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Prologue

SNOWSTORM FELT THE FUR along her back tingle and stand up on end as she padded over the ridge and found herself looking over the snowfield toward the Endless Maw. There were the familiar snowdrifts, the odd tree standing black and stubborn even all the way up here, in the heart of the White Spine Mountains. There were the practice rocks where she had jumped with her littermates, where they’d played at preparing themselves for the transition to adulthood. And there, beyond the rocks, was the edge of the crevasse where their mother had fallen to her death.

That all seemed a long time ago.

It was a perfect day to make the leap. It was cold, but the wind was soft and the sky was like a plain of unbroken pale blue.

She turned back to Frost, waiting for her brother to catch up. It was just the two of them now, and soon she would have to walk away from even him. That was the snow-leopard way. They would each make the jump over the Endless Maw, and on the other side the Snow Cat’s paw prints would guide them onto their separate paths. Only the Snow Cat could tell if they would ever see each other again.

He’ll be fine, she thought. They both would be. They’d already had to survive on their own, since Winter died, hunting their own food and fighting off adult leopards keen to steal their territory. She licked her paw and cleaned her half-mauled ear, feeling a strange pride as her pads brushed the numb scar tissue. That old leopard Flurry had thought it would be easy to take a cave from a pair of vulnerable orphaned cubs, but he’d been wrong.

Frost walked up to stand beside her, and she leaned against him for a moment.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Obviously,” she replied.

Frost nodded. “Me too.”

But neither of them moved for a few more moments.

“What do you think Shiver and Ghost are doing right now?” Frost asked.

Snowstorm sighed. “I hope they’re somewhere warm, and they’ve got enough to eat. I hope they’re together.” She scraped one big paw through in the snow, thinking about Shiver’s weak lungs and Ghost’s tailless, lumbering body. Not for the first time since they left the White Spine, Snowstorm felt a spike of guilt and anxiety for her littermates.

“I miss them,” said Frost simply. “I hope they know . . .” He trailed off, but Snowstorm was pretty sure she knew what he was going to say.

I hope they know we don’t blame them for Mother’s death.

Snowstorm hoped that too, but she didn’t think it was very likely. She’d told Ghost that it was all his fault, right before he’d left. She’d said some horrible things. He would probably never know she didn’t think them anymore. . . .

“Well!” said a voice. “Look who finally got up the courage to come back here!”

Snowstorm spun around and looked up to see a pair of long, fluffy tails dangling from the gnarled branches of a nearby tree. She sighed and rolled her eyes at Frost. It was the cubs Born of Icebound: Brisk and Sleet. They lounged side by side in the tree, tails twitching as they looked down at the cubs Born of Winter.

“Funny, I don’t think I’ve seen you up here since . . .” Sleet pretended to stop and think. “Oh, that’s right—since the last time one of you freaks tried the leap.”

“Didn’t go too well, did it?” said Brisk.

“Are you off to join Winter at the bottom of the Maw?” Sleet sneered.

Snowstorm sprang into a run. She pounded across the snow, right at the tree where the two leopards were sitting. At once, the cubs Born of Icebound scrambled to their paws, ears pinned back with fear. Brisk climbed onto a higher branch, and Sleet braced himself, tucking his tail up out of reach just as Snowstorm got to the tree trunk and made a swipe for it.

“Strong words from a pair of cubs who haven’t even tried the leap,” Frost said evenly, following behind her at a stroll.

“They don’t need to leap the Maw,” Snowstorm snarled, pacing around the tree trunk. “Our mother may be dead, but at least we’ve learned to look after ourselves. These two will be living in Icebound’s cave until their fur falls out!”

Sleet growled. Snowstorm crouched as if she were going to pounce up into the tree, and Sleet’s growls turned into a yelp as he clawed his way onto the higher branch, jostling for space with Brisk.

Snowstorm relaxed.

“Come on,” she said to Frost. “We’re adult leopards now. We don’t need to fight with cubs anymore.”

She turned away, and she and Frost set out together over the snow, ignoring the hisses of Brisk and Sleet. She’d mostly said it to annoy them, but it was true, too. On the other side of the Endless Maw they would be real adults, and nothing the cubs Born of Icebound could say would change that.

Her heart started to beat harder as they approached the edge of the crevasse. Flickers of memory came back to her, the horrible and wonderful all mixed together: Winter’s body falling from the slippery ledge, Winter fighting Icebound to keep them safe, Ghost climbing safely out of the Maw, the terrible things she had said to him. She took a deep breath and raised her head. The memories couldn’t weigh her down now.

Even though the day was bright and the weather still, the Endless Maw was so deep that the bottom was wreathed in shadow. There was no sign of Winter’s bones—of course, they would have been long buried in the snow by now—but Snowstorm allowed herself one glance anyway. Then she focused on the column of rock that stood in the middle of the chasm. It looked much closer than it had when she was a little cub. Confidence started to grow in her chest. She could do this.

“Go on,” Frost said, his ears flicking with amusement. “You go first—you always do.”

She briefly licked her brother on the forehead. “I’ll see you on the other side.”

Then she backed up from the edge, crouched, ran, and leaped. Her heart gave a thump in midair, so hard she could feel it in the pads of her paws, and then she landed in the snow on the top of the column. She didn’t pause or look back, but bunched her muscles and leaped again, sailing through the air. Her front paws slammed down on the far edge of the Maw and she pushed herself forward, running a few steps into the flattened snow before circling back to watch her brother.

Frost looked very small from this side of the Maw. The practice rocks and the gnarled trees seemed tiny.

Frost crouched, wiggling his tail behind him. Snowstorm dug her claws into the snow.

Come on, Frost. You can do it.

He leaped. It was a good, strong jump, and he made it to the column with paw-lengths to spare. He skidded a tiny bit on the top of the rock, but didn’t stop moving, and with a last strong push he jumped from the column.

He wasn’t going to make it. Snowstorm knew it at once. She rushed to the edge as she saw the expression in Frost’s eyes change, the arc of his leap carrying him down. She saw his claws come out, a desperate attempt to reach the edge of the chasm. And he did, by a single claw-length, the rest of his body falling too far and slamming into the wall of the Maw. He scratched and scrabbled at the rocks, one of his claws splintering with the impact. Snowstorm threw herself forward in the same moment and snapped at him.

Her teeth closed in the scruff of Frost’s neck, and she bunched her muscles and scrambled backward in the snow to stop them both from falling over the edge and crashing to the rocks below. With a roar of effort, she backed away. Frost got a paw onto the snow, and then another, and then they were flying backward, tumbling over and over in a wild ball of fur and claws.

They came to a stop against a snowdrift, and lay there panting in a tangled heap, too stunned by the terror of what had almost happened to speak at first.

Then there was a yelp from across the Maw. “They did it!”

Snowstorm looked over and saw Brisk and Sleet, looking tiny on the other side of the crevasse. Brisk’s tail was lashing with excitement, but it stopped when Sleet batted her ear with his paw.

“Just barely,” he sneered, loud enough that Snowstorm could hear him clearly over the Maw. “Good thing she was there to save his tail one last time, huh?”

Brisk sniggered.

“Speaking of my tail, I think you’re sitting on it,” said Frost.

Snowstorm wriggled to her paws and tried not to look as shaken as she felt.

“We made it,” she said. “We’re adults now.”

“Right,” said Frost. “I guess that means . . .”

The snow shifted under Snowstorm’s feet. For a moment she thought it was just her own paws, still unsteady with shock. But then it shifted again, and a low rumble filled the air, growing until it sounded like the roar of a creature as big as the mountain. Frost nudged his head against her shoulder, and they both stumbled away from the edge of the Maw as a sheet of snow crumpled and fell in. Across the gap, Brisk and Sleet scrambled backward too and fled across the snowfield.

“It’s just an earthquake,” Frost said, pressing himself against Snowstorm. “Right?”

“It must be,” she said. But she wasn’t so sure. The ground shook, but the noise filled the air until it sounded like the Snow Cat itself, roaring in anger. She looked around. It was bad to be caught in an earthquake in unfamiliar territory. There could be an avalanche, or a rockfall. The open snowfield didn’t feel safe, but she didn’t want to get any closer to the small, jagged peaks nearby. . . .

Then she spotted something on the horizon. Another peak, huge and far off, its slopes seeming purple . . . and smoke rising from the summit.

“What is that?” she gasped.

Frost followed her gaze and shook his head. “Is the Snow Cat angry about something?”

“Or is it warning us that danger is coming?” Snowstorm wondered. “I don’t like the look of that smoke.”

She looked around at the unfamiliar landscape once again, and then down at her brother’s tail, which had curled itself between her front legs and over her paws.

“Frost?” she said. “I think . . . this isn’t a good time to split up. I don’t think the Snow Cat wants us wandering off alone. Do you want to stick together for now? Just for a bit?”

Frost was already nodding before she’d finished speaking.

“Whatever’s going on,” he said, “I think we ought to face it together. That’s what the Snow Cat would want.”

“It’s what Mother would want too,” Snowstorm added quietly.

They stood together, braced against the rumbling earth, their eyes fixed on the smoking purple mountain in the distance.

Please, Snow Cat, Snowstorm thought. Let Ghost and Shiver be safe too. . . .
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Chapter One

RAIN SAT IN THE mud and stared up at the white panda, a growl of annoyance rumbling in her throat. Ghost stared back with the same vexed expression he always wore. All she could see at the top of the pit was his wide, white face, the branches of trees, and a gray streak of sky.

“What do you want now?” Rain snarled.

Beside her, Peony stirred from her doze and raised her head. She saw Ghost and let out a derisive snort and rolled over to stare at the wall of the pit. It had been their prison for several days now—Rain’s punishment for revealing to the other pandas that Sunset was not the Dragon Speaker he claimed to be. Not that anyone believed me anyway, Rain thought sourly. They had turned on her and Peony, her mother, and had done nothing to stop Sunset’s monkey servants from forcing them into the pit.

“Sunset’s on his way,” said Ghost.

He always spoke to her like that, direct and short. Rain had expected him to be more like Sunset, smirking and gloating over having Rain as his prisoner, but he’d mostly ignored her.

He’s just a thug, here to smack us back down if we try to climb out of this pit. Sunset’s the brains.

“Oh yeah? And what do you want me to do about it?” Rain snapped. “Maybe I should try to clean up a bit? Oh, wait.” She splashed her paws in the muddy puddles at the bottom of the pit. “I can’t—it’s a hole in the ground.”

“Sunset could make it much worse for you down there,” Ghost pointed out.

“Yeah,” said a voice, and a squashed blue face peered over the edge. One of Brawnshanks’s crew of golden monkeys. Rain thought this was the one called Jitterpaws. She was eating a yellow gingko fruit—the fourth one Rain had seen her chewing on so far today. “You’d better behave, or it won’t just be fruit and stuff we throw down there. We’ve been collecting rocks specially.”

Rain felt a jolt of misgiving at this, but she tried not to let it show. “With your aim? You couldn’t hit a golden takin if you were standing right next to it,” she sneered.

“You wait and see,” said Jitterpaws. “Maybe we’ll throw Ghost down there, let the two of you fight it out, huh?” She prodded Ghost in the ribs. He growled at her, and she chittered and skipped away from him.

“Two of us against one of you? I don’t like your chances, even if you are Sunset’s white monster,” Rain said.

Ghost tilted his head. “You’re both starving. You must be stiff from lying in a puddle for days.”

“And I suppose you’re all toughened up from doing Sunset’s dirty work for him,” Rain said.

Ghost frowned, and Rain thought she’d hit a nerve.

“Do you even know where I come from? I learned to fight with Winter, the best snow-leopard hunter in the White Spine Mountains. If I wanted to . . .” He shook his head. “Do you always start fights you can’t win?”

Yes, always, Rain thought. “Ooh, trained by leopards,” she said out loud. “I’m sure if Sunset has you chasing goats and rabbits, that’ll come in very useful.”

“You really don’t ever shut up, do you?” Ghost said.

“Why don’t you come down here and stop me?” Rain retorted.

“Cubs, cubs,” said a low, amused voice. Rain sat back down, and Peony rolled over and sat up as Sunset’s large black-and-white face peered over the edge of the pit. Ghost took a respectful step back. “There’s no need for any of that, as long as you cooperate.”

“Never,” Rain barked. “What could you want from us anyway? We can’t exactly do much from down here.”

“You say you’re a Dragon Speaker,” Sunset said. “I want you to tell me your prophecies.”

“And why should I?”

“Because there are many more ways I can make your life miserable down there,” growled Sunset. “I’m giving you one chance. Tell me a prophecy, or there will be consequences.”

What prophecy? Rain thought. I haven’t had a single vision since I’ve been down here. And I’ve been trying. . . .

But she refused to let Sunset know that. She thought for a moment, staring at Sunset, and the tips of Ghost’s ears, and Jitterpaws’s tail, which she could see over the edge of the pit. . . .

“All right, here’s a prophecy for you.” Rain held out her paws and shut her eyes. She hesitated as she remembered a simpler time, when she’d pretended to give out prophecies to the Prosperhill cubs—usually to get out of doing chores. “The Dragon speaks to me, and it says . . . one of your monkeys is going to be sick.”

She opened her eyes and beamed at Sunset just in time to catch his face falling from hopeful interest to rage.

“Fine,” he growled, his low voice rumbling. “If you won’t—”

“Actually . . . ,” piped up Jitterpaws. She pressed one paw to her stomach, the other still clutching her fifth gingko fruit of the day. “I do feel a bit . . .” She turned away, and there was a squeaky retching sound.

Right on cue. Rain smirked up at Sunset.

“Very funny,” he snarled, one eye twitching. “I hope you enjoy being on reduced meals. The monkeys will feed you half of what they’ve been giving you so far, until you come up with something real.” He turned away, not waiting for Rain’s reply, and Ghost went with him.

Rain glanced at Peony, suddenly uncertain. Her adoptive mother’s shoulders had slumped at the mention of food. But she had no real prophecy to tell him. . . .

Peony noticed Rain looking at her and sighed. “It’s all right, Rain. You did the right thing. We just need to find a way out of here.”

“Here you go, stupid pandas,” called out a monkey voice from above—it wasn’t Jitterpaws, but a different young female. “Half your rations, coming up!”

Six gingko fruits thudded into the soft mud beside Rain.

She looked up, frowning in confusion. They’d had six last time too, so shouldn’t it have been three? Not that she was planning to tell the monkey that. . . .

But the golden monkey looking down into the pit had a familiar face. Rain couldn’t place it for a second, and then her memory kicked in.

Nimbletail. She was the young female Rain had noticed gathering the striped bamboo for Sunset, the same one who’d then caught Rain trying to cross the river and hadn’t said anything to the others she was with.

Why are you helping me? Rain wondered. But as she opened her mouth to speak, Nimbletail put a long brown finger to her lips. She leaned right over the edge of the pit.

“You have to try to come up with a prophecy,” she whispered. “Something convincing. Or Brawnshanks will be angry with you as well as Sunset—and you don’t want that.” She straightened and picked up the stone from inside Jitterpaws’s gingko. “Enjoy, prisoners!” she said, much louder, and threw the stone into the pit—missing Rain by a whole bear-length. Before Rain could say anything, she’d vanished.

Rain and Peony exchanged surprised glances. Rain quickly passed a gingko to her mother and hid the rest behind her back, in case one of the other monkeys happened to look over into the pit.

“What time is it now?” Peony asked her. Rain squinted up at the sky. The sun had passed over them long ago, and the light was beginning to dim.

“I think it’s probably Dying Light,” she guessed.

Peony nodded sadly. Rain knew it pained her not to be able to observe the feasts at their proper time. Rain was pretty certain the Dragon wouldn’t mind, considering the circumstances, but for some reason her reassurances hadn’t cheered Peony up much.

“At the Feast of Dying Light, your humble pandas bow before you. Thank you for the gift of the gingko fruit and the kindness you bestow upon us.”

Rain bowed her head and waited politely for Peony to finish, before chewing down on the stinky yellow flesh and hard gingko nut. They ate in silence; then, after Rain checked that it was safe, she passed Peony a second fruit. Her mother sighed before she took another bite. Rain knew exactly how she felt. She longed for a taste of bamboo. It hurt to know that there were forests of it just out of reach at the top of their pit.

“I can’t just get an actual prophecy like that, or I would have by now,” Rain said under her breath. “I guess I can make something up, something that sounds real. I just don’t know if I can fool Sunset. But I have to get us out of this, somehow. . . .”

“We’ll get out of it together,” her mother reminded her.

“Yes—but I’m the one who’s a Dragon Speaker,” she replied. It still felt strange to say it out loud.

I wish Leaf could hear me say that, she thought. Even though she’d probably be really annoying and nice and not even gloat about the fact that she was right. If I’d listened to her on the mountain, would we still be in this pit?

They saved the final fruits for the Feast of Moon Climb, and sure enough, the monkeys didn’t give them anything else to eat before the light faded completely and the tree branches above were swallowed up in darkness. Rain could just make out Peony’s white fur against the black walls of the pit as they quietly gave thanks to the Dragon and split one of the fruits in half so that they’d still have one left for the Feast of Moon Fall.

Afterward, Peony lay down again with her head tucked under her paws, and though she didn’t fall asleep right away, eventually her breathing turned slow and deep. Rain sat up, wide awake, listening to her stomach rumbling. She heard the sound of the guard monkeys swapping for new ones—she could always tell when this happened, because at least one monkey would pick a fight with one of the others, and then things would calm down again. She listened for their chattering to slow and stop.

All was silent for a while. The birds and small creatures of the forest were silent too. Even the wind was still.

Rain got up, stretching out as much as she could. Ghost was right—she was stiff. But she still had to do this.

She hadn’t made it last night, or the night before that. Another reason to wish that Leaf were here—her sister would probably have scaled the slippery mud-and-rock walls with no problem. But Leaf wasn’t here, so Rain had to try.

It wasn’t completely hopeless. She’d learned that on her previous attempts. She’d found that one of the sides of the pit had better paw holds than the others, with a few large rocks and tree roots sticking out from the earth. She knew that if she could just get her claws around the curved root that was almost out of her reach, she could pull herself up so all her paws were off the ground.

She clung on to the root and dragged herself up. Her back paws scrambled and kicked at the mud, and she desperately tried to keep breathing evenly so her frightened panting wouldn’t wake the monkeys. Finally she found a rock to stand on and pushed herself up, earth coating the fur on her stomach. She looked up. She could only just make out the edge of the pit in the darkness. She could do this. There was another stone for her to step onto, and then, over to her right, if she leaned dangerously on another root that wobbled as she gripped it, she could dig her claws into the exposed tunnel of a pika warren that Sunset had ruthlessly dug through when he’d made the pit.

She was so close. Only a bear-length to go now, and she was higher up than she’d made it on previous nights. If she could just—

She looked up again, and saw something glinting in the darkness. A pair of slitted eyes, looking right at her from the top of the pit.

She jolted in surprise and her back paw slid out from under her. She lost her grip and fell. It wasn’t a terribly long distance, but it still knocked the wind out of her as she thumped down into the mud with a splash. She panted, trying to get her breath back, and stared up at the place where the eyes had been. They were gone now.

Shadowhunter?

No . . . they were like his, but different. I think that creature was smaller. And he’d have said something to me; he wouldn’t have just vanished. Right?

She waited, her heart beating in her throat, but the creature had melted into the darkness without even so much as a snort or the padding of paws.

Rain shuddered.

It wasn’t just Ghost up there, or Sunset, or the golden monkeys. Something else was out there in the dark too. And it was watching them.
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Chapter Two

LEAF GIGGLED AND SCAMPERED down the slope. Her paws were aching a little from walking, but they felt light and happy underneath her. It was a sunny morning, and her newfound brother, Pepper, was walking beside her. She had found him—the final triplet! All they needed to do now was find Rain, and then there would be nothing standing between them and fulfilling their destinies as Dragon Speakers. The idea was thrilling and frightening all at once.

“There’s water here!” Dasher called, and Leaf nudged Pepper as she headed toward her red panda friend’s voice. They found him standing with his front paws in a clear mountain stream, and joined him to lap at the lovely cool waters.

When they’d quenched their thirst, Leaf shook the drops from her muzzle and sat down to scratch behind her ear.

“Where do you think Rain and Plum are now?” she asked Dasher.

“Rain was always saying she wanted to confront Sunset,” Dasher said. “Maybe she persuaded Plum to go there first. Maybe she tried to cross the river? The water level’s gone down so much, perhaps she made it!”

Leaf’s heart sank a little at this thought. She’d tried to convince her sister not to face the false Dragon Speaker alone, but Rain wasn’t one to be talked out of something once she’d made up her mind. “I hope she hasn’t gotten herself in trouble. We should go to the Southern Forest and look for her there. Maybe we can stop her making a terrible mistake.”

“No!” Pepper squeaked. Leaf turned to look at him. “I mean, no, I don’t think she’s in the Southern Forest. I think I saw her. Here. On this side of the river.”

“What?” Leaf gasped. “You did? Where?”

“And why didn’t you say anything?” Dasher frowned. “I thought Leaf was the first one of the triplets you’ve met.”

“Oh, she is—I didn’t meet Rain,” Pepper said. “So much has happened, I’ve been confused. . . . But I think I saw her. It was before I’d run into the monkeys and found out what our white grip pads meant, so I saw it and I didn’t think anything of it. . . .” He sighed and licked sadly at the scab that had formed over the skin where his own grip pad should have been. Leaf winced. The poor thing had been so afraid of being caught by the monkeys that he’d bitten his own pad off. She couldn’t imagine how scared he must have been to do that.

Dasher looked like he wanted to ask more questions, but Leaf didn’t want to upset Pepper any more, so she threw Dasher a quieting glance.

“It’s all right,” she said to Pepper. “We’ll protect you from them. As soon as we find Rain, nobody will be able to hurt us. Where did you see her? Was she with an older panda?”

“I didn’t see another panda. Rain was by a dried-up riverbed,” Pepper said. “In, um . . .” He looked around. “In the east of the Northern Forest.”

“Then let’s go!” Leaf said, and gave Pepper a gentle nudge with her nose. “We’ll find Rain, and then everything will be all right. You’ll see.”

As they wound between and over the sparse hills of the Northern Forest, Leaf kept her eyes peeled for a sign: either a sign that Rain had been here—a scent or a paw print—or some message from the Dragon. She had seen its scaly body leave a trail in the pine needles when they’d been lost in the mountains, and she was sure that its bats had led her first to the Darkpool and the other Slenderwood pandas, and then to Pepper. Perhaps there would be another sign waiting for her at this dried-up riverbed. Perhaps Pepper himself would be the one to see it! This thought put a spring in her paws.

“Tell us all about yourself, Pepper!” she said. “Where did you grow up? Did you have an aunt or someone looking after you, like I had Aunt Plum?”

“I was alone for a long time,” Pepper said. “I remember being a very tiny cub, so small I didn’t even have fur. I remember seeing two other cubs lying next to me—that must have been you and Rain!”

“Wow,” Leaf breathed. “I don’t remember that far back! Do you remember our mother, Orchid?”

“Oh yes,” Pepper said.

“I wish I did,” Leaf sighed. “I’m so glad one of us does. Please, tell me, what do you remember about her?”

“She smelled like fresh bamboo,” said Pepper dreamily. “Her fur was as soft as the dew, and her eyes . . . they were very light, golden brown. Like amber.”

“Wow,” said Leaf again. She could picture Orchid in her mind, a quiet smile on her muzzle, licking the three tiny pink cubs as they nestled against her soft fur. But Pepper could actually remember it.

“You don’t remember being a little cub in that much detail, Leaf?” Dasher asked.

“No, I don’t remember Mother at all,” said Leaf sadly.

“Me neither,” said Dasher. His voice sounded slightly strange, and when Leaf looked over to him, she saw that his long stripy tail was curling and lashing behind him in agitation. “In fact, I’ve never heard of anyone remembering so far back, not that clearly.”

“I guess it is odd,” Pepper chuckled. “Maybe it’s something to do with being a Dragon Speaker?”

“We do all have our strengths,” Leaf said. “I’m a climber; Rain’s a swimmer. Maybe Pepper’s memory is his strength!”

“Yeah, maybe,” Dasher said, and his tail relaxed.

Leaf hung back and let Pepper get a little way ahead, so she could whisper to Dasher.

“I know he’s a bit odd,” she said. “But think of it this way—isn’t it better than having to stop to argue with Rain every few steps?”

Dasher sniggered. “I suppose that’s true!”

“She’s my sister and I love her,” Leaf added quickly, “but it’s a relief to be traveling with someone who gets it!”

They kept moving east, pausing for feasts and occasionally stopping to let Pepper get his bearings and point them in the right direction. Leaf pointed out the way to the Darkpool, where she had last seen the Slenderwood pandas and the red pandas, and Pepper told her that he thought they should veer north.

The area he led them into was more thickly forested than the Slenderwood, but it didn’t feel at all lush or welcoming. It was as if winter had come to this part of the forest early: The ground was carpeted with crunchy fallen leaves and pine needles, broken up by the occasional jagged rock. But even though many of the tree branches were bare, they twisted together so thickly that they cast dark, strange shadows over the whole hillside. They had only just stopped for the Feast of Long Light, but it felt more like Moon Climb under the canopy of this forest.

“This place feels weird,” Dasher said, sniffing suspiciously at a rock. “Do you feel a bit like . . .”

“Like what?” Leaf asked. The truth was, she was feeling a bit strange. The shadows seemed to shift around her, and not in the friendly way that suggested a sinuous, scaly body might be close by, but more like how a shadow would move if it was trying not to be seen. Was she just imagining it?

“I don’t know . . . I just don’t like it,” Dasher said. “Why would Rain come here?”

“Pepper?” Leaf prompted. “Are you sure we’re going the right way?”

“Definitely,” said Pepper, putting his head down in determination. “I know it’s a bit scary, but we just have to keep going.”

They hardly saw any bamboo as they crept farther into this dead-seeming forest, but whenever Leaf spotted a green shoot pressing up through the brown earth, she made sure to collect it and carry it with her in her jaws, so when it was time to stop for the Feast of Sun Fall, they at least had a few scraps of bamboo to eat.

Dasher hurried off to hunt for something to eat for himself. Leaf was glad she didn’t have to eat the beetles or moss he would probably find—and Dasher knew better than to offer her a share in any mice or fish he caught, even though he was perfectly happy to eat them if there was no fruit or fungus growing nearby. Still, her stomach rumbled as she pawed at the small pile of bamboo she’d managed to collect.

“Come on, let’s see if there’s any more nearby,” she told Pepper. “Just while Dasher’s gone.”

But they had hardly sniffed around the closest trees before Dasher came skidding back through the trunks and rolled to a jittery halt beside Leaf.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, her fur prickling, staring at the part of the forest he’d come from.

“I heard something,” Dasher muttered.

“What kind of something?”

Dasher shook his head and trod down the crunchy ground with his front paws. “I’m not sure. Something moving. It sounded . . . heavy.”

“Heavy like a panda?” Leaf prompted. “Could it have been Rain?”

“More like several pandas. Or several something elses. I don’t know, Leaf. I didn’t like it.”

“Maybe we should go and see what it was,” Pepper chirped, and took a few confident paw steps into the forest. Leaf’s heart gave a heavy jolt.

“No, Pepper! Wait. Let’s just wait and listen for a moment?”

Pepper shrugged and sat down. Leaf let out a shaky sigh of relief. He was very brave, but she couldn’t let her only brother go running into the woods alone!

She tried to focus on listening to the sounds of the forest. There were rustles among the leaves, and the shadows shifted a little, but there were no big, heavy creatures rushing toward them.

“I think it might be all right,” Leaf said, and tried to give Dasher an encouraging lick on the top of his head. Dasher nodded, but he was still kneading the leaves with one paw. He looked up at Leaf.

“Can I have some of your bamboo? Instead of going back out there and looking for something else?” he asked.

Pepper frowned, but Leaf nodded.

“Of course,” she said. They sat down together, and she recited the blessing before passing out a third of the bamboo to each of them. Pepper ate his in a few quick chomps, but Leaf tried to make hers last a bit longer. She wasn’t sure if there would be anything at all to eat at Moon Climb or Moon Fall.

“I’m thirsty,” said Pepper. He turned to Dasher. “Did you see any water over there?”

“Not much,” Dasher said. “There was a muddy place, with some puddles.”

“That’ll have to do,” said Leaf. “But we’ll all go together. Just in case.”

“All right.” Dasher’s tail dragged apprehensively behind him as they got to their paws and started to walk through the trees.

The watery place wasn’t far, and it was very clear to Leaf when they were getting close—her paws started to make soft sucking sounds as she lifted them up, and soon the crunchy leaves gave way to a wide hollow filled with dark brown mud. Dasher was right: There were a few puddles of clear water around the edges. Pepper trotted over, slipping a little on the mud, and immediately began to drink. Leaf walked more carefully after him, and lapped at the surface of the next puddle.

Suddenly there was a loud snort, and Leaf’s paws skidded in the mud as she jumped and looked up. Across the hollow, two shapes were emerging from the trees. They had thick, bristled hides and long tusks that curved in front of their snouts.

“Boars!” Dasher yelped.

Each of them was as big as Leaf, if not bigger, and both of them looked furious.

“Hey!” one of the boars rumbled. “You, bears!” He stepped forward and stomped his hard trotter on the ground, sending up a shower of mud.

The other roared. “This is our wallow! Get out!” He lowered his head, tusks pointed right at Leaf, and surged forward.

“Get back—the trees, get in the trees!” Leaf yelped. Dasher was already scrambling up the nearest trunk, but Pepper was simply staring at the charging boar, as if he didn’t understand the oncoming danger. Leaf head-butted him hard in the side, and he stumbled and then seemed to come back to his senses, running for the trunk of the next tree along.

Leaf dug her claws into the bark and pushed herself up with all her strength. The twisted trunks of the trees felt like they’d been sent from the Dragon as her back paws quickly found paw holds and she scrambled onto the first thick branch, and then the next. The tree shook, and she clung with all her might to the branch and looked down. The boar had slammed his head into the trunk, and was panting and snorting up at her with red rage in his eyes.

But the boars couldn’t climb trees—their trotters wouldn’t be able to keep their grip. Leaf was safe.

She looked around, desperately hoping to see Pepper and Dasher in the branches nearby.
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