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Prologue

Windrider’s bones creaked as she spread her wings and took to the sky. Her feathers were thinning, but they still bore her aloft on the warm thermals over Bravelands. From high above, the plains and forests and watering holes looked just the same as they always had, the movement of herds and flocks of birds no different from any other day. But as she circled lower, she began to hear hooting and keening from the animals, and to see patterns of movement as individuals and small groups peeled away and headed for the Great Father’s clearing.

Young Stormrider soared beside her. Her great-great-grandchick was strong and graceful, her fledgling’s dark neck feathers completely covered now in adult white. But she still had a lot to learn about the life of Bravelands. Stormrider flapped anxiously in circles, looking from Windrider to the mourning creatures down below.

“But what if it is like last time?” Stormrider asked again as they circled once more around the Great Father’s clearing, the figures of the gathered animals below growing larger and smaller as they dipped toward the ground and then banked away again into the sky. “What if there’s no Great Parent for a long while? The longer the Great Spirit is gone, the more danger Bravelands is in—you taught me that. What if another False Parent tries to take over? What if . . .”

“Patience, chick,” croaked Windrider. “The Great Spirit has not left us. The new Great Parent will be found when the time is right.”

The wind ruffled Stormrider’s feathers as she briefly drifted against the thermals, before she caught the calmer air and bobbed alongside Windrider once more.

“Do you know the history of the Great Spirit?” Windrider asked.

Stormrider cast her a frown. “I know that it’s always chosen one creature to lead the others . . . that they get to speak skytongue and sandtongue, and . . .”

“I mean the beginning of it all,” Windrider said. She shook her head. What were the mothers thinking these days, if they didn’t educate their chicks? “Let me tell you the old story. It’s almost the oldest story, and it begins with an egg.”

“A vulture egg?”

“No,” said Windrider. “But a vulture found it. It was all alone on the plains, not in a nest, not even in a hole in the ground. To the vulture, it looked like a tasty snack. But just as she was about to spear the egg with her beak, she heard a voice speaking to her. Do not eat this egg, it said. Instead, take it back to your nest, and care for it as if it is your own. So she did. The other vultures laughed at her, sitting on an egg that wasn’t hers. They said she was going to hatch a snake or a lizard that would bite her as soon as it was born. But she persisted, staying with the egg until it hatched.”

“And what was it?” Stormrider asked, her eyes wide.

“Nothing,” said Windrider. “The egg was empty. There was nothing at all inside.”

“. . . But there wasn’t really nothing, was there?” Stormrider pressed.

Windrider gave a small nod of satisfaction. Perhaps this chick did understand some things. She banked a little, leading them both up higher, until she could see the mountainside where the vulture pool glistened among the rocks.

“No, indeed. What was inside the egg wasn’t visible, but it was very real. The Great Spirit was born that day, and it lived not in the world, but in that vulture’s heart. She was the first Great Mother. And though the Spirit has passed on to all sorts of other animals, that’s why we have a special connection to the Great Spirit.”

“Wow,” Stormrider said. They flew in silence for a moment, and then the younger vulture flapped thoughtfully and said, “Windrider, if the Great Spirit was what hatched . . . who laid the egg? Who told the vulture not to eat it?”

“An excellent question,” said Windrider. She chuckled to herself, recalling the time many, many moons ago when she’d first heard this story as a fluffy, white-feathered chick in her mother’s nest. She had asked what would happen if the vulture had eaten the Great Spirit. . . .

“And? What’s the answer?” Stormrider prompted.

“Oh, nobody knows,” said Windrider. “Perhaps the Great Spirit laid itself, somehow. Perhaps it was something else. Nobody knows which came first, the Spirit or the egg. The point is that the Great Spirit hasn’t deserted Bravelands in all that time, no matter what, and we must be patient and wait for it to choose its next Great Parent. It chooses the one who can best nurture and protect it.”

“Something strong, like an elephant,” muttered Stormrider.

“Often so,” replied Windrider, “but sometimes the choice is not so obvious. Even the meekest-looking creatures can have great strength in their hearts.”

They flew in silence for a while, circling the pool and then heading higher. They flew toward the great mountain, its lower slopes wreathed in fog, the higher ones green and thick with huge trees.

“The air feels strange on the mountain,” said Stormrider. “It seems to . . . shake. I can taste its smoky breath. What does it mean?”

“I’ve sensed it too,” said Windrider with a sigh. “Something terrible is coming. A great struggle. A war between Earth and Sky. The Great Spirit must be strong, if balance is to return to Bravelands. Let us hope that the new Great Parent is as brave and kind as Great Father Thorn was.”

Stormrider gave a shudder, wheeling away from the mountain.

Windrider took a deep breath. She could taste the faint tang of smoke, even from this distance. She held it on her tongue, as she would the meat of a dead creature, and the knowledge came into her heart the same way it always did, quietly and simply.

My death is coming. It travels on this wind.

She banked to follow Stormrider. Her wings were heavy, and the air crept through her thinning feathers and chilled her heart, but she was still strong enough to catch up with the young vulture.

“Peace must come,” she said. “But I do not expect to see it.”

Stormrider cast a frightened look at her and opened her beak to squawk in alarm, but Windrider cut her off.

“The future of the vultures will be in your talons. Come, let us go back to the roost. I have much to tell you, and it seems it cannot wait. . . .”
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Chapter One

Chase Born of Prowl slunk across the clearing, between the stamping feet of the gorillas. They formed a wall of dark fur and flesh, blocking off her escape, trapping her in the middle of the circle, a single leopard among hundreds of gorillas and dozens of hissing snakes. The closest snake raised its head from its coiled position on the ground and fixed its black eyes on Chase.

The gorillas huffed and pounded their chests in time with their stomping, and Chase’s heart pounded in the same rhythm, her fur twitching. Her tail lashed as if it had a mind of its own. The branches of the jungle shook with the thumping of the gorillas’ feet, and pieces of leaf and dust drifted down around her.

She had been through this ritual a dozen times, and it never became any easier to force herself to submit. She stumbled and fell to her belly, not lifting her gaze from the staring eyes of the swaying snake, though every remaining instinct in her body was screaming at her to run.

Chase’s paws trembled as she dragged herself closer. Could the snake hear her thoughts, as she could hear Grandmother’s?

Do it, she thought. Just do it. I can’t bear this. . . .

The snake struck. Every time, Chase thought that this time she was ready for it, and every time she was wrong. The snakes moved faster than she could follow, startling her into a yowl that cut off as the snake’s fangs found her shoulder and the venom throbbed through her blood. Everything slowed for a moment, the cries of the gorillas melding into one low roar, until it all snapped back as the second snake bit down on Chase’s paw. Fangs sank into her tail, her flank. She twitched, her back legs kicking uncontrollably as each snake delivered its burst of venom.

The gorillas howled and beat their chests in triumph. The circle of them swayed and spun around Chase’s pounding head. She thought she saw their jaws dropping unnaturally wide to show dripping snakelike fangs, heads swelling as they leaned over her, silhouetted against the reddened sky. There seemed to be thousands of them.

Something seized her back legs and dragged her out of the circle of snakes. It was another gorilla, one of the young males they called blackbacks, who laid a half-gentle hand on the top of her head.

“Listen for Grandmother’s voice,” he grunted. “She will end the pain.”

Chase managed to nod, and the gorilla went back to the circle as a female, a Goldback, stepped into the middle and held out her hands to accept the snakebites.

Panting with agony and unsteady on her paws, Chase pushed herself up and wobbled away from the gorillas to slump down in a heap, in a dark corner of the jungle, shrouded by leaves and vines.

I’m not safe. Nowhere’s safe.

The venom was already doing its painful work, forcing her mind to open to the words of the great snake. The voice of Grandmother never completely left her, not anymore. Between the rituals, she could hear it as a faint hiss in the back of her mind, like the distant sound of the waterfall. With the venom strong and fresh in her veins, she could make out words, mantras, instructions. And if she didn’t find a way to stop it, soon she would be just like the gorillas: completely under Grandmother’s control.

There were more of them than there had been, more than there should ever be in a normal gorilla troop. Bit by bit, Burbark’s gorillas had conquered the mountain, dragging unsuspecting gorillas in to subject them to the venom and force them to accept Grandmother’s “gift.” Hundreds of gorillas, from huge Silverbacks who screamed and fought until they were finally overwhelmed to young cubs who clung to their mothers’ fur as the snakes curled around their tiny bodies and nipped at their chubby legs. They moved across the mountain, stripping the vegetation for their food and their nests.

So much for us leopards being the fiery wrath of the mountain, sent to stop the gorillas taking over, Chase thought, remembering the ancient story her mother had told her of the leopards’ origins. Have I failed the Great Spirit? Have I failed my kin?

But no. She hadn’t failed them—not yet. Not as long as she could keep her own mind and shut out the urge to follow Grandmother blindly into destroying Bravelands. And to do that, she had to get up, ignore the pain and the growing voice in her head, and hurry to find the only remedy for the mental poison: decaying, horrible rot-meat. Every day that her mind remained her own, Chase knew she owed it all to the hyena Ribsnapper, who’d told her that the hyenas had found the secret to evading the sandtongue curse.

She had to reach the trees by the river, at the edge of the gorillas’ original territory. It was a long way to go while her paws still twitched unexpectedly and she couldn’t walk in a straight line, but it was the only way to be safe. . . .

“Chase,” said a voice, and she jumped and looked up into the hazy face of a gorilla, a Goldback whose name she didn’t recall. Chase tensed. “Is Burbark at the ritual?”

Chase blinked, trying to stop the gorilla from swimming back and forth in front of her.

“No,” she croaked. “He must be in the caves.”

The Silverback leader of the gorillas, Burbark, hardly ever attended the rituals anymore. He had plenty of enforcers to make sure they went smoothly, and Chase suspected he was getting his own venom from another, more potent source. As more time passed since the death of the Great Father—at least, that was what Grandmother claimed had happened; Chase still held out hope that she was lying, or somehow mistaken—Burbark was spending whole days in Grandmother’s company. They lurked in the vents below the mountain peak. What were they talking about in there? What were Grandmother’s plans?

Blood will flood the plains, whispered Grandmother’s voice in her head.

“Blood will flood the plains,” muttered the Goldback, and Chase echoed it back to her.

“I have to hunt,” she muttered, and slunk away. The Goldback didn’t challenge her.

When she reached the river, she plunged her muzzle into it for a moment before shaking her head, sending droplets spinning through the air. She lapped up some of the cool, fresh water, but she knew the relief it gave her wouldn’t last. She had to get to the waterfall. . . .

At last, she heard rustling in the trees, just audible above the splashing of the water, and looked up to see a pair of eyes blinking down at her from a patch of darkness.

Thank the Great Spirit, she thought. He’s here.

Shadow, the black leopard, moved his tail aside to reveal a second, smaller shape huddled against his side in the tree branch. Chase’s heart swelled as she looked up into the eyes of Seek, her aunt’s orphaned cub—her cub now.

He looked very different from the last time she’d seen him. The bitter sneer was gone from his face, his eyes were bright again and his fur sleek and well groomed. He was safe. He was cured. His tail lashed with excitement as he saw her, but then his ears slowly flattened and he dug his claws into the tree branch.

Both the other leopards were looking down at her with concern in their shining yellow eyes, and Chase was suddenly painfully aware of how she must look. Skinny, her fur ruffled and ungroomed, her steps unsteady and shuffling, her eyes bloodshot. She probably seemed like she was half-dead.

Shadow moved, and something tumbled from the tree branch and landed in the leaves on the ground, with a soft and squishy thump. Chase’s stomach turned as she approached the hunk of impala and saw that it was truly rot-meat—a sheen of some whitish substance covered its exposed flesh, and a maggot crawled from underneath the skin. Chase retched, but she had no choice. Time and repetition had proved Ribsnapper and the hyneas right: consuming this stuff was the only thing that would push Grandmother’s influence out of her mind.

She ate, tearing off small pieces and swallowing as quickly as she could. She focused on getting it down and keeping it down, on not regurgitating any of the slick and nasty stuff, until she finally began to feel better, despite the repulsiveness of the food itself. The dizziness faded, and she felt strength return to her paws. She forced herself to finish the meal before looking up, and when she did, Seek and Shadow were both descending from the tree. Seek ran to her and pressed his head under her chin, and she rubbed her face against his.

“Are you all right?” he mewled. “You look awful!”

Chase laughed. He could still be a little blunt, even though now he was no longer full of Grandmother’s bile. “Thanks! I’m better now.”

“You’re not,” said Shadow. He was standing back, watching her with those steady yellow eyes. “This has gone on too long, Chase. The plan was to rescue Seek, and we’ve done that. Come away with us, right now. We can outrun the gorillas if they try to chase us. We’ll find fresh territory on the other side of the mountain. . . .”

Chase sighed. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked her to run away, and every time he did, it became harder to refuse. But she still shook her head.

“Burbark and Grandmother are plotting something,” she said. “I know they are. If I leave, no one in all Bravelands will know what it is until it’s too late. She killed my mother, Shadow. She wants to destroy the Great Spirit, and I think she might succeed!”

“But what if they catch you?” asked Seek, looking up at her with huge eyes. “What if the snake decides to eat you, like it ate Range?”

Chase shot a disapproving look at Shadow. She’d told him not to tell Seek about Range’s death—about seeing him dragged away by the back legs, swallowed down until he was just a lump in the enormous snake’s throat. It had been a relief when his back had broken and he had died before the final swallow. . . .

Shadow shrugged. “He had Grandmother in his head for days,” he said. “He already knew.”

“What if you can’t shake off the poison next time?” Seek said. “I’ve felt it myself, remember? I know what it’s like. . . .”

Chase let out a weary breath.

“I’m much too smart to get eaten,” she reassured Seek. “And if I can keep getting rot-meat, I’m sure I’ll—”

She broke off. Something was moving in the trees.

“Run,” she said, before she even knew what it was. “Someone’s coming.”

Shadow and Seek didn’t stick around to say goodbye. Just like they’d agreed when they’d first brought the rot-meat to her, danger was here, and so they ran, side by side into the undergrowth, vanishing from sight.

Chase ran to the riverside and put down her head to drink, just as she scented the gorillas. A moment later, Blackbacks shambled into view. A gorilla patrol, heading past on their way around the mountain—she wasn’t sure where they were going, but they paused to stare at her with their bloodshot eyes before turning away, recognizing her as one of their own. Or at least, as a creature who wasn’t a threat, for now.

Chase gave a shudder, imagining what could happen to Shadow and Seek if the gorillas captured them.

That was too close. Shadow’s right. I can’t keep this up forever. . . .
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Chapter Two

Bramble entered the Great Father’s clearing just as dawn peeked over the treetops and the sunlight fell on the neat pile of leaves and flowers that covered the body of Great Father Thorn. Animals had been arriving steadily through the day and night, coming to pay their respects or just to see the Great Father’s fallen body for themselves. There were meerkats and cheetahs and dik-diks sleeping between the old tree stumps, monkeys and civets talking in low voices around the edges of the clearing, a black rhinoceros kneeling beside Thorn’s body, her massive horn gently touching the ground as she muttered her goodbyes.

Bramble carried his armful of fresh foliage over to Mud, who sat at the head of Thorn’s grave, quietly staring at the sky. He had hardly moved ever since his friend had passed away, except to fetch more leaves for Thorn, or when his Starleaf apprentice, Moth, insisted he had to sleep. The elderly baboon looked up and gave Bramble a tired smile when he saw that he’d brought a fresh covering for the Great Father. He nodded, wordlessly, and Bramble began to cover the wilting leaves with a layer of vivid green and flame red flowers.

When he was done, Bramble walked away, not wanting to crowd Thorn, or to be in the way of the mourners who were still coming to pay their respects—and to ask where the new Great Parent was, and what would happen now.

What will happen now?

The question felt like it had been following Bramble ever since Thorn’s death, maybe even before that, as close to his heels as his own shadow.

He found himself following the same path into the trees that he’d walked dozens of times in the last day. As he did, he turned the question over and over in his mind, as if it was a tough nut that he could open if he just kept feeling for the ridge where it would crack.

Moonflower and I came here because Dayflower Mistback read it in the Spirit Mouth. The message was clear: evil spreads from the mountain, unless wisdom stands in its path. I thought all we had to do was warn the Great Father, and he would know how to stop it.

He pushed through a dry, crackling bush, following the slight indentation that showed where baboons and gorillas had passed before, and found himself looking down at the secret that Mud was keeping, for now, from the rest of Bravelands.

The snakeskin was still as huge, still as horrifyingly perfect, as it had been when he had dragged it out of the tunnels beneath the plains. A ghostly, translucent form, longer than a tree from end to end and wide enough that a baboon could easily have climbed inside.

The evil was already here. Grandmother had been here, right beneath their feet, and had left her skin behind as an awful reminder.

Where was she now, and how could they possibly stop her from conquering all of Bravelands, with her cult of infected lizards and crocodiles and gorillas, when the Great Parent was dead? Every moment, Grandmother tightened her coils around them all.

I was counting on Thorn’s wisdom to stand in evil’s path, Bramble thought miserably. Now what do we do? We’ve delivered our message. Perhaps our part in this is done. But I can’t leave them now. . . .

He sat in the dim hollow for a while, staring in revulsion at the shed skin, and dwelling on his thoughts, until suddenly he heard thumping pawsteps and a trumpeting sound. Snapped out of his gloom, he pushed the twigs back into place behind him and hurried back to the clearing just in time to see the elephant, Sky, duck under a branch and step into the open space.

Mud was standing, looking up at her, seeming smaller than ever in the elephant’s looming shadow. From the other side of the clearing, Bramble couldn’t hear what they said to each other, but he saw Sky’s gaze fall on the heap of leaves and flowers in the middle of the grass. She raised her trunk into the air and let out a great sad bellow, then made her way across the clearing and—carefully and gently nudging aside any small creatures in her path—knelt beside Thorn’s body, draping her long trunk over him and closing her eyes. Other elephants had arrived with her, but they kept a respectful distance, standing at the edge of the trees with their gazes lowered.

Bramble also looked away as Sky muttered something under her breath. Then she stood up again and shook herself, her great ears flapping.

“We will bring Thorn’s bones to the elephant graveyard,” she announced. “The Great Parent will lie with his predecessors, and . . .” Bramble caught a tiny hesitation, as if she was steeling herself. “And with his dear friend and our stalwart companion, Fearless the lion. They will rest there together, until the end of all days.”

Bramble knew only a little about the Three Heroes of Bravelands, but he still felt tears stinging his eyes, as Sky ever so gently scooped Thorn’s body up in her trunk. Thorn was still wrapped in many layers of greenery, so that there was just barely a glimpse of a brown-furred tail dangling among the vines.

Mud clambered up onto one of the thick tree stumps, with the help of Moth. He sat, watching Sky move toward the other elephants, his shoulders heaving with sighs.

“Are you all right?” said a voice. Bramble turned, recognizing the soft lilt of Prance, the gazelle. She suddenly stood right beside him, looking up at him with her large, dark eyes. Her long black horns tilted as she turned her head to see him. She may have had no shadow, but she could move as quietly as one when she wanted to, despite her kind’s long gangly legs and noisy hooves.

“Me? I’m fine,” Bramble said, without really thinking.

Prance tilted her head. She didn’t say anything, but Bramble felt as if she was looking into his mind.

“I just . . .” Bramble puffed out his cheeks and blew a long breath through his teeth. “I don’t know where my place is now. I don’t know what to do.”

Prance nodded slowly. “I’m a long way from my herd, like you are from your troop,” she said. “Both of us are out of place, but I have a feeling we’re both exactly where we ought to be. We must trust in the Great Spirit. That’s what Thorn would have wanted us to do.”

Bramble was a little surprised to find himself nodding along, feeling a little calmer. Prance gave him a very light, friendly tap on the shoulder with her horns, and then walked away, heading over to the group of elephants.

I am far from my troop, Bramble thought. But not all of my troop. Where is Moonflower?

He turned away from the sight of the elephants preparing to leave and the grieving animals in the Great Father’s clearing. He needed to find his sister.

Moonflower is very wise, he told himself, feeling better all the time. Moonflower will know what to do.
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Chapter Three

Prance trotted across the open grass field, hope and nervousness mingling in her heart as she walked beside Sky and the other elephants. Sky still held the limp, vine-wrapped body of Thorn gently in her trunk, and Gallant the lion ran at her side. The sun was dipping toward the evening, and the elephants’ shadows were long and sharp on the ground. Prance sped up a little so that she could walk alongside the elephants, staying within their shadows. She felt oddly comforted. Apart from the cool of the shade, it almost felt like having one of her own again.

The place on her chest where Thorn had placed his hand, where something had passed between them, still felt faintly warm, though.

What did you do? she thought. Great Father, what have you given me?

Could it be the Great Spirit?

She couldn’t be sure. She didn’t feel very different. Wouldn’t she feel different, if the Great Spirit was inside her?

She’d thought about telling Mud, or Moth, or even Bramble, about the strange journey she’d been on with Thorn in the moments before he’d died. Far from the rambling, poisoned old baboon who had been lying in the den, he’d been clear and thoughtful, and together they had flown across Bravelands in their shadow forms to spy on—and confront—the great snake, Grandmother. And then he had passed something over to Prance, and when she’d woken up back in her body . . . Thorn was dead.

How could she tell the others about that, when they were all busy grieving the Great Father? What if they thought it was her fault that he was dead? What if they thought that she was trying to claim to be his successor, at the worst possible moment?

But a better moment to bring up the strange journey hadn’t come, and the warmth in Prance’s chest hadn’t gone away.

What does it mean if I’m carrying the Great Spirit?

There was the obvious meaning, too big and absurd to grasp, which Prance couldn’t bring herself to truly consider. But what if it was something else?

When she’d seen Sky walk into the Great Father’s clearing, the solution had burst into her mind all at once. She remembered the tales: when the last elephant Great Mother had died, False Fathers had taken her place, and the Spirit had been without a home for some time, but eventually it had found Sky. She had carried it in her heart until it had finally found its place with Great Father Thorn.

Perhaps she was going through the same thing? Perhaps she just needed to find the next Great Parent and pass the Spirit to them? And if that was the case, the one creature in all of Bravelands who knew what that felt like was Sky.

So she had asked to be allowed to accompany the elephants to the graveyard, hoping that somewhere along the way she would be able to tell Sky everything. Or perhaps she wouldn’t even have to: as she hurried along, feeling very small in the shadow of these majestic, lumbering animals, she thought that the Great Spirit might be steering her to the elephants because one of them was the real Great Parent.

Maybe it’s Sky!

After all, who better? She was a real hero, and elephants lived so long, she was only just entering her prime. It would make perfect sense!

The longer their little group walked across the plains, the more Prance became convinced that this had to be the answer. She didn’t get a chance to speak to Sky privately—they stopped as little as possible, and when they did pause to drink or rest, Sky was mostly talking to the other elephants, or to Gallant, about the route they’d take and the territories they would pass through. Gallant went off ahead a few times to negotiate with nearby prides of lions, herds of buffalo, or packs of hyenas to let them and their precious bundle of vines take a shorter route straight across places where a lone gazelle would have had to either go around or sprint for their lives. She glimpsed the hairy backs and flicking ears of the hyenas watching her from a high ridge as they walked through a small valley, and she was glad that she wasn’t by herself.

As they started their ascent into the mountains, the sun was striking the horizon, turning the clouds above into blazing lines of pink and gold. They followed the steep, well-trodden path through the crags to the elephant graveyard. Prance’s breath caught as they came to the top of the ridge and the narrow pass opened to reveal a high wall of stone that stretched for as far as she could see on either side. Twisted trees grew up and over it, dry mountain flowers peeking out from between their roots. Through the single wide gap in the stony expanse, she could glimpse lush grass, trees with spreading branches thick with green leaves, and a few soft white spears of bone among the mounds that must contain the bones of Sky’s ancestors.

“We should stay outside the graveyard,” said Gallant to Prance. “It’s a sacred place for the elephants. It’s a great honor for Thorn and Fearless to rest here.”

A hoarse cry overhead made Prance look up, and Sky followed her gaze to see a vulture circling above.

“Windrider probably sent them,” she said. “To see that Thorn was put to rest.”

The elephants began to enter the graveyard, but Sky turned, the bundle of vines and leaves seeming tiny in her large trunk. She knelt before Prance and Gallant.

“If you would like to say goodbye,” she said, “go ahead.”

Prance’s heart squeezed hard with grief and gratitude for this unexpected kindness. She tossed her head for Gallant to
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