

[image: image]




[image: image]




Map

[image: image]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Map

Prologue

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

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Epilogue

About the Author

Books by Erin Hunter

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]

Prologue

“It’s perfect.”

Stonehide couldn’t help swaggering a little as he emerged from the tunnel. He pushed one shoulder against the loose earth as he did so, widening the entrance some more.

“Abandoned long ago, not a termite in sight. The central chamber’s lovely, nice and big, sheltered but with a bit of sun from the holes in the mound. Superb stuff.”

Silvertail let out a sigh of relief. “Well done, my love. I was hoping this would be the one. And there’s room for all of us?” She looked pointedly down at the rounded sides of her belly.

“I promise.” Stonehide chuckled. “We’ll have plenty of space. All it needs is a good covering of leaves, and it’ll be a bed fit for the Great Mother herself.”

“Well, you’d better get going and gather some then.” Silvertail grinned. “It won’t be long now, and . . . you know, I think there might be two of them in there.”

“Two?” Stonehide’s muzzle went slack.

Silvertail’s jaws opened in a happy grin, showing off the sharpness of her teeth. “And if they’re anything like their father, they’ll be rowdy little beasts.”

“All right. Leaves for four!” Stonehide muttered happily, heading for the closest patch of trees while Silvertail slowly sniffed her way around the perimeter of their new home.

Two cubs. Thank the Spirit we found this place in time!

He felt a small pang of homesickness for their old den, where he’d been born and his mother before him, and where he’d always imagined raising their cubs. But it was gone, flooded out in the big storm, and there was no sense in looking back. Best paw forward!

“Stonehide!” Silvertail’s voice was shrill and startled, and he turned back and broke into a run even before she’d said, “I smell lions!”

He smelled them too. The wind had changed direction, and now the stink of big ugly predators was everywhere. And sure enough, the tawny fur and thin mane of a young lion emerged from behind the termite mound. Its jaws were open, scenting the air, a thin droplet of drool splashing onto the dry ground.

Fear and anger were always hard to tell apart. Despite the drop in his stomach, Stonehide saw red.

“Get inside!” he yelled to Silvertail, and he took a running leap at the lion’s face. The big cat flinched, and Stonehide pressed his advantage, jumping up again and clawing wildly at the creature’s muzzle. “Scram!” he yowled. Like his father had taught him. Most predators were cowards. Attack first, and it was often enough to see them off.

The lion let out a roar and swiped at Stonehide wildly with one paw. Stonehide felt the claws drag through his fur harmlessly, unable to penetrate. He was knocked over, but he rolled and came back in one smooth movement, screaming, his teeth bared. The lion’s roar faltered as Stonehide sank them into its other foreleg. He didn’t hold on tight, though he could have. Just a little nip—drawing a gout of blood, making the lion twitch and stumble—to show this upstart creature whose territory he stood on. This one was young. It probably hadn’t met one of his kind before. Most lions will mess with you only once, his father had said, if you teach them a lesson the first time.

“No easy pickings here,” Stonehide spat, the lion’s blood warm on his muzzle. “Get lost!”

The lion backed away, limping. “What are you, anyway?” he gasped.

Just as he’d thought. A novice, plumped up with false confidence.

“I’m your worst nightmare.” Stonehide grinned.

He lunged again—just a feint, but it did the job. The lion gave a startled cry and turned to flee, limping and looking over its shoulder to make sure he wasn’t following.

Except . . . there was a look on the creature’s face now that wasn’t fear or confusion. It looked . . . smug. Humbled, but knowing.

Stonehide was already turning when he heard Silvertail’s cry. It was achingly far away, among the trees where he’d been going to get bedding for their new home.

He was already running when he saw the blood at the mouth of the cave and the claw marks in the dirt, the trail leading to the trees. Just beyond them he could hear Silvertail hissing and spitting, screaming out furious curses.

It had been a trick. A distraction . . .

She was giving them a fight, that much was certain. Growls and her own defiant cries intermingled. If he could get to her, it would be all right. He’d fight until his last breath.

He was still several paces from the trees when the sounds stopped.

Silence filled the world. The distance seemed to stretch out endlessly in front of him, but inevitably he reached the trees and the sight of two lions spattered with blood. They each had deep scratches and bites on their legs, a coating of blood dripping from their muzzles as they looked up from the unmoving shape of Silvertail.

Stonehide’s fur stood on end, and he dug his claws into the earth, his sides swelling as he took a breath, ready to scream and leap at the lions. He would drive his grief into their eyes with his claws. . . .

But three more lion shapes loomed behind these two. One much bigger and one small and scrawny, limping a little as it let out an evil chuckle.

“Easy pickings,” the lion said.
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Flicker’s scent was dusky and sweet, like the wind in the grass when the pollen was rising. Stride’s heart soared the moment he smelled it, before he had even opened his eyes. He rolled over, yawning and tasting the air. On his back, his belly exposed and paws tucked up playfully around his muzzle, he blinked open his eyes and gazed up at his mate.

Her eyes reflected the light of the stars overhead, and he felt the tickle of her breath as she leaned in and licked his ear.

“You are about the laziest cheetah I’ve ever met,” she said.

“Yet somehow still the fastest,” Stride boasted automatically.

“And the most arrogant.”

That too, perhaps.

In reality, he knew that she matched him for speed. And perhaps there were other cheetahs, outside Bravelands, who could give him a fair race. But he wouldn’t admit it. Who needed reality, anyway?

In reality . . .

Flicker’s eyes were full of stars, but her pelt shifted and blurred. Her beautiful spots were faint, her colors muted.

“You’re . . .” Stride swallowed the word dead. What if saying it aloud made it true all over again? “You’re a spirit,” he said instead.

She blinked, and when she did all the stars in the sky seemed to go out, just for a moment. “Yes,” she said. “I will be with the stars soon. But I’ll always be able to look down and see you.”

“I want to come with you,” Stride said, rolling to his paws. “I don’t want to stay here alone.”

Flicker pressed her forehead to his, the sensation soft and fuzzy but painfully real too.

“You will,” she told him. “One day. There’s no hurry, my love. Live first. Live, Stride. Run and hunt. You have time to find another mate.”

“I don’t want another mate.”

She pulled away from him and began to walk away. The stars shone brighter through her fading pelt, and Stride’s heart ached as if some great animal was crushing it in their jaws.

“Wait! I don’t need anyone else. I want you.”

Flicker’s steps faltered, and for a moment Stride thought she was about to turn around and come back to him. But then he saw her stagger and felt the shaking of the earth beneath his own paws. She turned back to look at him, her starry eyes full of confusion and alarm, and then the ground cracked open ahead of her, falling away in a dusty cloud. From the splits, black tendrils snaked out, like smoke, or like a swarm of flies. As Flicker was still struggling for balance, they wrapped themselves around Flicker’s legs, her neck, her tail, making her squirm and yowl in panic. Stride was already running over the trembling ground, but he stumbled, unable to keep his own paws under him.

“Stride?” she mumbled. She was straining, but the smoke seemed to cling to her, insubstantial yet powerful, like a grass-eater crossing a waterway, caught in the grip of an unseen crocodile.

With a cry of fear, Flicker was dragged down into the black abyss at her paws. He heard her call his name as he called hers.

And then she was gone, snatched by the darkness.

Stride woke with a jolt so violent that he was on his paws before he knew where he was, teeth bared, swaying and snarling at nothing.

“What?” grumbled a voice. It was Stonehide, the honey badger, beside him. “What’s happening?”

The real world slowly came back into focus in front of Stride’s nose: a tangle of twigs and vines, thirsty-looking in the long dry season, but still green. Thick tree roots, and the sounds and smells of forest creatures all around. Stonehide’s beady eyes squinting up at him.

“Bad dream?” he asked, his tail thrashing in annoyance.

“I don’t . . . I don’t know,” Stride mumbled.

Was it a dream? It felt so real. So horrifying. What a dream to have out of nowhere! Stride stretched out his spine, letting his claws sink into the ground, trying to shake out the dread that still gripped his bunched muscles. It was like no dream he’d ever had before, and he wasn’t ready to dismiss it. What if something bad was happening to Flicker’s spirit right now? His paws felt restless, as if he could still run to her aid, but there was nowhere in the waking world his speed could take him that would help her.

He stepped away into the undergrowth.

“Where are you going?” asked the honey badger.

“I need to speak to the Great Mother,” said Stride.

“About a dream?” asked his companion incredulously.

“For advice.”

He didn’t wait, but he was grateful to hear the small creature’s paws following behind him, even if he did mutter under his breath about getting a good night’s sleep.

If something really was wrong, the Great Mother would know what to do. At least he hoped so.

“I think when she has anything more to say, she’ll come find you,” Stonehide said coolly.

“No, this is . . . something else,” Stride said. But was it? Horrible dreams, strange signs from the sky—it all felt like part of the same thing.

He’d never been a visions kind of cheetah before Flicker’s death. That sort of thing happened to other animals, like elephants and vultures. But since his mate had fallen dead at his paws, killed by the shadow that chased every cheetah when they ran too fast, that had changed.

Flicker’s sign had sent him to the Great Mother, and the elderly elephant had agreed that she thought he was here for a reason, even if she’d said Flicker’s death had been natural. The Great Parent was supposed to know such things, and who was he to question it? It had been days now, living in the forest, where he couldn’t stretch his legs or find prey bigger than a warthog, and Starlight, despite her assurances, had barely spoken to him.

“Well, whatever it is,” Stonehide said, catching up to Stride as he negotiated a thicket of vines, “if the Spirit has answers, or a task for you, you’ll know it soon enough.”

Stride frowned and let out a low growl of frustration. “What kind of Spirit lets an innocent cheetah just die for no reason?” he muttered.

“The kind we’ve got,” said Stonehide flatly. “Starlight told you. It was a good—a natural death. Nothing to be done. It’s better if you start trying to accept that now.”

“Thank you for the advice,” grumbled Stride, “but that’s not good enough! Not when I still feel her presence all the time! Not when . . . when I’m seeing things . . .” Stride trailed off with a strained yowl. Stonehide might be right. His dream might have been no more than a dream. “I’m trying. But we were meant to be together. How can I just let her go?”

Stonehide didn’t seem to have a reply for that.

Though it was the early morning, plenty of animals already gathered around the Great Parent’s clearing.

Legend said that the trees had once been muscled aside and torn up by elephants to make room for the animals to visit a baboon Great Father in his own forest. Ever since then, the steady stream of creatures tramping over—and eating—the undergrowth kept the space open and empty enough to accommodate several elephants and a crowd of smaller animals.

Right now, there was a rhino with a broken horn; a small herd of dik-diks chattering and wiggling their long noses at one another; a huge lizard with legs like tree roots; and a gang of small mammals who jostled and shoved to try to get as close to the Great Mother, and as far away from the lizard, as they could.

If Stride waited for Starlight to hear out all these creatures, he would be waiting all day. And what if Flicker didn’t have that kind of time? If he closed his eyes, he could still hear her panicked voice as the black . . . stuff . . . enveloped her limbs.

He decided to push to the front. It was important. And the small mammals and the dik-diks could hardly stand up to him, and the lizard . . . well, the lizard didn’t speak grasstongue, so as long as he stayed out of snapping distance he could ignore it.

“Come on,” he said to Stonehide, and started forward into the clearing.

He heard some muttering from the crowd and tried to ignore it. But then his ears swiveled as he heard a small, high voice gasp, “Codebreaker!”

I am no Codebreaker! he thought, and turned to see who had called him one. He spotted the creature, a monkey of some sort, with its paw protectively on the flank of a smaller one. But it wasn’t looking at him. It was staring right at Stonehide.

Stride opened his mouth to tell the creatures that Stonehide wasn’t a Codebreaker either—a dangerous beast for his size, yes, and grumpy along with it, but he killed only to survive, he wasn’t a murderer—but then he caught the look in Stonehide’s eyes as he quickly turned his face away from the two creatures.

It was shame.

Stride looked away too. He walked on a few paces with Stonehide on his tail, putting a little more space between the whispering animals and him. They drew close to the rhino, and Stride stopped, knowing that there was one creature who would not tolerate him pushing ahead of them to speak to the Great Mother.

“Stonehide,” Stride said quietly. He drew breath to ask what the monkey had meant, but Stonehide cut him off.

“Mind your own business,” the honey badger snapped.

Stride’s fur bristled. “It is my business, if I’ve been traveling with a Codebreaker!” he hissed back.

Stonehide gave a snort. “I don’t need this. You stay here and pester the elephant about your dead mate if you want, but you’re wasting her time.” And with that, he turned and skulked off, sending dik-diks scattering out of his way.

Stride stared after him, shock and confusion making his tail twitch. What was all that about? If Stonehide was really a Codebreaker, why come with him to see the Great Parent in the first place?

Maybe there’s more than one thing I need to ask the Great Mother about. . . .
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The grasslands were alive with small noises: the wind in the dry leaves, the chirping and chattering of small animals, Bellow’s labored breathing. But to Whisper, it felt eerily quiet.

It was wrong, in a way that rattled her heart in her chest, for any buffalo to be apart from their herd for this long. Not without some goal, some journey, and a return to the herd always in sight. Now the herd had left under the leadership of Bellow’s scheming, usurping brother Holler. Only three of them had stayed behind: Bellow, with his terrible injury all but guaranteeing he would die if he tried to follow the migration; Whisper, who had seen Holler’s treachery for what it was; and Thunder, her surrogate mother, whose own daughter Murmur had been killed by Holler’s awful son, Quake.

Every other buffalo in the herd had decided that safety was more important than loyalty. Now that the comforting drumming of their hooves had faded into silence, Whisper could almost understand it. It wasn’t too late to follow. To take comfort, if not solace, in the safety of numbers. Her head told her to move after them, but her heart remained rooted.

Bellow shifted again, limping to a slightly fresher patch of grass. His one magnificent curling horn gave him a lopsided look as he bent to try to eat, the other one broken off in the duel with Holler. It still lay a little way away, already giving shelter to a colony of ants.

Whisper and Thunder stood together under the shade of a tree, close enough to Bellow that they could run to his aid if he needed them, but far enough that he couldn’t hear them if they kept their voices down.

“What can we do?” Whisper asked Thunder. She was a big, adult buffalo. She had always commanded the attention of all the most powerful males, and the other females had always listened to her—at least, until now. She must have some ideas. “If a pack of lions comes along, I don’t think . . .” It hurt to say the words, to reduce the once-powerful Bellow to this, but she forced herself. “I don’t think we can protect him.”

There was a time not even the strongest or hungriest of lions would have messed with a buffalo like Bellow—he’d have shaken them off like flies, tossed them skyward with a flick of his horns, or crushed their skulls like eggs. Not anymore.

Thunder’s expression was dark. “No. We can’t.”

“Well then? What do we do?” Whisper said again.

She looked at Bellow and suddenly felt as if she could see the shape of another buffalo standing there, tiny in comparison to Bellow’s massive bulk.

Echo.

She had always been so worried about her little brother falling behind or hurting himself or getting lost. But she hadn’t been able to save him from Holler’s betrayal. She tried to push the memories away, but she couldn’t. His panicked squeal at the cliff edge, pressed back by hyenas until his hooves slipped over the edge. If only she had been closer, she might have saved him from the fall into the river far below. That he would’ve died quickly was hardly a comfort. He was so young. So innocent. And unlikely as it had seemed at the time, he had been chosen by the oxpeckers to lead the herd.

Fury blazed beneath her grief and guilt. Holler should have protected him. The hyenas should never have been allowed to get close.

“Perhaps . . . ,” Thunder began, her voice shaking, and Whisper knew what she was about to suggest before she even said it. “Perhaps we did the wrong thing. Perhaps if we could persuade him to try to catch up with the herd . . .”

“No!” Whisper cried. “Even if he could, he’s made his choice, and it was the right one!”

“I’m injured, not deaf,” said Bellow. He limped toward them, his eyes gleaming. His intention was clearly to march over and interrupt their conversation, but his steps were so slow and faltering that Whisper and Thunder exchanged a look and then hurried over to him themselves.

“I know it’s hard,” Bellow panted. “It might be the end of me. But believe me, there is no safety in that herd. My brother is leading them to their dooms, and the doom of all Bravelands.”

“It’s true,” Whisper said. “Remember, he doesn’t know the Way!”

Thunder hung her head. “Bellow, I know he betrayed you, but . . . would it not have been better for us all if you had given him the ancient knowledge, as if he really was the leader?”

Bellow’s eyes narrowed, and he raised his head. “I could not have done so, even if I felt inclined—which I do not,” he sniffed. “No buffalo who behaves as Holler has can be trusted with the Way. What’s more, the oxpeckers do not lie. They chose our new leader. They have not chosen another.”

He nodded across the grass, to a place where the ground fell away into a deep valley, the same one where Echo had fallen to his death. Whisper shuddered as she saw that the trees along the edge of the cliff were crowded with small birds, most of them with vibrant orange beaks.

“But Bellow,” Thunder said softly. “Echo is dead.”

The words struck Whisper in the chest, stealing her breath for a moment.

He was my little brother, and I let him die.

Silence fell between them, awkward and heavy.

“Well. We cannot just stay here,” Thunder said, tossing her head. “We need to find more to eat. I say let’s head toward the sunrise; I saw clouds there this morning, there might have been some rain.”

“I doubt it,” Bellow said darkly, but he slowly nodded. “But you are right, Thunder—we must survive, or there will be no hope for our kind at all. Let us go.”

They let Bellow take the lead, setting the slow pace as they pointed their horns toward the rising sun. Whisper looked back, just once, to the tree where the oxpeckers were still sitting. Their orange beaks were still, their voices silent, as if they were grieving too.

The sun had passed over their heads and their shadows were overtaking them when they crossed a small hillock, stopping at the top to graze on some windblown grasses. Whisper had just lowered her muzzle to the ground, when the ground suddenly spoke to her.

“Hey! Hey! Is it them again?”

“No, different ones!”

“What do you mean, different ones?”

“Three buffalo, big ones. No lions!”

“No lions?”

A moment later, a furry head popped out of a hole in the ground right in front of her face, little dark eyes glinting suspiciously. The meerkat sniffed the air, stared at her for a moment, and then called down to its colony.

“Just buffalo!”

“Then tell them to keep the noise down,” one of the other meerkats shouted from the bottom of the hole. “The kits are sleeping!”

“They’re sleeping!” came another squeaky shout.

“Yeah, we’re sleeping!” echoed an even smaller, even squeakier voice.

“I’m sorry,” Whisper said, suppressing a chuckle. “We’ll try to be quiet.”

Another meerkat sprang up from the hole, and then a third near Thunder’s front hooves.

“Are you looking for the other one?” asked one, scratching its ears.

“What do you mean?” asked Thunder. “Did you see the herd?”

“No, not the herd,” said the meerkat.

“Not the herd!” echoed one of the others.

“The little one,” said the first meerkat. “On its own, with the lions.”

“. . . with lions?” Whisper said, feeling herself weirdly drawn into the meerkats’ repetitive way of talking. “What do you mean? A buffalo calf? Was it being chased?”

“Chased? Chased?” The meerkat peered down into the hole it had emerged from, as if it was checking with the others. “No, not really. Not stalked. Followed. Like they were friends.”

“They were fattening him up,” put in a meerkat with one partly bitten-off ear, popping up above the den. “Letting him eat, getting all tasty to eat later!”

“No, no,” said another, pushing the last one out of the way. “That’s clever! Lions are stupid! Probably thought he was a lion!”

“Not that stupid,” snarled the one with the injured ear.

“But he was alive?” Whisper asked. Her heart was suddenly hammering. It wasn’t Echo. It couldn’t be Echo. She’d seen the distance he fell, over rocks and into the river. It would take a miracle to survive. But even so, if there was a buffalo calf out there alone and she didn’t try to find him, what was the point of any of this?

The meerkats didn’t seem to hear her.

“Little buffalo gets too big, it gets too big for eating!” another one pointed out huffily.

“Listen . . . ,” Whisper said, but now the meerkats were in full flow, repeating and contradicting one another in their chattering voices.

“Come on, Whisper,” said Thunder, approaching and nudging her softly on the shoulder. “There’s nothing we can do about this calf—if it even exists,” she added, with a skeptical glare at the arguing meerkats. “These little creatures are always getting their stories mixed up. All that repetition, things get garbled.”

Whisper frowned. She took a deep breath, then reared up, gave her best bellow, and drummed her hooves hard on the dry ground. It made a satisfyingly loud rattling sound. The meerkats let out a chorus of shrieks, and most of them ducked down into their holes, covering their ears.

“Where did they go?” Whisper demanded. “Which way?”

As one, the meerkats pointed shaking paws across the plains. Most of them pointed toward a faint line of shimmering water in the distance, though one pointed the opposite way for a moment before rejoining the consensus.

Whisper sighed. It wasn’t a great sign.

“Whisper,” said Bellow. “I would counsel you against doing anything rash on the word of these creatures.” There was a pause as Whisper dithered, staring at the river on the horizon.

“It’s not Echo,” Thunder added. “I know what you’re thinking. I wish I could help my poor Murmur, but I can’t. And if we go after those lions, with Bellow injured as he is, we
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