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Prologue

The sound of laughter and trumpeting rang out from the watering hole as the three elephant calves splashed and squirted water at each other. Their mothers and aunts waded in the shallows, watchful for movement from the crocodiles who lazed, seemingly disinterested, on the far side of the lake. Young Storm roared with laughter as she flopped over dramatically on her side, sending a huge wave splashing over her little cousins, Sunbeam and Ash. Sunbeam trumpeted and threw his trunk over his head. Droplets of water sprayed all around, sparkling in the clear afternoon sun. A few of them splattered a group of baboons who were drinking at the edge of the water, and they screeched, some in fury, others with laughter. A herd of gazelles were finishing up their visit to the watering hole and preparing to leave, a family of aardvarks snuffled around a nearby anthill, and starlings crowded the bushes along the bank.

Great Mother Starlight gave a long, contented sigh. She felt her bones creak as she adjusted her position on the bank, the better to watch the young calves play. Her eyes weren’t as sharp as they had once been, her trunk not quite as strong, not to mention the state of her knees. But she wouldn’t have her youth back, not if it meant giving up everything she saw before her. Her calves and grandcalves, and great-grandcalves, her time as Great Mother, the peace that mostly reigned in Bravelands at the end of it—as much as peace could ever be said to reign between predator and prey. There would always be family strife, ruthless competition for food, old resentments between creatures that flared up without warning.

But there would be life, too. Some of it would not have thrived without her guidance, and wasn’t that the best thing that could be said for any Great Parent’s legacy?

Her ears twitched and flapped as she heard someone in the crowd of animals use her title.

“Well, let’s ask the Great Mother!”

A gazelle and a small band of baboons peeled away from the others and headed her way. The first baboon marched up to her with an air of smugness.

“Great Mother,” he said, “tell this gazelle that there was never a Great Parent who was nothing but a shadow! That’s ridiculous!”

“It’s true!” the gazelle snorted. “I heard it from someone who knew someone who was in her herd! Tell him, Great Mother!”

Starlight blinked slowly and flapped her ears to cool the sides of her neck.

“What are your names?”

“I’m Sprint, Great Mother,” said the gazelle.

“This is Pebble, Twig, and Trunk Middleleaf,” said the baboon. “And I’m Mango Highleaf.”

“Not all stories of the Great Parents are true,” she said, and saw Mango give Sprint another smug look. “But they are all based on a seed of truth. I believe that Great Mother Prance guided Bravelands from beyond the stars, after she gave her life, when the mountain erupted and the red rivers ran. Whether she was a spirit, a shadow, or something else, who can say?”

Mango’s jaw dropped. “You mean the mountain really did explode? I thought that was just a story too!”

“Where did you think the black rock valleys came from?” sniffed Sprint.

“Not all the way from the mountain!” Mango snapped back.

“As I said,” Starlight reminded them, lowering her trunk to gently rest on each of their heads, “the truth may always lie somewhere we can’t quite see. It’s certainly an interesting tale, and we know it begins with the Great Mother losing her shadow but failing to die, and becoming Prance Herdless.”

She paused, stretching her neck to loosen its stiffness, and also to buy herself a little time while she remembered what happened next. Where did the leopards come into it, in the end? And who was the first to fall to the Sandtongue Curse? She sighed, knowing that even her version of the story was likely to deviate from the truth. Time had passed, and the events of history could never be pinned to the earth forever; they could only travel on the wind, and they would inevitably change as they did so.

“The Great Father before her was Great Father Thorn—a baboon,” Starlight began, and the baboons all nodded in gleeful anticipation.

But before she could go on, she felt something strange. Her ears quivered and she raised her head, seeing that a few of the other creatures around the watering hole were doing the same, on edge and alert.

The ground beneath Starlight’s feet began to tremble, and a moment later she heard the rattling, groaning noise, and she knew what was coming.

“Is it the mountain again?” Mango gasped, turning and shading his eyes as he squinted in the direction of where he thought the mountain might lie.

“No,” said Starlight with a smile. “This is no terrible earthquake. Listen!”

Her ears flapped again, and Mango bit his lip as he concentrated for a moment.

“Oh—it’s hooves!” he said.

“It’s the buffalo,” Starlight said. “The herd are passing by, somewhere close. Every female and calf are on the move, going to meet the males and gather for their great migration.”

“Are there a lot of them, then?” asked Twig Middleleaf, who seemed younger than the others.

“A very, very great many,” said Starlight with a knowing smile. “When they are all gathered together, they will truly make the earth shake. In fact, the buffalo believe that it’s the shaking of the earth, with all their hooves moving as one, that brings the rains down from the sky.”

“Wait,” said Sprint. “So if the buffalo don’t make their journey, the rains won’t come? What about the grass? What about the watering hole? If there are no rains . . .”

“Such a thing has never happened, as far as I know,” said Starlight, “And I believe it never will. I do not know what would happen if the buffalo failed to migrate. I only know that they believe it. That’s why the Great Spirit is so important—it ties us all together, even though we all sometimes have very different ideas.”

“Look,” said Pebble, pointing over Twig’s head. “I can see them now!”

“I can’t,” said Twig, squinting. “I can just see a big cloud of smoke!”

“That is the dust being thrown up by their hooves,” said Starlight. “There are so many of them that when they’re all moving at once on a dry day, you’ll barely see hide or horn until they’re almost upon you.”

“Wow,” said Twig, his eyes widening.

Starlight looked up to watch the dust cloud rolling across the plain. She thought back with fondness to the many migrations she had witnessed in her time as Great Mother. The herds of buffalo crossing the plains, united in their journey, one great family, with one aim: to go, and to return.

But as she gazed at the passing herd, something seemed to flash across her vision. It was as if the rolling dust was really a dark storm cloud, and lightning burst within its depths.

Something was wrong.

The baboons hadn’t seen it—she didn’t even have to look at them to know it. This was one of those times when the Great Mother alone could see the truth behind the reality of things.

The thunder roll of the buffalo’s hooves echoed in her mind, darker and harsher than it had been, and there was an answering rumble from deep inside her chest.

The Great Spirit was uneasy.

There is something wrong in Bravelands, she thought. And even the Great Spirit may not know what it is. . . .
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Chapter One

Stride stretched, his front paws clawing at the dry ground, and rolled over until he was belly up under the striped shadow of the lone tree. Beside him, Pace’s rib cage rose and fell as he heaved a sigh. The sun was high in the sky and the day was hot, too hot for sprinting over the plains after prey. The coalition still needed to hunt today, but Stride was perfectly content to sprawl in the shadows with the other cheetahs, waiting for Jinks to decide when it was time. There were some benefits to not being the leader.

“Almost makes you wish that cheetah hadn’t stolen the sun in the first place,” said Pace, squinting up into the blue.

Stride let his head flop over to look at his best friend, his tail twitching. He recalled the tale well, because his mother had told him as he suckled with his litter-mates. Her voice was still with him, comforting and calm. . . .

“See, once the world was dark, my children. All the time. Everlasting night, forever and ever. But the sun did exist, it was just hidden underground by Death.” It sounded fanciful now, of course, but at the time his ears had drunk in her soft words. “Death was jealous of the way the Great Spirit loved the living creatures. Or maybe Death was just hoarding the sun for itself—or something—anyway, it was under the ground in a deep, black ravine where nothing lived. But the Great Spirit knew that life couldn’t carry on in Bravelands without the sun, so it picked a cheetah and asked him to steal it back.”

Of course the spirit chose a cheetah, he had thought. The best possible animal.

And the cheetah succeeded—obviously—but Death had chased after him, pursuing him over all of Bravelands. The cheetah was faster than Death for a long time; round and round in big circles they ran, until the sun was high in the sky.

“And then?” he had asked.

“Death never gets tired,” his mother had said, “so it managed to catch the cheetah in the end, as it catches all creatures.”

That hadn’t been the happy ending he hoped for, and his mother, sensing his sadness, told him that the Great Spirit had been so impressed with the cheetah’s bravery that it made the sun keep going round and round, rising and falling every day “to pay tribute to his sacrifice.”

Stride looked up at the blue sky again. The shadows had already moved a little, so that his back paws were sticking out into the light. He sensed movement from near the trunk of the tree. Jinks was stirring, as was his lieutenant, One-Ear. Stride got up, stretched, and then briefly washed the dust from his eyes with his paws.

“You’ve all lazed around long enough,” said Jinks. “Everybody up. Time to hunt.”

The coalition leader’s words made him swallow a growl. Jinks had been lazing around just as much as the others!

I guess if you’re not the one making the decisions, you have to be bossed around all the time instead, he thought, as the four cheetahs stretched their backs and shook out their fur. His mother had told him that life in a coalition would be all about hanging out with your best friends, chasing down the best prey as easily as breathing. She didn’t say anything about what to do if your coalition leader was a slick-tailed bully.

“Follow me,” said Jinks. “While your parents were telling you nonsense tales about things that never happened, mine were teaching me how to find prey.”

Pace looked mutinous, and even One-Ear’s muzzle twitched with irritation.

Jinks led them in a zigzag across the sun-drenched plain, from tree to tree, sniffing through long grass and sometimes just standing and staring, as if he was listening to something the others couldn’t hear.

But eventually, as the coalition was following Jinks to the top of a small grassy hillock, Stride heard it too: his whiskers twitched at the sound of hooves. Lots of hooves striking the dry earth, and the snorting and heavy breathing of large creatures. Annoyingly, Jinks really did have a knack for finding good prey, even if Stride was faster.

Jinks gestured to the others to move carefully, and all four of them crouched low into the grass as they reached the top and looked down at the herd of buffalo crossing the plain below them.

Stride narrowed his eyes as he scanned the herd. All the buffalo seemed to be adult, or near-adult size—much bigger than a single cheetah. Where were the calves? Then he realized, just as Pace whispered aloud:

“It’s the males. They’re probably heading to join the rest of the herd.”

“We could bring one down,” said Jinks.

Stride frowned. He couldn’t see any elderly or sick buffalo lagging behind. They’d have to target one of the younger males, and what they lacked in size they would make up for in spirit. . . .

“Are you sure?” Pace asked.

Jinks gave him a pitying look. “You don’t think you can outrun a buffalo?” he sneered.

“’Course I can,” said Pace, hurriedly. “They’re slow—but they’re so big. It’ll take all of us to finish it off, and if the others catch us . . .”

“It’s not that hard,” said Jinks. “I killed an adult buffalo by myself once. You just have to use your brain.”

Pace fell silent with a sigh, but he met Stride’s eyes behind Jinks’s back.

All by himself? Stride thought. Sure, and I’m Great Father Zag come back from the dead. . . .

“It’s true,” said One-Ear. “I saw it.”

Stride realized the rangy, thinly spotted cheetah was staring at him, and looked away quickly. But whether it was true or not, did Jinks really think taking on the herd was a smart idea?

“It must have been a great fight,” Stride said, trying to sound genuinely complimentary, and not like he didn’t believe a word of it. “But wouldn’t we be better off focusing our energy for today? Find some smaller prey that we can take down without so much of a fight? If we search over—”

Stride felt the dull blow across his muzzle before he even realized Jinks had moved. The leader’s claws were sheathed, but it was still a hard cuff that made Stride yelp and back away.

“I am the leader of this coalition,” Jinks snarled. “If you want to do your own thing, fine. You can leave and see how you fare hunting all by yourself. My coalition and I are going after the buffalo.”

Stride moved his jaw experimentally, feeling it ache as he wiggled it, and then lowered his eyes. “No. Sorry, Jinks. I’m with you.”

“Good,” said Jinks. “I’ve already got my eye on the buffalo we’re going to take down. There, you see the one with the shiny black horns that haven’t formed their boss yet?”

Stride squinted in the direction Jinks was nodding. There was a young buffalo at the edge of the herd, a little separated from the rest. The top of his head was still covered in hair—the boss, the hard covering that happened when the males’ horns grew together on top of their head, hadn’t come in yet. He didn’t seem to be paying much attention to the rest of his herd, instead rooting through the grass.

“He’s likely only been with the males for a season. Probably thinks he’s a big grown-up buffalo and nothing can touch him. Well, we’re going to prove him wrong,” said Jinks, and slunk through the grass toward the huge animal.

Stride’s heart clenched as he followed. The buffalo was young, and nowhere near as massive as the leaders of the herd that Stride saw farther off. But it was big enough to give the cheetahs a whole lot of trouble. . . .

The herd was moving away from them. The young male was following, but a few steps at a time, getting distracted by tasty grasses or whatever it was that caught a buffalo’s eye. The cheetahs kept their movements short and swift, moving when the buffalo looked away, freezing in the long grass whenever his head turned toward them. At last they were almost on him. Despite his doubts, Stride’s mouth was watering. Perhaps they could do this. If they just let the herd get a little farther away, they could kill the creature and run before the herd could turn, come back for the meat later.

That must be his plan, right? he thought, with a nervous glance at Jinks.

Jinks’s eyes scanned the horizon, met Stride’s, and then fixed on the young male. His hindquarters tensed as he judged his distance, and then he sprang across the grass, faster than the wind.

Jinks was on the underside of the buffalo’s neck before the creature knew what was happening, with Stride, Pace, and One-Ear split seconds behind him.

The young buffalo’s eyes rolled in panic as One-Ear leaped onto his back, Pace biting one leg and Stride the other. For a moment, he thought that the creature might topple over and be theirs, as easy as that.

But then it took a huge breath and bellowed at the top of its lungs.

“Help! Help me!”

Stride’s heart sank as he saw, between the creature’s legs, the rest of the herd turning as one.

The buffalo stumbled, trying to throw Jinks and One-Ear off without falling. One-Ear was half-dislodged, leaving a trail of claw marks across the buffalo’s back.

“Quake!” thundered the herd, as if with one voice.

“Jinks, kill it!” Pace growled, through a mouthful of buffalo hair.

Jinks just grunted and lunged again for the buffalo’s throat, but the oncoming herd seemed to have given the young male strength, and he tossed his horns, catching Jinks on the side of the neck with the flat of them. Stride winced. A little to the left and Jinks could’ve been speared on the horn, right through the jaw. Now Jinks was on the ground, the other three hanging on as the buffalo bucked and roared, and the dust was rising as the hooves of the herd drew closer. They would all be speared or trampled!

Stride let go and ducked away from the stomping hoof, looking at Jinks.

I’m going, coalition or not, he thought. So you’d better give the word, or . . .

“Let’s go,” Jinks said, and he turned and burst into a run. One-Ear dropped down beside Stride, and Pace wriggled out from beneath the buffalo’s shaking back leg, and all three of them made a run for it. Up and over the hillock they flew, leaping rocks, heading for the nearest trees.

The herd was so close behind them as they turned that Stride imagined he could feel their breath on his tail, but they were soon outpacing the slow creatures. Even at a full charge, a buffalo could never catch a cheetah. At last, Stride heard a deep, smug-sounding buffalo give the order to stop, but he didn’t risk looking back.

Jinks led them to a halt under a small copse of fever trees on the edge of a swampy, nearly dry watering hole. The buffalo could still be seen in the distance, gathering around their injured herd-mate. They weren’t even watching the cheetahs anymore.

For a moment Jinks said nothing while they all caught their breath. One-Ear lay down at the root of the tree and waited, as patiently as a stone. Pace, however, was glaring at Jinks, through one good eye and one that was swelling up. Stride hurried over and sniffed at his friend’s injury, but Pace twitched away. “I’m fine,” he said. “Just got a bump on the side of the head. It could have been much worse.”

“It was a foolish idea,” Stride said. He met Jinks’s eyes as the coalition leader turned.

You could have got us all killed, he thought. Deny it, I dare you.

Jinks just stood there, looking at Stride as if he was a piece of muck caught between his claws. Then he shook himself and said, “Come on, there’s more prey where that came from,” and turned to go.

Stride’s claws unsheathed for a moment, scraping in the earth. Jinks was a rash, selfish fool, and he ought to have to acknowledge that he’d made a stupid mistake.

But do you really want to fight about it? Now?

No. I just want something to eat.

With a cautious glance at Pace, Stride followed his coalition leader back out onto the plain.

“We’d better find prey with good meat on it,” said Jinks as they were hopping over a thin crevice in the ground that snaked across the dry earth. “I want to take some to Flicker.”

Stride hid his sigh and his rolling eyes with a quick pause to clean his whiskers.

Not this again.

Jinks’s courtship of the female called Flicker, who lived somewhere on the edge of their territory, was a topic he returned to a lot.

Flicker’s coat was the glossiest in Bravelands. Her eyes gleamed like the watering hole under the morning sun. She was as strong as an elephant and as fast as lightning and her spots were as black as midnight and she was clever enough to be Great Mother but much too humble, in fact the Great Spirit itself had chosen her to be Jinks’s mate and be the perfect mother to his cubs. Or something like that. Stride had stopped listening to Jinks’s actual words when it came to Flicker; it all amounted to the same thing.

“I bet she’s actually fly-ridden and half-lame,” Stride whispered to Pace. Pace shook his head sadly.

“I’ve met her,” he said.

“Oh, come on,” Stride said. “Don’t tell me she’s really like that? That’s the only thing worse than Jinks lying about it!”

Pace chuckled. “Sorry to say,” he muttered. “He’s exaggerating, but she is pretty impressive.”

“Jealous?” asked One-Ear in a snide tone, sidling up to Stride.

Stride didn’t bother to hide his rolling eyes for One-Ear’s benefit. “I wish Jinks and his mythically excellent mate all the happiness in Bravelands,” he said. “I just don’t want to keep having to hear about it. I didn’t join a coalition to hear about females all the time—I could have stayed in my mother’s group for that!”

One-Ear scoffed. “Sure.”

“I’ll have no trouble finding a mate when I want one,” Stride said, vaguely aware that he might be digging deeper into the hole rather than climbing out of it. “I just want to enjoy coalition life by myself for a while. Hunting, independence. Fun.”

I was promised fun, he thought bitterly. Even the failure at the buffalo herd could have been fun, if it hadn’t been for Jinks’s attitude.

When I’m leader, things will be different. . . .

A hot breeze stirred the dust around his paws, and all of a sudden, Stride scented something that made his whiskers twitch and his ears prick up. He looked around and glimpsed the long, graceful horns of an impala rising from behind a ridge to their right.

Stride stopped walking.

“What?” said One-Ear.

“Impala,” Stride whispered. He hesitated for a moment. In his peripheral vision he could see Jinks stop, turning back and watching him. “I’m going to take one.”

“Nah,” said One-Ear.

“They’re fast,” said Pace. “After running from the buffalo . . . if you overdo it now, you know what could happen. . . .”

Stride shook his friend off.

“I’m fine. I can do it,” he said. Pace was right, it was dangerous. If he didn’t go now, the wind would change again, and the impala could smell them and bolt.

This was his only chance.

He started up the ridge, leaving the others behind him. Jinks could have easily ruined the hunt by calling out to him, but he didn’t. Stride wondered if he too was starting to get hungry and thought this might be their best bet. Or maybe he just wanted to see Stride fail. . . .

Slinking on his belly the last few cheetah-lengths, Stride tried to breathe evenly and gather his strength as he came up over the ridge and saw the impala there. Its herd was close by, but they wouldn’t charge, they would run.

So let’s run.

He sprang. The impala saw the movement and stumbled into a sprint. The herd scattered, and now it was just the two of them, and the long yellow-green slope down the other side of the ridge, the rocks and the trees and the open sky. Stride took an easy pace at first, letting the impala’s panic drive it to waste its energy early, and then he really began to push. The strokes of his paws and the beat of his heart seemed to meld together, until the sounds of the world contracted down to just the rhythm: badabum, badabum, badabum.

Color leeched from his vision. He was running in a gray world where the black shadows seemed to glow with a strange purple hue that he knew would hurt his eyes if he looked at it for too long.

He was soaring, barely feeling the rocks under his paws, his eyes fixed on the hindquarters of the impala as it tried to swerve and sway to throw him off. He felt momentum dragging on him as he followed it around a clump of trees, but he shook it off, and with a burst of exhilaration he charged after the impala down a long, straight valley. There was no escape for it now, except to outrun him, and no impala could outrun him. . . .

And then, moments from being able to seize the impala’s flank in his teeth and bring it down, Stride realized he wasn’t the only one hunting.

He was also being hunted.

He didn’t know how he knew. Perhaps it was that the painful shadows were growing brighter, violent purple and green swimming in the corners of his vision. Perhaps he just knew.

Something was right on his tail. It made no sound and had no smell, and it would never stop. He could not look back. If he did, he would see what was chasing him, and the idea was unbearable. There was only one way to evade it, but he didn’t know if he was brave enough. Panic filled his heart, and the horrible vibrating shadows shifted closer.

He leaped. His claws unsheathed, clamped down around the back of the impala, and together they tumbled to the ground in a crashing heap. He heard a snap of fragile bone, and he dug his claws in deep. Ignoring the shadows and the spinning world around his head, he found the creature’s neck and sank his teeth in. It would not get away from him now.

The impala twitched and struggled for a little longer, but as blood flowed over Stride’s tongue, the color flowed back into the world. Blue sky, dusty yellow grass, spreading red under his paws.
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Chapter Two

Whisper raised her head, chewing on a tasty mouthful of grass, and scanned the horizon.

“Can you see anything?” Murmur asked, for the fourth time that morning.

Whisper squinted into the distance. Was that the telltale puff of dust that meant the males were here? No . . . it was just a meerkat kicking out dirt from its burrow.

“Nothing,” she said.

Murmur snorted and shook her head, nudging Whisper with her small horns as she did so. “Where are they? Do you think something’s happened?”

“What could happen to a herd of buffalo?” Whisper asked. “I’m sure they’ll be here soon.”

“And when they are,” put in a strident voice above Whisper’s head, “you will regret that you didn’t appreciate the peaceful days while you had them.” Thunder, Murmur’s mother, smiled as if she was making a joke, and the other buffalo around her all chuckled.

“Don’t you want to see the males again?” asked Murmur.

“Of course we do,” said her mother, more kindly.

“But they are noisy,” said her mother’s friend Clatter.

“And they take up so much space,” said another buffalo.

“And the eating! Everything in sight, all the time,” said one more. Whisper looked at Murmur and frowned in confusion. The females and calves ate pretty much everything in sight too; that’s why they were always moving around. What were these elders talking about?

“Well, I’m excited!” Murmur said—a little unnecessarily, considering that she was scanning the horizon again and pawing the ground with one hoof. “I can’t wait to see Quake again!”

Whisper chuckled at her friend. She thought it was sweet that Murmur was so stuck on Quake. He was a skinny thing whose ribs were clearly visible under his hair, but they had all grown up together in the mothers’ herd, and Murmur had always liked him.

“You two acted like you had your horns tangled together half the time,” Whisper said. “But he’s not exactly Bellow, is he?”

The leader of the herd was growing old now, but the last time Whisper had seen him he’d still been an impressive sight, with huge white horns that curled all the way around his ears twice.

“Even Bellow started out as a calf,” Thunder said.

“If only they stayed that way,” said Clatter wistfully. “The calves are so sweet.”

Not all of them, Whisper thought, looking around for her little brother.

She didn’t see him, and panic pulsed in her heart for a moment. Where had he gone?

“Echo?” she called. No answer.

Trying to keep calm, she pushed between Clatter and Thunder and made her way along the edge of the herd, excusing herself as she wriggled between the much larger females and their calves. Oxpeckers chirped and fluttered around her head, then settled back onto their buffalo, ruffling their feathers and plucking out insects with their tiny beaks.

“Echo? Has anyone seen Echo?” Whisper called. The buffalo gave her blank looks, until one small calf looked up and then glanced over her shoulder. Whisper followed her gaze, and she saw him. He was outside the herd—again.

This time he was prancing and rearing in a play-fight with a young rhino, the little nubs of their horns pressed together as they shoved back and forth over a line in the dirt.

“I got you!” the rhino giggled, as Echo’s hooves slipped and he was pushed back.

“Nuh-uh!” Echo retorted, and put all his weight into a great shove. Whisper could have told him that was a bad idea. She sighed as he lost his balance and toppled over, sprawling on the ground. The rhino tossed his horn in triumph, and both of them roared with laughter.

Whisper marched up to them. Echo looked up at her and rolled back to his hooves.

“What are you doing?” she demanded. “Come back to the herd! You’re going to get eaten and it’ll be all your own fault.”

“Oh, come on,” said Echo. “I was with Rockside, and his mother’s just over there. Nothing bad was going to happen!”

Whisper looked past Rockside and saw that a large adult female rhino was grazing on the grass a little way away.

“She’s too far away to save you if predators sneak up!” she told Echo. “They could be hiding anywhere! You’ll never see them until their teeth are in your throat. Go on, go back to your mother,” she added, turning on Rockside. The little rhino looked for a moment like he wanted to argue, but Whisper gave him a hard look and he hung his head and slumped off. “Let’s go,” she said to Echo, but her brother wasn’t listening. She gave a grumpy snort and nudged him with her horn. Echo stumbled and then glared back at her.

“No, look!” he said. “Over there! What’s that?”

Whisper’s heart lurched as she scanned the plain, searching every bush and hillock for the twitching ears and tails of predators. What if it was hyenas? She hated hyenas. . . .

She was just about to shove Echo behind her so that they could back away from the unseen danger, when she realized his gaze was fixed farther away, on the horizon, where the rolling plain faded into a shadowy swash of forest and far-off mountain. Squinting, she saw what he’d been talking about. A billowing cloud of dust, growing larger and closer with every moment.

“It’s them!” Whisper gasped. “It’s the males, they’re back! Come on, we should tell Murmur!”

They turned and cantered back to the group.

“Murmur! Thunder! We saw them, they’re nearly here!” Echo shouted.

A rumble of excited chattering passed through the herd as the buffalo all raised their heads toward the horizon. Thunder pushed her way to the front of the crowd, with Murmur at her side and a few of her friends and their calves in their wake, as the rest of the herd closed in behind them.

“What happens when they get here?” Echo asked, his eyes still wide and fixed on the distant dust cloud. “Will we set off on migration right now?”

“Not yet,” said Thunder, looking down at him with a fond smile. “We’ll spend some time getting reacquainted first.”

They talk about the males being noisy and annoying, Whisper thought, but they get the same look as Murmur when they’re nearly here! Thunder was staring out to the horizon with a dreamy gaze that seemed like she was already imagining being reunited with her mates and calves, or possibly like she had been hit on the head with a rock.

“I hope that doesn’t take too long,” Echo muttered to Whisper. “I’ve never been on migration! I want to see Bravelands, with the rest of the males!”

“We’ll be off soon enough,” said Whisper. “Enjoy the rest while it lasts. Migration is . . . hard.”

She intended to leave it there, but Echo went on. “But we’ll get to cross the black rock rivers, right? And we’ll see forests and mountains and elephants and lions, and the rains will come, and . . .”

“Yes, elephants and lions,” said Whisper. “And dangerous river crossings, and heat, and exhaustion, and other predators. It’s a hard march, Echo. It’s not a quick stroll to the watering hole and back. There are many dangers on the journey. Not to mention that when it comes, the rain is cold and it’s wet and you can get sick and the rivers swell up. . . .”

Echo snorted. “I didn’t say it wouldn’t be hard,” he said. “But we’ll have Bellow with us! I heard he gored a lion last time!” He tossed his head, jabbing the air with his stubby horns, and then lost his footing and fell to his knees in the grass. Murmur laughed at him and helped nudge him back up onto his hooves, and Whisper couldn’t help blinking at him affectionately too—but her smile felt weak.

He doesn’t remember, she thought as she watched her little brother’s carefree capering. He was too little to know what was happening.

Echo had been born on the last migration. His birth was hard on their mother. Too hard. He didn’t seem to remember that awful day, when their mother couldn’t keep walking, and the herd couldn’t stop, and so Thunder and Roar and the other females had gathered around to say their goodbyes and promised her that they would feed Echo and keep both her calves safe. A kindness that felt more brutal than any lion’s bite. And then they had walked away. The herd left Whisper’s mother to lie down and wait for death, whether it came from starvation or at the claws of predators.

Whisper remembered trying to get a final glance at her mother, and Thunder ordering the others to block her view. Telling her, quietly, that she had to be like a mother to her baby brother now, and that meant she had to be strong and not look back.

Without his own mother’s milk and attention, Echo hadn’t grown as quickly as the others. Whisper secretly worried he might never be strong enough to join the male herd—but worse, so much worse, was the idea that he might not be strong enough for the migration. That she might find herself saying goodbye to him too.

She watched as Thunder gave Murmur an affectionate lick on the ear and tried not to feel envious.

She could make out the shapes of individual buffalo in the distant haze now. They were imposing in the afternoon light, huge horns curling around their ears and across their foreheads. In the middle, she thought she could even pick out one a little larger than the rest. Was that Bellow?

Echo’s right, she thought. With Bellow here, we’ll be fine. We will set out on migration, and then the rains will come, and all of Bravelands will be renewed for another year. And Echo will make it back and join the males like he’s supposed to. I’ll make sure of it.
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