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Chapter One
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Billy woke with a jolt, surprised for a moment to find himself back inside his body. Then, he heard the Watcher Kayatela’s urgent words again, “Get the others! Soon it will be too late! Go! Now!” 

“Rory!” Billy called, turning to look across the room. “Rory! We—” The bed was empty, as it so often was since Rory had discovered his role as a Watcher. “Must still be up at the kiva or traveling,” he sighed, swinging his feet to the floor. “Up and at ‘em. Kayatela said now, and I’m thinking he meant right now.”

Billy’s mind flooded with images from his flight. He saw the Watcher’s face, tired and determined against the desolation of what used to be the beautiful Sacred Cliff. The bright pool and abundant flowers replaced by stagnant water and dead weeds. The village, crumbling and empty. The broken kiva. 

“So little light left,” he mumbled, finding his shoes.

Despite the growing fear he felt at the thought of the village’s cracked and darkened kiva and the condition of the Cliff, he was glad he’d been called. Small and wiry, Billy loved any time he could lose his regular body and transform into a huge and powerful thunderbird. He would fly every night if he could, but that wasn’t how it worked. The callings to fly were special, and they came only when the thunderbird was needed. Ever since he and the others had defeated the Kroledutz the year before, that hadn’t been too often. 

Tonight though, as soon as he’d fallen asleep, Billy had found himself racing through the web of light, wings flexing, powerful muscles stretching, as he beat his wings and soared through the waves of energy. Unsure why he’d been called, he’d enjoyed himself at first. Swooping and gliding, he’d flown up and down through the infinite space, reveling in the feelings of freedom and power. Again and again, his proud thunderbird cry blasted, making the threads vibrate and dance. 

Then, suddenly, he saw it. A thread of a special color, glowing far away. He’d only seen that color once before. It was the color of the village of the Sacred Cliff, where aware Adima went to Return, traveling back to the Spheres. 

It was a small thread, so small that even Rory, with all his experience traveling the web, probably would have missed it. But not the bird. He had keen vision and sense of where the prey hid and where it was going to be. This was his prey. He had no doubt. The Cliff was calling to him.

Wheeling around quickly, he aimed toward the thread’s source, wings pounding. Thrilled to be flying once again, he gained speed with a joyous shout—a shout that had quickly given way to dismay when he arrived and circled the Cliff and the village. 

When he and the others had seen it last, the village had been alive and pulsing with the attentions of the aware Adima who lived there and tended the Sacred Cliff. Then, the village had seemed to be growing out of the earth, pouring out threads of light from constant intentional acts of creation. Now, it was a ruin. 

Most of the earthen dwellings had no roof. Some had fallen apart, with only bits of walls still standing. Even the massive kiva that used to explode with light was dark, its covering broken in several places. Even the sky above, which had blazed like a summer’s day with its countless ribbons and threads of light, was darker, with only a few ribbons left.

“Definitely an emergency,” said Billy, shaking his head and grabbing his phone off the dresser. Slipping quietly out the door so he wouldn’t wake Javier or Leon, he texted Tima. “911. Kiva. Now.” 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two
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In the next house around the hill, just outside of town, Tima was up late working. She had been staring at the rough, greyed wood set on her easel for hours. That morning she had been drawn to a falling-down shed, then this piece of a door. Tima was used to the feeling by now. 

It had been over a year since she had discovered her seed was the fire snake guiding her. She knew the snake was calling her to lug the greyed wood home. It was heavy and the day hot, but she knew if she didn’t she would just keep thinking about it until she did. 

Tima never planned her works. She looked at the objects—generally bones, rocks, and discards she’d found—and she felt inside for the fire snake. The power was never as strong as it had been when they faced the mass of Kroledutz the year before, the one time when she actually transformed into the towering, undulating reptile, but it was always there. It guided all of her work and every painting. Rarely could a snake or fire be seen, but everyone who stayed around her or looked deeply at her work felt the drive to change and grow. 

That’s probably why she was becoming so successful. Every weekend, James drove her and her works to the new artists market. And every weekend, she sold at least one piece. Sales on her website also were climbing. Tima was pleased. She only wished she and James were able to spend more time together. 

“He’s had so much to deal with since his dad’s heart attack,” she muttered. “I barely get to see him.” She sighed, and turned her focus back to the wood, then reached toward her brushes. 

Instead of a brush, her hand grabbed a pallet knife. With her other hand, she grabbed a tube of tan paint. Squeezing the paint directly onto the wood, she smeared it in thick, uneven strokes. The desert began to appear.

Tima tuned into the process, losing attachment to the world around as she quickly grabbed colors, brushes, and the plates she used to mix new colors. A slash of red, another of black, and thick globs of white swirled into each other. A mountain peak rose. Thin strings of green reached out from hidden pools, and startling blue smears suggested flowers dotting the mountainside. 

A wave of joy bubbled up through her. It felt so good to get lost in creating. She loved pushing paint around on the surface and seeing what appeared. She dove deeper and deeper into it and began to see threads of light reaching up into the web. Tima knew when she created she was weaving new threads of light into the web. She could see it happen. 

She stopped and stepped back, considering. The sky. Day? Night? One of those special changing times of dawn or dusk? She didn’t know, so she asked out loud, knowing the energy of the web and the snake inside would guide her. She took a deep breath and looked at her paints. A rich blue tube glowed. 

She grabbed the tube and squeezed arcs of paint directly onto the wood, then smeared them roughly with her hand. In places, the aged wood showed through the dark blue. In others, the paint piled thick. She threw down the blue and began to dip brushes into other paints, adding detail. 

Suddenly, she froze, lost staring at the sky. From deep within the painting, a pulsing object rushed toward her. It grew into a writhing fire snake. The painting, the room, the house, all fell away. Only the towering snake, fire exploding all around it, remained. When it spoke, the earth shook.

“Heliotom!” it bellowed, using her Adima name. “A task has arrived for you. You and your fellow Sodrol will soon learn of the crisis. Then you must act with haste or the time of Adima will end. Awake now, and always be aware.”

In an instant, it was gone, and Tima was alone in the blackness, floating above the web of light.

“Tima ... Tima ...” Her mother was shaking her gently. 

Tima shook her head, coming back to her familiar surroundings. She straightened up and looked at her mom, who smiled and held out an old paint rag. 

“I stuck my head in to say good night. It looks like you fell asleep leaning on your painting. Are you okay? Here, wipe that off your face.”

Still feeling a bit confused, Tima nodded. “Just got into it a little deep and must have dozed off.” 

“Remember, I’m off to New York early tomorrow to meet with my publishers.” 

Tima took the rag and nodded again. “Thanks. Have a good flight and a good time.” She looked at Grace. “I’ll be fine, Mom.”

Her mom smiled again and left. Tima began to wipe her face. Then her eyes caught a glimpse of the painting. She stopped, staring at the weathered wood. 

Her paintings were always thick swirls of colors, suggesting different images and ideas to different people. Now, where she had smeared the colors with her head, a clear and detailed image of a coiling serpent appeared. Red, yellow, and white flames burst out from around it, causing the entire image to glow. 

“I couldn’t have painted that,” she gasped. “I don’t have the colors. I don’t have the brushes. I don’t have the technique to paint that. I couldn’t if my life depended on it.”

But there it was. A fire snake, flames reaching out to her.

Just then, her phone chimed. A text from Billy. 
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Chapter Three
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“This had better be important,” Tima told Billy when she reached the top of the hill. “I was working.” 

Billy nodded. “It is. Have you noticed anything unusual tonight? Has anything happened?”

Tima’s mind flitted to her painting of the snake and the strange dream she’d had that night. “Well, now that you mention it ...”

“Just what I thought!” Billy said. “Me, too. Something big. But I don’t wanna spend all night repeating myself so let’s just get to Rory. Then I can tell you both.”

“Where is he?”

“He isn’t home. So he should be here. As usual.”

They looked around, knowing the kiva was right about where they were standing, but they couldn’t see it.

“He has his charms up, masking it,” said Billy. “I know it’s here somewhere.”

A voice came from the brush. “You’re standing right at the edge. One more step and you’ll fall in.” Lilly stepped out. “You really can’t see it? It’s right here,” she said, pointing. “And Rory’s right there.” She pointed again. “Beating his drum and singing.” 

“Lilly, it’s really late,” said Tima. “What are you doing out here?”

Lilly shrugged. “I could ask you the same.”

Tima and Billy looked at each other. Tima gave a quick shake of her head. 

“What we’re doing isn’t the issue,” said Tima. “You need to get home before James catches you.”

“Yeah,” said Billy. “You shouldn’t be out in the middle of the night.”

Lilly looked at him defiantly. “I’m not much younger than you.”

“Yeah, but this could be dangerous and—”

“We don’t have time for this,” Tima interrupted. “Lilly,” Tima’s voice softened as she turned to the girl, “thank you for pointing out the kiva, but you really do need to get home now. James will be worried.”

“You’re right,” said Lilly. “It’s almost dawn, and he’s been getting up really early. He’d have a cow if he caught me sneaking back in.” She looked at Billy. “I’ll find out what you’re doing here later, anyhow.” She turned and slipped back into the brush, heading down toward her house. 

Billy looked after her, a puzzled look on his face. 

“Rory!” Tima called. “Rory! Let us in!”

Billy shook his head and turned his attention back to the kiva. Nothing. After several minutes, he grew restless. 

“Enough with nice.” Billy fell to his knees and began feeling the ground. When he came to the edge of the kiva, even though he couldn’t see it, he swung his legs over the side.

“What are you doing?” Tima hissed.

Billy grinned. “Don’t worry. I’ve done this before. Scares him, all right, but it gets his attention.” With that, he pushed off with his hands and dropped into the kiva. 

Tima heard a cry of surprise from Rory, and the kiva appeared. She looked down and saw Billy dusting himself off and Rory glaring at him. 

“It’s important, dude,” said Billy before Rory could speak, “or I’d still be in bed. Finish your singing. Then we have to talk.” 

“Not here,” said Rory. “I’ll finish up, and we’ll talk outside. I’ve got some choice words for you, and I don’t want to say them in the kiva. This is a sacred space, remember?”

Billy nodded and headed up the ladder. “You know I wouldn’t bust in on you if it weren’t important. Well,” he added, sticking his head back in, “I probably wouldn’t.” 
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Rory turned his focus back to his song, striving hard to put all he had seen that night into the music, to be stored in the kiva. Since he had become a Watcher, he had spent many nights traveling the web, watching, and then returning to sing and store all he had learned. Tonight’s experience was unlike any he had had before, and he wanted to make sure he got it right. 

As he finished his song, he saw again the birth of the node—something the Adima who had called him said hadn’t happened in generations. The threads and ribbons of light swirled around them, creating tight clusters of energy bound together by very thin, bright threads. From each cluster, thicker threads reached out to other clusters, and from all, ribbons and threads leapt up into the web of light, each formed by an aware act of creation. 

As Rory had watched, several nodes spun out thin threads toward a single point on the surface. The threads began to weave themselves together. The weaving spread out and became tighter and thicker as more threads joined. Suddenly, from the center of the weaving, a huge burst of light and energy shot like a geyser into the web. At the same time, a piece of energy broke off from each of the nodes and fused into a new node at the core of the geyser. 

That was it. The node was complete. 

Rory stopped singing and put away his drum. As he climbed out of the kiva, he heard again the warning he’d been given at the node’s birth. 

“Learn from what you have seen here, Watcher,” said the entities that had called him. “A crisis is coming, and you will need to understand how to join with other nodes.” 

Rory didn’t know about any coming crisis, but he’d come back to the kiva and dutifully recorded every detail he had seen in hopes he’d be ready when it came. For now, that’s all he could do. 

“Scaring me in the kiva is no joke, Billy,” he said once he reached the top. “What’s so important?” 

“I wasn’t trying to scare you. No fun anymore, anyway.” Billy grinned. “You’re always thinking about something else. Makes it too easy.”

Rory glared at him for a moment and then shrugged. “I know. I’m beat, and they said a crisis is coming. So tell me, what do you think is so important?”

“Rory,” said Tima. “Billy and I both got a message tonight. Something’s up. Something big.”

“Tell me what you both saw first. Then we’ll decide what we need to do.”

Tima and Billy quickly brought Rory up to speed, explaining Tima’s mysterious painting and the warning she’d heard, as well as Billy’s trip to the crumbling Sacred Cliff and the Watcher’s dire words. 

“So, there you have it, Mr. Watcher,” said Billy. “What do you think we should do?”

Rory had been listening closely, without judging, as he did when he watched. Now he considered what they had said. “We have to go to the Cliff,” he said. “I got a warning, too, and we still don’t have any real idea what’s going on there. We need to see it again, talk to Kayatela, and learn what we can do.” 

“Do you know how to move a cliff?” asked Billy. “That’s what the Watcher said we needed to do.”

“Not a clue,” said Rory. “Also don’t know where we would move it if we could.”

“There’s another prob,” said Billy. “How are we gonna get there? We need four to travel the web, right? Or six, really—four for the base, one for a pointer, and another for an anchor. Unless you can be a pointer and a base, like Belecha did last year.”

Rory smiled, thinking about their old teacher who guided them through last year’s adventure. “No, I can’t. Belecha had lifetimes of experience. I can point and be part of the base, but I can’t be the anchor, too.”

“But you’ve been traveling by yourself, haven’t you?” asked Tima. “It sure sounds like that’s what you’ve been doing. Can’t you teach us how to do the same thing?”

“Sorry,” Rory answered. “Can’t.” Tima’s eyes started to narrow. 

Quickly, he added, “Not won’t. Can’t. It’s a Watcher thing. I can’t explain it, any more than you can describe what you do as a fire snake or Billy does as a thunderbird.”

“Then we need someone who can anchor,” said Billy. He looked at Tima. “And for the base we need—”

Tima shook her head. “James said he was out. You know him. He’s not going to change his mind. Besides, ever since his dad got sick, the farm is the only thing he cares about. He’s always worrying about it.”

“Worry?” said Billy. “That doesn’t sound like James. He’s a fixer not a worrier. Still, maybe if someone he really, really likes asks him ...” Billy flashed a grin at Tima. 

“We haven’t been spending much time together,” said Tima. “He works, and he worries. He doesn’t talk.” She looked down. “Certainly not to me. It’s like all the years we’ve spent together never even happened.” She looked up again, her lips in a tight line. “We ask him together or not at all.”

Billy, for once, didn’t have a quip. Tima’s hurt was too plain to see. For a moment, the three friends were silent. 

Then Rory spoke. “I might have an alternative.”

“What?” asked Billy. “You got some secret power you’ve been hiding?”

Rory shrugged. “If I did, I wouldn’t tell you. I’d wait and surprise you sometime.” He grinned and wiggled his eyebrows at Billy. “But I can travel by myself. Maybe I could go talk to the Watcher and see what the story is.”

“Naw, man. He definitely said we all had to go. He told me to bring my node. I figure that’s all of us.”

“Well, there’s another maybe, but it’s a big one,” said Rory. “Belecha once took me by himself to his kiva. He said he could take one by himself without the others or the stone.” Rory grinned. “He said it was like a piggy back ride, so I asked if that meant he was the pig. I thought he was gonna drop me during the ride.” His smile lingered over the memory. “I’ve never done it except with him, but maybe I could carry one of you. I could at least try.”

“I’m the smallest so I should go,” said Billy. “I’m willing to risk it.”

“What should I do?” asked Tima.

“Come to the kiva with us,” said Rory. “You’ll be a beacon back to this world if I get lost.”

“Lost!” said Billy. “That’s great. Makes me feel real confident.”

“Your choice,” said Rory, shrugging. “I can go by myself, or we can try together. I thought you should know what you’re risking.”

Billy thought a minute. “Okay. I’m in,” he said. “Let’s do this.”

Rory shook his head. “Not now. It’s been a long night, and I’m toast. Way too tired. Don’t want me to fall asleep and drop you along the way, do you?”

“I’m all for you being up to the task. I don’t see the fun in spinning out into nothing, but the Watcher did say hurry.”

“Hurry and stupid are two different things. I need sleep. Dad’s still at that conference, and Leon will be at the restaurant. I’ll see if I can learn more in the afternoon, after I sleep in. As long as a certain someone lets me.” He shot Billy a glare.

“Got it. Got it.” Billy put up his hands. “Put the daggers away, man.” 

“Good. Either way, we meet back here tomorrow after dark. If the kiva is shielded, just wait.” Rory looked at Billy. “Do not jump in. I may be traveling to find some help. Be patient. I’ll be back soon.”
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The next night, the three friends gathered in the kiva. 

“You get the sand out of your shorts, Grumpy Grampy?” asked Tima. “You look a lot more rested.” 

Rory did his best to look innocent. “Me? Grumpy? Never.”

Billy poked him in the side. “Yeah. Right. But I let him sleep in so you’re welcome. All is now right with the world.” He started to give a quick bow, then stopped. “Except, of course, for the Cliff that is crumbling as we speak.” 

“So what’s the plan, Rory?” asked Tima, growing serious. “Please tell me you’ve got one.”

“We stick to what I said last night. I’ll try to carry Billy. You stay here as a beacon.”

“And how will I do that?”

Rory shrugged. “Drumming and singing or chanting seems to carry the furthest with the web.”

Tima shook her head. “You’ve heard me drum before, right? It’s not going to help. It may even chase you away.”

“You got that right,” said Billy. “I’ve rolled garbage cans down the hill that sounded better than you trying your best.” Tima narrowed her eyes and glared at him. “But you do have a nice voice,” he quickly added. 

“Uh huh.” Tima crossed her arms. “Seriously, though, Rory, I’m not sure I can serve as a beacon. What if the singing doesn’t work?”

“When I’ve been here and some people who shall remain nameless—Billy Fuller—were rude enough to jump in that snapped me back,” said Rory. “We’re traveling in energy form so our bodies will still be here. If you hear me call out like I’m in trouble, try shaking me. That should pull me back.”

Tima nodded, then grinned. “What if you aren’t holding Billy? Shouldn’t I shake him, too?”

Rory looked at Billy. “It would probably be best,” he replied.

Tima cracked her knuckles and gave Billy a mischievous smile. “Always willing to help a friend in need.”

Billy held up his hands. “Wait a minute! He said ‘shake’ not ‘punch.’ Make sure you got that, okay?”

“Shake not punch,” said Tima. “Shake not punch. Gee, I hope I remember that.”

“Let’s just give this a try before she gets any other ideas,” said Billy.

“You still remember how to fade to energy and leave your body behind, right?” asked Rory.

“Like riding a bike,” replied Billy. “Do it once, you never forget. Then what?”

“Fade into energy,” said Rory, “but keep your shape—it’ll be easier to hold. I’ll wrap my arms around you, and I’ll fade. You concentrate on holding onto me. I’ll grab a thread and hopefully get us to the Cliff. If it feels like you’re slipping, yell.”

“What will you do then?”

“Dunno. I’m hoping that doesn’t happen.”

Billy rolled his eyes. “Well, that makes me feel a whole lot better.”

“Hey,” said Rory, “you’re the one who’s so sure we have to go back together. Unless you have a better idea ...”

“I guess not,” said Billy. “Tima, if you hear me scream, start with a shake, but you have my permission to punch away. Whatever it takes to snap me back if butterfingers here loses me in the great beyond.”

“Hold on with every bit of intention and thought you have, and it should work,” said Rory. “You ready?”

“Ready as I’ll ever be.”

Billy sat against the wall of the kiva. As he breathed out, his energy flowed with his breath, forming a cloud with vibrating lights buzzing through it. The cloud moved away from his body and expanded, taking on the shape of Billy. He looked at Rory. “Good?”

Rory nodded. “Ugly as ever.” He wrapped his arms around Billy’s form and faded into a ball of energy, surrounding Billy. Rory left enough energy for his body to sit back against the wall next to Billy, then the rest of his energy joined with the orb. “Okay, Tima. Start singing.”

Tima’s clear, strong voice filled the air.

Rory listened for a bit, syncing the pulses of the kiva and his energy with Tima’s singing. “Okay,” he said. “Here goes nothing.”

As he concentrated on the web, the threads came into view. Rory focused his intention on the village and the path to the Sacred Cliff. One thread glowed brightly, and he reached out from his center and grabbed. Soon they were streaking along the ribbon.

They landed close to the spot where they had come with Belecha for the second challenge that seemed so long ago; the time when they first met Arnelea and the aware Adima, the keepers of the Cliff. Rory morphed into form beside Billy. 

“I don’t understand,” said Rory, stunned by what he saw. “What happened? Everything is falling apart. And the sky ...” They both looked up, taking in the interlaced blanket of threads of light. “It’s so much dimmer. And thinner. There aren’t nearly as many threads as before.” 

“I told you it was an emergency,” said Billy. “And I don’t know why or how. But, look,” he nodded toward the village, “here comes the man with the answers.” 

Hurrying up the path from the village was an old man, his face as wrinkled as an apple dried in the sun. 

“That’s Kayatela,” said Billy.
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As the man rushed forward, his long braids swayed. Threads of light bursting from him left no doubt that he was Adima. He scowled as he approached. 

“No, no, no!” the old man shouted at Billy. “I told you to bring all four. ‘Bring your node,’ I said. We have to move the Cliff!”

Rory held up his hands. “Wait, please. We don’t understand. What’s going on here? Why is everything falling apart? Why is the sky so dim?”

“Didn’t the bird tell you!” the old man cried. “We don’t have time for this! Where are the others? We must act at once!”  

Billy opened his mouth to protest, but Rory jumped in first. “He can’t explain what he doesn’t know, and we couldn’t all travel here tonight. We don’t have a stone. We don’t have an anchor. I’m not even sure we have four. But we want to help. We just don’t know how.”

“Of course,” said the old man, taking a breath to calm himself. “I am sorry. You need teaching. I am Kayatela, the Watcher here.” He threw a look at Billy. “I assume the bird told you that much, at least.”

Rory nodded.

“Well, now you see the condition of the village. That is the problem. You—your node—are the solution.”

“But why?” Rory asked. “How—”

“Our structures are not held together by material strength,” said Kaytela. “They need the energy of aware beings, as does the Cliff. Now that the Adima have gone, there is nothing to hold either together. This place now exists on my energy alone, and I am not strong enough. No one Adima is, and I grow wearier every day.”

“Where have the Adima gone?” asked Billy “There were lots here before.”

“The last time you came here, the stain was still on your world. Since your node cleaned the stain and cleared away most of the Kroledutz, your world—with its special attractions—is much more welcoming. Adima want to be there, to experience the emotions and sensations not possible anywhere else. As the Adima here leave to Return to their Spheres, no new Adima replace them. Now, I am alone, and I am not enough.”

“But what can we do?” asked Rory. 

“As I said before, young Watcher, you must move the Cliff. You must return it to where it belongs.”

“Belongs?” asked Rory. “I thought it belonged here.”

“Only temporarily,” replied Kayatela. “Far in your past, when the Kroledutz made the stain on your world and so many Adima left, we moved the Cliff here. Leaving it on your world would have made it a target for Kroledutz. We could not risk that. Now, however, the danger is here. It is now. We must return the Cliff. It must be done soon. I cannot hold the place together much longer.”

“So what’s the problem?” asked Billy. “You moved it here. Move it back.”

Kayatela looked at Rory. “Is this one always so rude?”

Rory gave a half smile and nodded. “He means well, but he often opens his mouth before his brain is in gear.”

Kayatela sighed. “I did not move it alone, bird, and I certainly cannot move it back. That’s why I need the four of you. When the stain occurred, your world and all the dimensions were full of Adima. As the Kroledutz’s power grew, many Adima Returned to the Spheres from which they came. There are many times fewer now and even fewer still who have the knowledge and power to even attempt such a feat. 

“If I were to try now, the Cliff would either fall into pieces here, go adrift between worlds, or crumble once it arrived in your world. If any of those catastrophes were to happen, the Cliff would be gone forever. Without the Sacred Cliff, no Adima could Return and share the learning. Without Adima to Return and share, the Spheres would soon wither. The time of the Adima and the Spheres would be over.”

“But why us?” asked Billy. “We don’t know anything about moving the Cliff. We can’t even travel together in form right now. Why not ask the Spheres? They must have the power to move it. They should want to help—gotta be better than dying.”

“That may be true. I do not, cannot understand what the Spheres want. They are far older and more powerful than I. But I cannot go to my Sphere and ask. No Watcher can. A Watcher can only go to the Sphere when he is ready to Return. If I went to the Sphere, I would have to stay and become one with the Sphere again. It would be impossible for me to resist. And if I did that, this place would quickly fall to pieces without my energy to hold it together.”

“So if you go to the Sphere, the Cliff crumbles,” said Rory. “If you try to return it to our world, it crumbles. Okay, then. I will go to my Sphere. I know I have more to experience in my life so I know I won’t stay. If you will act as Singer, I can—”

“No! Did you not hear me? No Watcher who Returns can resist. I have much more experience than you, and I cannot. Your energy would immediately dissolve into the Sphere. You could not stop it.”

“Well, I guess it’s better to be a bird than a Watcher,” said Billy. “What if I go?”

“Do not be so casual, bird. It may be possible, but the chance that you will survive in this form is small. The Sphere is more powerful than anything you have experienced or even can imagine. You will be drawn to become one with it again. The desire to join will be nearly irresistible.”

“Piece of cake,” said Billy, wiggling his eyebrows. “I’m nearly irresistible myself.”

Rory shook his head. “I don’t like the idea of sending you up there alone.”

“You don’t have much choice, do you? I go, or we let everything fall apart.”

Rory sighed. “You’re right. I don’t see any alternative.” He looked at Kayatela. “Do you?”

“I do not see another solution,” Kayatela replied. “Maybe, if all four had come ... But no. As of now, there is no other solution. The bird will have to try. We three will go to the Cliff. I will drum, and you, young Watcher, can sing. With two of us, there is a better chance the bird will not be lost in the Sphere.”

“Why is it that every time we try something people start talking like I’m gonna die a horrible death?” asked Billy.

Rory raised an eyebrow. “Do you really want me to answer that?”

Billy thought, then shook his head. “Better not.” He sighed. “Okay. Let’s give it a shot. Lead the way, Watchers.” 
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Chapter Seven

[image: ]


They walked the same narrow, steep path carved out of the mountain’s side that they had walked a year before. When they came to the column of stone that stuck out far above the valley floor, Rory let out his breath in relief when he found he could grab the small handholds more easily than last time. He had grown taller and stronger since their last trip, and his grip felt firm as he slid around to the other side. Billy, wiry as always, slipped around without a struggle. Kayatela followed effortlessly, leaping around the column and past them in a flash. 

They entered the hidden grotto. 

Rory gasped. The soft grasses and vibrant flowers from before had turned stiff and lifeless. The spring, once crystal clear and bubbling, was stagnant and coated with green slime. 

“See? I told you it was trashed,” said Billy.

Rory shook his head. “This is worse than I thought. A place like this doesn’t just fall apart. Danger is coming—soon.” He glanced around again, his forehead lined with worry. 

Billy slapped him on the back. “Buck up, buckaroo. It’s not just on you. You’ve got me and Tima. Maybe James, if we can pull him outta his funk. We’re good at figuring it out along the way. Let’s just see what the Sphere says. One step at a time, right?”

Rory felt numb. “I didn’t know things were this bad,” he said. “This place used to be so beautiful.”

Kayatela nodded. “It isn’t only man-made objects that fail without energy. The pool has suffered. When we climb up to the Cliff, you will see it has not escaped damage, either. The deterioration will soon consume the Cliff itself.”

“Well, let’s get on with this,” said Billy, looking down at the slimy water. “Do I have to scrub-a-dub-dub like Arnelea did on our second challenge?”

“No,” said Rory. “This isn’t your Return. You do not want to become one with the Sphere. You just want to talk, but the Sphere will pull on you to leave this world behind. Think of everything possible that ties you to the world. Think of your connections as anchors.” Glancing at Billy, Rory managed a small grin. “Looks like your stink may actually be helpful for once.”

“Gee, thanks. Maybe I should roll around in the dirt, too. Would that make you feel better?”

Rory shook his head. “Naw. You’ve got plenty already. But stay focused—more focused than you’ve ever been. You’ll really want to dissolve into the Sphere. If you do, it’s bye-bye, Billy. You won’t be coming back. So pay attention, and don’t mess around. 

“We go up. No talking. You step out to the rock that hangs out over the edge. Kayatela will drum. You should be able to hear that even in the Sphere. Keep your focus on the drumbeat. When you’ve learned what you need to, turn toward the drumbeat, and a thread should be there to bring you back. I’ll sing your song. You might hear that, too. Even if you don’t, the song should help keep your parts together while you talk to the Sphere. Remember, this isn’t your Return. You don’t want to explore your purpose; you don’t want to dissolve into the Sphere­—not even a little. Try not to do anything stupid.” 

“I don’t do stupid,” said Billy. “Maybe over-enthusiastic, but never stupid. Besides, we’ve handled worse than this. If I get stuck, I’ll call out to you, and you can pull me back.”

“I’m not sure I’ll be able to do much. We’re talking primal power here.”

Billy grinned. “So it’s impossible. It’s been a few months since I’ve done impossible. Let’s give it a shot.”

“Okay,” said Rory. “Remember, you have to do three things at the same time: talk, listen, and stay focused on your form. Oh, one more—be polite.”

“Got it,” said Billy. “Let’s do this. It’s not going to get any easier.”

They headed up the short path. Billy jumped onto the rock. It immediately began to tilt down toward the canyon floor far, far below. Billy scampered off and saw Rory and Kayatela glaring at him. 

“I know. I know. Be careful. Point taken. I’ll pay closer attention.” He slowly stepped back onto the rock and carefully moved closer to the edge of the Cliff. “I don’t think I should go any farther.” 

Rory and Kayatela nodded and went to sit on the large, flat rock nearby. Kayatela began a slow, steady drumbeat. Rory and Billy took a last look at each other, and Billy nodded. 

Rory began a chant, which mixed with the drumbeat. As usual, he didn’t understand the words or noises he sang, but he aimed his intention at the Sphere, trying to explain that Billy needed information but was not Returning. A wide thread shot down from the sky, and Rory saw Billy, still in form, hanging on for all he was worth, zooming along it.

Billy couldn’t tell how long he traveled along the thread, but his arms tingled from holding on tightly and his head had started to spin from the lights flying past faster than he’d ever experienced. Finally, he saw the Sphere ahead. It was enormous. 

As he kept rushing toward it, he realized he was still a long way away. The Sphere was vast beyond his comprehension. He had seen pictures of planets with the earth a small tennis ball next to them, but this was an even bigger difference. The thread plunged right into the massive, sparkling Sphere of lights and fog. 

Even as he approached, Billy felt himself losing form. Every cell, every bit of energy, screamed to leave this existence and dissolve into the Sphere, becoming one with the whole­—learning and sharing. He felt like an ice cube willingly melting into a glass of water. As each part joined, it became indistinguishable from the rest of the Sphere. It felt so good. So right.

“Billy!” Rory’s voice echoed in his head, pulling him back into form. “Keep it together!”

“I’m trying. It’s just so ...”

“Focus on the drumbeat. You can still hear it, right?”

“Yeah, but barely.” Billy did his best to concentrate. Just the act of trying to listen for the drum helped him pull his form together. “Okay, yes. But how am I hearing you? I thought you couldn’t ...”

“Not sure. Maybe it’s my song. Maybe the Sphere knew you couldn’t handle the pull to join so it brought me along inside your head. I’m sure we’ll find out soon.”

“Welcome, bird.” The words were not spoken, but reverberated throughout Billy’s being, as though his body were a huge gong that had been struck. “Welcome, Watcher. No one has ever come back, except to Return. Some, on their Return, discover they have more to their adventure and go back to their world. It is clear you do not seek that. Neither of you wishes to become one with us at this time. Why? We are from where you came.”

Billy couldn’t speak. Something deep inside him desperately wanted to lose form and merge with the Sphere, to experience fully what he now knew he truly was—a part of the whole. He wanted to melt into the Sphere so much he ached. 

Rory, sensing Billy’s feelings, knew he had to do something. This was too much for Billy alone. He decided to try to speak directly to the Sphere. 

“Please stop inviting Billy to merge,” Rory pleaded. “You know it is not his time. It is not mine either, but we have great need of your help. That is why we are here. We face a task that concerns you but is too great for us. We need your guidance and direction.”

The reply boomed inside them. “We are above all these matters. We share. We learn. That is what we do. That is all we wish to do.”

“Can’t you see that the problems with the Sacred Cliff will affect you and what you want to do?” asked Rory, growing desperate. “You and the other Spheres rely on the Cliff. No Adima can Return to a Sphere without the Cliff—this Cliff. If this Cliff crumbles, the Spheres will not gain from the learning, because the Adima will not be able to share, because the Adima will not be able to Return. They will have experienced and learned, but they will not be able to share.

“The Cliff is crumbling,” he continued. “I don’t know how you measure time when you are so old, but we measure time in pretty short spurts and even for us, the Cliff is disintegrating fast. There is nothing to hold it together except an old Watcher who is very tired. If we or you don’t do something soon, the Sacred Cliff will fall.”

Rory stopped and braced himself for the Sphere to zap him out of existence for telling it what to do. Instead, there was a great, echoing silence. Finally, the answer came. “We are aware of what is happening in that place. We have considered many possibilities. However, the reason there are so few Adima in the village is that very few of us have an interest in repeating an experience. Most parts of us have spent long years in the village and have nothing further to learn. We will not help you.”

“We helped drive most of the Kroledutz from our world,” said Rory. “Since our world allows such rich emotion, Adima now go there instead. If no one is interested in going to the village, the only alternative I can see is to return the Cliff to our world, where it was before. The problem is I have no idea how to do that. I might figure it out, but it will take too long. By the time I find an answer, the Cliff will be gone, the Adima will be stuck, and you will never again be able to learn and share from Adima experiences.” Rory took a breath and looked deep into the swirling Sphere. “You need to return it.”

“We understand. We will consider.” 

Time didn’t have any meaning inside the Sphere. They might have been there minutes or years. A constant whirring zip of feelings and lives flashed by and into the vast cloud of energy and light. Very faintly, they could still hear the beat of Kayatela’s drum. 

Billy still wanted to dissolve into the Sphere, so Rory had to use most of his energy to keep Billy’s form together, and that energy was fading fast. He wasn’t sure how much more he could take. 

Finally, the Sphere spoke. “We have considered. While we understand there will be no more Returns or sharing if the Cliff crumbles, no part of us has the desire for the learning such an expedition would provide.”

“But ...” began Rory.

“Silence!” The order echoed with such power, Rory thought he would explode into tiny bits. “We will finish, and then there will be nothing for you to say.” 

Rory nodded, stunned. This was not something he could mess with. He knew that as certainly as anything he’d known in his life.  

“We have no interest or wish to interfere with the workings of any world,” continued the Sphere. “We watch. We share. We learn. That is all.”

It took everything Rory had not to interrupt, but he kept quiet. 

“We do think it will be interesting to learn if it is possible for Adima to move the Cliff. They once were able to move it to the dimension you just left. Can they discover how to move it back with so many fewer? This is of interest. However, no part of us is interested enough to form a being to do this. There is no learning when problems are solved by some outside, greater force. Instead, we will give you a stone and a starting point. What you do with it will be watched with interest by us and other Spheres.”

A small, round rock, about the size of a golf ball, appeared before Billy. “You’re giving us a rock?” Rory asked doubtfully. “He can’t carry it. Belecha told us that only physical can carry physical. We are here in energy only.”

“Do not presume to teach us about the way of the worlds,” replied the Sphere. “Gather four in your kiva on the next full moon and state your intention to meet the Spirits That Bind Earth and Sky. They call themselves Katsinim. If your intention is strong enough, all will be taken to the Sacred Mesa. If you can convince them, they will set you on your path. A warning: for the final step, only the Watcher can go. The Watcher must travel in physical form and become Sodrol, the whale, before speaking with the Katsinim.”

“But what if—” Rory began.

“Enough!” roared the Sphere, shaking both to their very cores. “Do not come again unless it is your intention to experience your Return. Now, go!”

In the time between drumbeats, Rory and Billy slammed into their bodies back in the kiva
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