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Prologue

The sun sparkled on the surface of the watering hole as Gorge the crocodile gently let the top of her head break through the water. She opened her eyes just a fraction. Perfectly hidden, the ridged brown skin of her forehead camouflaged among reeds and broken twigs, she splayed her legs and floated, gazing at the bank where a zebra herd had gathered to drink. The world above the water was hot and bright, and even through the water she could hear the thumping of the zebra herd’s hooves as they drank.

It wasn’t hard to choose her prey. A zebra foal, drinking deeply, some way from the rest of the herd. As she watched, it flicked its ears, which were still too big for its head, and one of its clumsy hooves slipped a little on the sandy bank.

A quiet croak of satisfaction escaped Gorge’s throat as a stream of tiny bubbles. These grasstongues who ran in big, noisy herds never taught their young to survive the way they should. The foal would be an easy target for hungry crocodiles, and the herd would run at the first sign of trouble, abandoning one to save the rest.

She glanced from side to side, trying to pick out any competition. But she couldn’t see a single one of her bask, neither the bumps of their foreheads above the water nor the telltale dark shapes moving beneath it. She felt no stirring currents along her flanks.

She narrowed her eyes.

Surely she couldn’t be the only one to have spotted this easy meal?

She sank down under the water and used her tail to glide toward the spot on the bank, peering around through the silt and reeds as she went. Perhaps Feast or Writhe was hiding down there, biding their time, and planning to ambush any other crocodiles who came near. It wouldn’t be unusual for a fight to break out between them over a juicy morsel like this. Gorge had won and lost plenty of them in her time, and she had the scars to prove it.

But there was still no sign of the bask, even as the water grew shallower and the ripples from the foal’s lapping tongue passed over Gorge’s head. She floated to a stop, holding tense and still, until she saw the shadow of a muzzle descend and touch the surface.

Then with a powerful thrust and a thrash of her tail, Gorge reared out of the water, her jaws wide.

She saw it all, in a bright flash—the endless blue sky above, the rolling, terrified eye of the young zebra, the panicking and prancing of its kin, the mud kicking up under their hooves as they scrambled away.

The foal’s legs shuddered and slipped in the muddy bank, too frightened to stay still, too shocked to get away.

Gorge’s jaws closed over its haunch. She heard the scream and tasted blood, then simply let the weight of her muscular body drag her and her prey back and down, into the water. The zebra flailed as she pulled it under, bleating and thrashing, sending up a curtain of bubbles and churning silt.

Gorge simply waited. She had learned from her own mother, as all crocodiles did, that this was the grasstongue’s final trick. Clever crocodiles wouldn’t fall for it—they wouldn’t try to move or finish their prey quickly, no matter how it wriggled. They would be patient and strong, and wait for the spirit to leave so that the prey could become meat, fit for eating. Once her jaws were clamped shut, nothing would open them.

The biggest risk now was not that the prey would escape, but that the other crocodiles would try to snatch it from her.

She glanced around her, but again, there was a strange emptiness to this part of the watering hole. Where were the others? They couldn’t have failed to notice the disturbance in the water, could they?

The zebra twitched in her grasp, but weakly. Soon the water would flood its airways and it would be over.

And still, there was no sign of the others.

“They have come to me, child,” said a deep, echoing voice. Gorge jumped and gave a great swipe of her tail to spin herself around in the water, though she had to drag the still-twitching zebra along with her. But there was no one behind her. And indeed, she realized, the voice hadn’t come from behind her. It seemed to resonate through the water—or perhaps just inside her own head. . . .

“Let go of the grass-eater, my love,” said the voice. It spoke sandtongue, but it didn’t sound like a crocodile, or like any snake or lizard Gorge had ever known. It was deeper and somehow colder, as if it came from somewhere hollow, down inside the earth.

Gorge frowned. I won’t let go, she thought. This is my prey!

“Gorge, I insist.”

Gorge let go.

What? Why did I do that? she thought. She watched in shock as the zebra foal thrashed to the surface, gulped in air, and started to clamber unsteadily back up the bank, trailing blood from the tooth marks on its haunch, but very much alive. She tried to swim after it and grab it again, but she couldn’t seem to move. Only after it was gone, lost in the vast air above, did she find her tail was back under her control. She spun in the water, snapping at nothing in case the invisible creature was nearby. What did you make me do that for?

“We have more important things to do now,” came the reply.

Gorge snorted a stream of bubbles from her nose. More important than eating?

“Follow me, Gorge,” the strange voice went on. “The others are waiting.”

Gorge found her gaze fixed upstream, her tail moving slowly, pushing her through the curtains of long reeds. She wasn’t sure anymore whether she was being forced to move, or whether she was doing it herself—she just knew this was the way she needed to go.

At last, she began to see ripples ahead. Tails and claws, all gathered along the bank at the far end of the watering hole. The rest of the bask were all there, from Swallow’s gang of unruly hatchlings to elderly Crunch, who moved from her comfortable nest so rarely that her hide was slick with growing moss.

They were all facing the same direction, their heads up out of the water, as though something on the surface had caught their attention. Gorge swam up beside Feast, half expecting him to turn and greet her, but he was motionless in the water, like he was asleep, or watching a careless grasstongue wander too far from its herd.

Gingerly, Gorge raised her head from the water to see what the bask were staring at. But there was nothing there.

“My children,” said the voice inside her head, and beside her Feast twitched, and Gorge knew that he’d heard it too. “The time of the sandtongue is here, at last. Grandmother needs you.”

Gorge stared out with the rest of her kind, her gaze drawn up past the edge of the water, past the bank, past everything she had ever known, until it fixed on the purple shadow of the mountain on the far horizon.

“Your empty bellies do not matter now,” said the voice. “Listen to Grandmother, and soon you will feast on all of Bravelands!”
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Chapter One

“Moonflower! Grab my hand!”

Bramble reached desperately through the rain for his sister as she slid down the stony slope toward him. Moonflower flailed for him and gripped his arm. He tried to catch and steady her, holding on to a tree branch with his other hand. But her momentum was too strong and they both went tumbling, rolling down the hill. Bramble held on tight to Moonflower and squeezed his eyes closed, letting out yelps of pain as rocks and roots jabbed into his back and his shoulders. Finally they slammed into something hard and came to a stop in an ungainly heap against the trunk of a huge tree.

Moonflower managed to sit up, turning her face to the wet, black sky and letting out a groan of frustration.

“I hate this,” she said.

Bramble knew just how she felt. He peered around the tree trunk, but it was too dark to see their path down to the plains now. The mountain was almost behind them—the only home they, or their ancestors, had ever known—but the descent was hard, and there was nothing but wide, empty terror waiting for them at the bottom. Since he was a tiny baby, he’d known the old mantra: Blood pools on the plains.

But there was nothing for them up in the mountain either.

When Moonflower spoke again, it was in a small, almost hollow voice. “Do you think . . . I know you said you saw something, but . . . don’t you think if we went back now, there’s a chance she could be alive?”

Bramble sighed and sat down beside her.

What could he say? He was certain that her mother, Dayflower, was dead. He had seen the pain and terror in Dayflower’s eyes as she’d been dragged back, into the depths of the vents that ran beneath the mountain. He had seen the thing dragging her—scaly coils like a snake, but unimaginably huge. Still, what snake was strong enough to overpower a gorilla?

“I’m sorry, but I know what I saw,” he said gently. “We can’t go back now.”

“If there’s even the slightest chance . . .” Moonflower gazed back up the slope that they’d just tripped and scrambled their way down. She opened her mouth to say more, but then froze, her breath catching.

“Bramble?” came a soft voice from the shadows.

Bramble would know that voice anywhere, and sure enough, a moment later he spotted the shadowy shape of Apple Goldback, knuckling down the slope toward them.

“And Moonflower too! Thank goodness!” Apple said. “I thought you might have hurt yourselves running down here.”

Her voice was soothing, as calm and loving as it had always been. Bramble swallowed and turned to stand awkwardly, his heart torn between the urge to run toward her and the urge to flee. Apple had always been a source of safety for him, ever since she’d suckled him after her sister’s death left him orphaned. Right now he was bruised and tired and frightened, and Apple was the gorilla who could always make him feel better. . . .

“Burbark wants to apologize, Bramble,” Apple said, emerging from the shadow of the tree and stepping closer to the two young gorillas.

Bramble saw the beseeching look on her face and her soft, reaching hand, and then he saw the snakebite on her wrist. It looked raw and wet, and not just from the rain that pattered down all around them.

“There’s been a misunderstanding,” Apple cooed. “If you’ll just come back with me, Burbark will make it all right again, I promise.”

“Bramble,” Moonflower said and grabbed his arm. “Don’t listen to her!”

“You’re the Brightback, Bramble,” Apple said. “Burbark needs you to return, to take your rightful place as his heir. The troop needs you.”

Bramble looked down at the muddy ground, feeling the raindrops spatter across the back of his neck. With the troop it would be warm and safe, and perhaps Apple was telling the truth, perhaps it was all some awful misunderstanding, perhaps . . .

“The troop killed my mother!” Bramble turned to look at Moonflower. She looked back at him with sad eyes. “You’re right,” she added quietly. “There’s no way she could have survived. And Burbark tried to kill us, too!” She turned her gaze back on Apple, and her expression hardened. “And you watched him do it.”

Bramble looked at Apple, silently begging her to say something, anything, that would convince him Moonflower was wrong.

“Burbark was going to let you out of the vent soon,” Apple said, waving her arm with its infected snakebite dismissively at Moonflower. “He lost his temper—you know how hard it’s been for him. The prophecy at the Spirit Mouth would have shaken any leader! To be told that evil would spread from the very ground we stood on, and then poor Cassava . . .”

The sound of his brother’s name seemed to sharpen Bramble’s world back into focus.

“Burbark was responsible for Cassava’s death!” he snapped and knocked Apple’s hand away. Apple shrank back, looking shocked.

“How could you say such a thing?”

“Because Burbark was bitten before the Spirit Mouth prophecy,” Moonflower said. “That’s when evil and madness came to this mountain.”

“Come on.” Bramble nudged her, and together they started to move away from Apple, trying to keep their footing without turning their backs on her. “We’ve got a job to do—we have to finish what Burbark stopped Cassava from doing. We’re going to find the Great Parent and explain what’s happening. If you really love the troop, Apple, you won’t try to stop us.”

“You’re the mad ones,” Apple said, shaking her head. “Blood pools on the plains. No gorilla has set foot on the plains since Kigelia first came to the mountain, and with very good reason! You’ll die in that place!”

“Even so,” Bramble said. “We’re going.”

Apple’s outstretched, beseeching hand slammed down into the mud. Bramble jumped and instinctively reached for Moonflower’s shoulder as Apple’s kindly face drew down into a nasty glare.

“You’re going nowhere,” she snarled.

“Aah!” Moonflower squeaked, and Bramble felt her wrenched out of his grip. He spun around to see Lantana Goldback holding a wriggling, kicking Moonflower in her arms, and more of the Goldbacks and Blackbacks creeping between the trees. They were surrounded.

So much for safety, Bramble thought, desperately ducking under Woodnettle Blackback’s grasping fists. He cast a despairing look back at Apple, but in her eyes there was no sign of the caring gorilla who’d raised him.

He reached for Lantana’s arm, trying to prize it from Moonflower. Behind her, Groundnut Blackback loomed from the darkness, his face hard.

Moonflower gasped out, “Run!” and Bramble dodged back before Groundnut could reach him. He bared his teeth as Groundnut shoved past Lantana and stomped toward him, letting out a bellow that seemed to shake the mountain under Bramble’s feet.

“I’ll crush your skull before I see you abandon the troop!” Groundnut yelled. He raised both fists and brought them down in a wide arc that could smash rocks. Bramble rolled on his belly to avoid them and then scrambled back to his feet, almost slipping in the mud, catching himself with his toes on the edge of a big, mango-sized rock half stuck in the mud on the stony slope.

He looked up into Groundnut’s furious, snarling face and hardly recognized the friendly Blackback he used to drop mangoes on from the branches of trees—his snarls then were all in fun, and there was nothing fun about the way he was coming for Bramble now.

Bramble leaned down, wrenched the rock from the mud, and hurled it at Groundnut’s head. He couldn’t help wincing as the rock struck home, perfectly in the middle of the Blackback’s forehead, drawing a stream of blood and a howl of pain and fury.

Another howl joined his as Moonflower dropped from Lantana’s arms, her teeth red with the Goldback’s blood. Lantana cradled her elbow where Moonflower had bitten deep into the flesh. “Stop her!” she shrieked.

“Go!” Moonflower gasped, grabbing Bramble’s hand as she leaped down the slope. Bramble spun and followed, his feet dancing over the rocks and his hand gripping his sister’s so that at least if they fell, they would fall together. The hoots and bellows of the troop behind them were loud and furious, but Bramble tried not to listen, and he couldn’t look back. He focused on the descent, swerving to avoid running into trees, leaping over rocks, skidding down patches of moss. They helped each other over the lip of a small cliff and dropped down into the darkness at the mouth of a cave, and Bramble paused for a moment, listening.

He could still hear the creaking of trees and the bellows of their troop, but they were distant now.

“Come on,” Moonflower whispered. “We can’t stop now.”

“Not till we reach the plains,” Bramble agreed. “They won’t follow us there.”

Because no gorilla has ever gone to the plains, he added to himself. Because death is all that waits for us there. . . .

But now there was nothing but death left on the mountain either.

They walked all night, even when the moon went behind the clouds and they couldn’t see their feet beneath them, let alone the path ahead. The ground leveled out at last, which Bramble hoped was a good sign. Then, finally, he realized he could see once more. Gray mist wound between the tall trees as they grew sparser. His feet and hands ached, his back ached, and all he wanted to do was lie down and go to sleep. Beside him, Moonflower’s breath came in sighs and her steps dragged. But they had to press on. They had to reach the plains.

At last, a glistening golden light rose ahead of them, over the top of the mist, and they came to what Bramble thought must be the true end of the mountain—they were standing at the very edge of the tree line, at the top of a steep slope of rocks and brush that turned into rolling, grassy, empty plains. The silvery mist seemed to pool across the land, like a stream breaking its banks after heavy rain.

“Bramble,” Moonflower whispered.

“I know,” Bramble said. “We made it.”

Moonflower tapped his shoulder. “No, look!”

She turned and pointed to a huge rock that sat between two trees, right at the edge of the forest, just like they were. Silver moss covered one side, so that it looked almost like . . .

“Kigelia!” Bramble gasped.

The rock looked just like a huge gorilla, his silver back turned to the plains, looking up into the mountain. Bramble almost thought he could make out the shapes of enormous fists planted in the ground, and two hollows in the rock that faced away from the sunrise so they collected shadow like great deep eyes. . . .

It was probably just a trick of the light, but Bramble still looked back at Moonflower with a new energy in his heart.

“This means we’ve come farther than any gorilla in . . . I don’t even know how long. Generations,” he said.

“Right,” said Moonflower. She took a deep breath and then knuckled slowly forward, away from the trees, so she was standing in the full dawn light. Bramble swallowed, cast one last look at Kigelia, and then padded out to join her.

“There’s no turning back now,” he said, and together they walked toward the plains.
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Chapter Two

Prance stared after the elderly baboon as he turned and shuffled away toward the big rock at the edge of the clearing. He moved slowly, as if his knees ached, and sank down to rest his back against the stone with a small grunt.

She trod the grass nervously with her hooves. She had expected the Great Father to be somehow . . . grander. She knew he was a baboon, and very old—this was Thorn, after all, one of the Three Heroes who had saved Bravelands all those years ago—but for some reason, she hadn’t expected him to be so frail, or so . . . normal.

He peered up to the vulture that sat on the top of the rock.

“Fetch Mud for me, will you?” he asked.

The vulture gave Prance a last imperious glare, then took off and vanished into the forest canopy with a few beats of its great wings.

“Come, sit by me,” said Great Father Thorn, patting the ground beside him. Prance hesitated for a moment, then sat, tucking her front hooves underneath her.

“Great Father,” she said. “What did you mean when you said we were going to fix Bravelands? What else has been going wrong, other than . . .” She trailed off and bowed her head, looking down at the grass where her shadow ought to have been. Even now, it was hard to see that empty space and not feel afraid. She had lost her shadow, lost the Us that guided every gazelle through their lives, but she hadn’t died. She’d thought she was cursed, abandoned by the Great Spirit. Her herd thought the same. But here she was, sitting in the shade beside the Great Father himself.

“You called?” came another baboon’s voice, and Prance’s gaze flashed to the other side of the clearing. Two more baboons had entered. The first was another male, almost as elderly as Thorn, with one eye that was covered over with a film of silver. He was followed by a young, scrawny female, who was playing with a small fruit, passing it from hand to hand. The old baboon stopped when he saw Prance and tried to draw himself up straighter, although he didn’t get much taller.

“Mud,” Great Father said, “this is Prance Herdless. She’ll be with us here for a little while. Prance, this is Mud Starleaf, and his apprentice, Moth.”

Prance had heard of the Great Father’s Starleaf, and as Mud walked toward her she felt almost as intimidated as she had when she’d met Thorn. Every baboon troop had a Starleaf, who the Great Spirit would whisper to through the stars and their special stones. Mud held himself with the kind of stiff dignity that she’d expected from Thorn, and his gaze was piercing as he stared at her through his one good eye.

“Hi,” said the younger female, bounding up to Prance. “I’m Moth, nice to meet you!”

“Nice to meet you too,” Prance said.

“Wow . . . it’s really true,” said Moth, circling Prance so that she had to twist her head to follow the baboon’s jerky movements. “You have no shadow! That’s so amazing!”

Prance almost laughed out loud. Nobody had ever called it amazing before. Unnatural, maybe. Freakish.

Moth sank down to sit beside her, looking at Thorn, as if they were two young baboons waiting for a story at the feet of an elder. Prance had never felt so welcomed, so quickly, and she instinctively dipped her head to hide her glowing expression from the baboons.

“It is certainly quite something,” said Mud, with much less enthusiasm than his assistant had. He turned his bright eye on the Great Father. “I need to consult the stones about this.”

Thorn nodded thoughtfully. “Something is afoot in Bravelands—exactly what, I’m not sure yet. Moth, will you go and fetch Gallant for me? His pride should still be nearby.”

Prance startled at the mention of the lions. They hadn’t hurt her when they’d caught her out on the plains and brought her to the Great Father, but she could still feel her muscles bunching to run. She forced herself to stay put as Moth scrambled to her feet and bounded out of the clearing.

“No harm will come to you, Prance,” said Thorn, and Prance felt a little embarrassed that he’d seen her flinch. “While you remain at my side, I will do everything in my power to make sure you’re safe. Gallant will be your personal protector, and no creature will bother you while you’re with him.”

I bet they won’t, Prance thought. All the lions had been frightening, but Gallant was the pride leader, the largest and most threatening of them all.

A short time later, Moth loped back into the clearing with the big, fierce-looking lion right behind her. She watched his expression carefully as Great Father explained the plan to him, alert for any sign that Gallant’s wide, terrifying jaws might be starting to salivate. But instead, she saw his eyes narrow as he looked at her, not in hunger, but something more like suspicion. He hesitated, ears flicking back for second, before bowing his great maned head to Thorn.

“I’ll do as you ask,” he rumbled.

“Excellent,” said Thorn. He patted the lion on the shoulder. “I think you’ll be good for each other.”

Prance blinked at him, and then found herself meeting Gallant’s eyes, seeing an equal lack of understanding reflected back at her.

What on earth does he think I can do for a lion? she wondered. But she should be polite.

“Thank you for saving me from the other pride,” she said. “They would have killed me.”

Gallant made a humph noise. “Great Father’s orders,” he said.

Thorn had wandered off and was talking quietly with Mud, and there was an awkward silence before Moth ran back to Prance’s side and sat down, her eyes glinting.

“So?” she said, producing a small fruit from somewhere and taking a big bite. “Don’t keep us in suspense like this, oh shadowless one. Tell us what happened!”

Gallant sat too, a little way away. Prance swallowed, still uneasy at the thought of him being so close, his predator scent telling every instinct she had left in her body to flee. But she focused on Moth’s earnest, curious face and felt a little better.

She began to tell her story, starting with the day when she and Leap had found themselves Shadowless, but Prance had escaped death at the paws of the lame lion. She saw Gallant stir, his long tail smacking the ground. But he said nothing.

However, unlike Gallant or Great Father, Moth interrupted a lot.

“They just threw you out?” she gasped as Prance told of how she’d left her herd. “What did you do then?”

Prance told her all about the kind elephant who had counseled her at a watering hole, and she felt a glow of strange excitement when Moth identified Boulder as the brother of Sky, one of the other Heroes. She talked about how hard it was to lose the Us, the sense that bound every gazelle herd to one another. She talked about meeting Grassfriend and the zebra herd, saving Breezefriend from the lions, and becoming Prancefriend. Moth’s eyes widened and lit up with every sentence, as Prance told her how nice it had felt to be accepted by creatures that weren’t even your own kind, until Prance couldn’t help but stop her story.

“What is it?” she said. “It’s a pretty exciting story, but . . .”

“It’s just that we have so much in common!” Moth declared. “No herd, no troop . . . friends in all sorts of places . . .”

“You don’t have a troop?” Prance asked, her heart going out to the young baboon, even though she’d said it with a cheerful ease that didn’t sound like she grieved it too much.

“My mother lives in a troop,” Moth said. “But my father, Spider—well, he’s a bit like you! He travels all across Bravelands by himself, making friends with other species, learning their ways. That’s how I was brought up.”

“Wow,” said Prance softly. She couldn’t quite imagine choosing that kind of life for herself. “And now you’re with the Great Father, as an apprentice Starleaf?”

“Mud says I have great promise,” said Moth, sitting up very straight. “If I apply myself.”

Prance looked over at the elder baboons. Thorn had clambered up onto the top of his rock and was sitting there alone, hunched over, his eyes closed. Mud sat nearby on the ground, as if he was waiting patiently for something.

“Moth,” Prance murmured, “the old does in the herd always used to say that the Great Father has the power to see through the eyes of other creatures. Is that really true?”

“Yep,” said Moth. “He says it’s a bit like swinging from branch to branch—oh, well, you wouldn’t know what that’s like, but that’s what he says. He skips from creature to creature until he finds one that’s looking at what he wants to know about, usually birds, because he understands skytongue and they can see so much. That’s how he keeps track of all the important things happening in Bravelands. That’s how he found you!”

Prance turned again to stare at the small baboon sitting on the tall rock. Could it really be true that his sight was out there somewhere, leaping from creature to creature? She remembered the vulture who had haunted her steps ever since she’d left Runningherd. Had that bird been carrying the Great Father with it, all along?

“Sometimes he’s just taking a nap,” said Gallant, without raising his chin from where it had dropped onto his paws.

“My eyes may be bad, Gallant,” Thorn said, without opening them, “but my hearing is just fine.”

Moth sniggered, but Gallant didn’t seem to find it funny. His tail twitched and he got up, glaring up at the Great Father and then down at Prance.

“I need to hunt,” he said. “I presume I don’t need to be by the gazelle’s side if she’s here in the clearing.”

Without waiting for an answer, he stalked off into the undergrowth.

Prance and Moth exchanged an awkward glance.

“I don’t know much about lions,” Prance said, “but . . . is he okay?”

“He—hmm. He reacts to things oddly sometimes. Doesn’t like jokes. He’s never gotten over losing his cub. It changed him.”

“Oh,” said Prance. “Sorry. How did the cub die?”

“We don’t know,” Moth said. “Poor little thing disappeared in the night. He was never found. And he was Gallant’s only one,” she added.

“Is that something to do with why the lions are here?” Prance asked. “I didn’t think the lions followed the Great Spirit.”

“Most don’t. Gallantpride is different. They’re descended from Fearlesspride. You know the story of Fearless? The lion raised by baboons?”

“I’ve heard about the Three Heroes,” Prance said, feeling a sense of awe wash over her as she glanced up at the rock and remembered she was in the presence of one of the Heroes, even if she did think he might now be napping. “But I think some of it might not have been true.”

“Well, I heard it from Mud, who was there,” said Moth.

“Please, I’d like to hear it,” Prance said.

Moth began to tell the story, gesturing widely with her arms as she recounted the tale of Stinger the baboon, who had been the False Father, of Sky and her guardianship of the Spirit, the herd of mismatched creatures, Titan the Spirit Eater, and the great fire. She threw herself down on the ground dramatically as she recounted the tragic romances of Thorn and Berry, Fearless and Keen, Sky and Rock, and finally the tale of Fearless’s great sacrifice.

Despite the tragedy and danger in the story, Prance found herself feeling more and more settled as she sat and listened to Moth talk.

Here I am, she thought, with a baboon who has no troop, listening to a story about a hero who was brought up with creatures he might have otherwise hunted and eaten.

The name Prance Herdless no longer seemed quite so heavy. The place where her shadow should have been didn’t catch her eye every time she turned her head. Her eyes started to droop closed. How long had it been since she had really rested, somewhere she felt safe?

“You can sleep here,” Moth said, as Prance’s head jerked up from where she’d let it droop for the third time. “Nothing bad will happen to you.”

Gratefully, Prance let herself lower her head and tuck it down. The last thing she was aware of was Moth’s soft paw patting her shoulder, and then she was fast asleep.
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Chapter Three

Chase slunk through the undergrowth, her ears flattened back against her head. Seek stumbled along just in front of her, his tail dragging in the mud behind him. Raindrops smacked into their fur and soaked the ground. Chase would have thought a little rain wouldn’t trouble her, after their leap from the cave into the waterfall lake, but the water dripped into her eyes and ears, made everything glisten, and dampened the smells, so that she wasn’t even sure exactly where they were.

“Chase!” came a roar from behind them, resounding across the mountainside even through the pattering rain. Chase flinched and nudged Seek to keep going.

Range was still after them, and she couldn’t let him catch them. She didn’t know much for certain right now, but she knew that.

Seek tripped over his paws and fell, and Chase seized his scruff and pulled him back up, almost without missing a step.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “We can’t stop, okay? We just can’t.”

“It hurts,” Seek groaned. But he managed to get back to his paws and limp onward, casting a fearful glance back over Chase’s shoulder.

“I know,” Chase said. She felt his pain each time she stepped on her own front paw, where the snake had sunk its fangs into her. There wasn’t time to stop and inspect Seek’s matching wound, but if it was anything like hers, it would be throbbing and burning, and turning darker even though the blood had stopped some time ago.

Chase whispered instructions to Seek, guiding him up along the low branch of a tree and down a rocky cliff on the other side, as once again the mountain rang with the echo of Range’s roar. She imagined him bounding down the rocks from the waterfall cave, strong and fast, and the snakes slithering after him, hissing in their strange tongue.

Range had tricked them—tricked her. She’d trusted him.

Shadow had tried to tell her not to, but Chase hadn’t listened. She’d thought Range would protect them from the hyenas and the gorillas. He’d seemed so nice. After the death of her mother, and everything she and Seek had been through, she thought that Range could be the answer. She thought Shadow was just jealous.

But Range had betrayed them, and Seek had almost died. Guilt throbbed along with the hot feeling in her paw, but even stronger than the guilt was the confusion.

Nothing that had happened in the cave made sense. What kind of leopard shared his den with hundreds of snakes and lured other leopards there to be bitten?

If Range had tricked her into bringing Seek so he could kill them himself and steal their territory, that would have been awful, but at least it would have been natural. Unlike the snakes that infested his den, or the way they seemed to do his bidding, or the way he spoke. “Join us willingly, and serve the Silent One.”

She’d never heard of such a thing, not in all her days of listening to the chatter of prey or the stories of other leopards, or even from the strange talk of the gorillas.

He’s gone mad, she thought. The snakes are taking advantage of it somehow, to get him to bring them prey. There’s no other explanation. Leopards do not serve anyone!

There was another roar, and this one was closer. “I have your scent!” came the cry, Range’s powerful voice carrying as if he was right behind them. “You should stop running!”

In front of her, Seek tumbled on, but his breath was coming in shallow gasps, and his steps were slowing. Chase shook herself.

“It’s all right,” she told him. “We’re going to get out of this.” She grabbed his scruff once more, lifting him right off his paws. Seek grunted with pain but didn’t complain. He felt light and limp in her jaws.

Chase sprang into a faster run, still not as fast as she could move on four healthy paws and on familiar ground, but fast enough. She hoped. She was sure that if she could just make it a little farther, she would come out somewhere she would recognize, and then perhaps they could hide. . . .

She saw something move up ahead and skidded to a halt, her heart jolting, almost dropping Seek onto the ground in front of her.

More snakes! she thought. But after a second, she realized she’d only seen the shadow of a tree playing over the wet surface of a pile of sticks. She forced herself to run on, leaping over the sticks with Seek’s tail dragging between her paws. She tried not to think about how easily it could have been another cluster of snakes, or how hard sandtongue creatures were to spot, because their scent was so faint. She also wouldn’t let herself think about the fact that frequently snakes lived up in trees, or how easily one could drop down on her head.

I’m not afraid of snakes. I’ve never been afraid of them, she told herself. But things were different now. She knew that the sight of hundreds of them advancing on her at once, while Range watched, would haunt her nightmares until the day she went to the stars.

She could smell something strange, and after a few quick breaths she realized that it was Seek. The wound on his paw was already starting to fester. Her own wasn’t so bad; the pain had dulled to a background throb and there was no sign of sickness that she could smell, but her heart squeezed as she drew breath after breath of that faintly rotten tang.

Then suddenly, she scented something else. Gorillas.

She heard snapping twigs barely a few leopard-lengths ahead of her and skidded to a stop, cursing Range and all snakes under her
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