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To my four children:

Amelia,

who “might” one day read this book,

Kipling,

who wishes this book were a video game,

Ireland,

who would read this book if it were made of chocolate,

and Huxley,

who would eat this book if he could only get his hands on it.

I love you more than words can express.



The Guardians
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Nacadia
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The earth speaks,

Her voice a ragged whisper.

Her lungs are choked with soot,

Her throat dry.

Do you hear Her?

It is the voice of an old woman,

though She is still young.
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PART 1: THE COVE

HIGH ATOP MOUNT SKIRE, A SNOWY OWL SITS PERCHED ON THE side of a dark pool, hidden in the rocky crags. This is not a typical place for an owl to rest—but this is not a typical owl, nor is it a typical pool.

The owl looks up from the still water, her short neck craning sideways so she can watch as the sun puts its final touches on the day. Mount Skire is the tallest of the Great Barrier Mountains—a range of towering peaks stretching across the entire continent, separating the country of Nacadia from the Forgotten Lands. From her lofty vantage point, the owl can see most of Nacadia spread out before her like a patchwork quilt. To her left is a dense forest extending from the base of the mountains toward Grander’s Bay and the Western Ocean; to her right, rolling foothills undulate toward the northern coast. Small towns connected by dirt roads dot the interior countryside, while a single cloud of smog hangs in the distance over the capital city of Olport. Miles away on the eastern coast, too far to be seen, the owl’s home lies hidden in a sandy cove, waiting for her return.

Another stiff breeze blows, ruffling the owl’s feathers, revealing hidden silver plumes that shimmer in the dying light. Daylight will soon be gone, and the owl will have the answers for which she has come.

As the minutes pass, it grows darker. The ocean glows a reddish hue as the sun slips behind the horizon, until the rich darkness that follows envelops everything like a dense fog. Even with her keen night vision, the owl can barely make out the pool beneath her.

So, she waits …

And waits …

Until it starts.

A single photon of light cuts through the sky before growing to a gentle yellowish-gold beam that brightens the side of the mountain. A large moon has begun to rise, bathing everything in soft gold light.

“Luna Aurum,” the owl whispers.

In the distance, the ocean appears as a vibrant expanse of glittering waves, while the trees of the forest glow like copper and glass. Finally, when the moon is directly overhead, the owl sees what she has come for.

Thin ripples disturb the surface of the pond, although the mountain is still and the wind has stopped. An image begins to form within the ripples. The water settles and the vision becomes clear: an orca, powerful and black, cutting through rough ocean waves.

“Very well,” the owl whispers to no one. “Cano it shall be—it is as expected.”

The image disappears, leaving the glassy pond with only the reflection of the owl and the golden moon above. The bird stands watching, anticipating. The whale was not a surprise, but there will be more. She stays, waiting for the real reason she came to this pool.

The ripples appear and dissipate again as another image forms.

The face of a young girl. Her raven-black hair falls twisted beside a pale, freckled face. Framed by the ringed locks are two emerald-green eyes with pupils shaped not like an ordinary girl’s, but oval—like those of a cat.

The owl closes her large, yellow eyes and nods. “So,” she says, “it is to be the girl. Many will not be happy with the choice.” She opens her eyes and sighs. “But if it is the heart’s decision, I shall make it so.”

With one last look at the girl’s image, the owl spreads her wings and rises from her stony perch into the night sky above. The moonlight glistens off her silver feathers as she flies to the Cove to prepare for the ceremony.



Chapter 1

I NEVER KNEW MY FATHER. ASIDE FROM TELLING ME HE’D DIED when I was very young, Granny never spoke of him, which was odd because she spoke about my mother, who had died during childbirth. She told me that my mother had been sweet and kind, and loved my father immensely. But my father … not a word. Any time I’d try to ask questions she’d close up like a clam, with a tight-lipped frown. I knew something was odd that day when she finally did mention him.

Come to think of it, a lot was odd about that day.

For starters, I counted eleven cars on my walk to school, which was two more than I’d ever counted before. Every day, someone in town was trading in their horse and buggy for one of the Society’s new Dorf Model Bs, and it felt like the whole town would soon be overrun by those metal beasts.

But I guess that wasn’t so strange. The Society had built new roads, and the price of their cars had dropped. Plus, everyone said driving made getting around easier.

I suppose the first really unusual thing happened at lunch. Right around the time I was getting my butt kicked by Penny and her cronies.

“WHAT KIND OF name is Winter, anyway?” Penny asked, pushing me against the brick wall of the school. “Who names their daughter after a mythical season where cold stuff falls from the sky? Your parents must have been weird. It’s probably a good thing they’re both dead.”

I tried to take a swing at Penny, but Carly and Marly—the Twin Terrors, as I liked to call them—grabbed my arms and pinned them to the wall.

“I bet your parents were freaks just like you,” Penny continued. “They probably had the same weirdo eyes. What are you, some sort of cat?”

I gritted my teeth. Penny was right. Cat-like eyes did run in my family. My cousin Alectus had them, Granny’d had them before she went blind, and apparently, my father had had them, too (or so my uncle said).

Cat eyes.
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A family trait.

Lucky me.

Nothing helps you fit in at school like being different. I could probably write a short book on all the names I’d been called. And I’d pretty much started answering to cat calls in the hallways.

“You know what I wish?” Penny asked, her face so close I could see every bump and boil on her skin.

“That the Society would invent a cure for acne?”

It was a stupid comment. Penny pummeled me in the stomach for it, and I felt the air leave my lungs. I should’ve kept my mouth shut, but I was never good at that.

“No,” Penny growled. “I hate that they let a freak like you into my father’s school. It makes us all look bad. Besides, grade nine is hard enough without having your eyes to give us nightmares.”

Marly and Carly laughed right on cue. They were Penny’s goons and followed her everywhere. Aside from the fact that Marly wore her blond braid over her left shoulder while Carly wore hers over her right, they were almost identical—like two giant, ugly bookends. They followed Penny around because her father was the principal of the school, and it basically gave them immunity; they could do whatever they liked.

“You think about my eyes while you’re sleeping?” I said between gasps. “That’s sort of creepy.”

Penny’s face contorted into an ugly scowl. She reminded me of a comic-book character, as if steam were about to pour from her ears. She punched me harder, and this time I crumpled.

“Any more funny comments?” she asked.

It took me a minute to stand back up, and I shook my head to concede. Penny turned to Carly and Marly. “What should we do with her today, girls?” she asked. “She’s in a particularly hilarious mood. We’ll have to fix that.”

“We could take her behind the school and pound her,” Marly suggested.

“Yeah, we could pound her,” Carly agreed.

Poor twins, they were about as smart as two rocks.

“Nah, I’ve got a better idea,” Penny said, grinning and turning around to face the sidewalk at the front of the school. “You see that group of boys over there?” She pointed to some kids from our class, standing by the road. “I want you to crawl over to them and purr like a kitty cat. Since you already look like one, you might as well act like one, too.”

I groaned inwardly. I would have preferred the pounding. The last thing I wanted was to make a fool of myself in front of the boys.

When I didn’t immediately get down on all fours, Marly and Carly pushed down on my shoulders. They were both almost six feet tall and stronger than anybody in the school. There was no resisting.

“Good,” Penny said, once I was down in the crawling position. “Now start moving.”

I slumped my head low so that my hair fell over my face, hoping it would hide my identity, and started crawling across the lawn. Penny’s white sneakers followed closely beside, while the twins brought up the rear.

I crawled until I was a few feet away from the boys and stopped. I couldn’t see their faces, but their shoes turned toward me and they stopped talking.

“Go ahead,” Penny said.

When I didn’t make any noise, Penny began shifting back and forth on the spot. She was always trying to impress the boys, but most of them thought she was either mean or annoying. Which was probably why she was always angry.

A low murmur spread through the boys, and Penny nudged me with her knee. She bent down so that her mouth was beside my ear.

“Purr,” she ordered.

“What the heck are you doing, Penny?” one of the boys asked.

I could sense Penny’s agitation growing as she straightened back up. “I’m just walking my pet around the school,” she said. “What’s the matter, Winter? Cat got your tongue?”

Marly and Carly forced a laugh, but none of the boys seemed to find this funny.

Penny bent down again and hissed, “Purr!”

When I still didn’t make a sound, she kneed me in the side, sending a sharp pain through my ribs. I was about to give in and do what she wanted when suddenly the boys broke into laughter. And not just a chuckle—this was a full-force, stomach-clenching roar.

It was followed by the sound of Penny screaming.

I looked up to see two of the boys keeled over, while a third was practically in tears. The whole group was howling and pointing at Penny as if they’d just seen the funniest thing in the world.

I turned to see Penny standing a few feet away, her hands flapping as she jumped up and down frantically. The twins were desperately swiping at her forehead.

A small sparrow swooped down near Penny’s head and she shrieked, pulling away from the twins and ducking. That’s when I saw it: a large glob of bird poop running right down her face.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

Marly—or maybe it was Carly—tried again to wipe Penny’s face, but it only smeared the glob through her eyebrow.

A crowd began to form and Penny was hysterical. As much as I was enjoying myself, I decided it was a good time to slip away. I backed up slowly, preparing to make a run for it, when—

“Bombs away!”

The shrill voice came from above, and I turned to see a second glob of poop land on Penny’s ear, dangling like an earring. There was another round of laughter and Penny took off, screaming, toward the school.

The sparrow swooped and pulled at Penny’s hair as she went, causing her to trip over a stray backpack and face-plant on the lawn. The twins rushed to help her up, and the three of them went barreling toward the front doors of the school. All the while, the bird continued to dive at them.

Only when they had disappeared inside did the sparrow give up. It circled a few times before flying off over my head toward the trees beyond. As it passed I heard the same small, high-pitched voice say, “Serves her right!”

I looked around to see if anyone else had heard the voice, but no one seemed to have noticed.

Where had it come from? Had it been from another student? One of the boys? It seemed so clearly to have been coming from above. Almost as if it was from the sparrow. But birds couldn’t talk!

Was my mind playing tricks on me?



Chapter 2

WHEN I GOT HOME FROM SCHOOL I WAS STILL THINKING ABOUT the bird. I paused briefly on our back porch, looking out at the orange grove in our backyard. We lived on the outskirts of Dunvy, a small town in the heart of Nacadia, nearly a five-hour trip to the coast or the capital. It was a quiet town, known for its oranges and sugar cane, but ever since the Society had extended their massive roadway up to the mountains, we’d had a lot more travellers passing through.

I rested my chin on my hands, leaning on the railing. I must have hit my head on the wall when the twins pushed me. Maybe I had a concussion and that’s what made me think the bird was talking.

I shook my head.

Yes, I concluded, I must definitely have a concussion.

I took one last look across the yard, breathing in the rich scent of citrus before going inside.

I dropped my bag carelessly on the kitchen floor and walked into the living room.

“Granny?” I called.

Normally when I got home, Granny would be sitting in her worn-out armchair by the window, but the chair was empty.

That was unusual.

“Granny?” I called again, this time louder.

Granny was stone-blind but her hearing was better than anyone I knew. Besides, the house wasn’t big. She should have heard me.

So, where was she?

I ran up the stairs to look in her room.

“There you are,” I said, breathing a sigh of relief. She was sitting on the edge of her bed, facing the dresser and holding something in her hand. I moved around to see what it was. It looked like some sort of stone, only it was white, like pearl, with gold etchings carved into its surface. Granny was rubbing the face of the stone and mumbling under her breath. She appeared to be in a kind of trance, and still hadn’t noticed me.

“Granny?” I said again.

I got close enough to see the object more clearly—it was a necklace with a circular stone pendant the size of my palm, mounted on a gold chain. The etchings were symbols, some running around the outside edge of the pendant like numbers on a clock, and more in the middle. I leaned in closer to see what they were.

As I did, I brushed against Granny’s shoulder and she jumped.

“Great Terra!” she yelled, while at the same time I jumped higher and yelled something less appropriate.
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Granny turned around. “I didn’t see you,” she said with an embarrassed grin.

It was her favourite joke. Of course she hadn’t seen me—she had lost her vision in a farming accident a long time ago, or so she said. Two large scars ran straight down her face, passing through each of her eyes.

“What is that?” I asked, reaching out to touch the necklace.

She yanked it back abruptly, knowing, even without vision, exactly what I was doing.

I pulled my hand away, irritated. Why was she always so secretive? I didn’t doubt that she loved me—she’d looked after me since I lost my parents—but sometimes she still treated me like a child.

“Why can’t I look at it?” I asked.

Granny hesitated. I could see that she was thinking hard about something. She turned back toward me and held out the necklace.

“Really?” I said, reaching to take it.

The moment my fingers touched the smooth rock, a jolt shot through my hand and up my arm.

“Ouch!” I yelled, yanking my hand away.

One of the gold etchings around the edge of the stone glowed a deep green, and Granny’s mouth twisted into a frown.

“So it is,” she whispered.

“So what is?” I asked, shaking my hand and inspecting it. There didn’t appear to be any marks or burns.

Granny stood up and held out the necklace again. I hesitated to take it, the pain in my fingers still lingering, but like the glowing green of the symbol, it faded quickly. I reached out and took the necklace, and this time there was no jolt.

It was smooth like glass and heavier than I’d expected. I turned it around in my hand and looked at the symbols. There were twelve around the edge, each in the shape of a different animal. In the middle were three more: a drop of water, mountains, and three swirling lines.

“What is this?” I asked.

“Old,” Granny replied.

I rolled my eyes. “No, I mean, where did it come from?”

Granny exhaled slowly as if carefully choosing her words.

“Your father had it the day he died.”

I was shocked. Granny never spoke about my father. Ever. And suddenly she was offering information?

“It was my father’s?” I exclaimed.

Granny shook her head adamantly. “I did not say it was your father’s. I said he had it the day he died.”

I was suddenly filled with an overwhelming need to ask questions. “Where did he get it? What do you mean it wasn’t his? Did he steal it?”

Then another thought crossed my mind: If my father had it the day he died, then Granny must have had it for years. Why had she never shown it to me?

Granny took the necklace back and tucked it into a blue velvet pouch before putting it into the top drawer of her dresser.

“What are you going to do with it? If my father had it last, maybe it should be passed down to me.”

“Maybe,” Granny said, “but right now I’m hungry. Let’s go eat.”

And just like that, the discussion was over. It was the longest conversation we’d ever had about my father.



Chapter 3

AS GRANNY SET ABOUT MAKING DINNER, I GATHERED THE GARBAGE and went to take it out back. The evening air was warm and the sun was already hidden behind the trees, causing shadows to wash over the porch. With the rainy season over, the air felt dry. It probably wouldn’t rain again for weeks.

The bag was heavy and banged noisily as I dragged it down the stairs to the bin. I opened the top and threw it in.

CRASH!

On my way back to the porch, the thought of that strange necklace troubled me.

Why had Granny kept it from me for so long? I didn’t have any siblings, so shouldn’t my father’s treasures be mine? I hated how secretive she was about him. She still hadn’t told me how he’d died! Sometimes I wished—

“Woo-wee, dinner is served!”

I spun around mid-thought. Someone had spoken behind me.

I scanned the backyard quickly, but didn’t see anyone. “I-is someone there?” I called.

The orange grove was shadowy and dark—was someone hiding there? Maybe my mind was playing tricks on me again, like with the sparrow.

I climbed the porch steps to go inside, and the voice spoke again.

“Sure would be easier if I were a little taller,” it said.

This time I was sure I’d heard it. I turned and went back down the stairs, looking around. Again, I saw no one—only the fat raccoon that lived under our deck, who had apparently come out to sniff through the garbage. He was sitting on top of the garbage can trying to pry off the lid.
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“Did someone say something?” I called out.

Nobody answered me, but I’d obviously startled the raccoon. Its ears twitched and it turned around to face me, then craned its neck left and right as if searching for something.

“Doesn’t look like there’s anyone here but me,” the voice said, and this time I was certain it had come from the raccoon.

“You—you can talk?” I asked.

The raccoon’s jaw dropped and its eyes widened. “You—you can understand?”

We stood staring at each other for what felt like an hour.

“I must be dreaming,” I finally muttered, backing away from the raccoon but tripping on the bottom stair and falling on my butt in the process.

“Oh, Terra, I’ve finally done it,” the raccoon said, jumping from the top of the garbage can and shaking its head. “One too many cans of Meatys! And I knew it, too! I kept saying to myself, ‘Don’t do it, Proctin, don’t eat the Meatys, it’s not real food.’ But did my stomach listen? Noooo. It kept on growling and saying, ‘More, more, more!’” The raccoon placed its tiny paws over its eyes and fell over backward. “Look what I’ve done! My poor brain, the largest of its kind, ruined! I mean, take my beauty, sure, but my brain? Oh, not my brain!”

The raccoon lay on the ground, smacking its paws against the sides of its head, tail swishing back and forth in the air, wailing over and over, “My brain! My brain! My brain!”

Dream or no dream, I couldn’t help but laugh. I walked over and looked down at the raccoon while it continued its fit.

“I beg your pardon,” I said.

“And I begged for more Meatys!” cried the raccoon.

“No, I beg your pardon, as in, excuse me.”

“You’re excused,” said the raccoon. “But I’m not. How can I excuse myself when I’ve gone and ruined everything?”

A little frustrated, I reached down and touched the raccoon on its shoulder.

Immediately it stopped its woeful cries and looked up at me.

“You touched me!” it said, shooting up from the ground onto its paws.

I pulled my hand back. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to get your attention.”

“No, no, you touched me,” it said again, this time with excitement in its voice. “Do it again!”

I was confused, but reached my hand forward and felt the soft fur behind the raccoon’s neck.

“Aha!” cried the raccoon. “You’re real!” It jumped toward me and wrapped its little arms around my leg. “Absolutely, physically real! I can touch you!”

I shook my leg slightly, trying to get it off me without seeming rude.

The raccoon stepped backward and lifted its paw into the air with a flourish. “My name’s Proctin,” it said.

Alright, so it wasn’t my mind playing tricks on me after all, I thought.

I reached my hand forward, quite aware that if anyone saw me at that moment they’d think I’d lost my mind. “Winter,” I said, shaking the raccoon’s paw. “Pleased to meet you.”

“To think I’ve lived in your house for ten years and we’re only just learning each other’s names,” said the raccoon.

“Under,” I said.

“Under?”

“You’ve lived under my house for ten years. I hear you going through our garbage at night. You live under there.” I pointed beneath the deck.

“If you knew where I lived, why didn’t you ever say hello?”

“I didn’t know you could talk.”

“Of course I can talk,” Proctin said, indignant. Then his head drooped and his eyes looked sad. “My mother used to say I talked too much.”

“Well, until now, I guess I never understood you,” I said.

As I spoke, I mulled this over in my head. I had never spoken to an animal before, had I? I mean, I’d spoken to the odd dog passing on the street, but as far as I knew they had never understood me.

“Do you talk with any other humans?” I asked, but the raccoon was no longer listening. He had crept back over to the garbage and was standing on his hind legs, trying to reach the lid. He hopped and managed to lift it slightly before it fell back in place.

 “Here, let me help you,” I said, walking over and lifting it for him. “Just try not to make too much of a mess. You do know I’m the one who has to clean up after you in the morning?”

“Sorry about that,” Proctin said. “I’ll do my best.” He hopped on top of the garbage and started tearing through the debris.

His mood seemed to have changed at the mention of his mother and he no longer appeared interested in continuing the conversation. I watched for a moment before going back into the house.

I didn’t say anything about the raccoon to Granny over dinner. In fact, I barely said anything at all. I was in a daze and worried she would think I was crazy. But something about the thin-lipped smile on her face made me think that maybe she already knew.

That night when I climbed into bed, I sat absently staring at my geography textbook. I couldn’t focus. There was too much to think about—the laughing sparrow, the necklace in Granny’s dresser, but mostly, the talking raccoon that had called himself Proctin.

What a weird day, I thought, putting the textbook aside and grabbing my journal off the bedside table. It had been an eventful one and it would take me a while to write it all down.

Better get started.



Chapter 4

IT FELT LIKE I’D ONLY JUST CLOSED MY EYES WHEN I WAS wrenched from sleep by a scraping sound on glass.

The room was black, except for a tunnel of golden light projecting through the window onto the opposite wall. In the centre of that projection was the shadow of a bird—tall and rigid with a short neck and a curved beak.

I climbed from my bed and looked outside. A large, golden moon hung over the distant mountains, illuminating the orange trees and yard. A tree branch swayed gently by the window—but there was no bird on it.

I spun around to the light on the wall to find the bird’s shadow had disappeared.

Or had it even been there in the first place?

I rubbed my head, worrying about the long-term damage from my likely concussion. I was tired, but too unsettled to sleep, so I stood staring at the moon—full, clear, and golden. It was bigger than I’d ever seen it and gave the odd impression that it was sitting on top of the mountains.

The mountains …

For as long as I could remember, I’d felt a weird pull toward the mountains, as if they were the north end of a magnet and I was the south. At night, I’d sit by my window and watch them. It sounds odd, but it felt as if they were saying my name. I didn’t know why; I’d never been to the mountains, never even been close. I spent my school days with Granny in Dunvy and the rest of the year on Pitchi, an island off the coast of Olport. My Uncle Farlin lived there with his son, Alectus. It wasn’t always a pleasant experience—my cousin saw to that—but it was the only other home I’d known.

So why did I feel as though the mountains called me?

No one lived up there, as far as I knew, and there was nothing beyond them but the Forgotten Lands. There were rumors about what existed in the Forgotten Lands—endless sand, swamps with toxic air, landscapes torn apart by windstorms and earthquakes—but they were all exactly that: rumors. No one had ever gone to the Forgotten Lands. No one was crazy enough to try. Except, perhaps, the Society. Kids at school said the Society was planning an expedition. But kids were always making up things about the Society. Some even joked that the Society would one day go to the moon. As if that were possible. Still, it was hard to put anything past the Society, with all they’d invented in such a short time. “The future is forward,” or so their slogan said.

Something howled in the distance, low and forlorn.

Coyote, I thought. Common to the area.

I climbed back into bed. If I didn’t sleep soon I’d probably not wake for my alarm. I smiled at that thought. There was a good chance I’d sleep through it anyway.

I don’t know how long I was out before I was awoken by another noise. This time it was a loud thump, and I sprang from my bed.

Okay, that time I definitely heard something.

I stood in the middle of the room, breathing quickly, waiting for something to happen. The house was silent and the air was crisp. I started to shiver in my pajamas and was feeling a bit silly when I saw something moving outside the bedroom window.

I crossed the room to get a better look.

The moon was now half hidden behind a wall of clouds, but despite the dim light, I saw that I was right—something was moving outside. Many things. Large, skulking shadows were creeping across the lawn toward the house. I squeezed my eyes shut and reopened them to be sure I wasn’t dreaming, but the shadows remained. I couldn’t make out exactly what they were, but they appeared to be some sort of animal. Some sort of very large animal. I tried to count them, but there were too many—ten, twenty, maybe thirty?

Something grabbed my shoulder from behind and I screamed.

I spun around to find Granny standing in her nightgown and robe, a fearful look on her face.

“You have to get out,” she said.

I didn’t have the chance to ask what was going on before she handed me a pair of jeans and a shirt. “Put these on. Hurry!”

I didn’t question her. Something in her voice frightened me. Something was very wrong. I threw on my clothes and Granny took my arm, pulling me quickly down the stairs to the living room.

“Wait here,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen. She moved faster than I’d known she could, and reappeared carrying my backpack.

“I’ve got everything you’ll need in here,” she said.

I stared at her in disbelief. “Everything I’ll need for what?”

“Your journey to the Cove,” said a voice from the shadows.

I jumped. I hadn’t noticed anyone else in the room.

A low figure emerged from the darkened corner. It stood a little higher than my knees and seemed to glide across the floor rather than walk. Its body was sleek and long, with pointed ears and a bushy tail. A coat of well-groomed auburn fur shone in the pale moonlight while a streak of white ran from under its snout to its belly. It was a fox—a red fox—similar to the ones that hunted and played in the fields around our house.

“Did you just speak?” I asked.

The creature nodded. “My name is Vulpeera.”

I turned and looked at Granny. “What’s going on? Am I dreaming?”

Granny shook her head. “This is not a dream, though I wish it were. Vulpeera is here to take you to the Cove. Listen to her; she will explain everything on the way.”

I couldn’t decide what was crazier—the talking fox in the middle of my living room or the fact that Granny seemed to know the creature.

There was another loud crash like the one that had awoken me—this time from the kitchen. Wood creaked under the pressure of some immense weight. Something was trying to break through the back door.

Granny and Vulpeera exchanged nervous looks. “Quickly,” Granny said, “this way.” She moved to the far side of the room and opened the door to the basement. “Down here.”

The fox moved toward the door, but I stood still. What was going on? What was outside? Everything around me was moving so fast.

Another crash echoed through the house, followed by the sound of splintering wood as a small piece of the door broke off. I turned to see a shadow run through the kitchen, and Vulpeera’s back arched as she snarled.

The shadow darted around the fox and scurried between my legs. I recognized its black and grey pattern as it crossed through a stream of moonlight.

“Proctin!” I exclaimed.

“What’s going on out there?” he panted. “There are hundreds of them!”

Another crash, this time followed by a scraping sound as whatever was outside tried to claw its way in.

“Quickly, Winter,” Granny said, “we don’t have much time.”

As if to answer her, yet another crash resounded through the house as the door gave way. Two large shadows pounced into the kitchen, but I didn’t wait to find out what they were. I sprinted to the open basement door and leapt through. Proctin and Vulpeera jumped after me, and Granny followed, slamming the door shut just as two loud thumps hit the other side.

“What are those?!” I cried, but no one answered. I was at the top of the stairs and it was completely dark—I couldn’t see a thing. Proctin clung to my leg. Keeping my hand on the cold stone wall, I crept down the stairs and pulled the cord for the light.

The basement lit up and I saw Granny and Vulpeera already standing on the far side of the room, pushing against the washing tub.

Whatever was upstairs was now clawing and bashing at the basement door. Soon they would be through, and we’d have nowhere to go. Why had we come to the basement? There was no way to escape—we were locked in! My hands clenched in fear. Proctin was gripping my leg so tightly I could feel his claws digging through my pants. I tried to pry them free, but his grasp was unbreakable.

Granny and Vulpeera had managed to push the washing tub to the side, revealing a hole in the wall behind it, big enough to crawl through.

“Come on,” Vulpeera said, jumping into the hole.

Proctin released my leg and scurried across the room. He peered inside. “I’m definitely not going in there,” he said. “It looks muddy and dark and cold and—”

Vulpeera’s face re-emerged from the darkness. “Not you,” she growled. “Winter, hurry! Once they find out where we’re going they’ll move to cut us off at the other end.”

I bent down and looked inside the hole. Proctin was right—it did look muddy and dark and cold, but another crash from upstairs gave me the courage to climb in.

“Hurry, Granny,” I said, reaching my hand out to guide her in after me.

Granny bent down with a grave expression. Her eyes were forever closed but somehow, I felt like she was looking at me.

“I’m not coming,” she said.

“What?!”

I started to crawl back out of the hole, but she held up a hand to stop me.

“Don’t worry about me,” she said. “I can handle whatever comes through that door. Besides, it’s not me they’re after—it’s you.”

“Handle what behind the door? Granny, they’re huge! You can’t—”

“I’ve still got some fight left in me,” Granny said, smiling.

“What are you talking about? Fight? Granny, what’s after me?”

“I should have told you a long time ago,” Granny said, shaking her head. “I thought I was keeping you safe. I didn’t think you’d be chosen, not after your father. I’m sorry, Winter.” She reached out a hand and touched my face. “Vulpeera will explain everything. Trust her.”

“Granny, I’m not going without you!” I was angry, and my throat tightened as tears began to form, but she stood and began pushing the tub back into place before I could stop her.

What was happening? What was my grandmother talking about? What did she mean about me being chosen?

Before the washing tub was fully back in place, Proctin let out a cry. “Oh, for Terra’s sake,” he said, jumping in behind me.

The slit of light grew smaller, until it was no wider than my hand. Granny’s face reappeared. “I almost forgot,” she said. She reached into the pocket of her bathrobe, then held out her hand. In it was the necklace from the drawer. “Take this. And remember that I love you.”

“I don’t care about the necklace!” I said, as the crack closed. I should have told her I loved her, too, or one of a hundred other things. Instead I sat there in the darkness, wondering if those would be the last words I would ever say to my grandmother.



Chapter 5

“COME ON,” VULPEERA SAID, PULLING MY SHIRT FROM BEHIND with her teeth. “Lillian will be fine.”

I would have refused to leave except … Lillian? I hadn’t heard anyone call Granny by her first name since … well, since ever. It was weird enough talking to a fox, but even weirder for it to be on a first-name basis with my grandmother.

“How do you know Granny?” I asked, but there was no answer. The fox had disappeared ahead through the tunnel, though I hadn’t heard her leave.

I looped the necklace over my head and crawled after her, while Proctin followed closely behind.

The ground was wet and cold under my knees and seemed to be sloping downward. I tried not to think about how only a few minutes before I’d been tucked in my warm bed. I tried not to think about Granny. I tried not to think about anything.

“Hurry,” Vulpeera said, her voice in front of me again. It was too dark to see anything, and it seemed as if the fox were flying through the tunnel. I couldn’t hear a single noise from her except when she spoke. Proctin, on the other hand, sounded as if he were dragging a bag of bricks behind me, and made an odd wheezing sound when he breathed.

“You humans are very slow on all fours,” he said.

“We humans don’t normally crawl.”

“We raccoons can walk just as well on two legs as on four.” He let out a little grunt and I heard him lift his front paws off the ground, only to fall back with a wet thud. “Okay, maybe not just as well, but pretty close.” He tried again with the same result. “I’ll work on it.”

As we moved deeper into the tunnel, Proctin continued to practice walking on two legs while I picked up my pace the best I could. It was difficult; the tunnel was narrow, with roots that slapped at my face and rocks that stabbed my knees.

“Vulpeera, how much farther?”

“Not much,” she replied.

My hands were numb and my neck was stiff. I couldn’t see anything, so I focused on listening and was surprised to hear a faint sound ahead, like rushing water.

“What’s that noise?” I asked.

“We’re getting close to Pteron’s cave,” Vulpeera said.

“Cave? I thought we were going to a cove.”

“We’ll catch a ride from the cave to the Cove.”

“That’s confusing. How will we—” My face smacked into the side of the tunnel as it took a hard turn left. The sound of rushing water had grown to a low rumble, and for the first time I saw a dim light.

Finally, an end to the stabbing pain in my knees, I thought.

I crawled about twenty more feet before exiting the tunnel into a large cavern with a dark river running through the middle. A light coming from one end cast jagged shadows on the walls as it passed through the stalactites and stalagmites, making it look like we’d entered the mouth of some overgrown crocodile.

“It’s nice to be on two feet again,” I said, as I stood and stretched.

“Two feet, she said two feet!”

I looked around. Someone had spoken, but it wasn’t Proctin or Vulpeera. The raccoon had tucked itself between my feet like a third shoe while the fox stood rigidly, looking into the dark cave like a bloodhound pointing toward a scent.

“Who’s there?” I asked.

“She wants to know who’s here.”

“Tell her!”

“No, you tell her.”

“Let Pteron tell her.”

The cave had suddenly become an amphitheater of tiny voices echoing off the walls, drowning the sound of rushing water. Eyes—hundreds of small, yellow eyes—looked down at me from the walls and ceiling and stalactites.

“Is it her?”

“It must be her.”

“The chosen one!”

“She looked at me!”

“No, she looked at me!”

“I can hear you,” I said. “Who’s there?”

My voice seemed to shake the sides of the cave, and the black walls began to shudder and move as if they were made of running water.

The voices became deafeningly loud.

“Enough!” bellowed a deep, resonant voice, and all the others faded away.

Two new eyes appeared up above, the same yellow as the others but much larger. They were like bodiless globes, hanging in midair as they stared down at me. I began to back away when they suddenly broke free from the ceiling and dropped toward me. I let out a yelp and covered my face as I stumbled backward. The gigantic yellow eyes stopped a few feet in front of me as the creature perched and spread itself out on a stalagmite: an enormous bat with a long, slender nose and tall, pointed ears. Its unfurled wings must have spanned a metre as it clung to the rock. Around its head, a crest of golden fur shimmered in the trickle of light coming from the far end of the cave.

“So,” the bat said, “you must be Winter.”

I nodded—still afraid, but slightly reassured by the calmness of its voice.

“Those eyes,” he continued. “I have seen them before. And your hair. You have so much of your parents in you.”

In this messed-up world of talking animals it was my eyes that were fascinating? “Wait—you knew my parents?”

The bat’s mouth spread into a smile. “Of course,” he said, nodding his head, “we all did. Your grandmother, Lillian, is a good friend of mine.”

I thought about Granny and a lump suddenly formed in my throat, but I fought it back down. The last thing I wanted to do was start crying in front of these animals—especially if they had information about my parents.

“Who are you?” I asked.

“My name is Pteron,” the bat said, “and I am the Sky Guardian of Wisdom.”

He said this as if I should know what it meant.

“And you knew my parents how?”

The bat looked at Vulpeera with a confused expression.

Vulpeera shook her head. “Lillian has told her nothing.”

“Nothing?” the bat questioned, his eyes momentarily widening.

“Nothing,” Vulpeera repeated.

“I see,” Pteron said, nodding solemnly. “Well, she will have to be brought up to speed quickly—the ceremony is in two days.”

“Yes, I will do that once we are on the river. Forgive my urgency, but we shouldn’t stay. Lupora already had the house surrounded when I arrived. It won’t be long before—”

Vulpeera stopped talking. A sound had come from deep within the cave—a growling, scraping sound like dogs running on pavement.

Pteron’s eyes narrowed to small slits. “How could they have known already?” he asked, shifting himself higher on the rock to look deeper into the cave. “I suppose it doesn’t matter. They’re here. Quickly, Cheelion is waiting by the entrance.”

Vulpeera nodded. “Follow me, Winter,” she said, and ran toward the light coming from the entrance of the cave, bounding over the rocks and stalagmites as if they were nothing more than a well-marked path.

“Who’s coming?” I asked, looking back toward the scraping sound. “Why won’t anyone tell me what’s going on?”

Proctin took off after Vulpeera. “I’d rather not wait to find out,” he yelled.

“Go with Vulpeera,” the bat said. “She will explain everything. I will see you at the ceremony.”

The noise was growing louder—whatever was coming was getting closer.

I turned and ran after Vulpeera, but tripped over the first stalagmite in my path. Cat-eyes or not, I wasn’t very good at seeing in the dark.

In a heartbeat Vulpeera was by my side, helping me to my feet with her wet nose nuzzled against my arm. “Careful,” she said. “Quickly but carefully.”

Following the river, we ran toward the entrance of the cave. The ledge of rock grew narrower as the river widened, and I had to focus on the ground to avoid tripping. Behind us, the sound of growling and snarling grew louder.

“Hurry!” Vulpeera said, the urgency now rising in her voice.

I made the mistake of looking back. Dark silhouettes rushed toward us, and on the walls of the cave were shadows that resembled dogs.

“Are those—”

“Wolves!” Vulpeera shouted. “Come on—over here!” She leapt onto a large rock in the river, and motioned for me to follow.

“There?” I yelled. “Not there! We need to keep running!”

Panic was starting to take over.

“Get on!” Vulpeera cried. “Trust me!”

I remembered what Granny had said about trusting the fox, and jumped onto the rock. When I looked back, the wolves were only twenty metres behind—large, greyish beasts with wide, snarling mouths and sharp canine teeth. Their muscular shoulders flexed with every stride as they tore through the cave, bounding over the rocks and closing the gap between us.

I was going to die sitting on a rock like a meal on a dinner plate!

Just as that thought crossed my mind, the rock began to move. Not quickly by any means, but the shore was definitely getting further away.

“Hurry, Cheelion!” Vulpeera yelled. “They’re closing in!”

The distance was growing but we weren’t far enough. It was going to be an easy jump for the wolves.

The largest wolf pulled out in front and I braced for impact. It was only ten metres away …

Four metres …

Two …

Strands of drool dangled from its open mouth as it pounced.

It soared through the air, only to be engulfed by a black cloud that fell from the ceiling of the cave. With a splash it toppled into the water, howling as thousands of bats swarmed it from above. The wolves behind gave up their pursuit as bats continued to pour from the ceiling and walls. In seconds, the whole cave had become a frenzy of flying creatures so thick it was impossible to see.

Our rock gained speed as if caught in a current. The wolves jumped and snapped and howled in rage before the river banked sharply, and we left the cave behind.



Chapter 6

WE FLOATED DOWN A WIDE RIVER LINED WITH ROCKS AND BRAMBLES and brush. Large, wilting trees reached out over the water, their sinewy branches like fingers grabbing at us from above. It was night, but the sky was brighter than any night I could remember. The same golden moon I’d watched from my window now hung directly above, illuminating the river in a yellowish hue as its light passed through the branches.

We had slowed considerably when the river widened, drifting at a leisurely pace. It was strangely peaceful, the noise of snarling wolves and squealing bats now far behind us.

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/images/x.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/images/vi.jpg
STRENGTH

WISDOM

AGILITY

LAND

ARCTOS

~BEAR—
TERRIONA

\VINTER
~HMAN=
INPERIA

VULPEERA
~FON~
SEWIN

FELINIA
~CHEETAN-
BANETIS

\WATER

CANO
~ORCA—
AQUAVIOY

CHEELION
~TURTLE=
SENTAVITIS

TULLY
~OITER—

PERAQIIM

ISTEEL
~SAILFISH-»
GRAVIDIIM

CATHARIA

~CONDOR—
VENTIOS

PTERON
~BAT—
AMIOCULOLS.

AURORA
~HUMMINGBIRD =
EVANESTIN

FANTOM
~FALCON-
FUGARIA






OEBPS/images/ix.jpg
Tie

»(Rpe
“Winser,





OEBPS/images/vii.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/toc.xhtml



			Cover


			Title Page


			Copyright


			Dedication


			The Guardians


			Nacadia


			Part 1: The Cove
			Chapter 1


			Chapter 2


			Chapter 3


			Chapter 4


			Chapter 5


			Chapter 6


			Chapter 7


			Chapter 8


			Chapter 9


			Chapter 10


			Chapter 11


			Chapter 12


			Chapter 13


			Chapter 14


			Chapter 15


			Chapter 16


			Chapter 17






			Part 2: The Forest
			Chapter 18


			Chapter 19


			Chapter 20


			Chapter 21


			Chapter 22


			Chapter 23


			Chapter 24


			Chapter 25


			Chapter 26


			Chapter 27


			Chapter 28






			Part 3: The Island
			Chapter 29


			Chapter 30


			Chapter 31


			Chapter 32


			Chapter 33


			Chapter 34


			Chapter 35


			Chapter 36


			Chapter 37


			Chapter 38


			Chapter 39


			Chapter 40






			Part 4: The Bay
			Chapter 41


			Chapter 42


			Chapter 43


			Chapter 44


			Chapter 45


			Chapter 46


			Chapter 47


			Chapter 48


			Chapter 49


			Chapter 50


			Chapter 51


			Chapter 52


			Chapter 53






			Part 5: The Mountain
			Chapter 54


			Chapter 55


			Chapter 56


			Chapter 57


			Chapter 58


			Chapter 59


			Chapter 60


			Chapter 61


			Chapter 62


			Chapter 63


			Chapter 64


			Chapter 65


			Chapter 66


			Chapter 67






			Epilogue


			Acknowledgements


			About Alex Lyttle







Landmarks



				Cover


				Title Page


				Start of Content








OEBPS/images/15.jpg





OEBPS/images/iii.jpg
A PROTECY
(RRA T0ky,

Te
»‘Rpe
“Winser,
ALEX LYTTLE

central
avenve
2019





OEBPS/images/11.jpg





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/images/5.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781771681599_cover.jpg
:»M“:M#Qf
QERRA p‘;ﬁ;' fe%
[@tse
t“Wmiée&

ALEX LYTTLE





