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This book is for everyone

who dares to imagine another world.

Those who believe empathy is no sin,

that kindness and justice are the true victory. 

Come. 

Walk with me to a better future.

Indicia
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On that day, three years ago, when Cleodora encountered a corrupted spirit, everything had changed. And yet, nothing was different. 

She opened up the backpack her mentor Pethiyen had given her. It smelled a little, of dust and campfires and sweat. Cleodora took it to the window and shook it out. Particles of sand and bits of leaf bracken sprinkled down. 

Tef, her archel, was just leaping up to the window. "Watch out."

"It's only a bit of dust," Cleodora answered. Remembering what Pethiyen had said, she added,  "We're going to be dirtier than this, pretty soon." 

"Won't that be fun." Tef turned to groom the offending grit from its hind quarters. Cleodora could tell it didn't really mind. 

Tef was a nature spirit, the kind called a sakere. Like all spirits, it could change its form. Right now it looked like a bobcat with pale gold fur and green streaks along the sides. It had six legs ending in oversized paws, and two tails. Its mane was of long green scales, shaped like willow leaves, and it had three eyes. Two of them were white, but the central one was red. 

Returning to her bed, Cleodora sorted through her clothes, trying to decide what she should bring with her. Most of her things were ordinary. Tunics and loose pants in mild colors with simple patterns from nature. The thick woven belt at her waist was safe, too. Pethiyen had given her a hunter's coat. It had long, close-fitted sleeves and went down almost to her knees. The sturdy fabric was a dull tan, mottled with yellows and greens for concealment. 

None of this would give away her identity as a spirit guide from Acorn Canyon Shrine. That was the point.

Thoughtfully, Cleodora held up her guide's coat. It was long and sleeveless, soft green fabric richly embroidered with oak leaves and acorns. There was her necklace, too, with the big acorn locket and the medallions that showed she was learning to be a majia. She ought to leave them behind. They revealed too much. Cleodora couldn't have anything that connected her with Acorn Canyon. In the morning, when they left, she had to be a different person. It was odd, yet exciting. 

Tef watched her as she pondered. Its two tails which flicked restlessly, first one and then the other. Cleodora straightened the scarf that covered her thick black curls. It was patterned with green and brown acorns. She would probably have to leave it behind, too. 

The adults had all been so upset after Cleodora snuck off into the pocket canyons. Okay, she had used herself as bait to draw the corrupted spirit in. Everyone had raced to help her — her step-father Navaire, and the hunters, and all the other spirits and silfs in the canyon. They had been chasing intruders out of Acorn Canyon for two years. This time, instead of fighting, Cleodora asked the spirit what it wanted. 

"Help us," the tormented spirit had cried. 

Cleodora didn't know why everyone was so worried. She had been training for years as a spirit guide, majia, and hunter. Besides, she had only done what Drueth, the auctere of the shrine, commanded her to do. If she hadn't taken the initiative, they still might not know that a group of false guides had taken over Willow Lake Shrine, or that the rightful guardian was being held prisoner. 

Cleodora started to fold up her guide's coat. Let it stay here, waiting for her to return. Yet, she hesitated. They were going to Willow Lake Shrine. She might need to act in her role as a guide. Maybe she could bury the necklace and coat deep at the bottom of her pack. Nobody would know they were there. 

Cleodora was are of Tef listening to her thoughts. "What do you think?" she asked.

"You should listen to your instincts," it said. 

An answer that wasn't an answer. Cleodora smiled to herself. Of them all, only Tef and her mother, Celissa, trusted Cleodora without argument. Celissa was the shrine's guardian, although she herself was unable to see the nature spirits. And Cleodora was arqel, bonded with the sakere Tef as one soul with two bodies. 

Most people thought being arqel meant the human controlled the spirit and told it what to do. Others, like Celissa, believed it was the spirit who commanded. Cleodora had learned from Navaire, her mentor and a fellow auctere, that neither of those were right. The arqel were so close and deeply bonded, either of them would do whatever the other needed. There was no reason for commands or control.

Of course, being an arqel also brought expectations, both from humans and spirits. That was why Cleodora was packing up to go. Whatever had happened at Willow Lake, it had angered the nature spirits. With their own logic, the spirits had decided there would be no more rain in Tenebira until the situation was resolved.

Cleodora sensed Tef's approval as she made up her mind. She folded her coat smaller and tucked the necklace inside it. Down they went, in the very bottom of her pack. Yet, through their bond, she sensed something else. Deep in Tef's mind was an emotion it didn't want to draw out. 

Suddenly there was an itch in Cleodora's chest. She had a compulsion to find out what was wrong. But she caught a breath and didn't blurt out her questions. Yes, she and Tef were arqel, but some things were still private. If Tef wanted to talk about it, whatever "it" was, then it would. 

Cleodora worked at packing for a time. Maybe she jammed things in a bit too fast. It was time to think about something else.  

"You know," she offered, "I used to play this kind of game all the time." 

"Masquerades in the shrine village?" it asked. Cleodora chuckled. 

"My cousins were bigger, and I was just little. They didn't want to play with me. They ran faster or climbed higher, trying to get rid of me." A spark of hurt flared, even after so many years. "That just made me more determined to know what they were doing. I got pretty good at following them."

"Did they never catch you?"

"Yeah." Cleodora shrugged. She started packing her spare scarves, combs, and skin oil. "They got even more mad then. They called me lots of names. But when they didn't catch me, it was worth it."

Cleodora had loved games like that ever since. Now she was older, just turned thirteen. Her aunts and cousins were doing a lot worse than calling names. They had done their best to ruin Celissa's reputation and most of Tenebira had listened to them. Until three years ago, Acorn Canyon had been all but abandoned.

Meanwhile, those same aunts and cousins were taking over Willow Lake Shrine. Cleodora was determined to find out what they had done. The stakes were higher, but it was the same game. If she didn't win, everybody in Tenebira would suffer.

~ ~ ~
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CLEODORA'S MOTHER, Celissa, was the guardian of Acorn Canyon Shrine. For a long time, it had been just the two of them in a shrine that everyone thought was cursed. Then Navaire came and revealed the truth. Due to her disability, not being able to see the nature spirits, Celissa's position had been in doubt. Yet Celissa had never lost faith in the spirits, and they had never turned away from her. After Cleodora and Tef received the corrupted spirit's plea for help, it was Celissa who stopped everyone from arguing. 

She had sent Cleodora and Tef to the shrine's cavern, to tell Drueth what they had learned. While they were gone, Celissa had organized the rest of the shrine village. By the time they returned, the adults had come up with a strategy. 

The plan was that Cleodora and Tef would travel to Willow Lake Shrine with Pethiyen. They would pose as a hunter and fledgling. Chief Tavenor would arrange with the Hunters Guild for it to look like a regular rotation. 

"That's great," Cleodora exclaimed. "I've already been training with you, so —"

"Not really," Tavenor interrupted. "A few lessons in evasion don't make you a hunter."

Pethiyen said, "There's more to hunting than you think. A real fledgling has to learn about our weapons, the spear, knife and snare. Then there's stalking different prey, making the kills, cleaning it properly, preserving hides for making leather..."

"I don't know those things." Cleodora looked at her parents uncertainly.

Tavenor snorted a laugh. "That's why people will believe you're a fledgling." 

"I'm gonna make you work for it," Pethiyen smirked, "fledgling."

~ ~ ~
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ACCORDING TO PETHIYEN, the first thing they needed was information. A group of spirit guides had come from Tamarack Mountain Shrine after Navaire reported that Celissa needed help. One of them was Gherdan, an experienced healer originally came from Willow Lake. Gherdan hadn't lived there since she was a young woman, but she helped them sketch out a map and answered Pethiyen's questions as much as she could. 

~ ~ ~
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IT HAD TAKEN A FEW days for Navaire to agree that Cleodora could travel with Pethiyen. Not because he disapproved, but because he couldn't go with them. As a member of the Majian Guild, he had been assigned to get answers about the drought. But Navaire had tangled with the corrupted spirits at Willow Lake. They knew him, and he couldn't go back there. 

Navaire had been Cleodora's first mentor, almost since the day he came to Acorn Shrine. Once he met Celissa, he had never left. Now they were married, and he was Cleodora's step-father as well as her mentor. 

"Don't forget about your lessons with me, spark," Navaire reminded her cheerfully. 

"Of course not," Cleodora exclaimed.

They usually trained in the evenings. Cleodora waited for Navaire in a pergola among the oak trees. From there she could look out over the whole shrine village. The waterfall made rainbows and spray in the late afternoon light. It poured into a pool lined with stones, where people swam and relaxed after long days. On both sides of the canyon, wooden cottages peeked out among the oak trees. The main shrine building was in the center. Its oak tree statue stood on a platform above the pool. She breathed deeply, taking in the green scent of the oak trees that grew all around them.

Cleodora's fingers hooked and curled as she practiced on a cat's cradle she carried with her everywhere. She had seen this view every day of her life. It was strange to think her time here was growing short. 

A soft crunch of boots on the earthen trail made her look up. Navaire was coming for their lessons. He was dressed in a green coat with yellow dragonflies embroidered on it. The loose sleeves were folded back to show his darker brown tunic. A necklace of majian medallions winked in the scattered light. Straight black hair was pulled into a ponytail that cascaded down his back. 

"Spark," Navaire greeted her. "Before you go, I have a new casting to teach you."

"What is it?" As a majian spark, Cleodora was only allowed to practice a few spells at a time. They had been working on making a dust devil to confuse an opponent, and a trap to tangle anyone who was chasing her.

"It's called break," Navaire said. That sounded easy, but there was an odd light in his slanted black eyes.

"Break?" Cleodora repeated. "I don't need magic to break things." 

Navaire tilted his head, warning her to quiet down. She did.

"Break is more powerful than it sounds," he cautioned. "It can damage things you don't mean to break. You'll have to be careful when you weave it. Always practice on something you don't mind losing, like a piece of firewood or a large stone."

"It can break stone?" Now Cleodora saw the usefulness. Drueth had said the Willow Lake cavern was blocked by fallen rocks. Her brown fingers twitched, ready to try the new spell, but Navaire's strong hand caught hers. Startled, she looked into his dark eyes.

"This working is advanced and powerful," he stressed. "A spark of your age shouldn't even see me do it."

"I'm already thirteen," Cleodora protested.

"I remember." Navaire smiled with a trace of sadness. "I know it sounds simple, Cleodora, but this can break anything. A wheel on someone's cart — while it's moving. A support post." He pointed at the nearest cottage, where they heard Farmer Hixen singing to his little children.

"Oh." That startled her. 

"You can break someone's weapon." Navaire went on. "You can break your own bone. To do what you need, you may even have to sever magical filaments, and we can't always tell what they're connected to." He gripped her hand, then released her. "Ready your cat's cradle, and I'll show you the first part. But don't put any force into it, all right?"

"I won't," Cleodora vowed. Inside, she felt very grown up, excited but scared. This was a real power! She promised herself she wouldn't ever use it to hurt people. 

~ ~ ~
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PETHIYEN HADN'T BEEN fooling when she said she would make Cleodora work. Even pretending to be a fledgling, the Hunters Guild had a lot of control over her. Pethiyen gave her the hunter's coat instead of her guide's coat. Instead of Cleodora's necklace, with the acorn locket and majian medallions, she could only wear a leather cord with a fledgling's medallion, a slip of wood with a fluffy feather carved into it. That change hurt. She was really giving up a part of herself to fulfill Drueth's command. But she couldn't back out. She promised herself to be mature about it. 

Pethiyen made her do her hair differently, too. She normally wore her thick black curls in two long braids for training. Pethiyen suggested she cut them shorter, but Cleodora didn't want to do that. Laferrin, her friend from Tamarack Mountain, helped her figure out how to pin the braids on top of her head and wrap a plain brown scarf in close. No loose ends could be left dangling.

Since Cleodora already had a battle staff, she didn't have to carry a spear. She did have to wear a hunter's knife, though. The weight was unfamiliar, and she didn't like the way it bumped against her side when she walked. Pethiyen showed her how to care for the blade and sharpen it with an oiled stone. 

The trickiest part was to learn the hunter's way of soft-walking through brush. Pethiyen brought her out to the plains of Erawyn, where tall orange rocks loomed in the distance. Sagebrush and scina grew thick and tangled around them.

"The motion is in your ankles and feet," Pethiyen said. "Watch me." 

Pethiyen was tall and strong, and she always moved with confidence. She had very brown skin from working outdoors, but her eyes were a lighter brown. It was startling to see her bend her knees and move through a patch of scina bushes. There was still noise, but Pethiyen tamed it by turning her body and moving the branches aside with just a touch. They stirred behind her, but hardly crackled.

When it was her turn, Cleodora tried to imitate Pethiyen, but she was so focused on keeping the thorns from snagging her coat that she tripped over a root. Her crashing through the brush sounded embarrassingly loud.

"Ow!" Cleodora grumbled. 

"Don't worry about it," Pethiyen chuckled. "Everyone makes noise at first." 

"The soles of these boots are so thin." Cleodora rubbed her stinging toes. As much time as she had spent sneaking after her cousins when she was little, this should have been easy. 

"That's so you can feel what you're walking on, but you don't cut your feet. Watch me again." Once more Pethiyen slithered between the bushes as if she was one of the spirits who lurked nearby, watching with interest.

Cleodora sighed. "I wish I didn't have to do all this." 

"Well, you do," Pethiyen answered patiently. "You've never hunted anything before, and you've never infiltrated somewhere you weren't welcome. I have."

"Really?" That sounded interesting, but Pethiyen was not distracted by Cleodora's idle questions. 

"Yes, really. And you can't rely on luck, fledgling. Our success rests on preparation." Pethiyen tilted a stern eyebrow. "Now try it again."

~ ~ ~
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A WEEK WENT BY, AND then another. Cleodora and Pethiyen had to wait for a Trader caravan to travel with. The preparations seemed to go on forever. Cleodora got restless and cranky. 

One morning she stood on the deck overlooking the waterfall pool when her mother came out to join her. Cleodora was supposed to be separating the wormy acorns from the good ones, but really she was just scowling at the ripples on the shore.

"Child," Celissa said. She was tall and sturdy, dressed in her guardian's coat of green embroidered with clusters of oak leaves. Her shining black hair was done in a dignified bun. "You need to get out and walk the canyons."

"I do walk them," Cleodora protested. "I go up to the cavern with Laferrin and the guests."

"This is your home place," Celissa said gently. "You must gather your memories, so you can always find us again. Besides, Tule's had an easy life in our paddock. You need to hike him around, build his endurance."

Cleodora did follow her mother's advice, if only because it was so hard to keep waiting. Celissa had given permission for her to take the family's llama, Tule, as a pack beast. Its thick brown wool had to be sheared first, reducing the weight it carried. Then Hixen taught her how to pack the llama efficiently. Cleodora would have her own backpack with clothes and personal items. Tule carried the rest — camping gear, food supplies, and two large water jugs. 

She walked around with Tule on a lead, doing her usual chores. She harvested acorns, sage and scina, caught fish in the creek, and helped her mother grind acorns into flour, a process with several steps. She led visits to the cavern with Laferrin, who would take over while Cleodora was gone. Gherdan showed her where to gather the herbs she needed to make tea during her monthly bleeding. 

With each task, Cleodora wondered if this was the last time she ever would do it. Or if, as it seemed, she would always be doing these chores and never leave Acorn Canyon at all. 
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