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Excerpts from the Annals of Quapan
Chronicles of the Fading Age
 
As recorded by Hildoo, Keeper of the Archives of Kiva
 
             Twilight sets on this, the Sixth Age of Quapan and hopes for the dawn of a fresh era grow dim.
             Ten centuries have passed since the seduction of the fallen Stone Voice, Korap.
             The voice of the Earth Stone is muted.
        Her vision, blinded.
        Her soul, quarantined.
        Her Song, silenced.
             To the heedless eyes of Mankind, Her demise passes slowly, but to the Attentive Universe, Her pending death is both swift and unrelenting.
             Only the rise of a new Stone Voice can turn this failing ebb.
             For decades uncounted, fledgling Stone Voices have appeared, only to be assassinated in their infancy by the tainted Stone Warriors of Korap, or by the minions of the evil Syxx.
             Yet know this: Deep within the Valley of Kiva, still stands
         the Tower of Quapan,
        the Throne of Magtori, 
        and the Ice Stone, Otwega.
             There also hide the Final Faithful: those People of the Land who still hold true to the lost ways and retain the ancient knowledge of the Earth Stone.
             Led by the Flame Voice, Gil-Salla, these peoples have kept true the Sanctuary of Kiva.
             And they pray steadfastly for the Rise of a new Stone Voice: 
        A child who can hear the Voice of the Earth Stone. 
        A child who will grow to be both the Leader of the People and the Servant of the Stone. 
        A child strong. 
        A child wise. 
        A child brave. 
        A child obedient to the Voice of the Stone.
             The Stars speak. 
             The People hear. 
             An Infant Stone Voice rises. 
             An army of Neophytes are called. 
             Brave Youth answer the call of the Stone, leaving their homes to journey to Kiva. 
             They rejoice in their calling: to become Stone Warriors, 
             To serve the Earth Stone, 
             And to protect the Infant Stone Voice.
             Yet even within the Sanctuary of Kiva, can such a child be kept safe from those Forces of Evil that plot to destroy her?



Chapter One
 The Delinquent Raven
Lilibit held her breath as she squeezed into the crevice, her back pressed against the cliff face, her body hidden in the dark of the cleft. Beneath her, the shadow of a bird slid across the floor of the Valley. Peeking up, she watched the crow as it sailed the updrafts above the cliffs.
Day and night, the Knowing Crows, along with The Others Who Watch and Wait, patrolled the Sienna Sentries, those rock palisades that guard the Valley of Kiva. Yet Lilibit knew they weren’t interested in what the neophytes did; they were only worried about Outsiders.
She peeked out from the crack; the crow was a fleck in the distance. With a gurgle of triumph, she skidded down the slope, noisy rockslides rolling before her, plumes of dust spraying up behind her.
Lilibit?
Stones didn’t really use words when they spoke. It was more like images and awareness and a special secret knowledge that they shared. Yet the voice of the Earth Stone came closest to the spoken word. Her thoughts were so clear that they buzzed through Lilibit’s bare feet like a bellow in her ear.
Lilibit…
Try as she would, Lilibit could not ignore that voice. She skipped to a halt and dropped to her haunches, her hands splayed on the rocky ground.
Lilibit, what are you up to?
“I’m escaping!” Lilibit’s voice rang out proudly and echoed off the saguaros that clung to the hillside.
And what are you escaping from? The voice of the Earth Stone sounded amused.
“Quaybo class!” Lilibit declared.
Lilibit… The voice of the Earth Stone held a gentle reproof, but Lilibit was not listening. Defiantly, she pulled her palms from the ground and scurried down the side of the mesa. 
Above her, high atop a barren plateau, sat the Quaybo field. Below her lay the ancient adobe buildings that huddled around the Crescent Courtyard, the hub of the Valley of Kiva. There, among those buildings, was the Raven’s hogan. She scurried to reach the safety of her den.
Lilibit hated Quaybo class.



Chapter Two
 The Implacable Foe
Todd saw the staff barreling towards him. He spun quickly, sweeping his own stick upward to block, but he wasn’t quick enough. Even though he managed to partially deflect it, the shaft still grazed his head with a vicious swipe and sent him hurling to the ground, stunned.
He spun around as his attacker raised his stick again and aimed a second blow to his head. Twisting on the dirt, Todd felt, rather than saw the staff strike the ground, barely missing his twitching body. He rolled to his feet, his staff gripped tightly in his hands, his head still swimming from the blow.
“Enough.” Keotak-se’s voice denied defiance. Nov’m raised his stick to the vertical at-rest position, a smirk on his face.
Keotak-se looked at Todd expressionlessly. Tall and powerful, the muscles of Keotak-se’s legs and chest striped shadows against his brown leather leggings and tan suede tunic. With the forest green mantle that hung from his shoulders, you could see how the Stone Warrior did look a little like a “Tree,” the nickname that Lilibit had given him.
Rubbing his bruised head, Todd thought that the command came more than a few minutes late. This was their first sparring lesson of Quaybo, the traditional stone warrior art of staff dueling. Of all the instruction that filled their days, this was the only training they had with Keotak-se. Todd had hoped that with his prior experience with him he might receive, if not a little partiality, a least some small acknowledgement. 
No such luck. 
From the very first class, Keotak-se had never revealed, by word or expression, that he even recognized Todd from their journey to Kiva. 
Todd was determined to show to Keotak-se the same stony face that he was being given, but he wasn’t very successful. Marla kept asking him what he was scowling about and Lilibit suggested that he stop eating so much cornbread, mistaking his anger for indigestion.
So far, their Quaybo classes had consisted of technique and history. Keotak-se had barely mentioned the powers that Todd knew from experience the quaybo staff could wield. All Keotak-se had said was “when the new Stone Voice rises there will be additional attributes that your quaybo may hold.”
Keotak-se was a master of understatement as well as Quaybo.
It was obvious from the way Nov’m handled his staff that he was already familiar with Quaybo. Since he had managed to look both bored and smug as he sliced the air with his staff, Todd had been understandably anxious when he heard Keotak-se pair him up with the older boy. At fifteen, Nov’m was two years older than Todd and several inches taller.
And, in the three weeks since they first arrived at Kiva, Nov’m hadn’t bothered to hide the fact that he wanted Todd dead.



Chapter Three
 The Claws of the Tiger
The world was changing, the power was shifting and Nov’m was ready.
For eons, the Valley of Kiva lay hidden from the outside, guarded by the Four Mountains and shielded by the Sienna Sentries, those red stone cliffs that stood shoulder to shoulder, concealing the secrets within. 
Now, after all these centuries, its destiny was near. A new Stone Voice was rising and with it, a new generation of stone warriors. 
And although Nov’m was only fifteen, he knew that it was his destiny to lead them.
But on that first morning, three weeks ago, when the Seven first arrived at Kiva, Nov’m recognized Todd and his followers as a true threat to his plans.
The People of the Valley had been abuzz that night. No one had bothered to alert the neophytes, but they were awake too, gathered in the Crescent Courtyard and mumbling to each other.
The night air was thick and muggy and pre-dawn mists rolled between the adobe buildings that lined the courtyard. In the west, above the palisades, eerie lights sliced a strange slimy murk that hung in the pitch-black sky. 
Nov’m did not know what was happening on top of the Sienna Sentries. And he didn’t like not knowing. Knowledge was power and if he was to maintain his dominance among the neophytes, it was imperative he know everything … or at least maintain the illusion among the others that he knew everything. He waved away a question from one of his clansmen; avoiding answering by looking intently at the sky and nodding sagely.
Then the earth began to quake, frightening the other neophytes into a panicked muttering. It drew the Flame Voice, Gil-Salla, to the door of her hall. She stood staring at the sky above Red Rabbit Ridge, her expression revealing nothing. Nov’m edged closer to her and mimicked her posture, hoping that by doing so, the others would think that he was as powerful and omniscient as the old woman.
The turmoil above the Sienna Sentries subsided and the skies began to lighten. Some of the neophytes started to meander sleepily back to their hogan towers, but the sound of a booming voice stopped them.
“NEOPHYTES ARRIVING! PREPARE FOR THE PLEDGES OF THE STONE!”
Nov’m grimaced as he covered his ears. The Thunderbird didn’t speak often, but when it did, it wasn’t quietly. He stared greedily at the carved wooden totem pole that stood outside of the Hall of the Flame Voice. To him, it was a symbol of all the old power that would soon be restored to his people when the Stone Voice rose. Outside the valley, totem poles were just decoration, wooden carvings that decayed and disappeared as quickly as the status of the people that made them. But here, within Kiva, the old magic still ruled.
While the sleeping bear at the bottom of the totem rarely moved, except to snore or snort, and the thunderbird at the top spent most of its time just posing heroically, the owl in the middle was always alert. Her eyes moved day and night. She not only saw all that happened here on the Crescent Courtyard, she could also see what happened near every totem pole across the land that had the owl carving. The totems served the Flame Voice now, but once they had served the Stone Voice.
And the Stone Warriors.
The day was coming when all the old powers would be restored and the Stone Warriors would once again yield that power. 
And Nov’m would control it all.
Nov’m wasn’t about to let anything disrupt his plans; certainly not a straggling band of pledges that arrived a week or two after all the others. 
A flicker of movement on the western horizon caught his eye. The tall silhouette of the Stone Warrior, Keotak-se appeared at the crest of Red Rabbit Ridge, followed by the smaller figures of The Seven.
The Seven is what they had been called from that first day. No one remembered who gave them that title, but Nov’m had no problem drawing the credit to himself.
By the time the Keotak-se had led The Seven to the Crescent Courtyard, all the neophytes and most of the People of the Valley crowded the paving stones, staring expectantly.
Keotak-se said nothing as he stood before Gil-Salla, yet there was a sense of tension sparking the air between them. 
It was said that Keotak-se was old, perhaps centuries old, but there was nothing elderly about him; his bronzed face seemed more weathered by battles than by years. He was tall, well over six feet, and his hair hung down his back in a long black braid. His leggings and tunic were tan leather. Only his forest green cape gave him color. His staff tapped lightly on the cobblestones as he gave Gil-Salla a faint nod.
Gil-Salla too, was said to be as old as the mountains, yet only the silver streaks running through her braids gave even the least clue to her years. Little could be read in her face as she met Keotak-se’s gaze, but Nov’m thought he detected the faint hint of triumph in the tilt of her head. Something was up. He studied the new arrivals carefully, wondering silently if one of these could be the Infant Stone Voice. 
There didn’t seem to be anything very special about these children. It’s true that they were unusually tattered and grubby, but most of the pledges that managed to find their way into the Valley of Kiva were dirty and exhausted by the time they made their way over the Palisades.
Yet these Seven were exceptionally tattered. Their clothes were filthy, ripped and bloodstained. Their arms and faces were cut and windburned. Whatever tempest had raged above the Sienna Sentries, the Seven must have passed through it.
Todd was the name of their leader; he’d heard one of the others call him that. A thin, dark haired boy with watchful eyes, he looked to be around thirteen years old. He carried a long walking stick. He held it warily, almost like a quaybo staff, but Nov’m could see he had no skill. With a sniff, he turned to examine the other boys.
The tallest of the boys, Donny, was blond and pale with a dull face and dim eyes. Nov’m discounted him immediately. He might be big, but it was obvious that he was as slow in thought as he was in movement. Disgusted, Nov’m quickly passed over him to the next boy.
Jeff, a red-headed boy with freckles, surveyed the courtyard with a cunning gleam in his eyes. Jeff did not flinch when he met Nov’m’s eyes, rather he let out a faint snort of contempt and continued to inspect the adobe buildings that lined the Crescent Courtyard. 
The smallest boy, Devon, had straight brown hair and large grey wistful eyes. Too young for Kiva, thought Nov’m. He looked to be about eight years old. Nov’m turned away from the boys and inspected the three girl pledges.
Traditionally, the Stone Voice was female. Of course, there had been those rare instances of male Stone Voices, but that was so unusual that Nov’m suspected that if the Infant Stone Voice was among the Seven, she would be one of these three. 
The tallest and the smallest he discounted immediately. Marla was the tallest of the three girls, even though she looked only twelve years old. But she was black and as far back as their history recounted, the Stone Voice had always been born of the People of the Land, never the pale Europeans nor the dark Africans. 
And it certainly wasn’t the smallest one; that ratty-looking girl with those odd slanted eyes and the even stranger name. Lilibit. Nov’m looked at her and sneered. She was filthy, her face smudged with dirt and blood, her black hair matted. Nov’m turned his attention from her and focused on the middle girl.
A pretty girl, too young perhaps, maybe eight years old, but at least she appeared to be of the People. And if she was the Infant Stone Voice, then it was imperative she belong to his clan, the Clan of Tiger, not the Clan of the Timber Wolf, and certainly not the Clan of the Rabbit. And the tall dark boy, Todd, was one of the People too. Despite the bold look on his face when their eyes met, Nov’m decided to call him into the Clan of the Tiger as well. Once firmly tied to his clan, he knew he could break that insolence.
The rest could go with the other rejects to the lesser clans.
“THE FLAME VOICE BECKONS THOSE WHO WATCH AND WAIT.”
The voice of the thunderbird echoed back from the buildings, pounding their eardrums far more than was needed. With a smirk, Nov’m took his hands from his ears and waited. You could depend on Those Who Watch and Wait to scare the dirt off new pledges.
Nov’m was disappointed. Although the Seven were startled by the arrival of the animal guardians, they didn’t screech in terror when the massive wolves descended on them. In fact, they didn’t seem exceptionally frightened at all. 
As per the ancient customs, the wolves sniffed their inspection of the newest neophytes. The matriarch of the wolves showed a special interest in the smallest one. Not surprising, thought Nov’m, she probably smells as strange as she looks.
Within the Hall of the Flame, the Seven sat together on the dirt floor. Nov’m snorted with contempt. How could they not know that pledges were supposed to stand during their induction? He reminded himself to bring this up with his father as well. Yet another reason why outsiders should not be allowed to pledge to the Stone!
Gil-Salla sat, as was her custom, along the western wall of the great earthen hall. The hearth in front of her flickered brightly, yet no smoke rose from the flames. 
“We welcome the seven new neophytes. The Stone has found you worthy of the call. Yet you, with the other neophytes around you and those yet to come, still need to prove yourself worthy of this call.”
Gil-Salla’s voice rang soft and clear in the chamber. These were the same words she used to welcome each wave of pledges that managed to reach Kiva. Nov’m listened with half an ear, watching the new pledges with revulsion. They had no discipline. The smaller ones leaned against the older children with a most unattractive familiarity. And that small weird one, she wasn’t even pretending to listen. She was practically asleep. Nov’m averted his eyes.
“Here at Kiva you will receive the training necessary to tap the power of the Stone. And, when the Stone Voice rises, then will come your opportunity to prove your loyalty and pledge your fealty. Then, and only then, will you be able to tap the full potential of your stone.”
Same as before, thought Nov’m with a sigh. Gil-Salla’s mention of the Stone Voice was as vague as ever, as if she did not know when, or from where, their new leader would eventually rise. With a frown, Nov’m reconsidered. Perhaps the Infant Stone Voice was not among the Seven. He studied the faces of Gil-Salla and Keotak-se again, but there was little to read there.
“There are those among you,” Gil-Salla continued, “that have arrived with some knowledge of the lore and history behind the power of the stones and with the expectation of becoming Stone Warriors. And yet many of you came with a blind faith, not knowing where you were headed, knowing only that you were called. You followed that call and we honor you for your obedience to the Stone.”
Nov’m tensed. This was new. And a little unwelcome. How could following the call of the Stone in ignorance be better than having studied the teachings of the Stone since infancy? Yet another issue Nov’m must raise with his father. Really! The old woman was practically senile. There needed to be some big changes here at Kiva, changes he knew his father, with the others Elders of the Council, would be sure to address.
“Yet know this, young stone pilgrims,” Gil-Salla’s voice was barely more than a whisper, yet it sliced through the murmurs. “Stone warriors cannot rule the full powers of their stones until they learn what it truly means to be servants of the Stone.”
A long silence followed this announcement. Nov’m put on his most pensive expression to hide his sneer. He had no idea what the old woman was talking about and he doubted that anyone else did either. 
Yet the little ratty girl appeared to be moved. Shaking off her sluggishness, she tugged imperiously at the sleeve of the tall dark boy, Todd.
“Now can we eat?” Lilibit’s whisper echoed through the chamber. 
A wave of snickers washed through the hall. While Todd’s face stayed stony, a wave of red on his cheeks betrayed his embarrassment. 
Gil-Salla did not reveal by so much as a twitch of her cheek that she had heard, yet with a signal so subtle that not even Nov’m detected it, she ended the audience. On some unspoken cue, the People of the Valley stood and, after nodding a faint bow to Gil-Salla, began a stately exit from the hall. 
A woman slowed to hand Lilibit a loaf of corn bread, which she accepted with a broad grin and an exuberant “Thank you!”
Nov’m stood. His clan obediently rose to their feet behind him and waited for his direction. After the Others Who Watched and Waited left and the People of the Valley had filed past, Nov’m led his clan out to the Crescent courtyard. The rest of the neophytes followed.
There, the ancient Hihomay stood waiting with thinly veiled impatience. By the time the Seven wandered out to the courtyard, he was irritably tapping his walking stick against the cobblestones.
The old man stared unblinkingly at The Seven. And they stared back: at the long grey braid that hung down his back; at the hairline so receded that he looked bald from the front; at his tunic that was so decorated with silver and stone beads, you could barely see the brown leather behind it. They said that it was not his age that caused Hihomay’s back to hunch over, but the weight of all that ornamentation that bent him. His eyes held a hard glitter as he inspected the Seven. 
“I am Hihomay, and it falls to me to oversee your living arrangements,” he said with a flat dryness. “You will now be adopted into your tribes. The Clan of the Tiger may call first.”
Hihomay offered a small cold smile to Nov’m, who nodded back with paper respect before strutting forward. The pledges watched him warily. All but the little rat. Still munching on her cornbread, she looked at him with detached curiosity; Nov’m wanted to slap her.
Nov’m took his time inspecting the Seven, eyeing them carefully as if debating his choice. Of course, he had already made up his mind, but he reveled in his authority; it was a game he learned at his father’s knee. 
With a careless flick of his finger, Nov’m rapped the shoulder of the girl, Nita. “I claim this one for the Clan of the Tiger.” He turned quickly back to his clan, assuming the girl would follow.
“We claim her for the Clan of the Timber Wolf.” Gwil spoke quickly, indicating the black girl, Marla. Not surprising, thought Nov’m with a secret smirk. Both tall and darkskinned, Gwil and Marla were of the same people. 
“No. We’re staying together.”
Nov’m spun as the little rat, Lilibit, spoke. He glared poison at her, but she just stared back, unmoved, her dirty face littered with cornbread crumbs.
“Lilibit is right,” Todd spoke quietly. “We stay together.” 
Nov’m then turned to face him. He had to smash this defiance now. Their unity was a threat to his dominance over the neophytes. Any insubordination would undermine the web of control and intimidation that he had so carefully woven. 



Chapter Four
 Raven Rising
It was at that moment that Todd knew he had created an implacable enemy. 
Nov’m turned onTodd, flaring. “That is not how it is done here at Kiva. You pledge your loyalty to your clan and your obedience to your chieftain. You have been called to the clan of the Tiger. You have no choice but to obey.”
For the love of crows, thought Todd. It had only been a couple of hours since they’d first stepped foot into the Valley, and here he was already in the middle of a nasty quarrel. Todd looked to see if any adults were around to step in, but there was only old Hihomay, standing off to the side, ignoring them, his attention on a hovering dragonfly.
Devon edged out from behind Todd. “Gil-Salla said that we are to pledge our loyalty to the Stone, not to a clan or a chieftain.” Only eight years old, Devon was a slight, quiet boy, with light brown hair and solemn grey eyes.
Nov’m spat like a viper. “If I were to take you into the clan of the Tiger,” he hissed, “it would only be so that I can take my time while I snap you in two!” 
Bewildered by so much malice, Devon blinked in confusion before sidling back behind Todd. 
Todd stiffened, anger drowning doubt, but before he could speak, Jeff stepped in, his bright red head splitting the tension between the two older boys.
“Are you the pleasant one? ‘Cause if you’re as charming as they get in the Tiger Clan, I’ll take a pass.” 
Nov’m’s face burned red. “This one and this one!” he snapped, indicating Todd and little Nita. “The rest can go to the dung heap where they belong!”
“We stay together.” Todd deepened his voice, trying to sound assertive. This could have been impressive, but it was at this particular moment that his voice decided to change and the last syllable squeaked up several octaves, destroying the effect.
“TogeTHER?” Nov’m mocked. “TogeTHER? What will you be? The Clan of the Field Mouse?”
The rest of the Tigers joined in, creating a scornful chorus. 
“Or maybe the Clan of the Prairie Chicken!” a tall brawny girl brayed loudly. 
Todd he clamped his jaw shut, his teeth grinding painfully. He felt betrayed by his own voice and he didn’t want to try to speak again. 
“We’ll be the Clan of the Raven!” Lilibit declared.
With a snap of his head, Nov’m turned and raised his hand to strike at Lilibit, but Todd was quicker and grabbed his wrist. For a long moment, Todd and Nov’m stood nose to nose and Todd could read the threat in the older boy’s eyes. 
The voice of Hihomay pierced the conflict, calling the combatants into an unwilling ceasefire. They broke apart.
“Do you declare your own clan?” Hihomay’s question was casual, oblivious to the quarrel.
Todd glanced over at Marla, begging her silently to answer for him. If his voice cracked again, they’d laugh him into the ground. Marla nodded.
“Yes,” she said, “we followed the raven to get to Kiva. We shall be the Clan of the Raven.”
Nov’m spun to confront Hihomay. “There can’t be four clans! Where shall they stay? All three hogan towers are taken!”
The meanderings of the dragonfly seemed of far more interest to Hihomay than Nov’m’s tantrum. With a stab of his head, he gestured to a modest two-story building on the eastern edge of the crescent. Ramshackle and apparently abandoned, it was easy to overlook.
“The old stable?” sneered the tall brawny girl as she stepped up to stand besides Nov’m. “Well, that’s appropriate! They can stay in there with the rest of the dung heaps!”
Nov’m said no more but it was obvious to Todd that he was furious at the events of that morning. He would be a dogged enemy of Todd’s and the Clan of the Raven’s from that moment on.



Chapter Five
 Raven’s Nest
Todd was surprised that Keotak-se had not seen Nov’m’s hostility before he gave him the chance to beat Todd into baby food. As he sat on the edge of the Quaybo court, resting his aching head in his hands and sulking, he felt Keotak-se’s shadow on his shoulders. Looking up into his face, Todd wondered if he would now apologize for setting him up for such a beating, or at least explain why he did it.
No such luck.
“One of your clansmen is absent.”
Todd sighed. He didn’t even bother to look around. He knew who it was.
 
Rage propelled Todd down the slope and across the fields toward the Crescent Courtyard. He was tired of the constant mocking of his clan. With only seven pledges, the Clan of the Raven had the fewest members, and Devon, Nita and Lilibit were by far the smallest of the neophytes.
In the other clans, there were a few younger pledges who, like Jeff, Marla and Donny, were eleven or twelve years old, but most of the neophytes were between thirteen and sixteen. Devon and Nita were only eight and Lilibit, even though she was eleven, looked like she was seven or eight years old. 
And the Tigers never ignored an opportunity to remind them that they were the odd clan.
The Clan of the Tiger had the biggest and strongest of the neophytes native to the land. Their rival clan, the Timber Wolves, had the largest of all the other races. Before the arrival of the Ravens, the Rabbits, which took all the neophytes that the two stronger clans didn’t want, were ridiculed as being the rejects, but Todd saw that, despite being physically weaker, the cleverest of the neophytes tended to end up there. In the series of contests and games set up between the clans, the intelligence of the Rabbits often made up for their lack of brawn and they tended to hold their own.
No such claim could be made for the Clan of the Raven.
While it was said that Jeff was as clever as a Rabbit, or that Donny was as strong as a Timber Wolf, overall the Clan of the Raven enjoyed few victories and usually suffered very embarrassing losses.
With his recent defeat in Quaybo still burning, Todd tore across the Crescent Courtyard to the door of the Raven’s hogan. He pulled back the colorful tapestry that hung in the opening and blazed into the large common chamber that filled the first floor of the building.
In the three weeks since they’d first commandeered the hogan, many changes had come to the old stable, few of which could be seen from the outside and none of which Todd was in any mood to admire today.
 
That first day had been spent exploring their new quarters and shoveling out the piles of clutter and litter that had accumulated over the decades of vacancy. But when the clean up was finally done, their hogan echoed hollowly. The few possessions they had, which they’d carried in their knapsacks on their journey to Kiva, couldn’t begin to fill the emptiness. 
The center portion of the common chamber had a two story vaulted ceiling with a chimney hole in the roof above a simple stone hearth dug into the middle of the floor. Above the chamber, along the exterior walls, lofts had been built which were reached by climbing up ropes or ladders into openings cut into the ceiling. Each of the children had claimed one of these rooms as their own private den, but since they were as empty as the rest of the hogan, they spent most of their time down below in the common chamber.
They’d sat around the hearth that evening, talking about all the things they would like for their hogan… big soft cushy chairs around the fire… colorful hangings on the wall… lots of shelves for stones (Lilibit’s suggestion)… tables and chairs. And then they’d dozed off.
When they awoke, they discovered that, apparently, the hogan had heard them. 
Overnight, strange plants had grown; creating tables and chairs. The legs of the furniture were branches with leaves, yet the tops were woven into surfaces as smooth as still water. Huge colorful mushrooms blossomed around the hearth, soft and cushy and perfect for sitting. Upstairs, similar mushrooms appeared in each of their dens creating soft, sweetly scented beds. On the walls of Lilibit’s den grew a network of vines that had nooks and hollows for keeping her ever-expanding collection of stones. And throughout the hogan, the walls bloomed with flowering vines that filled the rooms with soft color and a gentle aroma. At night, the blossoms glowed brightly, casting gentle pastel lights.
“Check this out!” The glee in Devon’s voice was muffled by the foliage that hung like draperies from the ceiling. Pushing through the blossoms, they found Devon and Nita, splashing in the corner. Where last night sat a dry, dusty stone trough, now stood a deep bubbling basin, steam rising off the surface as it gurgled over the lip to disappear into a crack in the floor. Todd dipped his hand into the water and brushed aside the sage creepers that floated on the surface. The water was warm and soft and had a clean herby scent to it.
A scream like a banshee made him turn in time to see Lilibit swinging from her den in a curving arc, hanging from one of the vines, her legs kicking wildly. He ducked as she sailed over his head and released her grip to fly across the hogan. She landed with a flop onto one of the mushroom poofs in the middle of the room. Pushing her hair from her eyes, she leapt to her feet and ran to grab her vine, ready to go at it again.
“Cool!” Jeff grabbed a nearby vine and within moments, the air was thick with swinging bodies, mid-air collisions and plummeting Ravens.
Marla’s voice was hushed with awe. “This is not the strangest thing to happen to us in the last month or so.” 
“Yup,” Jeff agreed as he rolled to the ground near her feet, “but it’s definitely on the list.”
 
At this moment, however, Todd did not pause, as he usually did, to enjoy the glory of their new home.
“Lilibit!” he bellowed. The rest of the Ravens, piling through the archway, arrived just in time to hear his voice crack again, which did nothing to soothe his temper.
A rustling from above and Lilibit’s head appeared in the opening to her den.
“What’s up?” she asked, puzzled.
“What are you doing up there?” Todd asked.
Lilibit dropped to the chamber floor, forgoing the wood ladder and the dangling rope, to land nimbly on her feet, a dog-eared book tucked under her arm.
“Reading,” she answered simply, showing him a tattered copy of A Field Guide to Herbs and Flowers that young Garen from the Rabbit Clan had lent her the day before.
Todd glared down at her. She cocked her head to the side and smiled up at him, oblivious to his frustration.
She was eleven years old but she looked a lot younger, maybe seven or eight. She was tiny, barely four feet tall. Her face, though it looked less thin than when he’d first seen her, was still dwarfed by the slant of her large, dark Polynesian eyes. Her hair, short, black and choppy, had grown out some in the three weeks since they’d arrived at Kiva, but only her fellow clan members knew of the transformation that had happened to her since she’d first arrived at their foster home in Valley City, six weeks ago and many miles away.
She’d arrived there a cripple, horribly disfigured. Social Services had dumped her, expecting her to waste away in a few weeks. But she hadn’t. Something strange had happened on that mountaintop, that first morning after her arrival. Everyone had felt the earthquake, but only Todd had seen the way the Earth had convulsed, almost turning itself inside out to give to her a stone. A stone of great power. A stone that would slowly heal her. A stone that would lead them all from their old, dead-end, lonely lives to a new life here in Kiva.
Todd, along with the other Ravens, knew that, for five years, Lilibit had been horribly tortured by a corrupt medical research institute and that when she had finally escaped, her mind had been as empty as her body was broken. As she healed, what emerged was a peculiar mishmash of awareness. With a bare six weeks of memories to draw from, she was sometimes as naive as a baby. Yet there were times when she betrayed knowledge, and sometimes even wisdom, that was almost unworldly in its depth. 
Lilibit was a little bit of an enigma.
When she first started this recent obsession with books, Todd thought that she was just looking at the pictures but he soon realized that she really was reading, having made the jump from memorizing the letters to actual comprehension in a phenomenally short time. And she was quickly devouring every book that she got her hands on. He fought to feed his fading temper. He’d need every shred of his anger if he was ever going to make an impression on this, the smallest Raven.
“Why did you leave Quaybo class?” Todd was pleased that his voice didn’t crack and stayed low and deep. He was sure he sounded very authoritative.
“Quaybo is boring.” Lilibit was not intimidated. She sniffed as she walked over to the hearth and plopped herself into her favorite purple mushroom.
“Not today,” said Jeff. “You should have seen Nov’m beat the juice out of Todd.”
There may have been some scattered moments in Todd’s life that he might have thought that amusing. 
This was not one of them. 
When Todd’s glare did not scare the smirk off Jeff’s face, he advanced on him, figuring he’d wrestle out that insolence, but he was stopped short by a question from Lilibit.
“Why’d you let him?” she asked, most of her attention turned back into her book.
“What?”
“You can take Nov’m.” Her voice echoed her contempt for the Tiger chieftain. In her glance, Todd knew she was thinking about that terrifying night on the rock face of the Sienna Sentries where he fought and defeated the demon that almost murdered her. His quaybo staff had seemed possessed of its own will and had blasted the demon off the cliff; yet the idea of calling on that mysterious power to defend himself against another neophyte seemed excessive, almost criminal. He shook his head in answer to her question.
“Come on, guys,” interrupted Marla. “We’re going to be late for Smithing Class.”
Pulling the book from Lilibit’s hands, Todd grabbed her arm and dragged her out of the hogan. She huffed and sighed but only put up a token resistance despite the fact that she didn’t like the Silversmithing class anymore than Quaybo.
Todd, however, liked almost all his lessons. He had always been a poor to average student in the school they’d attended in Valley City, but here at Kiva, they never gave reading assignments, never made him write papers and there was no Algebra. Most of the training, like Quaybo and Silversmithing and Tracking were taught by showing and doing. The history and lore of Kiva were taught by listening to the tales of Gil-Salla and the other elders at the evening meal. After dinner, Star Reading was taught by lying on blankets under the night sky and listening to the ramblings of Rastor Skywatcher as he spoke to the stars as if they were old friends who chatted amongst themselves and took a mostly benevolent, if somewhat detached interest in the inhabitants of the Earth.
Despite Nov’m’s nasty plotting, Todd liked it here. He belonged here. He knew it. And he didn’t want Lilibit’s disobedience jeopardizing any part of it. 
With Lilibit firmly in tow, they crossed the Crescent Courtyard to Wakawinappi, the hall of the Silversmiths.



Chapter Six
 The Façade of Wakawinappi
Jeff trailed behind the others as they crossed the Crescent Courtyard to the Hall of Wakawinappi. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go to smithing class; it was more that he was distracted by the dozen different schemes running through his head. 
The fact that his lagging annoyed Todd was just a bonus.
The Crescent Courtyard fanned out from the main entrance of Gil-Salla’s hall. Sixteen buildings bordered the pavestones. The buildings were similar in that they were made of adobe and that their entrances faced Gil-Salla’s Hall of the Flame, yet, at the same time, they were as different as leaves in autumn. The Raven’s hogan was the plainest, a two-story, windowless bungalow with nothing but a colorful blanket draping the doorway. The other buildings were three or four stories and much more lavish. They ran the gambit of simple elegance to ornate splendor, and the most magnificent of all was the Hall of Wakawinappi.
The first time Jeff had seen the Silversmith Hall, he thought that it must be a temple, or the home of a great chief. Or, at the very least, an immensely important building.
Rising four stories high, the façade that faced the courtyard had tiers of balconies on every level. The railings on the balconies were intricately wrought webs of silverwork set with precious stones. The exterior walls were plated with silver and inset with glittering mosaics. A massive slab of turquoise, carved into an ornate fan, adorned the mantle over the entry arch. 
His expectations soared the first time he passed through the archway, and he hadn’t bothered to hide his disappointment when he first saw the interior. 
The entire inside of Wakawinappi was one vast chamber: rough hewn walls charred black from untold centuries of smoke, and while sunlight filtered vaguely through the openings in the walls, most of the light came from the glow of the blackened clay forges scattered throughout the room. Looking back over his shoulder, Jeff saw that the doors to the balconies, placed high into the walls, were reachable only by rough stairs or ladders. It was like opening a huge, brilliantly decorated birthday present, only to find socks inside.
Today, the Ravens trotted past the forges, responding to the nods and smiles from the artisans that toiled at their crucibles and anvils. Blasts of heat beat them in waves and the tang from burning piñon pine was heavy, almost intoxicating. They passed through blinding sunbeams, so bright in the smoky air that Jeff thought they might bounce off them.
By the time they arrived at the back of the hall where Hihomay worked and taught, the Timber Wolves were already seated, patiently waiting for the instruction to begin. Todd sighed as Hihomay shook his head disapprovingly, but it bounced off the armor of Jeff’s insolence almost unnoticed.
Gwil, chieftain of the Timber Wolves, aimed a smile at Marla, and while she did nothing to betray her awareness of the older boy, the nudge from Jeff, and the mocking kiss-kiss expression he directed to her drew a blush and a grimace. Jeff was rewarded with a sharp knuckle stabbed into his arm.
The Ravens took their places on the benches that surrounded Hihomay’s forge. As Hihomay spoke, he hammered rhythmically at a piece of silver. Years of experience had given him an unusual speech pattern. His words were timed to occur between the clanging of his tools. The result was a strange, metered monologue that would have odd pauses between words, sometimes between syllables. He began his lecture, almost mid-sentence, from where he had left off the previous day.
“…since we now … have taken the sil … ver from the rough … ore through the smel … ting process we … will now examine … the ingot which … is…”
Outside Kiva, a student raising his hand during a lecture would not normally be surprising. Apparently, however, within the hall of Wakawinappi, it was monumental. Todd cradled his forehead as all the neophytes, and all the craftsmen as well, turned to stare at Jeff’s upraised arm. 
The dust in the air seemed noisy in the silence. 
“Well?” Hihomay’s voice held no more tolerance for the interruption than did his glare.
“If we’re here to learn to be stone warriors, why do we have to learn silversmithing?” In his nervousness, Jeff’s voice sounded more insolent than he intended, yet there was no backing down.
If the silence had been heavy before, it was crushing now. 
“When the Stone Voice rises,” Hihomay turned from the forge with a basilisk stare. “Those found worthy will be granted stones of great power. The only ones that should handle a Stone of Power are the stone warrior to whom it was granted or the Stone Voice herself. Traditionally, Stones of Power are worn on a silver chain around the neck. Therefore, all stone warriors must learn the art of silversmithing because only they should set their own stone.”
“Devon can handle Lilibit’s stone,” Nita blurted out before anyone could stop her. She quailed as Hihomay’s eye turned on her.
“That is because her stone is not a true Stone of Power.” He paused before turning to the students, his voice ringing through the hall. “The stones you hold now, the ones that led you to Kiva, are not the same as the stones that will be granted when the Stone Voice rises.”
This roused Lilibit from her apathy. She raised her head to argue with the old man, fully prepared to defend her stone with every breath in her lungs, but Todd caught her eye and subtly brushed his fingers over his lips to silence her. They all knew what she was going to say: that if Lilibit’s stone wasn’t a true Stone of Power, than there couldn’t be any such thing. And, even though they had never talked about it, they all agreed that the events that occurred on their way to Kiva and the powers that they had received were things that they only discussed with each other when huddled around their hearth in the evening. They did not know whether Keotak-se had shared with the Elders what he knew of their adventures, but if he did, they too were keeping their own council. 
“Why silver? Why not gold or platinum?” Jeff asked, drawing the attention away from the fuming Lilibit.
This question did not seem to annoy Hihomay as greatly as the previous one. He hobbled back to his forge and returned to his anvil work as he answered. “Silver is … the truest … of the metals... In the ancient … tongue, the word … for silver … ‘quidamay’ …is the same … as the word … for loyalty … or fidelity… It will … hold fast … to your stone … and is the … truest alloy … for channeling … the powers …. of the … Earth Stone … to you.”
A look from Todd was meant to stifle any additional questions from Jeff and it only worked because, despite racking his brain, Jeff couldn’t think of anything else to ask.
They had all taken their turns at the anvil, pounding the ingot into a flat sheet. Hihomay seemed surprised that Nita and Devon, as small as they were, had the strength to wield the hammer, but he shook his head in disapproval at Lilibit as she reluctantly tapped the ingot.
“Why so lame?” Jeff asked Lilibit as they left Wakawinappi after the lesson and meandered back to the Raven hogan.
Lilibit’s shrugged. She knew he was talking about her timid efforts at the anvil. “I don’t want to hit it. It hurts it.”
“What?” Jeff stopped, puzzled.
“You don’t have to hit it.” Lilibit walked backwards, facing him, as she explained. “You can just ask it instead.”
The others had made it to the hogan door, but at this, they all turned to stare at her.
“Come on, I’ll show you.” Lilibit grabbed Jeff’s hand and dragged him to the path that ran behind Gil-Salla’s hall. The rest of the Ravens followed. 
Lilibit led Jeff to the roiling pool that formed at base of the waterfall that spilled from the summit of Mount Idiwan’a. With one hand in her pocket, she bent down and placed her other hand into the noisy current. She stood very still for a moment, her eyes focused on something that the others couldn’t see. Beneath their feet, they felt a faint trembling of the earth and when Lilibit straightened up, a smug smile was on her face.
“See?” she said looking down at her hand. There, in her dripping palm, lay a nugget of pure silver. Plopping to the ground, she sat cross-legged and began to massage the nugget with her fingertips. As they watched, the nugget began to transform, molding like a piece of shining clay into a delicate cord of glittering filigree, twirling into a fluid braid. She stood, and walking over to Marla, gestured for her to bend down. She draped the length around her neck and when she pressed the ends together, the cord fused leaving a lump where the tips met. 
Her face intent on her labors, Lilibit didn’t look up as she gestured imperiously to Marla, her palm outstretched. With a glance towards Todd, Marla hesitantly removed Kwee-tay, the brilliant white crystal that she used to talk to Ulex, her friend from the Nether Rock. Lilibit snatched the stone from her hand and began to manipulate the lump of silver until it created an elegant web that clung to the stone, cradling it. 
Stepping back, Lilibit grinned at her handiwork. “Like that!” 
Jeff read the look that passed between Todd and Marla and knew that this was going on the list of things that they were not going to share with the rest of the residents of Kiva.
As the others wandered back to the hogan, Jeff stayed by the side of the pool. He ran his hand through the water and scooped up a wad of sand. He smiled as the wet grains poured through his fingers. An idea was forming. 
Jeff had a plan. 



Chapter Seven 
 The Quarry of the Timber Wolf
From the shadows of the balcony of Wakawinappi, Gwil watched as the Ravens crossed the Crescent Courtyard. He wore a black tunic over black leggings. With his dark skin and darker hair, he knew that he was nearly invisible in the gloom, hearing without being heard, seeing without being seen.
He had watched as the Ravens passed by their own hogan door, disappearing behind the Hall of the Flame. There was an aura around the Clan of the Raven that piqued his curiosity. And at its root, was his fascination with the mysterious Marla.
From his first glimpse, Gwil had been intrigued by Marla. Even though she was young, there was a grace and glow about her that made her seem older. He didn’t think she was aware of it, but he’d been watching her for weeks. Why did she so often get that faraway look in her eyes, as if she were listening to a voice that only she could hear? What did she clutch so tightly in her in her hand as her lips twitched in silent speech? And what caused her to break out in those joyous little grins and giggles when she was communing with her invisible confident? In Gwil’s mind, there was only one answer.
Marla must be the Infant Stone Voice.
Gwil smiled. How brilliant it would be if, despite Nov’m’s snobbery, the Stone Voice didn’t rise from Nov’m’s race, but from Gwil’s instead? It was vital that Gwil bring Marla into the Clan of the Timber Wolf as soon as possible, before anyone else recognized what he saw. But how?
Although he had not been nearly as angry as Nov’m about the turn of events on that morning when the Seven had first arrived at Kiva, he was still annoyed that they had managed to avoid being adopted into the existing clans. He might have joined with Nov’m in that futile argument had he realized at that time the truth about Marla, but now he had no other options. He had to lure Marla into the Clan of the Timber Wolf, even if it meant sabotaging the rest of the Ravens.
He watched motionlessly as the Seven wandered back onto the Crescent Courtyard and into their hogan. He would bide his time. The opportunity would arise and the Clan of the Timber Wolf would be ready.



Chapter Eight
 Cohanna
Lilibit’s toes were leading her to yet another new place. 
The best part of getting up before everyone else in the hogan was that she was out and exploring before anyone started looking for her. 
Today she headed south from the crescent, past the adobe homes and crop fields, into the darkly wooded area called the Mort-Gre’el forest. Here, the trees were taller than any she’d ever seen or imagined. If she lay on her back, it looked like they were holding up the sky. She brushed them with her fingers as she walked past. They felt as old as the Earth Stone Herself. 
The path was dark and gloomy. Very little sunlight found its way down to the trail. The branches creaked. Unseen shapes lurked and moaned in the shadows. Her footsteps muffled as she walked through the dry swamp of dead leaves. The only sounds she heard were the wind whining and the trees grumbling.
It was more than a little scary, but nothing bad had happened in the last three weeks and Lilibit had a very short memory about some things.
She broke off a piece of the cornbread that she had stuffed in her pockets. Lilibit had purposely wandered past the hearth of Leequa about an hour ago, knowing that the smiling old woman would push a loaf or two into her hands. She wiped the crumbs from her face and thrust through the vines that draped her path.
A lightening of the gloom was her first hint of the clearing up ahead. She pushed through the scrub and stopped to catch her breath, not from effort, but from wonder.
A ring of stone pillars marked a circle where nothing grew. Not a tree nor shrub nor even a scrap of moss dare grow within its boundaries. Fine silt scattered with gravel created a perfectly smooth floor. The urge to track her feet across its unmarred surface itched at her.
And yet it was the stones themselves that most fascinated Lilibit. They reminded her of the obelisk that had given her stone, Ewa-Kwan. Roughly rectangular, the pillars thrust up from the ground like crude fingers, guarding some secret. They hummed urgently, but Lilibit, though she could hear the songs of the stones, couldn’t make out their meaning.
She edged closer. The hairs on her arms buzzed in sync with the vibrations of the stones. At the most easterly point of the circle, an enormous stone was split in two. She made her way carefully around the outside, drawn to the song of the cleft stone. She reached out to touch it.
“Beware!” spoke a whispery voice. It was so faint and low, it might have been the wind speaking.
Lilibit looked around for the speaker. Not near nor far; not loud nor soft; she peered into the trees but saw no one.
“Excuse me?” Lilibit asked the Shadow Voice.
The wind moaned and the trees creaked, but the voice didn’t speak again. Once more Lilibit extended her hand as if to touch the cleft stone, but her eyes darted around the clearing.
“Beware!” The words were a gentle hush, tickling her ears. “Beware!”
She looked at the stones to see if it might be one of them speaking, but she had never heard a stone speak aloud with words before. 
“Beware of what?” she called loudly into the woods. Her words echoed back to her from the trees.
The voice did not answer for a very long minute, and when it did, it sounded like it came from the copse off to her right.
“Do you always question everything that you are told? Do you never just obey?”
Lilibit turned to find the voice but saw no one. Then she thought about what the voice had asked.
“Just about,” she answered with a shrug. “Why shouldn’t I touch that stone?”
A figure appeared behind Lilibit, which was the exact opposite direction from where she had last heard the voice. Lilibit skipped backwards as she spun around. 
It was a woman. Lilibit’s first thought was that this was a woman made from a moonbeam. She was very tall and slim and had long hair that fell like a ray of light almost to her knees. Her hair wasn’t blonde or gold, it was a pure white like new snow, and her skin was a bloodless pale. 
“And if I were to tell you not to touch the stones? That bad things might happen should you get too close, would you obey?”
Lilibit shrugged again. “Bad things can happen if I obey or disobey, but how will I know what the stones are saying if I don’t touch them.”
“You can hear the stones?” Her voice was still a whisper, but Lilibit thought she heard more than idle curiosity behind the question.
“Well,” Lilibit shrugged, “kind of.”
They were quiet for a moment and while the woman did not appear to be looking directly at her, Lilibit thought that she was being watched very closely. Her bare toes drew circles in the dirt.
“You are new in the Valley.” It was not a question.
“Not at all,” answered Lilibit. “I got here weeks ago.”
“I see,” she said with a nod of her head. “I am Cohanna.”
“I’m very pleased to meet you.” Lilibit reached out her hand. “I’m Lilibit.”
“So you are.” Cohanna smiled enigmatically as her long pale fingers wrapped softly around Lilibit’s. Lilibit drew in her breath; the touch of Cohanna’s hand was like cool dry water. She barely felt it, yet she knew it was there. She tilted her head and looked up at the woman.
Cohanna began to walk into the woods, away from the stone circle, and while their hands no longer touched, Lilibit found herself walking beside her.
“You are hungry,” Cohanna said.
“I’m always hungry!” Lilibit reached into her pocket and pulled out a lint covered hunk of cornbread. She broke off a piece and offered it to Cohanna, who took it politely but did not appear to share Lilibit’s enthusiasm.
“Thank you,” she said as she nibbled, “but that was not of what I spoke. You are hungry to learn. You crave knowledge. You rush to the flame to acquire the heat, but you take no caution to avoid being burned.”
Lilibit walked quietly as she thought about Cohanna’s words.
“You talk funny,” she said at last.
Cohanna did not answer. The trees creaked somberly.
“I’ve got no stuff!” The words burst from Lilibit.
“Stuff?” Cohanna’s face could not be seen in the gloom of the trees, but her voice pushed at the gate of Lilibit’s thoughts.
“You know, stuff. In my head. Everyone else has got stuff in their head, but I’m all empty.”
“And what …stuff… do others have that you lack?”
“Stuff like, what they did last year, what happened to them that was good. And bad. People they met, places they’ve been, things they’ve done. They’ve got stuff in their heads and I’ve got nothing.”
The woods grew darker, but Lilibit didn’t notice. 
“Sometimes, we sit around the fire at night and they all talk about stuff and if I try to tell a story, they all laugh ‘cause they know I’m making it up.” 
“So you wander the forest of Mort-Gre’el…?”
Lilibit grinned as she looked up at Cohanna. “None of them have been into the forest. Now I can tell them about the ring of stones and the queen of the fairies…”
Cohanna laughed and the woods seemed to lighten in response. Lilibit didn’t think this happened often since she seemed as surprised by her own laughter as by Lilibit’s words.
“A fairy queen?” Cohanna gurgled. “Is that what you will tell them? That you have met the queen of the fairies while wandering truant through the Mort-Gre’el? Are you a neophyte stone warrior or a storyteller?”
“I would rather be a storyteller than a stone warrior,” Lilibit admitted with a sigh. “Is there anything more boring than Quaybo?”
“I will admit that I do not see the appeal, and yet it is one of the more important skills that a stone warrior should possess. And when the Stone Voice rises…”
“Yeah, yeah, I know. I’ve heard…” 
They walked in silence for a while before Cohanna spoke.
“Do you look forward to serving the Stone Voice?”
“I guess so,” Lilibit said after thinking for a moment, “What do you think she’ll be like?”
“We can hope that she will be brave and strong and wise and true.”
“Hmph,” said Lilibit. “She sounds boring.”
Lilibit heard no change in the sounds of the forest, but evidently Cohanna did. She paused in her steps and looked keenly into the thicket in front of them. Lilibit stopped beside her, looking from Cohanna’s face to the trees and back again, but she neither saw nor heard anything.
“Keotak-se.” Cohanna greeted the woods.
Silently, a shadow detached itself from a dark grove of trees and stood like an oak in the dim forest light, his hands on his staff, his eyes on the woman.
“Cohanna.” Keotak-se returned the greeting.
Lilibit was disappointed. She wanted to be able to introduce her new friend, to have met someone that no one else knew about yet, but it was not to be. Everyone knew everything and it seemed that there was nothing she could learn that everyone else didn’t already know. She sighed.
And yet, something interesting was happening. Keotak-se and Cohanna were staring intently at each other, not saying another word. Lilibit looked from one to the other. They weren’t speaking silently to each other in the way that Marla and Ulex would talk, with their eyes echoing soundless words. It was more the way that Todd and Jeff would glare at each other, trying to make the other one back down and blink first. 
Lilibit grinned. Was this something no one else knew?
Lilibit watched and did not so much as fidget. She wanted to see what would happen next and she was a little disappointed when, after what seemed like a very long time, Cohanna spoke.
“So,” she said quietly. “The neophytes have arrived.”
“The Council has noted.” Keotak-se’s words meant more than they said.
“The Stone Voice rises.”
“The Council has heard.”
“As have the winds.”
Lilibit was getting annoyed. It was if they were talking in gibberish. 
“Shall you attend the Council?” Keotak-se’s eyes narrowed and he leaned toward the woman.
Cohanna said nothing for another long moment and when she did finally speak, the trees seemed to breathe as if they had been holding back the breeze, waiting for her words.
“Beg an audience with Gil-Salla. I shall attend.”
With that, Cohanna stepped backwards into the shadows of a copse and disappeared without a word or even a glance at Lilibit.
“Bye, Cohanna!” Lilibit called into the forest, but she heard no sound in response. She stood with her hands on her hips, more than a little offended.
“You are late for Quaybo.” Keotak-se spoke with a quiet reproof.
 “Boring!” Lilibit sighed. 
 
The tall man trod lightly across the forest floor. His feet did not disturb the layer of leaves. The soft leather of his boots made no sound as they glided over the blanket of mulch and branches. Lilibit watched his legs closely, trying to figure out how he stepped so gently. She looked back and saw the channel made by her own small feet but saw little sign of the tall man’s passing.
His toes landed first and his weight rolled smoothly to the balls of his feet, barely resting on his heels before springing off again. Her pace slowed as she tried to imitate his step. Her eyes on her feet, she was not aware that the Stone Warrior had stopped until she bumped into his legs. She rubbed the bruise on her head as she stared up into the stillness of his face.
“There is a time for all lessons. It is not yet your time to learn the art of earthwalking.” His voice was flat. Not angry, but she thought he sounded displeased with her. She sniffed and pushed on, but with a secret defiance, she walked on her toes.
“Mr. Tree?” she asked after a long silence. He looked down at her with one raised eyebrow. She shrugged. The name fit him better than “Keotak-se”, and besides, it was much easier to say.
“When the Stone Voice rises, what happens to those people she doesn’t like?” She hoped her voice sounded nonchalant and he wouldn’t hear how worried she was. Maybe it was too casual, for he did not answer for what seemed like a very long time.
“It will not be for the Stone Voice to pick and choose those who serve the Stone,” he said at last. “The Stone Voice serves the Earth Stone, as will her warriors.”
“Yeah, but what about the small ones? Nov’m says only the biggest and the strongest will be chosen. What happens to those who don’t get picked?”
“Size is not an indication of greatness, nor is muscle an indication of strength.” Mr. Tree’s eyes looked deep into the forest and beyond. “To the Earth Stone, we are all small, no larger than grains of sand. And yet, the power we hold, the echo of the Creator within us, makes us precious in Her eyes.”
He glanced down at her. “There is a place for all that would serve the Stone.”
She thought about that for a while, even forgetting to walk on her toes she mulled over his words.
“But what…” she asked at last in a very small voice, “will happen to those who don’t want to be Stone Warriors?”
Light broke through the canopy of trees, golden rods of light stabbing down through the gloom, looking almost solid in the forest mists.
“There are many ways to serve the Earth Stone, as many paths as there are leaves in the forest.”
And with that, Keotak-se took her hand and led her out of the Forest of Mort-Gre’el.



Chapter Nine
 Quaybo
From where he stood, Todd heard the mocking heckles from Nov’m and the Tigers. And from what he saw, he couldn’t blame them. 
When it came to Quaybo, the Ravens were beyond pitiful. The Tigers and the Timber Wolves sparred with an intensity that frequently drew blood. The Rabbits, while they couldn’t match the size and power of the two dominant clans, still jousted with a vigor that, if not impressive, was at least respectable.
The Ravens looked like they were netting butterflies. 
Jeff was almost adequate, though, since he was only eleven, he was still too thin and wiry to have enough upper body strength to wield his quaybo with any kind of power. Nothing could convince Donny of the need to try to hit another person with a stick, certainly not one of his own clan mates. And Marla… well, Marla swung like a girl.
At first glance, you might be impressed by Nita and Devon’s stick work, but if you looked closer, you could tell that they were just making up complicated rhythms as if their quaybos were percussion instruments. They would click out a tempo and then go faster and faster until one of them started to laugh. And the Stone forbid that either one of them break through and actually hit the other. That happened only once and Devon felt so bad, he almost cried.
And Lilibit. He should get extra points just for finding Lilibit when it was time for Quaybo class and dragging her to the field. She had yet to make it to the end of a practice. The minute his back was turned, she would disappear.
He cradled his head in his hands and admitted an ugly truth. He was a failure as a chieftain.
Keotak-se reappeared with the smallest Raven reluctantly in tow. Placing her quaybo into her hands, he looked down at her coldly. She gripped her staff with all the zeal of a soggy banana.
Todd rose to his feet. 
“C’mon, Lilibit.” He grabbed his own quaybo and squared off in front of her, intending to do a little sparring, hoping that, with Keotak-se’s eye on her, she would at least fake a little enthusiasm.
It actually went fairly well for three or four minutes. Lilibit checked his parries and Todd could see from the gleam in her eyes that she thought it might be funny if she actually hit him. She swung and lunged with surprising strength, but since she had little skill, he blocked her neatly.
In her eyes, he could see her attention waning. He broke through easily and the butt of his staff stung her leg.
“Hey!” she yelped, skipping backwards and rubbing her thigh.
“Pay attention!” Todd raised his quaybo to the at-ready position and waited for Lilibit to do the same.
She didn’t.
“This is stupid!” she snapped as she threw her staff to the ground. She turned on her heel and headed for the hogan.
“Lilibit.” Keotak-se’s voice was low and cool, yet the command was implicit.
“What?” Lilibit spun around, speaking a little more rudely than perhaps was wise.
“Pick up your quaybo.” Keotak-se did not raise his voice, yet all the neophytes on the field stopped to watch.
Lilibit held Keotak-se’s eyes for a long moment, her lower lip jutting out. Finally, she stomped over to her staff and snatched it gracelessly off the ground.
“Greene!” Keotak-se called out, not moving his gaze off Lilibit.
Ginger Greene stepped forward with an unpleasant smirk. A brawny girl from the Tiger clan, taller than Todd, she could normally be found besides Nov’m, a raucous echo of his ridicule.
“Spar with Lilibit,” directed Keotak-se.
“What?” Todd’s voice cracked again but he ignored it this time. “She’s twice her height!” And five times her weight. There was nothing gentle or delicate about Ginger Greene. Lilibit would be beaten to a pulp.
Keotak-se silenced Todd with a look and gestured for Ginger to engage. With a smirk, the tall girl hoisted her quaybo and stood before the smaller Lilibit.
“Do not worry, Stone Warrior.” Ginger looked down at Lilibit, a nasty glint in her eye. “I will be happy to teach the little one the art of Quaybo.”
“Keotak-se!” Todd stepped between the two girls. “Lilibit’s needs more practice before she can match up with this…” 
Todd cut himself off but everyone knew from the tone of his voice that whatever he was going to say, it wasn’t going to be complimentary. Lilibit, glancing from Todd to Ginger, then swallowed hard and raised her chin.
“Todd doesn’t mean to be rude,” said Lilibit, “he’s just jealous because you have more facial hair than he does.”
Todd grimaced as the smirk left Ginger’s face. Her eyes narrowed. Keotak-se, placing a hand firmly on Todd’s shoulder, pulled him back from the crux, leaving the two girls glaring at each other.
“ZEE-AHT-CHA!” Ginger screeched out the traditional Quaybo engage-greeting. The few neophytes that had not yet abandoned their sparring joined the onlookers encircling the two combatants. Lilibit stumbled back a step as the saluting tap of the staffs came down a bit fiercer than normal. She held Ginger’s eye and nodded back in acknowledgment.
Like the crack of a whip, Ginger’s quaybo flew. The first three strikes came lightning-quick, but Lilibit was able to block them. The fourth struck her right arm and sent her staggering to the side and the fifth blow buffeted off her head.
Todd gave a shout and lunged forward, but Keotak-se’s grip on his shoulder held him back. Turning to glare at the Stone Warrior, Todd almost missed Lilibit’s reaction.
With a scream like a spitting cat, Lilibit rolled to her feet, blood spilling from a gash that ran from her forehead up under her hairline. Pitching her quaybo to the ground, she leapt at the taller girl, hitting her chest high, her fingers curled. Caught by surprise, Ginger fell backwards, her tight grip on the staff now like a millstone as she crashed to the ground.
“AAAAAAHHH!” Ginger’s scream flushed the crows from the trees and the needles off the saguaros. “Get her off! She’s biting me!”
One of Lilibit’s hands pulled at Ginger’s hair while the other scratched her face. Her teeth latched onto her shoulder. Blood, hair and limbs heaved in a tangled swarm.
As Nov’m moved to the aid of his clansman, Todd felt the grip on his shoulder lessen. Whether Keotak-se was giving him permission to enter the fray or if he was just appalled at the turn of events, Todd didn’t wait to find out. He leapt in front of Nov’m, shoved the larger boy out of the way and lifted the rabid Lilibit off her victim.
Spinning Lilibit away from the skirmish, Todd didn’t see Nov’m’s staff flying towards him until the fraction of a second before it hit the back of his head. The blow sent him spilling forward and with a grunt, he fell on top off Lilibit.
“I’M ATCHA!” screamed Jeff, grammatically incorrect but technically accurate as he swung his quaybo in a broad arc at Nov’m. 
Nov’m turned and neatly parried the blow. Meanwhile, Ginger, recovering from Lilibit’s attack, lurched to her knees and smacked her staff into the back of Jeff’s legs. Jeff pitched forward, slammed into Nov’m, and the two of them went down. Nov’m quickly rolled on top and cocked back his fist, aiming for Jeff’s face.
Lilibit, having struggled out from under Todd, took one look at Nov’m and dived at him, wrapping her arms around his wrist and her legs around his back. Ginger, not even bothering to rise to her feet, grabbed Lilibit around the waist with one hand and grabbed a handful of her hair with the other. Todd, attempting to pull the two girls apart, found himself tackled by two of the Tigers and rolled off the pile. 
“Donny!” Marla yelled as she dropped her quaybo, and waded into the quagmire. Despite Ginger being nearly a foot taller, Marla managed to pull her off Lilibit and deliver a sound clout to her jaw. The larger girl fell like a stone.
Pausing for a moment to rub her knuckles, Marla stared down at the fallen Tiger in amazement.
“Ha! Who figured that she’d have a glass jaw?” she muttered smugly.
Marla had no time to enjoy her triumph. Two Tiger clanswomen came to the aid of their fallen comrade and within seconds, Marla was buried beneath the behemoths. Devon jumped in, but was immediately tossed off and he landed at the feet of the befuddled Donny. Three more Tigers moved to enter the fracas, but Devon and Nita, using their quaybos, tripped them en route to the battle.
From somewhere near the bottom of the tumult, a pained grunt was Donny’s spur to action. Grabbing one of the Tigers by the collar, Donny tossed the brawling clansman over his shoulder where he landed twenty feet away. He worked halfway through the fray before being mobbed by rebounding foes. He did not fall, but stood bemused like a rock swathed with seaweed.
“Enough!”
Keotak-se’s voice was the angriest that Todd had ever heard it. It froze the blood in his veins and the combatants to a standstill. Except for Donny, who shook himself like a wet puppy, dislodging the clinging Tigers into a stunned heap. 
“Quaybo... Practice... Is… Over.”
Under Keotak-se’s baleful eye, the Tigers pulled themselves to their feet and retreated with furious dignity, leaving the Ravens bloody, bruised and panting on the practice field.
“Wow, Jeff!” Lilibit wiped the blood from her eyes. “You were right. Quaybo is not nearly so boring the way Todd plays it.”
Todd buried his face in his hands. 
“Stone warriors don’t cry,” he whispered to himself. “Stone warriors do not cry.”
 
 



Chapter Ten
 The Gifts of the Skywatcher
From the corner of his eye, Gwil watched the clan of the Ravens hike up the slope. They went everywhere as a group, he rarely saw one of them alone. Well, not Marla anyway, and she was the only one that he was interested in.
Gwil laughed silently at himself. He felt more like a lion than a wolf, patiently stalking his prey, waiting for the opportunity to separate his quarry from the herd. Shaking off that mood, he forced himself to walk on.
The clan of the Timber Wolf also climbed the hill, approaching the mesa where Rastor Skywatcher communed with the night skies every evening. They reached the summit about the same time as the other clans arrived and they all settled down to await the arrival of the Star Master.
An awkward lump emerging from the darkness alerted the neophytes as to Rastor’s arrival. His bearers carried him up to the crest of the hill as they did every evening and laid him on his woven mat. Legless and armless, maimed in a distant land fighting another people’s war, he had been reborn to a new calling and now held court every evening with the night sky. He barely acknowledged the neophytes at all; it was irrelevant to him if they were there. No attendance was taken, no attention was given, he spoke only to the stars and if others overheard his part of the conversation and discovered a truth they might call their own, then it was earned.
“Greetings Matella!” Rastor boomed with such a resonant baritone that you could easily believe that the stars heard his words. “What has got you all a-glitter this evening? Some joy in the deep? Your sisters have been whispering for months. Perhaps Terraza’s voice will soon join you? Hmm? The Stone Voice rises, yes, we all see that! But do not ignore Kee-talla’s warning! We see her glowing red, low in the sky. The Enemy stirs, he plots and plans! Yes, Kee-talla, we see your warning! We will be watchful. We will be ready. Can you see? The neophytes prepare. They will be strong. They will be true. When the Stone Voice rises, they too will serve.”
And so he spoke, deep into the night. The neophytes listened as long as they could stay awake until, one by one, they stumbled, yawning, back to their hogans, as full as they could hold with the words of the stars.
A movement drew Gwil’s eye. Marla stood and stretched. Stooping to pick up her mat, she folded it under her arm and kicked a wordless goodnight to Todd’s foot before meandering off into the dark.
Silently, Gwil rolled to his feet and followed Marla as she disappeared into the night. She walked slowly, her hand wrapped around something that hung from her neck, faint whispers escaping from her lips. Gwil moved quickly down the slope, sweeping a wide arc so that he would reach the base of the hill before her. He waited in the shadow of an enormous hazel tree.
“Hey Marla,” Gwil spoke quietly but Marla jumped, startled, nonetheless. Even by the dim white light of the quarter moon, Gwil saw a faint blush and a small smile on her face.
“Hey Gwil,” she answered, her voice little more than a whisper. Her eyes shot a quick glance towards him, then away. Her lips twitched wordlessly for a moment, then her hand fell from her neck and she smiled at him.
“Walk with you back to your hogan?” he asked casually.
“Um, okay.”
The tall pillar-like stones that lined the path cast strange shadows in the moonlight. Marla glanced up curiously at Gwil as they walked slowly back towards the Crescent Courtyard. Gwil opened and closed his mouth to speak, but couldn’t think of a thing to say. He hoped that Marla would think his muteness was cool, but he couldn’t rely on that indefinitely.
“You should have been in my clan,” he blurted out at last. “The Timber Wolves are definitely the best.”
Wrong thing to say. He felt Marla tense up next to him.
“We follow the Raven,” she said quietly, “and we stay together.”
Gwil backpaddled quickly. “I meant that we have a really great clan and our hogan is the largest and the nicest. Would you like to see it?”
Marla’s eyes flicked towards Gwil as she considered this. It was rare to invite an outsider into your hogan… and an honor. A faint nod answered Gwil and he grinned broadly in response.
They walked along in silence and Gwil, gathering his courage, placed his arm awkwardly on Marla’s shoulders. He felt her stiffen, glancing over at his hand in confusion. He shot her what he hoped was a reassuring smile.
Suddenly, the ground beneath his feet began to heave and convulse. Instinctively, he shoved Marla behind him and spun around, looking for what threatened them. The rough hewn pillars that towered alongside the path seemed to twist and sway as if to bend down and strike them. Gwil cursed under his breath as, between two of the closest stones, the ground erupted in a fountain of rock and dust. Then words froze in his mouth as he saw a new pillar of stone emerge between the two ancient ones: an obelisk of white shining crystal, gleaming in the moonlight, towering above his head. Yet his terror was not complete. The gleaming stone turned and Gwil saw that it had powerful arms and legs carved out of living crystal, enormous eyes, and a huge gaping mouth that screamed silently in the night. In its right hand, it clutched a huge crystal spear, which it waved threateningly.
Gwil backed away from the specter looming in front of him until they were pinned against one of the stone pillars. The crystal spear closed in on his throat. Behind him, he heard Marla’s muffled exclamations as she tried to squirm out from the shelter of his back. Pushing free, he watched in amazement as she bolted around him to stand in front, her hands on her hips, glaring up at the monster.
“Ulex!” she cried, her voice trembling, “knock it off!”
It took Gwil a moment to realize that her voice shook with anger and not fear. The monster roared at her silently and, as it lunged towards Gwil, Marla slapped its arm.
“What? Are you going to do this every time a boy talks to me?” she asked. “I don’t think so!”
Their eyes locked for a long, tense moment until a movement up on the ridge drew their attention to the top of the hill. The other neophytes, having heard and felt the disturbance, rushed to see what the commotion was about. Some of the elders, Keotak-se among them, appeared near the base of the hill. Even Gil-Salla left her hearth to investigate. Marla, looking sheepish, stepped in front of the monster, as if her small body could hide the massive bulk of the intruder.
A shocked hush descended on the glen, broken only by a cricket’s evening song and the thumping in Gwil’s chest. Finally, a voice sliced the silence.
“Hi Ulex!” Lilibit piped merrily. “When did you get here?”



Chapter Eleven
  The Reckoning 
The silence within the Hall of the Flame was daunting and the muttered whispers from the crowd outside didn’t make Todd feel any better. The Clan of the Raven stood mutely with Ulex before Gil-Salla and Keotak-se. 
Todd saw the glance that passed between Keotak-se and Gil-Salla. It was easy to see that they were trying to understand the significance of Marla’s hand clutching Ulex’s. At over seven feet tall, Ulex towered over even Keotak-se. He looked like a huge growth of white crystal, carved into human form, with large black eyes that were lidded now to protect against the glare of the hearth’s flame. He would have been a lot more terrifying if it weren’t for the nervous twitch on his face and the panicked flickering of his eyes.
When no one else would break the silence, Todd stepped into the breach.
“This is our friend, Ulex,” he blurted. “We met him on the way to Kiva.” 
Gil-Salla’s eyebrow rose in a mute question. Keotak-se’s face offered even less. Todd plowed on. 
“You see, Marla fell into this hole and disappeared. When she was down there, she met Ulex. We climbed down to find Marla, but we got lost and then we got trapped in this cave. When Marla found us, Ulex helped us escape and showed us the way out of the caverns.”
“And when the giant snake ate Lilibit, Ulex took his crystal spear and stabbed its tail!” Nita exclaimed, her entire body dramatizing the event. “He was awesome!”
“And when we got trapped by that fire in the canyon, Ulex broke open a hole from underground so that we could all escape!” chimed in Devon. “He was brilliant!”
If it were possible for a creature such as Ulex to blush, he would. Instead, he ducked his head behind Marla and hid his face. Marla smiled as she squeezed his hand.
Gil-Salla’s eyes narrowed as she watched Ulex closely. “It is unusual for a denizen of the Nether Rock to understand the words of the Overworlders, and yet it appears that Ulex has understood everything that has been said.”
“That’s because Ulex and Marla can talk with their stones,” said Lilibit.
“And they talk all the time!” added Devon with a roll of his eyes.
“That’s because they’re amantes!” teased Nita, breaking into her native Spanish. She batted her eyes and made a goofy face at Marla which drew a blush and a shove from her victim.
Todd squirmed as Gil-Salla’s eyes glided gently over them. 
“It seems,” she said, “there are many events that occurred on your journey to Kiva. Perhaps it is time for you to share them with us.”
Marla glanced at Todd, biting her lip. Todd looked down at Lilibit and saw her reluctance to re-visit the terrors of that journey. It had been only the last week or so that she’d been able to sleep by herself in her own den. When they’d first arrived, sleeping alone had brought on nightmares so upsetting that on two occasions she’d woke up all the hogans on the Crescent with her screams. After that, it was decided that they would all sleep together down by the hearth until Lilibit got settled in.
Gil-Salla and Keotak-se were aware of these night terrors. That might be the reason they waited this long before asking about their adventures. 
At a sign from Gil-Salla, the Ravens sat around her hearth. Ulex clattered to the floor as he sat, cross-legged, amidst the others. Everyone looked to Todd expectantly. 
Todd took a deep breath to gather his thoughts before diving in. “We all used to live at Dalton Point, that’s a foster home just north of Valley City.”
“Except Ulex,” Nita piped in.
Todd rolled his eyes and continued. “About a month and a half ago, the social worker dropped off Lilibit at the home. She had… um, she was…”
“Broken,” said Donny. 
Todd shot a grateful grin at Donny. Despite being twelve years old, Donny’s mind was like a much younger child’s. Some people might call him slow, and while his thoughts might be a little less complex, sometimes his simple honesty was exactly what was needed.
“Broken,” Todd repeated. He reached over to tousle Lilibit’s short black hair. It looked like he did this as a simple expression of affection, but he knew that the small movement would exposure the web of nasty red stripes that crisscrossed her scalp. He glanced over to Gil-Salla and Keotak-se and he knew that they had seen them. Gil-Salla’s eyes widened and she sucked in her breath and Keotak-se’s jaw hardened as he clenched his teeth. Yet as bad as those scars were, they hadn’t seen what a wreck Lilibit was when she first arrived at Dalton Point. Nor did he tell them how fast she had healed after she got her stone. He glanced down at Lilibit who smiled back up at him, oblivious to the attention her scars were attracting.
“We went on a hike in the mountains the next day. While we were walking, there was a big earthquake and it exposed a stone that Lilibit picked up. It nearly killed her.”
“It didn’t mean to!” said Lilibit. “It was just … it grabbed me too hard … it was… talking too loud…” 
She pulled out her stone and let it sit in her palm, the light from Gil-Salla’s hearth reflecting off its multi-colored facets, glittering a rainbow of speckles onto her cheeks. The anxiety smoothed from her brow and her face lightened into a surprisingly mature grin. Gil-Salla and Keotak-se watched intently as raised the stone and placed it on her cheek, listening motionlessly. 
“She speaks more quietly now. Sometimes she’s barely a whisper.” She stretched like a kitten, arching her back and holding her stone above her head. She giggled as Todd jerked away to avoid contact. He remembered too well the wallop that stone packed if it came too close.
“When we got back to Dalton Point, we found that our foster parents were dead and that the house was destroyed. Lilibit didn’t remember much from before Dalton Point, but she remembered Kiva.” Todd paused before he continued. “This may sound kind of weird, but both Devon and I had dreams that night, telling us to follow the raven east to Kiva. In the morning we saw a raven sitting on the fencepost. So we packed up and came.”
A long pause fell and Todd hoped that they were going to let them get away with just that much of the story. No such luck. 
“And the, er, giant snake..?” asked Gil-Salla.
Todd really didn’t want to share this part of the story in front of Lilibit, but at a look from Gil-Salla, he continued, resigning himself to the fact that chances were none of them were going to sleep well that night.
“One night, we camped in a canyon, by a stream. During the night we were attacked by this huge snake-like creature…”
“And it grabbed Lilibit in its mouth!” Nita’s eyes glittered with excitement. 
“Donny, Nita and I threw rocks at it,” added Devon. “Marla tried to pull Lilibit out while Todd, Jeff and Ulex kept stabbing it.”
“And they stabbed it to DEATH!” Nita’s arms jabbed the air for emphasis.
Nita has a very weird streak in her, thought Todd idly. He looked down at Lilibit, amazed to see her grinning at Nita’s enthusiasm. He had only the barest inkling of the horrible memories that haunted her dreams; maybe being eaten by a demonic serpent didn’t make the top ten. 
“What weapons did you use to slay the demon?” There was an intensity to Gil-Salla’s question that made Todd pause.
“Um, Ulex used his crystal staff and Jeff used some dinner knives that he had packed.”
“And what weapon did you use?”
“Just an old knife that I have,” mumbled Todd.
“Do you still have it?”
Todd bit his lip. His first thought was to say no. Instead, he nodded his head slightly.
“May I see it?” Gil-Salla’s voice was soft and low, but there was a power there that Todd did not want to defy. Slowly, he withdrew the blade from the sleeve that hung on his hip on the inside of his leggings.
The blade glittered in the hearth light. Its silver haft was set with an elaborate mosaic of stones into an intricate design. Gil-Salla tilted her head, silently asking permission to pick up the weapon. Todd swallowed hard and nodded. Gil-Salla carefully lifted the knife with her fingertips, not touching the blade and barely touching the haft. She examined the weapon intently for a long moment before handing it back to Todd reverently.
“And where did you get this knife?” her voice was as gentle as a breeze and yet impossible to ignore.
It took Todd a minute to meet Gil-Salla’s eye. He took a deep breath. 
“My father,” he said softly.
Only Gil-Salla and Todd knew that Grey Feather, the raven that led them here to Kiva, was a shapeshifter, trapped in the body of a bird by the evil Stone Voice, Korap. But Todd suspected that Grey Feather was also his father, who had dropped him off for his first day of school and had never returned to pick him up. 
 Gil-Salla nodded slowly. “I see.”
Todd took the moment of re-sheathing his knife to compose himself. He didn’t raise his eyes again to Gil-Salla’s until he felt his face begin to cool.
“Did you use this knife when you battled the B’ricas?” 
Todd looked up sharply, stifling a shiver at the mention of the cyclone-like demons that attacked them as they climbed the pass over the Sienna Sentries. 
“I didn’t fight the B’ricas.” His voice sounded both defiant and a little guilty. “Keotak-se did. I only fought the other thing. The smelly flying creature.”
“The, um, smelly flying creature?” Gil-Salla’s words came slowly.
Todd was surprised to hear Lilibit answer.
“It was like a man, but bigger.” Her voice was small; her eyes locked onto the flame of the hearth. “It was dark grey and greenish and it had these cracks of glowing red all over its body. It had huge black wings and its face was like an animal, but meaner. Its eyes…” 
Her voice cracked and she hiccupped a sob. She dragged her eyes from the flames and looked at Gil-Salla, blinking away dry tears. 
“…its eyes were empty. And dead. And when it grabbed at my neck, there was this pain. Icy cold and black. Slicing me inside. Pulling me out of my body into some dark empty place. I tried to fight against it, to hold on and push back, but… I was slipping. I remember seeing Todd way above me on the cliff before everything went black.”
Lilibit fell silent, her eyes back on the flame, her body rippled for a moment in a shiver before coming to rest, so still that she could have been carved out of stone herself. 
Slowly, Todd felt all the eyes turn toward him. “I had seen Lilibit on the ledge and I scaled the cliff trying to find a way to get over to her. I was on top of the ridge trying to find her when I heard her scream. When I looked down and saw that thing attacking, I just… jumped. My feet connected square on its head and I pushed it off the ledge. I almost went with it, but I managed to grab on to the edge and pull myself back up. I was still trying to see if Lilibit was okay when it came back. I fought with it and it fell off the ledge again and when it didn’t come back, I…”
“Wait!” interrupted Gil-Salla. “What do you mean, ‘you fought with it’? How did you fight with it?” 
Todd hesitated. It was hard to explain because he wasn’t too clear of what actually had happened that night. 
“Well, when the monster thing came back up to the ledge, it spewed flames at me. I don’t know why I did it, but when I hit my staff against the ground a couple of times, it started to shake in my hands and glow white. And then, when the …thing… spat fire at me the second time, I just pointed the staff at it. The white light sort of absorbed the flame. The staff was shaking so much I thought I was going to have to drop it, but I couldn’t let go. The thing couldn’t let go either; it kept twisting trying to break free. When the flow of flame finally broke, it came at me again. I caught it in the gut with the butt of the staff and another surge of light hit it right in the stomach. The explosion pushed it off the ledge and slammed me back against the cliff. I thought it might come back up and I waited for it, but it never did.”
Todd waited, hoping that this would be enough… he really didn’t know what more to say. 
The look that Gil-Salla shot to Keotak-se was both amazed and amused, and perhaps something else as well. Gil-Salla nodded for him to continue.
Todd shrugged. “There isn’t much more to tell. Lilibit and I scaled the cliff. Keotak-se helped us at the top, and we finished hiking here to Kiva.”
It was quiet for more than a few moments. Even the whispers from outside were hushed. Todd wondered if Gil-Salla or Keotak-se would break the silence, but it was Lilibit who spoke first.
“What was it?” she whispered. They all knew what she was asking about. 
The matter-of-fact tone of Gil-Salla’s voice could not mask the horror of her words. “It has been called by many names throughout the ages. Apollyon. Beelzebub. Cabaal. It is the Deceiver. The Seducer. The servant of the Decreator. Its sworn purpose is to serve its master in the quest to destroy all of Creation. In this age, it calls itself ‘Syxx.’”
Lilibit’s face was pale. “But why is it picking on me?”
Gil-Salla paused before she answered. “Its malice is aimed at all who would serve the Earth Stone. It will target anyone that it can identify as trying to get to Kiva to serve the Stone.”
Todd peered sharply at Gil-Salla. She returned his gaze blandly, but beneath the silence, the words were clear, Gil-Salla did not yet want Lilibit to know what they all suspected: that Lilibit was the Infant Stone Voice.
Todd nodded; Lilibit was still too fragile to handle the news that she might be the one everyone was waiting for. Gil-Salla smiled slightly at Todd before continuing.
“The Valley of Kiva is protected from the Enemy. I would not have any of you leave the valley without our permission. Ulex, we invite you to stay and train with the Neophytes of the Stone.” Marla gave a trill of delight and spun around to translate excitedly to Ulex. “We understand that if your vision is too sensitive to attend all of the daytime instruction, we can hold some of the training within the caverns of Nadri. As for the rest, Marla, if you and your clanmates share with Ulex those missed lessons. I expect, in due time, Ulex will prove worthy of the Stone.”
Her voice was cool with dismissal. They rose and nodded their goodnights to the two elders before exiting the hall. 
Outside on the Crescent Courtyard, it seemed that all the neophytes and virtually every inhabitant of the Valley gathered, gaping. The Clan of the Raven stood motionless for a moment as a muffled gasp exploded from the crowd. Blushing was not something that Netherockians did, but it was apparent from the dismay on his face that if Marla had not been holding tightly to his hand, Ulex would have quickly burrowed himself beneath the ground.
Marla stepped forward, dragging Ulex with her. “This is Ulex,” she announced. “The Stone has found him worthy of the call. He is pledged to the Clan of Raven.” The crowd stared at her, speechless. She bit her lip, struggling to find something more to say. “Good night,” she stated at last. 
The crowd parted as she dragged Ulex across the courtyard and into the Raven’s hogan. The rest of the clan followed in their wake. Lilibit paused at the door, her fists pushed into her hips. 
“Yeah. What she said!” She then pushed aside the blanket and entered the hogan.
 
They sat around the hearth for a while, speaking of nothing. Ulex dug himself a burrow against the wall directly under Marla’s den. When Marla peeked out of the hatch, and Ulex looked up, they made eye contact. They did this for a few moments until Jeff noticed and started making smooching noises. With a huff, Marla retreated into her room.
Lilibit chuckled as she climbed the rope up to her den. Todd’s first thought was to stop her, not wanting her to wake the whole valley with her nightmares, but he held his tongue. He spread out his blanket on the ground beneath her hatch and laid down, sleeping lightly, waiting for her night terrors to attack.
And yet, that night, Lilibit slept as a stone until daylight.



Chapter Twelve
 The Scheme of the Trickster 
As usual, Lilibit was up with the sunrise. Jeff watched from his hatch as she swung like a monkey down the rope from her den. On the floor below, Todd slept fitfully and Lilibit “accidentally” knocked him with her bare feet. Three or four times.
“Oops! Sorry!” she giggled with a complete lack of sincerity.
Todd groaned and pulled his blanket up over his head. He didn’t sound like he’d had a good night’s sleep.
Lilibit pattered out the door, off for a little exploring before breakfast as she did nearly every morning. Jeff climbed quietly out of his den and followed.
He caught a glimpse of her before she disappeared behind Gil-Salla’s hall. He trotted quickly to catch up.
The morning was still too young for shadows. The pond rippled dimly in the grey dawn. Water cascaded down from the peak of Mount Idiwan’a and crashed with a mutter against the crown of Otwega, the mammoth crystal stone that sat at the base of the falls. Otwega had ruled this pool for eons, guiding each drop of water: if it should drip to the right, it would end up in the noisy Wishkaboo River, which ran along the base of Mount Theeta, before eventually feeding the turbid seas to the east. If it dropped to the left, it ended up in the Mizi River, which dribbled its way quietly along the western border of Kiva, before disappearing beneath Mount Paptchu, only to re-emerge a hundred miles away as it slowly rolled to the great ocean to the west.
Later in the day, the sun would strike the facets of Otwega and the cove would glitter with flecks of sunlight. At this hour, however, the great stone was barely visible in the soft gloom. Jeff caught himself nodding respectfully to the crystal, but stopped himself with a mental slap. It was silly to bow to a rock, wasn’t it? He buried that thought and looked around for Lilibit. 
By the time he reached the pool, Lilibit had already stripped off her outer layer of clothes and was splashing around in the water. She disappeared for what seemed like minutes, then surfaced with a gasp and a splash, grasping a stone in her hand. The stone glinted wetly as she floated on her back, examining it closely. Her eyes lost focus as she placed it on her cheek, and then, with a merry gurgle, she paddled to the shore with her new prize. She stopped, a little surprised at seeing Jeff on the pebbly beach.
“Hi Jeff!” she greeted cheerfully.
“Hey Lilibit,” Jeff answered. He stepped into the water but was stopped by the biting cold of the pool. “How can you stand that water? It’s freezing!”
“It’s not bad. It feels pretty good actually, nice and cool.” Lilibit dropped her new stone on the pile of clothes that was on the sand and dived back into the water.
“Lilibit!” Jeff called when she had surfaced again. She paddled over and sat on the shallow bottom, the water licking her chin. Jeff spoke softly so his voice wouldn’t carry past the water. “Do you know when you made that necklace for Marla?” Do you think you could make a ring for Dave?”
Dave was the stone that Lilibit had given to Jeff. To say that Jeff had been disappointed with Dave at first would be an understatement. Dave was a tiny splinter of white quartz-like mineral that could easily be swept aside as little more than a fleck of dirt. Dave’s size, however, was deceptive. With Dave in his hand, Jeff had been able to surf the Internet on a level that he’d never imagined. It was if the entire Internet was a landscape that stretched as far as his mind could reach. With little more than a passing thought, Jeff had been able to sail over and through that virtual e-world, leaping over firewalls as if they were no more than curbstones. With Dave in his hand, the entire Internet was at his feet.
Fat lot of good it did him, being stuck in possibly the only corner of the planet that had no Internet access.
Lilibit strode out of the pool and shook herself, water spraying everywhere.
“Hey, watch it!” exclaimed Jeff, skipping backwards.
Lilibit chuckled as she plopped down in front of him. “A ring?” Lilibit started to stretch her hand towards the pool.
“Wait! Can you make it out of gold instead of silver?” 
“Gold?”
Jeff reached under his shirt and pulled out the gold chain that he wore around his neck. “Yeah, like this…. gold.”
Lilibit fingered the chain with curiosity. “Sure,” she shrugged.
She knelt by the pool and stuck her hand into the water. She crouched motionlessly, her eyes focused on something far away. The ground trembled gently and when she pulled her hand from the water, her fingers clenched a small golden lump. She rocked back, her butt resting on her heels, and began to work the nugget with her fingers. She giggled.
“What’s so funny?” asked Jeff.
“Are you sure you want gold? It’s so silly!” 
“Silly?”
“Yeah, it’s like a baby, it talks foolishly. Its voice doesn’t say anything important.”
“Well,” said Jeff with a little smirk. “I think Dave will like silly gold. I know I do.”
“Okay.” Lilibit worked the gold into three long strands, then braided them smoothly, the way she did Nita’s hair. When she had completed the section, she framed it with two thin cords of gold on either side, and then grabbed Jeff’s hand.
“Which finger?” she asked.
Jeff pointed to the ring finger on his right hand and Lilibit wrapped the braid around it. She broke off the excess and let it to fall to the ground. Jeff stared at the discarded gold braid, so carelessly dropped.
“Give me Dave,” ordered Lilibit as she pulled the ring from Jeff’s finger. From out of his pocket, Jeff pulled out the scrap of fabric that he kept his stone wrapped in. Reluctantly, he placed the tiny stone into Lilibit’s palm. Lilibit raised the chip to her cheek and listened to it for a moment with a secret smile before working it into the ring.
“Dave really likes you.” Lilibit’s eyes narrowed with mischief. “You’re going to get into a lot of trouble together!”
Jeff paused for a moment before grinning back. “Yeah, I know.”
Lilibit gurgled before handing Jeff back the ring. “I placed Dave on the inside surface where he can rest against your skin and no one can tell that your ring is hiding a stone. I asked the gold to hold onto it, but gold is kind of silly so I think I’m going to have to remind it occasionally because it may forget.”
Jeff slipped the ring onto his finger, delighted by the contact with his stone. He wasn’t worried about the stone slipping away, if it so much as crept free of the ring by a hair, he’d sense it immediately.
“Thanks.” Jeff grinned. “Thanks a lot!”
Lilibit smiled back in response and dived back into the pool.
“Wait a second!” called Jeff.
Lilibit paused. “What?” she asked with a wariness tinged with laughter. 
Jeff stifled a smirk: Lilibit knew him well enough that she could tell when he was up to something. 
“You know, if I had some more of this gold, I could sneak into town and use it to buy you some books.”
That caught her attention and she waded quickly back to shore.
“Gil-Salla says we’re not to leave Kiva without her permission.”
“She didn’t actually tell us not to. She said that she wouldn’t want us to. Not the same thing.”
Jeff watched as Lilibit’s mind worked through the possibilities. Like him, he knew that she didn’t consider rules to be stone-fast boundaries of behavior. Merely acknowledgements that punishment would follow if they were caught stepping over them.
Jeff would never encourage Lilibit to leave Kiva herself. He suspected that, despite what Gil-Salla said last night, whatever enemy lurked beyond the Sienna Sentries, its malice was mostly focused on Lilibit, not the rest of them. But Jeff thought that he could easily sneak into town and back again without being noticed.
“How much would you need?” Lilibit whispered, her eyes gleaming.
With his hands, Jeff indicated a lump the size of a large grapefruit. Lilibit nodded gleefully and dipped both her hands into the pool. The earth hummed longer this time, and when she straightened up, Jeff saw her struggling with a roughly oval lump of gold that was a little larger than a football. His eye widened in delight.
“Whoa! That’s a big nugget!”
Lilibit dropped the stone with a thud at his feet and placed her hands on her hips. “I want a lot of books!”
 
Jeff was up to something. Todd knew the signs.
For Jeff, “roughing it” was going to the mall without someone else’s credit card. So when he asked if he and Donny could go on a survival retreat into the Mort-Gre’el Forest, Todd knew enough to be suspicious. He also knew enough not to waste his breath with questions since whatever answers he got from Jeff would be as imaginative as they were fictitious. 
Todd stood silently next to Marla as they watched the two boys hike off into the woods after breakfast. Donny’s gait was unusually awkward as his backpack hung fat and low off his shoulders. Todd scowled when Jeff turned and waved good-bye with a smirk and a wink.
“We’ll find out soon enough.” Marla answered Todd’s unasked question. “He’s more of a cat than a raven. He’ll always land on his feet.”
Todd hmphed gruffly. It wasn’t Jeff he was worried about. It was the rest of the human race that needed to be warned that Jeffrey Terrance was on the loose.
 



Chapter Thirteen
 The Assayer of Lies
The door whined open and then slammed shut, jarring the layers of dust that lay like a gritty film over the worn oak workbenches and counters. Elias Winderham glanced up briefly from his shiny brass scales when the two young visitors entered his office, but he did not smile. Elias saved his smiles for people who were important. Which meant, since he was stuck in this sludge puddle of a hole they called Alamos Tierra, he never smiled at all. 
Ignoring the two intruders, he bent back to his work. The papers on his desk were meaningless. As meaningless as his job. As meaningless as his life had become. 
Once upon a time, Elias Winderham had a life. He may not have been the most brilliant student in school, yet he still graduated with a degree in mineral sciences. Maybe that hadn’t sounded exciting to his classmates, but they all thought differently when he managed to land a job with the Mineral Exploitation Division of a company called Endrune. Maybe he had been a very small chip in that enormous and powerful machine, but being part of that conglomerate was the only identity Elias had ever had. “I work for Endrune,” was all he had to say and he did not bother to hide his smugness when his friends would ooh with awe and the eyes of the scoffers would widen with reluctant respect. Yes, once upon a time, Elias Winderham had a life.
One small mistake and it was all taken away. Mention one stupid little squirrel monkey to some backstabbing undercover treehugger and everything hits the fan. 
The pretentious snot from Human Resources was sweetly patronizing about his “outplacement.” 
“Not everyone is cut out for a career here at Endrune,” she’d smarmed, but they’d both known the truth. He had broken one of the unwritten rules and he must be punished. 
If Endrune would never be a benevolent employer, at least it knew how to cover its own butt. H.R. had been ever so gracious, finding him this position, halfway to no where, on the brink of oblivion.
Which is how Elias Winderham found himself exiled in the backwater town of Alamos Tierra, holding the office of County Assayer in a county that had neither mining activity nor any other need for a County Assayer. 
He checked the newspaper every morning, looking for his own obituary.
“Ahem,” a voice interrupted his sulking. He looked up to see that his two visitors were still there, the red headed boy tapping his foot impatiently, while the blond one stared blankly into space.
“What do you want?” There was nothing pleasant in his voice, just as he intended.
The bigger of the two was taller than Elias himself, but had the face of a child. White blond hair topped a gawky head notable only for pale blue eyes that held a dull gleam. He could see that the mind of this boy worked differently than most others and Elias averted his eyes in distaste. He didn’t like people that were different. They made him uncomfortable.
Elias turned his attention to the smaller boy. Sharp green eyes watched him shrewdly. Freckles and curly red hair may deceive some into thinking this was a charming innocent boy, but Elias didn’t think so. He recognized trouble when he saw it.
“I’d like to get a gold nugget assessed,” the boy spoke with an assurance completely at odds with his appearance. 
Elias sighed. Oh well. It could be worse. A stupid kid thinking he’d hit the mother lode would waste less of his time than trying to explain his pointless job to some middle school brats looking for a B+ on a term paper. With a nod of his head he motioned to the counter.
His eyes widened slightly in surprise when, instead of emptying their pockets, the larger boy hoisted a bulging knapsack onto the counter. It landed with a heavy clunk that rattled the file cabinets across the room. When the flap was pulled back and its contents exposed, Elias forgot to breathe.
From the moment he saw the stone, Elias knew, from the depths of the soles of his feet, that this was a monumental gold nugget of unparalleled purity. The weight, the glow, the liquid crystal hardness beneath his fingertips, these all told him, even before the scales and the chemical tests, that this was the real thing.
Quickly he dropped his eyes to hide his glee. Too late though. The smirk of the red headed boy told him that he had seen his flash of recognition. No matter, this was just an ignorant boy who could not know the value of the nugget.
Or could he?
“Impressive,” said Elias, his eyes watching the boy intently.
“I think so,” the boy answered.
His impudence made Elias long to shove him out the door. Instead, he lifted the nugget with a grunt and lugged it over to his bench. The thud of its landing launched the dust motes into swirling eddies, but he didn’t mind this time. His mind worked quickly as his hands moved slowly.
“Where did you find a nugget this large?” he asked, his voice as indifferent as possible.
“On a river bank in the valley,” the boy answered.
In the mountains then, thought Elias, not believing him for a moment. From the corner of his eye, he studied the pair.
They wore denim jeans and tee shirts, like most boys would, but their clothes were more worn and dirty then you might expect. It was unlikely that they lived nearby, most of the local children had the dark eyes and hair and tawny skin that marked them as native. Tourists perhaps? Or runaways?
Elias turned his eyes back to his work while his mind flickered over the possibilities. In the last few months, something strange had been happening in the mountains north of Alamos Tierra. Strangers would arrive in town, mill about aimlessly for a couple of days, then walk out into the desert and never return. The locals knew something. Elias had heard them buzzing. He hadn’t been curious, though. What these backwater oakies did was of no importance. But now he knew what had them all in a tither.
Gold. They must found have a significant vein up in those mountains. That would account for that murmur of suppressed excitement that he’d been feeling in town. They were probably up there digging it out by the buckets, hoarding it so that the vein got worked out long before they’d let anyone know what they’d found. 
He couldn’t blame them. That’s what he’d have done. 
He smiled as he carried the specimen back to the counter. These two boys must have got impatient and snuck away, hoping to cash in their nugget and spend it before their parents found out. Well, it would have only been a matter of time before Elias discovered what was going on, and if this was any indication of what they were finding up in the hills, there was probably more where it came from.
“Well, well, well.” Elias was not accustomed to speaking in a congenial voice, but he was willing to make the effort. “This is quite the nugget you boys have. It’s probably worth every penny of five thousand dollars!”
A snort of contempt was not the response he expected. The red-headed boy reached out to drag the nugget back into the knapsack. With a spurt of panic, Elias grabbed the boy’s wrist.
“Wait!” Elias’ voice was a bit sharper than he intended. He paused, and gave them a fatherly smile. “I like you boys, so I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you a check for ten thousand dollars. Do you know what you can buy with ten thousand dollars?”
“No.” The redhead didn’t sound impressed. “Tell me.”
“A whole lot of video games!” Elias turned away to reach for the checkbook. The sound of the nugget being dragged off the counter made him spin back.
“Wait!” He hoped they couldn’t hear the panic in his voice. They were standing at the door, ready to walk out. “How about---“
“Listen up, you pinheaded wastehole.” The redheaded boy sounded bored. “This nugget weighs in at well over 18 pounds. With current market prices over five hundred dollars an ounce, I’m figuring this rock to be worth every penny of a hundred and fifty thousand dollars. Do you want engage a couple of braincells and talk real, or do I have to invest a couple of bucks in a bus ticket out of this hick town in order to deal with a legit broker?”
 
 
“Fifty thousand is more than ten thousand, right Jeff?”
“That’s right, Donny.”
“And that’s a lot of money, right?”
“It’s a start.”
 
From a distance, Elias watched the boys load up their pack horses. 
The boys didn’t seem all that unusual, but the horses were. The two boys had walked to the edge of town and stood there while the tall blond boy called them. But there was no way those horses could have heard him; they were a mile or more away, loose on the prarie. But as soon as the boy called, they came galloping towards the outskirts, a dozen wild mustangs without saddles or reins. Elias thought they’d trample the boys, but they just stopped in front of them and waited, as tame as a housecat. 
As they strapped the packages to the backs of the horses, Elias hurried off to rent his own horse. It would have been nearly impossible to spend all that money in a dusty backwater village like Alamos Tierra in one afternoon, he thought, but it looked like they came close. He had followed them all afternoon and he intended to stay on their tail. It would be well worth the investment of his time if he could find out where that nugget had come from.
 
It was full dark. Darker than Elias liked. He wasn’t much of the outdoorsy type and if he thought that living in Alamos Tierra was roughing it, riding on top of a horse across a rocky prairie was inhumanly primitive. Yet he was willing to suffer it in order to find the mining camp. He made a clicking sound with his mouth like he’d heard in the movies, jiggled the reins and thumped his legs against the horse’s flanks. It had worked well so far.
The horse stopped, its ears standing straight up. He thought he heard a boy’s voice whisper, but it might have just been the wind. The stars were masked with clouds and the nearby mesas were shadowy, black on black.
“Giddyap,” Elias told the horse. His elbows flapped and he bumped up and down in the saddle but the horse seemed to be listening to something else. Elias sat quietly for a moment, trying to hear whatever that might be, but there seemed to be just the normal desert night sounds. A coyote howled in the distance and again he thought he heard a whisper speaking over the whining breeze.
“C’mon you soggy old excuse for a donkey! Move!” Elias’ voice was edgy as it echoed back to him off the rocks, but the horse just stood there, waiting.
“GIDDYAP!” he yelled and slapped its rump with a stick he carried.
Well, that made the horse move. It reared up on its hind legs and neatly dumped Elias on to the ground.
Elias picked himself up, furious. He brushed the gravel off his pants and started towards the animal.
The horse cantered a few yards away and then looked back with a snort.
Elias paused. It was almost as if the horse was laughing at him. 
The horse shook its head and snorted at him before rearing up again and galloping off. Elias stood there and helplessly watched it disappear into the night. 
The wind howled through the canyons and across the plains. Elias thought he could hear the faint ring of someone chuckling as well.
Well maybe he wouldn’t be able to track the boys to their mining camp, but there was more than one way to jump a claim. As Elias started on the long walk back to Alamos Tierra, he was already rehearsing the phone call he was about to make.
 
“And where in the Mort-Gre’el Forest can you get french fries?” Marla glared at Jeff. One hand held Donny’s knapsack, the other shook Exhibit “A,” a cold soggy french fry.
If Jeff felt even slightly guilty, he hid it well.
“I guess some of us are just better at improvising in the wild than others.” His own knapsack bulged suspiciously as he climbed the ladder to his den. He poked his head out of his hatch before adding with a smirk. “It’s a gift.”
Todd’s snort didn’t lessen his concern. Whatever Jeff had been up to, Lilibit was involved. He saw that in the way that her face lit up and she practically danced with impatience when Jeff had returned to the Raven hogan. While a wink from Jeff seemed to defuse some of her excitement, it only served to inflame Todd’s uneasiness.
“He’s up to something,” Todd said quietly to Marla. His scalp tingled. He scrubbed his fingers through his hair.
Marla nodded, but said nothing. They would just have to wait and see.



Chapter Fourteen
 Enter the Listener
Breakfast was a casual event in Kiva.
The People of the Valley ate at their own hearths with their families, but were always ready to share what they had with any neophyte who happened to wander near while they were dining. Usually though, the neophytes ate together in their hogans.
The morning meal was handed out at dawn on the Crescent Courtyard. A couple of clansmen from each hogan would pick up what had been prepared the night before. Soft cornbread sweetened with honey and wrapped in cornhusks, boiled eggs and fresh fruit. Every morning, Marla would take a bladder of warm buttermilk and carry it around to the pool of Otwega to cool it. She liked her milk cold. If it was a nice morning, the neophytes might eat on the courtyard, picnicking in the sun and chatting with the other clansmen. On rainy or cold mornings, they’d bring their meals inside and eat them by the warmth of the fire. After breakfast, they’d gather on the courtyard, waiting for either a teacher to lead them or for the thunderbird, Wakinyan, to announce their assignments for the day.
This morning, no teacher came to fetch them and Wakinyan sat as silent as a telephone pole. After a few minutes, some of the kids, carrying their staffs, started kicking a ball around the courtyard, making up a game somewhere between soccer and Quaybo, trying to knock each other with their staffs while controlling the ball. 
Lilibit didn’t play. Instead she decided that it would be more fun to tease Mato the Bear. She’d sneak up on the totem pole, tap the carving’s nose, then scamper away before he could react. Most times, Mato would ignore her, his carved eyes closed, his wooden arms folded akimbo. But occassionally, he would wake with a roar and snap at her as she retreated squealing with laughter. Todd wasn’t sure if this was all that wise, but since the bear kept his claws in when he swatted at her and she wasn’t wandering off, he decided to let it go. But he kept half an eye on her nonetheless.
They weren’t ten minutes into the game when the sun broke over the Sienna Sentries in the east and a blinding shaft of light stabbed Todd in the eyes. He ducked his head just in time to avoid getting rapped from behind, and was rubbing the sun spots from his eyes when he caught sight of someone walking towards them. Lit from behind, Todd could barely make out the silhouette, but even that was intriguing. Without looking away from the approaching vision, he parried a quaybo strike and scooped up the ball, effectively ending the game.
The protests of the other players died out quickly when they turned to see what had caught Todd’s attention. A hush fell over the courtyard as the figure walked within sight.
With her shadow riding before her, she looked inhumanly tall, but as she got closer, they saw that, while she was taller than normal, she was only about six feet tall and very slender. Her tunic was white. Her skin was white. Even her hair, which fell straight past her waist, was white. Pure white. And so bright that it hurt to look at her. But it hurt even more to look away. Todd’s mouth hung open and his tongue dried out.
“Wow!” Beside him, even Jeff was nearly speechless.
“And then some!” said one of the other boys. 
The apparition walked straight towards Todd. He brushed off his tunic and wiped the sweat from his face. Using his damp palms, he flattened his hair.
“She’s coming this way!” whispered Jeff. “She’s looking right at me!”
Todd shot Jeff a look of disbelief. “No she’s not! She’s looking at me!”
While Jeff was fully prepared to argue the point, he didn’t have a chance. The vision approached, walking smoothly, like a ship sailing over calm waters. She paused before the boys, pale blue eyes scanning them briefly before passing on to something behind them.
“Hi Cohanna!” Lilibit pushed between the two boys, her face beaming smugly. 
Cohanna did not smile, but her eyes warmed with amusement. “Good morning, Lilibit,” she nodded down at her. “Have you got into any more trouble lately?”
“I don’t think so,” Lilibit answered seriously, “but sometimes I’m the last to know.”
Cohanna nodded again before moving away. Her eyes swept over the two boys who still stood, spellbound. She headed for the entry to Gil-Salla’s hall.
“ENTER THE LISTENER!” Wakinyan came to life and his voice echoed off the courtyard cobblestones. “THE COUNCIL AWAITS!”
Cohanna exchanged a rueful look with Heecha the owl. They both shook their heads. 
“Greetings Cohanna,” the owl hooted softly. “Many moons have risen and set since last you visited the hall of the Flame Voice.”
“Greetings to you, Heecha.” Cohanna spoke quietly too. “Too many moons perhaps. And greetings to you, Wakinyan. It has been too long since the call of the Thunderbird has been heard as well.”
Wakinyan puffed out his chest feathers and flapped his wings. He was not immune to the charms of Cohanna. Heecha snorted, very un-owl-like, and rolled her eyes.
“And does the great Mato still sleep?” Cohanna asked.
“I am merely resting my eyes,” said the bear. “It’s been difficult to get any sleep lately, what with all the hullabaloo going on.” Mato opened one eye a crack and glared at Lilibit, who ducked behind Todd with a giggle.
“Well, if Mato has roused himself, then I suppose the least I can do is attend the council.” Cohanna stepped past the totem and would have pulled back the door tapestry, but a small figure darted out and jumped in front of her. 
“Excuse me, Ms. Cohanna?” Jeff blocked the entrance and executed a deep bow. “My name is Jeffrey Terrance and I just wanted to let you know that, here in the valley, if there’s anything that you need, I’m the man to get it for you.”
Cohanna looked down into Jeff’s eager face and did not smile. “Why thank you, Jeffrey Terrance. While I believe I have all that I require, I will keep in mind your very generous offer.”
With that, she placed a hand on his shoulder and slid him out of her way before disappearing into Gil-Salla’s hall.
Jeff reached up and reverently stroked his shoulder. “She touched me!” His voice was rapt. “I’m never going to wash this arm again!”
“Well, that’s going to start to stink after a while,” said Lilibit.
Jeff grabbed Lilibit’s wrist. “Lilibit! Who is she?”
“I told you before.” Lilibit pulled free and strutted away. “She’s my friend Cohanna. She’s the queen of the fairies and she lives in the Mort-Gre’el forest.”
Todd stepped up to block her way. 
“Lilibit?” He put his hands on his hips and looked down at her.
“Okay,” Lilibit conceded. “I made up the part about the queen of the fairies, but the rest of it is true! She lives in woods and Keotak-se knows her.” She dropped her voice into a whisper. “And I don’t think they get along very well. They were kind of mad at each other when they met!”
They wandered back onto the courtyard where the other neophytes already gathered, gossiping. Lilibit was besieged for information and within a half an hour, her original story about the queen of the fairies had exploded out of recognition. 
She was quite pleased with herself.



Chapter Fifteen
 The Voices of the Wordless 
The game of quay-ball, or as Lilibit called it, snocker, never resumed. Instead, when nearly everything that could be said about the newcomer had been said, an expectant hush fell over the neophytes and they clustered around the courtyard waiting.
The sun had cleared the Sienna Sentries and the day was warming before the tapestry pulled back and the Elders stepped out on to the courtyard. Keotak-se was first. His face was stony but his eyes, stormy. He strode off to one side tightly gripping his staff. After him, the rest of the Elders exited, then Gil-Salla, and finally, Cohanna. The two women, dark and light, stood framing the archway and looked out upon the pledges.
“Neophytes of the Stone,” Gil-Salla announced. “We welcome Cohanna to the Council of the Elders. We are honored to have her join us and are blessed by her wisdom. The Neophytes, too, are fortunate, as she has agreed to assist in your training. For those who wish to earn what the Listener may reveal, you may follow her to Kamama Hollow.”
“Oh, good!” Marla whispered to Todd, one hand clutching the stone at her neck. “Kamama Hollow is at the mouth of the Nadri caverns. Ulex can watch!” Even with all four sets of eyelids shut, the young Netherrockian could not stay long in the bright sun of the valley. 
“Lucky!” Todd whispered back. “Maybe you could sit with him and still watch the lesson.”
Not all girls improved when they blushed, Todd thought, but Marla was definitely one of those that looked prettier. She stuck out her tongue but walked with a very satisfied strut as she joined the pack of neophytes heading down to the Hollow.
Lilibit trotted to keep up with Cohanna but kept getting elbowed by the boys who also wanted to get close to the white lady. After getting bumped to the ground for the second time, she crossed her arms and sat fuming, watching the others walk ahead.
“C’mon Lilibit!” Marla pulled Lilibit to her feet. “Sometimes there’s nothing you can do about boys but get out of their way.”
Kamama Hollow was a large crater bowl dominated by towering oak trees dripping with scarves of moss. The trees were spaced so their branches created a shady roof over the clearing. Above the basin, Mount Paptchu loomed, rocky and bleak.
The neophytes sat in a rough circle in the center of the clearing. Todd counted them. If you included Marla and Ulex who sat in shadow of the cave, all ninety-four neophytes were there. It was rare that they all took a lesson together and even rarer when all of them showed up, but it seemed that no one wanted to miss whatever it was that Cohanna was teaching.
Even more surprising was who else was there. The people of the Valley, hearing through whatever grapevine they had, poured into the basin as well. There were perhaps another two or three hundred people gathered, old men and women, mothers with babies, hunters and farmers, and children too young to pledge. They made a second circle outside the neophytes and sat crosslegged and patient. Even their teachers, Jojoba and Hihomay were there. Someone had woken Rastor Skywatcher as well, and his attendants carried him to the circle. It seemed that everyone in the valley that could spare the time had come to hear Cohanna’s lesson.
Except Keotak-se. Todd scanned the crowd but could see no sign of the Stone Warrior until Lilibit nudged his arm.
“Look!” she whispered, pointing to an oak tree about a hundred yards away. 
Keotak-se stood motionless. The tree’s branches hung low and Todd was surprised that Lilibit had been able to spot him. He stood in the shadows and if you didn’t know where to look, you’d never notice him. You couldn’t make out his face in the dark but his stance was taut. He still looked angry. 
“Told you!” Lilibit said. “I don’t think they like each other!”
Todd wasn’t about to argue. He looked towards the center of the circle where Cohanna stood, seemingly oblivious to the glaring Stone Warrior on other side of the dale. What quiet chatter there was died out as she sunk to the ground and sat crosslegged on the earth, her hands splayed on the soil.
“Every particle of creation,” she began, her voice carrying over the crowd, “carries an imprint of the Creator. Not a mindless image, but an individual element capable of emitting its own interpretation of how it perceives creation. As every entity is unique, so is its level of awareness. And its voice. Now, not every element has meaning, but every element is worth listening to.”
Looking around, Todd wasn’t surprised that most of the other neophytes looked as completely lost as he felt, but in the outer circle, the oldest people were nodding. Nov’m, too, had on his all-knowing sage face, but Todd had his number and figured he was bluffing. 
“The earth, the animals, even the wind, all have voices,” Cohanna continued. “To hear them, and to understand them, you must let them speak to you in their own languages. You must learn to listen, not with your ears, but with your entire bodies.”
“Todd?” Jeff leaned over and whispered. “I can’t tell. Is she making any sense at all?”
“Does it matter?” Todd answered, still spellbound by the vision.
“I guess not.” Jeff had a dumb smile on his face. Todd hoped he didn’t look that stupid.
“We shall start by opening ourselves to the earth beneath us. Take off your shoes and sit with the soles of your feet on the soil. Place your palms on the earth as well. Close your eyes and breathe deeply. In. Out. In. Empty your mind and then let it fill with the songs of all of creation around you.”
Todd closed his eyes. He breathed deeply, in and out. He wasn’t too sure how to empty his mind, so he tried to think of nothing, but nothing, when you think about it, is something, so that didn’t work. Then he concentrated on breathing. He figured that since he’d been practicing that long enough, he couldn’t screw it up. 
Minutes passed. And then he felt something. Something small and fleeting. Something that grew within him, something getting stronger and bigger. He felt…
Very silly.
He sighed quietly. The hollow was silent. He opened one eye to peek.
Everyone was staring at him. For one brain-paralyzing moment, he thought that the entire lesson had been a hoax setup to make fun of him, but then he realized that they were all staring behind him, their mouths gaping. He turned slowly. 
The oak tree directly behind him was filled with crows. Hundreds of them settled on every branch, not moving. They just seemed to be staring. 
At him.
From the topmost branch, one crow launched itself. It circled the hollow once before landing on the ground in front of him. It stared at him with black unblinking eyes and he stared back.
What do you call it when two crows crash into each other?
Todd glanced around, wondering where the voice came from. Then he realized that it came from inside his own head. He looked back at the crow. The question tickled a memory, but he couldn’t quite remember it.
“A head-on caw-llision?” Todd barely mouthed the words. 
The crow flapped its wings and backstepped, before freezing, its wings fully flexed.
“A head-on caw-llision?” It sounded aghast as it crowed loudly to the birds behind him. 
Suddenly, all the birds launched themselves into the air, cawing wildly, zooming all over the hollow, through the tree branches and dive-bombing the neophytes. Everyone hit the ground, their arms covering their heads. Everyone except Todd, who was too mortified to move, and Cohanna, who sat upright, head cocked as if she could hear something more than the raucous racket.
Todd flinched as the birds’ wings skimmed his head, but their claws weren’t extended and they had amazing control. Each time they ruffled his hair, he heard yet another voice echoing A head-on caw-llision! After the dozenth or so pass, Todd realized that their caws were the bird-equivalent of laughter. They thought it was funny.
Finally, Keotak-se stepped out of the shadows and struck his staff on the ground. A leaf-shaking boom silenced the crows. They scattered into the trees and huddled on the branches.
When Todd turned back, he found that Cohanna had risen and now stood in front of him. A shaft of sunlight hit her, making her shine even brighter. 
“How long have you been able to speak to the crows?” Cohanna’s voice was soft and even.
“For a blond time,” he said. 
Cohanna’s eyebrows rose slightly. 
“I mean … long time. I don’t, I mean, you can’t…” Todd struggled to regain coherency. He looked down to the ground and whispered, almost to himself. “Birds can’t talk.”
That’s what the grownups said. His teachers. The social worker. And when he’d first arrived at the foster home, that’s what the older kids had beaten in to him. Birds don’t talk.
“Perhaps not,” Cohanna said coolly, “but they do speak.”
Surprised, Todd glanced up and then looked over to the trees where the birds waited.
“What do the birds speak of, when they do not talk to you?” 
“They just tell jokes,” Todd mumbled. “Just dumb jokes.”
“Jokes?”
“You know, riddles. When I was a little kid, I used to pretend that they told me stories. Silly stories.”
 “Pretend?” Cohanna picked out the word and gently challenged Todd with it, but Todd’s thoughts were years away.
“There was a time, when I was little, that I lived by myself, on the streets.” He spoke more to himself than to anyone else. “The crows used to bring me food. Fruit, stale donuts from the dumpsters.” Todd stared at the birds that were calmly roosting in the trees. “I never thanked them.”
“They do not require thanks,” said Cohanna. “They take care of their own.”
Todd would have asked her what she meant by that, but he had no chance.
“That is sufficient for this day.” Cohanna announced. And without another word, she swept from the hollow and disappeared into the trees.
 



Chapter Sixteen
 The Legend of Witanya
The evening meal was Lilibit’s favorite part of the day. 
Huddled in a circle within the huge hall, the flame of Gil-Salla flickering in the center of the chamber, surrounded by all the other neophytes along with the People of the Valley, she feasted on mango and cornbread and soft cheese and idle chatter. 
She was easily the smallest of all the neophytes and she wandered from clan to clan, from family to family, chatting merrily to everyone. With the exception of Nov’m and his closest sycophants, she was welcomed by all with either amused tolerance or open friendliness, and they answered with patience and good humor the random questions that she would fire at them with her alarming intensity.
When the meal was over and the bowls cleared away, the hall grew quiet. She wandered back to the cluster of the Ravens, wedging herself into their midst. She shrugged off Marla’s insistence that she wipe her face and hands as she waited with ill-concealed impatience for that evening’s tale.
Every night, Gil-Salla or one of the other elders would tell a story from the Annals of Kiva. Stories of the battles of Stone Warriors against evil armies or terrifying monsters, or sagas that told of the wisdom and glory of an ancient Stone Voice. Ballads that had been repeated around flickering hearths for generations uncounted.
It was as good as a book. Maybe even better. Gil-Salla cleared her throat. Lilibit, her chin in her hands, could hardly wait.
“The third age of Quapan was drawing to a close, though no one knew, at that time, that the era would be ending and that the world was about to change so drastically and so quickly.” Gil-Salla’s voice vibrated through the hush of the hall. “The Stone Voice, Witanya, had risen young, barely sixteen when she defeated the revered Cohletta, the incumbent Stone Voice. The ritual of Klamareath, the traditional confrontation in which the rising Stone Voice vanquishes the passing Stone Voice, was strictly a token battle; Cohletta had been waiting for centuries for her successor to rise so that she could transcend to her next incarnation and take her place in the heavens. And now, Witanya, joyous in her wish to serve both the Earth Stone and the People of the Earth with wisdom and courage, began her reign as the Stone Voice.
“The conflict had started long before the rise of Witanya, perhaps even centuries before the rise of Cohletta, but it grew to a crisis during the first year of Witanya’s reign. There has always been war, at some level, in the world of men, and there always will be until the greater struggle between the Creator and the Decreator is resolved. Yet the warfare that escalated during this time threatened the very future of all humankind.
“Mankind was dividing, not based on race or language since there was, at that time, only one race and only one language. The cause of the fissure may have seemed trivial, but the hand of the Decreator was strong and his minion, the Deceiver, was busy. Not for wealth, nor power, nor land, nor glory were the People fighting. The root of their conflict was their choice of their path to their knowledge of the Creator.
“How clever of the Evil One to corrupt the very source of the Peace of the People, their bond with their Creator, into a weapon that could so thoroughly destroy them all. 
“The People were divided by their choices of their paths. There were those who sought the knowledge of the Creator by searching the skies and studying the stars. And there were some who listened to the wisdom of the animals and the whispers of the trees and heard the Words of the Creator there. Some felt that awareness of the Creator came only from within themselves and denounced all who sought the Creator elsewhere. And still there were those who listened to the Song of the Earth Stone and heard the echo of the Creator in the soles of their feet and the souls of their hearts.
“The violence grew and the carnage mounted. Witanya, watching from the Tower of Quapan, saw the hand of the Decreator and called to her council the Elders of all four factions. For fifteen days the Elders met and argued, fought and condemned, and still no mediation was had, no peace was found. On the sixteenth day, Witanya stood and spoke to the council.
“‘Elders of Quapan’ she said. ‘The Ears of the Creator and the Heart of the Earth Stone hear your words with great pain. There is the seed of truth in each of your hearts, yet it is being choked by the fears that have been planted by the Deceiver. All of your choices may lead you to the Creator, for there are as many paths to the Creator as there are People of Quapan. Do not condemn the paths of your brothers and sisters if they vary from yours, but rejoice with them, since they may find a truth within their choices that they may share with us all, and in doing so, make us all the stronger and wiser.’
“Yet the minds of the Elders were hardened and the hearts of the People were closed. The fighting grew and Witanya saw the destruction of all mankind loom close. The Decreator rejoiced and Witanya despaired. 
“Leaving the Tower of Quapan, she climbed to the summit of Mount Idawan’a and there she stayed for seven days while she spoke with the Earth Stone and begged for the wisdom to save her people. On the seventh day, she pulled her palms from the soil and raised them to the sky. As she lowered her arms, she transformed into a giant maniraptora, a golden bird with long colorful plumes and sharp finger-like claws on her wings. She flew into the rising sun to a place where the fighting between the Peoples of Quapan was most fierce. 
“Hovering above the carnage and violence, the sunlight glittered off her wings and, for a moment, the People stopped their fighting to admire the glory of the vision. Then, and no one knows who would do such a thing, someone shot an arrow at the bird, and while Witanya caught the shaft easily within her claws, the People were outraged and the short peace was destroyed and the fighting continued with an even greater ferocity.
“Sorrow in her heart, Witanya landed amidst the battle and transformed back into her human form. The combatants ignored her as she walked through the battlefield, tears blinding her eyes. Standing on the plateau of El-Bab, she raised her quaybo high in the air and with the butt of the staff, stabbed the ground.
“The earth shook. The battle paused. The combatants froze in terror. For there, at the point where her staff had split the ground, two fractures formed, like a cross and the land of Quapan separated, never to be whole again. It divided into quarters and, like four titanic turtles, each land moved slowly away from its root.
“On the plateau of El-Bab, the combatants scrambled to return to their own land as their continent pulled away. Uncounted thousands leapt the gorge and uncounted thousands fell into the abyss. Those left stranded in the land of their enemies were quickly slaughtered by their merciless foes.
“The carnage of that day would haunt the nights of Witanya for the rest of her reign. The solace of the Earth Stone could not appease her grief. Yet there was little else she could have done. Unable to reach the hearts of the warring factions, she could do little to save them except to separate them.
“As the abyss grew, the great waters rushed in to fill the chasm, creating the new ocean. The Earth Stone populated this sea with horrific monsters to prevent the Peoples from crossing to the lands of their enemies. 
“The People of the Stars took the land that moved south where they studied the skies undisturbed. They slowly forgot about their mother, the Earth Stone, and the fealty they owed to the Stone Voice. They embraced the night and worshipped the stars and their knowledge of all else gradually ebbed away.
“It is said that the land of the People of the Trees still lies to the north, but that, in some later age, it was covered with ice and snow and now lies dormant beneath a mantle of frost. Most believe that the People of the Trees have long since died out, but others, seeing that the trees still thrive, believe that they are hidden and await the coming of the Fifth Age of Quapan when the Peoples of the Earth will unite once more.
“The People of the Mind took the land that moved eastward from the rift. Their anger at the Stone Voice was great for they believed that they would have triumphed in that battle and that it was their destiny to rule the entire land of Quapan. They denounced the Stone Voice as an evil witch and purged all knowledge of the glory of Quapan and the bounty of the Earth Stone and the legends of the Stone Voices from their history. And while there rose from their midst many true Voices of the Creator, the hand of the Deceiver worked quickly in that bleak land and too often these Voices were silenced before their words were done.
“The People of the Land rode the back of their turtle as it moved westward from the cataclysm. The Tower of Quapan and the throne of the Stone Voice lay in the heart of this land, and while many of the Peoples may have forgotten some of the heritage of Quapan, there hides here amongst the People of the Land the roots of those people that retained their loyalty to the Earth Stone and their fealty to the Stone Voice.”
Under the dusky skies, the Crescent Courtyard was unusually silent as the People of the Valley wandered out of the Hall of the Flame and back to their homes. 
Even Lilibit was subdued as the Ravens entered their hogan. She washed her face in the spring-fed fountain that bubbled quietly in the corner of the common chamber and wiped her hands on her pant legs.
Turning to the others that sat around the hearth, she announced: “Well, I’m glad about one thing.”
“What’s that?” asked Nita.
“I’m glad I’m not the Stone Voice. Who’d want that job?” she declared as she plopped herself into her purple mushroom.
Her nose quickly buried back into her book, she did not notice the wary looks of the others.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 Trickster’s Bluff
The book closed with a satisfying whump. The smell of paper and ink washed her face with a delicious breeze. She opened the book again and slapped it back shut, the herby aroma a feeble consolation as she mourned the end of the story. 
And that was the last book in her den. She would need to sneak out to The Stash to get more.
Lilibit smiled as she rolled on her back and dimmed the light from her stone, Ewa-Kwan. As she burrowed into her mushroom pouf, she stretched and yawned and plotted. She would be like Witanya. She would be strong and brave. She would sneak out at night and complete her mission so secretly that no one would even know what she’d done.
She fell asleep chuckling.
 
Four hours later, Lilibit crept silently from the hogan. Clinging to the shadows, she skirted the Crescent Courtyard and passed by the mysterious Tower of Quapan that soared silently above the Valley of Kiva. Even in the dark of the starlight, the Tower glowed dimly, eerie lights shimmering faintly behind its opaque shell. Everyone knew that the tower held the archives of Kiva and that Gil-Salla frequently visited there, but none of the neophytes had yet found the entrance. Lilibit had spent two Quaybo practices and a silversmithing class exploring the perimeter, with no success.
Lilibit was careful not to brush the tower as she walked by; she knew the touch of her hand would cause the lights to pulse strongly and a quavering hum to sound from deep within it. She wasn’t just worried that someone might be awake to see or hear the tower’s response, she was also wary of the watching presence that she felt within the tower. She didn’t want to alert whoever, or whatever, was in there of her passing. 
Behind the tower, a wide swath of brush and rubble separated the hub of the valley from the red stone palisades of the Sienna Sentries. No path ran through this scrabble and Lilibit ignored the scratches on her feet and hands as she clamored over the rocks. Just as she reached the foot of the cliffs, a gypsy cloud covered the moon and she groped in the dark.
She looked up and scowled, but it was going to take more than night mists to stop her tonight. She pulled out her stone, raised it above her head and, obligingly, it glowed bright blue. By the light of Ewa-Kwan, she quickly found what she was looking for. Hidden within a crevice between two hoodoos, a rope dangled innocently; its white sheen dulled by a layer of red dust rubbed into its threads. It blended so well into the surrounding stone that even in the light of day, it could have hung unseen by anyone not knowing exactly where to look for it. Lilibit gave the rope a few sound tugs and began to scale the cliffs.
Witanya would have flown like a bird, she thought. Lilibit was crawling like a spider. She remembered how Keotak-se climbed the face of the Sienna Sentries like a spider the night they arrived at Kiva. She quickly squelched that memory. She wanted to be brave and thinking about that scary night was not going to help. 
The clouds had cleared the moon by the time that Lilibit reached the crest of palisades. Scrambling to her feet, she jogged the last quarter of a mile atop the ridge until she reached a cluster of stones heaped in a pile. Squirming between them, she entered the small pocket she called Jeff’s Bluff.
She passed the hodgepodge of high-tech paraphernalia Jeff had smuggled up to the mesatop. A satellite dish, he had explained to her, a solar powered generator, and a wireless transmission station. For Dave, he said. She had listened politely, but honestly, it was more boring than Quaybo. What was far more important lay in a burlap bag under a waterproof tarp wedged between two large stones. She made a beeline for The Stash.
As soon as she started to pull on the bag, she knew something was wrong. Sitting back on her heels, she patted down the canvas. 
Empty. 
Sprawled on her belly, she crawled into the gap. Her fingers groped into the corners but found nothing but grit.
It couldn’t be! There had been dozens of books there! Could she have possibly read them all? She took a quick mental inventory, ticking them off on her fingers. Yes, it was possible. She reached back into the crevice but nothing had changed. No small paperback wedged into a crack. She crawled out backwards and sat with a flop, stunned. 
What would she do now? Without a book to read, she just might actually, Stone forbid, be reduced to attending her classes. She rose to her feet and climbed to the top of the rise. Looking down onto the plains that lay outside the Sienna Sentries, she saw the lights from the distant town of Alamos Tierra glittering faintly in the southeast.
What would Witanya do?
 



Chapter Eighteen
 Trouble
Todd wasn’t worried when he woke to find Lilibit missing. Annoyed, but not worried. 
Keotak-se raised one eyebrow but made no comment when the clan of the Raven entered the Quaybo court short one clansman. Todd knew better than to make excuses. That he’d missed breakfast searching for Lilibit didn’t make her absence any more defensible; it just made him a more pathetic excuse for a chieftain. 
By lunchtime, his annoyance had morphed into concern. Lilibit had missed Tracking class and she liked Tracking. Jojoba, their instructor, always took them to a different part of the valley every day, showing them not only how to read the marks of man and animal in the world around them, but also to recognize the idioms of nature in the rocks and the plants and the air. It was like geology, animal sciences, meteorology and botany all taught with daily field trips.
Jojoba was the youngest of their instructors. With his shaggy brown hair pulled into a loose ponytail and big ears that stuck out like butterfly wings, he didn’t seem that much older than some of the neophytes. Tall and gangly with a long, galloping stride, he looked awkward when standing still, but had a limber grace as he loped across the valley, stooping to examine this or stopping to explain that. Lilibit would skip alongside him and bombard him with questions that seemed as random as they were endless, but he was never impatient and rarely at a loss for an answer.
Lilibit loved Tracking. Something was seriously wrong if Lilibit missed Tracking class.
When Todd walked into the hogan, he found Marla and Donny standing by the cold ashes of the hearth. No flame danced on it, their hogan was warm from the afternoon sun, but the mood was chilly.
“No luck?” Marla asked. 
Todd shook his head, but before he could answer, Nita and Devon rushed in like a small rockslide.
“She’s not atop the falls,” wheezed Nita, breathless from running.
“And she’s not on her thinking rock either,” added Devon, panting.
“We’re going to have to tell Gil-Salla and Keotak-se.” Marla clutched the stone about her neck anxiously.
“I wanted to wait until Jeff gets back.” Todd was not looking forward to explaining this. “He said he knew where she might be.”
Todd walked to the door, the others followed. His feet moved slowly towards the entrance of Gil-Salla’s hall, but his eyes darted quickly, checking the paths leading down to the Crescent Courtyard and the hills and cliffs that rose behind them, but he saw no sign of either Lilibit or Jeff.
“Psst!”
Todd paused just as he was about to rap his staff against the arch of Gil-Salla’s entry. He looked around, trying to find the sound.
“Todd!” an urgent, but disembodied, voice hissed at him. “Over here!”
A sliver of red hair and a frantically jerking hand peeked around from the back of the Hall of the Flame. Grateful for the reprieve, Todd walked quickly over to it.
Jeff looked guilty. Not a good sign.
“I think I know where she might be,” he said, looking at the ground.
 



Chapter Nineteen
 Breach
“What is all this?” Todd was so stunned that he forgot to move out of the gap between the two stones that hid the entrance to Jeff’s Bluff. Marla pushed him out of the way as she scrambled into the hollow.
“Jeff!” Marla’s voice was hushed, but not with admiration. “What have you been up to?”
“It’s a self-contained internet satellite system,” Jeff said, beaming with pride. He walked over to a collection of black vinyl sheets, framed and interwoven with aluminum. “During the day, these solar-powered panels store power in batteries over there---”
“Jeff!” The edge of Todd’s voice cut through the gloating. “Where’s Lilibit?”
Jeff shot Todd a dark look before stomping over to a canvas bag that lay deflated and discarded on the ground.
“It’s empty,” he said unnecessarily.
“I can see that!” Todd bit back his impatience. “But where’s Lilibit?”
“It was full of books,” Jeff explained.
Todd’s glare demanded more.
With a sigh, Jeff continued. “When I snuck out to get this equipment, I bought Lilibit a bunch of books. When I came up here to check stuff out, I saw that the bag had been pulled out and that it was empty.”
“Where did all this stuff come from?” asked Marla.
“I bought it.” Jeff was defiant.   
“With what?” Marla crossed her arms and burned her eyes into Jeff’s.
“Never mind that!” snapped Todd. “How did you get this stuff up here? The only way in or out of the valley is through Red Rabbit Ridge. The pass is watched constantly, there’s no way you could have snuck all this past them.”
“Well, maybe that’s not the only way in or out of the valley.” Jeff strutted over to where a line of boulders created a natural battlement. Squirming between the stones, he stood on a lip that looked out over the valley. 
Close behind, Todd followed his eyes down to where a dusty rope dropped into the gap between two hoodoo columns, disappearing into the shadows of the rubble, hundreds of feet below. 
“Unbelievable,” Todd whispered. “For more than twenty centuries, the Sienna Sentries have been impregnable. You’ve been here less than three months and you’ve completely undermined their defenses.”
Jeff nodded slowly as he looked down. 
“I know,” he said somberly. “It’s a gift.”
It was quiet for a moment as Todd struggled with his temper. His eyes narrowed and his fingers clenched into fists. He could feel the heat rising from his neck, but whatever reckoning might have been due to Jeff, it got derailed by a small voice from above.
“Jeff?” They both looked up to where Devon perched precariously atop of one of the boulders, his belly on the stone, his chin on his arms. “Don’t you think you should pull up that rope when you’re not using it?”
The smirk left Jeff’s face as his eyes dropped to the cliff.
“I did,” he answered.



Chapter Twenty
 Alamos Tierra
The cliffs of Kiva lay behind them. Devon and Nita waited atop Jeff’s Bluff with orders to lower the rope when they returned. If they didn’t return by nightfall, they were to go to Gil-Salla and tell her where they were.
The town of Alamos Tierra lay before them. The late autumn sun hung low and clear, casting sharp shadows between the gentle buildings. At the outskirts, they slid off the horses and walked cautiously down the lazy streets.
Alamos Tierra was a quiet little village. A few shops looked new, but most had seen few changes in the past century. Todd nudged Jeff’s shoulder and with a bob of his head, directed him to lead the way. Jeff walked down the main street; Todd, Marla and Donny followed.
They heard a distant bell jingle in the rear of the bookstore as they pushed open the front door. Between the stacks, a little woman with snow white hair glanced up from the book that she was holding. She gave them a half of a smile before looking back down to her novel. A lanky man with thinning brown hair and coke-bottle glasses didn’t look at them at all.
A beak-nosed woman hustled out from the back. Her streaked blonde hair was closely cropped to her head and her orange knit shirt clung low and tight over her chest. The smile on her face faded as she saw who entered the store. 
“Do you need help finding anything?” She didn’t sound like being helpful was high on her priority list.
“We’re looking for a girl, about this high,” Todd held his hand about four feet off the floor, “black hair, kind of almond shaped eyes…”
“Oh, her.” The bookstore lady sounded even less friendly. “She was waiting outside when I opened up this morning. Spent half the morning sitting on the floor between the stacks and then, when I told her that this wasn’t the library, she tried to buy a book with a rock! As if I could be fooled by a little gold paint! Hmmph!”
The relief that ran through Todd was quickly banished by a feeling of unease. He rubbed the tingle from his scalp.
“How long ago was that? And did you see where she went?”
“I shooed her out before lunchtime, and no, I didn’t bother to see which way she went.” With that, she turned and disappeared back into the stacks.
Out on the sidewalk, Todd looked up and down the streets. Dusk came early with winter so close. It would be dark in two hours and it would take them an hour on horseback to get back to Kiva. Todd did not want to think about having to face Gil-Salla and Keotak-se if they couldn’t find Lilibit in the next sixty minutes.
“We’ll split up and meet back here in an hour. Donny, you stick with Jeff and ask any dogs or other animals that you cross if they’ve seen Lilibit.”
Donny nodded proudly. On their journey to Kiva, Lilibit had given him Doo-Shi, his stone of power, and it gave him the ability to speak to animals. The simpleness of his mind might seem like a handicap to some people, but in the animal kingdom, Donny was a genius.
Todd’s staff thudded on the dirt sidewalks that ran alongside the curbless streets. Alamos Tierra was not that large and he had quickly poked his head into every shop and searched every alley that ran between and behind them. The next street held the town offices. He stood staring in front of the sheriff’s office; he was no more eager to ask them about Lilibit than he was to confess to Keotak-se. Nonetheless, he took a deep breath and started up to the door, but stopped when he noticed a movement off to one side of the building.
A dark haired woman in a blue print dress descended a simple painted wood staircase that clung to the side of the building. Todd’s eyes followed the stairs up and saw a doorway on the second level nestled in the shade of a covered balcony. A grin on his face, he read the sign lettered neatly on the door, “Alamos Tierra Town Library”.
He started for the stairs but halfway up, the woman in blue put out her hand to stop him.
“I’m sorry,” she said, “but the library is closed.”
“NO! I mean…” Todd forced himself to calm down when the woman raised an eyebrow. “I’m sorry, but was there a girl with black hair about this high in there today?” 
“Why yes,” the woman answered slowly. “There was a little girl in there all afternoon, she was still there when I announced we were closing, but she left before I did my final sweep.”
A faint glimmer of blue caught the corner of Todd’s eye. It flickered through a crack around a shade drawn down over one of the windows. 
“Would you mind if I took just a quick look? We’ve been looking for her all afternoon and this is the last place anyone’s seen her.” Todd tried to sound casual, but his voice cracked anxiously. After a long glance back to the locked door, she nodded and turned back up the stairs.
The key had barely turned in the lock when Todd squirmed through the half opened door and raced towards the room with the blue flicker. He quickly found the switch by the door and flipped it, flooding the room with fluorescent light and drowning the bright blue glimmer that came from beneath a table in the far the corner. The woman probably thought that he was rude, but it was more important that she didn’t see Ewa-Kwan’s glow. He strode over to the table, reached down and grabbed a small bare dirty foot that waved rhythmically back and forth.
“Hey!” Lilibit squawked as she was dragged out, one hand clutching her stone, the other hanging on to a large picture book.
“You are in such trouble!”
“Todd!” Lilibit hugged the book to her chest and whispered reverently. “It’s a library!”
“Yes, I know it’s a library. But you’re not supposed to be here!”
“But look at all the books!”
Todd grabbed Lilibit’s arm and pulled her to her feet. “You know you’re not supposed to leave the---” he bit back the rest of his sentence, suddenly remembering the librarian. He turned to find her standing with her arms folded across her chest, a frown between her eyes as she looked at Lilibit.
“Didn’t you hear me announce that the library was closing?” The woman sounded very annoyed.
“Uh-huh!” Lilibit nodded with a smile. “That’s okay! I don’t mind staying here by myself.”
A scowl narrowed the librarian’s eyes. “If you wanted to keep reading, why didn’t you just get a library card and check out the books?”
Lilibit’s face brightened, but Todd cut her off before she could answer. 
“We can’t,” he said, shaking his head. “We don’t, um, get into town often enough to return them.”
“Todd!” Lilibit glared at him as she clutched the books to her chest. With her lower lip jutting and her legs squared and braced, she looked like a stubborn sparrow determined not to leave without her worms. Todd sighed. This was not going to be easy. 
“So where do you two live?” There was an intensity to the librarian’s question that made Todd uncomfortable.
“North of Alamos Tierra.” He answered quickly before Lilibit could open her mouth. “Way north.”
Her arms still crossing her chest, the woman watched them thoughtfully. “Jojoba comes to the library every Tuesday. He could return them for you.”
Todd’s jaw dropped at the mention of the Tracking instructor. 
“You know Jojoba?” Lilibit beamed before Todd could stop her. “He’s my favorite!”
The woman dropped her arms to her side and her face warmed with a slight smile. “Mine too,” she admitted. She bent to scoop up the books that Lilibit had squirreled away under the table. “Pick out three to take with you. When Jojoba returns them on Tuesday, I will give him three more to replace them.”
Lilibit looked down at her plunder with dismay. “Only three?” 
The librarian bit her lip and took pity on her. “Okay then. Four.”
Lilibit dropped to the floor and lost herself in the elimination process. Todd cleared his throat and met the woman’s eyes.
“Um, Ms…”
“Balainya. Ms. Balainya.”
“How… um… well do you know Jojoba?” 
“I believe, what you really ask is, am I aware of Jojoba’s calling and what he does when he is not visiting us here in Alamos Tierra?” Ms. Balainya spoke slowly. “There are many people here in Alamos Tierra who have heard the legends of the mountains and we do not question too closely those who may, or may not, be answering the call of the land.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Not everyone in Alamos Tierra can be trusted, but there are many here who support those who hear the call. You must tread carefully whenever you leave the valley. Even here it is not always safe.”
She might have said more, but she was interrupted by Lilibit rising to her feet. With the attitude of a person about to jump of a cliff, she thrust her choices into Ms. Balainya’s hands. “These, please!”
Ms. Balainya shuffled through the books, nodding as she noted The Little Prince, Mary Poppins, and Peter Pan, but the fourth one made her pause. She tapped questioningly at the thick volume entitled Bulfinch’s Mythology.
“Oh that’s just in case I finish all the others before Tuesday,” Lilibit said seriously.
Two minutes later, they were running down the stairs, Todd pulling at Lilibit’s arm. It was after four o’clock and they had to find the others, get to the horses and get back to the Sienna Sentries before sunset.
It was going to be close.
Marla stood in front of the bookstore, pacing anxiously. She looked relieved when she saw Lilibit, but that quickly morphed into anger. She would have given Lilibit an earful, but Todd cut her off.
“Not now,” he said, looking up and down the street. “Where’s Jeff and Donny? We need to get going.”
As if on cue, Jeff and Donny appeared from around a corner. 
“Lilibit! Oh good---” Jeff started but Todd cut him off.
“Not now,” he said again and headed north towards the spot where they had left the horses.
“No, wait a second!” The urgency in Jeff’s voice stopped Todd in his tracks. “Lilibit. The woman in the bookstore said you tried to buy a book with a gold nugget. What happened to it?”
“I told you gold was a silly stone!” said Lilibit. “The lady in the bookstore didn’t want it either.”
“Yeah, but what did you do with it?” asked Jeff.
“I left it somewhere.” Lilibit shrugged towards the nearby alley. “Down there, I think.”
Jeff ran down the alley, the others followed. 
“Where’d you put it?” Jeff asked, searching frantically behind the trashcans. 
They all knew that Lilibit would never just toss a stone away, even a silly one, but would place it gently on the ground, finding a home for it. Lilibit walked over to a clump of weeds that grew in a crack of pavement and sunlight. She parted the leaves.
“That’s funny.” She stroked the grit and the stems, as if they might answer the mystery. “It’s not here anymore.”
Todd’s scalp crawled, but there was no time to waste looking for the nugget. “C’mon. We’ve got to get going.”
They ran to the outskirts where the horses waited. Todd kept looking back over his shoulder. He could almost feel eyes watching him, but he didn’t see anyone following. They mounted and headed north, back to the Valley of Kiva.
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 The Kingdom of Endrune
From where he sat, David “Duke” Dauntry could see his own reflection in the mirror. And it pleased him very much. He really was a devilishly good looking man. Movie star looks. Charmingly handsome. All these things and more had been said about him. And they were all true. He tilted his head and admired the clean cut of his chin. They may have even understated it. He really was a remarkably handsome man.
The dumpy man with the coke-bottle glasses was still talking. One of those private detectives he’d hired. He must remember to smile at him. Smiles cost nothing but frequently returned quite amazing dividends. The Duke smiled.
Oh dear. When was the last time he’d had his teeth whitened? A month ago? As soon as he returned to civilization, he must schedule another appointment. They were still quite bright, but they weren’t blinding. He must always have blinding white teeth. 
The dumpy man had stopped speaking and was staring at him, evidently waiting for his response. Duke smiled again. The man smiled back, a little uncertainly. On the table in front of him lay several dozen photographs and an impressive nugget of high grade gold.
Oh, that’s right. The reason he was here in this backwater slum. The rumor of a gold strike here in Alamos Tierra. He supposed if an elusive motherlode was hiding anywhere, it would probably be in a primitive pisshole like this. He picked up the nugget and let it roll between his fingers, wondering if it was genuine. As President and Chief Executive Officer of Endrune, the world’s largest mineral exploitation conglomerate, he really should know something about rocks and geology and such rot, but that’s what he paid others for. The Duke knew he had only two fortes: a good head for numbers and an almost psychic ability to find an individual’s weakest spot and exploit it. Oh, and he mustn’t forget his incredible charm and fabulous good looks. He smiled at himself again. Four fortes. More than enough to make him a very rich and very powerful man. 
The dumpy man began to sweat quite badly. “R-r-really!” he stuttered. “That’s all I was able to find out. There were only the five children. It was the smallest girl who dropped the nugget. They left Alamos Tierra on foot. North of the town, they got on horses and that’s where I lost them. According to the map, there are no roads anywhere near where they headed.”
Oh, fun. This time the smile brought on guilt and fear. The Duke never knew what the smile would get him, but he was rarely disappointed. He set the nugget back on the table and looked at the dumpy man. What was his name? Chuck something.
“Well, Chuck, that’s not very helpful, now. Is it?” Actually, the information was very helpful, but there was no need to burden the fool with that knowledge. “We already knew that the only link to the phantom gold mine was a couple of kids. And since we haven’t found a trace of them within the town, it’s obvious that they must live outside the town.” The Duke shook his head mournfully. “No, I must admit that this information is not very helpful. I really must ask that you return the advance that we paid you.”
Dumpy Chuck paled. To a private detective, returning an advance was the only unforgivable sin. “But, but… what about the rock?”
The Duke carelessly flicked the nugget with a seeming disregard for its value. If it was a similar grade to the last nugget, then it was probably worth ten or fifteen times the detective’s advance. Again, there was no need to tell him that. 
“A tiny scrap of ore like that?” He lobbed the nugget into the trash. “Hardly worth the cost of cleaning it up. No, Chuck. I’m afraid you’ll have to return the advance. If it’s not received back in our offices within two weeks, you’ll be hearing from our legal department.”
The Duke nodded his dismissal. Two burly flunkies who had been standing in the dark corners of the room stepped forward, stood on either side of the detective and escorted him out, stuttering and shaking.
The Duke took a moment to admire himself in the mirror. Contentment added a complimentary gleam to his usual striking good looks. He always got that glow whenever he cheated hard working slobs out of their rightful compensation. It wasn’t about the money. It was about power. And Duke had all the power. 
By the time his assistants had closed the door, the Duke had already forgotten the dumpy detective. With a nod, he directed one of his men to pick up the trash barrel and bring it to him. Gingerly, the Duke lifted out the nugget. He wiped it clean with a tissue before letting it rest in his palm.
He had commandeered the best inn that Alamos Tierra had to offer. It was still a rank slum, but he didn’t mind. He was roughing it. Prospecting for gold. Out amongst the riff raff. It would all become part of the press release that would document the incredible good luck of David “The Duke” Dauntry when he discovered a major gold strike while on a survival retreat. He wondered how many wild animals he was going to fight off with his bare hands. He sipped a glass of chilled ’94 Vouvray and decided he would consult with his publicists before making that determination.
“I am not disappointed.” An unfamiliar voice interrupted the Duke’s musings. “I have heard so much about Duke Dauntry and I must admit, you are everything I expected.”
The Duke dropped his glass. White wine and glass splinters skittered across the floor. A stranger was in the room, standing by the window. But how did he get in? The doors and windows were closed and locked. His bodyguards surged from their corners, but something in the stranger’s demeanor made them pause and they wavered nervously, waiting for the Duke to react.
The stranger was tall and pallid with a gleaming bald head. His grey eyes were pale, almost white. The Duke noticed that his suit was expensive and superbly tailored. His long slim fingers were finely manicured and his shoes were custom-made Italian leather. The Duke eased back into his chair. He may not recognize the face, but he knew a player when he saw one. With a flick of a pinky, his flunkies cleaned up the broken glass and receded back into the shadows.
“And you would be?”
“I have been called by many names, but you may perhaps know me as Serafino Sexton.”
“The lawyer?” Despite himself, the Duke was impressed. Attorney Serafino Sexton was as legendary as he was elusive. He was rarely photographed and little was known about the private life of one of legal systems most eloquent orators. He gestured to a chair. “Please be seated, Mr. Sexton.”
“Call me Syxx,” he said with a graceful smile. “That is what my closest associates call me.”
The Duke felt a warm thrill at being included amongst the “closest associates”. He filled two fresh glasses with wine. “I must tell you, Syxx, that I followed that Medical Institute criminal trial very closely. Your defense was very impressive.” 
Syxx nodded graciously as he accepted one of the glasses.
“So tell me.” The Duke leaned back in his chair. “What brings a man of your stature to Alamos Tierra?”
“Much the same that brings you here,” Syxx purred. “We both seek the source of that gold.”
The Duke was only mildly surprised that Syxx knew of the phantom ore. He expected no less from a man of his ilk.
“Are we competing? Is this a race?” The call of the chase hummed through the Duke’s veins. Nothing so plebian as scrounging in the dirt for ore. This contest would be on the Duke’s turf with the Duke’s weapons: board rooms and bank accounts. 
Syxx smiled, the wine swishing around his glass. “As entertaining as such a matchup might be, I am actually proposing a partnership. The payoff here may actually be higher than you currently appreciate.”
The Duke picked up the nugget and let it roll between his fingertips. “And what do you bring to the table? I’ve got all the resources I need. I could buy this entire county and have it stripmined flat in a month. What do I need you for?”
“Knowledge. I know the source of the ore. And as a show of good will, I’ll give you a small advance. No charge.” Syxx bent towards the Duke, locked his eyes and whispered. “There is no mine. That nugget did not come from a vein.”
Syxx leaned back, his eyes still fixed on the Duke. The Duke stared at the glittering lump in his palm. If this nugget turned out to be the same caliber as the last one, it would be pure gold. His staff mineralogists had been baffled by that. Nature doesn’t produce raw ore that pure. With a glance, he dismissed his flunkies. When the door had closed behind them, he turned to Syxx and placed the rock on the table. “You have my attention. What are your terms.”
“Thirty percent of the net profit from the operation,” Syxx answered smoothly.
“Fair enough,” the Duke answered quickly. Net
Profit? He couldn’t be that naïve! No one negotiated for net! When the dust settled and the accountants were finished, net profit was nyet profit!
But Sexton had a reputation for being smooth and shrewd, so whatever Syxx sought from this deal, it wasn’t money. Then again, this was not a man to be shoved out the door like the hapless Chuck. The Duke would have to tread carefully. 
Syxx reached forward and dragged a long pale finger across the stack of photographs, splaying them across the table before pausing, hovering above the picture of a dark haired, slant-eyed waif who seemed to stare impudently directly into the camera. 
“That one,” he hissed.
 “She’s the one that knows where the gold comes from?” 
“No.” Syxx leaned back and held the Duke’s eye, his voice a sliver. “She’s the one that can summon it.”
“Summon it?”
“She can actually beckon minerals. Not just gold. All elements. She can draw water into the desert and oil into your kitchen sink.”
If it had been anyone else saying this to the Duke, he’d call security and have him escorted out of the building, but there was something about Syxx that made the absurdity almost believable. He held his tongue.
“Whoever controls that child, controls all the natural resources of the planet.” Syxx’s eyes narrowed as he whispered. “Just think about it, Duke! Not only could you draw oil into a barren field, you could cause your competitors fields to dry up! You could stockpile your reserves and then cause a worldwide shortage that would drive prices through the roof. You could be in complete control of the earth’s energy resources.”
The Duke’s eyes weren’t focused anywhere near this little shack of room in Alamos Tierra. From where he sat, he watched a golden future unfold before him.
“I would be the richest, most powerful man on earth,” he breathed.
Syxx stood and moved behind him to whisper into his ear. “You will rule the entire planet.”
“Yes!” The Duke’s words were slow and slurred, already drunk with power. “Tell me what I need to do.”
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 Truants 
The eastern cliffs of the Sienna Sentries dimmed from a flaming red to a shadowy slate as the sun disappeared. Todd clutched Midnight’s mane, crouching down and pressing his calves into the mustang’s flanks to urge him faster. To his right, Lilibit clung to Old Auntie, her favorite mare. The others galloped behind them, but Todd wasn’t letting Lilibit out of his sight until she was back safe into Kiva.
They were as winded as the horses when they pulled up at the rocky foothills that buffered the Sienna Sentries from the desert floor. Todd gave Lilibit no time to give a farewell pat to Old Auntie, pulling her off the horse’s back and tugging here into the maze of shards. The others followed quickly.
“There it is!” Jeff pointed at the rope, which in spite of the darkening sky, they could still see dangling down the eastern face.
“Devon and Nita must have seen us coming.” Todd sighed with relief. “They must have dropped the roped back down.” 
Todd sent Marla up the rope first, waited until she’d disappeared into the dark, then nudged Lilibit’s shoulder. “Okay, you next.” 
“Hey!” Lilibit yelped as he grabbed her book bag. “Give me that!” 
“I’ll give it to you when you get to the top,” Todd said as he slung it over his shoulder and wedged his quaybo staff under it. “I’ll be right behind you.” 
Lilibit huffed indignantly and grabbed the rope. He watched her for a moment as she scaled the cliff and then turned to Jeff and Donny. Donny still stared mournfully in the direction where they’d left the horses.
“You two wait until we’re all the way up. I don’t want to strain the rope.”
Jeff muttered something rude sounding as Todd began to climb. He kept one eye on Lilibit while watching the horizon in all directions. He hadn’t seen anything unusual when, above him, Lilibit squeaked out a frightened “whoop!”
Looking back up, he saw Lilibit jetting straight up into the air. Before he could grab his quaybo or even call out, he too began falling up. 
Falling up was the best description he had for it. It was if gravity had flipped and the earth was now up and the sky, down. He twisted in the air, instinct and logic warring for control. Should he aim his feet to the sky where he was headed, or to the ground? He flailed through the air like a pinwheel.
Yells and grunts from Jeff and Donny warned him of their plummeting ascent before he caught sight of them. Like Todd, Jeff was flapping and spinning, but Donny just rose like a bullet, his face more puzzled than frightened. 
When they’d reached a height some twenty feet above the mesa, they stopped abruptly. Frozen in the air, they hung about half a mile above the desert floor. If the gravity shifted back now, they’d fall to their deaths. 
Todd squirmed around so his feet were once more oriented to the earth. Instinctively, he pulled out his quaybo. The light was failing and it was difficult to see in the gloam, but he could make out Lilibit and Marla hovering nearby. Every inch of Marla was tensed, one hand clutched the stone at her neck and the other, cocked back in a fist as if to strike at some invisible attacker. Like Todd, her eyes darted around trying to find some enemy, but he could see no threat.
Lilibit was in full panic mode. She kicked and thrashed like a drowning spider. Stuck in mid-air, all Todd could do was call to her, to try to calm her down, but she was too far gone to listen. 
Todd was white knuckled from clutching his quaybo, but as a weapon, it was useless. Even if he could see an enemy, with his feet off the ground, he couldn’t get any leverage to swing at anything. And the only way he’d ever been able to release the power of his staff was by striking it against the earth. They hung, suspended like marionettes. 
A sudden flare of light on the mesa top drew their attention and even Lilibit stopped her struggles, frozen. A blazing human figure, carrying a fiery staff, strode out into the clearing from a cleft between some rocks. The flames, which flared out two feet above its head and a foot or so in every other direction, made it look gigantic, but when it struck its staff on the ground and the flames flickered out, there stood a woman, her right hand holding her staff, her left hand, still aflame, high above her head.
Her hand flared as she brought it forward and the light hit her face. The knot in Todd’s chest loosened as he recognized Gil-Salla, but his relief was short-lived. The anger on her face made her look alien; almost inhuman. She waved her staff in an arc and something struck him on his side that felt like an invisible telephone pole. Whatever it was, it struck all five of them, and they were shoved like dolls onto the mesa, falling into a heap.
Gil-Salla’s words throbbed low and hard. “For centuries, the People of the Valley have dedicated their entire lives, working to provide a haven for the neophytes.” Her voice made the gravel beneath them buzz. Tufts of flame, exploding from her hair and shoulders revealed an anger held barely in check. “Generation upon generation have been dedicated to their safety. Your safety. And you would throw their sacrifices into their faces?”
They scrambled to their feet, but couldn’t meet her eye. She strode to the edge of the mesa. 
“Look!” She ordered and they stumbled towards the rim, keeping as far away from her heat as they could. She pointed her staff down toward the base of the cliffs.
A spear of white flame crackled from her staff. It hit the rocky clearing below and split the ground with a deafening crack. A fountain of glowing lava squirted upwards, igniting the rope that still dangled, searing it to ash. The maw opened and closed like a smacking mouth, blackened lips squirting red tongues of glowing molten rock that licked the cliffs and the scrabbling foothills. 
The heat drove them back from the edge. There was no way anyone was going out through Jeff’s Bluff again. Or coming in. The breach was sealed.
Gil-Salla turned back to the five truants. 
“Chieftan of the Ravens.” Gil-Salla’s voice was soft and even, but that made Todd quake all the more. “Report to my hall after this evening meal. Alone.”
With that, she stabbed her staff onto the ground and burst into flames. When the blaze died  and the smoke cleared, she was gone. 
Todd stared at the spot where she had disappeared, shaking with fear and awe. His dread at having to meet with Gil-Salla was dwarfed by his amazement. He had no idea that the Flame Voice could wield such power. He looked over the cliff to where the lava mouth still spat. 
Marla, ashen and trembling, stood beside him, and looked down. “Who knew she could do that?”
“Who knew she’d be that angry?” Todd shook his head. “We are in deep trouble.”
Jeff stomped around the mesatop, swearing loudly, kicking at the charred remnants of his satellite hookup. “I was this close!” he fumed, shaking a cable in his fist. “All I needed was this last stupid adapter and I’d have been online!”
“C’mon Jeff.” Todd started down the path. “You’ve caused enough trouble for one day.”
“What?” Jeff’s yell reached Todd as he dragged Lilibit down the ravine back to the valley below. “Like this is all MY fault?”
The rest of Jeff’s rant was lost in the echoes as Todd led his clan back to their hogan.
 



Chapter Twenty-Three 
 The Aroma of a Rat
The evening meal was subdued. From the puzzled nudges of the other neophytes, you could tell they had no idea why. Keotak-se was missing and Gil-Salla sat grim and silent. 
“What happened to you two up there?” Todd asked Devon and Nita in a clenched whisper.
“It was getting dark, but we saw the horses coming,” answered Nita.
“Then Gil-Salla just appeared!” From the corner of his eye, Devon stared at the Flame Voice with awe. “It wasn’t like she’d walked up the path. One second she wasn’t there, and the next second she was!”
“She was so mad!” said Nita. 
“Really?” muttered Jeff. “We didn’t notice.”
“She told us to go back our hogan and wait. We never even got the chance to tell her you’d gone down to Alamos Tierra to get Lilibit,” said Devon. “It was if she already knew.”
Todd looked over at Gil-Salla. She stared into the flame of her hearth. Todd hadn’t seen her raise her eyes once during the meal.
The food tasted like mud and dread made digestion a painful process, yet Todd did not want this meal to ever end. 
There were no shared stories after dinner, only the sounds of muttering and shuffling feet as the hall emptied. 
The Ravens lingered, not wanting to abandon Todd, but with a jerk of his head, he sent them to follow the rest of the neophytes. Lilibit was the last to leave. She hadn’t said a word since Gil-Salla’s exit from the mesa top, but now she hung back and wanted to say something.
“Forget about it.” Todd stopped her before she could speak. “We’ll talk about it later. Go with the others.”
Since she looked like she was about to argue with him, he shoved her towards the door. She stumbled and remorse flipped to anger.
“I just wanted to say, sorry,” she scowled before turning and stomping out the door.
When she was finally gone, Todd turned toward the hearth. Gil-Salla and eight of the Elders still sat, in a straight line, their eyes boring into him. Besides Hihomay and Cohanna there were two men and a woman that he’d seen around the Valley, but had never spoken to. There were also four men that he’d never seen in the five months that he’d been at Kiva. Strangers were rare and were usually announced with great fanfare at the evening meal, so their presence did little to make him feel better. While the decorated leather tunics they wore weren’t as blinding as Hihomay’s, they had an aura of formality, and combined with their dour frowns, they made Todd feel like a stupid little kid that just wet his pants. He wished he’d brought his staff, but since no one else ever brought them to dinner, he’d left his back in the hogan. He rubbed his sweating palms against his thighs, slightly reassured by the feeling of the small knife he kept hidden beneath his pant leg. He thought of his father then, who had given him that dagger, and straightened his back. He took a deep breath and walked to the hearth.
For the first time that evening, Gil-Salla met Todd’s eye and what he read there froze him. The anger was still there, but burning cold: black embers barely controlled. The strength was still there too. But it looked like Gil-Salla had aged a century in the past two hours. Her skin seemed chalkier and the lines around her eyes and jowls had deepened; his first thought was that someone had gouged her cheeks with a knife. 
And behind the ferocity was something else, something even more disturbing. Todd thought he saw fear. A deep, soul-scarring dread. Todd had never seen fear like that before and never expected to see it in the powerful face of Gil-Salla. 
“Raven Chieftan.” Gil-Salla’s cool voice revealed nothing of what Todd had seen in her eyes. “Did you not understand me when I said the neophytes were not to leave the Valley without permission?”
“Yes, ma’am,” Todd answered. Truthfully, Gil-Salla’s decree had been a little ambiguous, but Todd had understood it. It had been Jeff and Lilibit who had chosen to interpret it more loosely. Todd decided not to mention that.
“And when you discovered that one of your clan had left the Valley, why did you not alert one of the Elders?”
“I thought…” it sounded stupid now, “that we could find her and bring her back and no one would know.”
The silence was crushing. One of the Elders, hawk-nosed and hard eyes, grunted with disgust. Gil-Salla took no notice of him and continued.
“I am aware, young Todd, that during your journey to Kiva, you were forced to rely on only yourselves for your survival, to trust only each other and your own instincts. But here at Kiva, you must adhere to the rule of the Council. You must subordinate to the Elders.”
Todd could think of nothing to say to this. He nodded tensely and, with a milder voice Gil-Salla, went on.
“All neophytes, when they first hear the call of the stone, face many perils in their journeys to reach Kiva. The very act of overcoming these obstacles not only proves them worthy of the Stone, but also strengthens them and prepares them for the even more demanding challenges ahead.”
Todd might have argued that point. While they’d never told the other neophytes about their battles with the thirty foot acid-spitting snake or the fire breathing demon, he’d heard some of the stories from the other kids. While most of them had a pretty hard time getting to Kiva, none of them had gone through the gauntlet that the Ravens went through. Yet he held his tongue.
“The Elders,” Gil-Salla nodded to the men and women on either side of her, “have great respect for all of the neophytes, but we can not permit the rules to be disregarded.”
“The Ravens should be disbanded! Immediately!” The hawk-nosed man roared suddenly. “It was a sham to allow them to form their own clan! That was not how it was done before! That is not tradition!”
“What?” Todd was startled into speaking. “No! You can’t disband the Ravens!”
“Quiet.” Gil-Salla raised her hand in a gentle reproof that seemed as directed to the hawk-nosed man as it was towards Todd. “Leot-Kay, we discussed this earlier in Council…”
Leot-Kay. Todd had heard of him. Chieftain of the Hidotmay. And Nov’m’s father. Looking closely at him, Todd could see the resemblance, both in face and in ruthlessness. Todd didn’t know that Nov’m’s father was on the Council of Elders. The stare that met Todd’s was cold with a hidden fury. Todd’s scalp twitched. 
“It is true that, to permit a group of Neophytes to create their own clan is… untraditional…” Gil-Salla placed a significance on that word that Todd did not understand. “…but it was my decision to allow it and… traditionally… the Flame Voice has always supervised the training of the Neophytes.”
Leot-Kay turned his glare onto Gil-Salla and settled back to the floor, but his scowl was unchastened. Gil-Salla ignored him as she spoke to Todd.
“Your clan has earned a reputation for being undisciplined. This insubordination cannot be permitted to continue. The Council has decided that if you are unable to control your pledges, than the Clan of the Raven will be disbanded and the clan members will be split up into the other hogans.” 
Todd felt his chest tighten. They couldn’t separate them! 
“Do you understand?” Gil-Salla’s voice softened slightly, but it was small compensation. Todd nodded miserably. “Very well. You may leave.”
Heavily, Todd left the Flame Voice’s hall. Standing in the Crescent Courtyard, he could hear the faint mumble of the Council as they spoke. He recognized the angry mutters of Leot-Kay and the cool murmur of Gil-Salla mixed among the other voices, but the Council sat too far from the door to make out any of their words. He was heading towards the Raven Hogan when he heard a scrabbling noise, then the sound of gravel falling and finally a soft “thwop” of something hitting the ground. Rounding the side of the hall, he caught a small dark figure rising from a crouch, evidently having just landed after sliding off the dome.
“Rodent!” Todd’s angry whisper hissed in the darkness. Rodent smirked as he straightened before disappearing into the shadows. Rodent was a thin dark haired boy from the Clan of the Tiger. Todd didn’t know if Rodent was his real name, or just a nickname, but it fit him. He had a mean little face that matched his mean little body and if he hadn’t been Nov’m’s cousin, he probably would have been rejected to the Rabbit Clan for being too scrawny. He made up for his lack of size by snooping around and digging up the dirt on his fellow neophytes. He wasn’t very well liked even within his own clan, but he was Nov’m’s pet spy and he could normally be found strutting in his shadow or skulking on his missions.
Todd glanced up and figured that Rodent had been on the roof, listening at the chimney hole. He didn’t know how much he’d heard, or who he’d tell, but Todd knew that it wasn’t going to be good for the Ravens. Like he needed one more thing to worry about.
Picking up a pebble from the dirt, he pitched into the dark where Rodent had disappeared. He was surprised by a small yelp of pain and the sounds of a scurrying retreat. Rodent had still been lurking in the alley between two buildings and, by sheer luck, Todd had managed to bean him. Heartened by this small, unexpected victory, Todd threw out his chest and returned to his hogan, ready to take on a far greater challenge: 
To tame the Ravens.



Chapter Twenty-Four
 Swoop
Two weeks had passed since that unfortunate event on the mesa top and Lilibit had been behaving very well. Except for two minor incidents, but no one is perfect and you really can’t expect a person to do what they’re told all the time, every time. Can you?
Of course not, Lilibit thought as she headed for her Jiminy Tree. And it’s not as if she were skipping Quaybo class; she was just going to be a little bit late. But she’d promised Garen she’d meet him at their favorite bookswapping hideout right after breakfast and a promise is more important than Quaybo class. Isn’t it?
Garen had been glum and red-eyed at breakfast and wouldn’t tell her what was bothering him. Lilibit clutched “Harriet the Spy” under her arm as she trotted through a grove of trees and up a gravelly slope. She hadn’t finished reading it yet, but Garen looked so sad, she was ready to make the sacrifice if it would cheer him up.
The Jiminy Tree was actually a huge, rambling pinyon pine that grew on the western slope of Magpie Hill near a pebbly stream that ran down to Wishkapoo River. It had a special, earthy smell all its own, somewhere between pine and dirt and cinnamon. If you pushed the pinecones out of the way, the needles were soft and cushy to sit on. Sometimes Garen and Lilibit sat under the tree and read together. Sometimes they crawled over the network of branches as they talked about the stories. Today, Garen sat in desolate heap, mindlessly throwing pebbles into the stream. Lilibit plopped down beside him and watched the ripples of the stones dissolve into the current.
“’S’matter?” she asked after a while.
“Gotta go,” he mumbled, not looking at her.
“Where?”
“Away.”
“Away where?”
“Not here.”
“Alamos Tierra?”
“Nope.” Garen chucked a pebble so hard, it missed the stream altogether and buried itself into the brush on the far side. “Farther. I think I gotta leave Kiva.”
“Forever?” Lilibit felt cold inside. While leaving Kiva to go to Alamos Tierra had been exciting, it had also been a little scary. Never coming back to Kiva would be scariest of all. “Why?”
“I don’t belong.” His voice got clogged and he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand. “I’ll never make a Stone Warrior. I don’t have it.”
“Have what?”
“A talking stone.” He shoved his hand into his pocket and pulled out a lump of mica encrusted granite. “He stopped talking. He hasn’t spoken to me in months.”
Lilibit’s fingers itched to touch the stone, to speak to it and listen, but she held back and waited for Garen to finish.
“I found him in a field about a half a mile from my sister’s trailer. I was staying with her while my parents worked out custody. Maybe if I go back now, they’ll finally have figured out who gets stuck with me.” That last sentence was just a mumble. He shook off his funk and continued. “I was taking the long way home from school and all of a sudden, I felt this urge to cut through a vacant lot. Halfway across, I noticed this stone. He didn’t look much different from the others on the ground, but as soon as I touched him, I knew he was special...” He stopped for a moment and gave his stone a little lip-bitten smile. “…and he knew I was special too. I ran back to the trailer, packed up my stuff, left a note for my sister, and walked out the door. I just kept walking. I walked for about a week before I met up with a couple of the others. It was so cool. We all heard our stones and we all had just packed it in and started walking. It took us another week of walking to get here, but we made it.”
Garen sounded proud of himself and Lilibit understood why. For an under-sized twelve year old to have come so far, alone, just by trusting his stone, was quite a feat. Lilibit wondered if she would have found Kiva if she had had to travel all by herself. For the first time, she wondered what might have happened to her if Todd and the others hadn’t decided that they would all take that first step. 
Lilibit shook off the thought, made a mental note to be a little less rude to Todd in the future, and turned her attention back to Garen.
“It’s been months now,” Garen whispered miserably. “It stopped talking to me as soon as I crossed over Red Rabbit Ridge. I don’t know what happened, but I can’t hear it anymore.”
The tree creaked sadly as Garen flopped onto his back and looked up into its branches.
“I’m not a real stone warrior. I’m a fake. My sister was right. I’m nothing but a loser.”
Lilibit stared at Garen’s fingers that still tightly clenched his stone. “Can I try it?”
This made Garen sit up quickly.
“But you’re not supposed to…” He stopped and then shrugged. “Oh, well. I doubt it makes any difference now.”
Slowly, he opened his fingers. Even more slowly, Lilibit reached over and picked the stone from his palm. She placed it on her cheek and felt its faint hum buzzing through her jawbone.
“He’s sleeping,” she said, her eyes unfocused.
Garen tensed with excitement. “Can you wake him?” 
“Nope. His job is done.” With a secret smile, Lilibit set the stone gently down on the riverbed and dribbled some mud over it. “He may never have to wake up again.”
 With a groan, Garen slumped back on the ground and threw out his arms. “Bury me next,” he said, staring up at the sky. “I want to die too.”
Lilibit chuckled as she began to turn out her pockets. Garen rolled over and watched as she pulled out dozens of small stones and arranged them in a pile in front of her crossed legs. One at a time, she placed them against her cheek, her head cocked and her eyes not seeing. She’d gone through about twenty of them when one started humming so loud, she giggled.
“Here!” She said, sticking the stone under his nose. “This one!”
Garen gave her a weird look as he pushed himself back up to sit next to her. 
“His name is Swoop,” she announced with a grin, “and he wants to stay with you.”
“Swoop?” Garen was suspicious as he gingerly reached for the stone. “His name is---”
The rest of Garen’s question was lost when his fingers first touched his stone. “Wow!” he said.
And he didn’t say another word.
Lilibit grinned as she watched Garen stare at Swoop. He stroked it gently and his face lit with a vacant smile.
“Okay, Garen,” Lilibit said after putting the other stones back into her pockets. “Let’s go. We need to get to Quaybo class.”
When Garen didn’t react, Lilibit gave his arm a tug. “C’mon Garen! Let’s go!”
Barely noticing her, Garen jerked his arm out of her grasp and went back to staring at his stone. Lilibit, torn between annoyance and concern, grabbed his wrist with one hand and, with the other, tried to pry the stone from his hand.
With no warning, Garen swung his arm out and the fist holding the stone struck Lilibit’s face, sending her sailing off the ground and landing on her butt, ten feet away.
Rubbing her bruised cheek, Lilibit rolled angrily to her feet. “Fine! Stay here! I don’t care!”
She started to stomp away, but stopped and turned back to see Garen still sitting and staring at his hand.
“C’mon Garen! Fun’s fun, but we gotta go!”
Garen did not move.
“I’ll tell Gil-Salla!”
No reaction.
“I will! I’m going right now! I’m going to tell Gil-Salla!”
Lilibit’s chest was tight with worry. Garen was terrified of Gil-Salla. If anything would scare him out of this stupid game, it would be a threat like that. She walked backward a few steps in the direction of the Crescent Courtyard, but Garen eyes stayed unblinking on Swoop. Finally, thoroughly alarmed, she turned and ran. She ran faster than she’d ever run before. There were times she felt that her feet weren’t even touching the ground. She didn’t stop until she pulled up, her chest heaving at the entry to the Hall of the Flame Voice.
She slapped frantically at the adobe jamb and then, instead of waiting politely for permission to enter, she pushed aside the tapestry and burst through the archway.
Gil-Salla sat alone, cross legged at her hearth, her hands splayed on the ground. At first, she looked at Lilibit with disapproval and surprise, but only for a moment. 
“What is it, child?” Her eyes narrowed intently.
“It’s Garen!” Lilibit exploded, her feet hopping impatiently. “I gave him a stone and now he’s acting weird. He just sits there.”
Gil-Salla stood in one quick fluid movement. “Where is he?” 
Her voice was calm and hearing it, Lilibit relaxed slightly.
“Under the Jiminy Tree,” Lilibit said.
Gil-Salla raised an eyebrow, questioning.
“It’s a big tree by a stream on Magpie Hill.” Lilibit hoped that this would be enough.
Apparently, it was. She nodded, struck her staff on the ground and waited without moving.
Lilibit skipped impatiently from one foot to another, wanting to say more, wanting her to hurry and wanting to get back to Garen. It was less than a minute, but it seemed longer, before the tapestry pulled back and Keotak-se strode into the hall.
“Garen is enthralled,” Gil-Salla said cryptically.
Lilibit was confused, but Keotak-se, seemed to know what she meant. He nodded briefly and shot a cold glance at Lilibit, who sniffed and looked guiltily at her bare toes.
“He is on Magpie Hill. Meet me there.” With that, Gil-Salla struck the ground with her staff, burst into flames, and disappeared.
Lilibit, eyes wide, stared at the few charred dust specs that floated to the ground where the Flame Voice had stood. “I really don’t think I’m going to get used to that,” she whispered.
At that moment, she wasn’t going to be given the chance to. A hand on her shoulder pulled at her and she quickly found herself back out on the courtyard standing beside Keotak-se.
“CHEE-ot-say. Toh-GEE-na. Sha-be-KAH,” Keotak-se called out in a deep voice.
Eyes wide, Lilibit watched as Keotak-se turned into a giant condor. She ducked as, with a few mighty flaps, he launched himself into the air. He quickly circled around and before Lilibit knew what was happening, had dived low and grabbed the shoulders of her tunic firmly in his claws. 
“Eeep!” Lilibit yelped as her feet left the ground and she found herself sailing over the valley. They circled around the silver tower of Quapan, then towards Mount Theeta to the east. They rose high over cornfields and then followed the Wishkapoo River, south. Lilibit squirmed, hoping to catch a glimpse of the Quaybo arena. It would be funny if Todd and the others saw her, but the mesa top where the others were dutifully practicing their stickwork was too far to the west to be seen. 
It had taken Lilibit nearly twenty minutes, running as fast as she could, to get back from Magpie Hill, but it took Keotak-se less than five to fly back. He dipped down and, when her legs were only a foot or so from the ground, released her from his claws. She tumbled as she landed, rolled to her feet and scowled at the huge bird as it circled in the air above her.
He came in low again, turning back into a man as his feet met the earth. He ran as he landed, his staff in one hand, and started up the hill to where the Jiminy Tree looked over the stream. Lilibit ran to catch up.
Garen sat where she had left him, but now Gil-Salla squatted in front of him, staring intently into his face.
“Garen?” Her voice was soft but firm. “Garen? Can you hear me?”
Garen ignored her. When she gently used her hand to block the stone from his vision, he impatiently pushed it aside. She stood up and brushed the grit from her palms. Her face showed no impatience or even concern. If anything, she seemed faintly pleased. She turned and nodded to Keotak-se, who placed his staff on the ground next to the boy and wrapped his arms around him. Garen tried to shrug him off, but since it didn’t break his eye contact with his stone, it was a half-hearted effort.
“Child,” Gil-Salla called softly to Lilibit. “Come here.”
Biting her lip, Lilibit stepped reluctantly forward.
“I’m going to open Garen’s hand,” said Gil-Salla. “I would like you to take the stone from him and then step back.”
Lilibit rubbed her face where it still hurt from when Garen hit her last time she’d tried that. “I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said, shaking her head.
Gil-Salla did not seem to hear. With one hand, she grabbed Garen’s wrist while Keotak-se tightened his hold on the boy’s torso. When Gil-Salla began prying at his fingers, Garen suddenly broke into a screaming rage. Lilibit watched, frozen, her eyes wide, as her friend kicked and wrestled, but Keotak-se held firm. Lilibit gasped when Garen tried to bite Gil-Salla, but Keotak-se quickly pushed one of his arms under Garen’s chin, forcing his head up. 
“Lilibit. Now.” Gil-Salla raised her voice to be heard over the boy’s howling.
Lilibit leapt forward, seeing the smooth green stone exposed in Garen’s sweating palm. She grabbed it quickly and leaped back. Garen yelled even louder.
Yet Garen’s screams were nothing compared to the frenzy pouring out of Swoop. She squeezed the stone against her jaw, whispering to it, trying to calm it down. Swoop was not happy to be separated from Garen and the Earth beneath Lilibit’s feet trembled in sympathy.
“Strong stone,” Gil-Salla muttered with a faint smile. Keotak-se grunted.
 Minutes passed while Gil-Salla and Keotak-se patiently waited for Garen to quiet. When his screams faded to sobs and his writhing subsided into the shakes, Gil-Salla spoke softly.
“Garen?” Gil-Salla pushed the hair off of Garen’s sweating brow. “Listen to me. You must master your stone. You must not let your stone master you. There can be only one master and it must be you. Do you understand?”
Garen’s eyes were still wild and there was no spark of understanding in his face. Gil-Salla repeated her instructions again and again until it began to sound like a chant. Finally, Garen nodded, a flicker of awareness returning. He licked his lips and then stiffened, looking appalled to be so close to the two people that terrified him the most.
“Very good.” Gil-Salla smiled. “I will ask Lilibit to hand back your stone to you. When she does, I would like you to place it on the ground in front of you.”
Gil-Salla nodded to Lilibit, who stepped forward. As soon as she got within two feet of Garen, he snapped the stone from her hand and clutched it against his chest, eyes wild once again.
Patiently, Gil-Salla again asked Garen to place the stone on the ground. When she had asked three times, she nodded calmly to Keotak-se, who again tightened his grip on the boy’s arms. Gil-Salla again grasped his arm and unwrapped his fingers.
“Lilibit.” Gil-Salla’s voice implied that Lilibit would know what to do. Guessing, Lilibit dived forward again and snatched the stone from Garen’s hand. Again she calmed down the raging stone while Garen stormed against his restraints.
It took four tries and more than an hour of tantrums before Garen was able to retain his awareness with the stone in his hand. Both Garen and Lilibit were shaking with exhaustion and even Gil-Salla looked a little weary. Keotak-se stood and picked up his staff.
“Keotak-se, if you would bring young Garen to my hall.” Gil-Salla used her staff to push herself to her feet. “Lilibit, I would like to see you as soon as you may get there.”
Garen squawked in fright as Gil-Salla struck her staff on the ground and again disappeared in a flurry of white flames. 
“CHEE-ot-say. Toh-GEE-na. Sha-be-KAH.”
Garen turned in time to see Keotak-se morph into a giant condor. He grabbed Lilibit’s hand in shock as the bird launched itself into the air and circled overhead.
“Don’t worry,” Lilibit squeezed Garen’s hand reassuringly. “He won’t drop you.”
Garen spun to question Lilibit. “What?” he squeaked, thoroughly panicked, but he had no chance to get out even an “Eeep!” before Keotak-se swooped down and grabbed him by the shoulders.
His hand slipped out of hers and she waved to him as he disappeared over the trees. She wished the other Ravens had seen her flying with Keotak-se. It really did look as cool as she thought it would.
All alone by her Jiminy Tree, Lilibit walked over to where she had dropped her library book, hours before. She brushed off the grit and smoothed the wrinkled pages. She plopped to the ground and pulled out her own stone, Ewa-Kwan, and rubbed it against her cheek. 
She felt horrible. She hadn’t thought that obeying the stones would cause her friend so much pain. And now she had to go back to the hall of the Flame Voice and Gil-Salla was going to be mad at her and she’d probably call the Council of Elders and they’d disband the Ravens and everyone was going to hate her.
Her stone buzzed reassuringly, but Lilibit wasn’t buying it. Her feet dragged as she slowly hiked back to the Crescent Courtyard and prepared to meet her doom.
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 The Will of The Stones
All three of the totems were awake. They watched Lilibit as she trudged onto the courtyard and toward the entry of the Hall of the Flame Voice. 
Wakinyan flexed his wooden wings and raised his head. “ENTER THE STONE V---” 
Before he could finish, Mato the Bear let out a tremendous roar that cut him off. 
Lilibit, already nervous about having to face Gil-Salla, yelped and hopped backward.
“Hush!” Heecha the Owl hissed, but she was looking up at the thunderbird, not down at the roaring bear.
Lilibit skipped from one foot to the other, regrouping her courage before heading back toward the door. She edged her way in, staying as far away from the totem as she could before slipping in behind the tapestry.
At the far side of the hall, Gil-Salla, Cohanna and Keotak-se gathered around the hearth. They all stared at her for a moment before Gil-Salla reached into a nearby clay pot. She sprinkled some crushed leaves into the flame and a ribbon of dense smoke, faintly purple, drifted up and wove around the elders. The three then turned back to their conversation.
Lilibit didn’t know whether she should approach them or wait where she was. She fidgeted by the archway, straining her ears to try to catch some scrap of the conversation, but the violet haze deadened all sound from around the hearth and she could only pick out the faintest mumbles.
“Psst!”
Looking around, Lilibit saw Garen at the other end of the hall. He twitched his head, signing for her to come over to where he sat. Glancing back to the hearth, she saw that no one was watching her, so she inched over to her friend.
Garen looked horrible. There were purple smudges under his eyes and his cheeks seemed sunken in. He looked like someone had stuck an old man’s head on his body. 
“I’m so sorry, Garen,” Lilibit whispered. “I never figured that the stone would hurt you.”
Garen’s eyes grew wide with surprise before he broke into a huge grin. “Oh, no, Lilibit! Don’t ever be sorry about Swoop! He’s the most wonderful thing in the world!”
Garen pulled out his stone from his pocket and for a second, Lilibit was worried that he was going to enthrall again. His smile became lax and his eyes lost focus, but then, with a visible effort, he shook his head, hard, and forced his hand back into his pocket. When he drew it out again, his hand was empty.
“Gil-Salla says that I have to stay here in the hall all day and all night, just to make sure, but by tomorrow, if I don’t enthrall again, I can go back to the Rabbit’s hogan.”
“Oh no, Garen!” For Lilibit, to be stuck inside Gil-Salla’s hall all day and all night was awful.
“It’s okay.” Garen pointed down to the objects scattered around him. “Look what’s she’s given me to do.”
Spread in piles on the ground were a half a dozen matching leather bound books and a stack of rawhide parchments. The books were blank except for where Garen had been writing in them and the parchments were etched with faded stick drawings.
“I’m transcribing the ancient chronicles into our language. See? This is the ballad of Witanya, and this one is about the Battle of Minniwacka.”
Lilibit frowned as she picked up one of the old parchments. On each page there were only twenty or thirty stick figures. “How can this be the entire story of Witanya?”
“Yeah, that’s how they used to do it. They’d do one picture to remind the storyteller about that part of the story. Then the storyteller would have to remember all the details from when he’d heard the story before, but when I’m done, anyone can pick up this book and know the entire story without hearing it first.”
Lilibit thought that, as wonderful as books were, she liked hearing Gil-Salla tell the stories better. But still, they only got one story a night. If all the stories were written down, she could have a dozen stories a night.
Lilibit sprawled on the floor to watch as Garen continued. With his tiny neat handwriting, he seemed to know where the lines were even when there were no lines to be seen. At the top of the page, he would copy the pictograph, then he’d write down the story that went with it. Sometimes they’d be one paragraph per picture, sometimes one page, and sometimes there’d be a dozen pages.
“I leave space on the bottom of each page.” Garen was almost talking to himself. “This is ‘cause when I’m done with a story, I have to go over to Gil-Salla and read it to her. If I forgot anything, or got something wrong, then I can fix it there.”
Lilibit watched silently for a few minutes and then came to a blinding conclusion. “Garen! You’re writing a book!”
“Yup,” Garen nodded with a grin. “Cool, huh? Gil-Salla says there are thousands of these parchments in the Tower of Quapan, each with a story from the old history.”
“I want to write too. Can I?”
“I don’t know, Lilibit.” Garen’s brows creased as he frowned. “You’d have to ask Gil-Salla, but you have really lousy handwriting.”
“Lilibit.” 
Lilibit leapt up, startled. Gil-Salla’s voice had sounded like she was right next to her, but when she looked around, there was no one nearby. She’d been so fascinated watching Garen, she’d completely forgotten about the others. Looking across the hall to hearth, she saw all three elders, watching her. The purple haze was gone. They must be done talking about her. Reluctantly, she dragged her feet as she headed over to the hearth.
“Child?” Gil-Salla didn’t sound angry so Lilibit looked up from her toes. “Why did you give that stone to Garen?”
“He asked me to,” Lilibit whispered.
Gil-Salla’s brow furrowed. “Garen asked?”
“No, not Garen. Swoop.”
“Swoop?”
“The stone.”
“I see,” said Gil-Salla.
Cohanna leaned forward. “How did Swoop tell you he wanted to go to Garen?”
“Well,” Lilibit thought for a moment, “first he buzzed. And then he said his own name over and over again. Then he sort of reached for Garen.”
Cohanna looked like she would have asked more questions, but Gil-Salla shook her head slightly, silencing her. With a tiny sniff, Cohanna leaned back, but her eyes stayed on Lilibit.
“Lilibit,” said Gil-Salla. “I would prefer, for the time being, that you refrain from bestowing stones on any of your fellow neophytes.”
Panic made Lilibit cry out without thinking, “No! I can’t!” 
Gil-Salla raised a disapproving eyebrow. Cohanna’s eyes narrowed and Keotak-se glared. She knew she had sounded less respectful than she meant, but she didn’t know what to do. She knew how angry Gil-Salla could get if you didn’t do exactly what she “preferred” and she didn’t want to defy her, but she didn’t know if she could obey either. She took a deep breath and tried to explain. 
“I mean, I didn’t actually give the stone to Garen,” she said earnestly. “I just let Swoop go where he wanted to. I can’t stop a stone from going where he wants to go. It hurts!”
“It causes you pain?” Gil-Salla frowned.
“No, not me!” Lilibit was almost in tears. “The stone. He’ll cry if I don’t let him go. They make a horrible noise if they don’t get their way. Please don’t make me try to stop them. They go where they want to go. It’s not my fault.”
The three elders turned to look at each other. Lilibit wondered if they could talk without their mouths, like Marla and Ulex, because their faces had that same kind of look, like they were saying something, even though they weren’t.
“We will discuss this further in council,” Gil-Salla stated at last. “Until we reach our decision, if you become aware of any stone that desires to be granted to another neophyte, please bring them to me first.”
Lilibit stared at her feet, feeling miserable.
“Do you understand?” asked Gil-Salla.
“Yes, ma’am,” Lilibit answered with a whisper.
“Will you promise?” asked Cohanna.
“No, ma’am.”
In the silence that followed, the hearth flared and the flame crackled angrily. 
“I can promise to try,” Lilibit offered, “but sometimes stones can get pretty emphatic.”
Lilibit looked up expectantly. She liked the word “emphatic”. It was a new word to her and she hoped that it impressed them.
No such luck.
Gil-Salla stood up. Her face was grim as she grasped Lilibit’s shoulders, holding her tightly enough to be painful. Lilibit winced and tried to pull away but Gil-Salla held firm.
“Lilibit, a Stone Warrior must control their stones. You saw what happened to Garen when he allowed his stone to rule him. You must be able to focus the power of the stones to serve you.”
Lilibit was confused. She looked up at Gil-Salla anxiously. “But you said Stone Warriors are supposed to serve the Stone, not that the stones are supposed to serve us.”
A puff of sound escaped Cohanna, but when Lilibit glanced over, she was staring down into her lap with Keotak-se glaring at her. She looked back up to Gil-Salla.
Gil-Salla’s face was dark and Lilibit was worried she was going to burst into flames again. For a very long moment, the only sound was the crackle of the hearth. Finally, Gil-Salla spoke.
“We shall discuss this in council,” Gil-Salla nodded dismissal. “I shall let you know the decision. Return to your hogan and join your fellow neophytes in their studies.”
“Yes ma’am.” Lilibit’s relief at escaping was less than her anxiety at what the council might decide. She trudged out of the hall, her feet dragging on the dirt floor, not even bothering to wave goodbye to Garen who still sat in the corner, scribbling away.
 
Todd had worried away the entire morning over Lilibit’s latest disappearance, so when he first caught a glimpse of her on the Crescent Courtyard, his first urge was to chase her down and shake her. But then he realized that she had just left Gil-Salla’s hall and was headed for the Raven hogan, walking like a whipped puppy. He scrambled down the gravelly slope of the hill.
By the time he reached the courtyard, Lilibit had disappeared into the hogan. He wavered on the cobblestones, unable to decide whether or not he should follow her. He looked over at the Hall of the Flame Voice. 
For the past few weeks, he’d been wondering how much Rodent had been able to hear when he’d eavesdropped on Gil-Salla chewing him out. On impulse, he turned from the hogan’s entrance and darted down the path that ran behind Gil-Salla’s hall.
A tall scraggly elm rose along one side of the path, its branches hanging over the adobe dome. Leaving his staff at its trunk, Todd pulled himself into the tree, climbed out onto one of the limbs and silently lowered himself onto the roof of the hall. As quietly as he could manage, he inched his way over to the hearth vent.
Laying flat on his stomach, he listened.
To nothing.
Not a sound could be heard from below. At first he was relieved, because he thought that Rodent couldn’t have heard what Gil-Salla had said to him. He was inching his way off the dome when a ribbon of purple smoke rose from the chimney hole. A small breeze sent it toward him and as it passed his ears, he caught a sound.
Cohanna chuckled.
At least that’s what it sounded like. He squirmed closer to where the haze drifted in the wind and placed his head in its path.
“You find this amusing?” Gil-Salla’s voice could be heard as clearly as if she were sitting next to him; the sound seemed to resonate from the smoke.
“She hands back your own words to you.” Cohanna’s voice quivered with laughter. “You would twist your words to push her where you would like her to go, but she defeats you with logic. She is strongminded and clever. Good traits for a Stone Voice.”
“She is undisciplined, unruly and insubordinate.” Keotak-se sounded furious. “She will not focus on her lessons and is truant more often than attentive.”
“She is still very young.” Gil-Salla said quietly. “And she is still healing.” 
“Healing?” Cohanna asked. “She seems fine to me.”
“Her body has healed, this is true,” answered Gil-Salla. “And the vacuum of her mind, she feeds daily. Intellectually, she is recouping many of her lost years, but emotionally…”
Todd couldn’t tell if Gil-Salla had left that sentence unfinished or if the shifting wind that carried the smoke the other away had carried her words as well. The breeze turned again, the purple smoke drifted towards him and he heard Keotak-se fuming.
“How long do you intend to continue this farce?” said Keotak-se. “She needs to be told the truth. She needs to train. She needs to prepare for Klamareath.”
Todd racked his memory. He knew he had heard the term “Klamareath” before, but it was a moment before he recalled it from the Legend of Witanya. It was the ritual battle between an old Stone Voice and a new one. For the first time, Todd realized that just keeping Lilibit safe in Kiva would not be enough. The time would come when she would need to fight the old Stone Voice, Korap. A tiny waif like Lilibit who could barely wield her quaybo would stand little chance against a determined opponent. 
Yet Korap was supposed to be a thousand years old. Maybe she was old and decrepit.
Like Keotak-se? Keotak-se was said to be that old as well, and there was nothing weak or feeble about him. Todd understood Keotak-se’s worry.
“I would not rush to that moment,” Gil-Salla said. “The day she learns the truth and accepts her destiny is the last day of her infancy. She is very young and I would not steal what little childhood she has left. The Enemy has stolen more than the last five years from her. It has stripped her of the memories of her earliest days. To let her run free for a few more months will have little consequence in the end.”
“We hope,” said Cohanna quietly.
“You weave a twisted web,” Keotak-se ranted. “At some point, you must cut through the veils and expose the truth.”
“She needs time,” is all that Gil-Salla said.
It was quiet for several minutes and Todd thought they were finished. He began edging away, but Cohanna’s voice drew him back.
“I am amazed that she grants stones at her age,” said Cohanna. “I have not studied the annals, but I do not recall hearing of a Stone Voice granting stones of power so young.”
“She was but six years old when she gifted her first stone,” Keotak-se stated flatly.
“Six?” Cohanna sounded amazed. “Impossible! To whom?”
“To me,” Keotak-se said quietly. There was a rustling of leather before he spoke again. “His name is Branken, and he is quite an unusual stone.”
There was a stunned silence before Cohanna said in a hushed voice, “You have two stones of power?” 
Keotak-se must have nodded for Cohanna spoke again with much more passion. “You can’t have two stones! To whom do you pledge your allegiance? Korap or Lilibit?”
There was another pause, but Keotak-se did not answer.
“How can this be?” There was a tight edge to Cohanna’s voice. “What do the chronicles say? Has there ever been a warrior pledged to two Stone Voices?”
“It appears to be a first,” said Gil-Salla.
A sniff from Cohanna sounded angry and disapproving.
“The first of many firsts,” Gil-Salla continued. “I have searched the archives. I can find no record of any Infant Stone Voice granting Stones of Power so young, nor can I find evidence of any stone warriors manifesting powers that have not first been mastered by the Stone Voice. And yet, both events have occurred in this generation.”
“The boy Donnie,” Cohanna said. “I have noticed his ability to speak to animals. That is unusual, but the gift of animal tongue is not necessarily a power granted by the stone.”
“There is also Marla and Ulex and their ability to communicate through their stones,” said Gil-Salla, “Nita’s gift of healing, and while I do not understand the power of Jeff’s stone, I suspect it might be quite potent and certainly unique.”
“And do not overlook the Raven,” said Keotak-se. “He unleashed Ajila to defeat the demon Syxx.” 
“Untrained? Pledged to an unrisen Stone Voice?” Cohanna sounded skeptical. “Can you be sure? Ajila can maim even seasoned Stone Warriors. Channeling Ajila could be fatal for a neophyte.”
Todd was puzzled until he realized they were talking about him. They called him “the Raven?” He kind of like that. The Raven. Like his father. 
“There can be no other explanation,” Gil-Salla said. “It was certainly Ajila that drove off the demon that night. I felt its echo in the soil. It was not Keotak-se, and the boy’s description of the event is too specific to be coincidental.”
“Hmm,” Cohanna sniffed. “Remarkable. Certainly worthy of the archives.”
“Hildoo has noted,” Gil-Salla said cryptically.
On the roof, Todd’s head swam from trying to figure out all the new words. Ajila must be what they call that blast of light and power that came out of his staff when he’d fought that demon, but what, or who, was Hildoo?
“So we do nothing?” There was a ring of impatience in Keotak-se’s voice. “Garen has been granted a stone of power. Do you think that the other neophytes will fail to notice?”
“If they do, let them speculate.” Gil-Salla spoke calmly. 
“And if they guess correctly?” asked Cohanna. 
“Then we shall deal with it at that time.” There was a note of dismissal in Gil-Salla’s voice.
The others must have heard it as well, for there were the sounds of people rising and farewells mumbled. Silently, Todd crept away from the chimney hole and back to the tree. 
At the base of the tree, he stopped to pick up his staff. He agreed with Gil-Salla, but not for the same reasons. Lilibit as the smallest neophyte was tough enough to handle. If everyone started making a big deal over her because she was the Infant Stone Voice, she’d be impossible.
As he jogged back to their hogan, his mind buzzed with the latest problem. If Lilibit was going to start giving out stones again, how long could they keep it secret?
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 Twenty Pieces of Silver
“There’s a bird in the rafters again.”
“How do they get in?”
“Leave him. The players think it’s lucky.”
“They won’t be feeling that lucky when they get crap on their heads.”
Grey Feather flicked back his wings as he settled on a black ceiling joist. He ignored the handful of casino workers who stared up at him, watching instead the two men who sat at the hall’s only roulette wheel. 
The alcove that held the roulette table wasn’t as garish as the rest of the hall, but Duke Dauntry and Syxx still looked conspicuously out of place in this shabby backwoods casino. They played their stacks of silver chips with a casualness that shocked those nearby. Each chip was worth a thousand dollars, but they paid little attention to their wins and none to their losses.
The casino was a squat ugly building on the most southeastern corner of the reservation, a three hour drive from the nearest city. It was seldom that there were more than a handful of gamblers in the hall. Rarer still were players who bet more than a dollar or two at a time.
The locals might have been curious about the strangers, but Grey Feather knew exactly who they were. And, while he didn’t know what they were doing here, he knew it wasn’t the roulette wheel that brought them.
The tension of the air changed, alerting Grey Feather to a new arrival. The slot machines still clanged and binged, but the babble of the gamblers seemed to hush slightly as the Hihomay chieftain, Leot-kay walked into the smoky hall. He stood glaring as several of his tribesmen slunk out the exits.
But Leot-kay wasn’t interested in the comings and goings of the regulars. He spotted the strangers a moment after they had noticed him. He walked up to them as if he was expected. 
If they spoke to each other at all, Grey Feather couldn’t hear their words above the clamor, but when Leot-kay turned and walked up a set of stairs into an upper office, the two men rose and followed, scooping up their chips and sliding them into their pocket.
Black wings against the black painted rafters, Grey Feather flittered unseen outside the walls of the office. A small gap where the wall met the roof might be a comfortable opening for a mouse, but it was a tight fit for a large raven. Grey Feather lost a few moments and a feather or two squeezing into the crawl space above the office, but he landed gently on the ceiling tiles and stepped his way over to a grate that looked down into the office below.
Duke Dauntry was looking distastefully up at the ceiling. They no doubt heard Grey Feather’s rustling about and figured it to be rats. When Leot-kay spoke, the Duke turned back to the conversation.
“Seventy-five, twenty-five,” Leot-kay said.
“Sixty-five, thirty-five.” Like a gunshot, the Duke barked back a counter-offer.
Leot-kay didn’t appear rattled. “Seventy, thirty,” he said after a moment, sitting straight as a rod in his chair.
The Duke shot a glance over at Syxx, who nodded.
“Agreed.” Dauntry flashed a wide blinding smile at Leot-kay.
Leot-kay leaned back in his chair and stared at his visitors. “Endrune will ‘gift’ one hundred acres of real estate near the interstate in exchange for the contract to operate a casino. The Hidotomay get seventy percent of the profits, and Endrune gets thirty.”
“Correct,” answered Dauntry.
“And Endrune will acquire all the permits and financing?” Leot-kay sounded skeptical.
“No problem.” Dauntry beamed.
“But there is one thing that you could do to help.” Syxx spoke casually, but Leot-kay stiffened. “We still need the approval of the Board of the Directors. Normally, that wouldn’t be a obstacle, but some of our shareholders might need persuading.”
“You would like me to speak to them?” Leot-kay asked, his brow furrowed.
“No, no,” Syxx said soothingly. “It’s just that two of our major stockholders, two sweet maiden aunts, have lost their neice. She wandered away from home a few months ago and they hired detectives who tracked her as far as Alamos Tierra.”
At the mention of the town, Leot-kay froze.
“The detectives could find little trace of her after Alamos Tierra, but they heard rumors of some young people living up in the mountains.” Syxx leaned in, looking pensive and concerned. “Now this child is much too young to be on her own. She’s a tiny black haired girl with almond eyes. Her name is Lilibit.”
Even from the rafters, Grey Feather could see the chieftain tense at the name. 
Syxx saw this as well and smiled comfortingly. “We both know she doesn’t belong there,” he whispered. “If you could help us locate her, her aunts would be so grateful.”
Dauntry twitched with poorly concealed greed, but Leot-kay looked only at Syxx, who nodded like a concerned uncle.
“Yes, I might be able to help you there.” Leot-kay smirked. “Not all who wander into the mountains are lost, yet not all belong there, either.”
“Excellent.” Syxx pulled out an embossed business card. “Endrune has recently opened a small satellite office in Alamos Tierra. Either Mr. Dauntry or myself will be working in there for the next few months, so if you should happen upon any information, we would be most grateful if you could relay it to us.”
They stood to leave. Grey Feather heard their footsteps on the stairs as he again squeezed out through the gap. From his perch, he ruffled his wings and watched several more feathers shake free and float slowly to the casino floor. But the three men below did not notice. As they started for the door, Syxx paused before the roulette wheel. Taking a tall stack of silver chips out of his pocket, he placed it on the board. The croupier started to protest; the bet was over the table limit, but Leot-kay silenced him with a nod.
The ball rattled to a stop and a hush fell over the table as it settled into a pocket. 
The black six.
But the strangers had already left the building.
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Seven
 As the Bird Flies
The three commandos worked their way up the rocky slope. Their bellies scraped over gravel as they pulled themselves along on their elbows, their faces darkened with mud, their bodies hidden by the layer of shrubs and the early dusk of winter. They paused as they crested the hill. Below them in a secluded gully, their victims sat, oblivious to their impending doom. 
Silently, they signaled to each other and, hoisting their weapons, they loosed a merciless barrage down onto their unsuspecting targets.
A most satisfying sequence of screams and chaos followed and the commandos watched with gratification as the survivors staggered about, stunned.
Then, a most unexpected event occurred. While the blonde girl stood, dripping and screaming, the tall dark boy shook off his shock, turned and glared up the hill.
“LILIBIT!” he roared.
Lilibit shrugged as she turned to her two accomplices. “How do you think he knew it was me?”
Wide-eyed, Nita shook her head but Devon bit his lip to keep from laughing. Down below, despite her shaking and screeching, Sylvie from the Timber Wolf clan still had the remains of two water balloons hanging from her once practically perfect flaxen hair. Looking up to where Todd was staring, she saw the three heads peeking out over the crag.
“You wretched little beast! You repulsive scrub! You… You….” Words failed her and she stamped her feet and squealed. “Ooooh!”
“What do you think we should do next?” Devon asked.
As Todd began scrambling towards them up the side of the hill, Lilibit made a swift, strategic decision.
“Run!” she yelled and putting action to words, she scuttled to her feet and bolted back towards the Crescent Courtyard.
 
For a change, the day had been going very well. Todd should have known it wouldn’t last.
It was hard not to notice Sylvie Silverstone. She was tall with long blonde hair and had a way of walking that would make you forget what you were talking about, or even who you were talking to. What was unusual was that Sylvie would notice Todd. 
A lot of the boys lagged behind the pack in Jojoba’s Tracking class just so they could watch the girls walk in front of them. And while the girls knew it, they usually ignored them. But today, Sylvie had been shooting looks back over her shoulder and Todd was almost certain she’d been looking at him. So when she stumbled and bumped into him, Todd wasn’t entirely certain that it was the unfortunate accident that it appeared to be. 
She’d twisted her ankle. She’d assured him that she would be fine, she just needed to sit for a minute or two. So, of course, Todd offered to stay with her until she was ready to walk again. One thing led to another and before he knew what he was about, he was in the middle of his first kiss.
As first kisses go, it wasn’t a complete disaster, but it was pretty close and Todd was worried that Sylvie was going to laugh at him. But she didn’t seem to notice and the next one went much better. 
He was almost getting the hang of it when a half a dozen water balloons exploded, drenching the two of them and dousing the moment. 
He didn’t need to hear the giggles from above to figure out who had attacked them. And while he recognized all three of them, he knew who the ringleader was. 
Frustration gave an icy edge to his anger as he clamored up the slope. He wasn’t sure what he would do to her when he caught her, but he was determined to teach the brat a lesson. Once and for all.
 
Lilibit ran for her life. Apparently, Todd did not find the interruption as funny as she had.
The three of them had a decent head start and Todd had had to scramble up the hill first, but his legs were longer and he was quickly gaining on them. Since Nita and Devon couldn’t run as fast as she could, Lilibit called out “Split up!” 
Devon and Nita quickly peeled off to the left and right, but Todd, unfortunately, didn’t miss a beat. He stayed right on Lilibit’s tail and the gap between them closed.
Behind her, she could hear Todd’s angry mutters. He was panting so hard, she couldn’t make out what he was saying, but she knew threats when she heard them.
“Kissy! Kissy! Kissy-face!” she taunted over her shoulder.
That was a mistake. With a roar of fury, Todd ran even faster.
Panic flooded through Lilibit and adrenalin made her legs pump faster than she had ever run before. She could feel Todd’s breath right behind her. Her arms pounded a rhythm twice as fast as her legs. Any moment, he would reach out, grab her shoulder and pull her down. 
With a final burst of speed, Lilibit pulled away. She’d got her second wind and she raced off so fast, it felt like her feet weren’t even touching the ground. 
Todd stumbled to a stop, looking up at her, dumbfounded. Lilibit would have laughed at him, but she was too breathless to speak. She zipped back down to taunt him and then away again. 
It was then that she realized that she was looking down at him and that she was up in the air. A quick glance at her body and she realized that it was no longer the body of a young girl, but of a bird. She fluttered in astonishment. She was a hummingbird! And then, suddenly, she wasn’t anymore. She fell towards the earth like a stone. Or like a girl without wings.
Sprinting forward, Todd caught her in his arms, but the impact sent them both tumbling down.
The lesser issue of the ambush forgotten, Lilibit met Todd’s eyes and saw her own shock echoed there. 
“I don’t know.” Lilibit answered Todd’s unasked question.
One hand firmly on her wrist, Todd rolled to his feet and began dragging her back towards the Crescent Courtyard.
“Where are we going?” Lilibit struggled and pulled.
“To see Gil-Salla,” was all Todd would say.
 
Lilibit put up a fight all the way down to the Courtyard, but Todd held tight to her wrist. He ignored both her promises to behave and her arguments against bothering Gil-Salla with this. Todd wasn’t sure what Lilibit’s transformation meant, but he knew that keeping any more secrets from Gil-Salla was not a good idea. 
All three totems were awake and staring as Todd marched Lilibit onto the cobblestones. Wakinyan the Thunderbird harrumped, but the other two stayed silent. As Todd rapped on the doorframe, Lilibit suddenly fell silent as well, her eyes wide with guilt and worry.
“Enter.” Gil-Salla’s voice seemed to whisper right in his ear, but when he entered the hall, she was sitting by her hearth near the east wall.
Gil-Salla raised an eyebrow in curiosity as Todd and Lilibit approached her, but it was silent except for the crackle of the flames. Having dragged Lilibit this far, he was uncertain how to start.
Lilibit however, dived right in.
“It’s not my fault.” Her arms crossed over her chest and her lower lip jutted out defiantly.
“Perhaps we should start at the beginning?” offered Gil-Salla.
Todd straightened in panic. That was the last place he wanted to start.
“Todd was being attacked,” Lilibit said with relish, “by a face-sucking monster!”
This was not what Todd wanted to discuss.
“Sylvie Silverstone and I were having a private discussion after Tracking Class. Then we, I mean, I…”
“I see.” A smile hid in Gil-Salla’s eyes.
“I risked life and limb to rescue him,” Lilibit stated, her hands on her hips, “and rather than thank me, he tried to beat me!”
Gil-Salla looked puzzled. She questioned Todd with a tilt of her head.
“Water balloons,” he answered, looking down at his still damp tunic. 
“I see,” she replied, “but I don’t understand…”
“It’s what happened after that we need to tell you about,” said Todd.
“It’s no big deal,” Lilibit said in a small voice, looking down at her bare feet.
“While I was chasing her,” Todd said in a rush, “she turned into a bird.”
It was silent for a long moment.
“It was only a little bird,” Lilibit offered, as if that made it any better.
Gil-Salla steepled her fingers and thought deeply before answering.
“Faunamorph is a skill that some Stone Warriors can acquire,” Gil-Salla said at last, “eventually.”
“You mean like when Keotak-se turns into a condor or a horse?” Lilibit’s eyes brightened eagerly.
“Yes,” answered Gil-Salla, “but there can be accidents if it is attempted without proper supervision. Todd, despite the provocation, perhaps it might be better if you could find a less stimulating way to work out your differences with Lilibit.”
Todd looked down at Lilibit who stuck out her tongue.
“Lilibit,” Gil-Salla continued. “I supposed it would be pointless to request that you restrain from aggravating Todd.”
“I wasn’t---” Lilibit started but was cut off by Gil-Salla’s raised hand. She dropped her eyes to the ground but glowered angrily.
Gil-Salla stood and struck her staff twice on the dirt floor. Todd and Lilibit straightened in alarm, but Gil-Salla merely gestured them to the door. 
“This will be discussed by the Elders. We will decide whether Faunamorph training should be moved up earlier in the curriculum. Until we have made a determination, you are not to make any further attempts at morphing.”
“Yes ma’am,” Todd answered quickly as he dragged Lilibit towards the exit. He was about to push back the door tapestry when it pulled away by itself and he almost collided with Keotak-se who strode in, Cohanna behind him. The old Stone Warrior glared as they quickly slipped past.
Out on the cobblestones, another problem waited. Flaming mad and dripping wet, Sylvie stood, her hands on her hips and murder in her eyes.
“Well?” Sylvie asked.
The aroma of dinner was drawing Lilibit towards their hogan, but she paused to pat Todd on the arm. “You’ll thank me one day.”
Todd swung his arm to swat at her, but she skipped away with a gurgling laugh, leaving Todd to deal with the fuming Sylvie.
 
 
 
 
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 Cabal
The stone pillars at the base of Skywatcher’s Mesa cast long shadows in the afternoon sun. In a crevice between two of these tall stones, Nov’m hid, waiting. 
There had always been something eerie about this glen. The tall stone monoliths that rose from the gravel desert floor were aligned in patterns that baffled even the elders. The ground was barren; no plants grew around the stones. Even in the bright chill light of a winter afternoon, there was something creepy about them.
Nov’m glanced over at the pit where, four months ago, Ulex had erupted to the surface, nearly killing Gwil, the chieftain of the Timber Wolves. Gwil had avoided the glen ever since.
A movement caught Nov’m’s attention and he watched Gwil stride up the hill. Even from this distance, Nov’m could read the tension in his body. He smiled. He purposely chose this spot for the Cabal to unsettle Gwil and he could tell it was working. 
At sixteen, Gwil was only a year older than Nov’m, but he was more than four inches taller. It bothered Nov’m that the girls, even the ones in his own clan, would whisper and look sideways at Gwil as he walked past. Tall, dark and lean, he had the broad brow and chiseled jaw that people noticed. And it wasn’t just the girls that admired Gwil. The boys, and even some of the Elders, treated him with a deference that rankled Nov’m.
Gwil was another of the obstacles to Nov’m’s scheme to be the top ranking Stone Warrior when the Stone Voice rose, but Nov’m wasn’t that worried. Gwil lacked the cunning and artfulness needed to achieve dominance. When the time came, Nov’m would handle Gwil.
Gwil slowed his pace as he passed between the pillars and stopped to stare at Ulex’s crater.
“What he lacks in conversation, he makes up for in dramatic entrances. Don’t you think?” Nov’m said, stepping out from between the stones.
Gwil jumped at the voice, just as Nov’m intended. 
 “Who?” Gwil quickly regained his composure and chose to play dumb. 
“The Netherrockian, Ulex.” Nov’m leaned against a tilted pillar. “But he’s not the strangest thing happening in the Raven’s hogan.”
“Is that what you’ve called this meeting for?” Gwil asked. “To talk about the Ravens?”
“It’s a Cabal.” Nov’m said. “A meeting of the chieftains is a called a Cabal.”
“Says you.” Gwil replied. “You keep on about how you’re the only one who knows how things are supposed to run here at Kiva, but I don’t see the Elders lining up to ask your opinion.”
Nov’m bit back his annoyance. “They will,” he said with a nod. Standing just uphill of Gwil, he looked down on him smugly. 
Gwil fumed.
“And, yes,” Nov’m continued. “We are here to discuss the Ravens. We’ll wait for Mitchell to get here before we get started.”
“And what about Todd?” Mitchell’s voice came from somewhere above them. On top of one the pillars, perched so still that she’d blended into the shadows, Mitchell crouched.
Startled, Nov’m jumped and turned with a yelp. He had arrived at the glen early, intending to be the first, but evidently, Mitchell had been there all along. Nov’m glared up at her, annoyed at her one-upmanship.
Mitchell dropped down between them, landing like a cat on all fours. “So, if youse saying this is a meetin’ of the chieftains, then we gotta wait for the Raven, right?” 
At sixteen, Mitchell was bone thin and sinewy. And though she was not nearly as tall as either Gwil  or Nov’m, when she pulled herself up to her full height, she somehow managed to look down on both of them. Her hair, which might have been reddish brown, was shaved to a buzz cut and her ears stuck out like side view mirrors. Her face was so freckled that the spots merged together, giving her skin a mottled look like an auburn leopard. 
She might be the chieftain of the Rabbits, but she was no fluffy bunny. Toughness glowered from every part of her. She looked like she’d rip your arm off for a lark.
Mitchell was the only name she had and she’d given it to herself. She’d been born and raised on the streets of a concrete city far to the northeast. She’d once said that she had no memory of any family and had run off from the state home when she was six, surviving on her wits and on her own until she’d been called by the Stone. 
She walked up to Nov’m and didn’t stop until her face was inches from his. “Well?” She smirked when Nov’m pulled back. “If this is a, what you call it, a Cabal, then we gots to wait for Todd, don’t we?”
“The Ravens aren’t a proper clan,” Nov’m snapped. “We all know that. They’re a joke. In fact, that’s what we need to discuss.”
“Youse got a plan for making the Ravens toe the line?” Mitchell turned her back on Nov’m, and loped over to a small rise a few yards away. She dropped onto the mound, folding her long legs under her, and chuckled. “This should be good.”
Nov’m pulled in his temper. Mitchell was trying to to unsettle him, but he wasn’t going to let her get the upper hand.
“No,” Nov’m said with a smile. “I have a plan to get rid of them.”
Gwil and Mitchell stared at each other, speechless with amazement. Finally, Mitchell spoke. “Nov’m. We don’t gets to pick and choose who gets to stay in Kiva. Even Gil-Salla don’t do that. She says, once we’ve been called, it’s up to the Stone Voice who says who gets to stay and go. Youse can’t get rid of pledges just ‘cause you don’t like them.”
“I’m not talking about getting rid of the pledges,” Nov’m replied impatiently. “Just disbanding the Ravens. They shouldn’t have been allowed to form their own clan, and now look what we’ve got! It’s a joke! They break every rule and the elders just ignore it. We’ve got to do something about it before the Stone Voice rises.”
Mitchell shot a look at Gwil, one eyebrow raised, before turning back to Nov’m. “So what do youse plan to do about it?” Mitchell punched the word “youse” as if to say that she wasn’t going to have anything to do with whatever plan Nov’m had in mind.
 “Don’t worry about that. I’ve got it all worked out,” said Nov’m. “The Ravens are on warning now. Gil-Salla said that if they screw up one more time, they’re going to be disbanded. All we have to do is wait.”
“How do you know that?” asked Gwil.
Nov’m just smiled. They didn’t need to know about Rodent and his eavesdropping. Just let them think that he knew everything.
Gwil snorted and rolled his eyes.
“What we need to talk about,” Nov’m continued, “is what are we going to do with the pledges when the clan is finally dissolved. We need to be unified on this so the Ravens can’t weasel their way out of it.”
“You want for us to divvy up the Ravens?” asked Mitchell.
“We’ll take Marla.” Gwil offered quickly.
“The Tigers claim Nita,” said Nov’m. 
Secretly, Nov’m was relieved. Gwil had taken the bait. Now there was only Mitchell to reel in. But Mitchell just looked from one boy to the other, eying them carefully. Nov’m held his breath and waited.
“Devon,” she finally said, softly. 
Nov’m was surprised at that choice, but was pleased that Mitchell wasn’t going to balk.
“Donny.” Gwil chose. Good choice, thought Nov’m. Despite being mentally slow, Donny’s size would make him a good addition to the Timber Wolves. 
“Todd,” said Nov’m. He’d enjoy breaking his impudence. 
Mitchell shook her head slightly and gave a small snort of a laugh. “The Rabbits will take Jeff.”
“And Ulex will stay with Marla,” said Nov’m, “so he’ll have to go to the Timber Wolves.”
There was only one Raven left. Nov’m looked at Gwil and Mitchell expectantly. There was a long moment of silence. 
“Well, she’s not coming into my clan,” Nov’m said at last.
“She’s certainly not a Timber Wolf,” said Gwil.
“She gots to go with Todd,” Mitchell decided. “He’s the only one that can handle her.”
“Not a chance!” said Nov’m. “Let the Wolves take her! Marla can keep an eye on her.”
“I am not taking that terror into my hogan.” Gwil folded his arms and stared at Mitchell.
“Fine. Forget about it.” Mitchell rolled her eyes as she stood up. “I’ll take her. She gets on with Garen. I’ll tell him to watch her.”
“You won’t have to worry about her for long,” said Nov’m. “When the Stone Voice rises, Lilibit will be the first to go. She’s impossible. There’s no way she’ll make the cut.”
“Eh. She ain’t that bad.” Mitchell said with a shrug. “She just don’t like rules and such. She reminds me of me, when I was a kid.”
“Disrespectful and disobedient?” asked Gwil.
“Yeah.” Mitchell grinned. “Before I grew up and got all sophisticated.”
“So, when do think the Elders are going to pull the trigger and disband the Ravens?” Gwil asked. “Lilibit missed Quay-bo this morning, but other than that, they haven’t made any real trouble lately.”
“Don’t worry,” replied Nov’m. “If Lilibit doesn’t screw up badly enough on her own, I’ve got a backup plan. All you have to do is stand firm when the time comes.”
Of course, thought Nov’m, if everything went to plan, Lilibit wouldn’t be around much longer. Just as well. One less problem for the Stone Voice when she rose.
“So it’s settled. We’ll divide the Ravens as agreed.” Gwil stuck out his hand to Nov’m, anxious to seal the deal.
With a satisfied nod, Nov’m grabbed Gwil’s hand and shook it, but didn’t let go. Instead, he turned to look at Mitchell, who stood watching the two of them, her eyes narrowed and gleaming. She walked over and slapped her palm on top of the two hands in agreement.
“Mental,” she declared as she broke away. “The two of youse. You’re both idiots.” 
Gwil and Nov’m exchanged leery glances as they dropped their hands.
“Both of you think youse gonna get the Infant Stone Voice when you break up the Ravens,” she said.
“What do you mean?” It was Nov’m’s turn to play dumb. 
“You think that Nita’s the Infant Stone Voice, don’t you?” asked Mitchell.
“Nita?” Gwil was amazed. “You think Nita’s the Infant Stone Voice?”
They’d shaken and sealed the deal. Nov’m decided to not to deny it.
“Well,” said Nov’m, “you’ve got to admit that there’s been strange things happening over in the Raven’s hogan. Yeah, I think the Infant Stone Voice is in that clan and I think it’s Nita.”
“You’re crazy!” said Gwil.
“Why?” Mitchell turned on Gwil. “You think it’s Marla!”
“Of course,” Gwil said scornfully. “Nov’m, you’re so blind! Did you forget Ulex? Who else but a Stone Voice would have a bodyguard like that? No one else got one when we found our stones. It’s so obvious, I can’t believe you don’t see it!”
Nov’m froze as he thought about that, but then shook his head. He just couldn’t picture the Stone Voice being someone who wasn’t one of his own people. “No. My money’s still on Nita.”
“Morons. You know you’re a pair of morons.” Mitchell shook her head. “You can’t see what’s right in your face.”
“So please, Madam Chieftain.” Nov’m leaned back against a pillar. “Enlighten us.”
“Who’s the only neophyte,” she asked, “what doesn’t got a stone?”
That question threw them both off. Neither answered.
“Everyone of us got a stone what gots them here to Kiva,” she continued. “’Cept one. There’s only one neophyte what don’t got a stone. That’s ‘cause a real Stone Voice don’t need no stone to get to Kiva, ‘cause the entire earth’s a stone.”
Nov’m ran through all the neophytes in his head. He’d only heard about one neophyte who didn’t have a stone.
“Devon?” Nov’m was incredulous. “You think Devon is the Infant Stone Voice?”
Mitchell nodded.
“But he’s a boy! Stone Voices are always girls!” said Gwil.
“Not always.” Mitchell was triumphant. “They says usually it’s a girl, but these are unusual times. We must have heard Hihomay say that over and over again. And in unusual times, they say, the Stone Voice can be a boy.”
Mitchell looked very sure of herself, but Gwil shook his head. 
Nov’m wasn’t convinced either. “Well, we’ll just have to wait and see, won’t we? We’ve made our choices, and we’ll just have to live with them.”
Mitchell would have said more, but Nov’m spoke quickly to cut her off.
“So we adjourn this Cabal of the Chieftains in agreement?” 
“What you got in mind for Lilibit?” Mitchell asked with narrowed eyes.
“Don’t worry about that,” said Nov’m. “You can leave that to me, I’ll take care of her.” 
If neither Gwil nor Mitchell seemed very comfortable with that, they didn’t say anything. They had agreed to do their part and, when the time came, he’d hold them to it.



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 Faunamorph
“Faunamorphing,” said Keotak-se, “or Shapeshifting is a skill that some stone warriors may acquire.”
Lilibit lay on her back, waving her arms and legs, making dirt angels in the gravel. The spring sun was warm on her face and the sound of the breeze rustling the newly budded leaves was much more pleasant than the grating drone of Keotak-se’s lesson. Mr. Tree might be a powerful stone warrior, but he was duller than dust when it came to lectures. Marla hissed at her and she sat up. Every neophyte from all four clans huddled quietly on the hillside, listening to Keotak-se’s lesson.
“Usually, Faunamorphing can only be mastered by a warrior of a risen Stone Voice, but there is a possibility that your guide stones, the stones that led you to Kiva, might be able to channel enough power to effect a rudimentary transformation.”
Lilibit looked around smugly. She knew that her stone was powerful enough to let her faunamorph. She sighed and plopped down on her back again. None of the others, except Todd, knew about her morphing and he’d told her not to mention it. 
“Even if your guide stone cannot channel,” Keotak-se continued, “this training will at least prepare you for the time when you receive your true stones of power.”
As usual, there was the excited buzzing that happened whenever anyone talked about the new stones they’d get when the Stone Voice rose. But Lilibit didn’t want a new stone. She was quite happy with Ewa-Kwan. She pulled it out of her pocket and rubbed it against her cheek, grinning as her jawbone vibrated with her stone’s song. She was so busy listening to her stone, she missed the next part of Keotak-se’s lesson and was surprised when everyone started to stand up. Shoving her stone back into her pocket, she stood as well, brushing the grit off her leggings. 
“What are we doing?” she whispered to Marla.
“Running,” Marla answered.
“Why?”
“Weren’t you listening?” Marla asked, then sighed as she answered her own question. “Keotak-se said that running as fast as you can is one of the ways to get the inside of your body moving. Then, you think about what animal you want to turn into.”
“Really? Why running?”
Keotak-se, overhearing Lilibit’s question, chose to answer. “When you strain your body to run past its normal endurance, the cells in your body begin to move very quickly, like water boiling into steam. It is then that the power of the Earth Stone, when properly channeled, can restructure your body, down to its smallest element. Extreme fear has also been known to trigger the effect, as well as extreme joy.”
From the far side of the clearing, Todd asked, “Can you get stuck in that new shape?”
Lilibit twisted her neck to find Todd. Sure enough, Sylvie still clung to him, like seaweed to a boulder. It had been two weeks since the water balloon incident and Sylvie and Todd had become inseparable. Sylvie waited for Todd outside their hogan every morning and hung on him, following him everywhere he went. He even had to tell her to stay away when he went to the latrine. This morning, Todd had spent almost a half hour in there. Lilibit was sure that he only stayed in there in the hopes that Sylvie would get bored and go away. No such luck. When he finally came out, there she stood waiting and all that the delay accomplished was to make her cling to him even more.
At first, Todd seemed tickled by the attention, but Lilibit hoped that, as much he liked the face sucking part, Sylvie was starting to bore him.
It puzzled Lilibit that Todd seemed to really like face sucking. She and Garen had tried it and she thought the whole process was stupid and icky. Of course, they’d only done it for a second or so before they’d both started to giggle. She couldn’t understand how Todd and Sylvie could do it for hours. 
Maybe she would ask Mr. Tree about it.
At this moment, however, Mr. Tree was busy answering Todd’s question. “In the normal course of events, a stone warrior would never be trapped in animal form. It takes a lot of concentration and intent to hold the faunamorph. All you would need to is to break your concentration and you would return to your human form. Stone warriors, by themselves, cannot hold faunamorph while asleep or unconscious. Yet if a greater power, such as a Stone Voice, were to exert influence, the animal form could be held indefinitely.”
“That was such a good question!” Sylvie gushed at Todd, loud enough for everyone to hear. “You are so smart!”
Todd’s face turned red and Lilibit rolled her eyes. Jeff snorted and made gagging noises while the rest of the neophytes sniggered. Keotak-se mercifully intervened.
“We will start by running for twenty minutes as fast as you can, without stopping.”
Moans were heard from some of the neophytes, but everyone stood and began jogging around the base of the hill.
“Faster!” Keotak-se barked and the grumbling faded as the neophytes saved their breath for running.
Todd bolted like a deer chased by wolves, outrunning Sylvie’s shouts of “Todd! Wait up!”
“Can’t!” Todd huffed back. “Keotak-se says we’re to run as fast as we can.”
Lilibit took off after Todd, hoping to get close enough to tease him, but Todd’s legs were longer and his motivation, greater. While she passed some of the other runners, she couldn’t catch up with him.
 Nov’m had a good strong stride, but even he couldn’t catch Todd, so he lagged behind until he was all alone on the path. When Todd appeared behind him, at the head of the pack, Nov’m veered sharply, knocking Todd sideways. 
Todd stumbled and fell. He got up quickly, but now Nov’m led the pack and few noticed that he was actually a full lap behind the rest of the runners. Lilibit, however, had seen the whole thing.
Her temper snapped. “Stupid Nov’m,” she muttered as she bit her lip and ran after him, a burning rage powering her steps. It wasn’t supposed to be a race, but Nov’m had just made it one, and a dirty one at that. She closed the gap between them.
Nov’m shot a glance behind him and snickered. He leaned forward as he sped up.
By now, the rest of the neophytes were well behind them, and as the path curved around the hill, they were lost to sight. Nov’m pulled away again. His longer legs were a big advantage. Lilibit bent as she tried to run faster. Her breath, catching in her throat, sounded almost like a bark.
Nov’m looked back again, but this time his sneer faded and an expression almost like fear washed his face. His footing faltered.
Lilibit, taking advantage of his stumble, leapt forward. She slammed into him and he thumped onto the gravel path. 
A strange elation made her heart race. Nov’m turned over onto his back, but she stayed on him, her hands on his shoulders, her face in his face. She would have laughed, but she was out of breath from running and trying to speak made her cough. 
Nov’m lay on the ground and stared up at her, not moving. Then he did the very last thing she expected.
He screamed like a girl.
Lilibit thought this was so funny, she laughed out loud. She was still too winded to laugh properly, so it came out like one long howl.
The other neophytes came racing around down the path, Todd in the lead. They froze when they saw the two of them on the ground. Lilibit thought Todd would have thought the whole thing funny too, but he just stared at them, aghast. Ginger Greene, Nov’m’s sidekick, started toward them, but Todd grabbed her and held her back. Lilibit would have asked them why they were all acting so weird, but she was too breathless from the chase to speak.
From the other side of the hill, Keotak-se appeared, drawing his quaybo as he ran. He slowed to a stalking pace, his body taut as he wielded his staff warily, but then, abruptly, he stopped. Straightening, the tension left his body and he lowered his quaybo.
“Lilibit!” His voice was unusually harsh, even for him. “Get off Nov’m.”
Lilibit heard the neophytes buzzing as she looked down at the quivering Nov’m. She tossed her head defiantly but she pushed off his chest and walked towards Keotak-se.
“Now stand up,” Keotak-se ordered.
Lilibit paused. Stand up? She was walking toward him! Of course she was standing! It was then that Lilibit realized that she was crawling on her hands and knees. That’s why all the neophytes were staring! She was acting weird! Embarrassed down to the roots of her hair, she pulled herself up.
She couldn’t do it. When she tried to straighten, she fell back down again. She looked back at her legs. 
She looked like a big black dog.
I’m a wolf! she wanted to say, but all that came out was “Woof!”
She tried to look at herself, but every time she turned, the back of her body moved, so she spun around in circles, chasing her tail.
I’m a wolf! She heard herself bark again and panic made her chase her tail even faster.
“Lilibit!” Keotak-se’s voice cut through her panic. “Calm down.”
Lilibit bounded over to Keotak-se and ran around him, trying to make him understand. She was a wolf! And she was stuck as a wolf! She was stuck!
“Lilibit! Sit!” Keotak-se ordered. 
Lilibit froze, a little annoyed at being spoken to as if she were a dog, but she sat and looked up at him.
“Now, visualize yourself as a girl.”
“But I am a girl!” she said, and then she realized that she had actually spoken the words. She looked down at her girl’s body, which now sat crouched at Keotak-se’s feet. She stood slowly, feeling a little strange in her own skin.
All the neophytes stared at her. Most had their mouths gaping, but Nita and Devon were grinning.
“That was padrisimo, Lilibit!” Nita chirped as she and Devon ran to her. 
“Yeah, it was awesome!” agreed Devon. “How did you do it?”
“I just thought how cool it be if I could be big enough to push Nov’m around like he pushes us around.” Lilibit buried her bewilderment as she explained. “And then, suddenly, I felt like I was big enough.”
Nov’m was on his feet and he strode over angrily, pushing Devon and Nita to one side as he bore down on Lilibit. “You snotty little runt!” he hissed. “Do you think that was funny?”
Todd bolted forward as Nov’m pulled back his arm to backhand Lilibit across her face, but Keotak-se acted first.
“Enough.” The ice in Keotak-se’s voice stopped Nov’m mid-swing. 
Nov’m turned his rage on Keotak-se, but the Stone Warrior quelled him with a look.
“Enough.” Keotak-se said again, this time to all the neophytes. “We will meet again tomorrow, an hour before sundown, and every day after that. Since it is apparent that your guide stones are potent enough, we shall begin Faunamorph Conditioning in earnest. You will begin by twenty minutes of sprinting, which we follow up with exercises and lectures. You are dismissed for today.”
Without a backward look, Keotak-se turned and headed down to the Crescent Courtyard. Todd pulled Lilibit out of Nov’m’s reach and began herding his clan back towards their hogan, but Sylvie stepped forward.
“Thanks a lot, Lilibit!” Sylvie spat as she reattached herself to Todd. “Now we have to run twenty minutes every day.” 
“It’ll be good for you, Sylvie.” Lilibit grinned sweetly. “You’re butt is starting to get fat.”
Sylvie hissed liked a snake before dragging Todd away. Since Marla was busy talking to Nita, only Lilibit heard Nov’m’s parting shot.
“Foul little snot!” he muttered, loud enough for her to hear. “It’s a wonder that her aunts want her back.”
The comment made Lilibit freeze. She turned back toward Nov’m, but Marla, noticing where she was looking, grabbed her arm and dragged her to the hogan.
 But Nov’m’s words had struck the ghost of a memory and Lilibit thought about them for the rest of the day. 
That night, Lilibit lay awake wondering, did Nov’m know something about her family that she didn’t? 
 



Chapter Thirty
 Nov’m Plays His Card
Near the top of Lilibit’s list of classes most likely to skip was Silversmithing. Todd knew this and usually kept a close eye on her whenever a lesson was scheduled, but today, since he was completely preoccupied with Sylvie, Lilibit found it ridiculously easy to slip away. So easy in fact, her disobedience lost most of its appeal. 
As she scuffed her feet through the gravel, she felt strangely lonely. It was no fun playing truant when no one really cared where you were. She probably would have wandered back to Wakawinappi Hall except that there was something more important burning at her. She headed down the path to Kamama Hollow where the Tigers and the Rabbits were taking a lesson with Cohanna.
Lilibit hid in the same grove of trees that Keotak-se had stood in. Cohanna’s voice was soft, but it carried to every corner of the Hollow. She crouched, listening, but her thoughts weren’t on Cohanna or her words. She tried to pick out Nov’m from among the neophytes who sat on the ground, their eyes closed, their hands and feet on the soil.
This was a dilemma. If Nov’m caught her alone, he’d probably beat on her for what she’d done to him in yesterday’s Faunamorph lesson. But she needed to know what he meant when he said that her aunts wanted her back.
She had practically no memory of anything from before she’d arrived at Dalton Point months ago, but sometimes there were smells and feelings that seemed “auntie” to her. If Nov’m had said “parents,” it wouldn’t have felt nearly as real to her as “aunts.” But how could she get Nov’m to tell her what he knew without getting beat up at the same time? She needed a plan. She stood and walked away from the Hollow, hoping a walk in the woods might inspire an idea. A fierce shove from behind derailed her thoughts.
“Well, look what the latrine coughed up! A smelly runt!” 
Pushed face first into the dirt, Lilibit heard Nov’m’s taunt before she realized that he’d snuck up behind her. She rolled to her feet, and then backed away when she saw Nov’m and Ginger Greene, standing in the shadows, laughing at her. Two other Tigers stepped out from behind the trees and one dropped down from a nearby branch, forming a jagged circle around her.
Panicked, Lilibit thought hard about being a wolf, about being larger than Nov’m and being able to knock him down. She closed her eyes and bit her lip, trying as hard as she could to think about changing.
Nov’m must have guessed what she was up to. “Hey! None of that!” he snapped as he struck her across her face. She fell back to the ground and rubbed angry tears off her bruised cheek.
“Big tough Nov’m,” Lilibit muttered. “You’re a real hero when it’s five against one.”
“Shut up, runt,” spat Nov’m. “Don’t go thinking you’re special and that you were the first to faunamorph. I’ve been able to do it for weeks. I just don’t show off like you do.”
“Then why don’t you practice morphing into a human being. That’d be a stretch for you.”
A kick to the ribs sent Lilibit doubled over in pain.
“Scrawny rat,” said Nov’m as he crouched down to grab the hair on Lilibit’s head. “You don’t belong in Kiva. Why don’t you go just home. Your aunties are calling you!”
“Moron! You don’t know what you’re talking about,” gasped Lilibit as she twisted her head out of his grasp. “What makes you think I have aunties?”
“I have connections.” Nov’m smirked slyly as he leaned back. For a moment, it looked like he was going to leave it at that, but then he bent back down and whispered into Lilibit’s face. “My father is very important, not just here in Kiva, but outside as well. He has very powerful friends. They’re the ones that told him that there are two women looking for their niece, a girl named Lilibit, and they tracked her as far Alamos Tierra.”
Lilibit wasn’t looking at Nov’m. Her eyes were locked onto a small white piece of paper that he was waving in his hand. 
“What’s that?” she asked.
“What? This?” Nov’m looked at the paper with phony surprise, like it had appeared on its own. “This is just the business card of my father’s associates, the ones that know your aunt.”
Lilibit’s hand stabbed out to grab it, but Nov’m’s was faster.
“Give it to me!” she hissed.
“Not so fast. Why should I give it to you? What have you got to trade?”
Lilibit narrowed her eyes to stare at Nov’m. She didn’t trust him at all. “I don’t have anything to trade,” she muttered.
“No?” Nov’m reached for her pant’s pocket. 
“Hey! What are you doing?” Furiously, Lilibit backcrawled away from him.
“Let’s just see how cocky you are without your guide stone.”
“You can’t touch my stones!” Lilibit cried. “Hihomay said no one is allowed to touch your stone ‘cept the Stone Voice.”
“That doesn’t count for guide stones.” Nov’m jerked his head at Ginger. “Hold her while I get it.”
With an unpleasant grin, Ginger stepped behind Lilibit and grabbed her arms, pulling back her elbows roughly. Panic made Lilibit twist and kick like a fury, but two more Tigers stepped forward and grabbed her legs. 
“May I ask what you are up to?” spoke a cool voice.
Cohanna stepped from the shadows, a column of white against the darker trees. She didn’t look angry, but something in her voice made everyone freeze, even Lilibit.
Nov’m recovered first. “Drop her!” he ordered, a sudden cold fury in his voice. 
His clansmen obeyed immediately and Lilibit scurried to her feet.
“I apologize for my clansmen, Elder Cohanna.” Nov’m bowed slightly. “They were upset at Lilibit’s actions yesterday and they intended to retaliate for the insult against their chieftain. Of course, as soon as I heard what they were planning, I rushed over here to stop them. I only arrived a moment before you.”
Lilibit’s mouth dropped open at such a bald-faced lie. Cohanna eyed Nov’m but Nov’m was staring at Lilibit. In his right hand, a small square of white paper slipped from his fingers and fell onto the carpet of leaves.
“Well, Lilibit?” Cohanna asked. “Is that what happened?”
Lilibit stared at the card on the leaves, then at Nov’m and finally at Cohanna. She didn’t know how to answer, so she shrugged and looked back down at the card. She shoved her hands into her pocket, finding comfort as her fingers touched Ewa-Kwan. 
The silence seemed to last for minutes before Cohanna spoke again. 
“This will be discussed in council. Nov’m, please report to Gil-Salla’s hearth before the evening meal. Now go.”
It wasn’t necessary to tell the Tigers twice. They scurried into the shadows, disappearing as fast as they had appeared. Only Nov’m walked away slowly, pausing to shoot a look back at Lilibit.
Lilibit quickly bent to pick up the card. She would have left as well, but Cohanna stopped her.
“Lilibit, do you want to tell me now what happened?” Cohanna’s voice was calm, but for some reason, Lilibit felt guilty anyway. She just shook her head and hid the card behind her back.
Lilibit fidgeted while Cohanna stared, but in the end, Cohanna only sighed and shook her head.
“Very well, you may go. Your bruises should be attended to. Visit Old Marigold, the healer, at her cottage. She will look after you.”
Lilibit nodded a thank you before scampering off through the woods. This time, she kept her ears open, alert for any sign of ambush, but it looked as if Nov’m and his bullies weren’t lurking around to finish the job. She climbed a tree and sat hidden in the top branches as she caught her breath.
Her ribs ached and the side of her face throbbed. Her arms and legs were scratched and bruised but she pushed the pain away as unclenched her hand, exposing the crushed and smudged business card that Nov’m had dropped.


Serafino Sexton, Esquire
Consultant
Endrune Corporation
Satellite offices at 660 Main street
Alamos Tierra
 
Lilibit shoved the card into her back pocket, shimmied down the tree, and headed to the healer’s cottage.
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 Old Marigold 
Lilibit took the longways path to Old Marigold’s cottage, not because she didn’t want to go there, but because the longways path was more interesting. The trees arched overhead in a leafy tunnel and birds that didn’t live anywhere else in the valley perched on the limbs and chattered to each other. Patches of wild flowers, even in the chill of late winter, peeked through the brush.
If you didn’t know where to look for it, you might just walk past the cottage. Big leafed ivy crawled up its walls, covering the windows and even the doorway. It looked like a huge squat bush with a ribbon of smoke rising above it. As the path approached the cottage, it wound between the well-tended garden plots that teemed with the herbs and medicinal plants that Old Marigold needed for her healing.
Lilibit knocked on the door frame, pushed through the ivy drapery and stepped inside. 
Against the far wall of the cottage, a pinion pine log glowed hot in the adobe fireplace. The white walls looked greenish as the daylight filtered through leaf-filled windows. White swaths of linen, hanging from the ceiling, were anchored against the walls. Shelves were laden with unmarked jars, filled with all kinds of interesting powders and liquids. 
Lilibit didn’t really need to see the healer. It’s true that she ached all over, but she had always healed very quickly. Already, the pain was fading. But Lilibit liked visiting Old Marigold. She liked the smell of the herbs hanging to dry and she liked the way the old woman fussed over her.
But there was another patient in Marigold’s cottage this morning. Jeff lay on a corner mat, one arm and one leg bandaged, his hair and brows singed. He pushed himself up on to his good elbow as he glared at her warily.
“Try to make it out through the Bluff again?” Lilibit guessed.
“Yeah.” Jeff winced as he turned. “Tried to swing over the lava pool but the heat nearly burnt through the rope. How ‘bout you?”
“Nov’m and his peons jumped me in the woods. Probably would have been worse if Cohanna hadn’t shown up.”
“Jerks,” said Jeff without heat as he collapsed back onto his mat.
Old Marigold bustled in at that point, tutting at the sight of yet another bloodied neophyte. 
“Poor little thing,” she buzzed as her fingers fluttered lightly over Lilibit’s cuts and bruises. She clucked as she found the bruised ribs and had Lilibit sit on a cushioned bench. “Not too bad. Let me finish up with this young rascal and then I’ll get you bandaged up.”
She had brought in a handful of dagger shaped leaves, which she quickly broke apart, rubbing the clear sap onto Jeff’s exposed burns. He sighed in relief.
“And what happened to you?” The old woman asked Lilibit, not looking up from tending Jeff.
“Fell out of a tree,” Lilibit answered quickly. 
Out of sight from the healer, Jeff rolled his eyes. Lilibit replied by sticking out her tongue at him.
“Hmph.” Old Marigold snorted skeptically. “Don’t know what it is with all you Ravens. You seem to get more injuries than the other three clans, combined.”
Lilibit looked down at her toes as she swung her feet guiltily. 
“Well that’s all I can do for you the moment,” Old Marigold said, setting the last of Jeff’s bandages. “You sit there and rest for a few minutes while I take care of your clansmate, then the two of you can head out together and hopefully get back to your hogan without any more accidents.”
A half hour later, Lilibit’s cuts were cleaned and bandaged and her ribs were tightly bound. She tried not to look too happy as she left the cottage with Jeff, but it was hard since Old Marigold’s parting words had made all the morning’s mishaps worthwhile.
“Both of you take it easy for the next week or two,” Marigold had said as they left. “Lilibit, I’ll let the Old Stone Warrior know you are not to take part in Quaybo practice until those ribs are completely healed.”
Once clear of Old Marigold’s cottage, Lilibit began to skip merrily. “No Quaybo! For maybe two weeks! Remind me to thank Nov’m next time I see him!”
“Maybe you should stop ragging on Nov’m so much.” Jeff walked slowly, his arms and legs still sore from his burns. “He’s got a nasty streak bigger than his mouth and there might not be someone to bail you out next time.”
“You sound like Todd,” said Lilibit and then giggled and ducked when Jeff took a half-hearted swing at her.
It was quiet for a few minutes and Lilibit’s thoughts wandered back to how Jeff got hurt. “Why don’t you just ask Gil-Salla if you can go to Alamos Tierra. Maybe she’ll let you go with Jojoba next time he goes over Red Rabbit Ridge.”
“I did ask her.” Jeff kicked a pebble sulkily. “She doesn’t think it’s a good idea.”
“Did you tell her why you wanted to go? So that you can get your stuff for your computer thingy?”
“Yeah, but she still said no, that the Valley of Kiva has survived thousands of years without it and that I should focus on learning the skills that I need to be a stone warrior and not worry about what the outside world is up to.”
Since Lilibit didn’t really understand much more about computers than Gil-Salla, she mostly agreed, but today, with that business card burning in her pocket, she was more curious than usual about the outside world.
“What kinds of things could you find out about?”
Jeff’s eyes lit up with a slightly manic excitement. “You can find out almost anything with the internet, and with Dave, I could go places that no one else can!” He fiddled with the gold ring that concealed his stone.
Lilibit’s face puckered with confusion. “What do you mean you can go places with Dave? Do you mean that you can disappear and reappear someplace else?”
“No,” Jeff said, disgusted. “It’s just that Dave can get into files and databases that most people can’t access.”
“That sounds boring. Who cares what’s in files and databases?”
“You can find almost everything in databases!”
“Like what? Can you find people? Can you find your parents?”
Like a candle in a rainstorm, the excitement in Jeff’s eyes disappeared, replaced with a cold glower.
“Yeah,” he mumbled and then, even lower, he added, “if I wanted to.”
“How? Can you see them? Can you talk to them? How do you find people?”
Lilibit was so excited that Jeff’s sulkiness seeped away. “Well,” he answered. “You can search for them, and then you can see what they’re up to. You can check their credit cards and see what they’re buying, what restaurants they go to, what trips they’re taking. You can check their e-mail and see what they’re saying to other people.”
Lilibit watched Jeff’s face closely. “You want to use the internet to spy on your parents?” she guessed.
“No!” Jeff answered quickly, then after a minute, he shrugged. “Well maybe. Sometimes I wonder if they think I’m dead, or if they’d even care that I’m still alive.” 
“Would you write to them? You couldn’t tell them where you are, but you could tell them you’re okay.”
“No!” Jeff shook his head so hard, he jarred his bandages and winced. “They don’t want me. They made up their minds months and months ago. Sometimes I’m just curious, that’s all.”
They both fell silent again. Lilibit practiced “earthwalking” on the soles of her feet as she thought about what Jeff had said.
“Is there anyone else you’d write to?” she asked quietly. “If you could? A friend? An aunt?”
Jeff’s jaw jutted out as he thought about it. “Nope. Maybe Gil-Salla’s right about that part then. But just because there isn’t anyone outside the valley that I need to know about, that doesn’t mean there aren’t things outside the valley we shouldn’t know about.”
“Jeff?” Lilibit’s voice sounded weird, even to herself. “If there was someone outside the valley that cared about you, that worried where you were and how you were, would you try to find them?”
“Well, yeah.” Jeff’s barriers were slamming shut as he spoke. “But if there had been anyone out there that had cared about me, I probably wouldn’t be here now.”
Lilibit didn’t try talking to Jeff for the rest of their walk back to their hogan; she could tell he was all closed up. But as her fingers stroked the card in her pocket, she thought about all the things he’d said.
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 Stupid Nov’m
The following week hadn’t been nearly as much fun as Lilibit hoped it would be. Keotak-se accepted the Healer’s advice with an unsmiling nod, but even though Lilibit was excused from sparring, she wasn’t completely excused from Quaybo class. She sat, squirming in boredom, forced to watch the others at practice. And, unlike prior classes, there was no opportunity to escape. Keotak-se watched her like a like a python, not seeming to pay attention, but as soon as she started to creep away, his staff would flick painfully at her arm, herding her back to her spot. And so she sat, bored and sulking.
At one point, in between practice bouts, Todd had come over to sit beside her. He had been surprisingly quiet when she had returned from the Healer’s, but instead of scolding her like she expected him to, he seemed to blame himself. She didn’t understand how he could think it was his fault that Nov’m had ambushed her, but she wasn’t going to argue with him.
As soon as Todd had settled on the dirt beside her, even before he could mumble hello, they were invaded by the ubiquitous Sylvie Silverstone. Ubiquitous was one of Lilibit’s new words. It wasn’t exactly accurate. Sylvie wasn’t everywhere since she hadn’t been invited into their hogan, but she did seem to be anywhere else that Todd was. Besides, Lilibit thought the word ubiquitous was an ugly sounding word and, as such, fit Sylvie perfectly. With a grimace of apology, Todd allowed Sylvie to drag him back onto the practice field. Lilibit glared at their backs as they walked away.
Lilibit probably would have sulked through Faunamorph class as well, but by the time they’d finished their laps, she’d forgotten about her funk. Besides, she had a lot of questions to ask and it was difficult to maintain a dignified brooding when she was waving her hand.
“Mr. Tree--,” Lilibit broke off at a look from the Old Stone Warrior. “I mean, Keotak-se, sir. Why, when you say ‘chee-ot-say toh-gee-na sha-be-kah,’ you turn into a condor, but it doesn’t work for us?”
Oops.
Keotak-se stared at Lilibit for a long moment and she squirmed. The only way she could have known that it wouldn’t work for her is if she’d been trying it on her own. Which she had. And while Keotak-se hadn’t actually forbidden them from experimenting, he did look down at her disapprovingly. Oh, well. Too late now, she bit her lip as she met his eye.
“Experienced stone warriors,” Keotak-se said, “may use such a phrase as a trigger, to recall the sensation and structure of their morph-form. I recommend that you first master traditional transmutation before attempting shortcuts.”
Lilibit pocketed that tidbit in the back of her mind and started to ask another question, but Keotak-se quickly cut her off.
“Enough questions,” he said, stabbing his staff once on the packed ground. “Today, we have a visitor who will help us in attempting one of the most basic faunamorphs.”
A flicker of movement from the top of a nearby hill drew their attention. They caught their breath as the large furry figure of a giant grey-black wolf pattered calmly towards them.
“This is Loroba. She is the chieftain of the Wolves-Who-Watch-And-Wait. She has agreed to assist us today.”
While the Wolves-Who-Watch-And-Wait would occasionally attend the council when summoned, they normally did not roam close enough to people for the neophytes to become comfortable with them. They were much larger then your average wolf and Loroba was the largest of them all. 
Lilibit huddled next to Devon and Nita, hoping that the three smallest neophytes might look less like a bite-size appetizer if they grouped together. Ordinarily she would hang close to Keotak-se or Todd if she were frightened, but Keotak-se stood next to Loroba and Todd was with Sylvie and it was hard to say which one Lilibit wanted to avoid more.
Keotak-se directed the neophytes to line up and, two or three at a time, to inspect the wolf closely. “You want to familiarize yourself with the structure and configuration of your target morph. Take your time. You need to feel the composition, texture and pattern so that you can recall it.”
Gwil, chieftain of the Timberwolves, looked rather handsome as he swaggered up to approach Loroba. Marla blushed as she watched him out of the corner of her eye, but since she quickly dipped her face away, she probably didn’t see Gwil jerk nervously when he first reached out to touch the wolf.
The dirt near Marla’s feet churned angrily. Ulex fumed beneath the surface, but Marla, her hands on her hips, stomped her foot and glared at the ground. The eruption subsided.
Todd stepped up next. Sylvie wasn’t so besotted as to follow him. She peeled away and stood at a safe distance, commenting loudly on how brave and good-looking he was.
Lilibit wanted to vomit. She rolled her eyes and crossed her arms, scowling at the tall blonde girl. She was so busy with her glowering, she didn’t hear Devon when he spoke.
“Huh?” She turned towards Devon and Nita. “What did you say?”
“I was just wondering why you didn’t need to see a wolf, up close, before you changed into one.” Devon asked as they watched the neophytes line up and gingerly begin to pat the wolf.
“I don’t know,” Lilibit shrugged. “Maybe it’s because I saw her that night when we first got here to Kiva. Maybe that was enough.”
“What did it feel like?” asked Devon. “You know, changing into a wolf?”
Lilibit thought about it for a moment. “I really didn’t notice anything at first. One minute I was running on two legs, and the next, I was running on all fours. It felt so natural, I didn’t even feel the change. It wasn’t until I saw everyone staring at me that I looked at myself and saw that my body was different.”
“How do you think you did it?” Devon asked. “What were you doing that made you change?”
“Well,” Lilibit’s forehead wrinkled as she thought about it. “We were running and I saw Nov’m trip Todd. On purpose. I just got real mad and I thought Stupid Nov’m and then I just jumped like I wanted to push him over too.”
Lilibit matched her actions to her words and leapt, her arms reaching out as if to shove someone. She fell forward, landing on her hands, but caught herself before her face hit the ground. Turning to speak to Devon and Nita, she saw them staring at her in amazement.
“Cool!” breathed Devon.
Looking at herself, Lilibit grinned with delight. I’m a wolf! Again! She turned her head back and forth, admiring her pitch black fur and watching her tail wag happily. I’m a wolf!
Yes, you are. Loroba’s voice echoed with quiet humor in Lilibit’s head.
Hi! Lilibit answered. I’m Lilibit and I’m a wolf!

I am pleased to meet you, Lilibit. I am Loroba. 
Not quite so afraid now, Lilibit padded over to where the large dark grey wolf stood. Lilibit was still a lot smaller than Loroba, but now she wasn’t frightened. They sniffed each other in greeting.
A thought struck Lilibit. Loroba, she asked, are you always a wolf?
Lilibit smelt Loroba smile. I have not always been a wolf, but I have been a wolf for as long as I can remember.
Lilibit cocked her head to the side as she considered this. How could she know that she had not always been a wolf if she had been a wolf for as long as she could remember? Lilibit was thinking so hard, it was a moment before she realized that she had turned back and was, once again, a girl sitting on the dirt. And, as before, everyone was staring at her. She stood up slowly, sheepishly brushing the dirt from her leggings.
Edging warily around Loroba, Devon and Nita rushed towards Lilibit.
“That was neat!” Nita tugged Lilibit’s arm as she bounced beside her.
“Yeah!” agreed Devon. “So all you have to do is jump up and say Stupid Nov’m!”
Which is precisely what Devon did. But instead of landing on two feet, he landed on all four. Lilibit’s jaw dropped. 
Devon had morphed into a wolf. A pure white wolf, almost as large Loroba. He stood stock still, his tail pointing straight up, looking as surprised as everyone else. Then he lifted his head and gave out a loud joyous howl. The sound rang across the valley and stunned everyone to silence. Lilibit covered her ears and Keotak-se watched, his eyes narrowed, his knuckles pale where he clutched his quaybo.
The silence lasted for a long second, then, in the distance they heard the answering howls of a hundred wolves. Devon wagged his tail.
Loroba stepped forward, her head and tail low. Lilibit cried out, afraid that the wolf was going to attack. But before anyone could move, Loroba reached Devon; she dropped to the ground and rolled onto her back, her neck and belly exposed. Devon nudged Loroba with his snout but Loroba stayed on her back.
Keotak-se seemed more alarmed by Devon’s morphing than by Lilibit’s. 
“Devon,” Keotak-se’s voice sounded strange and tight. “If you would please return to human form.”
For a moment, Devon seemed puzzled, but then, as quickly as the first change had occurred, he was back to being an eight-year old boy.
“Wow!” Devon skipped up and down. “I was a wolf! It was neat. It was like, I was still me, but I was a different me!”
The others neophytes stared at them but the three smallest Ravens were too excited to notice. Lilibit and Nita were so busy slapping Devon’s back, they forgot to be afraid of Loroba, who still lay on the ground watching Devon, her ears back and her tail wagging.
“And all you did was yell out Stupid Nov’m!” Nita laughed.
And then Nita disappeared and a startled brown wolf stood where she had been only a moment ago. 
“Way to go, Nita!” cried Devon.
After a few tentative steps, Nita started to race around the clearing, forcing the other neophytes back as she made bigger and bigger circles.
“Stupid Nov’m!” Lilibit bellowed and then a small black wolf leapt forward to follow Nita.
“Stupid Nov’m!” Devon yelled and a large white wolf sprang up, chasing the other two wolves.
 
Todd watched, as amazed as everyone else, while the three new wolves chased each other around the clearing. They were a bit clumsy for wolves, occasionally tripping over their own legs and crashing into each other, but they rolled and tumbled like puppies playing and it was hard not to laugh at them.
Not all the neophytes were laughing, however. Across the clearing, Todd saw Nov’m, his eyes flashing murder as he watched the three wolves dash about. Next to him, one of his own clansmen mouthed “Stupid Nov’m” and tried to leap into a morph, but instead of turning into a wolf, he fell face first onto the ground, having been struck in the back of his head by Nov’m’s quaybo staff. All around the circle, he saw neophytes muttering “Stupid Nov’m” and running around on all fours, trying to morph. It wasn’t working for them, but they were cracking themselves up trying. 
Todd had to try. Placing his quaybo staff on the ground, he leapt up, yelled “Stupid Nov’m!” and fell forward. 
Shaking his head in disgust, Todd pushed himself up, trying to stand, but came right down on his hands again. He looked back at himself.
He was huge. He was furry. He was all black except for a white stripe down his tail. He had a tail! He watched it wag.
The other three wolves came tearing up to him. Lilibit, as a small black wolf, barreled into him and they both tumbled over. The other two jumped on and then pounced off, their bodies tense with play.
Hi Todd the Wolf! He heard Lilibit’s voice in his head. She leapt forward and nipped him on his neck. Catch me!
She ran up the hill, the other two wolves bolting after her. The urge to run was overwhelming and he took off in pursuit. 
Never had running been so easy! Or so much fun! He felt he could gallop for hours and never get tired. He caught up with the others and the four of them dashed up the crest of the hill.
A vibration like a crack of thunder struck them from the ground up through the pads of their paws. All four of them pulled up at the same time, their ears and tails alert, looking and sniffing for whatever it was that they felt.
Todd was the first to realize that it was Keotak-se calling them from the clearing below. Somehow, as wolves they could feel the knock of his quaybo against the ground much stronger than they could as humans. With a twitch of his head, he called the others to follow them and the four charged down the hill.
They charged into the clearing, panting happily. Devon and Nita stood up as humans without being asked, but Lilibit waited until Keotak-se barked “Change” before she turned back.
Todd froze, unable to remember what Keotak-se had said about changing back, but when he looked down at himself, he found that he was himself again and stood up quickly.
By the end of that class, all the Ravens could morph into wolves. Donny was a big brown wolf and Jeff, a small tawny one. Marla and Ulex looked like twin silver wolves. Ulex was thrilled that, as a wolf, the sunlight didn’t hurt his eyes. He dashed around gleefully in the brightness of the afternoon. 
Unexpectedly, young Garen of the Rabbit Clan also managed to faunamorph into a wolf. It was only for a moment, and then he frightened himself so badly, he turned back into a boy immediately. Nonetheless, the Rabbits were all very pleased that at least one of their clan had been able to morph and they all congratulated him loudly, patting him on the back.
The rest of the neophytes were quick to cheer Garen as well. Todd looked around and saw how excited everyone was by Garen’s morphing. Rather than being upset or disappointed by their own failure, most of them were grinning widely. It was as if they all felt that if a neophyte who wasn’t a Raven could faunamorph, then maybe they could too. 
But Nov’m’s grin was cold and his eyes glittered angrily and Todd could see Nov’m’s hidden rage as he stared at Lilibit. Without a word, Todd left Sylvie to stand next to the smallest neophyte. 
Surprised, Lilibit looked up at Todd and smiled. She seemed completely unaware of Nov’m’s venom, and Todd hoped that he could keep it that way. 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 Tattletales
A solitary black silhouette detached itself from the shadows of the Sienna Sentries. Gliding in and out of the night, it skulked its way along the path, heading for Red Rabbit Ridge.
The moon gleamed for a moment, lighting up the cliffs, peeking out from behind the midnight clouds. The marauder stood motionlessly in the dark of the trees, its breath steaming white in the chilly blackness, and waited for the moon to nestle back to sleep behind its hazy blanket.
Once again hidden by the gloom, the marauder silently approached the crest. There it was. Barely visible against the night, the totem stood, lifeless and still. The marauder edged slowly, skirting the wooden sentinel as silently as the clouds passing overhead. A few more paces and it would be out of range.
“Lilibit?” Heecha the Owl hooted quietly. “Shouldn’t you be in your hogan at this hour?”
The marauder froze and waited.
“Lilibit?” Heecha hooted again.
Slowly, a black wolf stepped into the path. With hackles raised, it growled menacingly at the totem.
“Yes, you are a very impressive wolf,” said Heecha, “but you also are a wolf that shouldn’t be up this close to the pass.”
The black wolf sniffed. What good was being able to be a wolf if she couldn’t even scare an old owl? With one final glance up to the pass over Red Rabbit Ridge, the wolf turned and bounded back down the path toward the Crescent Courtyard and the Raven’s hogan.
Well, that didn’t work. Lilibit needed a better plan.
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 A Mutually Beneficial Arrangement
If she could just stop talking. If she could just shut her mouth and not open it again. Except maybe just to kiss. Yeah. If she would just not talk, kiss, and then not talk again, then maybe we can make this work.
Todd stared with glazed eyes at the sun setting over the horizon as Sylvie babbled non-stop into his ear. He hadn’t heard a word she’d said in the last two hours. He’d gotten real good at saying stuff, like “wow!” or “really?” and “I bet!” at appropriate moments, but mostly he just stared off and said nothing. He was pretty sure his last eight remaining braincells were committing suicide at that very moment.
There isn’t a lousier human being on the entire planet than me, thought Todd. Sylvie was crazy about him, but all he wanted to do was to end it. To tell her it was over. Could they just be friends? He doubted it. Then he’d have to listen to her talk some more. He took a deep breath.
“Sylvie?” He’d interrupted her, but he hadn’t heard a break in her chatter all afternoon and he was tired of waiting for it.
Sylvie, perhaps guessing what he wanted to say, started talking louder and faster. “And then both Jenna and Kit took Mitchell’s side and you know---”
“Sylvie.” Todd tried again.
“---and everyone knows that the reason that Kit hates me is because she’s just jealous---”
“Todd!” The sound of Marla’s voice calling up to him from the Crescent was a relief. Strangely, Sylvie looked relieved as well. They both stood up quickly.
“Gotta go…” mumbled Todd.
“Talk to you later…” Sylvie said quickly at the same time. 
Todd ran down the embankment to where Marla stood at the edge of courtyard, waiting with her fists on her hips.
“You want to eat dinner with us?” If Marla was trying to keep indignation out of her voice, she wasn’t doing a good job. Todd could still hear it. He wanted to snap back at her that she’d been worse with Ulex, but he knew that conversation would lead nowhere. She turned and stomped back towards their hogan.
Looking back up to the top of the hill, Todd saw Sylvie standing there, glaring. She tossed her head as she spun away with a huff, giving Todd a final glimpse of long blond hair and tight designer jeans disappearing over the crest. 
She must have packed a trunk when she’d come to Kiva, thought Todd as he slowly followed Marla across the paving stones. She has more clothes than a mall.
It was then that Todd noticed something that made him stop dead in the middle of the courtyard. Marla was wearing designer jeans too. Almost the same jeans. He looked back up to the top of the hill, but Sylvie was gone. 
But there was no disputing the fact that Marla had on new jeans. And a new sweater. There was no way that she could have brought them with her from Dalton Point. Not only were they nicer than anything their foster parents had ever bought them, Marla, who had turned thirteen about a month or so earlier, had grown about an inch since they’d arrived in Kiva. These were new clothes. How did Marla and Sylvie get hold of new clothes? He walked into the hogan and looked around.
He could hear Jeff puttering around up in his den. Lilibit was nowhere to be seen, as usual; she’d stroll in when it got too dark outside for exploring. Marla, Ulex, Donny, Devon and Nita were setting up the dinner around the hearth. 
He knew he’d been a bit preoccupied with Sylvie for the last few weeks, but he hadn’t realized how oblivious he’d been. Everyone, except Ulex of course, was wearing new clothes. And somehow, Marla had got some makeup. She was wearing lipstick. Todd stood speechless for a moment.
“Devon?” Todd said at last, choosing the person least likely to lie to him. “Where did you get those jeans?”
Marla immediately looked guilty, grabbed a jug and walked quickly over to the spring in the corner that was masked with hanging vines.
Devon glanced down at his legs before answering with a shrug. “Jeff.”
Jeff must have heard, because he stuck his head out of his den at the same time as Todd bellowed “JEFF!”
“Yes?” Jeff asked with phony innocence.
“Where are you getting all this stuff from?” 
“I have my sources.”
“Don’t give me that crap!” Todd’s neck was starting to hurt from glaring up at him. “Get down here!”
Jeff swung his legs out of the hatch door of his den then slid to the ground barely using the rope vine. He landed like a crouching cat. 
“And what can I do for you?” Jeff asked smugly as he straightened up.
“You can tell me how you’re getting all this stuff!” Todd’s hands balled into tight fists. “It’s got to be coming from outside the valley! Do you know what Gil-Salla’s going to do if she catches you?”
“Relax, oh great chieftain.” Jeff pushed Todd to one side as he strutted over to the hearth and plopped himself into his mushroom chair. “I’ve been a good little boy. I haven’t left Kiva.”
“Then how did you get this stuff?” Todd barked as he towered over Jeff. This didn’t seem to bother Jeff at all, he just smiled up at him sweetly and picked up a plate of food.
“I needed new jeans,” Marla said in a small voice. 
Todd turned quickly to see Marla sheepishly pushing her way through the vines that hid the corner spring.
“You?” Of all the people he would have suspected as being part of this, Marla was on the bottom of the list. 
Guilt morphed quickly into defiance as Marla lifted her chin and met Todd’s glare. “It’s easy for you. You don’t look stupid in the leather leggings and homespun tunics they give us. I looked like I was wearing a canvas sack!”
“So you snuck into Alamos Tierra and bought clothes?” Todd worked to keep from yelling.
“No!” Marla sounded as appalled as Todd felt, but then she added in a calmer voice, “I sent Ulex into town for me.”
It was quiet as Todd absorbed this. Since Ulex lived most of the day underground, and the caverns ran under all the continents, it was not impossible for him to get under any place in the world. So even though he’d never thought about it before, it wasn’t surprising that Ulex could get in and out of Kiva whenever he wanted to, but Todd was still baffled.
“I don’t get it.” Todd said, shaking his head. Ulex was over seven feet tall and made of bendable crystal. It wasn’t as if he could walk into the General Store in Alamos Tierra and just lift things off the shelf. “Did he find an abandoned well that someone is dropping new clothes into?” 
“Well, no.” Marla was back to looking sheepish again. “That’s where Jeff came in.”
Relieved to be able to turn his anger on a more reasonable target, Todd spun back towards Jeff. “Aha!”
“I needed my internet access,” said Jeff. “Marla needed new clothes. I had a bank account set up in Alamos Tierra with the money I got when I sold Lilibit’s nugget. Marla has Ulex.” Jeff popped a chunk of cornbread into his mouth and talked around it as he chewed. “It’s a mutually beneficial arrangement.”
Todd really wanted to shove the rest of the cornbread, along with his fist, down Jeff’s throat, but he was not only angry, he was also a little ashamed of himself. He’d been so absorbed with Sylvie, he was completely out of the loop with his own clan.
Marla, perhaps misreading Todd’s silence, rushed to fill in the gaps. “We’ve rented a little cabin on the outskirts of town. We did it by mail; Ulex snuck into Alamos Tierra in the middle of the night and dropped the lease and a check into the mailbox. Then, through the mail again, Jeff ordered all the computer stuff he needed and had it shipped to the cabin. Ulex burrowed up into the cabin, picked up the stuff when it arrived and brought it here.”
Jeff pulled out a small computer device, not much bigger than his hand and waved it under Todd’s nose. “Now, all I have to do is find it on the web, have it shipped and Ulex picks it up.” Jeff gloated as he leaned back into his mushroom. 
“Do the Elders know about this?” Todd rubbed his head as he calmed down. Usually, his hair buzzed when trouble was brewing, but his scalp was quiet on this one.
“Well, no.” Marla answered. “At least, I don’t think so.”
Todd plopped onto his mushroom chair and began picking at the food set out there. The others, with varying levels of relief, sat down and started eating as well. After a minute, conversations started up again but Todd was quiet, thinking.
“Marla,” Todd said after a while. “We may need to talk to Gil-Salla about this. If Ulex can come and go underground, then that’s a breach in Kiva’s defenses. I think she needs to know about that.”
“Oh, it’s okay.” Marla answered quickly, perhaps too quickly. “Ulex says no one can enter through the caverns but him. Sometimes, some of his friends from the Nether Rock come to visit and for some reason, they can’t pass any further than the point that runs under the Sienna Sentries. I think that whatever power protects the valley, it goes all the way down to the caverns and only Ulex can get through. I figure that it’s because he has Oji-Tay. Besides, there’s a whole bunch of Netherockians down there and they’re guarding the caverns leading to Kiva. Ulex says that the Elders of the Nether Rock want to be sure that the Infant Stone Voice is kept safe.”
Todd might have said more, but at that moment, said Infant Stone Voice herself, as oblivious as ever, decided to return. Lilibit, smudged with dirt from head to toe, made her usual exuberant entrance into the hogan and threw herself onto her favorite mushroom chair. 
“I am so hungry!” she said as she grabbed a mango and bit into it without peeling it first. “I climbed all the way to the top of Otwega today. I bet I’m the first one ever to get all the way to the top!”
Todd gave up half a smile and went back to thinking. It was quiet while everyone watched him.
“What’s up?” Lilibit asked, picking up on the mood.
“Todd’s got wind of the Jeff and Ulex supply connection,” Devon whispered.
“Oh, good.” Lilibit said as she nibbled on cheese. “’Bout time. He needs new shoes.”
Todd snorted a laugh as he looked down at his feet. His heels hung over the backs of his sneakers and the laces had long since shredded into dust. 
“Black. Size eight and a half,” he said as he reached for a hunk of corn bread.
“On their way, boss!” The palm computer beeped without Jeff even touching the buttons and the screen glowed with a picture of a pair of new sneakers. “They’ll be here tomorrow night.”
Todd was still feeling a little uneasy about the whole thing, but he couldn’t remember ever owning a brand new pair of sneakers before, so he swallowed his misgivings along with the cornbread and reached for one of the boiled eggs.



Chapter Thirty-Five
 The Flight of the Hummingbird
It was an hour or two before dawn and the sky had just begun thinking about getting light. Lilibit had a little trouble finding the right spot, but eventually she reached it.
Crawling up the bluff, she looked down into the gap where Todd and Sylvie had been face-sucking until she’d ambushed them. Looking around, she tried to remember what happened next.
Devon, Nita and I ran down this way, she thought as she retraced her steps. Then, about here, we split up. Lilibit trotted as she looked around. And it was right about here that Todd almost caught me. And then, all of a sudden, I was flying.
She leapt, trying to recapture the feeling, but nothing happened. She tried again. And again, nothing. She bit her lip and went back to the top of the bluff. 
This time she ran as if she were being chased, as fast as she could, her legs pumping as her feet skidded over the gravel. She reached the point where Todd had almost caught her and she leaped.
She fell forward, skinning her knees and her palms. She sat on the ground for a moment, fuming, staring back at the bluff and waiting for her hands to stop stinging. She pulled herself to her feet, brushed off her legs and walked slowly back up.
What was it that Keotak-se said? A trigger is a phrase that helps you recall the sensation of the morph. For the wolf, she’d found that one pretty easily. Stupid Nov’m, she thought with a smirk. But she hadn’t been saying anything when she’d turned into a hummingbird.
She started running again, remembering how Devon and Nita were slowing her down. Split Up! she’d yelled. Lilibit leapt forward as she called out “Split Up!”
Lilibit looked down. Her very human feet still ran on the ground beneath her. 
She kept up her sprint as she tried to remember. No, it had been a minute or two after Devon and Nita had peeled off before she’d changed. What had she been doing? Todd had been gaining on her, he’d been really mad. Lilibit grinned at the memory. But then he started to slow down a bit, so she’d said… what did she say?
Oh, yeah, now I remember.
“Kissy Kissy Kissy Face!” she cried, and looked down again. 
It was hard to say what she noticed first; that her breath no longer tugged ragged in her chest, or that the ground was suddenly ten feet beneath her. She could see her hummingbird wings blurring at the edge of her vision.
She whizzed back and forth, delighting in her speed and mobility. She could fly so fast, then stop and hover. She zipped like a ricocheting bullet over the meadows. 
It was harder to hold the form of a hummingbird. Twice Lilibit felt herself changing back. She tried calling out Kissy Kissy! In her head, but she kept falling. But when she tried Kissy Face! it worked. The first time she caught herself right before she would have hit the ground, but the second time, she barely lost her hummingbird form at all.
The sun was almost up. The Raven’s hogan would be waking up soon and they’d be looking for her. Besides, it was getting too light out. She didn’t want all the Busybodies-Who-Watch-And-Wait to see what she’d been up to. For now, this would be her secret. 
Quite proud of herself, she morphed into a wolf and scampered back to the Crescent Courtyard. 
 
Lilibit knew she should be heading straight for 660 Main Street, but the cactus flowers were blooming and they smelled so sweet. She stopped again to take a sip. She’d lost track of the number of blossoms she’d tasted on the way; the nectar smelled too delicious to pass by.
Finally, once clear of the Sienna Sentries, she morphed back into a girl. Standing under a budding oak, she felt a little uneasy. She hadn’t been this anxious when she snuck out of Alamos Tierra last time, but this time, she felt a prickly feeling down her spine, as if someone were watching her. Yet when she scanned the horizon, all she could see were rocky cliffs and scrabbly desert. She shook her head and turned to the south. The buildings of Alamos Tierra looked like a stripe of dark brown against the tan and green hills behind it.
“Stupid Nov’m!” she cried.
A small black wolf raced towards the little town.
On the outskirts of town, she morphed back into a hummingbird. A wolf, even a small black one, walking the streets of Alamos Tierra would definitely be noticed, but no one would look twice at a small bird. She flitted and dove down the streets.
Even this close to her goal, there was something about the sweet smell of pollen in the air that kept distracting her. She stopped again and again to drink, but at least she was heading in the right direction. Finally, she found a lemon tree full of tiny blossoms, right behind the building numbered 660 Main Street. She sipped through a half dozen flowers before she whizzed down an alley, landing on a trash bin. It toppled as she changed back into a human and both she and the bin clattered onto the ground. She looked around sheepishly as she stood up and brushed dust and garbage off her clothes. 
The building at 660 Main Street seemed out of place in Alamos Tierra. Only three stories tall, it was still the tallest building in town. And although it was twenty or more years old, it was the newest building in town with large tinted glass windows and shiny chrome trim. Lilibit’s hands made two sloppy smudges on the glass door as she pushed into the lobby.
The walls and furniture were all different shades of grey. The air smelled strange and stale and when the door closed behind her, all the sounds of the world outside disappeared, sucked up into the plush carpet. At the far end of the lobby, a woman sat behind a counter, her hair sprayed into a rigid helmet. She didn’t acknowledge Lilibit’s entrance, but kept tapping her fingers on a keyboard and staring at a flashing monitor.
Lilibit walked slowly across the lobby. The room felt weird to her, as if people never smiled here. It reminded her of someplace she’d been before. A flash of a memory flitted through her mind; but that was a white room and cold faces with white clothes. This room was all grey. She shook off the thought and approached the desk.
The woman did not look up from the screen. Lilibit shifted her weight from one foot to another and cleared her throat. Still, the woman ignored her. Lilibit rose up on tiptoes and leaned over the desk, trying to peek at what could be on the monitor that was so interesting. Finally, the woman looked over at her coldly.
“My friend, Jeff has a computer too!” Lilibit shared with a smile. “He can go anywhere with it!”
“Really.” The woman sounded annoyed and bored. “Are you looking for someone?”
“Yes!” Lilibit beamed a smile at her. “My aunts.”
“Are you supposed to meet them here?” 
“I don’t know.” Lilibit frowned. “Are they here?”
The woman glared at Lilibit. “Obviously not. Why don’t you go someplace else and find them.”
Lilibit pulled out the tattered and stained business card from her pocket. “Do you know someone named Serafino Sexton?” she asked as she read the name.
The woman’s attitude changed immediately. She straightened in her chair and looked at Lilibit with surprise before rising swiftly to her feet. “Please. Have a seat. I’ll be right back.” She turned and walked to the wall in the back of the lobby, pushing through a door that blended into the wall so closely, Lilibit hadn’t noticed it before.
Lilibit looked around the room. There were a couple of pieces of furniture that might be chairs, but they looked hard and uncomfortable. She opted to sit on the floor instead. The carpet smelled like chemicals, but it was softer than the chairs. Lilibit waited.
She didn’t have to wait long. The woman returned quickly and with a smile as warm as it was phony, she held open the disappearing door. “Please. Follow me.” 
Lilibit jumped up and walked through the door. The woman wrinkled her nose and pursed her lips as she passed. The walls in this hallway were done in lighter shades of grey and were hung with framed pictures of oddly colored nothings. Lilibit stopped to stare at one that looked a green bat having a squirt gun fight with a purple watermelon. 
“Ahem.” The woman was at the end of the hallway, standing by a closed door. Lilibit scurried to catch up.
She opened the door and held it ajar, not entering herself. “Here she is, sir.” 
Lilibit stepped in and stared. 
A man behind a large desk rose to his feet. His hair was blond, his skin was golden brown, his eyes were blue and his chin was strong and chiseled. He looked like he could be the hero in one of the books she read, maybe even a prince. Lilibit mouth opened in awe.
The door closed quietly behind her.
“Please,” he said with a voice as soft as a breeze. “Come in. Have a seat.”
Lilibit edged her way into the room. Unlike the hallways and the lobby, this room was decorated with plants and pastels. A large sunny window looked out onto the lemon tree out back. She sat on one of the chairs and stared at the man.
“Are you Serafino Sexton?” Her own voice sounded tiny and stupid in her ears.
The man smiled. A gleaming white smile. The most beautiful smile Lilibit had ever seen. “No, but he is a friend of mine. My name is David Dauntry, but you may call me Duke. How can I help you?”
Lilibit couldn’t help but smile back. “Well, Mr. Duke. Someone told me that Mr. Sexton might know my aunts. Do you think you could call him and ask him?”
“And what would your name be?” 
“Lilibit,” she answered. “I don’t know anymore than just Lilibit.”
Duke nodded as if he had already known the answer to his own question before he asked it. “In that case, I think I can help you.” 
Lilibit held her breath. 
“I have both sad news and happy news for you.” Duke looked sad and sympathetic. “I’m afraid your aunts are no longer with us.”
For a moment, Lilibit stared, not understanding what he meant.
“Where’d they go?” she asked at last.
Duke watched her closely as he spoke gently. “I’m afraid they died in a car accident. The same one that caused your head injury.” 
“Oh.” Lilibit struggled to absorb this new information. She had aunts once, but now they were dead.
Duke reached out and patted Lilibit’s arm. 
“What were their names?” Lilibit asked with a whisper. “I can’t remember them at all.”
“Shalla and Wolla Moore. They took care of you after your parents died when you were a baby.”
“Oh,” Lilibit said again. The names might be familiar, but she had no memories to link them. They meant nothing to her. “How did my parents die?” 
“In a fire. Your aunts told me once, the apartment building caught fire and they were able to throw you to safety, but they didn’t get out themselves.” Duke voice practically ached with sympathy. 
“Oh.” She didn’t seem able to say anything else. She stood up blindly. “Well, I think I have to go now. Thank you for telling me this.” 
“Wait!” The small sympathetic smile was gone. He was back to his big gleaming smile. “I told you I had good news for you too! Don’t you want to hear it?”
Lilibit shook her head trying to shake her mind back to work, but Duke assumed she was saying no.
“Oh, c’mon! It’s very good news! I’m so excited to tell you!”
Lilibit forced a polite smile. “Okay,” she said softly.
“Before your aunts died, they named me as your guardian. I’ve already gone through all the legal steps. It’s official! I’ve adopted you. You’re my little girl! Isn’t that wonderful?”



Chapter Thirty-Six
 Uncle Duke
Adopted?
Bewildered, Lilibit stared at Duke as he smiled blindingly.
“But I don’t want to be adopted.” Lilibit thought she sounded ruder than she meant to, so she added. “I mean, thank you very much, but I don’t want to be adopted. Sir. I’m fine.”
“Now don’t be silly,” Duke was patience itself. “All children need a grownup to take care of them. Make sure that they have food and clothing. And toys. Any toy you could imagine! I’m very rich. I could buy you anything you’d want. You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” 
Lilibit didn’t have to think about that question for too long. She wasn’t that interested in clothes and she didn’t have much experience with toys. Jeff had told her about all the things he could get now with his new computer, but even though Jeff was very excited about them all, they weren’t that appealing to her. 
“No, thank you,” she answered politely. “I have plenty of food and clothes and I don’t need toys. I really have to get going now. I’ll be in big trouble if I don’t get back before dinner.”
She headed for the door but it opened before she could reach it. The helmet-haired receptionist stepped in, looking only at Duke. 
“Holly,” Duke asked with a smile, “could you get us some milk and cookies?”
Helmet-haired Holly looked appalled for only a moment before fixing a glassy smile on her face. “Yes, sir,” she answered. She shot a quick look at Lilibit as if she were a bug. The door closed behind her with a click.
“Thank you anyway, sir, but I don’t want any cookies. I really have to go now.” Lilibit said as she looked for the doorknob. There didn’t seem to be any handle on this side of the door at all. She pushed against the door, but nothing moved.
“Oh come now,” Duke said with a melancholy smile. “Surely you can spare a few minutes for an old friend of your family? Come over here and sit with me. I’ve been looking forward to meeting you for such a long time.”
Lilibit inched back toward the desk. She was still more worried about getting in trouble with Gil-Salla, but she was starting to feel a little uneasy about Duke. “Okay, but I can only stay for five minutes. Then I really have to go.”
Duke smiled warmly as she sat back into her chair. “Your aunts told me what a special girl you are. That you can speak to stones and that they talk back! What an amazing thing! Could you tell me about it? It sounds wonderful!”
Lilibit slipped her hand into her pocket. The touch of Ewa-kwan was reassuring. “It’s no big thing,” she mumbled. “It’s not really talking; it’s more like buzzing.”
Duke looked delighted and might have asked another question, but the door opened and Holly came in carrying a tray of cookies and two glasses of milk. It was silent as she placed the tray on the desk. She smiled at Duke, sniffed at Lilibit, and then left. Lilibit swiveled to watch her; she had a small black wand hanging from a strap around her wrist and when she waved it at the door, the door clicked and swung open. 
“So what do your stones tell you when they’re buzzing?” Duke’s question brought Lilibit’s attention back. He was looking at her closely, not even blinking.
“I don’t know. They can see things, not like pictures, but how things are, you know, deep down.” Lilibit’s feet swung beneath her as she thought about it. 
“You mean, like under the ground?”
“Yeah, or the way things are between the ground and the sky, stuff like that.” Lilibit knew she wasn’t describing it very well. “Not the things that are between the ground and the sky, but the way the ground and the sky think about each other. If they could think.” It wasn’t getting better. 
Duke didn’t appear to be lost at all, but he did look like he was trying very hard to understand what she’d said. “Well, that’s very interesting, but you haven’t had any cookies yet! Please, I had them made special for you!”
The cookies were oatmeal raisin and seemed a little stale. Lilibit quickly ate two of them and then stood up. “Thanks for the cookies, but I have to go now. Could you please open the door.”
Duke looked disappointed. “Of course, I understand.” Behind her, the door clicked and swung open. “But I hope you can come again and visit me. I’ve very much enjoyed talking to you.”
“I’ll try. Thank you again.” With the door open, Lilibit was a little less nervous. She scooped up two more cookies and took a large mouthful of milk. She put the glass down, wiped her mouth with her sleeve and then stood staring out the window. 
A moment ago, there was only one lemon tree in the backyard. Now there were two. Now there was one. And now there were three. She shook her head very hard to clear it and turned for the doorway. The room was suddenly very dark. It got darker.
And then, there was nothing.
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 Missing
The Ravens discovered that Lilibit was gone before they realized she was missing.
She had made it through Quaybo practice that morning with her normal reluctance. Todd could tell that her ribs had healed, she always healed quickly, but she was still milking the excuse to get out of practice. She’d sat more quietly than normal during class, staring off into nothing, thinking about something. Todd hadn’t thought about it much at the time; he’d just been grateful that she was behaving for once. He should have known better.
Their next class was Tracking, and that’s where he’d lost her. Lilibit always stayed up at the front, near Jojobo so she wouldn’t miss anything, and Todd tended to hang in the back with Sylvie.
That she wasn’t around for lunch wasn’t surprising. She sometimes grabbed a bite from one of the Valley families’ hearth before wandering off, sometimes by herself, sometimes with her friend, Garen.
Lunchtime was quiet that afternoon and Todd enjoyed the peacefulness. The hogan was his last sanctuary against the loquacious Sylvia, especially since she’d discovered that it was no problem for her to stand outside the latrine and keep talking. 
Marla’s lips moved silently as she spoke with Ulex below. Even with all four sets of eyelids closed, daytime inside the hogan was not comfortable for the Netherockian so he waited down in the catacombs. Donny stared at the dust motes in the sunbeam that came through the chimney hole and Jeff lounged on his mushroom, his mini computer in his hand, occasionally popping food into his mouth. Nita and Devon had skipped in and out earlier. Todd suspected that they were up in the hills, running as wolves, their favorite pastime since they’d learned to morph.
With nothing better to do, Todd watched Jeff. There was no rational reason why his web surfing should annoy him, but it did. He wanted to say something, but then he looked down at his new sneakers and decided it was a little too hypocritical.
Jeff was staring off into space as well, but unlike Donny, who was just watching floating flecks of dust, Jeff was seeing things that weren’t in the hogan. With his stone, Dave, and an internet connection, Jeff’s eyes could travel through the web, not only seeing everything available to the public, but he could jump firewalls like they were curbstones and was able to peek into places that few people could access. 
It was easy to tell when Jeff when was doing a little e-breaking and entering. His face would glow with an unholy glee and he’d snicker quietly to himself. By now, he should have made a serious dent in the fifty thousand dollars he’d scored by selling Lilibit’s gold nugget, but instead, inside knowledge gained from his hacking had enabled him to flip that money over several times. He now had a couple of hundred thousand dollars in the bank. And from the gleam in his eye, it looked like he was about to double it again.
Todd flicked scraps of bread crust into the hearth flame, watching as they flared and withered. He wondered where Lilibit was, not because he was worried, but because even when it was quiet, things didn’t seem as boring when the brat was around. 
The sound of Jeff gasping brought Todd’s thoughts back. Jeff sat straight up, his face pale, his eyes focused on something that looked like he was having trouble believing.
“What is it?” Todd asked.
“Where’s Lilibit?” Jeff spat out the question with a horrified rasp.
“I don’t know.” Todd felt uneasy. “She’s probably around somewhere. You know Lilibit.”
“No she’s not.” Jeff was on his feet and halfway to the door. “We need to see Gil-Salla.”
 
By the time Todd and the others reached the courtyard cobblestones, Jeff was already in Gil-Salla’s hall. All three totems were alert; Wakinyan harrumphed with disapproval as they ran past. Todd paused at the door, but hearing Jeff’s voice inside, pushed through the tapestry and rushed in.
Gil-Salla sat at her hearth; Keotak-se and Cohanna were rising to their feet. Jeff stood in front of them, shifting back and forth frantically.
“And what makes you think Lilibit is not in the Valley?” Gil-Salla’s voice was calm but there was the hint of tension in her body.
“I know she’s not.” Jeff shook his handheld computer like it was a hammer. “Eight minutes from now, a corporate jet owned by a company called Endrune is scheduled to take off from a private airfield outside of Grey Rock, which is only thirty miles east of Alamos Tierra. On the passenger manifest, they’ve listed an eleven year old girl named Lilibit Moore.”
Todd sucked in his breath. Now he understood what Jeff was upset about.
“Certainly a coincidence,” said Gil-Salla, “but even though ‘Lilibit’ is not a common name---”
“But that’s the same name that the Nil and Voight Medical Research Institute used for her.” Jeff was on the edge of panic. “‘Lilibit Moore!’ It’s the same! And when I did a records search for that name, I found out that David Dauntry, the president and CEO of Endrune, filed papers to legally adopt an eleven-year-old orphan girl named Lilibit Moore. Somehow, they got her out of the Valley and they’re taking her to Commerce City.”
Gil-Salla placed her hands on the soil to listen for less than a moment before rising to her feet. She crossed the hall to the door with almost mystical speed before speaking to the totem in clipped cold words. “Beckon Those Who Watch and Wait.”
Forewarned, Todd and the others slapped their hands over their ears just a second before Wakinyan bellowed “The Flame Voice beckons The Others Who Watch and Wait.”
Did the words really echo that much? Or were there dozens of totems all over the Valley, calling out at the same time? The echoes faded and for a moment it was quiet, then Cohanna spoke. 
“How do you know this?” Cohanna didn’t sound as much skeptical as she did curious. “What power do you possess that gives you this knowledge?”
“It’s the Internet,” Jeff said. When Cohanna looked even more perplexed, he continued, “Out there, almost everything you do, everywhere you go, everything you buy is linked to a computer. And since most computers are linked to the Internet, you can find out just about anything, if you know where to look.”
“And anyone who possesses one of those devices may obtain such knowledge?”
“No, that’s the cool part. Most of this stuff is protected with security called firewalls, but with Dave, I can get past their firewalls like that!” Jeff snapped his fingers.
“And who is Dave?” Cohanna asked.
“My stone, Dave,” Jeff answered.
Cohanna might have asked more, but at that moment, the Others Who Watch And Wait arrived. Dozens of crows flew through the chimney hole and swarms of wolves, squirrels and rabbits flooded through the archway. They clustered around Gil-Salla as she stood.
“Search the Valley. Seek out the one called Lilibit. Return and report.”
An image of Lilibit flashed in Todd’s head. It seemed different from his own image of her, she looked smaller and more fragile then he normally pictured her. It took him a minute, but then he realized that Gil-Salla must have projected this image into their minds since the animals all seemed to nod in acknowledgement before dashing out of the hall.
All except two. One large white wolf and a smaller brown wolf still stood near the far wall, looking puzzled. They pattered over to Todd before rising up on two feet as Devon and Nita.
“What’s up?” Devon asked quietly.
“Lilibit’s missing,” Todd whispered back. “Jeff thinks she been kidnapped and is being taking to Commerce City.”
Devon and Nita looked frightened.
“But how did they get into the Valley?” Devon’s voice was so soft, Todd could barely hear it, yet Gil-Salla answered.
“Perhaps the question is not how they got into the valley,” Gil-Salla stated quietly, “but how Lilibit got out. Several nights ago, Lilibit was seen, in wolf form, up by Red Rabbit Ridge. Was she simply exploring? Or was she trying to find a way out? And since she wasn’t able to cross over the Ridge, could she have found another way out?”
“Marla?” Todd was worried that his question might trigger Gil-Salla’s anger, but he had to ask. “Do you think she might have got out through Ulex’s tunnels?”
All three elders straightened alertly, but Marla shook her head almost immediately, her hand clutching the stone at her neck. 
“No, Ulex says all the tunnels are guarded by the Netherockians. He’s checking with them now.” Marla’s head tilted as she listened to Ulex, down below. “No. Ulex says they’ve got sentries posted up and down all the caverns. There’s no way anyone could get by them.”
Gil-Salla’s eyes narrowed and Keotak-se shot Cohanna a speaking glare, but it didn’t look as if they were going to ask any more questions about the Netherockian’s tunnels. Today. 
Grateful for that reprieve, Todd scoured his brain, looking for some other possibility. “Maybe she flew out.”
“What does it matter how she got out?” Jeff was fuming. “That plane will be taking off any minute now!”
“What do you mean, flew?” asked Marla. “How could she fly out?”
“Remember that time, a couple of weeks ago, when Lilibit, Devon and Nita had water-ballooned us? I started chasing Lilibit and she morphed into a hummingbird.” Todd shot a glance over to the elders. “Gil-Salla thought it was best if we didn’t spread it around.”
Marla looked indignant that she hadn’t been told. She opened her mouth to reply, but Gil-Salla spoke first.
“Todd, do you recall if Lilibit said anything before she morphed into the bird?” Gil-Salla asked.
“Said anything?” Todd echoed.
“Yes, if she has mastered the bird-morph, it is probably linked to a trigger phrase. Do you recall hearing her say anything before she changed?”
Todd shook his head. “No. She was just panting for breath because she was running so hard. When I started chasing her, she was with Devon and Nita, but they split off and I kept chasing Lilibit.”
“They’re cleared for take off!” Jeff was almost screeching as he glared into his computer screen. “We’ve got to go!”
“Patience,” Gil-Salla said softly, her brow furrowed in thought. She turned to Devon and Nita. “Do you recall her saying anything before you separated?”
Devon crumpled his face as he tried to remember. “Nothing much. She just yelled for us to ‘split up!’ and kept running.”
Gil-Salla stared intently at the two young neophytes before turning her attention to Todd.
“And she said nothing to you before she morphed?”
“Well,” Todd hesitated. He remembered very well what Lilibit had said. “She might have said something to me, but it wasn’t important.”
“And what was that?”
“Something stupid,” Todd mumbled, his face burning hot. “Like ‘Kissy Kissy’ or something silly like that.”
“Can you recall exactly what she said?” Gil-Salla asked with an intensity that forced Todd to answer.
“Well, maybe it was something like ‘Kissy Kissy Kissy Face---’”
Suddenly, everyone was much bigger. Todd felt a strange sense of alarm in having everyone looming above him, staring down at him. His heart thrummed faster. He tried to stand up, but instead of his arms pushing off from the ground, his wings flapped and small clouds of dust rose up around him. He rose up in the air for a moment, but then fell back to the ground with a grunt. He looked down and saw his own chest and legs beneath him.
Todd’s breath panted in his chest as he stood up. “What did I turn into?”
“A raven!” Marla was impressed. 
“Cool,” Todd answered.
 “Well, now we know how Lilibit got over the Sienna Sentries…” said Gil-Salla.
“Gil-Salla?” Todd shot a glance over to Keotak-se before continuing. “Keotak-se said that the trigger word is something that helps you recall the feeling of the first time you morphed. How come we can use Lilibit’s words?”
Gil-Salla seemed to consider the question very carefully before answering. “You might have misunderstood Keotak-se. The trigger word helps the Stone Voice recall the faunamorph. Once the Stone Voice has mastered the morph, then her stone warriors will also be able to use the same command to effect a similar change.”
Silence. 
It was out. 
This was the first time that anyone had openly acknowledged what Todd and the rest of the Ravens had known for months: that Lilibit was the Infant Stone Voice. They exchanged worried looks with each other and Todd wondered how much things would change when all of Kiva recognized Lilibit as the Stone Voice. 
Assuming they could get her back.
Jeff hopped frantically, urgency making him stutter. “W-w-what are we waiting for? We should---”
Whatever Jeff thought they should do was lost as suddenly chaos descended on them all.
A coldness, like a gaping well of ice, seemed to open inside Todd. He grabbed at Tai-Kwee in his pocket and felt panic swallow him as the voice of his stone trembled and faded. He fell, only vaguely aware that the ground too was trembling. He was nearly blind with grief but around him he could sense the other Ravens collapsed and writhing as well. Gil-Salla and Cohanna crouched by the hearth, their hands splayed on the dirt floor, their eyes unfocused and staring. Keotak-se stood like a statue, his face pale and bloodless, a hand gripping the stone at his neck.
Only Devon was able to move. He ran from one friend to another, trying to help while tears rolled down his cheeks.
But there was nothing he could do but watch as their world fell apart.
 
Black. Bitter. Colder than ice. Lilibit was being pushed into darkness. But this wasn’t the soft inky dimness of night; this was a frigid blackness that ripped her with icy claws. Her back arched and she screamed.
Frenzied voices bled into her nightmare.
“What’s wrong with her?” The Duke’s voice was shrill with panic.
“I don’t know. She started twisting and moaning right after takeoff. It’s getting worse.”
Hands grabbed at her, pushing her down. Her body bucked against their weight.
“Get her a blanket! She’s freezing!”
“Her eyes are rolling back in her head!”
“What’s our altitude?”
“I don’t know; probably around thirty or forty thousand.”
“Take us down to twenty. Fast!”
Whether their words stopped or her awareness faded, it was several minutes before she heard anything else. The cold was still bitter; her teeth chattered painfully, but the killing blackness was starting to fade.
“That seems to be helping.”
“She’s still freezing. She’s shivering badly.”
“Bring it down farther. How low can we go?”
“We can fly as low as twenty five hundred, but it’ll blow through the fuel faster.”
“I’m not interested in fuel efficiency, you idiot!” The Duke’s voice was vicious and biting. “I’ve invested too much into this little enterprise to nickel and dime her to death.”
Lilibit could feel the pain and cold slowly fade. In her pocket, Ewa-Kwan began to buzz anxiously. She groped for her pocket to comfort her angry stone.
“She’s waking up!”
“She can’t be! I gave her enough sedative to knock out a football team!”
“Well, she’s obviously burnt through it. Give her some more. We don’t want her waking up on the plane.”
A hard hand grabbed her wrist and a sharp pang pricked her arm. She struggled against its grasp, but the dark of sleep rose up around her.
 
     



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 Pursuit
“She’s not dead. She’s not dead.” Gil-Salla’s words were like a chant. 
Todd couldn’t tell if she was stating a fact or trying to convince herself; all he knew was that Tai-Kwee lay cold and silent between his fingers. How many minutes passed, Todd couldn’t count, he was lost to himself. It could have been minutes or years. Time had no meaning. There were only different levels of pain and grief. 
And then, the faintest buzz from Tai-Kwee. At first, Todd thought that he might be imaging it; that it was just hope tricking his mind. But then the murmurs grew stronger and slowly the voice of his stone seeped back into his soul. He pressed his stone to his cheek, letting the familiar humming refill and heal him.
Life before Tai-Kwee was a lost memory. That once he could have he lived without its strength and comfort was inconceivable. That he might someday lose its companionship again was unimaginable. He shied away from the thought as he pushed himself to his feet.
Nita was still sobbing, Devon awkwardly comforting her. Marla, grey faced, clutched her stone and whispered wordlessly to Ulex while Donny sat stunned and motionless. Jeff, green beneath his freckles, fiddled frantically with his computer.
“They’ve descended to twenty-five hundred feet. They were at forty thousand feet.” Jeff’s voice sounded ragged and panicky.
“Forty thousand feet?” For the first time in his life, Todd actually found a use for math. “That’s about seven or eight miles up.”
“Are they landing so soon?” asked Marla.
“No.” Jeff’s voice grew steadier. “They’ve requested permission from air traffic control to travel at twenty five hundred feet for passenger comfort.”
“Whatever happened to us, must have happened to Lilibit as well.” Todd forced himself to think. “That means that whoever has her, doesn’t want to hurt her, otherwise they wouldn’t have changed their flight plan.”
“Yeah,” Jeff agreed, his eyes still on his e-world. “And they wouldn’t have bothered with the adoption if they meant to kill her. From some of their classified project files, it looks like they’re interested in her ability to draw gold and minerals.”
“But,” Marla’s voice was hushed with fear. “They’re using the name that the medical institute, NAVMRI made up for her, That must mean that someone from the Institute is involved.”
“Someone or something.” Gil-Salla stared unblinking into the flickering hearth. 
“Syxx.” The name stuck in Todd’s throat.
Gil-Salla nodded once.
In the quiet that followed, Todd had a disturbing insight. He realized that, despite all their powers and their centuries of experience, he probably knew more about the world outside Kiva and the technology that existed there than the elders did. 
That was a scary thought.
Keotak-se stood. “I shall travel to Commerce City and reclaim the Infant Stone Voice.”
Gil-Salla nodded.
“By yourself?” There were times that Jeff said things that made them sound ruder than he intended and Todd could see that this was one of those times. Jeff stammered as he continued. “I mean, you can’t go by yourself. I mean, you can go by yourself, but you can’t get into their complex. I mean, you might be able to get in, but you won’t know where to go…” Jeff took a deep breath and pulled himself together. “I think we should go with you. Me and Dave.”
The set of Keotak-se’s jaw was impassive, but Todd could sense his anger, tightly held.
“I think Jeff’s right.” The confidence in Todd’s voice surprised even himself. “I think we all need to go. If it is Syxx, then he’ll be expecting you to show up and he’ll have planned for it. He probably won’t be expecting that you’ll bring any help. And whether it is Syxx or not, you’ll need Jeff’s ability with computers to find out where she is and to get past their security.”
Todd forced himself not to look away as Keotak-se glared down at him. Gil-Salla watched them both with narrowed eyes. 
“I believe the Raven is correct, Stone Warrior.” Cohanna spoke to them all, but her eyes looked off into space, as if she were listening to distant voices. “While it is true that for the past ten centuries you have on occasion walked the paths beyond the Sienna Sentries, it has only been to pursue your quests. You have rarely used the tools of that world. Gil-Salla never travels far from her hearth and I, well I will only say that my journeys beyond the Mort-Gre’el have not taken me into the world of Men.
“But Syxx has been immersed in the world of Men. He has always known their weaknesses, but he knows their strengths as well. He will know the tools of Men and he will know how to use them. These young ones have this knowledge as well. It will not be wise to reject our best resources against an enemy who we know will not hesitate in using all within its means against us.”
Gil-Salla nodded in agreement “Young Jeff will accompany you, Stone Warrior, and Todd as well.”
“What about me?” Marla’s voice squeaked indignantly.
“And how will we travel, Flame Voice?” Keotak-se ignored Marla’s question. “Commerce City is more than five hundred miles away.”
“We’ll fly, of course.” Jeff answered quickly.
“That is what I planned, young neophyte.” Keotak-se voice was almost expressionless, but he still made young neophyte sound a lot like little boy. “But how shall you travel?”
“First class, complimentary beverage service.” Jeff’s little computer beeped away as Jeff made the reservations.
Todd shook his head. Keotak-se was going to have to be a lot less subtle if he hoped to make a dent in Jeff’s ego.
“But what about me?” Marla tried again.
“Keotak-se’s going to need an I.D. to get on board.” Jeff ignored Marla as well. “We’ve still got our school I.D. cards, but I don’t suppose you have a driver’s license, do you?”
Keotak-se only response was a cold stare.
“Not a problem.” Jeff continued blithely. He held up his palmputer and the synthesized sound of a camera shutter clickity-clicked. 
“We don’t have time to get him a phony I.D.” Todd said, staring over Jeff’s shoulder at the image of Keotak-se that appeared on the small screen. While he watched, the picture was cropped, the background color changed and it was framed within a realistic looking driver’s license.
“We don’t have to get a phony one. I just tapped into the Motor Vehicles Bureau files over in Grey Rock and created a real one for him.” Jeff was so busy with his machinations, he barely had time to be smug. But he managed to squeeze it in. “We’ll just stop off on the way to the airport and pick it up. We’ll need to move quick though. The Bureau closes at four. I’ll get us booked on the seven p.m. flight for Commerce City.”
“But what about ME?” Marla stamped her foot.
Todd and Jeff turned to stare at her. “You want a driver’s license too?” asked Jeff.
“No!” Marla huffed. “But I’m coming with you.”
“No you are not.” Keotak-se’s clipped words didn’t hide his temper, barely held in check. “None of you are coming. I will go alone and retrieve the Infant Stone Voice. It is my responsibility.”
“With all due respect, sir,” Todd forced himself to meet Keotak-se’s glare, “it’s my responsibility. She’s in my clan. We are her clanmates. I’m her chieftain. I have to go.”
“Me too.” Jeff stepped up beside Todd.
“Me too.” Marla stood on Todd’s other side and crossed her arms.
The silence that followed was scalding and Todd doubted that they have would been able to defy Keotak-se for very long, but then Gil-Salla spoke.
“The Ravens shall accompany you on this quest.” Gil-Salla said this with so much certainty, it sounded like it had already happened. “They are stone warriors pledged to a Stone Voice. It is their vocation to defend and serve.”
Keotak-se did not argue, but he did not look pleased with the decision either. 
Marla’s brow was pinched with a new worry. “I don’t know if we can fly, Jeff. Look what happened to us when Lilibit went up in a plane.”
“That will not be a concern.” Gil-Salla replied. “It has always been that a Stone Voice can not travel too far from the Earth Stone. If she rises above five furlongs, her connection with the Stone begins to ebb. Stone warriors, however, are not bound by the same impediments. So long as the Stone Voice remains connected to the Earth Stone, your stones will continue to channel.”
“Okay, get tickets for Keotak-se, you, Marla, Donny and me,” said Todd.
“How ‘bout us?” asked Nita.
“No,” Todd shook his head. “You and Devon stay here.”
Nita opened her mouth to argue, but Devon caught her eye and cut her off.
Jeff looked at Keotak-se’s leather tunic and leggings. “I don’t supposed you have anything in your closet from the current century.” He didn’t wait for a reply. “Didn’t think so. We’ll stop at the Big and Tall store in Grey Rock and get you something a little less conspicuous. We need to get something for Todd too. You’ll stand out like a sore thumb dressed in handmade rags like that.”
Jeff’s words rankled Todd but they didn’t have the time to argue. Seeing the sunbeam cast through the hall’s chimney hole, Todd guessed the time to be early afternoon.
“We’ve got about three hours to get to Grey Rock.” Todd took a deep breath. “Let’s gets moving.” 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 The Color of Fear
The sound of nothing. That was the first thing that Lilibit became aware of. The complete absence of anything making any sound at all. Never in her memory could she recall the world being so silent. It wasn’t just quiet; it was noiseless. Not even the air moved. Since there was no other sound, she actually heard her own eyelids as they slowly opened.
Pink. Everything was pink. She was lying on a bed covered with a pink comforter; a jumble of pink pillows that looked like they’d been carefully placed to look like scattered cushions. Pink drapes hung from a point above the bed and surrounded it, creating a canopy that blocked out the rest of the room. She sat up and rubbed the grogginess out of her eyes before pulling back the drapes.
More pink. The wallpaper was dark pink roses over pale pink texture. The carpet was the color of cherries and even the ceiling was painted a light mauve. Hundreds of dolls, which sat on dozens of shelves, were all dressed in pink. And a five story dollhouse, so tall she would need to stand on a chair to reach the top floor, stood against the far wall.
Lilibit used to like the color pink, but now, not so much.
It took her a moment to recall what had happened, and then she leaped from the bed and ran to the only door. The painful memory of the plane trip was vague and confused. She didn’t know where she was or what time it was, but she knew she’d have to hurry if she was to get back to Kiva before they noticed that she was missing. She turned the door handle.
Locked. She tried it again, rattling it and then twisting it with all her weight. Finally she kicked the door. She hurt her toe.
She ran to the windows, pulling back the shades. It was a regular working window, but behind the glass was a huge illuminated photograph of a mountain landscape. It looked real, but when she opened the window and touched the picture, she could feel the cold hard concrete behind it.
A soft click sounded like a gunshot in the quiet room. She whipped around to face the door.
The Duke stood in the doorway, smiling. “I’m so glad you’re awake,” he purred. “Are you feeling better?”
“I need to leave.” Lilibit kept her back pressed against the windowsill. “I need to get back to Kiva.”
The Duke didn’t seem to hear what she said at all. “You had us so worried. You fainted and when I couldn’t rouse you, I brought you back here so that you could recover.”
“I’m fine.” Lilibit fought back the panic that rose in her throat. “I feel fine now. I need to go home.”
“But Lilibit, my darling,” the Duke looked sincerely concerned. “I don’t think you understand. You are home. This is your new home. You’re going to be staying here with us.”
“No!” Lilibit stamped her foot. “I need to go back to Kiva! You can’t keep me here!”
“Now don’t be like that. We’re going to get along so well together. Just you wait and see. You’ll have all the toys you could ever want. All you have to do is couple of little chores now and then. Easy little things, and then the rest of the day will be yours to do whatever you want.”
“No. I won’t do it.” Lilibit thought she sounded like some stupid spoiled brat, but she couldn’t help it. It was just the way it was coming out. “You can’t make me.”
 “I’m sorry to hear that.” The Duke looked disappointed but did not take one more step into the room. Instead, he stood by the door and sighed. “I was hoping you’d be more cooperative.”
“Oh, she will cooperate,” spoke a smooth dark voice from the far side of the room. “I will guarantee it.”
Lilibit spun to find another figure standing in the room. He must have been in the room the entire time, since Lilibit had been facing the only door. The room was brightly lit, but somehow the man managed to step out from a shadow. He was tall and dressed all in black. His head was shiny and bald. His eyes were black too, flat and deathly empty. Lilibit’s legs trembled like water beneath her. She recognized those eyes.
The demon Syxx. She knew his name now. Though her memories from before arriving at Dalton Point were few and jumbled, she remembered this man from when he’d stolen her, years ago, and had turned her over to a research institute to be tortured. And she recognized the eyes as the same as the terrifying monster that nearly killed her on the cliffs of the Sienna Sentries. Her body froze in shock as Syxx stepped towards her.
“Now, Lilibit,” Syxx’s eyes bound her as tightly as iron shackles. “I’m sure you’ll reconsider. So long as you behave like a good girl and do exactly as your told, there’s no need for anyone to get hurt.”
 Lilibit silently screamed at her body to run, but it wouldn’t respond. Syxx’s hand reached out to stroke her cheek. Where his hand touched, a biting chill sucked warmth and life from her skin. Her back arched as the pain stabbed through her jaw and spiked into her brain. She opened her mouth to scream, but nothing came out.
From her pocket, Ewa-Kwan flared. A wave of heat, almost burning her hip, shot upward to block Syxx’s icy spear. The cold retreated a heartbeat before Syxx pulled back his hand. The demon’s smile flickered.
“Oh yes.” Syxx wiped his hand against his leg as if to rub away the touch of Lilibit’s skin. “I think you will do everything that you are asked to. And do you know why? Because you do not want to find out what would happen if you disobey.”
Lilibit’s knees buckled beneath her as she sunk to the floor. Unable to look away from the dark dead eyes, she nodded.
 



Chapter Forty
 Covert Operations
Jeff seemed oddly at home sitting in the first class cabin of an airplane. For the rest of them, Keotak-se included, it was their first time even in an airport, never mind getting on a plane, but Jeff led them through ticketing, security and boarding with a confidence that obviously came from experience. Once again, Todd found himself wondering about Jeff’s past and what kind of life he’d had before being dumped into that foster home at Dalton Point.
They’d had to check Todd’s knife and Keotak-se’s staff; they had no luggage so Jeff bought a ski bag at the airport. It was strange to check such a big bag with only those two items in it, but for Todd, it was even stranger being separated from his father’s knife, even for the hour or so they were in the air. 
There had been a little snag at the car rental desk when “Mr. O’Taksay” couldn’t produce a credit card, but the attendant had let Jeff put it on his card since “their teacher” had evidently lost his card with his luggage. 
They now stood in front of a huge S.U.V. 
Jeff looked disgusted. “I wanted to get a hummer,” he muttered, “but they’re hard to get on short notice.” 
Everyone ignored him as they piled into car. 
It was well after dusk by the time they were on the road, Keotak-se behind the wheel, driving slow enough to make Todd bite back his impatience; Lilibit was being held somewhere nearby, probably terrified, possibly in danger. Todd’s scalp buzzed with alarm. He rubbed his head.
Commerce City was a bleak grey city full of tall ugly buildings and bright flashing lights. They pulled off of an access ramp and onto the highway.
Jeff hooked up his computer to the S.U.V.’s TV screens. A satellite picture of the area flashed on each of the screens on the seatbacks in front of each of them.
“The Endrune Corporate Campus is ten miles north of the city.” A section of the map brightened as Jeff pointed it out. “It’s over two hundred acres and it has sixty-two buildings, none of which we care about right now.” The map rotated, zoomed out and another area lit up. “About thirty miles northeast of the city, Endrune owns another parcel, much larger, about eight square miles. It’s a dried up oil farm; they stripped the land decades ago: oil, minerals, trees, even the topsoil. It’s about as dead as a piece of the earth can be. But in the past two months, they built this new complex. Very hush-hush. Very high security. I’ve checked out the plans. It’s six stories high. The first floor has a couple of offices and support areas, storage and an industrial kitchen. The top floor is sectioned off into very secure living spaces, almost like prison cells. The middle four floors are for ‘Research and Development’ but they look empty. No basement, not even an elevator pit. They spent extra money to mount all the elevator equipment on the roof. There’s nothing in any of their systems saying what the complex is for, but about four hours ago, Security logged in two vehicles entering the compound: C.E.O. Duke Dauntry along with eight other people. I’m figuring that Lilibit is one of the others.”
Awe held them silent. The only sound was the whirr of the road beneath them. 
Finally, Marla spoke. “Jeff. You play way too many video games.” 
Todd leaned in until his nose was only an inch from his monitor. “What kind of security do they have?”
The satellite image zoomed in and showed a scraped and desolate landscape with a wide strip of concrete slicing into its center.
“There’s only one road, in and out. It’s about a mile and a half long, enclosed like a tube, concrete slabs on both sides and above. It’s monitored with cameras, heat detectors, motion detectors and under-pavement sensors. There’s a strip of land right around the building that’s patrolled by guard dogs. The rest of the grounds, all five thousand some-odd acres, are monitored by radar and there are between three and four hundred sharpshooters stationed at all times in bunkers and towers all over the complex. And here’s the weird part: they’ve got orders to shoot everything that moves. Anything larger than an insect, they’re to blast into ground beef.”
“Apparently, Syxx is expecting us.” Keotak-se said, not taking his eyes off the road.
“Or at least he’s expecting you,” Todd said. “You don’t think he knows that we can morph, do you?”
“No,” Keotak-se caught Todd’s eye in the rear view mirror and then went back to watching the road. “Under normal conditions, neophytes would not possess sufficient powers to concern Syxx, but after your encounter on the palisades last fall, Syxx might be prepared for additional resistance. We shall plan accordingly.”
 The highway thinned out to two lanes, empty in both directions as far the eye could see. Beyond the pavement, there was also little to be seen; not so much because of the dark, but because the gleaming moonlight had so little to reveal. The land was flat, barren and dead. Hills, trees and even the scrub had been stripped away. It was the most desolate landscape Todd had ever seen and it only seemed to get worse the closer they got.
They pulled off the highway and down a new road that ran dead east; level, straight and smooth. Keotak-se turned off the headlights and slowed as, in front of them, an unnatural glow lit the horizon. They pulled over and parked.
The compound was brighter than day. Countless halogen spotlights stood a hundred feet apart, casting overlapping pools of brilliance that showed every crushed pebble of the scarred land. Three sets of sixteen-foot high barbed wire fence lined the perimeter. They climbed out of the S.U.V.
Keotak-se stood as still as a tree, his eyes raking the fortifications. Todd waited for him to say something but the Stone Warrior was silent. 
“So we’ve got three options,” Todd said at last, impatient for action. “We can travel on the ground; we can try to master the bird morph and fly in, or we can go in underground. Marla, where is Ulex right now?”
Marla clutched her stone as she spoke to Ulex. “Ulex says it’ll take him another six or seven hours to get here. Even using the underground rapids, he only averages about forty miles an hour. He’ll probably catch up with us around daybreak.”
“I don’t want to wait until morning.” said Todd. “So do we morph into wolves and run in, or do we try to fly in?”
Still Keotak-se said nothing.
“Neither,” Jeff answered. “I told you that there are dozens and dozens of sharpshooters on patrol. Look how well that place is lit. We take one step past that fence and we’ll be good for nothing but cafeteria mystery meat.”
“So?” Todd snapped. “Do you have any other ideas?”
“Yeah.” Jeff smirked back. “We walk up the front drive.”
“But you said it’s protected by cameras and all kinds of detection stuff!” said Todd.
“Yeah, but they’re monitored with computers. All I have to do is hack into their systems and disable them. As for the manned camera monitors, I’ll record about five minutes of no activity, then loop it back. They won’t see us coming!”
 “How are we going to get past the gate?” asked Marla.
About a half a mile up the road was a manned gate. While the lights of the compound didn’t reach the SUV, they could clearly see two men in each of the two gatehouses and a fifth man, a rifle on his back, walking back and forth between them. 
“Well,” Todd said. “Maybe we can fly in over the gate.”
Jeff smirked at Todd. “You’re just aching to try the bird-morph again, aren’t you?”
Todd glared at him for a moment before shrugging. It was true. If it hadn’t been for Lilibit’s disappearance, he’d have probably spent the rest of the day trying to master this new skill. He shot a glance over to Keotak-se, but the Stone Warrior still stood silent, not a hint of his thoughts on his face. Todd decided to give it a shot.
“Kissy Face!” Todd cried. 
Like the last time, everything seemed bigger, but Todd felt less disoriented. He flapped his wings and rose a few feet in the air before losing his focus and dropping back to the ground.
“The bird-morph is harder to hold than the wolf-morph.” Todd’s breath was choppy as he stood up.
Keotak-se’s stare was flinty, but he did not speak. 
Todd had them all practice the bird-morph. Todd’s raven-form was all black except for one white feather in his tail. Jeff turned into a bright bluejay, Donny was a golden eagle and Marla, a red-tailed hawk. Keotak-se unbent a little to offer a few pointers. At the end of a half hour, they were able to hold their bird-forms for almost five minutes.
“That’ll be enough to get us past the gatehouse.” Todd huffed with exhaustion. They were all drained from pushing themselves so quickly. “Once we’re out of their sight, we’ll morph into wolves and run the rest of the way in.”
“I’m disabling their security now,” Jeff said, tucking his computer into a holster on his belt. A thought struck him. “Keotak-se, where does our stuff go when we morph? How come our clothes and our stones and stuff disappear but then reappear when we turn back?”
“That is something that I will explain in more detail when we return to Kiva,” Keotak-se was curt, “but in short, your stone allows your body and all items within your mind’s influence to hop over to the Void, what you might call a parallel dimension. Your body and mind reside there until the morph is complete; meanwhile a host body crosses into this world to do your bidding. Your mind is not actually in your morph-body, but is controlling the morph from the other side.”
“What happens if your morph-body is killed?” asked Marla.
“The dead morph-body would be trapped in this dimension and your true-body would be trapped in the Void. It is assumed that those abandoned there eventually die, but since no one has ever returned…” Keotak-se didn’t finish the thought.
“Oh.” Marla whispered.
They didn’t have time to think about that. Todd was anxious to start. “Let’s get going,”
A flock of assorted birds traveling together overhead might attract notice, so they flew one by one over the gates and into the tunnel. Keotak-se went first, choosing to morph into a small brown bat rather than the massive condor that he usually chose for his bird-morph. The rest followed one at a time. 
Todd was the last to fly over. He cleared the guardposts and flew two hundred yards up to where the others had morphed back to themselves and now stood in the middle of the roadway. There was nowhere to hide. The fluorescent lights in the tube were painfully bright and the road was straight and unobstructed.
“Don’t worry about it,” Jeff said, seeing Todd twitch anxiously. “They’re corporate peons. They’ll never look in this direction. They’re paid to watch the driveway leading up to the gates.”
Nonetheless, Todd’s scalp was buzzing. “Stupid Nov’m!” he whispered and, as a wolf, started racing down the road.
He heard a chorus of “Stupid Nov’ms” and one at a time he felt the others join him. It was strange but he didn’t need to turn to see them, he could sense them. It was a combination of the vibrations under his paws, their scent in the air and a faint electricity that ran through his fur. But he was also aware of their presence in the back of his mind like a whisper. Even though his body was who-knew-where in some other dimension, he felt closer to them when they ran together as wolves than when they were humans.
They ran, single file, Todd in the lead, until the road suddenly ended.
Todd pulled up sharply. The building was directly in front of them, but the road had disappeared. The last fifty feet between the road and building simply didn’t exist. The lights from the tunnel splashed down into a chasm, illuminating rocky rough-hewn walls for twenty or thirty feet, but Todd could tell that the pit went much deeper than that. Cold, stale air wafted up, hinting of a vast blackness.
Behind him, the others pattered to a halt. Todd morphed back into his human form and, picking up a handful of gravel, he tossed it into the pit. It hissed as it fell and the sound faded out long before he heard it land.
“This isn’t on the plans.” Jeff’s cockiness was gone; he sounded panicked. 
“This was not fashioned by men.” Keotak-se stated. “The Hand of Evil is at work here.”
“Syxx.” Todd didn’t ask. He knew.
Keotak-se nodded. “Most likely one of his minions.”
“I think we should wait for Ulex.” Marla said, clutching the stone around her neck. “I’ve told him about the pit and he’s freaked out about it. He says that it’s not one of the chasms of the Nether Rock and that it won’t be safe until the Elders have secured it. He says that there’re things beneath the Nether Rock that only the Elders can deal with. Evil things. Deadly things. The Elders are on their way.”
“I don’t want to wait ‘til morning, Marla.” Todd scrubbed his scalp. “We need to move now.”
“Can we fly over?” asked Jeff.
They all turned to Keotak-se, who nodded once. “I shall go first. After I have made it across, you shall all fly over at the same time. Pass high over the chasm. We cannot know what lies within its depths.”
Keotak-se stepped back a dozen paces before crying “CHEE-ot-say. Toh-GEE-na. Sha-be-KAH.” 
Todd saw the shadow of the condor pass over him, but his eyes were intent on the chasm. The air flowing up was frigid and dank, but not completely dead. Something was moving down there. It started with a faint rustling, but now a sound, whistling from the depths, sounded like a freight train rushing without an engine. He would have cried out a warning to Keotak-se, but everything happened too fast.
Something long, black and thin barreled up out of the chasm. It shot past him almost too quickly to see; it looked like a scorpion’s tail, its stinger pointing straight up. It stabbed the condor as it flew over and retracted back into the chasm in the same heartbeat.
The four of them froze, staring down into the blackness where they’d seen Keotak-se disappear. 
“KEOTA---” Marla started to scream but Jeff covered her mouth, his eyes darting around.
“Don’t scream.” Jeff hissed. “I’ve disabled the mechanical sensors, but the guards might be close enough to hear.”
Marla trembled, her eyes showing all the horror that Todd was feeling.
“Wait here,” Todd ordered. “If I’m not back up in five minutes, head back to Kiva. Jeff’s in charge.”
Then with a quick “kissy-face” he flew into the chasm.



Chapter Forty-One
 The Chasm of the Scorpion
The fluorescent lights from the tunnel made a glowing shaft that lit only a narrow cone in the cavern. Todd tucked his wings and plunged. As the light above him dimmed, the sounds of a struggle below increased. He spread his wings to slow his descent, making wider and wider circles as he tried to see what was happening in the depths.
Finally reaching the cavern floor, he morphed back into himself and pulled out his father’s knife. Sounds of pain and struggling mixed with a frantic scrabbling noise, but the light from above was too dim to see even his own hands. He wished Lilibit were there with her stone Ewa-Kwan. When they’d been trapped in the caverns before, Lilibit had been able to make her stone glow brightly.
It was a stupid thought; if Lilibit were here then they wouldn’t. But then he remembered what Gil-Salla had said: that once a Stone Voice mastered a skill with her own stone, her stone warriors should be able to do the same. Todd pulled out his stone, Tai-Kwee, and held it in his hand.
He tried to recall what it was that Lilibit said or did when she’d made her stone glow, but she hadn’t said anything special those times, she’d just held her stone and stroked it. Without thinking his thumb rubbed along its smooth side.
Tai-Kwee brightened obligingly. A white light, almost silver, flared in his hand. He had no time to wonder how he did it, because the light from Tai-Kwee exposed the chaos in front of him.
Keotak-se, bleeding and battered, struggled in the pinchers of a scorpion-like beast; two stinging tails telescoped in and out, striking at the Stone Warrior as he fought to free himself. 
The beast was huge, bigger than a school bus, and covered with black crystalline scales. Its body was shaped like a fat black beetle with eight legs, but its head looked man-like, with two large vacant eyes, dead of all thought except hate. Todd had the flash of a thought that this beast reminded him of the snake-demon that had attacked them on their way to Kiva, mostly because they both had animal-like bodies and human-like heads. 
With no plan in mind, Todd charged.
The beast froze for a moment as it became aware of the new intruder. It turned and aimed one of its tails. Like a telescoping spear, the tail sped towards him, covering the hundred plus feet that separated them, its stinger extended and headed directly for Todd’s chest,
Todd dived to the side; the stinger missed him by inches and plunged into the stone floor of the cavern. Twisting, Todd wrapped himself around the tail and rode it up as the scorpion-beast retracted it. His father’s knife still in his hand, he stabbed at the tail.
The beast made no sound, but its body arched and both tails flailed as if it were screaming. Todd let go just before the tail whuld have crushed him against the ground. The momentum sent him skidding across the grit. He rolled back to his feet in time to see the beast turn and send both stingers barreling at him, twisting so that they would stab him from two angles, trapping him like a vice.
“Kissy-face!” Todd called out. His plan was to fly straight up, but the tails were too close and too fast. He changed just as the stingers reached him, but since they were aimed at where his human chest had been, about three feet over his now-raven head, the stingers stabbed empty air and crashed into each other.
Startled, Todd lost his bird form and was human again. The stingers were retracting and re-aiming; he needed to move fast.
“Stupid Nov’m!” he cried and as a wolf, darted away. 
Each time Todd morphed, it was pitch black; Tai-Kwee wasn’t there to light the darkness. Now, as a wolf, he galloped blindly with only his hearing and his sense of smell to guide him. He ran until he reached the cavern wall, and then morphed back. Tai-Kwee was already in his hand; he lit it with a touch of his thumb. 
With Keotak-se still trapped between his pincers, the monster lumbered towards Todd. Something caught Todd’s eye, something on the ground where the beast had stood. It was a well-worn shaft of wood and Todd recognized it as Keotak-se’s staff. Memorizing its location, Todd cried out “Kissy-face!”
Vague memories of algebra quizzes flickered through his mind as he soared upward at one angle and then calculated his turn before descending. Rethinking the angle, he corrected his path. Just in time. The scorpion beast must have been able to see fine in the dark, because Todd felt its tail brush past him as it stabbed the spot where Todd would have been if he hadn’t veered.
Landing behind the beast, he turned back into Todd and flicked on Tai-Kwee’s light. The beast shuffled frantically to face him. Shoving his knife into his belt, he ran to where Keotak-se’s staff lay and scooped it up.
He wanted to stand like he did in Quaybo class with his staff at the ready, but if he used both hands, he’d have to put Tai-Kwee in his pocket. So he faced the beast with one hand on the staff and the other, holding the glowing stone overhead.
As the scorpion-beast turned to confront him, he saw Keotak-se still struggling in the beast’s grasp. Blood ran from his head and shoulders where the stingers had struck him and his eyes were red with blood too. But they were still open and they flashed angrily.
“The quaybo!” He ordered, his voice raspy, his arm extended.
Todd didn’t hesitate. The staff felt foreign and unresponsive in his hands, almost rebellious. He didn’t think it would obey his commands anyway, so he tossed it to Keotak-se and drew out his knife. 
Keotak-se snatched it from the air and brought the end down on the ground, striking three times in rapid fire. The apex flared so bright that the light of Tai-Kwee was dimmed to insignificance. Todd shoved the stone into his pocket and crouched, unsure what to do next. 
The flare of light shot directly into the beast’s vacant eyes. It had multiple lids, like Ulex, and they slammed shut as the beast reared its head away, but the beam held and although the tails still flailed and stabbed, they thrashed blindly, looking for the attacker it could not see.
“The Dagger of Quaban!” Keotak-se’s words were all air and fury, but no voice; Todd could barely make them out. “Stab it! Stab it! The Dagger! Stab it!”
Todd looked at the knife in his hand; he had no time to consider what Keotak-se meant when he called it the Dagger of Quaban, but he did remember when they had defeated that snake-demon; he had stabbed it at the above the eyes and it had died quickly.
One of the scorpion’s tails swung near him. Clenching his knife between his teeth, He leapt at the tail as it passed then wrapped his arms and legs around it, keeping clear of the stinger. The beast must have sensed him clinging; the other stinger whipped around to try to stab him. He released his legs and hung from his arms, jerking himself out of the way of the second stinger. Then, waiting until the momentum was with him, he released his grip and swung himself, landing on the creature’s back.
The torso of beast was cold, slippery and rock hard. The scales on its back ran right up to cover the back of its man-like head. They overlapped tightly and Todd doubted that his knife would be able to even scratch them. Maybe he could force it up between the plates, but first he needed to hold on; his hands had nothing to grip and he found himself sliding off its side.
Pulling his knife from between his teeth, he tried sticking it between the cracks hoping that it might snag on something long enough to slow his skid. He had already slipped halfway off the side when he stabbed his knife into the back.
The knife plunged through the scale, shattering it like glass. Beneath the scales, the body of the scorpion was like wet packed sand and the blade slid into it without resistance.
Still the beast did not scream but it released Keotak-se and whipped its head and tails, trying to attack Todd. Todd didn’t hesitate; using his imbedded knife like an anchor, he hoisted himself up and straddled the beast’s back. 
Between the searing fury of Keotak-se’s staff and the repeated stabs of his knife, the beast was weakening, but the stinger tails, though they struck out blindly, were still a threat and twice Todd had to twist to avoid being impaled. Finally, reaching its head, he drove his knife through the scales on the crest of its head, his arm throbbing with the impact.
Its mouth opened in a voiceless roar and its tails curled into tight spirals. Todd leapt to the ground just as the beast flipped onto its back; its legs and pincers twitching frantically as it quickly died.
Pulling out Tai-Kwee, Todd lit up the cavern and ran over to where Keotak-se sat, gasping. The wounds on his chest had already stopped bleeding and the gouges on his head and shoulders were seeping slower, healing as he watched. But Keotak-se was leaning weakly against his staff as he wiped the sweat and gore from his eyes. He reached out and gripped Todd’s arm with a bloody hand.
“Hear me, young stone warrior,” Keotak-se rasped. “The venom of the Cheetola is fatal. I only have a few minutes left before I sink into the shadows, so listen carefully.”
Todd would have argued, but a look from Keotak-se silenced him.
“Know this. The demon Syxx has very little power of its own. In truth, in the last seven months, Lilibit’s connection with the Earth Stone has grown so strong, Syxx no longer has the power to kill her himself. But Lilibit is still in danger; she can be killed by humans and Syxx’s greatest power has always been his ability to lie, to twist and to deceive others into using their powers for his own ends. Do not underestimate the Enemy, but do not overestimate him either. Both mistakes can be fatal.”
Keotak-se sunk to his knees, but continued to speak. “It is for you to decide whether to proceed or return to Kiva. Syxx will have detected the destruction of the Cheetola and will anticipate your next action. The wisest choice might be to retreat and return another day. But remember, Syxx’s goal is either to destroy Lilibit or to corrupt her to the point that he can prevent her from fulfilling her destiny. 
“While an Infant Stone Voice lives, a new Infant cannot rise. Corrupting Lilibit will promote his objective better than her death, but I do not think she will easily fall to corruption. There is an honesty within her that does not nurture deceit, yet it is possible that Syxx may try, nonetheless. This may give you more time if you choose to delay the rescue. The decision is yours.”
Keotak-se breath heaved in his chest and his eyes clouded. 
“A Cheetola?” Todd asked, panic warring with grief. “What is a Cheetola?”
“The demon snake that attacked you on the way to Kiva was a Cheetola, as was this monster.” Keotak-se whispered. “They are fallen warriors, who as men, chose to believe the lies of the Deceiver. Promised immortality, they suffer eternity as assassins, mindless weapons, twisted by their own corruption into parodies of nature. Considering this one’s ability to open and close the chasm as directed by Syxx, I suspect that this was once a warrior of the Nether Rock, long since fallen and forgotten. He will bless you in the next life for releasing him from this hell.”
Keotak-se’s eyes closed and his head dropped as he fell to the venom of the Cheetola. Todd recalled only too well the pain of the near-coma that would follow. His arms shook as he gently lowered the Stone Warrior to the ground.
No sooner had Keotak-se’s head touched the floor then a scratchy rumble filled the cavern. Todd leapt to his feet and, lifting his stone higher, saw a crevice open on one of the walls. He picked up Keotak-se’s staff and watched the crack widen and crumble. 
 Five towering man-like figures emerged into the cavern. As they stepped quickly forward, Todd saw that they were Netherockians, like Ulex, only taller and, unlike Ulex whose crystal skin was a bright milky white, these Netherockians were different shades of dark grey. They were taller too; the shortest was still over eight feet tall. He’d never thought of it before, but Todd wondered how old Ulex was. He’d assumed he was full grown, but maybe he wasn’t; that he might end up as tall as these Elders was mind-boggling.
For that’s what they were: the Elders of the Nether Rock that Ulex had called. They must have been closer to Commerce City than Ulex was, since Ulex was still hours away. 
The Elders stared at the slain beast, then at Keotak-se’s unconscious body and then at Todd. Todd shrugged.
He sidestepped warily and edged his way to the place directly beneath the chasm opening. The opening had seemed so huge when they’d stood above it, but seen from the cavern floor, it looked like a crack in the ceiling. He cupped his hands around his mouth and bellowed up to the surface.
“MARLA! JEFF! DONNY! GET DOWN HERE!”
His yells echoed through the cavern, taking what seemed like forever to fade out. The Elders stood and stared at him but made no move.
A flutter of movement from above and three small silhouettes grew larger as they descended. Marla lost her focus and morphed back to herself. Todd ran to catch her, but she yelled out “Kissy-face!” again and managed to land safely.
At first, Marla, Jeff and Donny just stared at the dead beast in horror, but then Marla noticed the Elders.
“Oh!” she whispered and then grabbed the stone at her throat. After a moment, she said, “they came to contain the monster. They’re surprised to see that it’s dead.”
“How do you know that?” asked Jeff.
“Ulex can hear them and I can hear Ulex,” she answered.
“Listen, Marla!” Todd grabbed her by the shoulders. “Keotak-se’s been stung by the Cheetola. We need to get him back to Kiva. If we don’t get him to Nita soon, he’ll die!” When Todd, Jeff and Lilibit had been poisoned by the snake-cheetola, it had been Nita’s stone that had healed them.
Marla looked stunned. “What’s a Cheetola?”
“That thing!” He turned her to look at the beast. “It’s an Assassin. One of Syxx’s minions. The same as that demon snake that attacked us on the way to Kiva.”
“It’s nothing like that snake-thing!” Jeff said, torn between disgust and awe.
“It’s different, but it’s the same.” Todd waved Jeff off. “I’ll explain later.” He turned back to Marla. “Only Nita can help him now, but we have to get him back to Kiva. Maybe the Elders can carry him to Ulex and Ulex can bring him back to Kiva.”
He hadn’t even finished that last sentence when one of the Elders walked over to Keotak-se and gently lifted him. He was the tallest and the palest of the Elders and it didn’t look like he felt Keotak-se’s weight at all. Holding him in his arms like a sleeping child, he turned and ran out of the cavern.
“Hey!” cried Todd, but they were gone. He stroked Tai-Kwee brighter, but the crevice was black and empty.
“Ulex doesn’t want to have to take Keotak-se back.” Marla sounded unusually stubborn and irritable as she echoed Ulex’s words. “He wants to join us here and help rescue Lilibit.”
“He can’t!” Todd wiped his sleeve across his face. “He’s the only one that can pass under the Sienna Sentries. If he doesn’t take him all the way, then Keotak-se will die!”
Marla’s brow furrowed as she clung to her stone. Her lips twitched as she argued with Ulex, but finally, with a burst of exasperation, she pulled her hand from her neck. “He’ll do it, but he’s not happy.”
There was nothing more Todd could do for Keotak-se. Pushing him to the back of his mind, he turned to the others. 
“Keotak-se warned me that Syxx will know that we’re coming and that we’ve destroyed the Cheetola.”
“What’s this ‘we’ crap?” Jeff muttered. “I didn’t touch his Cheetola.”
Ignoring him, Todd continued. “There’s a chance that Syxx won’t try to kill Lilibit right away. So, the question is, do we go back to Kiva and wait for Keotak-se to heal and then try again, or do we go forward?”
Surprisingly, it was Donny that answered first. “Get Lilibit now,” he said baldly.
“Get Lilibit now.” Jeff and Marla echoed.
Todd’s breath escaped in a decisive whoosh. “It’s unanimous then. We get Lilibit. Now.”



Chapter Forty-Two
 The Compound
They flew up from the chasm as birds but now stood on the rim as themselves. Todd held Keotak-se’s staff and watched as the Elders sealed up the chasm, even restoring the pavement of the driveway. No one would look at that area and have a clue as to the horror that once lurked beneath. Taking a deep breath, Todd turned and faced the compound.
The driveway continued straight and seemless, crossing the remaining distance to where the building loomed. It looked taller than just the six stories that Jeff claimed it was; solid concrete with no windows and only one huge steel door in the center, big enough for a truck to pass through. For a moment, Todd wondered why there were no guards posted on the outside, but maybe Syxx didn’t want to have to explain a fifty-foot wide chasm that appeared and disappeared on command. 
There was nowhere to hide, but then again, there was no one to see, either.
The halogen lights glared from the barren expanse surrounding the compound, but didn’t quite seem to illuminate the building. Darkness clung to it like a shadowy fog. Clutching Keotak-se’s staff in his hand, Todd started up the driveway. The others fell in quietly behind him.
The attack came without warning. One moment they were alone, creeping silently toward the building, the next moment, they were surrounded. Dobermans, German Shepherds, Rotweillers and mongrels poured out from the back of the building. Heads down, teeth bared and ruff raised, they encircled the four of them, panting with an eerie silence. 
They all froze, four sets of human eyes staring into dozens of canine eyes. 
“Oh, yeah,” Jeff whispered. “I forgot. Guard dogs.”
“Donny?” Todd barely moved, keeping his attention on the pack. “Can you---?”
He got no further, Donny was already moving forward, stepping into the pack. The dogs gave way, their ruffs smoothing and their tails wagging as they swarmed around Donny, jostling each other for the chance to be close to him. Donny reached down to pat a brindle pitbull and the rest of the dogs mobbed him, licking and wheezing.
“Why don’t they bark?” Marla asked, her color returning as the dogs edged away. “Why do they make that weird gasping sound?”
Donny’s face puckered as he stared into the eyes of the brindle pit. “They can’t bark. The men fixed them so they can’t bark anymore.”
Donny seemed angry about this, but there was no time to feel sorry for the dogs. “C’mon Donny.” Todd nudged Donny’s shoulder. “We need to get going.”
 The dogs dropped away as they walked towards the building, all but the brindle pit, who followed at Donny’s heel.
Todd stared up at the walls. “There are no windows,” he said, puzzled.
“Yeah? And?” asked Jeff.
“We could fly in through a window, if there was one.” Todd snapped at Jeff. “So how are we going to get in?”
“Through the door?” Jeff answered. He didn’t add “Duh!” but he might as well have from the tone of his voice.
“How about security?” 
“There’s a security office on the second floor,” Jeff’s computer flickered in his hand, “but it’s not near the front door. They monitor the garage with cameras, but I can just loop the tape again.”
Todd’s scalp buzzed like a swarm of ants was climbing over his head. He tried to rub away the feeling of dread but it wasn’t helping. With an audible gulp, he swallowed his qualms. “Okay. Let’s go.”
The garage door sounded like a freight train as it rattled up. 
“Stop it there!” Todd told Jeff; the door had risen barely a foot from the ground. “We’ll crawl under.”
They shimmied under the door; Donny ordered the pitbull to stay. It peeked through the opening and whined as the door noisily clattered down again.
The garage was brightly lit and their feet echoed as they walked past the parked vehicles. Five huge military humvees were lined up on one side of the garage and three luxury sedans were parked along the other. Jeff pointed to the elevators at the far end of the building and they quickly walked toward them.
Jeff reached to push the elevator button, but Todd grabbed his arm to stop him. “Too loud,” he whispered. “We’ll use the stairs.” He pointed to the door to the stairwell which was tucked into an alcove behind the elevator. 
Jeff checked his computer before nodding. Todd slowly and silently pushed open the door. 
The stairwell was bare concrete, lit with fluorescent bulbs that glared even brighter than the light of the garage. As they headed up the stairs, Todd noticed small cameras, mounted high on the walls. Worried, he tapped Jeff on the shoulder and then pointed them out.
“Don’t worry,” Jeff whispered. “I’ve got them looped so all they’re showing is five minutes of empty stairwell. We’re good.”
They reached the door to the sixth level and pulled on the lever. It was locked. Todd looked at Jeff. 
Jeff tapped furiously at his computer. “There’s no internet signal in here! I can’t override the lock!” he whispered with frustration.
“Let’s go down one level and see if you can get a signal. If we can’t get in there, then we’ll go back to the garage and then you can unlock the stairwell doors from there.” 
Todd’s scalp bristled as he approached the fifth floor door. He motioned the others to stand back as he pushed the lever. The door clicked and he pulled it open.
The room was dark. The light from the stairwell spilled in, but it only lit a semi-circle around the door. Beyond that, the room was pitch black. Todd pulled out Tai-Kwee. With a stroke of his thumb, his stone flared brightly.
By the light of his stone, he saw that the room was huge. It took up the entire floor of the building and the ceiling was at least thirty feet high. Banks of equipment lined the walls and pulleys and cables hung from the ceiling. Lamps and mechanical devices were mounted on stands and surrounded two clinical-looking tables, the kind that might be seen in an operating room. To Todd, it looked ominous; a tableau of soulless technology, and he felt chilled to his soul.
Jeff stepped in to the room, followed by Marla and Donny. 
“Okay,” Jeff said, his computer flickering. “I’ve unlocked the sixth floor stairwell door. Let’s go back.”
Donny stepped in and let the door close behind him. The others froze as the door banged shut, its slam echoing throughout the chamber. 
Suddenly, the lights crashed on, flooding the room with brilliance. Todd rushed to the door but before he reached it, a flurry of red pinprick beams of light began to ricochet around the room. 
“I don’t know!” Jeff cried out, answering the unasked question. “Whatever security’s in this room, it’s not connected to the Internet.”
Todd pushed on the door handle, but it wouldn’t budge. One of the red pinpricks found Donny and it was immediately followed by a white stabbing beam of energy. It crackled as it hit him and he fell to the ground, unconscious. 
Todd dropped Keotak-se’s staff as he rushed to Donny but another dot of red light found him before he got more than two steps. White lighting lunged out and struck him, searing every cell in his body. 
He collapsed onto the floor in a senseless heap.
 



Chapter Forty-Three
 Hospitality
Bone dry. It was the first thing that Todd became aware of. He felt like every drop of fluid had been sucked out of his body. His mouth was dry; his eyeballs were dry; even his fingers and toes felt dried out. He tried to push himself up to see if his entire body had turned into a shriveled raisin, but as soon as he moved, every muscle screamed and he collapsed back on the floor, aching and panting.
Cold vinyl flooring pressed against his cheek. He blinked and blinked until his eyes finally started working again. He was in another large room with white walls and bright lights. Ignoring his throbbing muscles, he slowly rolled to a sitting position. 
Marla, Jeff and Donny were still lying on the floor. He crawled over to them and tried to shake them awake. Marla and Jeff groaned vaguely and Donny didn’t respond at all. Todd checked his pocket for Tai-Kwee and sighed with relief as his fingers wrapped around it. He left it in his pocket and pulled himself to his feet.
The ceiling was high with glaring fluorescent lights. Three walls were white and bare with no windows or doors, the fourth wall looked like dark smoked glass. He hobbled over to it and, cupping his hands around his eyes, tried to see beyond it into the dark.
He could make out vague outlines of desks and chairs and what possibly might be people, standing in the dark. He stepped back quickly when he caught a pair of cold grey eyes staring back at him.
There were four bare cots lined up against one wall and an odd booth-like structure standing in the middle of the room. Todd shuffled over to it and opened the door. Inside he found a bare toilet and a small sink with a few towels and one plastic cup. He splashed water on his face before gulping handfuls of water. The water tasted stale and chemically, but he was so parched, he chugged it down. 
Todd glared at the glass wall as he carried a cup of water and some wet towels over to the others. He lifted Marla’s head and dribbled water into her mouth. She sputtered and opened her eyes, only to shut them again in pain. 
“I know,” Todd said as he dropped a wet towel on her face. “But shake it off. We’re in trouble.”
He repeated this two more times, perhaps not as gentle with Jeff as he had been with Donny and Marla, and within minutes the four of them sat huddled together on the floor, whispering, and peeking at the glass wall.
Jeff’s first waking action was to check his ring. He’d never mentioned it, but Todd had long since guessed that that was where his stone, Dave, was hidden. Evidently, Dave was still with him, but his handheld computer was missing. Jeff swore softly before sitting down in a fuming heap.
“I’m blind,” fumed Jeff. “Without an internet connection, I have no idea what’s going on.”
They’d explored the room but couldn’t find a door or any other opening; the air vents were too small to let even a small bird through. Todd searched for Keotak-se’s quaybo staff, but it wasn’t in their cell. He patted his leg where he hid the knife. Oddly, it was still there. Either they hadn’t noticed it, or they didn’t think the knife was much of a weapon.
They sat without saying much; the invisible eyes on the other side of the glass wall made plotting out loud unwise and idle conversation uncomfortable.
Some sound made them all turn towards the glass wall in time to see a single beam of light pour from the ceiling creating a pool of brightness on the floor. In the dimly lit shadows they saw the far wall covered with mechanisms and equipment. In front of the wall were a battery of desks with monitors and in front of the desks, stood half a dozen technicians.
Todd scrambled to his feet and the rose as well, standing in a rough line, facing the pool of light. 
A polished and smiling man stepped into the circle of light, his teeth gleaming white, his blond hair coiffed and styled. The others seemed to fade even further back into his shade. 
“Welcome, my young guests!” The blond man beamed at them as his voice was broadcast through hidden speakers. “I cannot begin to tell you how impressed I am by your having bypassed my security and reached this far. I applaud you. My friend, Syxx, told me that you are very special children, and I can see he did not understate the matter.”
At the mention of Syxx, the blond man gestured vaguely to his left and Todd’s eyes flew in that direction. The hazy silhouette of a tall bald man, dressed all in black, stepped further back into the shadow. Todd couldn’t make out his face, but he guessed from the way his body tensed that he wasn’t pleased at being pointed out. Todd felt ice in his chest as he looked at the human manifestation of the horrific demon that he had faced seven months ago on the cliff face of the Sienna Sentries. 
The blond man spoke again, and Todd warily pulled his attention away from Syxx. “Oh, but I am rude! Allow me to introduce myself. I am Duke Dauntry and I am delighted to be your host tonight.”
Jeff let out a little snort but Todd ignored him.
“WHERE’S LILIBIT?” Todd shouted, trying to be heard through the glass.
The Duke winced. Evidently they could be heard quite well without yelling. 
“Ah!” said the Duke with a nod. “My darling Lilibit. I cannot begin tell you how pleased I am with my new daughter. Such a sweet and obedient little girl.”
A sick feeling turned through Todd’s gut. The only way he could possibly imagine Lilibit acting “obedient” was if she were scared half to death. He took a half step forward but caught himself. With the glass barrier between them, there was nothing he could do to wipe the smirk off the Duke’s face.
The Duke smiled as if he knew exactly what was going through Todd’s head. “It really is very nice of you to visit. And perhaps helpful too. Your presence might provide some additional motivation when it’s time for my darling Lilibit to do her chores.” He chuckled as if that was the punchline to an inside joke. “Well, do make yourself comfortable. We can chat in the morning.”
The light above his head dimmed out and the room on the other side darkened and disappeared.
After a moment, the other three settled back down to sit on the floor but Todd kept standing, glaring at the darkened glass.
“Give it up, Todd.” Jeff reached up to tug on Todd’s arm. “I doubt you’re spooking them.”
Todd shrugged off Jeff’s arm and headed for the glass wall. Cupping his hands again, he peered into the shadows. The silhouettes still stood there, hardly moving. Todd ran his fingers along the glass, looking for an entryway. It had to be somewhere; the other three walls looked impassable. He found a thin seam that ran up and down. A similar crack, six feet to the left, made Todd think that this must be the door. Peering through the wall here, he could make out three more glass walls that made another chamber, a security foyer with a more traditional glass entry door. Even if he got through this hidden door, he’d still have to get through the second door and the guards would no doubt react before he’d made it more than a couple of steps. 
He punched the wall in frustration, hurting only his own knuckles, before stomping back to others. He dropped to the floor, his legs folded beneath him.
They turned toward the wall again when the sound of the spotlight whirred again, but didn’t bother to stand. A different man stepped into the spotlight, Jeff’s little computer in his hand.
The man seemed so ordinary compared to the others they’d seen. He was skinny and average height with reddish brown curly hair. His eyes were small and he had a weak chin. He looked dwarfed by the silhouettes of the guards in the shadows.
Jeff shifted his weight, striking a more relaxed pose, but Todd could feel his tension as he stared at the man who handled his computer so carelessly.
“So much potential,” the man said, tapping the computer against his palm. “That’s what they always said about you. If you’d only apply yourself, you had so much potential.”
Marla shot a puzzled look over to Todd, but he had no idea what the man was talking about either.
“The I.T. Department took a look at the browsing history of this little toy,” the man continued, tapping the computer. “They can’t figure out how you bypassed all their security so flawlessly. They’re not just impressed. They’re terrified.”
It took Todd a moment, but he figured that the man was talking to Jeff. Jeff, however, just stared back blankly like he was just watching a commercial, waiting for the show to start.
“That’s quite the skill set you’ve picked up, but then, you always were ahead of the curve.” The man paused, waiting for a response, but Jeff still didn’t react. “And now you’ve connected with a lot of powerful friends. Yes, I have to admit, you’ve done very well. You should thank me.”
Jeff finally spoke, the blankness on his face, at odds with the anger in his voice. “You dumped me into Juvenile Detention and then told my friends I’d died in a freak surfing accident.”
The man shrugged. “Yes, but see how well it’s all turned out?”
“You wrote me off.” Jeff’s voice broke and his shoulders shook. “You never once called or visited. Either one of you!”
“Jeffrey, a son is supposed to be an asset. You were a liability.” The man said this as if he were explaining the ingredients in ice cream. “You do understand, don’t you?”
“Oh, I understand, all right.”
“Your father?” Todd found his voice. “Your father works for Endrune?”
“Chief Financial Officer,” Jeff said with disgust.
“And Senior Vice President of Finance,” Jeff’s father added proudly.
“Yeah,” added Jeff. “And member of the Executive Committee of Groveling and Butt Licking.”
“It’s a job,” said Jeff’s father, rather proudly. “You children may call me Uncle Barry. It’s what all Jeff’s friends call me.”
“Yeah, but what should I call you?” asked Todd.
Jeff let out a reluctant snort and punched Todd’s arm.
“Mr. Terrance?” Todd rose to his feet. There was no way he was going to call him Uncle anything. “Where’s Lilibit?”
“Now there’s an amazing child! Do you know that in a matter of hours, she got almost three hundred dead oil derricks gushing crude at record levels. The Duke is very pleased with her.”
 “Where is she now?” The question stuttered in Todd’s throat.
“Oh, she’s upstairs, safe in bed. She’s got a busy day tomorrow. The Duke has big plans for her.”
Todd was torn between disgust and dread but at least he knew where she was. And now he guessed that they were on either the third or fourth floor. He couldn’t see any way out of this cell unless they waited for Ulex. He wondered how long it would take Ulex to take Keotak-se back to Kiva and then turn around and come back to Commerce City. It was over five hundred miles each way and it would probably take him another full day to make the round trip. Todd didn’t want to have to wait that long to make his next move.
“Jeffrey!” Mr. Terrance dropped his voice and stepped closer to the glass, as if that might prevent the shadows in the background from hearing. “The Duke has seen what you can do. He wants you on the team.”
“Team Endrune.” Jeff couldn’t have been less excited and still be awake. “Woo hoo.”
“Jeffrey!” Mr. Terrance spoke in a frantic whisper. “Just think, with your skills and my brains, there’s no telling how far we might go. We’ll work together. We’ll---”
Jeff had turned away, so he didn’t see the arm that appeared out of the gloom and land on his father’s shoulder. A hand that cut off his words in mid-syllable. The Duke stepped into the pool of white, his trademark smile exaggerated by the harsh shadows cast by the overhead light.
“I’ll take it from here, Barry.”
“But---”
“You can wait downstairs.”
Mr. Terrance didn’t argue but shot one desperate look at Jeff before nodding and walking out of the spotlight. Off to one side of the room, a crack of light appeared and widened into an elevator. Mr. Terrance stepped in and turned, shooting one last panicked glare before the door closed on him.
The Duke wasn’t facing the elevator; nonetheless, he seemed to know when it had closed. He flashed a warm smile at Jeff.
“Your father has a very high opinion of your talents, Jeffrey.”
Jeff watched him but said nothing.
“Almost as high an opinion as he has of his own abilities.”
Again, nothing from Jeff.
“In this instance, however, he’s only half right. I will admit that, in the past, he’s had a certain value to the company, mostly in his willingness to re-package the most blatant lies into looking like viable truths, but lately, he’s lost his edge. It takes a certain amount of imagination to be able to concoct convincing financial statements, and in the past year or two, your father’s work has been a little mundane.”
“Nothing like a few exotic untruths to add a little spice to the annual report.” Jeff muttered.
“Precisely!” The Duke sounded delighted, but then his face dropped into the perfect image of sincere sympathy. “You know, I never did agree with your father’s decision about you. I argued with him for hours, but those kinds of decisions are a parent’s prerogative.”
It looked like Jeff was on the edge of losing his aloofness. His jaw tightened as he turned away.
“I want to make it up to you. And I think that I have the perfect plan. A boy should be with his father, so why don’t you join us and work for Endrune.”
Jeff turned back to stare at the man beyond in the glass wall, a calculating look in his eye. “I won’t be his puppet.”
“How about his boss?” offered the Duke with a wink. When Jeff didn’t answer, the Duke continued. “Just think! He’ll be at your beck and call. I’ll make him your personal assistant. If you want to play baseball, you can just order him to play with you. If you want to take a vacation with your family, you can just push a button and it will all be arranged. Anything you want, all you have to do is ask your father and it will be his job to do it. And we both know that he’ll do it. That there’s nothing he wouldn’t do to keep his job.”
Speechless, Todd and Marla stared at Jeff, but if Jeff felt their eyes on him, he didn’t show it.
“What do you say?” The Duke’s voice throbbed with warmth. “Are you ready to join Team Endrune?”
Jeff sat for a moment before rising to his feet. 
“Jeff!” Todd grabbed Jeff’s arm and gripped it hard. “No!”
“I’ll be back,” said Jeff, shrugging off Todd’s hand. “I’m just going to check it out.”
The glass wall slid apart at the spot where Todd had found the hidden seams. Jeff stepped through it into the small foyer beyond. Todd ran after him, but as soon he crossed through the opening, a small dot of red light flared on his chest. It was followed almost immediately by an electric flare that knocked him backwards into the holding cell. Sprawled on the floor, he looked up in time to see the door close between him and Jeff. Then the far door opened and the Duke stepped forward. Placing his hand on Jeff’s shoulder, he led him out of the foyer and into the darkness beyond.
The elevator door opened again, this time Jeff and the Duke stepped into it, accompanied by the tall bald man dressed all in black. Todd stared at the man and knew him for Syxx, the demon in human form. Syxx’s dead black eyes stared back at him until they disappeared behind the closing door.



Chapter Forty-Four
 Turncoat
Lilibit sat huddled in a corner of the pink bed, her arms wrapped around her shins. Her fingers ached from grasping Ewa-Kwan so tightly. She pressed it against her cheek, and tried to believe the stone as it buzzed reassuringly. She was in trouble and she had no one but herself to blame. If she hadn’t disobeyed and snuck out of Kiva, she wouldn’t be trapped here now.
She couldn’t sleep; she wasn’t even going to try. Her head ached from trying to think of a way out of this mess, but the best she could come up with was to wait until they took her out again and then look for an opportunity to run for it. There hadn’t been a chance that day; the only time she’d been out of her room, Syxx had stayed by her side. He frightened her so badly, she didn’t dare do anything except what she was told.
There was no sound in the room except her own breathing, but something, maybe the faint smell of something rotten, made her think that she wasn’t alone. She pulled back the pink drapes that surrounded her bed.
Syxx stood at the foot of her bed, staring at her, unmoving. Choking back a scream, she back-crawled up to the headboard, grabbed a pillow and clutched it against her chest.
Syxx’s face was as still as death. “Get up.”
He took one step back from the bed and waited. Lilibit bit the pillow, but other than that, she didn’t move.
“Now.” Syxx hissed.
Trembling, she dropped the pillow and scrambled off the bed, keeping as far away from the demon as she could. Ewa-Kwan flared hot in her palm, but the heat wasn’t painful; if anything, it was comforting. 
Syxx walked to a television monitor mounted on the wall. Lifting a remote from a shelf filled with pink dolls, he pointed it at the monitor. A faint click and the screen lit up, but no sound came out. The screen showed a grey office with a group of people clustered around the desk, staring at a computer monitor.
“Jeff!” Lilibit whispered as she recognized the person sitting at the desk. 
Jeff paused for a half a moment, almost as if he’d heard something, but then went back to typing. There was no sound, but she could see him speaking to the Duke and two other men who hovered over him. He didn’t look scared; in fact he was smirking.
Syxx was smirking too. Pointing the remote again, he clicked and with a soft hiss, the sound came on.
“Piece of cake,” Jeff was saying. “All I have to do is go in and tweak their data base. It’ll make it look like their reserves are about twenty percent less than they really are.”
A skinny man with reddish brown hair rubbed his sweaty hands together nervously. “But it’ll show up in a physical check of their inventory.”
“They only inventory once a year and they just finished it three months ago. It’ll be another eight months before they look at it again.” Jeff leaned back and looked up at the Duke with a smile. “Once data’s been certified, no one double-checks it.”
“Excellent!” The Duke was delighted. “How long before they detect ‘the shortage?’”
“The market should react within twenty four hours.” Jeff bent back to the screen. “I’ll hack into two or three other municipal utilities and do the same thing. While I’m in there, I’ll tweak their consumption projections so that it looks like they’ll need more than they actually do. By the end of the week, the market should be in panic. They’ll be willing to pay about eight times more for their energy needs. And it should take a nearly a year before they figure it out.”
“We’ll make billions!” The Duke’s eyes were glassy with greed. “You’re brilliant.”
“Yes, I am,” said Jeff as if it were obvious. “Now, can I see Lil…”
The monitor turned off abruptly.
At first, Lilibit had felt relieved to see one of her friends so close, but then she realized that now Jeff was in as much trouble as she was, only he might not even know it. How close was he? Was he in this building? How did he get here? Were the others here too? Her relief quickly faded back to fear. Now there were at least two of them in trouble and possibly more. And it was all her fault.
“So you see, Lilibit.” The gentleness in Syxx’s voice terrified her more than his icy touch would have. “Your friends have decided to help us. They understand that what we’re doing is not bad; it’s for the greater good. We just want to take the resources that the Earth offers us and spread them around. Now is that so bad?”
Lilibit stared at the black screen, not focusing on her own reflection nor the reflection of Syxx who stood behind her. Instead she remembered that afternoon, driving around the compound, pulling cold liquid earth from the depths and pushing it towards the rusting oil derricks. The land here was an open festering sore and she could feel the Earth Stone’s pain and grief. To take what the Earth offered was good, but she knew that what these people were doing was not good. In their rush to take the gifts of the Stone, they pillaged the Earth Herself. 
In her hand, Ewa-Kwan buzzed in agreement. This was not good.
 
Alone again, Lilibit paced the room. The day had been long and traumatic and she was exhausted, but she doubted that she would ever be able to sleep here. The light coming through the faux windows looked like soft moonlight, but it was false, just like everything else. Everything here was a lie. And now it appeared that Jeff was in league with the liars. The hurt of that betrayal was almost as bad as her fear. She tried the door a dozen times; like a rat in cage, she kept worrying at it, hoping against all logic that something might change.
The dolls in their pink dresses stared at her. They were foreign to her. She remembered practically nothing from when she was younger, so she didn’t understand dolls at all. They freaked her out. She turned them backwards so she couldn’t see their unblinking eyes, but the back of their heads, lined up in rows, were even creepier. 
She was stuffing the dolls under the bed when the lights went out.
She froze. It was blacker than any darkness she could imagine. Not a crack of light from anywhere and not a sound except her own ragged breathing. Groping in her pocket, she pulled out Ewa-Kwan and with a stroke, made her glow.
Nothing had changed in the room. She went to the door and tried it again.
The door clicked open.
She held her breath and stood at the door listening, the blue light from Ewa-Kwan created a glowing wedge in the hallway.
“Lilibit?” an urgent whisper hissed from down the hall.
“Jeff?” Lilibit pushed the door open farther when she recognized the voice. Blue light flooded the hallway.
Like a bolt, Jeff ran towards her, grabbed her arm and started running back in the direction that he had come. The light from Ewa-Kwan wobbled as Lilibit was dragged behind him. He pushed through a door and they found themselves in a dark stairwell.
“Douse it!” hissed Jeff. 
Lilibit didn’t hesitate and with a stroke of her finger, Ewa-Kwan dimmed and the stairwell went black. 
“C’mon!” Jeff tugged again.
They felt their way down the stairs, cries and footsteps leaking from the floors they passed. 
“What happened to the lights?” Lilibit asked.
“I dropped a time delayed worm program into their dedicated net.” Jeff whispered back. “It unlocked all the doors in the whole complex, then it killed all the power, along with both backup generators.”
Lilibit didn’t follow most of what Jeff was talking about, so she jumped to her biggest concern. “Are Todd and the others here?”
“Yeah,” Jeff whispered back, “They were being held on one of the middle floors. Their doors should have unlocked too. Hopefully, when we get out of here, we’ll meet up with them outside.”
They felt their way down the dark stairwell, their footsteps so quiet, the click of a door opening beneath sounded like an explosion. The muffled voices of angry men reached them before the glow of their flashlights. Jeff yanked Lilibit back up the stairs to the last landing that they’d past, pulled open a door and pushed her through.
It was as black on this side of the door as it was in the stairwell. Lilibit clamped her lips shut to keep her gasping breath from being heard, but her heart beat so loudly, it nearly drowned out the other sounds in the room.
Nearly, but not completely. Someone else was in the room,
Her arm jerked as Jeff’s grip was pulled away. She barely registered his muffled grunt before hands grabbed at her, dragging her in the other direction.
A splash of light as a flashlight snapped on, followed by a chorus of beams, lighting their corner of the room nearly as bright as the ceiling lamps would have. Jeff and Lilibit thrashed in the clutches of a pack of brawny, black-garbed men; their faces grim and uncaring.
The sight of Syxx, stepping into the wavering beams of light, stopped Lilibit’s struggles cold. She froze as the demon-man smirked down at them.
“Remove his ring,” Syxx commanded one of the thugs. “It is within the ring that his power lies.”
“NO!” Jeff screamed, tightly folding his fingers into a fist and coiling his body around it. Two men wrestled with him while a third tried to pry open his hand. 
Lilibit heard the sound of bones breaking a moment before she heard Jeff’s screams. She tried to cry out herself, but a huge hand clasped over her face left her with barely the chance to breath, never mind yell. She could only watch as they dropped Jeff to the ground, his body curled around his broken hand. 
One of the thugs held out the ring to Syxx, but Syxx edged away from it with a shudder.
“The ring, Syxx?” The Duke stepped in from the shadows. His hand extended, he took the ring from the henchman. “The boy’s power comes from this ring?”
Syxx nodded with a faint smirk as the Duke slid the ring on his smallest finger and extended his arm to admire his hand. 
“Do what you will the others,” he said carelessly. “Spare the girl.”
He tapped Lilibit’s cheek with mock affection before taking a flashlight from a guard and exiting into the stairwell.
Jeff’s eyes were glazed with pain as one of the guards forced him to his feet. The thugs that held Lilibit let her go, but as soon as her feet touched the ground, a hand gripped her hard on the back of her neck and kept her from running to Jeff.
“Well, Lilibit.” Syxx stepped forward, and Lilibit unable to move, could only lean back into the guard holding her neck. “You have been disobedient and must be disciplined. I think I have conceived of a most appropriate punishment.”
A hum vibrating through the building preceded the electricity being restored. The overhead lights snapped on, revealing the penalty Syxx had planned.
 



Chapter Forty-Five
 Choices
With the lights on, Lilibit could now see how large the room was. It looked like a laboratory. Mechanical panels covered the walls; lights flashed and whirred as they rebooted. Complicated chrome devices suspended from the ceiling and clustered around the two long tables that stood in the middle of the room. When her eyes fixed on those tables, Lilibit bit back a yelp of terror.
Strapped to the tables were Todd and Donny, a dozen bands holding them down and tape covering their mouths. Donny’s eyes were wide with panic, but, like a deer pinned by a bright light, he lay still and unmoving. Todd squirmed as he fought against the restraints, his eyes frantically trying to speak to her.
“So you see, Lilibit,” Syxx said smoothly. “Someone must be punished for your misbehavior. Since the Duke has asked that it not be you, we’ll just have to punish someone else instead.”
Syxx stepped over to one of the panels and flicked a switch. The buzzing grew louder and the tables began to rattle and glow, tiny arcs of electricity crackling up to sting Todd and Donny. They arched and twitched, their screams of pain muffled behind their gags.
“How unfortunate,” Syxx said sadly. “It will take four or five minutes for the current to build to a fatal level. What a painful way to die.”
Lilibit kicked at the guard holding her back, but he didn’t seem to feel her bare feet striking him.
“What a pity that they both have to die for your disobedience.” Syxx shook his head forlornly, but then brightened. “Perhaps I’ll offer you an alternative.”
Syxx motioned to a lever between the two tables. “This lever here is set to channel the current to both tables. If it is switched to the right, then all the current will flow to your friend Todd, killing him immediately. If you turn it to the left, then Donny dies.”
With a nod of his head, Syxx signaled for the guard to release her. She felt his hand leave her neck, but she stayed where she stood, unmoving, her eyes frozen on the lever. Syxx drifted over to whisper in her ear.
“If you do nothing, they both will die. The decision is yours.”
Lilibit tore her eyes away from her tortured friends and searched the room, stopping at the switch that Syxx had used to turn on the current. Syxx followed her line of sight and smiled.
“A brilliant idea!” Syxx hissed. “Unfortunately, that switch will only turn on the current. It can’t be turned off. It will only stop when it reaches maximum voltage and by that time, your friends will be dead. Perhaps not the most efficient arrangement, but effective for this use.”
Donny let out a pained grunt, barely muffled by his gag. Veins throbbed on their necks and sweat beaded on their pale faces. Lilibit took a step forwarded and then stopped. She couldn’t make that decision. To choose one would be to kill the other.
“Save the handsome boy!” Syxx whispered. “The other one’s defective. He should never have even been born. Killing him would be a mercy. Hurry! There’s still time to save one of your friends!”
Lilibit sobbed, her hands quaking in panic. She looked over at Jeff, who was still crouched, huddled over his broken hand. He kept his face averted from the guards, but when he glanced up at Lilibit, he shot her a speaking look, then he glanced over to the floor against the wall, about ten feet away behind her.
Lilibit looked quickly in that direction and then turned away immediately, but not before she had seen what Jeff was trying to show her: a weathered shaft of wood. It looked like Keotak-se’s staff, but what it was doing there wasn’t as important a question as how she could use it.
Donny gave a tortured squeal and Todd stared at her with blood red eyes as the arcs of electricity crackled louder and higher. Shaking, she took a step towards the table. With a satisfied smile, Syxx dropped back.
Lilibit stumbled. She fell to the floor and rolled to one side, clutching her leg. When she tried to stand, she stumbled once more. Each fall brought her closer to the staff. This time, as she pushed herself to her feet, she dove toward the wall. She rolled, the way she’d seen Todd and the others do when they practiced Quaybo and grabbed the staff as she sprang to her feet.
Syxx started for her, fury in his eyes, but it swiftly changed to fear as Lilibit struck the staff on the ground three times.
So many things happened so quickly that Lilibit couldn’t be sure what happened first. The quaybo trembled and blazed white, power throbbing up and down the staff. At the same moment, Syxx, with a snarl of rage, melted into a wisp of black smoke that sunk to the ground and traveled along the floor before escaping under the door. Lilibit fought to hold onto the shaft as the flare built up to nova explosion before blasting out in all directions. Rays of energy shot out, stabbing the guards that still stood, amazed, waiting for orders that would never come. They fell soundlessly to the ground.
The flare from the staff faded and Jeff leapt to his feet. Reaching Donny first, he ripped off his gag. The shock from the table sent Jeff reeling backwards and Donny, no longer gagged, let out a horrific scream.
Lilibit, not knowing what else to do, ran to Todd’s table. When she grabbed his arm, the current blasted her back. She rebounded and the second time, braced herself and only touched the gag. It tore off with a ripping sound. Todd gasped and spat but then, to Lilibit’s amazement, cried out “Kissy-face!”
A good sized raven is still a lot smaller than a thirteen year old boy, but the bands that had pinned him down were now tangled in his wings. The bird squawked and flapped as it tried to escape the stinging table. Lilibit, carefully avoiding flapping wings, snapping beak and powerful shocks, lifted the straps and the raven fluttered free. He fell to the floor and morphed back into Todd, stunned and wheezing.
The power was surging and Donny, too far in pain to focus, was losing consciousness. Jeff, fighting off the shocks, tugged fruitlessly at the bands with his one good hand. Lilibit raced to the lever, intending to switch it to the right, to flood Todd’s table with the current and direct it away from Donny’s. She grabbed the handle.
“NO, LILIBIT!” Jeff roared. “Syxx lied! Turn it the other way! He lied!” 
Lilibit hesitated only a fraction of a second before slamming it to left. She kept her eyes on the tables, ready to pull it back to the right if they were wrong.
Like a puppet that had its strings cut, Donny collapsed back onto the table, unmoving. Lilibit cried out and was about to pull the lever back to the right when she was shoved hard on to the floor.
Jeff, his broken left hand still cradled against his chest, stood by the lever. “Don’t move the lever again,” Jeff said between pants. “It’s good where it is. Now give me a hand with Donny.”
Scrambling to her feet, Lilibit saw that the sparks were still rising from Todd’s table, even higher then before. There were no sparks coming from Donny’s table, yet Donny lay pale and still. Jeff went back to tugging at the straps. Lilibit walked slowly towards them, afraid of what she would see. Hesitantly, she reached out and touched Donny’s arm.
It was cold and still. It wouldn’t have matter which way she had turned the lever. She stood in shock and grief, unable to move.
The hum of the table throbbed to a pulsing level, then stopped abruptly, the crackling ebbed, the equipment shut down. Lilibit was aware of Todd, back in human form, pulling himself to his feet. He stumbled over to where Jeff still worked to free Donny. 
“Out of the way.” Todd’s voice was raspy and patchy. He pulled out his knife sawed through the bands. When they were all cut, they rolled Donny off the table.
Todd’s fingers looked for a pulse and then started chafing his arms. “He’s not dead,” he told Lilibit. “C’mon. Give me a hand.”
Wanting to believe it, Lilibit crouched down besides Donny and started rubbing his legs. They were so cold, but then she noticed that Todd was shivering too. She touched his arm; it was nearly as cold as Donny’s. She turned back to warming Donny’s legs.
Jeff was searching the room, stepping over corpses as he checked out the panels. 
“What are you looking for?” Todd asked, wheezing. 
“Either blankets or an Internet terminal. We need both.”
Suddenly, Donny gave a convulsive twitch and started gasping. He curled up into a ball and started heaving as if he were trying to vomit but couldn’t. Lilibit patted his back helplessly.
“He’ll be okay.” Todd sounded confident, but Lilibit didn’t think he was quite as certain as he was trying to sound. She nodded anyway. “We need to find Marla and get out of here.”
“Marla’s here too?” Lilibit whispered guiltily. Even Marla was in danger because of her disobedience. 
“Got it!” Jeff pulled a smartphone out of the pocket of one of the dead guards. “I’ve got an internet connection.”



Chapter Forty-Six
 Death Toll
Leaving Lilibit with Donny, Todd grabbed Keotak-se’s staff and staggered over to where Jeff stood, the phone flickering in his hand. He leaned against the counter for support while images flashed by too fast for Todd’s eyes to follow.
“How can you do that?” Todd asked. “I thought they took Dave.”
“Nah, they just got the ring.”
“I always figured that Dave was in the ring.”
“He was.” Jeff grinned. “Lilibit warned me that gold doesn’t hold on to a stone as well as silver does and she was right. So when the gold lost its grip, I told Dave to hold on to the ring instead. And he did, right up until a few minutes ago when I told him to let go. Dave fell on the floor and the guards never saw it. When they dropped me, I scooped him up.”
Gingerly, Jeff opened his left hand. The fingers were twisted at a painful angle, but he didn’t seem to care. The tiny stone lay on his palm. He smiled softly at it before moving his thumb to cover it. With Dave pressed safely against his skin, he turned back to the monitor.
“We’re on level five right now,” said Jeff . “Marla’s still in the holding cell on four.”
“Who’s left in the building besides Marla?”
“Lilibit took out all the inside security guards.” Jeff wasn’t staring at the phone, but instead, seemed to be focusing on images that floated in the air. “All that’s left is the Duke, my Dad and someone they all refer to as the ‘Director of Security.’” 
“And Syxx.”
Surprised, Jeff looked around the lab as if he had just noticed that Syxx wasn’t among the scattered corpses. “How’d he get out?”
“He turned into a black mist just before Lilibit let loose. He got out under the door.” Todd bit back a shiver. “Freaky.”
“Yeah,” Jeff agreed. “Freaky.”
The screen flashed again.
“I’ve unlocked all the holding cells as well as all the exit doors again.” Jeff was all business again. “I’m trying to put in a smoke screen so they can’t tell that they’re unlocked, but if they catch on, they can probably find my worm programs and purge them, but I can use this smartphone to watch what they’re doing.”
They turned to see Lilibit trying to lead Donny over to where they stood. Todd shot over to them and pushed Lilibit out of the way, putting his shoulder under Donny’s arm for support. Donny was still pasty white and shaking, but he didn’t seem as confused as Todd thought he might have been. Donny actually managed a smile.
“Let’s find Marla and get out of here.” Todd called over to Jeff.
“The Director is calling in the snipers from the grounds.” Jeff said, eyes on the phone. “We’d better move fast.”
Lilibit pushed the door to the stairwell and held it open as Todd and Jeff helped Donny through.
They froze as a click from below signaled someone else entering the stairwell. Todd was still breathing heavily, not only from his injuries, but also from supporting Donny’s weight. Yet even above the sound of his panting, he could hear the sound of furtive steps echoing up the landing.
Leaving Donny to lean against Jeff, Todd tiptoed down the stairs, Keotak-se’s staff held at the ready. Peeking over the railing, he caught a glimpse of a small brown hand grasping a railing below. 
“Marla?” Todd whispered, still not entirely sure it was her. 
Marla’s frightened face leaned out into the shaft and looked up. “Todd!” She said too loudly. She immediately dropped her voice to ask, “Are you okay?”
“Still breathing,” Todd said as Marla scampered up the stairs. 
Marla stopped in front of him and narrowed her eyes. “Not by much; you look horrible.”
“Doing better than Donny.” Todd nodded his head up the stairs to where Jeff and Lilibit still stood, supporting Donny.
“Lilibit!” Marla barely glanced at Donny before focusing on Lilibit. “Are you okay?”
Lilibit nodded, her eyes downcast.
Marla’s delight was short-lived. She punched her hands onto her hips and scowled. “You are in such trouble---”
“Not now.” Todd interrupted. “We’ve got to get out of here.”
Marla snorted indignantly but stopped scolding. With Todd supporting Donny, the five of them started down the stairs.
“How’s Ulex doing?” asked Todd.
“The Elders made good time.” Marla reported. “They’ve already got to the Sienna Sentries and right now, Ulex is carrying Keotak-se into Kiva. After he’s dropped him off, he’s going to morph into a wolf and see if he can get back here faster that way.”
Todd nodded but hoped that they’d be clear of this place long before Ulex returned. They’d reached the door on the ground floor and Todd waved the others to halt. Donny was a little stronger, but he still needed to lean against the wall when Todd pulled away his support.
“Wait here,” Todd whispered. With the staff at the ready, he pushed open the door a few inches.
A battery of rapid-fire gunshots sprayed the opening. Bullets ripped channels through the metal door and frame, ricocheting into the stairwell. Todd slammed the door shut.
“We’re just kids!” Marla cried, grey-faced. “Don’t they know we’re just kids?”
“Like they care,” Jeff replied, rubbing his sleeve where a deflected bullet had missed him by a hair, ripping his shirt and burning his arm. “They’re mercenaries. They’d shoot their mothers for a buck.”
“Any other way out?” Todd felt his heart beating as if the gunshots were still bouncing around inside his chest. 
“Nope,” Jeff answered, “No other way out.”
“How long, do you think, ‘til Ulex can make it back?” Todd asked Marla.
“Best guess?” Marla answered. “Maybe ten hours.”
Todd doubted the snipers would wait that long before closing in. Biting his lip, he placed one hand on the door handle and with the other, tapped Keotak-se’s staff on the ground, three times.
The tremors that ran up the shaft seemed stronger than he’d remembered from the last time he’d tried this. That time, he had struck the ground instinctively, not knowing what power the staff, when combined with the power of his stone, could do. This time, however, he thought he knew what to expect.
But he didn’t. Not even close.
Just like the last time, a white ball of energy built up at the top of the staff. It pulsed in waves that crackled like electricity. Fingers of power inched their way down the shaft to grab at his hand. But this time, the wave of light didn’t just ride along the staff; it spread up his arm to swathe his entire body. The pulsing glow was very warm, almost hot, but it didn’t burn him. It throbbed and crackled; tiny drops of glittering flecks spat in all directions. Turning towards the others, he saw his own amazement in their faces. Afraid now that, whatever power was enveloping him might endanger his friends, Todd acted on impulse.
He pushed open the door and stumbled into the garage.
Still glowing with power, he didn’t even have a second to catch his balance before the automatic weapons opened up on him. The blasts from a dozen assault weapons sounded like one long deafening roar as he was pummeled with bullets. Still clutching the staff, he was hurled back against the wall, pinned by gunfire.
He ached as if he’d been struck by a dozen trucks all at once, but when he looked down at his body, he saw that none of the bullets had penetrated. On the cold grey concrete floor lay the shattered and half-melted remains of hundreds of bullets. But he was still standing, bruised but unscratched.
The quasar at the apex of the staff pulsed once again and Todd, not knowing what else to do, pointed it at the row of gaping snipers. The flare shot straight out in a brilliant stream of white before splitting into dozens of smaller beams, each one skewering a mercenary. They fell to the ground and lay unmoving.
A movement behind one of the sedans caught his eye, so Todd, still glowing, walked over to the cars.
The Duke and Mr. Terrance were crouched behind a towncar; the tops of their heads were all that could be seen. They looked at Todd as if he were some kind of monster. Todd looked down at himself, wondering if he’d changed that much, but he still looked like a normal kid, just shimmering with a throbbing light. He shrugged.
Looking at the two men, he waved both hands high, made a stupid scary face and yelled “Boo!” The Duke and Mr. Terrance both let out high pitched screams and scrambled on their hands and knees over to the elevator door. The door opened immediately as they pushed the button, but he could hear their hiccups of fear as the doors slowly closed.
Todd chuckled smugly.
He did a quick search around the other vehicles and found nothing. The corpses lay scattered in front of the exit and Todd wondered if one of them might be the one Jeff said was called “The Director of Security.” He didn’t think so, these guys were all seedy looking and dressed in black fatigues. He wondered where the Director might be; if he wasn’t still in the building, then was he outside, putting together another attack?
Todd tapped the staff lightly on the ground, one rap, and the white energy ebbed back into the staff before disappearing all together. Taking another quick look around the lobby, Todd began dragging the bodies behind one of the hummers. 
The others were all freaked out enough, he thought. They didn’t need to face this. 
But perhaps what Todd himself didn’t want to face was that he’d just killed for the first time. It had been self-defense; it was either him or them, but it still didn’t make it any easier.



Chapter Forty-Seven 
 By The Skin Of Their Teeth
“Clear!” Todd called out as he pushed open the door to the stairwell. 
Lilibit came out first wide-eyed, checking out the garage before asking Todd, “You okay?”
Todd nodded but didn’t meet her eyes. He passed her to give Jeff a hand with Donny while Marla stared at the mangled bullets scattered over the floor. She stooped to pick one up, fingering it as she stared at Todd with awe.
“Yeah, tell me about it.” Todd said, answering her unasked question. 
Walking unsteadily on his own, Donny shrugged off Todd’s help.
“Who’s left?” Jeff asked as he cautiously checked out the vacant offices.
“Your Dad and the Duke went up the elevator,” Todd indicated the elevator door with a nod of his head.
“Whoa!” Jeff said as he wandered behind the hummer and found the corpses. “Nice job!”
“Whatever.” Todd didn’t think it was something to be proud of.
“How ‘bout Syxx?” Jeff asked.
“Don’t know.” Todd started at the overhead door. “Haven’t seen him or that Director guy, whoever he is.”
Jeff stared at the elevator door, a weird look on his face, then he shrugged, his cockiness returning as fingered the phone. “It looks like this Director guy is pulling in the snipers. There’s about forty of them and he’s got them in formation, aimed at the entrance.”
Todd didn’t know if he went out there again with Keotak-se’s staff flaring if he could cover the others as they escaped. And he didn’t know if the staff would kill all the snipers. It didn’t seem like it was something he could control. It was like the staff did everything itself. He kept telling himself that he wasn’t the one doing the killing; it was the staff. Or maybe it was whatever power was inside the staff; or maybe it was the Earth Stone. But there was one thing for sure: he didn’t want to think that it was he that had just killed a dozen people. And that he might have to kill even more. 
“How ‘bout Syxx?” Todd asked. “Can you tell if he’s out there?”
“No,” Jeff frowned as he checked it again. “What’s weird is that there’s no mention of Syxx anywhere in the system. If I hadn’t seen him myself, I’d say he didn’t exist.”
“So he might be out there and you just can’t see him,” said Todd.
 “And?” Jeff bristled. 
“Don’t get defensive,” Todd replied. “We just need to be prepared.”
“They’re bringing out the dogs as backup.” Jeff reported, turning back to his computer. “They’re releasing them around the perimeter in case we find another way out. They’re also trying to get snipers on the roof, but they’re having trouble getting them up there.”
“We need to move now,” said Todd, “before they get the snipers up there. It’ll be tough enough without having them come at us from two directions.”
“Dogs can help.” Donny said. 
Todd was surprised that Donny had been able to follow their conversation. “Help? How?”
“They don’t like the gun men.” Donny said somberly. “They can bite them.”
“You can hear the dogs from in here?”
Donny nodded. “They want to help. They want to bite the men with guns.”
A plan came to Todd. 
Okay,” Todd spoke quickly, “We need to time this carefully to give the dogs a fighting chance. Donny, you talk to the dogs and get them ready, but don’t have them start biting the gun men until the lights go out. Jeff, can you kill all the exterior lights? Even the ones in the guard shack?” 
Jeff nodded. “Just give me the word.”
“I’ll go out first and draw their fire. Give me five seconds, then kill all the lights. At the same time the lights go out, Donny, you have the dogs bite the gun men. Do you understand? When Jeff tells you he’s turned off the lights, you tell the dogs to start biting.”
Donny nodded. “The dogs are ready now, but they’ll wait until Jeff says so.”
“Good,” Todd rubbed his sweaty palms against his jeans. “Five seconds after the lights go out, the rest of you morph into birds and come out. I’ll cover you. Fly straight up, as high as you can go, then head south. Stick together. When you’re clear, I’ll morph and join you. If I don’t meet up with you within two minutes, you head back to Kiva. Jeff’s in charge. Understand?”
They all nodded. Todd ran the plan through his head one more time, hoping he hadn’t missed anything and praying that it would work. He was about to rap the staff on the ground when a set of arms wrapped around his chest. 
“Don’t get hurt.” Lilibit whispered, her cheek pressed into his back. “Okay?”
Todd gave her half a smile as he removed her hands from his chest. “Okay. Just ‘cause you asked me not to.”
He took a moment to ruffle her hair before he set her back from him a few feet. He didn’t know if the energy from the staff would hurt her, and this wasn’t the time to find out. He tapped the staff three times, hoping that what had happened before would happen again.
It did. The staff trembled and the energy pulsed from the apex before running down the shaft and engulfing his body with light. Motioning the others away from the door, he whispered to Jeff. “Open it.”
The door clattered up. There was no other sound. It rattled to a stop and an eerie silence settled on the compound.
Todd stepped out into the opening.
A tsunami of bullets nearly pushed him back into the building. Fighting against the barrage was like walking neck deep against a roaring river. He leaned forward and planted one foot at a time, ignoring the stinging bullets as they struck him and bounced away.
The shooting faltered as the snipers stared at Todd, stunned. Todd could hear the wheezing of the dogs pulling at their leashes as the gunshots faded. Todd, still glowing white, ran a dozen yards from the building, hoping that all their attention, and their gunfire, would follow him. 
He was still running when several things happened almost simultaneously. 
A voice called out “Release the dogs!” at the same time that all the lights went out, the halogen lamps extinguishing with an audible woosh. 
As the light from the halogen bulbs slowly faded, Todd’s glowing aura seemed to grow brighter. Another flurry of gunshots pounded him but then died out. He could hear the dogs clawing gravel as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. 
The dogs leapt toward him, circling him, and then stopped, their voiceless growls breaking off as they cocked their ears as if listening to a command only they could hear. Then, with a chorus of bays, they spun around and rushed the snipers.
Disappearing into the darkness, all Todd could hear were the sounds of dogs snapping, teeth ripping and men screaming. He looked back towards the building. If he hadn’t been watching for it, he never would have caught the flutter of wings coming out the door. Todd turned and sprinted north, in the opposite direction he had told the others to escape to. A few more shots bounced off him. He ran around the corner of the building and pressed himself flat against the wall. Still glowing, he crouched down and was listening to the sounds of carnage when a tiny ball of feathers fluttered around his head. 
“Lilibit!” Todd hissed, recognizing the hummingbird. “Get out of here! Get going!”
The bird flitted out of reach as he swatted at her. Realizing that she probably wouldn’t leave without him, he spat out the words “Kissy-face!”
He fell toward the ground but caught himself before he hit. Flapping his black wings, he started upward. Unlike Lilibit, who could turn on a dime, he had to take off at an angle, the tips of his feathers skimming the gravel until he’d gained speed and height. 
Lilibit flitted below him. He tried to maneuver himself so that she was above him and he could mask her from the snipers, but everytime he moved, she’d adjust herself so she was always beneath him. Furious, he led her upward and southward, away from the turmoil.



Chapter Forty-Eight
 Forbidden Refuge
They caught up with the others who were flying circles, probably trying to find Lilibit. Jeff the bluejay dove at her, almost crashing into her. Todd knew how he felt. It was so aggravating to try to protect Lilibit when she wouldn’t cooperate. Marla’s hawk-form batted her wings at the hummingbird but Lilibit seemed to ignore it; she flittered joyfully, buzzing away from their reprimands.
As wolves, it had been easier to hear the rest of the clan, but flying as birds, it was eerily silent. Todd wondered if they had all been the same species, if they could have heard each other, or perhaps all birds were solitary.
As they headed south, Todd began to slow their pace. Lilibit was faltering, her flitting becoming erratic; occasionally her wings would stop all together and she’d fall for a few yards before starting up again. They were all exhausted, but she seemed to be fading the fastest. Todd knew they’d need to stop soon and rest.
It was that time of the early morning when you could begin to see the faint outlines of the world, but all Todd could see for miles was flat, dead earth with the occasional oil derrick cropping up. There wasn’t much else to offer them cover, so he led them toward one of the derricks, landing on the gravel near a rusting support.
Todd crouched low as he changed back into himself and the others, as they landed, did the same. Lilibit dropped like a stone, changing back into her girl-form only seconds before hitting the ground. She sat with a flop and yawned hugely.
“What’s with you?” Todd asked, worried. They all looked a little beat, but Lilibit looked wilted.
“Tired,” she said between yawns. “And hungry. I get hungry fast when I’m a hummingbird.”
Todd thought about that and nodded. As cool as flying as a bird was, it was hard to hold that shape. It was more draining than holding the wolf-form. He turned to Jeff, who was already plugging away with on the phone. “We need a place to crash and some food,” he asked Jeff. “Any ideas?”
Jeff didn’t answer for a moment, but then he smiled and nodded. “About eight miles southwest of here is a vacant house. The owners are on vacation for two weeks and they’ve stopped the mail at the post office. Nearest neighbors are a quarter of a mile away. We could head there.”
“Eight miles?” Todd thought out loud. “We’ll run as wolves. Do you think you can make it that far, Lilibit?”
Lilibit looked up, startled, as if surprised that he even wondered if she could handle it. She jiggled her entire body as if to wake herself up and then nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” But then she asked, “you don’t have anything to eat, do you?”
When Todd shook his head, no, Lilibit shrugged and pulled herself to her feet. After one last stretch, she mumbled, “Stupid Nov’m!” and fell onto all four limbs as a small black wolf.
She looked more alert as a wolf than she had as a girl or a bird, so Todd quickly morphed as well. A chorus of “Stupid Nov’ms!” and they all changed, except Jeff, who still fiddled with his palmputer. 
“One second,” he muttered, checking out a few last details before putting the device into his pocket and morphing himself. 
Which way, Jeff? Todd asked. Communicating was so much easier as a wolf.
The tawny wolf sniffed the air. This way! Jeff answered before bounding off to the southeast.
The others followed him and Todd brought up the rear, keeping one eye on the lightening horizon and the other on the small black wolf that cantered in front of him.
 
It was an ordinary house, not too large and not too small; a modest ranch with brick on the front and a long driveway. It was dark and quiet and the nearest houses were blocked by trees. Five tired and bedraggled wolves stopped by the front door. After one quick look around, Todd stood back up as himself. Then the others morphed back as well. 
Marla tried the door. 
“Don’t bother,” said Jeff. “It’s locked and alarmed.”
“Don’t tell me.” Marla rolled her eyes. “You have a plan.”
Jeff grinned. “I’ll morph into a bird and go down the chimney. Once in, I’ll disengage the alarm and open the door.”
“You’re actually enjoying this, aren’t you?” asked Marla, her hands on her hips. 
Jeff nodded smugly before calling out “Kissy-face!” and flying up onto the roof.
They stood, tired and impatient, waiting for the door to open. The sun was just rising and the street was quiet, so the sound of a car approaching roared like freight train. They froze, waiting for it to pass the driveway and continue down the street.
It didn’t.
Its headlights skimming past the trees, the car pulled into the driveway, pinning the four of them in its beam. Marla made a move as if to run, but Todd caught her arm and held her still. They stared as the vehicle rolled to a stop only a few feet away from them. The door opened and a figure, hidden behind the glare of the headlights, stepped out.
“You guys order pizza?” asked a young tired voice as the figure reached back into the car.
Behind Todd, the door to the house opened. “Yeah,” said Jeff. “We’ll grab ‘em.”
Jeff pushed past Todd and grabbed a half a dozen pizza boxes that the driver was handing him. Jeff turned and dropped them into Todd’s arms before turning back to the driver.
“You all set?” Jeff asked as the driver handed him another six boxes. 
“Sure thing, amigo.” The driver grinned. “It’s all on the card. Thanks for the tip.”
“De nada.” Jeff took a deep whiff of the aroma leaking from the boxes as the car slowly backed out of the driveway. He smirked at the others. “Want to go in?”
“Twelve pizzas?” Todd was flabbergasted. 
“Hey,” Jeff walked back into the house. “I’m hungry.”
 
“Any sign of them yet?” Syxx asked, standing over the Director’s shoulder.
Stunned, the Duke stood unmoving, his back pressed against the far wall. There were a dozen fried bodies on up on the fifth floor, another dozen down in the garage, and who knew how many mangled corpses in front of the building, yet Syxx acted as if they were no more than a pile of dead leaves, blown in by the wind. 
He had to pull himself together. The stakes were too high for hysterics. The Duke looked at the Director and realized that he’d have to obtain that same level of self-discipline if he was to regain control over the situation. 
The Director sat in front of a computer terminal, the left side of his face, along with his left arm and shoulder were ripped open and seeping blood. What looked to be a dog’s fang was still half-imbedded into the Director’s cheek. With an impatient swipe of his hand, the Director wiped away the blood that dripped onto the desktop. His fingers continued stabbing at the keyboard.
“Nothing,” the Director said, responding to Syxx’s question. “The boy must be masking the phone’s GPS tracker. We’re getting nothing.”
“What a clever little rat.” Syxx spat out the words. “Too bad he must die.”
“Um, excuse me?” whined a small voice from the corner. “That is my son you’re talking about.”
Syxx turned on Reggie Terrance, his burning eyes skewering him to the wall. “Well, perhaps when we retrieve them, we’ll give you one last chance to control him. It will be your last chance as well.”
The blood rushed out of Terrance’s face, leaving his pallor even ghastlier than before. Syxx turned back to stare at the display.
“We’ve got coverage on all roads and railways within a twenty mile radius.” The Director reported. “And we’ve got satellite surveillance within a fifty mile radius.”
Syxx nodded. “Keep alert for any anomalies. They cannot be allowed to get back to Kiva.”
The Director nodded.
“I want the girl, Syxx.” The Duke forced himself to keep his voice and gaze steady. “And I want her alive. The Terrance boy would be an asset as well, but I must have that girl. Do you understand?”
For a moment, Syxx’s eyes flared an unworldly red; the irises twisting into slits like the eye of a goat that made his face inhuman. The Duke stopped breathing. But then the image faded and Syxx smiled, comforting and warm.
“Of course, Duke.” Syxx’s voice was all peace and reassurance. “That is always our intent. To have her back here, safe and sound.”
 
It was late afternoon when they woke.
They’d slept on the living room floor, piled together like they had when they had travelled from the foster home to Kiva; huddled for warmth, arms and legs flung everywhere. The scattered remains of half-eaten pizza littered the room.
Jeff stretched, yawned and picked up the phone. It flickered in his hand, and he gazed off into e-space, plotting and scheming. Lilibit chewed on her lip, stared out the window and avoided looking at anyone. Donny was sitting in front the T.V. while Marla went off to take a shower.
“How are you planning to get us back to Kiva?” asked Jeff as he strolled over to where Todd sat, rubbing the sleep from his eyes.
“Wolf-form, probably.” Todd stretched. “Easier to hold than the bird-form.”
“How ‘bout the train?”
“They’ll probably be watching the trains and roads. I figure we’ll wait until dark, then stick to the hills and prairies.”
“There’s a freight train that due to pass through Commerce Terminal around nine tonight. If we jump on a flatcar, we’ll get up to Grey Rock by two in the morning. We could be back in Kiva before daybreak.”
The sound of a soft footstep behind them made them turn around. While they’d been talking, Lilibit had edged over to listen.
“Gil-Salla’s going to kill me, isn’t she?” Lilibit whispered, not looking up from her feet.
Todd didn’t know how else to answer this, so he went with the truth. “Well, probably not all the way dead. But she is going to be flaming mad.”
“I wish it were tomorrow and this was all over.” 
“Me too,” said Todd.
 



Chapter Forty-Nine
 The Wicked Woods
“It wouldn’t kill you to help.” Marla glared at Jeff.
“Hey, I got the pizzas. My job’s done.” Jeff was glued to the T.V. 
Marla turned her glare on Todd, who rolled to his feet and began picking up pizza boxes. 
“C’mon Jeff, give a hand.” Todd really didn’t care if Jeff helped or not, but Marla was making a deal out of it.
“Why bother? We’re leaving in a few minutes,” said Jeff. “What? You think the owners are going to feel better if we can clean up? You think they’re going to say, ‘Oh look, Honey. Someone broke into the house while we were on vacation. But no big deal - they cleaned up after themselves!’”
Todd had long since given up trying to figure out Jeff’s personal code of ethics. He stuffed a box into a garbage bag and reached for the next one. It took less time to pick up the trash than it would take to fight about it.
“Whatever!” Jeff snapped as if someone was still arguing with him. “I’ll pay off their credit cards. Will that make you happy?”
“You’ll what?” asked Marla.
Jeff’s phone was already flashing. “I’ll make it look like they won some credit card contest that pays off your credit cards. Will that make you happy?”
Actually, it did make Todd feel better, but Marla was still acting huffy, so he spoke quickly before Marla could respond. “C’mon, it’s full dark. Let’s get going.”
The night was clear and the moon was almost full so it was a lot brighter than Todd would have preferred. Jeff shot a cocky grin at Marla as he locked the door behind them and re-armed the alarm system. 
“He thinks he’s so cool,” she muttered to herself. “You’d think he thought he was the Stone Voice, the way he acts.”
Todd shot a warning glance at Marla before looking over at Lilibit. Lilibit straightened in surprise and tilted her head to one side as she looked at Jeff as if seeing him for the first time.
Not wanting to give that conversation a chance to go anywhere. Todd spoke quickly. “We’ll head back toward the highway and then off into the desert that way. Once out of sight of the road, we’ll morph into wolves and circle around Commerce City. We can pick up the train tracks up north.”
He dropped the bag of trash on the curb by a neighboring house. They started walking, not dawdling, but not fast enough to attract attention. If anyone happened to look out their window, the sight of a group of kids, walking together in the early evening, shouldn’t be too noticeable. He hoped.
Marla and Jeff and were still hissing at each other when they reached the edge of the town. Todd led them off the road and waited until they were a couple of hundred yards from the street before saying, “Stupid Nov’m!”
“Stupid Nov’m” he heard four more times and then he could hear the voices of the others in his head.
I can’t wait until Ulex catches up with us! Jeff thought loudly, Marla is such a pain when he’s not around.
It has nothing to do with Ulex! Marla roared back. It’s all about you and the way you think you’re better than everyone else!
That’s enough! Todd backed up the command with a growl.
Surprisingly, the two of them stopped, but he could still smell their tempers. We’ve got to focus! Now spread out, but don’t wander too far. Stay under trees, or in gulleys if you can find them. Lilibit, you stay right beside me.
The
night was crisp and cool with only a few stringy clouds to occasionally block the moon. They quickened their pace into a wind-swift stride, their spirits lightening as they loped over the barren plains. Even scattered as they were, Todd could still feel the nearness of the others and it reassured him.
The vibes from Lilibit were surprisingly peaceful. Running at his side, she grew calm, even cheerful. It came as a bit of a shock to Todd as he realized that she trusted him. 
That trust weighed on him like a stone. He could only pray that it wouldn’t be misplaced.
 
“Got them!” The Director’s tone was cold, but the Duke thought he heard an edge of relief hiding beneath the terseness.
“Where?” There was no hint of tension in Syxx’s question, the facade of quiet confidence once more in place.
“We’ve got a satellite image of what appears to be five people on a northbound freight train outside of Commerce Terminal.”
“How do you know it’s them?” the Duke asked, leaning to peer at the monitor. “We’ve got people watching the train stations; they couldn’t have have boarded at the terminal.”
Neither the Director nor Syxx felt that this comment deserved a response. They continued to work the computer.
“And by the time those trains clear the Control Area, they’re doing at least fifty miles per hour,” the Duke continued, angry at being ignored. “There’s no way that they could have jumped on to them at that speed.”
The Director punched a few more commands into the keyboard before rolling his chair to one side, giving the Duke a clear view of the monitor. There, a series of satellite photos revealed five blurry human figures. Another string of rattling keystrokes and one of the images sharpened further; the features of Lilibit and the others came into focus. 
The Duke didn’t like being proven wrong any more than he like being ignored. He sniffed as he straightened. “So, do we stop the train enroute or do we have our people waiting in Grey Rock?”
“Neither.” There was a ruthlessness in Syxx’s eyes, and in the face of that stare, the Duke’s bravado deserted him. “It is evident that we have underestimated their abilities. We will not make that mistake again. The situation requires a more innovative recourse; an agency with sufficient power to nullify any advantage they might possess. As it is, I happen to have such a resource available. You shall remain here and stabilize this location. This facility must be prepared to contain the children when I return with them.”
The Duke was livid; Syxx acted as if all Endrune were working for him. Yet before the Duke could speak, Syxx turned and left the office. Infuriated, the Duke stormed after him.
But the lobby was empty. Syxx was gone.
 
It had been tricky to jump onto a speeding freight train, but not hard. They waited until they heard the train approaching and then they morphed into birds. They had to morph back into themselves in midair just as they reached the flatcar so their birdforms wouldn’t be splatted against the containers, but they managed with only a few scrapes and bruises to show for it. 
They’d jumped a freight train before on their way to Kiva, but this one was a lot faster. They huddled behind one of the cargo boxes to stay out of the wind. 
“What are they up to?” Todd shouted to Jeff. They had to yell to be heard over the roaring wind.
 “They’ve got field teams covering the airport, the bus stations and the train stations as well as the major roads leaving the city,” he answered, staring at his palmputer. “But they’re reporting back with nothing. I think we ditched them.”
“Good,” Todd relaxed against the steel container. “Keep an eye on them.”
They didn’t talk for a while; the howling wind made idle chatter almost impossible. Jeff surfed and Marla whispered to Ulex. Donny was remembering something that happened at some other time; it must have been a funny memory, since occasionally he’d start laughing and talk to himself. Todd was relieved; it seemed like he was recovering quickly from Syxx’s torture. Sometimes when traumatic things happened to Donny, he’d withdraw into himself and wouldn’t be able to function for days, even weeks. He was getting better at coping and Todd wondered if it was due to his stone, or if he was just growing up. After watching him for a few minutes, Todd shrugged and turned his attention to Lilibit.
Lilibit never seemed to feel the cold, but tonight she was curled up, her arms wrapped around her shins. She was staring off into space, but she looked up at Todd when she felt his eyes on her.
“Lilibit?” Todd leaned close so that only Lilibit could hear. “Why did you sneak out of Kiva in the first place?”
Lilibit hunched down. “The Duke, he knew about my family. My parents. And my aunts. I wanted to find out about them.”
A slew of questions held Todd speechless for a moment. What did the Duke know and how did he find out didn’t seem as important as the big question. “How did you even know about the Duke? Who told you?”
Lilibit’s shoulders sunk even lower. “Nov’m,” she whispered.
A flare of anger raged up with Todd, hotter than he’d ever felt before. This went beyond the stupid wrangling and power struggles that Nov’m thrived on; Lilibit could have been killed. They all could have been killed. All for Nov’m’s petty schemes.
“What did he tell you?” Todd hissed, his temper barely held in check. “How did he find out?”
“That time he and the Tigers beat me up, he dropped a card that had a name and address on it. He’d told me that the man on the card knew my aunts and that they were looking for me.”
Keotak-se’s staff sparked white for a moment as Todd’s fury boiled. Lilibit’s eyes widened. Todd took a deep breath and forced himself to calm down. 
Nov’m had deliberately set her up, baiting her to lure her out of the safety of Kiva. Todd smiled grimly; Nov’m was going to be in for a very rude awakening at the next Quaybo practice, Todd was not going to hold back. In his current mood, Todd didn’t even care if Nov’m survived. He’d crossed the line and he was going to pay for it.
Some part of what was in his head must have shown on his face, because Lilibit grabbed at his arm. “Todd! I’m sorry! Don’t be mad!”
Todd looked down at Lilibit, surprised by how alarmed she was. “I’m not ticked at you, Lilibit. I’m mad at Nov’m. He deliberately gave you that card and told you those things just so you’d sneak out of Kiva. I wish you’d talked to me about it first, but it’s Nov’m that I’m really mad at.”
“Yeah, I wish I’d told you about it too. I almost did, but it seemed like Sylvie was always around every time I thought about telling you.”
Her words hit Todd like a wave of ice water. It was true that, for a while there, he’d been so into Sylvie that he’d been barely aware of anything else. And now look what happened. He’d been so distracted that they’d nearly lost Lilibit. Todd silently chewed himself out for a few minutes while Lilibit stared at him with solemn eyes.
“I wonder how Nov’m got that card?” Todd tapped one foot against the flatcar floor and stared off into the darkness. “Did he go into Alamos Tierra or did Syxx manage to sneak into Kiva?”
“Nov’m said that he got it from his father,” Lilibit answered. “He said that his father has powerful friends.”
Leot-Kay, Nov’m’s father was the chieftain of the Hidotmay, one of the tribes that lived not too far beyond the Sienna Sentries. Since he was on the Council of the Elders, he was one of the few people who regularly came in and out of Kiva. Todd wondered if Gil-Salla had any idea that Syxx had managed to infiltrate the Council. He also wondered whether she’d believe him if he told her.
It might have been an hour or so later when Todd felt his scalp start to tingle. He stood up quickly, jarring Lilibit who was leaning against him. She looked up at him, puzzled, as he stepped over Marla to peer into the murkiness that loomed in front of the rushing train. 
“What is it?” Marla asked, her hand still clutching the stone at her neck.
“I don’t know.” Todd rubbed at his scalp as the wind ripped into his face. “Jeff, check on Endrune, see what they’re up to.”
Jeff barely glanced at his computer. “I’ve been checking every few minutes. They’re still at the complex. It looks like they’re tightening security. Kind of dumb, I think. Like locking the cage after the bird got out.”
Or maybe they’re getting ready for the birds that are about to be regrabbed? Todd thought. “Where are we? Can you tell?”
“Somewhere in Plainfield County.” Jeff rose to his feet and looked around the other side of the container. “About two hundred miles south of Grey Rock.”
Ahead of them, a huge swath of blackness emerged out of the moonlight night. It looked like a forest, but it seemed a strange place for it. Around them, the plains had been flat and gravelly with scrubby chapparel and only the occasional tree to break up the desolation. A thick patch of trees, clustered so near the train tracks, seemed odd. 
“That’s weird,” Jeff muttered as he ducked back behind the shelter of the cargo bin. “I don’t see that forest on the satellite map.”
As Todd watched, the trees seemed to grow and reach toward the tracks, closing the gap that the train was rushing towards. 
“Everyone! Up!” Todd barked. 
Donny, Marla and Lilibit jumped to their feet as Todd watched the engine plunge into the shrinking opening in the wall of trees. Within seconds, their flatcar was surrounded, rushing through what looked like a tunnel of leaves.
It was pitch black in the forest; the dense foliage deadened all sound. Even though the train was still barreling forward, the wind died out and the rattle of the wheels was muffled. Branches rasped against the cargo boxes, snapping off and flying in every direction. Todd ducked to avoid a bough that flew back and nearly took off his head.
A long whining creak made Todd look back ahead. A hundred yards forward, a tree slowly toppled over, its thick trunk crashing into the train. The limb held back the cargo box as the flatcar beneath it continued to hurl forward. With a screech of twisting metal, one container smashed against the next, starting a domino-effect that, in seconds, would crush them between slabs of metal.
“JUMP!” Todd yelled as he grabbed Lilibit around the waist and threw her through the air into the forest. Gripping Marla’s wrist, he dragged her with him as he leaped off the flat car. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Jeff push Donny off the other side before jumping himself, hardly a second before the cargo boxes slammed together.
The sounds of metal shredding filled his ears as he sailed through the air, waiting for the impact of crashing into the trees.
He never landed. Dozens of vines swung outward, grabbing his arms, wrapping around his chest and binding his legs. The trees straightened, pulling him up into the treetops, away from the writhing carnage of the train below. Todd tried to catch his breath to cry out “Kissy-face!” but a creeper slapped around his face, filling his mouth and blocking his words. Helpless, he struggled against the restraints as he hung in the air.
The forest grew eerily quiet as the train pulled away, leaving behind the crumbled cargo boxes strewn along the tracks. Todd’s hand still grasped Keotak-se’s staff, but it was useless; he wasn’t able to knock it against the ground to make it flare. He tried to reach for his knife, but the vines held fast.
He could make out the silhouettes of the others, twisting in the air, all of them bound and gagged by the trees. The quiet turned into a black silence. The night was pitch-dark, hardly any moonlight making its way through the canopy, when a faint rustling was heard, followed by a high, squeaky sing-song voice.
“How foolish are you? My trap you did spring! And now from the treetops, all of you swing!”
A tiny man, no more than two feet tall leaped down from a high branch. His hair was pulled up in ratty bunches and his face and clothes were tinted with blocks of colors. Todd realized he was one of the Keeper of the Trees: a race of merry little people that nurtured the trees of the world with their songs and their service to Quaba-ho, the heartstone of the forest, but there was something different about this Keeper. The baubles in his hair were grey, his clothes were dingy and the blocks of color on his skin were faded. Yet, what was most disturbing was his face; the Keepers they had met on their way to Kiva had been charming and cheerful; the sweetness in their hearts could be seen in their childlike faces. The eyes of this Keeper were mean and his face had a vicious and sinister sneer.
“So clever am I. They’ll all look so sour, when I possess, the stone of great power!”
The Keeper swung down on a vine, swaying to peer into each of their faces as they hung, helpless. The Keeper babbled to himself as he grabbed Marla’s hair and pulled up her head.
“Syxx showed me my future. They’ll fall to their knees. For mine is the right, to be Lord of the Trees!”
He dropped Marla’s hair and swung over to dangle in front of Todd, grinning nastily. 
“Popokelli am I! Heed my name well! For the day comes quite soon, when I rule the Dell!”
With a kick to his gut, Popokelli pushed away from Todd and spun over to where Jeff and Donny hung. He poked at them angrily.
“Now where is that girl? That small selfish brat? If she won’t give me my stone, I shall take it, like that!”
Popokelli looked around and growled. Somehow he had missed where Lilibit had hung, not far from Todd. A flicker of moonlight revealed Lilibit, her eyes wide and frightened, keeping absolutely still. With a growl, Popokelli bared his teeth and dived at her, his long fingers lunging.
“I must have the stone! I am destined! It’s mine! For it is only for me, that the heartstone will shine!”
He clung to the creepers that were wrapped around Lilibit. Her screams were muffled behind the vine that gagged her as she thrashed furiously. Todd bit into the limb in his mouth as he fought against his bonds.
Todd didn’t think most people could touch Lilibit’s stone. At least he couldn’t. The few times he’d tried, it had whacked him across the room. Devon was the only exception that he knew that could handle her stone, but would a Keeper be able to steal it? Todd didn’t know.
Popokelli’s nails scratched Lilibit’s face as he fought against her struggles. His long fingers tore at the branches that covered her pants, but before he could rip into her pocket where Ewa-kwan hid, a blast shook the forest, jarring him loose and sending him toppling toward the ground.
An eruption of earth flared beneath them. A fountain of dirt spit upward and Ulex, roaring silently, burst to the surface. 
His crystal staff flared with blazing wrath as he slashed and blasted the trees around him. Popokelli caught himself mid-fall and clung to a trunk like a tree frog. He hissed and a dozen vines shot down to bind Ulex, but the razor sharp faces of Ulex’s crystal skin shredded the vines as they attacked. Ulex swung his staff like a scythe and trees toppled in every direction.
One of the vines holding Todd faltered, just enough for Todd to free one arm. Wrenching it down to his leg, he pulled out the dagger he kept strapped there. The blade slashed through the vines like it was slicing water. Todd clung to a retreating vine and swung over to Lilibit, hacking at the vines that reached out to grab him.
He cut loose the vines that bound her mouth and then started sawing through the ones around her arms and legs. “Lilibit!” he hissed urgently in her ear. “Morph into a bird and fly up above the trees. Stay up there until the rest of us join you!”
“But---” Lilibit bit back a sob.
“No buts! Just do it!”
“But---” 
“Lilibit!” Panic made Todd’s voice sound hard and angry. “No arguments! Fly up there and wait for us!”
The last of vines dropped away and Lilibit clung to Todd for a moment. The look she gave him was strange, alarmed but not frightened, and he realized that she was worried about him; about all of them. 
“We’ll be fine,” he said in a softer voice. “We’ll be up in a minute. Now go!”
Her eyes still burning into his, Lilibit gulped a large huff of air, nodded once, and muttered “Kissy-face!”
Her arms fell away from him as they turned into tiny wings. She fluttered around his head until he snapped, “Go!” Her wings brushed one of his ears before she buzzed off, dodging vines and tumbling trees as she headed for the top of the canopy.
Todd watched her until she flitted out of sight, then he swung over to where Marla still dangled, her eyes staring down on Ulex as the furious Netherrockian hacked at the malicious trees. 
No sooner had Todd freed her mouth then Marla cried out “Kissy-face!” As she morphed into a bird, the vines were left wrapping around a captive who was suddenly much smaller. She bolted out of their clutches and, with a screech of rage, she plummeted down to Ulex’s side, her claws extended. 
Todd watched, awed. He had no idea what kind of damage a hawk could do to a forest possessed, but at that moment, he was very glad that he wasn’t a tree.
 



Chapter Fifty
 Out of the Frying Pan
It was surprising how bright the night was above the trees. To her hummingbird eyes, the moon was as brilliant as the sun. She buzzed above the canopy, frantic. Occasionally, a vine would shoot up and try to snag her, but she’d evade it easily and then go back to flitting anxiously, waiting. Below her, she could hear the creaks and crashes as her friends battled the wicked woods.
A rustling of leaves at the other end of the forest sent her scurrying toward the disturbance, hoping it was one of the others emerging from the fray, but even before anything had crested up out of the treetops, she pulled back. The stench of sulfur and rotten meat smelled stronger to a bird than when she had last smelled it as a human. She flew full speed in the opposite direction even before she caught a glimpse of the newcomer.
The demon Syxx rose out of the treetops with an audible smack like a balloon escaping from a muddy swamp. His black leathery wings furled and unfurled with a sticky, slimy sound, spreading wide to block out the horizon. His leathery body was bloated and scaly, and between those grey-green scales, cracks glittered flame red. His face was bat-like and inhuman and around his head, a circle of horns stabbed and twitched. He fixed his dead black eyes on the hummingbird’s retreating form and roared.
A hummingbird is fast, but it’s no match for a flying demon with a forty foot wingspan; Syxx closed the distance between them quickly. She heard him gulp in air before spitting out a plume of flame and, with that split second of warning, she dived back into the canopy.
The trees were slow to react to her; perhaps they were losing the battle against Ulex and the others, or perhaps they needed Popokelli’s direction, but whatever the reason, she dove in and around the trunks and branchs, easily avoiding the vines as they whipped out at her.
Above her, Syxx roared and slashed at the foliage. She pitched and swerved to avoid stabbing tree limbs as they shot past her. 
A blast of flame raked the forest. Lilibit, her wings still fluttering madly, froze in midair as the trees in front of her exploded into a wall of fire. She veered to the left, and then to the right, but sheets of inferno rained down on all sides. She was trapped.
With no other choice, she plunged into the blaze. She flew as fast and as straight as she could, but the flames seered her wings and the rising thermals buffeted her up and down.
And then she was free of the flame. The edge of the forest ended abruptly and she kept flying as straight as her wounded wings could carry her. Her breath squeaked in her beak as she gulped in cool sweet air. She dropped toward the ground, flying low and hugging the barren prairie floor. She didn’t know which direction she was headed, she flew by instinct and the need to put as much space between herself and the wicked woods as possible.
A distant roar and a glimpse of fire behind her raised mixed feelings; mostly terror, but she was also aware of a strange sense of relief and it took her a moment to realize that she was as worried for her friends’ safety was as she was her own; that Syxx still pursued her meant that the others would be in less peril. 
There was little protection on the plains. The desert oaks were few and far between; it wasn’t even worth aiming for them. Staying close to the ground meant one less direction that she could dodge; the nearness of the earth was small comfort to her, but it was all she had.
She was tiring fast, and maybe Syxx sensed this, for he roared triumphantly and bore down on her again. She looked around in a panic; she was in the open with nothing for cover, but below her, in the packed gravel, she saw a small round opening, about two inches wide, that looked like it had been made by a small animal. She dove for it and plunged into blackness.
The burrow went straight down for about a foot before it branched off into two channels. With no time to think, Lilibit chose the left tunnel. It sloped downward for a couple of feet beneath a slab of bedrock. And then it dead-ended. Lilibit’s wings scraped stone as they fluttered against the walls of the cavity. Trapped, Lilibit huddled and fought the urge to hide her head beneath her wings. 
Above her, she could hear a heavy footfall and loud scrabbling sounds, accompanied an avalanche of grit and sand. Most of the gravel tumbled down the other channel, but a lot of the silt slid into Lilibit’s tunnel. With each wave of digging, another dune of sand slipped into her nook. And each time, Lilibit had to work her way through the dirt so it wouldn’t bury her, bringing her closer and closer to the opening.
It was getting brighter in the burrow as the entry shaft kept growing larger from Syxx’s efforts but the slab of rock over Lilibit’s head held steady. Suddenly, the digging stopped. The dust settled. And, for a long moment, it was quiet.
Then Lilibit saw one of Syxx’s long finger claws reaching down the shaft. A second fell in beside it and then the two claws curled around the lip of the rock slab. With a grunt, the claws pulled upward. Gravel and sand pitched in all directions and the tunnel grew dark under a cloud of silt.
But the slab did not move.
The sound of angry grunts and scratching claws held Lilibit frozen and trembling. Again and again the claws pulled at the slab above her, yet still the rock held fast. 
A scream of anger and a blast of flame shot down the shaft. It seared her wings. Burns felt different to her bird body than they did to her human one, but they still hurt a lot and she twisted her body to burrow back into the silt. The sand was hot and sweltering and she could barely breathe, but at least when she was half-buried, the flames could only singe the tips of her feathers.
She lost count of the number of times Syxx spat fire down the shaft. The stench of sulphur mixed with an odor that at first smelled like roasted chicken; Lilibit realized that it was her own scorched wing. If birds could cry, she’d be bawling, but instead, she just trembled beneath a pile of gravel.
As quickly as it started, the onslaught stopped. Above she heard furious panting as gusts of Syxx’s foul breath steamed into the burrow. The gasping slowed and above her, it grew very quiet and still.
Hesitantly, Lilibit shook her head free of the sand, her beak opening and closing as she took in air. It was hot and fetid and she felt dizzy and weak but at least she was breathing. After another moment of silence, she pulled her body out of the grit, shaking silt from her wings.
It was quiet up there. But not silent. Not for a moment did Lilibit think Syxx had gone; she could hear the smacking of his wings and the heaving of his breath. And then, she heard laughter.
It wasn’t a pleasant laugh. Not the kind of laugh that you’d want to join in with or ask what the joke was; it was the kind of laugh that made you go cold inside and want to find someplace else to be.
“Do you feel safe, little bird?” Syxx asked when the chuckles died away. “How long do you think you can hide beneath the skin of the Earth Stone? I have all the time in creation, but you, tiny one, do not.”
There was a light scuffling as if the demon was seating itself, and when he spoke again, the voice was close, as if he were whispering into the burrow.
“Did you know, little bird, that when you assume the shape of another beast, you assume all its strengths and abilities? But you also assume its weakness and failings as well. And did you know that a hummingbird needs to each almost constantly? If it doesn’t eat, it will start to starve to death within a few hours? To protect itself, it shuts down and falls into a stupor, deeper than sleep, until it is safe to go out and eat again.”
Lilibit listened, not moving. She was already dizzy and her tiny body felt heavier and heavier. She shook her head, trying to clear the haze that descended on her.
“And when the weakness finally devours you and you drop off to sleep,” Syxx continued, “you will lose your focus. When that happens, you will revert to your human body. A body far too large for your little hiding place. The very stone that protects you will crush you. I can hardly wait to hear! I wonder if you’ll even have time to scream. How disappointing that I won’t be able to watch.”
Syxx didn’t sound disappointed. He sounded gleeful. The nook was getting darker. Lilibit shook her head again and pecked at her burnt wing, hoping the pain might help keep her awake.
But it didn’t help. The world stopped spinning, her head dropped to one side and her body toppled over. The cold stone against her cheek thrummed as, above her, someone struck a staff against the earth. 
Three times.



Chapter Fifty-One
 One With the Stone
The stone beneath her trembled and cracked. The silt that was packed around her was the first thing to fall away into the gap, but as the crack widened, Lilibit found herself slipping down as well. 
Her wings beat weakly, but not enough to keep her airborne. As she fell, she felt herself morphing back into her human body, but the crack was widening as she changed and by the time she transformed, the crevice was just large enough to fit her. She slid down another dozen feet and didn’t stop until she was wedged tightly between the two slabs.
Her head was dizzy and hot; she laid it against the cold stone, breathing jerkily. The faintness passed, but her limbs and face were raw and aching from burns. She tried to pull herself upward, but her arms screamed rebelliously. Shivering, she gave up, letting the stone cool her wounds while her breathing slowed and steadied.
As the dust settled, a thin beam of moonlight speared its way into the fissure and with it, the faint sounds of movement and voices filtered from above.
“Begone, demon.” The voice was deep but breathy and trembling. At first, Lilibit didn’t even recognize it as Keotak-se’s. Did his voice waver because he was angry or because he was wounded? Perhaps it was a combination of both. 
“So, Stone Warrior…” In his demon form, the voice of Syxx was high pitched and sibilant. Hoofed feet made scratching sounds as they shuffled across the gritty desert floor. “Has ten centuries of dead infants taught you nothing? The Infant Stone Voice dies tonight, as has every other doomed child you have so ineptly tried to protect. How many children must die before you learn the futility of defiance?’
Confusion overtook Lilibit’s fear. What was Syxx talking about? How would the Infant Stone Voice die tonight? And where? If the Infant Stone Voice died, what would that mean for her and the rest of the neophytes? She bit her lip as she listened.
“No Infant dies this day, demon Syxx.” Keotak-se answered scornfully. “Not this one. Not this time. Already she has returned from the morph and the Earth Stone grants to her sancturary beneath Her skin. She will rise to defy you. Run back into the shadows and hide, vile servant of the Dark; this child has bested you in the past and will defeat you in the future.”
Lilibit listened, stunned, as an inevitable truth finally dawned on her. A notion so absurd, so ridiculous, took hold of her mind. She shook her head as if to jar it out. But it was too late. The thought was in her head and it wasn’t leaving.
Dazed, Lilibit again felt the rap of a staff, struck three times against the Earth. This time, a wave of energy rushed up from beneath, flushing her body with soothing warmth. The Earth hummed urgently and a flare of light on the surface spilled into the crevice filling it with a glaring brilliance.
“Your game is played, Syxx.” Keotak-se’s voice sounded stronger. “You are finished frightening children. Begone.”
The light flashed even brighter and Syxx let out a howl of pain and fury. A misty shadow, like a black cloud, passed over the opening, plunging the crevice into darkness for a long moment, but then, she heard the voice of Syxx, hissing like a black wind. “And if you save this one, Stone Warrior, what difference will it make? Will it bring penance to your soul? Will it bring back Ballita?”
Keotak-se let out a growl like a wounded animal as the words of Syxx faded into mocking laughter before dying away into the breeze.
The night above was quiet; minutes passed without a sound. Lilibit wondered if Keotak-se too, had left, but the flare from the staff still lit the crevice. Finally, with a soft tap, the light extinguished and the gap dimmed to moonlight once again.
A new shadow blocked the moon and Keotak-se’s eye appeared in the crack above. 
“Lilibit?[“ Keotak-se spoke with a strange hesitancy, but Lilibit had too many questions in her head to wonder about that. “Are you well?”
Lilibit tried flexing her arms again and immediately winced. “Not very,” she admitted in a small voice.
“Can you faunamorph back into a bird?”
Lilibit nodded even though she didn’t think he could see her. “Kissy-face!” she whispered
Re-entering her seared bird body was excruciating. She gave out an anguished tweet which turned into a cry of pain as she lost focus and turned back into herself.
“Um. Maybe not.” She said, her voice hiccupped on a sob.
“Do you have your stone?”
It was as well that Keotak-se couldn’t see her because he probably would have thought the expression on her face was rude. Of course she had her stone. She couldn’t imagine not having her stone. She nodded again, and then realizing that he couldn’t see her, she said, “Uh-huh.”
“Very well. Do you know how you call on the Earth Stone when you wish for Her to convey something?”
That was a different way to look at what she did. Did she call on the Earth Stone when she wanted gold or silver or oil? She hadn’t thought about it like that before; she would just place her hand on the ground and think about what she’d wanted. That she had been calling on the Earth Stone made it seem kind of grandiose; almost presumptuous. Again, she nodded in the dark.
Whether Keotak-se could sense her response, or just assumed that she’d said yes, he continued. “I want you to place your hands on the slabs around you and call on the Earth Stone. Use your mind to let Her know what you need.”
Gingerly, Lilibit placed her palms on rock faces that held her wedged in. Somehow, thinking about it as ‘calling on the Earth Stone’ made it more difficult than it had been when she’d done it without thinking about. She didn’t know how to start, so she just whispered her thoughts aloud. “Um. Hello? Earth Stone?” 
She thought she sounded lame, but on all sides of her, the Earth strummed softly, as if to answer Yes? 
“Um. I’m stuck in a hole. Can you help me?”
The Earth thrummed in response and a shower of silt began to fall on her head as the stone above her turned to dust. She had a flash of panic as the slabs on either side of her started to dissolve as well, but instead of slipping downward, the sand began to pile up beneath her, pushing her upward on a gentle fountain of dirt. In less than a moment, she was sitting on the surface, the ground beneath her solidifying back into stone.
She looked up to see Keotak-se standing, leaning hard against a wooden staff that was not his own. His face and arms were pocked-marked and scabbed. Half healed gashes could be seen on his neck and shoulders. His eyes narrowed as he stared at her.
“You are hurt badly,” he said crouching down to where she sat.
“You’re not looking all that healthy yourself,” Lilibit replied.
Lilibit wondered what she looked like. Keotak-se seemed shocked, but before she could ask, Keotak-se stood quickly and faced east, his staff at the ready.
She heard the patter of paws only a moment before the wolves leapt into the clearing. The black wolf in the lead stood as Todd; Donny and Marla morphed behind him. Ulex and Jeff stayed in their wolf forms. 
Todd ran forward urgently. “Lilibit, what happened to you?”
“Am I mess?” Lilibit looked down at her arms and legs. The moonlight made it hard to hard to tell where the charred black skin ended and the bloody scabs began. She hurt all over, and the expressions of the others made her think her face must look really bad as well.
Todd reached out to help her to her feet, but moving her arm, even a few inches, made her scream in pain. Todd leaped back as if he had been the one burned.
“Do you think you can morph into a wolf?” he asked, his brow wrinkled as he stared at her. “Jeff says that pain doesn’t feel as bad when he’s a wolf.”
He gestured over to where the tawny wolf, Jeff stood. Lilibit hadn’t noticed before, but his right hind leg was bent at a strange angle and he kept it off the ground.
“Oh, Jeff!” Lilibit was feeling more and more guilty. Not only was she beaten up herself, but Keotak-se and Jeff were battered and hurt as well. All because of her. 
“Her wounds are extensive,”Keotak-se said coldly. “She must heal first.”
Lilibit was surprised by Keotak-se’s words; it was true her entire body throbbed and ached, and, if she moved, it was so bad, she had to scream. But it still wasn’t the most horrible pain she’d ever felt. Her brain couldn’t remember when she’d felt worse, but her body seemed to remember some old agony, and, in comparison, this wasn’t nearly so bad.
“Lilibit has always healed fast,” Todd was saying, “but do you think we should wait for that? I don’t think we need to worry about Popokelli outside the forest, but Syxx and his stooges from Endrune could show up any minute.”
Keotak-se again knelt down beside Lilibit. “She must heal first,” he repeated. “It will not take long.”
Lilibit shot a wary glance at Todd. There was a pained look on Todd’s face as he shrugged back. She must look really bad.
“Lie back,” Keotak-se ordered, his hand cradling her neck.
A screech of pain, cut off, sounded more like a squeak, as Lilibit’s back touched the ground. The pressure against her back felt like a bed of daggers digging in, and her shivering made them feel like they were twisting deeper. Her mind stopped working as she gasped for breath and stared up at the stars.
“Lilibit?” Todd asked in a hushed whisper. “Are you okay?”
Lilibit didn’t know if she should nod or shake her head, so it was just as well that the pain made her muscles unresponsive. She just laid there and trembled.
“Lilibit,” Keotak-se had spoken her names several times before Lilibit was able to focus on him. She wondered why moving and lying down had made the pain so much worse. And she wondered why he had asked her to lay down. Keotak-se continued. “Lilibit, call upon the Earth Stone. Tell Her what you need.”
Even if she could have made her lips work, there was no way that Lilibit was going to ask the Earth Stone aloud so that Todd and the others would hear. Instead, she closed her eyes and thought hard.
Earth Stone?
Yes, Lilibit? The Earth thrummed beneath her.
My body is all burnt up and it hurts real bad.
Can you help?
The Earth Stone answered with a smile. 
It felt like the ground beneath her was dissolving into fine sand. Then it felt like dry water, like she was floating. Lilibit’s body hung, suspended on a cushion of silt while Lilibit herself sunk down below the surface. She wondered if she would drown, but she found that when she had submerged and was completely separated from her body, she had no trouble breathing at all. In fact, as soon as she plunged into the Earth, all the pain fell away. She sighed. She always forgot how nice it was not to feel any pain at all. 
How long she hovered there, between two worlds, she couldn’t tell, but the voice of the Earth Stone recalled her.
Up you go!
Lilibit fought against the command. It was much too nice, floating where she was, but the Earth Stone was insistent and Lilibit found herself rising back to the surface.
Reluctantly, she merged back into her body and waited for the pain to return. It was a little uncomfortable; her own body felt heavy and confining after being one with the Earth Stone, but the biting pain was missing. She opened her eyes and saw Todd and Marla staring down at her in amazement. 
“What?” she asked, her voice scratchy. “What’d I do?”
Todd just shook his head and held out his hand. When Lilibit grabbed it, she noticed that, not only were all the scabs and burns gone, but her skin was different too; paler and softer, like a baby’s. She would have stared at it for longer, but Todd tugged at her insistently and pulled her to her feet.
“How do you feel?” Todd asked, his eyes still wary.
Stiff. Stifled. Insignificant. Overwhelmed.
“Fine,” she answered.
 



Chapter Fifty-Two
 Stone Voice Balking
Their journey back to Kiva was notable only for the fact that little happened. They ran as wolves; Lilibit raced alongside Todd while Keotak-se, as a condor, patrolled overhead. 
The sun had breached the horizon by the time the Sienna Sentries appeared in the distance. They might have better time, but Jeff, on three legs, wasn’t up to running at full speed, so they dropped their pace to match his. 
Lilibit kept her thoughts to herself as they trotted along. Todd didn’t try to intrude. Something was eating at her but he figured that, whatever it was, he’d find out sooner or later.
It was too painful for Jeff to morph back and forth, otherwise, Todd might have asked him for an update on what the Duke and his people were doing back at the compound. All he could was keep one eye on the horizon, looking for an attack from either Syxx or the forces of Endrune, but nothing appeared, either above or below, that looked threatening.
At the foot of the Sienna Sentries, they changed back into themselves and watched as Keotak-se landed in front of them, morphing in mid-air so that he landed on his feet as a man. First chance he got, Todd was going to practice his bird morph so that he could land like that too. It looked very cool.
Lilibit was even more subdued than before, her lip jutting out as she stared without looking at anything, until Jeff let out a little gasp, then she shot a distressed look over at him. 
Jeff leaned against a rock, looking green with pain; his leg twisted at an unnatural angle. After Todd had cut him loose from the killer trees, he had started to drop to the ground, but before he could morph into a bird, a vine had lashed out at him, striking his head and stunning him. He’d hit the ground badly, his leg twisting beneath him. The pain had kept him from being able to hold his bird morph, so they ended up strapping him to Donny’s wolf-back and fighting their way out of the forest on foot. 
It wasn’t until they’d finally cleared the woods that they’d realized that part of the forest was on fire. Todd, flying above the trees to look for Lilibit, had seen the flare from Keotak-se’s staff in the distance and had quickly organized the others to follow.
Todd still held Keotak-se’s staff. “Here,” he said, handing it to him with a strange sense of reluctance. “And thanks.”
Keotak-se grasped the staff and stiffened as a faint look of surprise touched his face. After a moment, he handed it back to Todd. “It is yours now, young stone warrior. Use it well.”
Todd was speechless as he took back the ancient staff. The staff thrummed happily and, in his pocket, Tai-Kwee hummed back. He turned to thank Keotak-se, but the Stone Warrior was already speaking to the others. 
“We shall fly over the palisades,” he said. 
Jeff looked up anxiously and was about to respond, but Todd spoke first.
“Jeff can’t hold the bird-form with his broken leg,” Todd said quickly. 
“I will carry young Jeff.” Keotak-se answered. 
Jeff didn’t look relieved; if anything, he looked even more worried.
“Ulex hasn’t learned to do the bird-morph yet,” Marla said. Ulex was the only one still in wolf form. “It’s too bright out for him to change into his real body and burrow underground.”
“Could he find his way over Red Rabbit Ridge?” asked Todd.
Marla turned and looked at Ulex before answering, “He’s not sure, but I know the way, I could lead him there.”
“I can go with Ulex and Marla,” offered Jeff. Running another four or five more miles on three legs seemed preferable to being carried by a giant condor.
But Keotak-se didn’t seem to hear Jeff. Holding his staff with both hands, he droned “CHEE-ot-say. Toh-GEE-na. Sha-be-KAH.”
Dust sprayed everywhere as the condor flapped his wings and launched into the air. It circled once and swept down on Jeff, who, with only one good leg, could do little but stand there. 
“Ayeee!” Jeff yelped as claws grabbed his shoulders and lifted him into the air.
Lilibit nodded. “I normally go with ‘Eeep!’” she said as they watched the two of them fly up over the palisades, “but ‘Ayeee!’ works too.”
Marla called out “Stupid Nov’m!” and morphed into a wolf. With a quick bark of farewell, she and Ulex bounded off.
As Lilibit watched them go, her face puckered with apprehension. She looked up at the Sienna Sentries with dread.
“C’mon Lilibit, let’s get it over with,” Todd said, giving her hair a rumple. “It won’t be as bad as you think.”
“Yes it will,” she said so softly he barely heard it. “You have no idea. It’s going to be worse than you can possibly imagine.”
Before Todd could ask her what she meant by that, she mumbled “Kissy-face!” and morphed into a hummingbird. Donny echoed and launched himself into the air. He circled around her and waited for Todd to join them.
The sailed in close formation over the Sienna Sentries and glided down into the valley beyond. Relief flooded Todd. They were home. They were safe.
As they approached the Crescent Courtyard, Keotak-se veered off toward Old Marigold’s cottage. The healer would set Jeff’s bones and give him something for the pain.
Forgetting that none of the other neophytes knew they could bird-morph yet, Todd led Donny and Lilibit to the courtyard, landing in front of the Hall of the Flame Voice, morphing back before the eyes of all of the neophytes that were gathered there.
An astonished hush fell over the courtyard. Lilibit, her hair and clothes singed and burned, edged closer to Todd and kept her eyes on the cobblestones. Donny, exhausted and still not completely recovered from Syxx’s torture, wandered back to their hogan, oblivious to the gaze of the others, who parted before him as he headed for his bed.
Gil-Salla appeared at the entry to her hall, her eyes stony and cold. Behind him, Todd felt Lilibit tremble as she pressed closer. He reached back, grabbed her hand and pulled her along as they walked toward the archway. Gil-Salla stepped back to let them in, the tapestry falling back into place after they’d passed.
The hall was darker than the courtyard. Near a stream of light pouring through the chimney hole stood Cohanna, her hands clutched tightly together. When she saw them enter, she took a step forward, her hands beginning to rise, but then she stopped and her arms fell back to her side. She watched them coolly as they walked up to the hearth. 
Silently, Gil-Salla joined Cohanna and the two of them stood, unmoving.
Nobody spoke. Todd waited for Gil-Salla to burst into flames or for Cohanna to ask questions or even for Lilibit to break down and apologize, but nobody said a word; they all just stood and stared. Gil-Salla and Cohanna stared at Lilibit and Lilibit, her breath catching in her chest, stared at her toes.
So noiselessly did Keotak-se enter that Todd didn’t even realize he was there until he stood at Gil-Salla’s side. Lilibit looked up and glared at Keotak-se. She seemed almost angry. Todd couldn’t figure her out at all.
And still no one spoke.
Finally, Todd nudged Lilibit. She shot him a glance and, with a jerk of his head, he indicated that she should do something; apologize, or at least say something. Her lower lip jutted out and she went back to glaring at Keotak-se.
“Syxx is a liar!” The words burst out of Lilibit, hurt and furious. “You said so! You said he’s the Deceiver, and that’s the same as a liar! Right?”
Todd was lost; he had no idea what Lilibit was talking about, but Gil-Salla nodded.
“This is true,” Gil-Salla answered coolly, “but the most effective lies frequently have a seed of truth in them.”
“And you lie too!” Lilibit turned on Keotak-se like an angry kitten. “You do! You lie!”
Keotak-se looked down at her, no smile on his face. “It is true. I have lied when I have needed to. And yet, more often, I find the truth to be a sharper sword.”
“What you said to Syxx,” there was an edge of panic in Lilibit’s fury, “that was a lie, wasn’t it? Admit it! You were lying! You made that up!”
Keotak-se met Lilibit’s glower. Todd could only wonder what Lilibit had overheard Keotak-se and Syxx say, but at least now he knew what was upsetting her.
“No,” Keotak-se answered at last. “I spoke the truth to Syxx. And he knew it as the truth, which is why he retreated.”
“No!” Lilibit snarled, her fierce glare shooting from one elder to the next. “No! You’re wrong! You’re all wrong!”
“Of what are we wrong about, child?” Gil-Salla asked softly. “Speak the words.”
“Syxx thinks that I’m the Infant Stone Voice! And so does Tree! But they’re wrong! It’s not true!”
Gil-Salla crouched down to meet Lilibit’s eyes and placed her hands on Lilibit’s shoulders. “It is true. It is your calling, child. You are the Infant Stone Voice.”
“NO! NO! NO!” Lilibit screamed as she pulled away from Gil-Salla and tore across the hall. “I won’t! I can’t! I don’t know how to be a Stone Voice.”
A pile of cushions in the corner fell victim to her tantrum as pillows and scraps of stuffing flew in all directions. The Elders stood as still and silent as the sunbeam. 
Todd saw tears in Lilibit’s eyes and that bothered him more than the tantrum. He couldn’t remember ever having seen Lilibit cry before. Her breath caught in her chest and hiccups racked her body. She trembled spastically and her legs buckled beneath her.
Todd strode over and grabbed her shoulders. “Lilibit! That’s enough! Calm down before you make yourself sick!”
Lilibit looked up at him, panic fading to shock. “Did you know?” she whispered, stunned. 
Todd wondered if they’d been wrong to keep the truth from her this long, but he knew that he couldn’t do it any longer. He nodded.
“But I don’t know how to be a Stone Voice!” Lilibit plopped onto the floor in despair. “Can’t someone else do it? Marla would make a real good Stone Voice. Everyone likes her!”
“It is your vocation, child.” Gil-Salla said softly as she walked over to her. “Your destiny. Your duty.”
“But, but,” Lilibit stuttered in a daze. “But a Stone Voice is supposed to be strong!”
With a hint of a smile upon her face, Gil-salla knelt down to look Lilibit in the eye. “Child, you are strong.”
“But, a Stone Voice is supposed to be brave!” 
“Child.” Gil-Salla shook her head, “You are brave.”
“Yeah, but a Stone Voice is supposed to be wise! I’m not wise!”
“You will learn wisdom.”
Lilibit’s eyes darted around the hall, looking for an escape.
“Obedient!” Lilibit cried out. “Obedient! She’s supposed to be obedient!”
There was no response to that. Cohanna and Keotak-se exchanged glances while Gil-Salla stared at Lilibit with sad eyes. A flicker of hope flashed across Lilibit’s face.
Finally, Gil-Salla heaved a sigh and reached out to softly pat Lilibit’s cheek.
“Well, I suppose we must learn to be content with three out of four.”
Lilibit looked from Gil-Salla to Keotak-se, to Cohanna, and then to Todd, but what she saw in their faces gave her no reprieve. 
She collapsed on the floor and wept.
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