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One moon has passed since Leaf, Ghost, and Rain became the new Dragon Speakers of the Bamboo Kingdom.
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Prologue

CROOKEDCLAW SAT ON THE sloping trunk of a tree, leaning against the splintered stump of one of the branches, watching the vast troop gather around the crack in the earth. This was the dark place at the heart of the Broken Forest, where the rocks were black and strange, and wisps of steam still occasionally rose from the caverns far below. Whatever long-ago event had split the earth, it had also crumbled rock columns into heaps of stone and blown over most of the trees, so that even the ones that had survived now grew at odd angles.

Brawnshanks, leader of the golden monkeys, had called his troop to gather in this place, and they had come—more than three hundred of them, by Crookedclaw’s reckoning, swarming along the ground and swinging over the leaning trees.

She knew them all. Nothing went on in the Broken Forest that escaped Crookedclaw’s keen eye. She knew which bands were strong, bonded families, and which were fractious groups of monkeys who would throw each other into the crevice for a single cherry. She knew which monkeys had long-running feuds, which had mated against their bands’ wishes. In any troop, there were always twice as many petty dramas and disagreements as there were monkeys, and Crookedclaw knew them all.

Brawnshanks sat beside the crevice in the ground, watching with satisfaction as his troop assembled around him. Golden monkeys from all over the Bamboo Kingdom had come to join him in the last few months, hearing of brave, clever Brawnshanks and his secret plan to put the kingdom back into the paws of the monkeys. And Crookedclaw suspected they were about to find out just what their leader was planning.

A ripple of excitement ran through the assembled monkeys, hoots and jeers rising as the Strong Arms pushed their way through the bands, elbowing and puffing out their chests. They were led by Silvermane, the head of the Strong Arms, with her lieutenants following behind her. Jitterpaws still walked with one arm dangling, useless, after it had been broken in the fight with the white panda.

Between them, something was staggering along, prodded every few steps with a stick to keep it moving. As they pushed through to the open space where Brawnshanks sat, the Strong Arms parted to reveal their prisoner: a pangolin. She shuffled forward on her back legs, the claws of her front paws clasped nervously in front of her chest. Crookedclaw nodded to herself. The Strong Arms had done their thuggish job well. The pangolin was terrified.

“Welcome,” said Brawnshanks, with an expansive gesture. “Thank you for coming. May I know your name?”

The pangolin looked confused. Of course she did—Crookedclaw knew she hadn’t come here willingly.

“C-curling Star,” said the pangolin.

“What a lovely name,” said Brawnshanks. In the tree next to Crookedclaw, a band of monkeys sniggered to each other, and Curling Star looked up, her beady eyes scanning the tree branches. Crookedclaw shot the band a fierce look, and they fell silent.

Brawnshanks went on, still speaking in a soft, reassuring tone. “I asked you to come because I know that the pangolins know more about the Great Dragon than any creature—apart from the Dragon Speakers, of course—and I need to ask you some questions. Come, sit near me.”

Curling Star hesitated, but eventually took a few steps toward Brawnshanks and sat down.

“Tell me, Curling Star,” said Brawnshanks. “How was the Great Dragon created?”

Curling Star let out a soft gasp, then hesitated. “I don’t know,” she said. “I—I thought the Great Dragon always existed. But . . . but . . . even if I did know the story, I wouldn’t tell you!” she gabbled, and then curled up into a ball with a frightened squeak.

“Why on earth not?” said Brawnshanks, putting his face close to the pangolin’s armored surface.

The pangolin didn’t uncurl, so her reply was muffled, her head completely covered by her scaly tail. “You—you’ll do something bad with it!” she yelped.

Crookedclaw slipped down the sloping tree and walked up behind the curled pangolin. She bent down to whisper between the interlocking scales.

“You know more than you’re saying,” she said, and Curling Star jumped, uncurling slightly in her surprise. Crookedclaw stamped her paw down on the pangolin’s tail, so she couldn’t completely re-curl. “And you will tell us what you know, or the other pangolins we’re watching will suffer for it.”

The pangolin yelped. Crookedclaw smirked. These creatures were so gullible. Curling Star was the first pangolin they had caught, but it seemed she completely believed Crookedclaw’s bluff.

“All right,” the pangolin squeaked. “All right, I’ll tell you the story.” She cleared her throat nervously and scratched at the ashy rock. “Well, long ago, there wasn’t one dragon—there were two. The Light Dragon who ruled over the day, and fire, and the truth, and things like that. And the Dark Dragon who ruled over the night and shadows and stories and caves, and suchlike. But one day . . . a m-monkey brought them together.”

“How?” Brawnshanks demanded, slapping his hands down on the rock in front of Curling Star’s nose. She recoiled, and tried to curl up again, but Crookedclaw was too fast for her and pressed down on her back so she couldn’t move.

“I don’t know!” Curling Star gasped. “I swear on the Dragon, nobody knows except for—”

She broke off with a tiny, angry growl, and put her claws over her eyes.

We have her, Crookedclaw thought, giving Brawnshanks a sly nod.

“Go,” she said, turning to Silvermane. “And pull scales off those other pangolins until Curling Star tells us who knows how the monkey did it.”

Silvermane chuckled, nodded, and started to walk off in a random direction.

“No, please, it’s the Children,” Curling Star spluttered. “All right? It’s the Children of the Dragon, they’re the ones that know.”

“And who are these Children of the Dragon?” Brawnshanks asked, scratching his chin.

“They . . . they’re an order of pangolins,” said Curling Star, in a small voice. “They’re descended from the pangolins who were there, when the Great Dragon was created. But they keep their secrets to themselves. They don’t speak much, and when they do, it’s all in riddles. They don’t even tell their secrets to other pangolins. You can pull my scales off,” she added, raising her head in shaky defiance. “There’s nothing more I can tell you.”

“These Children of the Dragon will tell us their secrets,” Crookedclaw told Brawnshanks.

“Whatever you’re up to, the new Dragon Speakers will stop you!” Curling Star said.

Brawnshanks chortled. “Three panda cubs, who’ve been Dragon Speakers for a month? They think they’re strong, because they defeated the fool Dusk, but they’ll learn their place if they try to cross me.”

Crookedclaw shoved Curling Star into the arms of Silvermane. “Take her away,” she said. “Keep her under guard. She may be useful again.”

The pangolin protested and cried out as the Strong Arms dragged her away, but Crookedclaw wasn’t listening. Brawnshanks had risen and was climbing to the top of the closest broken tree, high above the gathered monkeys. He gestured to her to follow, and Crookedclaw did, using the splintered wood for her paw holds. Brawnshanks stopped where the tree had bent and then broken in two, at the peak of what was now a giant arch of blackened wood.

“Good work, Crookedclaw,” he said. “I will need your skills more than ever before, if we are to succeed.”

“We will,” said Crookedclaw.

“And once we have the pangolins’ secrets,” Brawnshanks went on, his eyes glinting as he looked out over his enormous troop, the greatest fighting force the Bamboo Kingdom had ever seen, “then every last leaf and stone of this kingdom will be mine.”
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Chapter One

LEAF SAT IN THE branches of a tall gingko tree, looking out over the lush bamboo-filled Southern Forest. She held the green Dragon Speaker stone tucked in her paw, next to her white grip pad, and listened to the wind in the leaves. She watched the round black-and-white shapes of her fellow pandas—some lounging in patches of sunlight, some climbing trees, many collecting bamboo for the Feast of High Sun. A few walked the panda path, the flattened grass trail that wound its way down the side of one steep hill and up the next. The river glittered through the trees to her right, and to her left lay the flat-topped feast clearing hill. Beyond it, the sharp rock columns and steep, forested slopes rolled on until they were lost in pale mist.

Leaf saw Rain down below, sitting with a group of smaller creatures, mostly mice and flying squirrels, gathered around her. She couldn’t hear them, but she could tell that they were asking for Rain’s advice about something. Rain nodded as she listened, and then held up her blue stone. It caught the light and glinted for a moment.

It was just like Rain to call to the Great Dragon then and there. She always wanted to answer creatures’ questions as soon as possible, even if that meant disappointing them if the Dragon had no advice to share. It was sort of admirable.

Or it would be, Leaf thought, if she was only doing it to be helpful, and not so she can spend more time napping and splashing in the river.

Leaf preferred to get petitioners to wait a while, so that if the Dragon didn’t have anything to say she could at least give their problem some thought. And Ghost . . . well, he was trying to adjust to life away from the mountains and his leopard upbringing, but his advice still seemed to work for plenty of creatures.

She felt an odd burst of pride as she spotted him too, his pure white fur standing out among the throng of ordinary pandas. He was walking and talking seriously with the old panda Mist.

She could hardly believe that she’d only known the two of them for a bit more than a month. They were so different, but she knew that if she ever needed help, they would be there. Each of them had been tasked with the care of a different part of the kingdom—Rain the river and the moon, Ghost the mountains and the stars, and Leaf the trees and the sun. They were still working out just what that meant, but every time one of them felt something new and ran to the others to share it, she felt the euphoria of that first meeting in the snow all over again. She loved them as dearly as if they’d grown up together as cubs. Possibly even more so.

A rustling and cracking of leaves and a flurry of movement down below caught Leaf’s attention, and she leaned over to see what was going on.

“Dragon Speaker Rain, a word?” some panda cried, loud enough for their voice to carry up into the branches of Leaf’s tree. She sighed as she saw the pandas who had stomped into the clearing, scattering the small creatures who’d gathered around Rain. It was Azalea and Granite, looking annoyed, and trailing reluctantly behind them were Blossom and Ginseng.

Leaf slipped off her perch and down the trunk of the tree, moving in more of a controlled tumble than a climb. She landed on her behind and rolled to her paws to hurry to the clearing.

It had been a shock when Blossom and Ginseng had returned to the Prosperhill a few days ago. Rain, Leaf, and Ghost had prepared themselves for a fight as soon as they’d seen them trudging up the panda path, remembering their faces snarling down from the side of the Dragon Mountain, goaded to attack the Dragon Speakers by the impostor Dusk Deepwood. All three siblings still bore the scars from that fight. And for Rain and Ghost it was worse, because they’d had to live with Blossom and Ginseng under Dusk’s reign, enduring their bullying and their lies.

But perhaps the most shocking thing about Blossom and Ginseng’s return to the Prosperhill had been that they weren’t looking for a fight.

Leaf made it to the clearing just as Rain was facing off with Ginseng—at least, Rain was facing off. Ginseng was standing back, a worried look on his face. Leaf didn’t blame him. Rain looked furious, as if she might be about to do something very un-Speaker-like.

“I’ll take care of this one,” Leaf panted, running up beside her sister. “You were busy with the squirrels, right?”

“Yes,” Rain snarled. “Before these four scared half of them off.”

“Well, why don’t you go and find them?” Leaf said. Come on, she willed her sister. You know you can’t be impartial about these two. Just let me handle it.

Rain looked at her, and sighed. “Fine, I will. Granite, tell Leaf what you told me.” She turned and stomped away, casting angry glances back at Blossom and Ginseng.

“Leaf,” Granite said, “these two are causing trouble again. They’ve taken much more than their share of the bamboo; they’re guarding that good patch over in the shade of the big rock column like it belongs to them!”

“We can sit and eat where we want,” Granite grumbled. “That bamboo doesn’t belong to you, either!”

“Last time I looked, we were still living together, and that means we should be sharing everything,” Azalea put in, with a sharp sneer. Leaf tried to hide her sigh.

Not this again.

Some of the pandas wanted to split up now and find their own territories, to live the way pandas had before the Great Flood had driven so many creatures from their old homes. But others wanted to stick together, the same way they’d lived ever since. Azalea was one of the keenest to leave, although Leaf noted she hadn’t actually left—she just liked to complain about it.

“In the old days that would have been our bamboo,” Blossom grumbled. “If we weren’t all living crammed into this territory together, there wouldn’t be a problem here.”

“But we are living together,” said Leaf, trying to be as patient as she could. “You two chose to come back here, and we all gave you that second chance—but you have to realize that means sharing with the others.”

“We know,” Ginseng said. Blossom threw him a slightly grumpy look, but then she sighed and nodded.

“Yes, we know. Sorry,” she said. “We’re just not used to living like this anymore. Sorry, Azalea.”

Leaf blinked, pleased but surprised. Rain had told her what Blossom had been like even before Dusk came to the Prosperhill, so she hadn’t expected getting an apology out of her to be this easy.

They really are trying, she thought.

Azalea didn’t look entirely convinced.

“Why don’t you two go and fetch those tender young stems from that patch?” Leaf said. “We can share them around at the next feast.”

“That’s fair,” said Ginseng. “Come on.” He nudged Blossom and the two of them left the clearing.

“I still don’t trust them,” Azalea said quietly.

“I know, but we have to give them a chance,” Leaf said. “They’re a bit selfish, but if they want to make things right, we should let them.”

Azalea just shook her head and stomped off, with Granite on her heels.

It was almost time for the Feast of High Sun. Leaf was gathering her own mouthful of bamboo stems for the feast when there was a rustling on the other side of the patch. She looked up to see Pebble breaking through, his jaws full of thick bamboo. He dropped it and sat down.

“Hello, Leaf,” he said.

“Hello,” she said. She clamped her teeth down on a bamboo cane and snapped it off with a satisfying cracking sound.

Pebble sat and watched her.

She sighed as she added the cane to the pile between her paws. “How are you doing, Pebble?” she asked.

“Oh, fine,” said Pebble. He rolled one of his bamboo canes under his front paw. “I mean . . . I’m fine. It’s just . . .”

It’s Rain, Leaf thought.

“It’s Rain,” said Pebble.

Leaf nodded sympathetically. “She still won’t talk to you?”

“It’s not that she won’t talk to me,” Pebble said, flopping down to sit beside the bamboo. “It’s just that she . . . she doesn’t. She’ll answer if I ask her a question or speak to her directly, but she never talks to me first, and it’s just not the same. I’ve told her I’m sorry, and she said she understood, but . . . what if we can never be friends again? What if I’ve let her down so badly that I’ve ruined our friendship forever?”

Leaf sighed. In a lot of ways, she could hardly blame Rain for holding a grudge against the panda who’d been her best friend, when he had sided with Dusk and the others. He hadn’t helped Rain when she and her adopted mother Peony had been trapped in a pit by Dusk and the monkeys. He’d even turned her in to Dusk when she tried to escape. He said it had all happened in a flash of confusion and panic, but if Dasher had done something like that, Leaf wasn’t sure she’d forgive him easily, either.

“Rain just needs time,” she told Pebble. “It’s obvious that you’re truly sorry. I’m sure she’ll come around, but you can’t rush her.”

“I know,” Pebble said. He picked a leaf off the bamboo cane and crushed it in his grip pad. “It’s just . . . the longer I wait . . .” He let out a heavy sigh. “She’s just always hanging around with Lychee. . . .”

“Well, perhaps he’s her best friend right now,” Leaf said. “But there’s no rule that a panda can’t have more than one best friend!”

Pebble shifted his paws. “But what if she wants him to be more than that? And I thought . . . well, I wanted . . .”

Oh! Leaf felt her fur prickle with embarrassment. So that’s the problem. Leaf had never given much thought to finding a mate for herself, but of course Rain and Pebble might have started to have feelings for each other!

Now that she understood, Leaf’s heart ached for Pebble. He was right—Rain was spending a lot of time with Lychee, the young panda who had found his way to the Prosperhill after the Dragon Speakers had taken their place there. It made perfect sense to Leaf that Rain would seek out the company of the one young male in the forest who wasn’t involved in Dusk’s plotting, who never rejected her like the others did. But she could see the pain of it on Pebble’s face.

“Did you ever tell her how you felt?” she asked Pebble.

Pebble shook his head.

“Well . . . If she feels the same, then she’ll come around with time, I’m sure of it,” Leaf said. “And if she doesn’t, then you should be glad that she’s found someone who makes her happy, right?”

“It sounds very easy when you put it like that.”

As Leaf tried to think of something reassuring to say, she found herself staring into the waving bamboo . . . and she saw something moving through it. A flash of red, a ruffle of gold. Leaf gasped, and her heart thumped in her chest.

The Great Dragon!

She would never stop feeling the thrill in her bones when the Dragon came to her like this. She clutched the green stone to her chest, and then glanced at Pebble.

“It’s the Dragon,” she said, giving him an apologetic smile.

“Go, go,” said Pebble, waving one paw. “I’ll carry your bamboo up to the feast clearing.”

“Thanks, Pebble!” Leaf said. She tracked the movement of the waving bamboo, and her eyes were drawn to a tall ginkgo tree nearby. She padded over to it and began to climb, digging her strong claws into the bark to lift herself up to the first low branch.

What does the Dragon want to tell me? she wondered, her heart pounding as she pressed up onto the next branch, and then the next, higher and higher. Something about the trees? Or is it the sun?

The golden leaves of the ginkgo ruffled around her, flickers of red occasionally passing behind them, as she clambered all the way up to the highest branch that would support her weight. She held on to the trunk as she looked out over the Bamboo Kingdom, but she didn’t feel afraid even as the tree swayed in the breeze.

With one paw on the trunk, Leaf held the green Speaker stone close to her heart, fixed her eyes on the wide blue sky, and waited, listening.

The Dragon’s voice always came to her as a gust of warm wind at first, and sure enough, a soft roar spiraled around her perch on the tree and filled her ears. The words came second. The Dragon’s voice echoed, just as it had in the chamber inside the distant mountain.

“Leaf,” said the Dragon, and Leaf gave a small, happy shudder. The voice was deep and musical, and just hearing it always made Leaf feel as if wherever she was, she was at home.

“I’m here,” she whispered back.

“Heed my warning,” said the Dragon. “A Dark Sun will rise.”

Leaf shuddered again, but not so happily this time. She looked up at the sun, feeling its warmth on her face as she squinted toward it. It appeared perfectly normal.

A Dark Sun . . . ?

The Dragon was already leaving her; she could feel the air turning colder. She hurried back down the tree, the voice echoing in her head as she dangled from the branches and let herself slip down the side of the trunk. She had to find the others.

The pandas were already gathered in the feast clearing for the Feast of High Sun, so Leaf could make her way quickly to where Rain and Ghost were sitting in the grass.

“The Dragon spoke to me,” she said breathlessly, and her siblings looked up with awe in their eyes. They had both heard its voice over the past month, too—Rain in the river, and Ghost under the starlight—but it was still exciting.

“What did it say?” Ghost asked.

“It told me A Dark Sun will rise,” Leaf said.

Rain blinked at her. “What in the kingdom does that mean? ‘A dark sun’?” She thought for a moment, looking up at the sun in the sky just as Leaf had. “Could it mean the moon?”

“The moon rises almost every night,” Ghost pointed out. “It must be something else. It sounds ominous to me.”

Rain nudged him with one paw. “Leaf can handle it, though,” she said. “After all, the sun’s your area, right? So the Dragon must know you can do . . . whatever it wants you to do.”

Leaf nodded uncertainly as Mist and the other older pandas began to call the pandas to the Feast of High Sun. She recited the blessing along with the rest, the words flowing easily as her mind wandered.

“Great Dragon, at the Feast of High Sun, your humble pandas bow before you. Thank you for the gift of the bamboo, and the peace you bestow upon us.”

But she didn’t feel very peaceful.

Dusk is defeated, and the kingdom is recovering from the Great Flood, she thought. So why do I feel like the Dark Sun might mean terrible trouble for all of us?
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Chapter Two

“GET OUT, YOU LITTLE worm!”

Ghost’s ears pricked up as he heard growling and muttering from around the bend of the panda path, a short while after the Feast of Sun Fall that same day. Sounds of cracking bamboo followed, and some panda falling with a heavy oof! Ghost frowned and broke into a run up to the top of the hill. He found himself looking up at a tall, twisting pine tree, under which a large area had been flattened into what looked like a big, comfortable nest for a panda. Two pandas were standing over it, glaring down at a smaller one who had apparently used some of the leaves and branches to make his own nest inside theirs.

Ghost’s heart sank to see Blossom and Ginseng, and then it sank even more as he realized the young panda lying in the nest with an innocent expression was Pepper.

Just for a moment, he almost wanted to turn and walk away.

No! You’re a Dragon Speaker now, he reminded himself. You have to deal with this.

Blossom, Ginseng, Ghost, and Pepper had a history that was . . . complicated. Dusk had once thought Pepper was one of the triplets, and Blossom and Ginseng had chased him across the mountainside for that reason. Was Pepper afraid, remembering that chase?

It’s Pepper, Ghost thought, there’s no telling what he’s thinking.

After all, Ghost had worked for Dusk too, once, and the cub had never seemed to hold it against him. Now Pepper was looking at Blossom with the same naïve, dreamy expression he always had.

“Look at this.” Blossom sniffed at a pile of dislodged leaves. “You’ve broken the branches and scattered half our bedding!”

“Oh, yes,” Pepper said. “I didn’t think you’d mind.”

Ghost could never tell when Pepper was telling the truth, or one of his extravagantly confident lies.

“Mind?” Ginseng snapped. “You’ve—you’ve made a nest in our nest!”

Ghost hurried toward them, and Blossom looked around as he approached and gave him an aggrieved glare.

“Just in time, Speaker,” she said, with just a hint of sarcasm. “You can tell this cub to get out of my nest before I do something I’ll regret.”

“Pepper, leave these two alone,” Ghost said. “Come with me and we’ll find you a much better spot.”

“But we don’t have our own territory,” said Pepper, still looking innocently confused. “So they’re supposed to share, aren’t they? So I can sleep where I like!”

Ghost dug his claws into the soft earth for a moment. He was tempted to just pick Pepper up by the scruff of his neck, like his adopted mother, Winter, would have done if his littermates Shiver, Frost, or Snowstorm had been laying somewhere they shouldn’t.

But I have to stop thinking like a snow leopard, he told himself.

“We’re all too cramped here as it is,” Blossom snarled. “I’m not sharing my sleeping place with this little monster. Go on, get out!”

“What’s happening now?” said a voice, and Ghost looked up to see Azalea peering down at him from the rocks higher up the slope.

“Come on, Pepper,” Ghost muttered urgently. “It may not be against the rules to take someone else’s nest, as such, but it—it’s not polite, is it?”

“We wouldn’t have to rely on politeness if we had our own territory,” muttered Blossom.

“Why did you come back then?” said another voice, and Ghost turned, his heart sinking, to see a group of pandas converging on the nest. Mist was the one who had spoken, but there were six other pandas with her. Behind them all, with a concerned frown creasing her fur, came Leaf.

“Yeah! If you don’t like living together, you should go,” squeaked little Fir. But Ghost caught Cypress and Horizon giving each other uncomfortable looks. Maybe Fir’s parents didn’t feel quite the same as their cub?

“Things would be much simpler if we had our own territory,” said Azalea. “I hate to agree with Ginseng and Blossom, but they’re not wrong.”

“But then we wouldn’t be with the Dragon Speakers,” said Crag.

“We didn’t even have a Speaker for a year after the flood, and we did all right,” Cypress put in.

“What do you think, Squall?” asked Lily, turning to the elder panda.

Squall sighed. “Pandas are made to live on their own territory,” he said. “That’s how it’s always been. But I’m too old to change my ways again. I will be Squall Prosperhill until the end of my days.”

“If the Dragon made us to live alone, then let’s just go,” said Ginseng, casting a glance at Ghost and then at Leaf, as if waiting for them to contradict him. Ghost looked to Leaf too. Leaf said nothing—her brow just furrowed deeper with worry.

I don’t know! he thought, a little desperately. I’ve only known I am a panda for a few moons. I don’t know what the Dragon wants us to be like!

Snow leopards lived alone, unless they had cubs to look after. But that was because they needed the territory to hunt, and to avoid too many fights.

But panda food doesn’t move, and pandas don’t fight—at least, not like leopards do.

“If there was trouble, we’d have to walk a long way to find help,” said Crag.

“There wouldn’t be trouble if we didn’t have troublemakers,” said Azalea, in a muttered tone that sounded like someone who wanted to pretend they were whispering but actually be heard by everybody.

“Like Pepper?” Blossom snapped. She raised a paw, and Ghost tensed, as did half the other pandas. But she didn’t hurt Pepper—she just pressed her paw to his back and rolled him unceremoniously out of the nest.

“Hey!” said another voice, and Goji, Pepper’s mother, came running down the slope to gather Pepper to her. “You keep your paws off my cub!”

“I wouldn’t have to touch your cub if he’d stay away from my nest,” Blossom snarled. “Why doesn’t he share your nest, if he can’t find his own?”

“That’s rich coming from a pair of traitors,” spat Lily.

“Lily, don’t,” said Crag. “We said we’d let it go.”

“We didn’t say anything, Crag! I’ll say what I want about these thugs!” said Lily, and all of a sudden all the pandas seemed to be talking at once, and Ghost realized to his horror that Blossom and Lily were squaring up as if they might actually start swiping at each other.

I was right, pandas don’t fight like leopards—they fight like pandas, which might be worse, Ghost thought.

“Stop it!” he barked, trying to step between Lily and Blossom. The two pandas didn’t push past him to keep fighting, but they glared over his shoulders, and behind them the argument was raging on—Crag calling for Lily to leave it alone, Goji defending Pepper at the top of her voice.

Ghost tried to block out the noise and focus.

He missed the White Spine Mountains. That was somehow the worst thing about all of this—if the pandas could only agree that splitting up was the right thing to do, he would have
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