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Prologue

They call me the Great Devourer. Death. The End.

I’ve been known by a hundred other names. There was a time when every type of creature, whether of the land, air, or water, would whisper my presence. But even the hyenas, once my most loyal attendants, rarely speak of me now. Even they are under the thrall of my old enemy, my rival. The one they call the Great Spirit. The sunlit world is in love with life, and it sickens me.

Balance, the Spirit says. Let there be balance. Let there be life, then death.

But that is a lie, a perversion. I have been cheated out of what is rightfully mine.

I have been patient, so very, very patient, with the disrespect of every living creature that crawls, flies, or swims beneath the distant sun. Despite my inevitability, despite the respect that should be due to the only constant in the world: every creature wakes from slumber every day and chooses to live. They know they cannot escape me, and yet they try, over and over again.

The Spirit tells its weak and craven followers to cling to their so-called Code, to impose order and peace on a world that should have no use for such contrivances.

In return for following this Code, those spirits who do submit—and they all submit, in the end—to Death are treated to a peaceful eternity of starry oblivion. Those spirits that are mine, by right, are permitted to flee from me even after they have nothing left to lose.

I grow very tired of this so-called balance. I am tired of waiting, of stalking the sick and reckless, chasing after creatures that flee from me at every turn. I am hated and feared. And yet I can be so much more hateful, so much more fearful, than they can even guess.

Time is my tool, but so are greed, jealousy, hate, and chaos. If the good and worthy of Bravelands will not come to me, then I will take the Codebreakers and use their strength for my own purposes. And there have been such spirits in abundance, and some that shook the whole world with their hate: Stinger the cunning, Titan the spirit-eater, the great snake Grandmother, and so many more.

If the living choose to run from me, let them. I will chase them down and turn their base desires against them. Justice withers under the glare of vengeance. Friendship shatters under the smallest pressure. As the tiniest seed writhes and wriggles to escape my grasp, so will the seeds of havoc grow in their minds.

There was a time when I was the only thing that mattered. I held the sun itself in my paws, before the upstart Life stole it from me. And I will hold it again, at the end of this world. Bravelands will be remade as it should be—a place of true balance, of life that is born only to die. When the time comes, this place will be a kingdom of death.
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The sunset blazed on the horizon, and Stride watched it sink into the earth with an irrational shudder, despite the dry heat that made his tongue sticky in his jaws. The sun could not set the plains ablaze, no matter how furiously hot the day had been. He stretched out along the branch of the tree at the edge of the forest, spread his forelegs, and extended his claws, trying to let some air flow around his paw pads.

The rains were long past due, and still the long, hot season wore on. Creatures flocked to the shade of the trees, but the leaves of the canopy were withering on their branches, turning brown and crisp. There was so little water that a single flash of lightning could burn half the Great Parent’s forest. The only comfort Stride could find in the unforgiving blue sky was that it meant there would be no storms anytime soon. It would be cold later, and the creatures of Bravelands would be shivering under the pale stars.

His old friend Pace had told him a story once about a cheetah who stole the sun from the underworld and outran Death to bring it back to Bravelands. He had been sure it wasn’t true, at least not exactly the way Pace had told it. And yet everything he’d seen, everything that had led him here to the outskirts of Great Mother Starlight’s forest . . . it had all chipped away at his understanding of the world.

He had seen the strange colors and shadowy shapes that followed any cheetah who ran too fast, but he never thought he was truly being chased by Death.

Then Flicker had been taken. She’d had no injury, no sickness. One moment she was alive and running, and the next, the darkness washed over her and she was dead.

They had had so little time.

So am I supposed to believe that Death took Flicker because it was jealous? Because a cheetah stole the sun? Could Death truly be so . . . petty?

It didn’t make sense. And yet if it wasn’t true, where was Flicker now? Where was her spirit? She should have gone to the stars, as all spirits did, but the strangeness hadn’t ended with her death. He had seen her form dragged into some sort of terrible fissure in the ground, and he knew, in his bones, that it hadn’t been a dream.

The Great Devourer can’t be cheated. Death can’t be outrun. Those are stories for cubs.

The real world was no less strange than the old stories—only less fair.

He licked at the scratches on his leg, trying to clean them without worrying at them too much. They itched, and the sensation nagged at Stride, a constant reminder that alongside his mate’s death, the rains that hadn’t come, and the dark spirit that maybe meant Bravelands harm, he had one more problem: Jinks. The other cheetah had thought Flicker was his, and when he found out she’d died while she was with Stride . . . his reaction hadn’t been driven by any kind of love, Stride was sure of that. It was as if Stride had stolen his territory or destroyed his coalition.

Which we did, Stride thought, with a pang of bitter satisfaction.

Now Jinks had offered a reward to any cheetah willing to catch and cripple Stride. Not to break the Code—not directly, anyhow. But any cheetah who carried out the brutal task would surely know a lame cheetah was a dead cheetah—in time.

Stride narrowed his eyes as he peered out over the plain. He could just make out the muddy channel that had once been the flowing Golden River, between the Great Mother’s clearing in the forest and the closest watering hole. Long shadows leaped and shuddered through the grass, out of proportion with the tiny dik-diks that cast them as they pranced nervously beside the dry riverbed.

Stride licked his muzzle. He was getting a little hungry. It was hard to be a predator in the Great Mother’s forest, where the creatures coming to ask for her help and advice did so on the understanding of safe passage and sanctuary. And the prey animals on the plain had been careless lately. The buffalo herd stomping around, not migrating as they should, gave the other herd animals a false sense of security. It wouldn’t be hard to pick off one of those dik-diks. . . . He would just have to get up, cross the boiling plain, and chase after one.

It wasn’t a very tempting prospect. . . .

“Are you going to lie up there all day?”

Stride looked down. At the base of the tree, a small black-and-white face was grimacing up at him with a friendly sort of sneer. It was Stonehide the honey badger, Stride’s closest ally and his strangest friend. His small size belied a talent for fighting—and more importantly, a willingness to take on any creature who looked at him the wrong way.

“You’re just jealous,” Stride said airily. “Because I’m up here in this comfy tree and you’re stuck down there on the ground. Or are you afraid to join me?”

Stonehide bared his teeth at Stride. “I’m not afraid of anything, I just have no need to climb trees. I can get everything I want down here, thank you very much. Anyway, mate: Great Mother wants to speak to you.”

Stride’s ears pricked up. “What about? Did she say?”

Stonehide shook his head. “Nope. I wouldn’t get my hopes up if I were you.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” Stride sniffed.

Stonehide’s nose wrinkled up, and his eyes gleamed as he fixed Stride with a stare. “You do. That business with Flicker . . . it’s time to accept that Starlight isn’t going to give you the answers you’re looking for.”

Stride slid down from the tree and put his nose close to Stonehide’s implacable face.

“I’m not giving up on her,” he said.

Stonehide maintained his unblinking expression. “I know it’s tough. I know. But if Starlight says there’s nothing you can do, eventually you have to let her go.”

Stride scoffed and turned away with a swish of his tail. “Strong words from you! I’ve seen you chasing butterflies, convinced they were your mate trying to give you a message!” He headed into the forest toward the Great Mother’s clearing, and the honey badger shuffled after him.

“I get confused in my old age,” muttered Stonehide, although he didn’t sound convinced or convincing. “Who knows what I really saw? The point is, I’ve accepted that Silvertail is dead, and nothing I can do is going to bring her back. So I’m one step ahead of you. I’ve moved on.”

“Well, I’ve not,” said Stride. “I can’t. Not until I find out what’s happened to her spirit.”

“And if the Great Mother can’t help you—or help her, if you want to put it like that—with that, then nobody can,” Stonehide said.

Stride didn’t respond.

Stonehide had a point, perhaps more of one than he even realized. Great Mother Starlight had already confided in Stride that the Great Devourer might well be hoarding spirits that should have gone to the stars, that it might have been empowered by a parade of dead Codebreakers . . . but she had had no plan to stop it, or challenge it. If that didn’t change, then Flicker might truly be lost—and all the spirits of Bravelands with her.

The dry undergrowth of the forest crunched beneath Stride’s paws as they entered the long tree tunnel that had been trampled down and widened to allow the elephants to pass into the clearing. The canopy above had been green and dark when they’d first encountered the Great Mother’s herd here. It was starting to look thin and brown now, though it still gave the Great Mother’s visitors a welcome shelter from the heat of the day when they came to consult with her.

From dawn till dusk, there was usually a steady trickle of animals seeking their audience, and a soft chatter from the clearing as the waiting visitors told one another their woes and worries. As Stride and Stonehide made their way toward the clearing, they encountered a young rhino who stomped past, shaking the dry ground and not looking at them. Typical rhino behavior, in Stride’s experience. Then there was a group of monkeys, walking slowly, heads bent and muttering to one another. A moment later, a great group of various creatures appeared at the end of the tunnel, and Stride’s ears twitched at the sound of loud grumbling.

A few more animals—two impalas, a gaggle of meerkats, and one golden jackal—turned away from the rest and started down the tunnel.

“It’s shocking,” complained one of the impalas.

“What is a Great Parent for,” drawled the other, “if not to help us in a crisis?”

The meerkats were babbling something similar, all talking over one another so that Stride could barely make it out, but he heard the phrases no water and no help come up more than once. Stonehide cast Stride a narrow-eyed look.

They pressed up to the crowd in the clearing, hearing much the same from the tone of the animals all around them, leopards and gazelles and wildcats and one giraffe all looking around and grouching to one another as they started to reluctantly step out into the trees.

“Again, Starlight cannot see any of you today,” came a voice over the irritated hubbub. Stride peered across the heads and backs of the animals and saw a baboon standing on a rock, waving his arms. Stride recognized him—this was Grass Starleaf, Starlight’s helper.

“She sends her sincere apologies! She is weary from many hours of discussion, she is doing all she can to solve our common problems. Please feel free to come back tomorrow. . . .”

“We’re running out of tomorrows!” brayed a zebra, kicking its hooves in the dirt.

“There’s no water, soon there’ll be no food,” agreed the giraffe. “What is our Great Parent going to do about it?”

“Great Mother is doing everything she can,” the baboon repeated, “but she cannot feed you on demand.”

This brought another volley of complaints, and Stride had a strong feeling it wasn’t the first time that Grass had delivered disappointing news, but perhaps he hadn’t put it so bluntly before. More of the animals in the clearing were turning away now, though a few held firm, trying to argue with Grass, or with one another, or simply sitting down to wait right where they were.

“You’re sure Great Mother asked for me?” Stride murmured to Stonehide.

“Look,” Stonehide said, nodding up toward Grass. Stride looked up and saw that Grass was staring right at him, and as their gazes met he gave a small nod and gestured behind him, into the trees behind the large jutting rock.

“Come on,” said Stonehide. “Let’s sneak around the edge. Let’s do this poor baboon a favor and not let this lot see where we’re going, shall we?”

They slunk into the trees and made their way through the crunching undergrowth, leaving the bickering animals in the clearing and coming upon a shady bower on the other side of the big rock, where Great Mother Starlight was sitting. She had lowered herself to the ground, her huge front legs curled underneath herself. Her head and ears were drooping, her eyes were closed, and her trunk rested on the ground. She looked like she was asleep, and for a horrible moment Stride wondered if it was worse than that—but at their approach she opened one eye and then the other, and raised her head again with a long breath.

“Good evening, Stride,” she said, in her low, musical voice. “Thank you, Stonehide. I am glad you came.”

“Of course,” Stride said. “It . . . looks like you had a hard day.”

Starlight nodded slowly. “It has been. . . . I have done my best. But I cannot make the rains come, or heal the sick, or return those who have been lost to their loved ones. And I cannot force the soil to sprout new grass. All I can do is try to spread calm and comfort . . . and try to find the rot at the root of these things and pull it out before it spreads.”

“How can we help?” Stride asked. He felt an itch in his paws, longing to flat-out ask her whether this odd summons had something to do with Flicker, but he knew she would think he was being blinkered, perhaps selfish, so he kept his questions to himself and simply hoped with every muscle in his body.

His hopes rose as Starlight said, “I think the Great Devourer is to blame for much of the misery I see in Bravelands now—indirectly, but I feel its influence all around me. Your mate Flicker may be just a small part of a much bigger, more insidious issue.”

Stride tried to hide his irritation at Flicker’s plight being described this way and waited patiently for her to go on.

“The Great Devourer is, without question, preventing the souls of the dead from going to the stars. It is, instead, herding them into its own realm, and there they strengthen it. The spirits cannot find peace, and nor can those left behind. A wave of grief washes over Bravelands, and vengeance creeps in its wake, leading only to more death. I believe that the Great Devourer is planning to venture forth into our world, and when that happens . . . the reigns of Stinger and Titan will look like times of peace and plenty in comparison. And this is where you come in, dear Stride.”

Stride shivered. He suddenly felt very small. “All right,” he said. “How? What do you need me to do?”

“There is a certain hyena,” said Starlight. “I need you to find her. Follow her. I think she may be important.”

“A hyena?” Stride sneered before he could stop himself. “What can one hyena do?”

Stonehide nodded along beside him. “Disgusting creatures. I suppose it would make sense they’d be involved in all this, though, as rot-eaters.”

“Hyenas may seem lowly to you,” said Starlight sternly, “but they have their place in Bravelands too—and there was a time when they were in the ascendant, the loyal servants of the Great Devourer in the physical world. Long, long ago, they were as powerful as the lions are today, and even more ruthless. They were said to live in low tunnels underground, to be closer to the Devourer. Do not underestimate them.”

Stride dipped his head obediently, cowed by her intensity. This wasn’t a story he’d heard before. Hyenas, as far as he was concerned, were nothing but pests and opportunists, forever on the lookout for prey to steal, ganging up en masse to overpower the real hunters of Bravelands.

“This hyena, Breathstealer,” continued Starlight, “has already been contacted by the Great Devourer itself. It offers her boons and visions. I have already sent a friend to try to gently persuade her away from its influence . . . but he has failed, for now. I would like you to try next. Tell me what she’s doing now. She and her clan live around the great baobab tree, but she ranges farther from it than most.”

“And you just want me to watch her?” Stride hoped it wasn’t more. As much as he loathed hyenas and found them contemptible, he wouldn’t have much chance in a one-on-one battle.

“For now.” Starlight fixed Stride with an intense look. “We need information, not more death. Be patient, and careful. And don’t go too fast—you’ll have a companion with you, after all.”

She swung her gaze around and fixed it on Stonehide.

“I can keep up,” said the honey badger with a toothy grin.
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Breathstealer licked her muzzle, the delicious tang of blood still lingering on her fur. Her belly was full, her eyelids heavy. The sounds of contented chewing, snoring, and low chatter filled the air around the giant baobab tree.

We did this, she thought. Nosebiter and I.

Her sister was the clan’s leader now, and she was a good, measured, strong leader—not afraid to make decisions, and not following their mother’s obsessive path: attacking lions and making deals with rogue buffalo in search of glory that never quite came.

But it was Breathstealer’s connection to the Great Devourer that had brought this peace and plenty to the clan. The Devourer had dropped two whole adult buffalo at their paws, not to mention the corpse of Noble, the lion who’d led his pride in a bloody and ultimately futile war against the hyena clan. They had picked his bones clean, fighting with the vultures for the final scraps.

Insects danced lazily around the bloodied muzzles and paws of the hyenas. Breathstealer watched them, alert for patterns in their swarming or other strange behavior that might mean the Devourer was close by, about to drag her into another odd vision or make some cryptic demand. But there was nothing.

“Excuse me,” said a quiet voice. “E-excuse . . .”

“Hey!” barked Spinesnapper. “That’s my tail you’re standing on!”

Breathstealer looked up. It was a male hyena, stepping among the females with his head bowed appropriately low. At Spinesnapper’s yelp, he staggered back a pace and then dropped down to the knees of his forelegs, bending his paws under himself. Suitably humbled, he half walked, half crawled past Spinesnapper, still on his knees. She snapped at his rear ankles as he wriggled past.

“What do you want, Cub?” Ribsmasher demanded lazily.

“I seek an audience,” the male said nervously. “With Breathstealer.”

“I’m here,” said Breathstealer, getting up. “Do you come with news?”

“I did as you asked,” said Cub. “I went to scout the pride.”

“As you asked?” sneered Hidetearer. She narrowed her eyes at Breathstealer. “Giving orders now, are you?”

“The males are all of ours to command, aren’t they?” Breathstealer said flatly. She met Hidetearer’s eyes steadily, daring the other hyena to make another comment. Hidetearer flinched away. Breathstealer assumed she was remembering the great cloud of large black spiders that had hung over her head after she called Breathstealer a freak and demanded she leave the clan. The Great Devourer had not harmed Hidetearer, but the message had been clear. Cross me, and pay the price.

“She has a point, Breathstealer,” said another voice. Breathstealer turned to see Nosebiter approaching them. The male saw their leader and tried to press his nose even farther into the ground, and Breathstealer also dipped her knees to her sister.

“I didn’t mean to overstep, Nosebiter,” she said. “I just wanted to know what Noblepride—whatever lions are left—is up to now that their leader is no more.”

Come on, Nosey, it’s no big deal, you know it. You’ll back me up in front of Hidetearer, right?

Nosebiter seemed to consider this, but not very long. “Continue, Cub,” she said, with a twitch of her tail indicating that Breathstealer should rise. “What did you find?”

Cub straightened up, seeming more confident now—Breathstealer didn’t blame him for being nervous, any male caught between warring females would be lucky to escape without injury—and gave Breathstealer and Nosebiter a panting grin.

“The lions are in bad shape,” he reported. “The others are still squabbling, all the males fighting one another, half the females have left, and those who picked sides have had their cubs killed. So much for their Code—when power’s involved, they’re as savage as we are. It really could be the end of the pride.”

“Leaving empty territory for us and corpses for the vultures,” said Nosebiter with relish.

“We should attack,” said Hidetearer. “While they’re fighting one another, we can drive them right out. A few bad wounds at a time like this, they’ll fear us more than ever. The plains will be ours!”

Breathstealer rolled her eyes. “Ridiculous. An attack now is as likely to make them band together. And then we’d have risked our own warriors and be right back where we started. Let them crumble by themselves, they don’t need our help.”

“No true hyena leader would refuse the chance to take territory from lions,” muttered Hidetearer darkly.

“Don’t you dare presume to tell me what a true leader would do!” Nosebiter howled at her, making Cub and half the other females startle and bristle with fright. “You’re not clever, Hidetearer, don’t try to be subtle.”

Hidetearer recoiled with a hiss, and Breathstealer allowed herself to smirk at her old rival.

“We survive,” Breathstealer said to Nosebiter. “That’s our motto. There’s no point risking hyena lives for this.”

“We survive when our enemies don’t,” snarled Hidetearer. “You’re showing your soft belly again, Breathstealer. You’ve always had a kind streak.”

“Kind? To let the lions destroy themselves?” Breathstealer spat. “No. I’m being pragmatic. . . .”

“And who asked for Tailgrabber’s advice anyway?” Hidetearer said, addressing the gathering crowd of hyenas.

Breathstealer bristled with annoyance at her old name being used, her hackles rising. She stepped toward Hidetearer. “Would you like to find out how kind I really am?”

“Enough!” snapped Nosebiter. She moved between them, forcing them both to look at her and not just each other.

“You really trust her?” Hidetearer whined at Nosebiter. “She hides behind her weird connection to the Great Devourer. Who knows? Maybe she’ll turn her insect friends on you next!”

“The clan has prospered since Breathstealer returned, bringing the Devourer’s bounty with her,” Nosebiter said coolly. “I’m sure you’re not saying the Great Devourer itself cannot be trusted,” she added with a slight frown. “That would be foolish of you, wouldn’t it?”

Hidetearer blinked and scratched with a claw on the hot, dry earth, as if she’d suddenly remembered she’d been digging for ants there a moment ago. “Of course not,” she said.

“We will do nothing yet,” Nosebiter announced, in a voice that reached every twitching ear around the baobab tree. “Let us wait and see if the lions even manage to become a pride again—if they turn a united face against us again, we’ll be ready to meet them.”

With a muttering of mostly good-humored acceptance, the hyenas began to turn away from their leader. Breathstealer suspected half of them had been hoping she would fight Hidetearer right then and there.

Not yet, she thought. We all know Hidetearer’s end is coming, and probably at my paws—but not yet.

She wondered if Hidetearer knew it. . . .

When things had quieted down a little and Cub had slunk back to the other males, Breathstealer sat down beside her sister and cleaned her ears with a paw for a moment, letting her thoughts settle before she spoke.

“I really didn’t mean to overstep,” she began. “I will ask before I do something else like sending a cub to the lions, if you want me to.”

Nosebiter looked up at her with a soft huff of amusement. “I trust you,” she said. “Mostly. But for your sake, if you don’t want to keep having this argument with Hidetearer and her friends, you could make sure I know what you’re up to before it comes back to bite your ankles.”

“That’s fair,” said Breathstealer with a grin. She paused. “Nosey . . . do you trust me? Are you glad I came back because I’m useful, or just because we’re littermates, or . . .” She trailed off, not really sure what she was asking.

“Both, of course,” Nosebiter responded, just as Breathstealer had hoped she would. “You know I don’t always understand you, and I certainly never understood your . . . your connection to the Devourer, whatever it is. But I do trust you. And anyway . . . soon I’ll need all the help I can get.”

“What do you mean?” Breathstealer asked with a frown. “Do you think one of the others is going to challenge you?”

“No,” said Nosebiter with a happy blink. “I’m having cubs again.”

“Oh! Oh!” Breathstealer leaped up to her paws and turned in an excited circle. “I’m going to be an aunt! What a blessing, sister!” She nuzzled into Nosebiter’s shoulder, and her sister chuckled.

“It’s a bit early to call it a blessing,” Nosebiter said. “Right now it’s more of a stomachache. But thank you. It will be good to be a mother again. I liked it.”

Breathstealer nodded, her heart squeezing a little, remembering Nosebiter’s last cub. A sweet little male, he had been a bundle of soft, clumsy fur before he was killed by the lions who had been Noblepride.

And in return, Gutripper made sure their cubs suffered just the same, she thought,

They say we’re cruel and merciless, but we’re the same underneath. We all want to survive. We’re all just . . . hungry.

“Keep it to yourself for the moment,” Nosebiter said, jolting Breathstealer back to the present—a present where, in fact, she was full-bellied and satisfied, and only good things seemed to be on the horizon. Once the rains finally came, there would be plenty to drink again, and when Nosebiter had her new cubs, things would be perfect. “And Breathstealer . . . maybe keep the Great Devourer weirdness to a minimum around the others. I know, I know, you can’t always choose when it’s going to . . . contact you,” she said quickly as Breathstealer opened her mouth to protest. “But if you want to keep the peace, perhaps don’t threaten hyenas you don’t like with death by venomous spider. Hmm?”

Breathstealer let out a snort. “When you put it like that,” she giggled.
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“Catch it! Catch it!”

“I’ve got it!”

The large, dried-out mango flew through the air, and Echo reared up, trying to headbutt it with his horns. It struck his head and bounced off at a wild, spinning angle into the trees.

“I haven’t got it!” Echo laughed, and he charged into the undergrowth, hopping and kicking his back legs. The young elephant followed him, swinging her trunk and hooting with laughter. Soon they were both wedged in between the trees, giggling and reaching for the mango. The little elephant, Sunshine, managed to grab it with her trunk and tossed it up into the air, where it landed in the crook of a branch, and the two young animals fell about laughing once again.

It was such a beautiful sound. Whisper felt like she could happily have stood here, in the shadow of Sunshine’s mother, Hurricane, watching the two of them play for the rest of her life.

Echo deserved to have some fun after everything he had been through. He had been attacked by hyenas, almost drowned, threatened by Holler and his cronies—not to mention he had been chosen, unlikely as it was, by the oxpeckers as the next leader of the buffalo herd.

The little birds were still with him now, flitting between the branches of the Great Mother’s forest, some of them landing near the mango, buffeting it with their soft brown wings or pecking at it with their orange-and-yellow beaks. Whisper felt a little burst of savage amusement as she wondered how Holler and the others were faring without the oxpeckers to pick the flies from their hair. They would be miserable. It was a small, cold comfort after everything that had happened.

Happy as the little scene before her was, she knew deep inside that it was an illusion. They were on borrowed time. If Echo didn’t lead the buffalo on their migration, the rains wouldn’t come. If the rains didn’t come, Bravelands would slowly die of thirst. Every plant, every creature. Earth would turn to dust and stone to sand, and there would be nothing to show there had ever been grassy plains and busy watering holes and laughing calves playing together in the shade.

But Echo couldn’t lead the herd, for two reasons. One was Holler, the usurper who had taken on the role for himself, against custom. The second concern was that even if Holler stepped aside, Echo didn’t know how to lead the migration. That knowledge—the Way, as it was called—had died along with Bellow. Normally he should have passed the wisdom to his successor, but his premature death had prevented it.

What are we going to do?

It was at least somewhat comforting to watch the oxpeckers flap and swoop around Echo, filling the air with joyous twittering. There was no way anyone could reasonably doubt that they had chosen him, despite his youth and inexperience. And Whisper found comfort that her little brother was safe for now, here under the protection of the elephants.

“Oh! Echo, watch out!” she gasped as the dried mango finally toppled from the tree above his head. He looked up and tried to dodge out of the way, and somehow his legs got so tangled up together that he reared, staggered, fell, and the mango still bounced off his small horn with a hollow bonk.

Echo wasn’t perturbed by any of it, getting right up and tossing the fruit off his horns toward the waiting trunk of Sunshine.

Whisper knew he couldn’t be as carefree as he looked. For all his youth, he would be as worried as she was about the stalled migration, and about poor Bellow’s untimely death.

She glanced up at Sunshine’s mother, and a deep well of sadness opened in her chest. What would their own mother say, if she were here now? Would she have been able to protect Echo, when Whisper could not? Would she have somehow managed to stand up against Holler and the others? Even if she couldn’t, she would surely have had advice, wise words for them to cling to in their darkest moments.

Great Mother Starlight had done her best, but the truth was that she didn’t know what to do either. And that frightened Whisper almost more than anything else. If the Great Spirit itself couldn’t help them find the Way . . . who could?

“Will you keep an eye on Echo for me?” she asked Hurricane.

“Of course,” said the huge elephant.

Whisper nodded and left the two calves playing, wandering off into the trees near the Great Mother’s clearing.

Whisper and her little brother would be safe with the elephants, for now. Holler had plotted to have each of them killed before, but he wouldn’t be able to reach them here—and in any case, he had everything he’d wanted. Power, control, the attention—if not love—of every female in the herd, and first pick of whatever food was left to find in the drying grasslands. If Echo stayed out of his way, he’d have no reason to hurt him. At least, that’s what Whisper hoped.

They could stay, hide from Echo’s destiny, and hope that Great Mother Starlight would sort it all out. The temptation was strong—but not as strong as the horror she would feel if destruction came to Bravelands, and she did nothing to help.

The canopy above was patchy and drooping, allowing shafts of sunlight to burst through and sear the undergrowth. Baboons and birds clustered in the branches of the shadiest trees. As she walked, Whisper heard a scuffle and shout over her head, and saw a pair of baboons chasing after a white vervet monkey who was clutching a juicy-looking mango. They swung out of her sight, but she could still hear the baboons’ furious hooting of “Thief!” for some time afterward, as the leaves torn free by their disturbance fell to the ground at her feet. She hoped the monkey would have the sense to drop its prize if it couldn’t get away. Animals would do some terrible things for fresh food these days.

“Whisper?” said a voice, and she startled. It was Quake, Holler’s son, approaching through the trees. He was larger than her, with a hard boss already joining his horns together across his forehead.

“Do you need something?”

“No,” Quake said. “I just—I didn’t want to creep up on you by accident.”

Whisper sighed. It was surprisingly thoughtful of him.

She still couldn’t look at him without seeing the face of his father. Or worse, the face of her best friend, Murmur, who had been killed when Quake led them into quicksand. Sure, he hadn’t gored or trampled her. But he had left them there to die on his father’s orders, seemingly immune to Murmur’s dying cries for help.

And yet . . . he had turned against Holler in the end. He had defied him to help her and Echo escape almost certain death. As Holler’s favorite son, he could have had a position of power in the herd, but instead he’d chosen to be an outcast like her.

Deep in her heart, she didn’t think she would ever be able to forgive him. But allies were thin on the ground, and she did think that she could
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