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Prologue

WATER STREAMED OVER THE rocks, trickling down to splash into the pool below. The waterfall and the rustling leaves above joined together in a soft, pleasant sound that contrasted strangely with the nervous heartbeat of the creature waiting at the top. From here he could look over the drop and see the rolling slopes of the Southern Forest rising and falling all the way to the great river. He could hear the plentiful bamboo canes clacking gently together in the breeze, the chatter of pandas walking the panda path, the calls of the birds. Cranes were fishing in the pool at the foot of the waterfall, spearing the little flashing fish with their long, sharp beaks.

The creature at the top of the rocks settled back on his haunches, waiting and watching. Everything was prepared.

I’ll show Brawnshanks I can be trusted, he thought. I’ll show him he was right to send me. . . .

Ever since Brawnshanks had granted him an audience, the creature had been carefully waiting for the day when he could follow through on his promise. His opportunity would come soon, and when it did, he wouldn’t hesitate.

It was raining in the Broken Forest. He stood before the monkey leader, his shoulders set with determination even though the water running through his fur made him want to shiver.

Brawnshanks was perched on the top of a pile of twisted and splintered branches, munching on the gingko fruits that the squad of trusted monkeys he called his Strong Arms had brought him. He peered down, a thoughtful look crossing his flat blue face.

“You have chosen well, my friend,” Brawnshanks said. “You will be part of the dawning of a new age—an age where the Bamboo Kingdom will be free from the control of the Great Dragon. You will have an important role to play, if we’re to achieve this freedom.”

The creature bowed his head in front of his new leader. “I am ready to serve.”

“The Dragon Speakers must be destroyed,” said Brawnshanks, as casually as if he were mentioning that the sun would rise or rain would fall in the spring. “That will leave the Dragon alone and unprotected. First the Speakers must be separated from each other, and from the pandas. The white one, Ghost, the freak from the mountains, will be the easiest to remove. No panda truly trusts him, not even his siblings. He doesn’t even trust himself. But the arrogant one, Rain, will be trickier.”

“Rain is headstrong,” the creature agreed. “And she’s clever. It won’t be easy to take her out.”

“Come closer,” said Brawnshanks, “and I’ll tell you what needs to be done.”

The creature stepped forward and climbed halfway up one of the splintered trunks so that Brawnshanks could whisper in his ear.

As he listened to Brawnshanks’s plan, a wave of revulsion ran over him. But he shoved his feelings down, imagining himself burying them deep in a dark hole like the one at the center of the Broken Forest. Sacrifices would need to be made to free them all from the Dragon’s influence. Once it was over, he’d take his rightful place in the kingdom, and it would all have been worth it.

“I’ll do it,” he said.

“I know you will,” Brawnshanks replied. He reached out and placed one hand on the creature’s shoulder, as if to reassure him, but then his thin fingers gripped tight into the fur. “Fail me, and there will be a price to pay.”

“I won’t fail,” he whispered to himself now, so quietly he couldn’t hear his own voice over the gentle stream of the waterfall. “I can’t.”

He tensed as the cranes in the pool suddenly stopped guzzling down fish, froze, and looked over their shoulder toward a clump of trees. Then they took to the sky, their long, spindly legs trailing as they flapped away.

The thing that had startled them stepped out of the trees and paused to watch them take off. It was the one called Pebble.

Exactly the panda I’m waiting for.

Pebble snuffled around the ground by the pool and then began to make his way up to the top of the rocks, where the bamboo canes grew thick and green, hiding the creature who waited among them. Within a moment they would be almost nose to nose, but by the time Pebble saw the creature, it would be too late.

Pebble’s death would be the last snowflake falling on the mountainside before the avalanche.

The new age was about to begin.
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Chapter One

RAIN FLOATED GENTLY BESIDE the bank of the river, feeling the currents running through her fur, the waving fronds of the weeds in the shallows tickling her paw pads. Her stone was balanced on her chest, droplets of river water sparkling on its deep blue surface. She held her breath, put one paw to her chest to hold on to the stone, and pushed herself below the water.

Beneath the river the world was quiet, but in constant motion. Scales flashed as fish darted out of the way of the slowly sinking panda. Specks of dust and pieces of vegetation flowed around and past her. From here she felt as if she could reach out and touch every part of the kingdom.

Great Dragon, Rain called silently, holding the blue stone tight. I need you. Please, if you’re out there, answer me.

She waited, suspended in the water, until her lungs burned with the effort of holding her breath. But there was no answer.

She burst up from under the river, sucked in a deep breath, and let it out as a spluttering growl.

“Come on!” she snapped, holding the stone in front of her face. “What’s the point of having this thing if you can’t even tell me when you’re in danger?”

She took a steadying breath.

“Sorry,” she said, although she was pretty sure by now that the Great Dragon could no longer hear her, whether she was cursing it or apologizing. “I’m sure you tried.”

She swam over toward the bank and sat on a submerged rock, the water of the river lapping around her middle. It was a warm morning, and the river and the Southern Forest were quiet. Most pandas couldn’t possibly know that terrible danger had returned to the Bamboo Kingdom.

Even I wouldn’t have known, if Nimbletail hadn’t risked her life to open my eyes to what’s really happening.

How long would she have gone on as she always had, swimming in the river, spending time with Lychee, offering advice to the animals who came to ask her for it? She would have mourned the loss of her best friend, Pebble, and her own mistakes with her brother, Ghost, but would she have known those things were part of a conspiracy to bring down the Dragon Speakers—and the Dragon itself?

Someone had killed Pebble. It had seemed like Ghost might have been responsible, and in her grief she’d told him he was no Dragon Speaker and sent him away . . . but, deep down, she knew it had been a mistake. After everything Nimbletail had told her, she was certain Pebble’s murder had been intended to isolate Ghost from the other pandas, from everyone, so that the two snow leopards could chase him into the mountains and kill him.

I will not believe he’s dead, she told herself. I refuse to give up on him again. I’ve done that too many times.

But until she knew for sure, that left only Leaf and Rain to face Brawnshanks and stop his plans . . . and last night, as the pandas were finishing a subdued Feast of Moon Rise, a pair of shivering red pandas had run into the feast clearing with more bad news. Leaf was missing. In the terrible twilight of the Dark Sun, she had walked away from them and vanished.

Guilt and fear had wrapped themselves around Rain like vines, and she still felt them tugging at her now. She longed to run off into the forest, search for her sister, and find out the truth about Ghost—but she couldn’t. There was a killer in the Prosperhill, and as Dragon Speaker she had a duty to protect the pandas of the Southern Forest.

Now I’m the only Speaker left, Rain thought, holding the blue stone just below the water’s surface, watching the sparkling patterns of the ripples crossing over and over it. Did Brawnshanks get to Leaf, too, like he got to Ghost? Like he got to the Dragon itself?

Nimbletail had said that the monkeys had used trickery and cruelty to force the Dragon to split into two: the Light and Dark Dragons, the way they had existed once a long, long time ago. They’d thought that the Dragons would be weakened, and so the monkeys would be able to destroy them for good. But instead of two Dragons, they got three: one light, one dark, and one that was somehow neither. And then all three of them had disappeared, much to Brawnshanks’s fury. Rain actually smiled to herself, imagining the monkey leader’s frustration that his plan had come so close to working, only to fail after all.

Just for a moment, after Nimbletail had told her everything that had happened to the Dragon, the stone had changed. It had turned from deep blue to clear, like water or ice, with shattered rainbow reflections in its depths. Then it had gone back to normal.

“What does it mean?” she had wondered aloud.

The stone had stayed silent.

Whatever and wherever the Dragons were now, they weren’t destroyed, and that meant that there was still hope.

Even if I can’t use the stone, I won’t let the monkeys get hold of it, Rain thought. The way it changed . . . it must mean something. If the monkeys find out about that, I bet they’ll want to take the stone.

I should hide it.

Could she put it under a rock at the bottom of the river? It would be risky—if she didn’t weigh it down hard enough, it could be taken by the current. Few creatures except her would have the strength to swim down there and get it, but that was also why it would be the first place any monkey would think to search.

No, she would have to find another hiding place.

She got up, shook the water from her hindquarters, and began to look around the bank, but she knew that it was probably still too obvious to slip the stone between the mossy tree roots or into an old, abandoned alligator burrow. She decided to head inland, but not up the panda path—even though several of the Prosperhill pandas had left to find their own territories, it was still the busiest route from the river to the feast clearing. She clambered up over some rocks and scrambled uphill, until she found herself standing on a moss-covered rock just out of sight of the river, surrounded by huge bamboo canes, some of them almost as wide as her leg. One of them made a pleasing thunk noise as she shouldered past and it clanked against the one beside it.

Hmm, Rain thought. She rose up on her back legs, took hold of the bamboo and carefully bent it toward her. Sure enough, the inside of it was hollow.

“Rain?” came a voice from below the rock, hidden by the curtain of thick bamboo. “Is that you up there? Is everything all right?”

She got up on her hind legs and peered through a gap between the bamboo canes. She was reassured to see Lychee’s distinctive eye markings, the larger patches of black that almost met up with the black of his ears.

“Yes, everything’s fine,” she lied. “Just looking for good bamboo for the feast.”

For a moment Rain thought about letting him know what she was really about to do. So far she’d kept him sheltered from everything that was going on, but if she was going to fix all this, she would need more allies than Nimbletail the monkey spy.

But if the monkeys found out he knew where the stone was, they’d hurt him or throw him in one of their pits, she thought.

So instead she moved quickly, rolling the stone into the hollow of the bamboo cane and then gently releasing it. The stone made a musical bonk-bonk-bonk sound as it dropped to the very bottom.

There. Now only I know where it is, she thought, and only a panda’s jaws would be strong enough to break open the bamboo and get it out again.

She hurriedly snapped off a thinner bamboo cane and dragged it with her as she clambered down to the spot where Lychee was waiting.

“Were you looking for me?” she asked, giving him a soft nudge with her nose to the side of his cheek. “Does someone need a Dragon Speaker?”

“Only me,” said Lychee with a small smile. He blinked at her for a moment, with a thoughtful expression creasing the fur on his forehead. “Rain . . . I know everything’s been hard since we lost Pebble. But I wondered if there’s something else . . . well, you don’t have to talk about it, but I just wanted to say, you know I’m here for you, right?”

Rain blew out a long breath.

“I know,” she said. Looking into his deep brown eyes, she was sure she could confide in him—but she still knew that revealing too much would put him at risk.

“I’m sure that Leaf will be okay,” Lychee offered. “If you’re really worried, perhaps we can send someone to look for her. Crag might like the distraction. Or I’m sure Peony would go, if you asked her. I know she’s come to think of Leaf as a daughter too. . . .” He trailed off.

Rain shook her head, letting out a sigh. “Oh, Lychee. You’re right. But I just wish Leaf were all I was worried about.”

She slumped down to sit with her back against the mossy rock, and Lychee sat down beside her. She paused for a moment, trying to decide what she could tell him that wouldn’t put him—or her informer, Nimbletail—in danger.

“I don’t think Ghost killed Pebble,” she said at last. Lychee blinked at her, his muzzle falling open in shock.

“But . . . but we all saw . . .”

“Did we?” Rain said. “We saw him covered in blood—but he arrived after we’d found Pebble’s body. Blossom and Ginseng said they’d seen him earlier, but I still don’t trust them. And if Ghost was right about the snow leopards . . .”

Lychee was nodding slowly, but frowning at the same time. “But if it was the leopards, what reason would Blossom and Ginseng have to lie about it? What really did happen?”

“I don’t know,” Rain said. “But I have a horrible feeling that we made Ghost give up his stone and run away for nothing.”

Lychee let out a low “wow.” Then he reached out, slowly, and put his paw over Rain’s. “Listen, you’re his sister. You know him better than any of us. If you think Ghost is innocent, then I believe you.”

Rain smiled up at him, warm gratitude filling her heart, even though a tiny shard of doubt was still lingering there too. “I knew him as well as any of us, but that wasn’t very well,” she admitted. “And you’re right about Blossom and Ginseng—it doesn’t quite add up. I could still be wrong about all of this.”

Lychee stood up, making a determined face. “If you’re not sure, then we have to look into it, right? We can’t let Ghost suffer for something he didn’t do.”

“What can we do?” Rain asked.

“Well . . . I wonder if Dawn and Frog saw anything strange about the body, when they were preparing Pebble’s death feast?” Lychee said slowly. “We could ask them.”

Rain nodded, and got up to follow him back to the feast clearing. There wasn’t much chance that Dawn and Frog could help, but it was still better than any idea she’d had on her own, and she was grateful for it.

She shivered as she walked, thinking of the last farewell the pandas had given to Pebble. She had hardly been able to look at the blanket of fresh bamboo and white iris flowers that had covered the rock representing his body. The bamboo was a feast to give him strength for his final climb to the stars, and the flowers, Pebble’s mother had told her, were to shine in the dark and light his way there.

Dawn was in the feast clearing when Lychee and Rain arrived. Her son, Frog, and his young friend, Fir, were tumbling in a pile of creaking bamboo that Dawn was trying to move from one spot to another. Rain smiled as she saw them playing together.

“Dawn,” Lychee said, hurrying up to the panda. “Can Rain and I have a word?”

“Of course,” said Dawn, dropping the bamboo. Frog and Fir cheered in victory.

“I’d like to talk to Frog, too,” said Rain. “It’s . . . it’s about Pebble’s farewell.”

At once, Frog’s face turned solemn, and he stood up and picked his way out of the bamboo pile to join them.

“What do you want to know?” Dawn asked gently.

Rain wasn’t sure how to say what she wanted to know, so after a moment’s pause, she forced herself to just come out with it.

“You moved the body,” she said. “You saw it close up. Are you sure that Pebble was killed by a panda?”

Frog’s eyes went wide, and he looked up at Dawn, who shifted her paws uncomfortably in the grass.

“Well . . . yes,” she said.

“Are you absolutely certain?” Rain pressed. “Try to forget what happened with Ghost. If you’d only seen the body, would you still think that’s what happened?”

“Yes,” said Dawn. “I—Rain, are you sure you want to hear this?”

Rain looked down at her paws for a moment. “I’m sure,” she said. “Tell me.”

“It was the wound,” Dawn said. “On his neck. It was so large, and so . . . so deep. It could only have been a panda’s jaws that did that. I wish it weren’t true,” she added, in a rush. “I don’t understand why Ghost did it—but he did. And you did the right thing by sending him away.”

Rain stared at Dawn for a moment, then forced herself to nod, and even to give a sad smile to Frog.

“Thank you for answering my questions,” she said. And she walked away before she could say anything else. Dread was filling her heart, hot and sharp, while the grief of Pebble’s death was a chill ache in her bones.

Lychee followed her as she crossed the feast clearing and sat down at the top of the slope, staring out at the river and the Northern Forest, the White Spine Mountains invisible behind the rolling hills and banks of cloud.

“I’m sorry,” said Lychee, sitting beside her. “I wanted to believe it too.”

Rain shook her head.

“I still don’t think he did it,” she said. The truth had come into sharp focus for her as soon as Dawn had told her what happened. Brawnshanks might not have done the deed, but he was behind it all. “I’m not giving up. But I’m scared. I’m scared of what this means.” She turned to look at him. “Lychee, a panda killed Pebble—and got away with it. There’s a murderer in the Prosperhill.”
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Chapter Two

SNOW WAS FALLING OVER Ghost’s back in soft flurries, drifting down from the distant top of the Endless Maw. He sat at the bottom of the chasm, enclosed by the icy cliff walls, among the few undaunted pine trees that grew out of the deep snowdrifts. Icicles hung from their branches, catching the shifting light.

Ghost reached out a paw and gently placed it on the side of the skull in the snow in front of him. It was the skull of his adoptive mother, Winter the snow leopard. She had fallen into the chasm while saving his life, and now he had found her again, her bones intertwined with soft white flowers. He stroked the petals with his paw pads, imagining them as Winter’s new pelt, their spiky green stems as her new whiskers.

He knew he couldn’t stay here for long. He had to find Shiver, his littermate who had his Dragon Speaker stone. He had to return to the kingdom and reunite with his sisters. Together they would find a way to defeat Brawnshanks, the golden monkey who’d orchestrated it all: Pebble’s death, Ghost’s failure as a Dragon Speaker, everything that had gone wrong for him in the last moon. Brawnshanks was the one who’d sent Brisk and Sleet, the snow leopards who’d always hated Winter and her cubs, to ruin Ghost’s life. Ghost’s limbs still ached from the fight against them, which he’d thought might be his last. There was blood frozen in the fur at his neck and across his muzzle. If Nightwalker hadn’t saved him, he would have been dead at the bottom of the Maw beside his mother.

It was hard to leave Winter, now that he’d found her again, but he knew he had to go. There was so much to do.

“It’s time,” said Nightwalker. Ghost looked up into the wide, striped face of the young tiger who had brought him safely here, through the secret icy tunnels from the top of the Maw. Her voice was not as low and rumbling as Shadowhunter’s had been, but it filled the Maw with strange echoes when she spoke. “Now that you know how to get here, you can come back and visit. But we have a lot to do.”

Ghost nodded, a strange thrill prickling under his fur. It wasn’t the first time Nightwalker had seemed to know what he was thinking.

“How do we get out of here?” Ghost asked, looking up and down the Maw. To the north, the gap between the cliffs eventually closed, a huge bank of snow ending in sheer icy rock. To the south, he knew that the chasm walls opened onto a cliff drop that would be just as deadly to a falling panda as attempting to jump across the top.

“Follow the snowmelt,” said Nightwalker. “The water made the tunnel we came down, and it didn’t stop here. Come on, I’ll show you.”

With a last look back at Winter’s bones, and a silent promise that he would return, Ghost turned and followed the tiger along the bottom of the chasm.

Just as the entrance to the tunnel had been hidden on the ledge at the top of the cliff, this one was invisible to Ghost until he almost had his nose pressed to it. Nightwalker padded toward the south, into the cold snowy light, and stopped abruptly in the shadow of a small pine tree that was trying its best to grow out of the stone. She nosed at the roots, and her warm breath melted away a thin sheet of ice, revealing another cave beyond. She shouldered through the hole, and Ghost followed.

Inside, the cave was dim, but not dark. Holes in the side of the cliff let in beams of soft sunlight, which were caught and reflected by a ceiling covered in huge, dripping icicles. Ghost shivered again, half awed by the sight of the ice glowing as if lit from within, and half scared of what would happen if one of the icicles broke off and fell on his head—and, sure enough, as Nightwalker led the way deeper into the cave, he saw the occasional huge chunk of ice lying shattered where it had fallen onto the stone.

No matter how deep they went, the shifting eerie light still played across the ceiling and the walls. Ghost suddenly remembered the cave where he had found the Dragon Speaker stones—the odd seam of glowing crystal that formed the shape of a dragon. Perhaps the rocks of this cave were made of similar stuff.

“It’s like the ice is lighting the way,” he breathed, staying close to Nightwalker as she led him deeper, along a gently sloping path into the side of the cliff.

“Perhaps it is,” said the tiger.

As they walked, Ghost looked down and saw the paw prints that Nightwalker was leaving in the snow. His own paws, which he thought of as large and clumsy, fit easily in her prints with room to spare. And he was fairly certain she wasn’t fully grown. His skin ached with the memory of the snow leopards’ teeth in his neck—what would it be like to be caught in the jaws of a tiger? He had seen Shadowhunter in battle. It was a terrifying sight.

“You said Shadowhunter was your uncle,” Ghost said.

“He was,” said Nightwalker. “My mother’s littermate. We come from the other side of the White Spine Mountains.”

The other side? Ghost knew it was silly to think there was nothing on the other side of the mountain peaks—Winter had sometimes told stories she’d heard from her mother, and her mother’s mother, about the lands on the other side. But all the same, it was so far away and so hard to get there, he couldn’t imagine making that journey.

“What’s it like, where the tigers live?” he asked.

“It’s green,” said Nightwalker. “And much warmer than this. I was born in the deep forest, where it’s lush and dark and there are pools of still water to lie in.”

They walked a little farther in silence, before Nightwalker craned her neck to look back at Ghost and said, “Were you there? When Shadowhunter died?”

Ghost swallowed. “Yes,” he whispered. “He died to save me and my sisters. He ran into Dusk—the traitor who was pretending to be the Dragon Speaker—and shoved him into the pit inside the Dragon Mountain. They both fell.”

“Well . . . good,” said Nightwalker. “He would have wanted to take the impostor down with him. It was his duty, as Watcher. I remember when he heard the call again and left to find you three—I was just a cub, but I knew there was something wrong. He would have wanted to make it right.”

“Do you miss him?”

Nightwalker didn’t answer for a moment. “We knew he must have died, when I heard the call,” she said. “But it doesn’t feel like he’s gone. In some ways, he’s with me every step. I’m sure your mother is the same,” she added. “As long as we try to make them proud, they’re with us. Don’t you think?”

“I hope so,” Ghost said. “I’m certainly glad you’re here. I think the three of us need a Watcher. It’s been . . . difficult. The first thing we have to do is find Shiver, because I sent her away with my Dragon Speaker stone.” He hesitated. “It was after my sister said I’d killed Pebble, her best friend.”

Nightwalker’s head turned again, and she stared at him for a moment before pacing on.

“You really do need my help,” she said.

More than you know, Ghost thought. Just having Nightwalker with him was making him feel bolder with every step. He’d even stopped looking up at the softly glowing icicles on the ceiling with apprehension. He watched her striped tail swishing in front of him, and considered what she’d said about Shadowhunter: We knew he must have died, when I heard the call.

That means the Great Dragon is out there, he thought. It sent her here, for us—for me. That means there’s still hope that I could be a good Dragon Speaker. There must be.

The light in the cave grew brighter, and all of a sudden Nightwalker seemed to be swallowed up by the glare. Ghost hurried after her and found himself on the gentle slope of a snowy hillside, blinking in the daylight. He turned and looked back at the cave entrance behind them. It wasn’t quite as perfectly camouflaged as the icy opening at the bottom of the Endless Maw, but there was no hint that it led to a wondrous kingdom of glowing ice.

“This is where I leave you for now,” said Nightwalker.

Ghost’s head snapped around and he stared at her. “What? I thought you were here to help me!”

“And I did,” the tiger said. “I saved your life. You can do the next part on your own. Find your littermate, get the stone. I’ll see you again soon,” she added with a softer tone to her voice, and she even stepped up to him and rubbed her cheek against his, like Shiver would. He couldn’t imagine Shadowhunter doing any such thing. “But I have a much more urgent mission now. It’s Leaf.”

Ghost’s heart sank as if it was suddenly made of rock. “What about her?”

“She’s missing,” said Nightwalker.

“Oh . . . oh no.” Ghost sighed. He squeezed his eyes closed, cringing with guilt. “It’s my fault,” he said.

“Why do you say that?” Nightwalker asked, sitting down in the snow.

“I told her she shouldn’t be a Dragon Speaker,” Ghost said. Nightwalker’s head tilted curiously, but she said nothing. Ghost hung his head and pawed at the snow in front of him. “It was the last time I saw her. Brisk and Sleet were attacking the red pandas. We managed to fight them off, but three red pandas died. Then I told Leaf what had happened with Rain and Pebble, and she seemed to think I could have killed him, and I shouldn’t be a Dragon Speaker, so I . . . I
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