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			Chapter 1

			The gem glistened in the dazzling sunlight. They could see it from the precipice where they stood. It was brilliant against the rocky canyon wall, and beckoned to them with a soft, pink glow. 

			Mesmerized, Ruark and Kadya took in the rare beauty.

			“Is it the pink stone?” Kadya asked

			Ruark watched the shimmering light. “What else could it be? We have to get closer to find out.”

			They looked to the left and the right.

			“Careful, Kadya!” Ruark warned.

			Her feet were perilously close to the edge as she peered down at the meandering river far below.

			“I do not see a way to the other side,” she said, stepping back. “Is there an easier crossing?”

			She watched her brother survey their surroundings, taking in the vast distance while considering how far they had come.

			“It might take days to find a path.” He moved between her and the dangerous edge of the cliff. “We should move to lower ground and settle in before nightfall. The fastest way will be along the river.”

			Kadya followed Ruark behind a massive rock, going down toward more level ground where they would eventually reach the river’s edge.

			“We need to get set up camp before sundown,” he reminded.

			Her feet were sore from endless days of walking. Today was the seventh day since the attack on their village and the seventh day of not knowing what had happened to their parents and younger sister, Tawnee. 

			They had slept in caves, weathered rain, and wandered through the dense forest hoping to find someone from their village. They dared not go too close, afraid of what they might find. They hunted small game and fished in the river, always on the lookout for wild berries and pine nuts.

			“Ruark, can we stop?” she asked, sitting before he answered. 

			Silhouetted against a huge rock, she rubbed the dirt from her ankle, avoiding the blister on the back of her heel. She pulled the small hair rod from her hair. It had been carved by her grandfather with a face of a child surrounded by leaves and vines. Her mother had given it to her recently, reminding her it was only a matter of time before she was to have a family of her own. She placed it into the fold of her waist pocket and massaged her head. 

			She did not want a family of her own. She envied her brother’s freedom and enjoyed hunting more than the mundane tasks left to women of their village. In fact, she and Ruark had been checking some traps for their father on the day they noticed plumes of smoke rising from the valley and heard the chilling screams. They had no choice but to flee.

			“Do you think we can ever go back to the village?” she asked.

			Ruark leaned against a tree. He wound a piece of hide between his fingers. “I think about it all the time.”

			Ruark was tall and lean. His dark hair accentuated his eyes. He looked older than his sixteen years. 

			“There may be nothing left,” he added.

			She cut him off. She did not want to remember that terrible day.

			“I know we could not have gone back then, but it has been seven nights. We have not seen or heard anyone.” She hesitated, thinking of her mother and father, “What if they are looking for us?”

			“If they are looking for us, they will find us,” he said, looking away.

			Kadya sighed. It was so like him to avoid the obvious question. What if they were not looking for them because they could not?

			She knew there was no use arguing when he had his mind set. “I just want to find them.”

			“As do I,” Ruark said quietly. “I have to believe we will.”

			He looked across the canyon at the pink light embedded in the mountainside.  He reached into his pack and took out the blue stone they had found several nights earlier.

			“Kadya, all this time the stones have not shown their lights. They have been hidden and only talked about in stories. Why now?”

			“I do not know,” she said, captivated by the blue glow.  She remembered the night they found it, two nights after the attack. They had fallen asleep in a small cave, weary and exhausted. Only a few embers remained where a fire had blazed earlier outside the cave. Kadya woke to a shimmering blue light on the cavern wall. Rubbing her eyes in disbelief, she stood and stumbled towards it. The brilliant sheen came from a small ledge, too high for her to reach. The closer she went, the brighter it gleamed.

			“Ruark, look!”

			He stirred but did not answer.

			“Ruark, wake up! You must see this!”

			“Where are you?” he answered groggily.

			“I am here. What is that?” 

			He rose to move toward Kadya’s outline in the bluish light and reached overhead. He seized upon a small glowing rock. She followed him to where they had been sleeping. They sat in silence, astonished at the sight.

			When Ruark finally spoke, his words were slow and deliberate. “I think it might be one of the seven stones.”

			“The seven stones?” Kadya answered.

			“The seven stones of our ancestors. The Old Ones speak of them in their stories.”

			“Yes, I remember. But I did not think the stories were real!”

			Ruark remained intent, his eyes on the stone. “It is said they can only be seen by those who have pure hearts. Others see only regular stones. They cannot receive their power.”

			Several moments passed before he continued. “They say children always see them.”

			They stared into the blue stillness that seemed to grow brighter. 

			Ruark’s voice grew solemn, “Our people, the people of the Yolan were guardians of the stones until they were taken by the Malevo many years ago.”

			“The Malevo?”

			“According to the stories, they were ancient cousins of our people, always wanting war. They scoffed at the prosperity of our ancestors. Father told me they lived in fear and want.”

			“Why?” Kadya asked. She wanted to understand all she could about the shimmering blue stone that lit the entire cave like daylight.

			“They looked like regular stones to the Malevo. They could not see their worth or benefit from their power.”

			“Is that why they took them?”

			“I suppose. The Malevo were envious and wanted them for themselves, even though they could never see their glow.”

			“Maybe they did not want anyone else to have them,” Kadya added.

			“Possibly,” Ruark shrugged.

			The quietness of the cave enveloped them. The eerie beauty of the stone’s blue sheen reflected from their faces.

			“Father has told you so much about the stones. Tell me more.”

			Ruark gathered his thoughts before speaking.

			“There are seven altogether. Each one offers a particular value for those who are worthy. They are most powerful when they are all together.”

			His voice broke. Kadya knew he was thinking about the attack on their village. The thought made her eyes well with tears.

			“This stone brought peace to our people and protected them from enemies. According to the stories, our people have felt threatened ever since. Before that time, we lived in peace with our neighbors. No one dared to attack us.”

			Ruark got up to stoke the fire. When he returned, Kadya was full of questions.

			“Do you remember what the other stones bring?”

			“It has been so long since Father and I spoke of it. There is a stone of wisdom. It is black with a deep purple glow. The red stone offers courage. The clear white stone of harmony was broken and scattered.”

			“Is that the one mother sings about—with glittering stones that shine like stars?” 

			Ruark nodded and counted on his fingers to recall the other stones.

			“The orange stone is for healing and one of them offers abundance. I think it is yellow.”

			He thought for a moment. “I cannot remember what the pink stone offers.”

			“Are they all this size?” she asked in wonder at the stone not even the size of her fist. How could such small objects have so much power and cause so much trouble? 

			“I cannot believe we found one here, tonight, in this cave,” Ruark said.

			Kadya could hear the excitement rising in his voice. He picked up the stone and held it, memorizing every detail.

			“The stone may have led us here,” he said abruptly.

			Kadya watched the blue stone, now brilliant in the small cave. Glints of bright blue reflected in her eyes.

			Ruark placed the stone down and shifted to lie on his side. “We can search for the other stones,” he said earnestly. “If this stone led us here, I believe it will lead us to the others in time. It may be our only hope.”

			Kadya frowned. What did he mean by ‘their only hope’?

			“How,” she asked. “We have no way of knowing where the others might be. They were lost so long ago. Where would we start?” To think the stones were reaching out to them was too much for her to imagine. Could the stones really be calling to them?

			“We can start right here in this cave,” Ruark said, pulling her from her spiraling thoughts. He settled his head on his arm, turning away from her. “Tomorrow will be a long day. Try to get some sleep.”

			Kadya stared into the blue light, alone with her thoughts, haunted by the familiar fear to which she had grown accustomed.

			***

			Since that night in the cave, searching for the stones had formed their days, giving them purpose beyond the aimless wandering and painful loss. Most nights, they fell asleep under an endless sky, lit with a million stars.

			Today, across the vast divide, they could see the sparkling pink glow, high on the steep incline. Ruark walked to the clearing and looked across the valley.

			“The pink stone offers empathy. Tomorrow, we will go.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Ruark and Kadya could see the pink stone shimmering. It drew them towards it. Sometimes it was out of view as they rounded a bend or walked through a patch of forest. By mid-afternoon, it was still so far away. They stopped to fish in a small lake.

			“When we get there, we will have to climb that cliff. It might not be possible,” Ruark said.

			“How many days do you think it will take?”

			“Two, maybe three.”

			Ruark pointed at a trout swimming near the surface of the water. He had been trying to teach her to catch a fish with her hands. She spent most of her time gathering food and tending the plants and herbs that grew near the village. Although she was quite skilled with a bow and much preferred hunting, fishing was proving to be more difficult.

			After several attempts, she threw herself down in the sand. She had other things on her mind.

			Ruark laughed at her and kept fishing.

			“I know empathy is being able to see from someone’s point of view and feel what they feel. But how can a stone do that?”

			“The stones do not do anything. The empathy is offered and must be received.”

			“So, the stones remind people what they should do?”

			“Perhaps. Father told me stories about the stones, but I thought they were made up and exaggerated by the old ones to entertain us. I never ask how they worked.”

			Suddenly, Ruark grabbed a fish and heaved it onto the sand. He walked out of the water to gather his catch and prepare a fire. He took out his fire sticks and began to rub them together.

			Kadya admired how easily he did everything. He had learned well from their father to survive away from the village.

			“I am not that fast at making a fire,” she admitted aloud.

			Ruark remained intent on his work. He asked, “Do you remember when I spent eight days alone on the mountain for my initiation?”

			“Yes, I remember.”

			He laughed, “Well, I spent the first couple of days trying to make a fire. When I finally had it figured out,” he paused and grinned, “I was no longer cold.”

			Kadya chuckled at his admission of freezing to death on the mountain. “I am glad I did not have to do that.”

			He went back to his task. He fidgeted with a piece of hide, waiting for the fire to burn down. It was good to hear him laugh. He had barely spoken in the hours they walked. Now he looked across the valley to see if the stone was still visible. Kadya could see the concern on his face.

			“You seem troubled,” she said softly.

			He placed the trout on the sticks and held them over the fire.

			“I keep thinking about what happened that day in our village and how alone we are if we cannot find our parents and Tawnee. I worry about what we will do.”

			“We will find them!” Kadya said with a rush of determination to shake her alarm. She moved closer to the fire. The scent of the cooking trout gave her a sense of calm. “You worry about me too much.”

			“I know you are strong,” he said, looking down at the sand. 

			His dark eyes reflected the light of the fire. “Honestly, it frightens me to go back to the village. But I think we should. We need to know what happened. Perhaps our parents and sister are there.”

			Kadya was stunned by his confession. She was not used to hearing him talk like this. 

			“Besides,” he continued. “I do not think we can reach that stone easily. It is steep and rocky terrain.”

			Kadya shrugged. She waited for him to continue. He looked at the river, avoiding her gaze. She could not shake the desperate hope and fear of discovering if their village had survived the raid or if their parents were alive. Secretly, she hoped he wanted to stop chasing the pink stone and return to the village.

			“What about the pink stone?” she asked.

			“It will have to wait. The stones watched over our people. They will watch over us. We will change directions and head upriver toward the village. It will take many days.”

			He took the trout off the stick and placed it next to her. He motioned for her to eat. They shared it, even though it was not enough for the two of
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