!”

But the figure who emerged from the shadows was much too tall. “Ambril come here.”  Feldez said softly holding out his hand. “That’s the Derwyn Ashera.  It’s too powerful for a child like you.”  He said impatiently nodding to the Ashera.  “Give it to me now and I’ll take care of everything.” 

  “Are you kidding me?  I’m going to hand over my Ashera to the likes of you?   The guy who raised that Dullaith right in the middle of town and put everyone, INCLUDING MY MOM at risk!   You think I’m that stupid?”

Feldez went white with rage.  “Are you accusing me again of raising the Dullaith today?”

“Of course!  Why wouldn’t I?  You were right there when the first Dullaith was raised in the forest and at the library when the Dorcha Blade was stolen!  Of course it was you!”  Screamed Ambril.  “You even had access to the janitor’s closet and the Archives!”  
Feldez’s voice was barely in control.  “Give me that!”  He lunged for her Ashera but as his hands closed around it a bolt of energy shot through him.  He lit up like a Chinese New Year’s celebration for an instant.  He quickly backed away. 

Ambril was stunned.  “I---I didn’t do that actually, though---I’m not sorry it happened.”  She stuttered. 

Riley snickered.  “I’m not sorry either.”   
Feldez croaked from the shadows, “so it’s true, the Ashera chose you.”  He struggled to his feet. He flexed his hands and rubbing his arm as if it were numb.

Ambril nodded watching him warily.  “When we get back to town I’m going to tell everyone what you’ve been up to.”  She said angrily.  “How you’ve been raising Dullaiths and trying to free Moroz.” 

Feldez’s chuckle startled her.  It was so…natural.  And something else, he looked more relaxed than she had ever seen him, more human.  “I haven’t raised any Dullaiths or tried to free Moroz, lately.”

“You did!   Just like you when my Dad died trying to save you…my Dad said in his lab book---“

Feldez held up his hands in defeat.  He looked honestly relieved.  “That was before…”  He paused lost in a swirl of memories then continued resolutely. “I’m sorry, Ambril.  I’m sorry for what your family went through.  It was wrong.”  Feldez’s shoulders drooped.  Ambril could see the last vestiges of his masquerade slip off him.

“I was so certain---so right---I couldn’t---wouldn’t see the dangers.”  His voice filled with guilt.  “When we met at the Old Council Chamber that last night.”  Feldez laughed mirthlessly remembering.  “Bren came armed with containment workings, which I dismissed.  I began the workings before he had the protective wards in place.  Halfway through…by mistake… the tiniest mistake…the Dullaith…”  He paused and let the silence stretch too long.  “It charged at Bren and…overpowered him.”  Feldez raised a hand to half cover his face.  “I finished the containment workings…but it was too late, Bren was gone.”  Feldez’s body bowed by the force of the memory.  “I blacked out and was unconscious for months.  When I finally came to my senses, I found they had made me a hero and your father…”

“Why didn’t you tell the truth then?” 

“I tried, the papers wouldn’t print it, the Town Elders didn’t want to get everyone riled up again, so…” 

The air felt thick with the tattered remains of the past.  Ambril took a deep breath, at least she knew the truth about her father.  And she’d find a way, somehow, to tell the world.  

“O.K., so if it wasn’t you, who raised the Dullaith today?”
A breeze blew back the strong smell of rotting fruit.  Ambril wrinkled her nose just as a searing bolt of violet energy hit Feldez squarely in the chest.  He was knocked backward ten feet and slammed into a rock wall .  He slumped senseless to the ground.  Ambril whirled around her Ashera ready.  

But it was only Riley.  Riley, with a satisfied grin Ambril could see it clearly in the moonlight.  “That felt good!”  He walked swiftly up to her and grabbed the chain around her neck and pulled her medallion into the moonlight.  His face was tight with pain and his hand began to smoke as if the chain burned him.  Then with the flick of his wrist he cut off the  Ledrith Glain and captured it with a black cup on on the Dorcha’s handle.  

“What the!---Hey that’s!”  said Ambril  both shocked and confused.  She made a grab for her medallion but ended up grabbing the knife instead.  The knife slit her finger sending a searing pain up her arm.  She doubled over in pain.

Riley laughed dryly.  “Oops, that’s going to leave a mark.  But not for long as---it’s gonna kill you.”  He sneered.  

Ambril looked over at him.  Gone was her joking, smiling friend.  The new Riley’s smile was bitter, his face hard.

“Riley, what---what are you doing?  That’s the---Dorcha Blade!”

He smiled at her harder as he held it up in the moonlight.  A darker slit against a dark sky.  He sneered at her, waiting for her to realize…

“It couldn’t have been---not you,” whispered Ambril, still cradling her hand.  “Were you behind it all?  I can’t believe it!”  She said incredulously.  “You sent the  threats---and conjured the Dullaiths!” 

Riley smiled proudly.  “My first one, the one at the Tupelo shack?”  He shrugged. “It was just a practice one.  I didn’t expect much, it took me a long time to snag that fairy…”

“fLit!  You almost killed him!”  Ambril yelled angrily.  She looked around realizing that she hadn’t seen fLit since they had arrived.  “Where is he?  What’d you do to him?”  She accused.

Rile continued to smile at her as he slowly held up a small black box.  In it, frozen in pain, was fLit just as Ambril had seen him that first night.  
“No!”  Ambril went wild from the pain of seeing her friend locked in agony once again.  She lunged for the box, her Ashera slashing the air in front of her until it hit with a clang the sharp edge of the black dagger.  She felt the impact run all the way down her spine.

Riley laughed dryly.  “I wouldn’t try that again if I were you, this knife has a millenium of curses built into it.  Your Ashera is no match for it.”  Riley sneered.

Ambril looked down at her Ashera and was shocked to see the bottom had been gouged, leaving a nasty hole.  But it still resonated just as bright as before.  Riley held the black box just out of reach.  

Ambril couldn’t help herself.  “Look, he’s my friend!  You can’t do this to him!” She lunged again at Riley but Riley just waved the knife in her face.  

“You want another little cut do you?”  He cracked.  “I bet the first one is really taking hold about now.”

He was right.  Ambril could barely lift her hand.  The numbing sensation was moving past her wrist.  She wrapped her arm around her body and tried to warm it unsuccessfully.  Out of the corner of her eye she saw Feldez stirring.  Maybe if she could keep him talking it would give Feldez enough time to recover.  “Then the Playground, it was you again then too?”

Riley nodded and then grimaced.  “Poor Lance, he caught me doing some workings in the store room, you know Feldez’s old lab?  That’s why he went after me that day in the alley throwing tomatoes.  So on the playground, I decided to scare him a little to get him off my back.”  He shrugged.  “It didn’t work though.”
Ambril sighed heavily thinking about how wrong she had been about everything.  “How could you hurt someone like Dr. Afallen?”  Accused Ambril thinking of the happy little man whizzing around the library archives.

“I’m not all bad you know.  I didn’t mean for him to get hurt.  He just surprised me when I was getting the knife out of the vault. I had to eradicate his memory.”  He said sheepishly. “The explosion was just a smoke screen.”

“And Red!  What did Betula and her friends ever do to you?”  Ambril said disgusted.

Riley snorted.  “Don’t be stupid, you know why I needed Red’s magic.”  Riley was getting annoyed.  “You’re missing the point here, it’s not what Betula, or Afallen or any of the rest of Trelawnyd did to me, its what they didn’t do.” Riley cried angrily.  “When did they ever try to include me in anything?  I wasn’t invited to their birthday parties or backyard barbeques---I was so lonely.”  It was dark but Ambril could feel his sadness and frustration.  “Thanks to my brother and sometimes my Dad, I’m the town---joke.”  His voice broke a little at the end.

“So this to get back at everyone?”  Said Ambril disparagingly.  “You’re shooting yourself in the foot, you know that.  Trelawnyd is where you’re from, where your earliest memories were made.  Ambril took a step toward him in spite of herself.  “You’ve no idea what you’re giving up.   I’ve spent the past ten years carted from place to place, never fitting in.  We wre running from who we are.”  She stood in front of him willing him to understand.  “You have to try and work this out.  Talk to your family…tell them how you’re hurting---“

But Riley backed away his face hardening again.  “You don’t think I haven’t tried that?  I’ve talked and talked to them.”  His face was a tight mass of anguish.  “But they never ever saw me as anything other than… embarrassing”  His face filled with resolve.  “But now---now---they will.  I’ll show them how powerful I am.”  He nodded simply.  “And finally see that I’m not someone that should have been ignored. With Moroz to guide me---“

Ambril scoffed, “Listen I’ve seen Moroz.  He’s not even human anymore.  The last thing he’s going to want to do is to help a kid take revenge on Trelawnyd!”

Riley snorted. “No one’s seen Moroz for 150 years!”  
“Unfortunatley, I have…he tried to kill me just like he will you.  Look, you can’t control a being like Moroz, no one can.”

It was Riley’s turn to scoff.  “Come on, how powerful can he still be?  He’s been locked away, alone in the dark…I’ll release him and get him to explain some stuff and then he’ll crawl off to die somewhere.”  Riley yawned and started fiddling with the Morte Cell.  “You know I am sorry about this, Ambril.  I don’t---hate you as much as the others.  But---I have to do this.”  He straightened up and began backing away from her.  “You need to know---This Dullaith will be powerful.  You won’t be able to take it down without your medallion.  So…just let him take you quickly.   There’ll be less pain…I think.”  He turned his back on her and hunched over and inward.  “Bye Ambril.”
Battling a King

A searing violet light pierced the night sky sending shock waves rolling out into the forest as a wall of power and the smell of rot hit Ambril hard.  The same smell Riley had always carried with him, his magic going bad perfectly camouflaged by all the garbage he’d been forced to swim in.

Ambril stumbled backward.  Bad or not, he had grown powerful.  The Morte Cell glowed a deep purple spitting sparks like a firecracker.  Within seconds, the Dullaith had formed.  Riley had been right, this Dullaith was enormous and hugely powerful.  Its magical sense overwhelmed her for a moment, forcing her back toward the trees, but only for a moment.  Images of her friends and her family flashed through her mind.  And it hit her, if she didn’t figure out how to take it down it would go after them and every magical being in Trelawnyd, snuffing them out one by one.

She tried straightening up but almost fell over because of the pain.  The icy numbness had crawled up to her elbow. Taking her Ashera she pressed her deadened fingers around the wooden cylinder and lashed it to her wounded hand with the broken chain from her medallion.  
She opened her eyes tried swinging her Ashera around. It worked though it throbbed with every move she made. She turned around.  Staring directly at her was the King Dullaith.  It towered over her, this one wore a crown of writhing snapping skulls around its horns.  She shuddered, would her skull be added to that crown?  The oppressive stench of rotting flesh assailed her and pressed on the edges of her thoughts.  The King Dullaith had found her and had started moving toward her the familiar slithering crackle growing louder as it came.  As it did Ambril caught sight of the Morte Cell, fizzing and sparking directly below the Dullaith’s enormous head.  

Ambril braced herself and let it come.  She knew she wouldn’t get a second chance and worked at keeping her mind clear.  The Dullaith slowly opened its jaws as it advanced until it was nearly on top of her.  Ambril tooka deep breath as a dense black smoke enveloped her.  She lunged and slashed upward with her Ashera.  A short burst of energy shot out and hit one of its glowing eyes.  The energy sizzled and boiled out from the eye cavity extinguishing the magic in its web like skin wherever it touched.

Ambril wasted no time. Her eyes began to water as she ducked underneath the foul smelling creature and swung the Ashera blindly in a wide arc.  She found her target.  She felt the black threads binding the cell give under her thrust.  The Morte Cell dropped into her hands.  The shriek from the Dullaith echoed in her head as she stumbled away from it.  She was too weak to walk and wound up  crawling behind a rock.  She brought the Morte Cell and her Ashera together briefly and popped it open.  fLit fell out into her hand.  His body limp but she sensed his life energy.  He was alive.  She stuffed him in her pocket.  “Just rest, I’ll handle it.”  She thought at him hoping it sounded more confident than she felt.  

She was winded and her hands were shaking but she smiled as she watched the Dullaith crazy with pain ram into the trees on the other side of the clearing.  She had done some damage.  Now if she could only recover in time for its next assault.  She closed her eyes again and breathed deeply trying to quiet the fears in her mind.  She hadn’t the energy to push back the swirling fog.  Through it she saw millions of tiny dots of light, like stars.  The life energy of all the beings around her.  Even the Dullaith which like the Morte Cell, glowed a violent purple, had one. Its energy ball was massive.  

Could she use its power against itself?  Could she use it to replenish herself?

The tinkle of bells and flit coughed.  “Must not use its energy for yourself.  It’s tainted. You become like them, a Dullaith.”

“Thanks, but keep quiet and rest.”  She thought back.  All right so she’d have to be careful how she handled its energy but there was hope again, a chance she could do it.  A loud racking cough startled Ambril.  The monster had snuck up on her and to lurk behind one of the broken down buildings.  Dizzy and weak she staggered to her feet.  Its great roiling ball of energy was very close now.  She reached out in her mind and ripped a mass of energy from it.  For a moment she balanced it between her hands.  It was so tempting,  all that power so very close.  All she had to do was draw it to herself---but then she’d be like them, insatiable grasping for more and more energy and power.  No, that was not for her.  With effort she refocused on the monster and launched the energy at it.  The force of the impact sent the creature reeling.  It’s one remaining eye winked out and one of its horns sloughed off, narrowly missing Ambril.  The creature finally came to rest just twenty feet away from her.  She could feel it sucking up the life energy from the tiny dots around them.  They began to wink out as the monster began to revive itself.  She could see its energy ball growing even larger.

It was hopeless.  This Dullaith had the ability to regenerate itself at will.  Without the Ledrith Glain, her powers were puny and limited.  Ambril looked down at her trusty Ashera still sparking with life.  The delicate tracery of lines and images glowed brighter, one of the images seemed to glow brighter than the rest.  It was the image of the Cerberus.  Ambril remembered their promise of help, when all hope was lost, that they would come for her, but what would they do when they came?  Would they eat her?  After all they were Hell Dogs.  Would it be better to be eaten by a Dullaith or the Cerberus?  She decided that if they smelled even a little better, she’d go the way of the dogs.  

She could see the creature gather itself for another attack.When it struck Ambril knew that it would be for the last time.  She watched, almost detached, as the monster opened it’s jaws wide enough to swallow her.  Inside she could see hundreds of swirling faces… She braced herself for the impact.   Her brain filled with voices, the forms of past victims whirled around her enclosing her.  She felt her feet leave the ground, she was floating, feeling lighter and lighter.  This must be it, the end, her end, but with her last thought she defiantly formed the word Cerberus in her mind and brought forth its image. It shimmered in the brilliant light growing denser, there was suddenly more detail.  The red eyes, the sharpness of the teeth, the fire breath which seemed to singe her arms.  Just as she realized the Hell dog was real and that she was looking at it from within the jaws of the Dullaith, a  shockwave of energy vibrated all around her.  The Dullaith let out an agonizing scream of pain.

There were two of them.  They brought with them the smell of white hot fire and caverns of molten rock.  Their gigantic jaws ripped and tore away at the Dullaith.  Ambril fell to the ground and  was showered with skulls.  They bounced off her and wherever they landed sank slowly into the earth.  In moments it was over and a gentle breeze came and blew the rancid stench of the Dullaith away.  Ambril filled her lungs with fresh air for the first time since the Dullaith appeared and realized too late she had missed her chance to escape.  Slowly the gigantic dogs turned toward her, their razor sharp teeth clearly visible through their fiery breath. The largest reached her first.
“It is done.”  It said his red eyes boring through her.

“Nearly gone, she is,” said the other as it came up to stand by its brother.  He sniffed her gently.  “There is another, there,” It nodded to Ambril’s pocket.  
Ambril brought out the limp form of fLit.  “Let him go, I’m the one who called.”  She laid him gently on the ground and struggled to her feet.   The Cerberus were silent as they towered over her.  Ambril looked at the Ashera sparkling in her hand.  Was this her destiny then?  Was this all there was to it?  She willed it to be over quickly.  She didn’t have to wait long as  the larger of the two dogs opened its mouth and engulfed her in flames.  

Cerberus and a Jail break

She flinched,expecting to be burned.  But the fire felt warm and invigorating.  More like warming yourself near a fireplace than a burning at the stake.  The warmth blew through her, inside her and around and re-sharpened the edges of her mind.  She felt her heart-beat strengthen. 
Time seemed suspended. The Cerberus, gigantic dog beasts stood before her but when they moved Ambril caught a glimpse of something else.  There seemed to be a human face briefly visible under the dog’s head and the sinuous lines of a human body winking in and out behind the dog’s form.  The largest one nodded to her slowly.  “You have come far since our last meeting, Ashera.”  Its voice had a deep resonance to it. “May you find solace in these words through the dark times ahead.”  He spoke the words with kindness, their power obvious. 

“There must be loss before the found is treasured.

Bonds forged will not be forgotten.

When all hope is lost---we  will come.”

He bent his head toward her.  “Ashera, the last you know.  It is but a reminder---that at the end---we will come.”  
Ambril looked up at the great beings before her.  Shimmering with power they seemed to smile.  There was something slightly wrong though.

“But aren’t you supposed to be three headed?”  she asked looking at the image of the three headed dog on her Ashera.

The smaller one snorted sending jets of flame around her again.  “We…we have lost one of our number.”  He said quietly.  “It is written---it is foretold that the Ashera shall reunite---“

“Enough, we cannot speak of such things as you know.”  The larger one interrupted.  

“Well, thanks for---saving me.”  Said Ambril.  “I don’t know how I can repay you, but if there’s a way, I will.”

The two dogs regarded her in silence for several moments. Then the larger one nodded to her one last time before turning toward the forest and leaping away.

It was as if someone had flicked a switch off.  The night rushed in with a vengeance.  The stars blinked on and the dark foreboding forms of the crumbling buildings grew up around her.  She shivered as she got to her feet
“Are you O.K.?”  fLit thought at her.  He was buzzing just inches from her.

“Yeah, you?”  She thought back and smiled.  

The fairy nodded and then admitted sheepishly.  “You can’t tell anyone you know, that that kid took me again.”

“Who would I tell?”  Ambril thought back.

“He’s just a mere human-kind…”  Continued fLit.

Ambril sighed and rolled her eyes, some things would never change.  A groan from the base of a nearby rock wall made them both jump.

“Feldez?”  Ambril hurried over ashamed she’d forgotten all about him.

He staggered to his feet holding his right arm.  “What happened?”

“It’s a long story.  But I just took down another Dullaith, that’s two to your one by the way and Riley took my medallion---he’s going to try and release---Oh my gosh!  Where is he?”

They were standing in front of one of the old stone houses which bordered the great circle stone in the center of Old Town.  Feldez limped to the side of the building and peered around.  “Riley!  No don’t!”  He yelled.  

Ambril raced over to Feldez and felt a sickening lurching feeling, downward and to the right in her stomach when she saw  Riley standing at the center of the stone circle, at his feet the remains of the old tree he had hacked and burned away.  He seemed to be trying to ignite something, as there were blue sparks flying all around him repeatedly. 
“Riley!  Knock it off!  He’s too powerful!”  Ambril made a rush toward the stone circle but Feldez caught her just in time.  As just then a massive bolt of energy exploded out of the stone and blew the remaining stump to pieces.   A series of shockwaves and the sound of thunder followed as chunks of wood rained down on both Ambril and Feldez.  Riley threw himself off the stone and scrambled for safety as the stone quivered and shook as if under tremendous pressure.  Then with a booming crack the stone split itself in two leaving a gaping fissure running through its center.  Black smoke escaped the void.  A long, sinuous finger slithered up and out of the hole followed by another and then another.  Soon there were hundreds of flailing limbs, dark and shiny in the moonlight, each one seeking purchase on the weathered stone.  They struck out at the boy who frantically crawled backward and into the shadows Then something massive heaved itself into the moonlight.  It had a thick metallic body pierced only by glowing eyes and a narrow gash of a mouth.  It lifted itself up and out by its tentacles attached Medusa like to its head and spiderlike to its bottom.  It flinched in pain in the light of the moon.  Hunching over it crawled and slithered into the shadows.

Riley scrambled to his feet.  “Wait!  You are Moroz, and I…I’m the one who freed you.  I…I command you to pledge yourself to me.”  He said his voice shaky.  “In return I’ll---“

A low guttural sounding something like a laugh escaped from the shadows.  “You command me, boy?”  A racking cough followed.  Without warning a tentacle snaked out, gathered Riley up and tossed him twenty feet across the stone.  He landed with such force he rolled several times before coming to a stop at the edge of the smoking fissure  and lay motionless, unconscious.  The monster was on the move again.   Moroz made a slithering grating sound as he made his way toward the forest surrounding the clearing.  He paused just as he reached its edge.  “Still…he might be useful,” he mused.  Several metallic tentacles snaked back toward the boy binding him securely.  Then Moroz crawled into the deepest shadows of the forest dragging the still form of Riley behind him.

“We couldn’t have done anything, it was too late.”  Said Feldez and coughed.

“How badly are you hurt?”  Asked Ambril.

Feldez’s shrugged.  “Probably less than I deserve, I could have stopped this---but I failed.”  His voice was weary.
“AAAAAAAMMMMBBBRRILLLL!!!!”  Sully’s voice echoed across the clearing. Ambril could make out two small shadows wriggle through the tall hedge just as she had a few months before. 

“Over here!”  She screamed. 
“Ambril!  Here you are!  What happened and where’s Riley?  We saw you two sliding off sideways into the trees.  So we slid sideways after you, but you weren’t anywhere to be found!”  Sully grabbed Ambril and gave her a huge hug.

“We smelled rather than saw the Dullaith and bushwhacked our way over here as fast as we could.”  Said Ygg coming up behind Sully.  “So where’s Riley?”

Ambril extricated herself from Sully’s hug.  “It…it was Riley.  It was him all along.”  She said quietly.  “He’s the one who raised the Dullaiths and everything else.”  Here she wrinkled her nose.  “Do you remember how he always smelled like rotting fruit?”  She shook her head slowly at them.  “It wasn’t the dumpsters he’d just crawled out of that made him smell that way, it was his magic going bad!”
Hitchhiking and a Chicken House

Sully and Ygg just stared at her open-mouthed.  

“And to think that I took his side all the time.”  Said Sully wonderingly. 
Feldez got unsteadily to his feet.

“Oh and Feldez didn’t have anything to do with it.”  She said sheepishly.
A massive thudding vibrated through the clearing as something moved quickly through the forest toward them.  The trees shuddered violently at the edge of the clearing as a massive chicken leg clumped onto the stone followed shortly by the shadowy form of a house.

“What is that?”  A stunned fLit thought at her as he stared at the crazily twisting chimney.

“That’s our ride!”  Ambril said as she waved madly at the towering chicken-legged house.  It was the most beautiful house she had ever seen.

“Hey!  Over here!”  She yelled.

“Well glory be!  Look at you!  Thought I’d find you half dead at best what with the smell of Dullaith and strong dark magic all around. But here you be just buzzing with life!”  A voice rang out over the meadow as the house lurched toward them and lowered.  Hendoeth stood framed by the warm light of her open doorway.   “And not just your ordinary, everyday life energy either.  My but you do have some explaining to do.”  Hendoeth nodded as she jumped off the porch.  But then she caught sight of fLit and froze.  “It’s getting Curiouser and Curiouser.”  She said squinting at him in the moonlight.  There framed in the doorway was an assortment of junk and furniture, waving and smiling.  

Hendoeth!  He’s out!  Moroz, He escaped!”  Ambril’s voice was shaky.

Hendoeth face tensed with shock as she turned and surveyed the circle stone for the first time.  “That sure is some powerful bad news…”  She stood stock still for a moment as if to gather herself and then launched.

“Quill!  We’ll need to have a meetin’, lemme see,  Sid, Aster, Betula, Fern, Bob, the Doc, and Feldez here plus---“ She rattled off another ten or twenty names while Quill,  a feather curled firmly around a ball point pen madly scribbled everything down.

Trip squeakily rolled down off the porch and down to the stone.  “Well I’ll be torqued and sold for scrap!  Look at this mess!”  The  tricycle rolled around  and through the torn up stone and chunks of wood.  “Hey what’s this?”  Ambril heard him exclaim.  He was dangerously close to the fissure.

“Come on, we’ve a hundred things to do and no time to dawdle!  Let’s getcha home.  Trip get back here!”  She shooed them all toward the front door.  “Feldez lets have a look-see at that arm.”  She said as she patted his back and ushered him inside.  Trip rattled back up the porch.  

“Look what I found!  Isn’t this yours?”   the trike had a dark shiny object clamped to its handlebar.

Ambril looked at it closely.  It was her Ledrith Glain.  But it was different.  The stone, instead of sparkling and glowing when she picked it up remained a dull gray.  She held up in the moonlight.

Melancholy wind chimes sounded in her head.  “It’s been wasted.  The energy Riley asked of it was too much for it.  It may never be able to recharge itself.  You might as well just throw it away.”  fLit said.
Ambril was about to do just that but something stopped her and pulling out her Ashera she opened the secret compartment and slipped it back inside.  “We’ll see.”
She surveyed the wreckage of the circle stone.  The fissure still steaming slightly and pieces of the old tree were scattered everywhere, some still smoldering from the explosion.  It looked as if a war had begun.  In a way, thought Ambril it had.  A war that she knew she would play a part in.   She looked at her Ashera and grimaced.  There was no going back now.
