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PROLOGUE

The currents beneath Windrider’s broad black wings surged, flinging her off-balance. Creasing her eyes against the driving rain, she tilted her wingtips and banked into the chaos and fury of the wind.

“We should find shelter,” cried Blackwing at her side. Lightning exploded in a white blast, its long forked claws flashing into the savannah far below the flock of white-backed vultures.

“We cannot,” rasped Windrider. “We must reach the swallows in time!”

Lightning dazzled the sky again, and Windrider could not tell if Blackwing heard her words against the crash of thunder and rain. How the swallows were fighting the storm, she did not know; it was hard enough for her own flock with their massive, powerful wings. But there the small birds were—not far ahead, their flight path heading north. They were struggling to keep their pointed formation, but their leader battled on against the violence of the storm.

“Quickwing!” screeched Windrider. “Quickwing, wait!”

There was hesitation in his tiny wingbeats, until he swooped, rising to meet her. His bright eyes were hard and determined.

“What is there to wait for?” he chirruped. “Let us be, Windrider!”

“The Great Spirit has returned, Quickwing, I promise you,” cried Windrider. The great bird and the small one soared around each other, the rain lashing them. “You must not abandon Bravelands!”

“The Great Spirit has abandoned us,” the swallows’ leader retorted. “Why should we stay? The Northlands grow balmy and serene once more. We long for them. Summer flies north, Windrider, and we fly with it!”

A second swallow broke formation to circle them. “This is no place for us!” she chirped. “The Great Spirit does not bring such storms in this season, so the Great Spirit is truly gone! In the Northlands the sun is gentle, and we can raise our chicks in peace.”

“You are nomads, I know,” rasped Windrider, “but you have always waited for the sign from Great Mother.” As the swallows swooped back into line and headed once more into the teeth of the storm, she adjusted her path to soar alongside them. “This year has been strange and terrible, but Bravelands is still Bravelands.”

“Yes, Great Mother always told us when we should migrate,” replied Quickwing. “But this new Great Father? He has said nothing.”

“He has given us no sign,” put in another swallow. “So we leave while we still can. This is no place for us.”

“And who knows if we will ever come back?” added Quickwing bitterly. “Look at this storm, Windrider! Can you truly claim balance has returned? Why should we not give up on the Great Spirit? It has given up on us!”

Twitching her wingtips, Windrider hovered and banked, then swooped downward in a broad spiral. The wind tore at her feathers, the torrents of rain lashed her eyes, but she could make out beneath her a lone, lightning-ruined tree. Far worse than the unnatural weather, a great wave of sorrow and defeat buffeted her.

We must rest, at least. Blackwing was right about that.

She heard his harsh croak behind her as the flock followed her down through the raging weather. “You did all you could, Windrider.”

“Did I?” She felt desolate, and unusually powerless. “Yet I could not stop them. Quickwing and his flock will leave. I have failed the Great Spirit.”

The splintered trunk of the Lightning Tree glistened black with rain, its three crooked shards clawing skyward. Suddenly she longed to feel the tree beneath her talons, to cling to its branches and hunch her head into her shoulders and rest her weary muscles. Windrider stretched her wings and angled them, slowing her flight.

And then the sky exploded in a blaze of white-hot brilliance, each cloud and blade of grass momentarily etched in stark silver.

The blast flung Windrider back; the wing of another vulture caught hers, and for a moment the flock was thrown into chaos, flapping desperately, their voices raised in a discordant tumult of shrieks and caws. As Windrider righted herself, the rank stench of burning seeped into her nostrils. Black smoke and bright ash mingled with the rain. The Lightning Tree had erupted in sparks and flame.

The fire was close enough to singe my wings. And my flock . . .

“To the land!” Her cry was raucous with fear.

One by one the vultures stooped to the ground, folding and flapping their wings, taking running hops to gain clawholds on the sodden earth and slippery rock. Windrider realized she was breathing hard.

Rain ran in streams from their singed feathers as the vultures huddled close and watched the Lightning Tree burn.

“It is an omen,” whispered Blackwing.

“Yes,” croaked Windrider. A sense of doom clutched her heart as she watched the flames roar. “Yes, Blackwing. Great danger lies ahead.”

“Again,” he murmured, closing his eyes.

“We must take shelter in the forest,” she told them all, her voice dull with shock. “Come, my flock.”

She stretched her wings once more and lurched into the sky, Blackwing at her side. It was a low and short flight to the canopy of the trees, yet it exhausted her. Landing unsteadily, clutching a high branch with her talons, she turned her head to gaze back at the Lightning Tree, its flames still leaping high into the rain-drenched sky.

Great Spirit, I know you are with us. I know it.

Desolate, she hunched her head into her wings and closed her eyes.

I trust in you still. Whatever danger approaches, protect us. Protect Bravelands. . . .
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CHAPTER 1

Sky Strider’s lungs ached, and her hide was soaked to a gray that was almost black. Her legs felt weak, and her feet, usually so powerful and steady, slithered wildly in the mud as she thundered through the forest. She feared that at any moment she might slip and crash to the ground.

Yet she could not stop. Branches whipped her eyes, ears, and trunk, and she almost stumbled on a newly fallen kigelia branch, but she blundered on, driven by a force inside her that she couldn’t explain.

I must get there.

Where?

I don’t know but I must!

The thick vegetation opened up very suddenly, and Sky stumbled to the edge of a small clearing. Lightning flashed above the canopy, illuminating the whole scene before her, and the young elephant choked on a cry of horror.

A group of baboons stood there, tails stiff, their muzzles peeled back in rage. With them was a young maneless lion, who crouched menacingly over something in the center of the circle. The sight of a lion in the company of baboons no longer shocked Sky—not after all that had happened in the last seasons—but the expression on the lion’s face did.

It’s Fearless! Cub of the Stars! But I hardly recognize him.

He loomed over another baboon, this one sprawled on the ground, bleeding and terrified. The lion’s jaws were open, slaver dripping, his long teeth bared and his amber eyes alight with a killing rage.

“You betrayed us!” Fearless roared at the baboon. With a jolt, Sky saw who it was—Thorn Middleleaf of the Brightforest Troop.

She felt something wrench within her. These two, lion and baboon, had been so close. And now Thorn lay sprawled in the mud beneath Fearless’s jaws.

Everything in Bravelands seems broken, Sky thought. She raised her trunk.

“Stop!” Her cry resounded through the clearing.

The baboons turned to her as one, tense with shock, but Fearless didn’t even look up. He only glared at his captive with determined fury. “Die, traitor!”

Sky knew she had no choice. She charged.

Before her the baboons scattered in a panic, whooping and hollering the alarm—and clearing her way. Fearless was already lunging for Thorn’s throat, but before his lethal fangs could close and kill, Sky smashed into him, her head colliding with his shoulder.

Fearless was flung across the clearing. He slammed into the twisted trunk of a fig tree and collapsed to the ground, limp.

Sky stared at him for a moment, gasping with relief even as the shock of what she had done chilled her blood. At her feet, Thorn Middleleaf gave a whimper and staggered to his paws.

“Sky! Thank you,” he said hoarsely.

Sky couldn’t reply. Drained by her fierce burst of energy, she shambled across the clearing to where Fearless Gallantpride lay unmoving in the rain.

Oh, Great Spirit, let him be alive!

She put her trunk to his tawny flank—and suddenly she was no longer Sky Strider, granddaughter of the last Great Mother: she was a tiny lion cub, prancing across the plains, tail held high as she followed a beautiful lioness. My name is Swiftcub. My father is Gallant of Gallantpride.

Startled, Sky yanked her trunk away, her heart pounding painfully in her chest. She stood very still for a moment until the dizziness of the vision passed. She was still getting used to her new gift—the ability to see into the memories of any creature she touched. It was unnerving, but at least it meant Fearless was still alive.

Thorn was beside her. He crouched on his stocky haunches, peering anxiously at the lion who had once been his friend. Blood streaked the young baboon’s fur; he looked bedraggled and wretched in the lashing rain. But his wounds aren’t deadly either, thought Sky with relief: Fearless had not had time to do him mortal damage.

“Oh, Fearless,” Thorn murmured, closing his eyes. “It’s not his fault, Sky.”

“What happened?” she asked. “Why did Fearless attack you?”

“Stinger Crownleaf.” Agony contorted Thorn’s features. “He’s calling himself Great Father now.”

A wave of desolation engulfed Sky. She couldn’t move for a moment: the sense of sheer wrongness left her breathless and disoriented.

Thorn’s expression became bitter. “Stinger turned Fearless against me. And all the others, too. I can’t blame Fearless, or my troop. Stinger can be very convincing.”

Sky couldn’t believe Thorn’s words. Stinger Crownleaf is Great Father? It makes no sense. The Great Spirit is still within me!

Determination filled her. Damage had been done; it was her job to undo it.

“Thorn, we need to get out of here,” she told him grimly. “Fearless will be all right, don’t worry. A few cracked ribs, I think, but he’ll heal. We won’t be all right, Thorn—not if we don’t leave this place. Those baboons will find their nerve again soon, and they’ll be back.”

With a shudder, Thorn rose to all fours. Before he could argue, Sky was curling her trunk around his body and lifting him onto her shoulders.

And suddenly there was no rain.

Dappled sunlight filtered through the canopy, warming her fur as she sat on her favorite jackalberry branch. She sank her fangs into a mango, delicious and fragrant. She wished Berry could be with her to share it.

Sky shook herself briskly to chase the vision away. “Hold on tight, Thorn!”

As soon as she felt his paws clutch the edge of her ears, she set off in a trot through the trees. Twigs snapped and leaves pattered down around them. It was impossible to avoid leaving a trail, but the storm was still wild, and with luck the rain would give them enough cover. Filled with urgency, Sky picked up as much speed as she could on the treacherous ground.

But however fast she ran, there was no escaping the memories that passed to her through Thorn’s grasp. A baboon with large, liquid eyes and gold-streaked fur sat close by on the jackalberry branch, smiling shyly when Thorn offered her half the mango.

“We’ll be together,” Berry said softly. “I know we’ll end up in the same rank, Thorn; I know it in my bones. We’re meant to be, you and I.”

Thorn’s heart felt almost too full of love. “I know it, too, Berry. . . .”

Sky took a sharp gasp of air. That memory is private! Clenching her jaws, she plowed on through the teeming rain, trying to think only of the next footfall, and the next.

By the time she felt it was safe to stop, a gray and miserable dawn was paling the sky. Thorn, exhausted, was half dozing against her neck, but she nudged him awake with the tip of her trunk.

The young baboon clambered down to the muddy ground, swiping rain from his eyes, and blinking at the shadowy clearing. “Where are we?”

“We’re safe. For now.” Sky sank to the ground, flanks heaving. “And we can talk here. Tell me everything, Thorn. I can’t believe Fearless tried to kill you.”

“And he would have succeeded, if not for you.” Thorn shivered. “But I still don’t blame him.”

“Your own Crownleaf told him to do it?” Sky shook her head, bewildered.

“It’s a long, awful story, Sky. But he’s got everyone fooled. You know how he got to be Crownleaf? By killing the last two. Bark and Grub.”

She stared, stunned. “Surely not—”

“Yes,” said Thorn. “I found him out and confronted him; he’s been looking for a way to get rid of me ever since. Last night, I was afraid he’d finally found it.”

Sky could barely believe it. “And now he’s saying he’s Great Father? What about Stronghide?”

“Gone,” said Thorn. “Stinger didn’t need him anymore, so he turned the animals against him. And Sky, that isn’t all Stinger’s done.” He was watching her, his eyes full of sadness and sympathy. “Stronghide killed your grandmother so he could become Great Father—all Bravelands knows it now. But he didn’t come up with his plan by himself. It was—”

“Stinger,” she said hoarsely.

Thorn was silent for a second. Then he nodded. “He’s like a spider, Sky, spinning webs to trap us all.”

Sky shook her ears, but not from denial. Aching, helpless anger raced through her blood. “Stinger Crownleaf had Great Mother killed.”

“He did. I’m sorry, Sky. So sorry.” Thorn reached for her foreleg. Sky wanted his comfort, but she drew aside to avoid his touch. “Great Mother is a terrible loss to all of us. But especially to you. And to do such a thing before she had the chance to pass on the Great Spirit? It’s evil, Sky.”

“Oh, it is.” Sky felt the hot fury intensify. “He can’t get away with this, Thorn. We can’t let him. What Stinger did—it didn’t just break the Code. I think it’s broken all of Bravelands.”

“That’s why we have to get rid of him,” growled Thorn.

“Yes.” Her rage turned to fierce determination. “Stinger must be exiled, far away from Bravelands.”

Thorn peeled back his lips. He looked straight into Sky’s eyes. “I didn’t mean we should exile him,” he said carefully.

His words cooled her raging blood. Returning his stare, Sky felt a sudden, calm certainty that stilled her trembling limbs.

“No, Thorn. Only kill to survive, remember? We’ll deal with Stinger according to the Code of Bravelands.”

“He doesn’t respect the Code!” said Thorn bitterly. “He’s broken it already, countless times! How do you think you can just make him leave?”

Sky lowered her trunk and blew at the ground between her feet. “The thing is, Thorn . . . I need to tell you. Something happened to me. I have a mission.”

“What kind of mission?”

She took a deep breath and looked up. “The Great Spirit,” she told him gravely. “I’m carrying it. It’s with me, inside me.”

Thorn’s eyes were wide, and for a moment he looked stunned. “You mean you’re . . . you’re the new Great Mother?”

“No!” said Sky hastily. “No, I’m not. My mission is to find the new Great Parent and pass the Spirit to them.” She glanced away. “I know it sounds crazy.”

Thorn wrinkled his muzzle in deep thought. At last, he nodded slowly.

“I think I understand, Sky. The Great Spirit has to be somewhere, doesn’t it? And it certainly isn’t with Stinger.”

Sky’s voice grew grim. “He’s got the animals fooled for now, but that will change when the true Great Parent arrives. The animals will drive him into exile as he deserves, and no one will have to break the Code.”

The young baboon was watching her with fascination, picking at a wound on his snout. For a few heartbeats, he looked as if he was lost for the right words. At last he asked, “What does it feel like, Sky? The Great Spirit, I mean.”

“I can hardly explain it.” Sky felt suddenly shy. “It’s like a—a force, in my bones and my hide and my blood. But it’s separate from me. I think . . .” She recalled the desperate run that had spurred her into the forest, though she hadn’t known what she would find. “I think the Great Spirit brought me to you just now. It must have known the Code was about to be broken.”

Thorn sat back on his haunches, still staring at her. “Then I’m as grateful to the Great Spirit as I am to you,” he said softly. “It really does know everything.”

She nodded, silent, and stirred the mud with her trunk. At last she looked up again.

“But Thorn . . . Bravelands is so vast. Somewhere out there is an animal who’ll be our new Great Parent—I must find them, and I don’t even know where to start.”

“Sky, don’t worry. If the Great Spirit brought you to me, it will guide you to the new Great Parent, too. You’ll see.”

His words made Sky feel lighter. The Great Spirit had trust in her; now she had to return that trust.

From somewhere among the trees, a branch snapped. She started, her ears tilted toward it. “We’ve been here too long already,” she told Thorn. “You should run. Stinger will be looking for you.”

“Oh, I know it,” he muttered. “He won’t give up easily. When Stinger knows what he wants, he just reaches out and takes it.” He shook himself, sending rain showering from his fur, then gave her a grin. “But I’ll miss your company. Thank you again, Sky Strider. I owe you my life. Good luck.”

She watched him turn and lope away into the trees. He moved slowly at first, then abruptly leaped up onto a low branch, scrambled higher, and was gone from sight.

Sky stood still, listening to the fading rustle and crackle of leaves until she was sure he’d finally gone. She shook her ears and blew out a breath through her trunk. At least Thorn was safe for now.

And it’s time for me to leave, too—before Stinger strikes again.
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CHAPTER 2

Thorn hadn’t realized it was possible to miss the heavy downpours. The air felt hot as he sucked it into his lungs, and his fur was clammy with the oppressive heat. All the same he ran and ran, bounding over hollows and fallen branches, gasping for breath, not daring to slow down. The Strongbranches would be coming for him; he needed to put all the distance he could between himself and his murderous pursuers.

He didn’t want to think about Fearless. But unwanted memories of those terrible moments flashed through his head: gaping jaws, long lethal fangs, hot slaver dripping onto his face, reeking of the blood of prey.

There had been a time when he’d ridden happily on Fearless’s back, when they’d played and planned and hunted together. How did it all go so wrong?

Stupid question, he told himself, his breath rasping hot in his throat. I believed all Stinger’s lies. How can I blame anyone else for being just as gullible?

Despair wrenched at Thorn; he could see no way to convince anyone of the truth. Fearless idolized Stinger so much that he would kill Thorn on his orders. Even worse was the memory of Berry’s expression when Thorn had been blamed for her father’s crimes. There had been disgust in her eyes, and loathing.

I’d give anything to show her the truth, to win her back. But I don’t know how.

“Don’t waste energy, you idiot!” he gasped to himself, out loud. There was one thing he had to do before he could fix any of the disasters Stinger had brought on Bravelands: stay alive.

At last he burst into a glade and saw a familiar patch of croton bushes. There beyond it was the huge kigelia tree with the hollow at the top where Nut had hidden after his exile from Brightforest Troop.

But his relief was short-lived. What did he expect to find, after all? His pace slowed and he glanced warily around as he approached the tree.

There was a smear of blood on the grass beside the trunk, and tufts of fur were caught on twigs and burrs. That blood had to be Starleaf’s: Stinger’s guards, the Strongbranches, must have dragged the old baboon violently from the hollow near the top of the trunk. Nut’s hideout had not been secret enough to save her.

Thorn’s heart turned over. Starleaf had always been kind to him; her son, Mud, was his best friend in the world. And now Mud believed that Thorn had killed his mother. Stinger is taking everyone from me.

He couldn’t dwell on that now. Thorn scrambled up the trunk, feeling bits of thick scabby bark flaking under his claws. He fought a sense of dread as he neared the hollow and clenched his jaws, certain that inside he would find Nut’s mangled body.

He puffed out a breath of relief. The hollow was empty. Perhaps Nut had escaped after all? He had always been Thorn’s enemy when they were young baboons together in Brightforest Troop, but Thorn did not want to see him dead. Nut, too, was a victim of Stinger’s lies and machinations, shamed and driven out of the troop.

Thorn had no idea what to do now, though. Clambering down the trunk, he dropped lightly to the bloodstained grass and peered around. Nut was nowhere to be seen and he daren’t call out. Who knew how close the Strongbranches might be?

The foliage around him dripped and rustled, still soaked by the rains, but Thorn stayed very still, listening. A prickly bush at the edge of the glade looked more broken than the others, and the ground beside it was scraped and scuffed. Faintly, Thorn heard a low moan.

He scrambled across to the bush and crouched to part the branches. “Nut!”

He’d never thought he could be so glad to see the mean-spirited baboon. But Thorn’s breath caught in his throat when he saw the state of him; his own wounds and bruises were light in comparison. Nut’s matted hide was covered in bloody bites and scratches, and his broad snout looked misshapen and bruised. One of his eyes was swollen shut. His ribs rose and fell faintly.

Thorn squirmed in beside him and gently shook his shoulders. Nut gave a petrified whimper, flinching away.

“Nut, it’s me. Thorn! We have to go!”

Nut’s head lolled around, and he squeezed his good eye, trying to focus. He gave a groan of pain. “Th-Thorn?”

“Yes. Nut, can you move? We have to leave now, the Strongbranches will be coming!”

Nut chittered in terror. When Thorn gripped his shoulders, he tried valiantly to sit up.

“They took Starleaf,” he croaked. “I tried to stop them, Thorn, I did try. But there were so many of them.”

“I know. There was nothing you could have done, Nut.”

“They beat me, told me they’d leave me here to die. That nobody cared enough to bother dragging me back . . .”

“You’re not going to die,” Thorn told him firmly. At least I hope you’re not. Nut looked dreadful.

“What . . . what happened to Starleaf? Is she . . . is she all right?”

“I’m sorry.” Thorn squeezed his shoulder very gently, but even that light touch made Nut wince. “The Strongbranches killed her.”

“No,” whispered Nut. “They . . . Oh no, poor Mud.”

Thorn couldn’t bear to think about his best friend and what he was going through. “Come on, Nut, you’ve got to try to get up. Soon it’ll be too late.”

The glade was shattered by a sudden, resounding baboon-screech. Thorn froze. His fur stood up all over his body.

“Did you hear that, Nut?” he whispered. “That was Grass’s voice!”

With Thorn’s help, Nut managed to stagger to his paws, panting with effort and pain. The two of them crawled out from beneath the bush. Supporting Nut with an arm around his back, Thorn glanced around the clearing and sniffed the air. Piled beside a broken trunk was some almost-fresh hyena dung.

“I’ve got an idea,” he murmured, “though you might not like it.”

Leaving Nut leaning against a rock, he scooped up pawfuls of the dung and smeared it on his fur, rubbing it thoroughly into his hide. It reeked, rank and disgusting, but he was pretty sure he didn’t smell like a baboon anymore. Rising up on his hind legs, he turned to Nut with two more pawfuls of the stuff.

“Oh no.” Nut shook his head slowly and peeled his lips back from his teeth. “You can’t be serious. No! Get your filthy paws off me!”

Thorn ignored him; it wasn’t as if Nut could struggle. He couldn’t deny there was a certain satisfaction in covering his old enemy with dung. “It’ll cover our scent,” he told him firmly. Trying to stifle a grin, he added, “And it’s the best kind. Even Strongbranches won’t want to take on a hyena.”

“It’s revolting!” spat Nut.

“Shut up.” Thorn yanked him to his feet. “Let’s go.”

It was slow going; Nut was limping badly, his breath coming in hoarse rasps, and the forest was dense and tangled. The damp heat seemed more oppressive than ever. As Thorn wrenched aside a low-hanging bough, it sprang back, catching his flank and knocking off a clump of drying dung.

Ahead the undergrowth looked even more impenetrable, but Thorn knew they had no choice but to forge on. Gripping Nut firmly, he pushed aside thorny branches with his free paw and forced a way through for both of them. Close by in the bushes, some small creature scuttled away at their approach; birds erupted in a flurry of wings from the canopy overhead, squawking in alarm.

I hope the Strongbranches didn’t hear that, he thought anxiously.

When they wriggled out of tangled branches and into a cramped clearing, Thorn eyed his exhausted companion with misgiving. Nut’s eyes were closed and his shallow breath was rasping. But worse, Nut’s coating of dung looked as patchy as his own; they were losing their scent cover.

“Hurry!” He seized Nut’s forearm and helped him scramble over a fallen log. It took some effort: Nut might be badly injured, but he was still a big, lanky creature.

Through the trees came a whoop from another baboon, and then the forest was alive with excited hoots and screams.

“The Strongbranches—they’re right behind us!” gasped Nut. “Your stupid dung-trick didn’t work! We’re going to die.”

Thorn took no notice; he could barely contemplate how awful their position was. Think, Thorn! There had to be a way out of this. There had to!

“I smell the traitors!” Grass’s shout was hideously loud and close. “Come on!”

For a horrible instant, Thorn couldn’t move. Desperately, he looked above and around him. What now? They would never outrun the Strongbranches. Climb a tree?

That was the only option, bad as it was. Hauling the wretched Nut to his feet, Thorn half urged, half shoved him up the nearest mahogany trunk. In their clumsy haste, strips and chunks of its bark peeled away beneath their claws and pattered to the ground. They’ll know where we are in moments. Thorn’s heart was heavy with dread, but he scrambled on, tugging Nut with him. He couldn’t despair yet.

His muscles aching, Thorn clambered up through the lowest branches, and with a final effort he dragged Nut onto a thick bough. The abundant, dark green leaves drooped around them. Thorn was sure they couldn’t be seen—but they would certainly be smelled. They’ll find us soon. Then we’re dead.

It was so hard to think clearly when time was running out. Thorn got to his paws and peered desperately through the leaves. He stifled a gasp of fear. Far below him, the Strongbranches were loping into the glade. Chittering in anger, sniffing the air, they rose onto their hind legs.

“Find them!” barked Grass.

Thorn shrank back into the cover of the leaves, his insides shriveling. Then, as he looked wildly around the foliage, something caught his eye. There was an odd, bulging growth on one of the mahogany branches, just above and to the side. He took a breath as hope sparked.

“Nut, get ready to run!”

“We can’t! They’ll catch us, there’s no hope—”

“There’s a bees’ nest up here,” he hissed. “I need something to throw!”

Nut’s eyes widened and his gaze darted frantically. “There—that branch?”

It was a stunted outgrowth from the trunk, rotten and dead. Thorn grabbed it and snapped it off. It was just about big enough. He drew back his paw and narrowed his eyes at the nest.

“They’re in the trees!” came Grass’s triumphant yell from below.

No more time. Thorn clenched his jaws and flung the branch.

It shot straight and true, crashing hard into the top of the nest with a dull thwap. The nest’s fixing broke and plummeted down through the foliage, exploding into a black, buzzing, enraged swarm.

“Run!” screamed Thorn.

Grabbing Nut, he sprinted along the branches of the mahogany trees, leaping through the forest canopy and away from the furious bees that swirled in a violent cloud.

Shrieks and wails erupted from the Strongbranches far below. They were thrown into panicked terror, slapping at their fur, tearing at their muzzles. Thorn did not wait to watch, but urged Nut on from tree to tree. Something hot and sharp pierced Thorn’s flank, and then his neck, but he slapped the stray bees away and kept running and leaping.

As their pursuers’ cries and shrieks of pain receded, Thorn didn’t slacken his pace. He urged Nut on, keeping as high as he could above the ground. After what felt like half the length of Bravelands, with Nut lagging farther and farther behind, Thorn was glad to see the trees thinning out. Stopping yet again, balanced on a branch, he waited for Nut to catch up. The broad-faced baboon looked worse than ever, but he clearly had no energy to object when Thorn forced him on.

“At least the trees aren’t as thick here,” Thorn consoled him. “But we can’t risk stopping yet.”

He felt safe to come to a final halt only when night was falling. Nut staggered to his side, gasping raggedly on his haunches, without even breath enough left to curse Thorn. Tree frogs and crickets were beginning to pipe and whistle in the undergrowth. Thorn stood in silence, listening, his chest and muscles aching.

“I think we’ve lost them,” he panted at last. He rubbed at the sting on his neck. It had been worth it.

“But where do we go now?” asked Nut plaintively, wincing at his own stings. Tentatively he bent to pull a stinger out of his shoulder with his teeth, and his head remained hanging as if he couldn’t raise it again. “Nowhere’s safe.”

“Well,” began Thorn, wrinkling his muzzle, “I’ve been trying to think about that. I’ve got an idea.”

“It’ll be a terrible one,” whined Nut. “All your ideas are terrible.”

Thorn had a feeling Nut was going to consider this the worst idea of all. He slumped back against the crook of a thick branch. The place he’d thought of was not too far away—assuming the sun had gone down in its usual place, and they’d traveled as far as he reckoned they had. But distance wasn’t the problem. . . .

Spit it out, Thorn. It wasn’t as if Nut was capable of fighting him over it.

“Leopard Forest,” said Thorn grimly.

Nut’s eyes widened. He shook his head and rubbed his ears, as if he couldn’t believe what Thorn had suggested.

“I’m serious,” Thorn added.

Nut finally managed a hoarse screech of protest. “No way!” He tried to rise, and fell back. “That’s the most dangerous place in Bravelands—everyone knows it!”

“Exactly,” said Thorn. He patted Nut’s filthy shoulder, hoping he could reassure himself, too. “The Strongbranches will never look for us there.”





[image: ]

CHAPTER 3

“I like rain,” grumbled Silverhorn. “I like the way it makes the savannah green. But if it doesn’t stop soon, I swear grass is going to start growing out of my hide.”

Sky and Rock, on either side of the young rhino, rumbled with laughter. “I know how you feel,” said Rock. “I’m looking forward to seeing the sun again. And not being wet.”

Sky gave the young bull elephant an affectionate glance over Silverhorn’s shoulders. Rock’s deep-set green eyes met hers, filled with amusement, and Sky realized again how happy she was to be back in his company. Her friends had been waiting for her, near the forest, and it had given her a warm glow of gratitude to see those familiar, solid silhouettes on the grassland. They must have stood for a long time, patiently enduring the rain.

The sky had turned from clear blue to a low, heavy sheet of dark gray; somewhere above the cloud layer, lightning still flashed from time to time. Distant thunder rolled menacingly, and Sky knew that at any moment the constant drizzle would burst into another lashing torrent. She ached to return to the watering hole, to be back in the comforting embrace of her aunts. It had been so long since she’d left them and journeyed to the mountains, seeking answers to the turmoil in her mind.

“Are you sure you want us to come with you?” asked Rock. Silverhorn paused to graze on a thorny shrub, and the two elephants stood together, letting her eat.

Sky tugged on a clump of bedraggled grass. “I’m sure,” she said, more confidently than she felt. Poor little Moon had joined her on her journey, and now she was returning without him. Instead, she was coming home with—of all creatures—a bull elephant and a rhinoceros.

Rock studied her as she chewed listlessly on her mouthful of grass. “It’s just . . .” he said, and hesitated. “I’m not supposed to hang around family herds, you know that. And as for Silverhorn . . .” He flapped his ears in a gesture of mock horror.

“No, it’ll be fine,” said Sky. “You’re both my friends, and I want my family to meet you.”

“Then we’ll come,” he told her, extending his trunk to twine with hers.

She flinched away before he could touch her. Rock gave a slight frown, but nodded and turned away to pick at the shoots of a stunted shrub.

Sky had the horrible feeling she’d hurt him, but she couldn’t help it. Perhaps it was a fine and useful gift to see the past of others, but it felt wrong somehow: like trampling on the most secret parts of their lives.

Silverhorn was trotting toward Sky and Rock, looking cheerfully well fed. “Have you two eaten?” she asked, swiveling her tiny ears. “Good. Let’s go!”

Sky had swallowed barely a mouthful of grass, but she wasn’t hungry anyway. As the three paced on across the plains, a gloomy sense of foreboding weighted her stomach, more heavily with every step. More than anything she wanted to see her family.

But I have so much to explain. . . .

“Sky! Sky, is that you?” One by one, the small group of elephants lifted their heads, flapping their huge ears forward and raising their trunks to taste the scents of the new arrivals. Behind them the surface of the watering hole was dull in the gray light and pockmarked with rain; the trees surrounding it hung heavy, drenched by the storm. Rock and Silverhorn waited beneath them at a respectful distance from the herd.

Comet came trotting toward Sky, her eyes shining. “It is you! Oh, Sky, we’ve missed you. Where have you been?”

In moments, Sky was surrounded by her beloved aunts, crooning and blowing and stroking her hide with their trunks. She felt so safe and loved, she did not even mind their touches; indeed, their memories felt like a secure, happy place to be. Browsing the trees for green leaves; suckling tiny new calves; trekking across the savannah behind Great Mother. Sky basked in the familiarity of every image.

“Sky, we were so worried!” cried the matriarch, Rain.

It was so good to see her face again, Sky thought, with its crisscrossing of heavy wrinkles that spoke of age and wisdom and experience. She nestled close to the matriarch’s side, letting Rain caress her head with her white-patched trunk. “And who are these two?” Rain was looking toward Rock and Silverhorn.

As the powerful young bull and the rhino emerged from the trees, Sky introduced them. “They’ve been traveling with me,” she explained.

“But where’s Moon?” Star, his mother, peered eagerly past them, blinking her long lashes. “Moon?” she trumpeted. “He went with you, Sky, didn’t he? The little mischief. Moon!”

Sky’s gut twisted sickeningly. It was the moment she’d been dreading more than any other.

“He did,” she whispered. “I couldn’t send him back, it’s my fault. I . . .” Her words stuck in her throat.

“Sky?” Rain stroked her head, an edge of terrible fear in her voice. “What is it?”

“Titanpride,” blurted Sky at last, misery overcoming her. “Moon was . . . he . . . Titanpride k-killed him.”

For a moment, no elephant could speak. Then Star’s cry shattered the silence. She raised her head and gave a wild trumpet of awful grief. Her body swayed, and it seemed to be only the support of the others that kept her from stumbling to her knees. As the other elephants took up her keening cry, Sky huddled between Rain and Comet, hardly able to bear the sound of Star’s mourning.

“This is what we feared,” groaned Comet. “The Cub of the Stars warned us about Titanpride.”

“But how?” Rain murmured, her brow wrinkling into even deeper furrows. “How did it happen, Sky?”

“They came after him—they could see he was little. The cowards!” Sky blinked back angry tears and stretched her trunk toward the rhino. “Silverhorn tried to fight them off, but there was nothing she could do.”

“And I heard Sky’s distress call.” Rock came forward humbly, Silverhorn behind him. “Between us we finally drove the lions off, but it was too late.”

“They both stayed with me after that,” whispered Sky. “I told . . . I told Moon a story. He wasn’t alone. . . .”

“Oh, young one.” Comet nudged her gently with her head.

“Silverhorn. Rock.” Rain nodded to the rhino and the young bull. If she was surprised by the odd pair, she kept it well hidden. “You’ve protected Sky, and you tried to protect Moon. You are good friends to her, and you are welcome.”

Sky could feel only a vague, leaden relief that Rain wasn’t sending her friends away.

“Moon can’t lie out there all alone,” said a hoarse voice. Star nudged the other elephants away and walked more steadily toward Sky and the matriarch. “We can’t leave him, Rain. We can’t!”

“Of course we won’t.” Rain stroked the bereaved mother with her trunk. “We’ll collect his bones, Star, I promise, and we’ll take him to the Plain of Our Ancestors.”

“He will be with his family,” murmured Comet, hooking her trunk over Star’s neck.

“Yes,” said Star, her face desolate. “Yes.”

“Rain,” said Sky hesitantly, “there’s more. I have more to tell you.”

Rain turned to her, her
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