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Prologue

ORCHID RISINGTREE REACHED FOR the next paw hold, pulling herself up the slick slope by her claws. The rain soaked into her thick fur, right down to the skin, and she longed to shake herself, but she couldn’t. If she lost her grip . . .

“Orchid!” Root growled. “Look out!”

She glanced up just in time. A clump of bamboo, broken loose by the relentless torrent, came crashing down the side of the mountain toward her, its thick stems whipping dangerously around. Orchid roared and threw herself aside. The bamboo seemed to roar back as it sliced through the air close to her ear. She started to slide again, but managed to catch herself on a more firmly rooted tree trunk and look down. As the bamboo tumbled down the mountainside, it passed dangerously close to Root, but he was already altering his path so that it would miss him. She watched as it bounced off the cliff edge, splashed down into the swollen river, and was immediately dragged under by the terrible current.

Orchid paused for a moment, clinging to the tree trunk, catching her breath as her mate climbed toward her, mud and leaves clumped in his black-and-white fur. Sheets of rain battered the back of her head. The whole Bamboo Kingdom seemed to be on the run from the flooding river, the streaming mud where once had been soft moss and comfortable rocks to lie on in the afternoon sun, a scattering of creatures trying to escape the rising waters. She saw a red panda a little way off, its bushy tail thick with mud, panicking as it struggled to climb one of the trees. She longed to help it, but there was nothing she could do.

She had to protect her cubs.

“We can’t go much farther,” she huffed as Root reached her. “The cubs will be here soon; I can feel it.”

“We’ll find somewhere safe,” Root said. “Look, there’s a rock ledge up there. That won’t be washed away. Just a little farther.”

Orchid nodded grimly and turned to press on, pushing with her powerful back legs to reach the next paw hold on the slippery path. She just hoped he was right. Nothing was certain anymore. Perhaps the whole Bamboo Kingdom would be washed away.

But there was nothing to do except keep on climbing, so Orchid climbed, paw by paw, up the ruined mountainside. She kept her gaze fixed on the rock ledge. They were so close, she could imagine the feel of solid ground beneath her. Perhaps there would be shelter, just a solid tree or a small overhang where she could bring her cubs into the world without fearing they would be washed away. . . .

“Hey!” an unfamiliar voice shrieked from high above Orchid’s head. She looked up, gasping as the rain blinded her for a moment. “Look, pandas!” Orchid blinked away the water and saw, clinging to the wavering branches of the trees, a cluster of bedraggled shapes with long tails. Golden monkeys, about ten of them—perhaps all that was left of their troop. They were peering down at Orchid and Root, their strange blue faces contorted in anger around their snub noses, lips peeled back to bare their sharp teeth.

“This is your fault!” one screamed over the sound of the rain, pointing a long finger down at the pandas. “You were supposed to warn us!”

“We didn’t know!” Orchid shouted back.

“Where’s your Dragon Speaker?” demanded another monkey. Orchid tensed as they started to climb down the trunks of the trees, slowly at first but then faster, leaping from trunk to trunk as if they were so angry they no longer cared if they slipped and fell. “Why didn’t he tell us what was going to happen?”

“It’s not Sunset’s fault,” Root growled, slowly shifting his position in the mud, stepping between the advancing monkeys and Orchid. “The Great Dragon didn’t say anything about this.”

But that’s a lie, Orchid thought desperately. Or, at least, we don’t know it’s the truth.

Where is Sunset Deepwood?

“Tenderfoot is dead,” one of the monkeys wailed. She had reached the ground and now stood there, tail whipping behind her. “Fleetheart is dead. So many dead . . .”

“And it’s all because the pandas let it happen,” growled another monkey. “They did this to us. From now on, we listen to no panda! Get them!”

“Run!” Root barked, as the monkeys splashed through the mud toward them. Orchid turned and fixed her gaze back on the rock shelf. If she could make it there, if she had somewhere to plant her paws, then let the monkeys come—she could snap them between her teeth, if only she could keep her grip.

She looked back, and a wave of horror washed over her as she saw that Root was not following her.

“Root, no!” she barked. But Root faced the monkeys down, snarling as they leaped. He got the tail of one between his teeth and tossed it several bear-lengths away with a hard shake of his head. But as soon as he had, more monkeys piled onto his back, getting their grabbing hands into his fur, his ears, biting and scratching. Orchid prepared to run back to him, but then Root’s paws slipped. The moment stretched out for what seemed like forever: Root still twisting in the mud even as he fell, trying to free himself from the monkeys’ grasp.

The troop sprang away from him as he tumbled, but Root couldn’t stop himself. He hit the cliff edge, just like the bamboo had. The impact was sickening, even from so far away. Root rolled and toppled and fell into the floodwater. For a moment a flash of black and white bobbed on the surface, and then he was gone.

Orchid let out a roar of grief, but the crashing of the rain all around her swallowed the sound.

She almost hoped that the monkeys would turn on her, that she would be able to take a few of them down before she fell too—but the monkeys had gone quiet, gathering back in the high branches. Before she knew it, they were gone, and she was left there all alone.

Not alone.

Was it Root’s voice that broke through her shock, or her own, or something else? Wherever it came from, it was right. Orchid would only be alone if she didn’t save her cubs. She had to reach that ledge.

The climb was hard, but she couldn’t stop moving. Root needed her to make it. Her cubs needed her.

When her claws finally found solid rock and she pulled herself up onto the jagged path at the top of the ledge, her legs were shaking so hard she almost collapsed right there. But just ahead she saw something that made her heart sing with painful relief. There was a cave. It looked deep and solid, set into the heart of the mountain peak. New energy rose in her muscles, and she hurried to sniff the entrance. It wasn’t dry—nothing in the Bamboo Kingdom was dry now; maybe it never would be again—but it was sheltered from the lashing rain. It would be warmer. It would be safe.

She hurried inside, going as deep as she could before it was too dim to see. The worn stone under her paws felt calming. This would be a place for the cubs to be born.

But . . .

Deep inside the cave, there was a scent. Something that made Orchid’s skin crawl. Blood and torn flesh.

This was the lair of a predator.

The light in the cave dimmed even more, and Orchid spun around. Something had passed in front of the entrance. Something bigger than a panda. Its silhouette almost blotted out the faint gray light of the sky outside.

Orchid crouched, baring her teeth. She would protect her cubs, no matter what this creature was—and as her eyes adjusted, she realized it was something she had never seen before. Huge, with giant paws and a long tail, but not round like a bear or thick-furred like a leopard. It was sleek. Two enormous green eyes gleamed in a face of black and orange stripes.

The beast stepped into the cave.





[image: image]

Chapter One

LEAF ROLLED OVER AND stretched her paws out in front of her, raking the thin soil with her claws, then rolled again onto her back and slowly opened her eyes. The sky above was a soft gleaming gray, pale and unmarked by clouds. All she could see was the very top of one tall tree at the edge of her vision. Leaf felt almost as if she could tumble into the sky.

Her stomach rumbled.

There’ll be time for sky-gazing after the First Feast, she thought, letting out a huge yawn and flopping back onto her stomach again. She got to her paws and loped over to the big tree and scratched the back of her ears against its gnarled trunk.

Through the sparse trees that grew on the northern slopes, she could see Aunt Plum and all the other Slenderwoods rising from comfy piles of leaves and clambering down from flat rocks, heading over to the thin bamboo stalks that pushed up between the trees. Leaf shook herself and padded toward the place where she had seen some growing the night before. Sure enough, every few paw-lengths she was able to break off a bunch of tender shoots with thin green leaves sprouting. But she stopped before she had gathered them all.

Greedy cub now, hungry cub later, Aunt Plum always said, and she was right.

Leaf held the bunch of shoots tightly in one paw and hurried across the forest floor to the big clearing. The other Slenderwood pandas had all gathered there already, each sitting with their back to a tree, a respectful distance away from one another.

“Come along, Leaf,” said Plum, with a yawn. “The Great Dragon won’t wait for you.”

She said that a lot too. Leaf grinned and sat down at the base of the same tree as little Cane and his mother, Hyacinth. Cane wriggled on his stomach toward the small pile of shoots in front of Hyacinth, but she gently reached out a paw and rolled him away.

“Not quite yet, little one,” she said. Cane squeaked in disappointment, and Leaf knew how he felt. The bamboo in her paws smelled delicious, but no panda could begin to eat before the blessing.

Aunt Plum scratched her back against the tree trunk and cleared her throat. “Great Dragon,” she said, holding her own shoots out in one paw. “At the Feast of Gray Light your humble pandas bow before you. Thank you for the gift of the bamboo, and the wisdom you bestow upon us.”

Leaf bowed her head, and so did all the other pandas in the clearing, including Cane, who dropped his muzzle until his nose rested on the forest floor. There was a short pause before they all looked up again, and the sound of happy crunching filled the clearing. Leaf brought her bamboo to her nose, smelling the fresh, cool scent, and then started to pick off the leaves. She formed them into a small bundle before chomping down on the tasty green ends. Hyacinth stripped the tougher bark from the outside of her bamboo, and passed the softer green shreds from the inside down to Cane, who gobbled them up with gusto.

“The Dragon could be a bit more generous with his gifts,” one of the older pandas grumbled, his mouth full of bamboo splinters.

“And you could be more grateful for what you have, Juniper Slenderwood,” said Plum, eyeing him sternly through the pawful of green leaves.

“Juniper Shallowpool,” Juniper muttered.

“There is no shallow pool now, Juniper,” said Hyacinth gently. “We’re all Slenderwoods now.”

“Yeah, if you won’t be a Slenderwood, you ought to be Deepriver, or Floodwater,” said Grass, with a snide look over her shoulder toward the edge of the river. Juniper got to his paws with a huff and turned his back on the other pandas, settling on the other side of his tree and chewing on the woody stems of his First Feast.

Leaf watched him with a pinched feeling growing in her heart. That was mean of Grass. Juniper was a crotchety old panda, but she couldn’t exactly blame him—she couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have her home there one day and vanished the next, swallowed up by the rising river. She had never known any home but the Slenderwood, with its tall, wavering trees and sparse bamboo.

“All of you are stuck in the past,” Grass snorted, rolling over onto her back and licking her muzzle. “Nine times a day we thank the Great Dragon for feeding us, but why? Who has seen so much as a dragon-shaped cloud since the flood? Juniper’s right—the Dragon has abandoned us.”

“Not what I said,” grumbled Juniper, without turning around.

Leaf turned to look at Plum, and so did several of the others. Leaf half expected her to snap at Grass, but she just shook her head.

“That isn’t how it works, Grass,” she said calmly. “The Dragon cannot abandon us. The Great Dragon is the Bamboo Kingdom. As long as there are pandas, and there is bamboo to feed us, the Dragon is watching over us.” She held up the next long stem of her feast, as if that settled the matter. For a while there was silence, only broken by crunching.

“Do you remember that summer,” Crabapple put in, using a long black claw to pick a bamboo shoot out of his teeth, “before the flood, when Juniper’s pool dried up? The Dragon Speaker warned us all. You found a deeper pool in plenty of time—remember that, Juniper?”

Juniper just grunted again, but Hyacinth smiled to herself as she nudged a pawful of leaves toward Cane. “Oh, remember the time with the sand foxes?” she said. “Old Oak Cragsight had to take the message to them by foot, right up to the White Spine peaks. Only just made it in time to warn them about the avalanche.”

“I thought it was a blizzard?” said Grass, her cynical expression melting a little.

“No, it was an avalanche,” grumbled Vinca, wriggling his back against the tree to scratch between his shoulder blades. “Beware the white wave—that was the Speaker’s message. I remember it distinctly.”

Leaf wriggled onto her back again, trying to take her time over the last mouthfuls of her feast. Once they started on this topic, the older pandas could go for hours—they would still be here reminiscing when it was time for the Feast of Golden Light, and the Feast of Sun Climb after that.

Leaf knew that Plum was right, that the Great Dragon was still out there, watching over them. She believed it, truly, she did. But when Plum and the others told their stories of the time before the flood, when the river had been calm and narrow enough to cross, the bamboo plentiful, and every panda had had enough food and space to have their own territory, Leaf couldn’t help wondering why things weren’t like that anymore.

Oak Cragsight would have gone to the sacred spot on his territory and received the Dragon Speaker’s message about the danger to the foxes, as all the pandas would have. That was how Plum said it had worked—the Great Dragon would send its prophecies to the Speaker, and the Speaker would pass them on to the other pandas, who would spread the word of the Dragon to all the other creatures of the Bamboo Kingdom. The pandas were special, the Dragon’s chosen messengers.

But still, not one of them had known about the flood until it was upon them. Why had the old ways failed? Had the Great Dragon not warned the Dragon Speaker, or had the Speaker known and just not warned the other pandas?

“What do you think happened to the Dragon Speaker?” Leaf said. She knew it was a question without a real answer—no panda knew where Sunset Deepwood had gone.

“I think it’s obvious,” said Vinca with a heavy sigh. “It’s been a year, and we must face the truth: Speaker Sunset must have died in the flood.”

Leaf expected at least some of the other pandas to disagree with him, but to her dismay none of them did. Even Aunt Plum hung her head in quiet grief.

“I met him once,” said Hyacinth. “I was only a cub, but I’ll always remember how he talked to me as if I were a full-grown panda. He told me that one day I would see the signs too, and maybe I’d be the one to stop an illness from spreading or save a nest or . . . He made it sound as if I could be a hero.”

“He was one of the wisest Dragon Speakers,” said Plum softly.

“But if Sunset is dead,” asked Grass, “why hasn’t a new Speaker been chosen? Unless we truly have angered the Dragon so much that it’s left us all alone.”

Plum shook her head. “We must not lose faith. The Dragon will send us a new Speaker when the time is right.”

The silence that followed this was gloomy. Leaf suspected that all the Slenderwood pandas were asking themselves the same question: How much longer?

Leaf got up and shook herself from head to tail. The feast was over, and she didn’t really want to stay here and chew over the past any longer.

“I’m going to find Dasher,” she announced.

“If you’re away for the Feast of Golden Light, don’t forget—” Aunt Plum began.

“I’ll do the blessing,” Leaf reassured her. She trotted across the clearing and bumped her nose against the older panda’s cheek as she passed. “Don’t worry.”

As soon as she was out of the clearing and on her way, Leaf felt a weight lift from her shoulders. So there was no Dragon Speaker—that didn’t mean life was all bad. She still had Aunt Plum, and she had her friends, too.

She walked for a few minutes until she’d left the Slenderwood and entered Goldleaf, the territory of the red pandas. There was very little bamboo here, but the trees grew thicker and sturdier.

Leaf sniffed at the trunks she passed for any sign of Dasher, but before she caught the scent of her friends, she heard their voices above her. She looked up. The branches of the trees were shaking as small flashes of red and black ran along them, laughing and hiding between the leaves.

“Dasher!” Leaf called up. One of the red creatures looked down, draping himself over a branch so his head was upside down and his tail dangled over the other side.

“Leaf! Come up here!” cried Dasher Climbing Far. Two more red panda faces also appeared in the thick canopy.

“Hi, Leaf!”

“Come on up, Leaf!”

Leaf grinned up at them and turned to sniff the trunk of the closest tree. It would do nicely. She was so much bigger than her red-panda friends that she had to be a bit more careful where she put her paws, but once Leaf Slenderwood started to climb, there was no panda in the Northern Forest who could match her. She quickly found purchase, digging her claws into the bark, and began to climb the tree, lifting herself up onto one branch and then using a thick knot as a paw hold to stretch across to the next. Soon enough she was high above the ground, and then she was in the canopy itself, where the swaying of the trees was enough to make a less sure-footed creature panic. The first sunlight glimmered through the leaves, lighting the world around her in green and gold.

“We’re going to climb the Grandfather Gingko! Race to the very top,” said Jumper Climbing Far as Leaf pulled herself up onto the same thick branch as the red pandas. “Ready?”

Chomper Digging Deep shook her head. “That’s not fair to Leaf,” she said. “She’s just climbed a whole tree while you’ve been sitting on your butt eating acorns!”

“Well, that just gives you two a fighting chance—right, Leaf?” Dasher said, turning on the spot, his deft little paws dancing on the thick branch.

“Right!” Leaf huffed. “I’m ready when you are!”

“Go!” squeaked Jumper, and he and Chomper both took off, giggling to themselves as they leaped to another branch.

Dasher and Leaf exchanged a grin.

“Let’s get them!” Dasher waved his tail and charged off, and Leaf followed him. She knew she couldn’t go as fast or jump as far as her red-panda friends, but that didn’t matter—she could see that the other two had hastily run out onto a branch that was too short and would have to turn around, whereas Leaf’s more considered approach would always get her where she needed to go.

The Grandfather Gingko was the tallest tree in the whole Northern Forest, towering above the rest of the canopy like a bright golden sunrise. She made for it, sticking carefully to the thickest branches, hugging the trunks, and pulling herself higher and higher. She almost slipped when she accidentally put her back paw into a hollow where a jay was nesting. The bird squawked and pecked at her paw pads. Leaf gasped and slid a little way back down the trunk, and as she did she looked down and saw a long, long fall down to the ground below her . . . but she used her claws to dig in, slow, and stop her slide.

“Sorry!” she said to the jay as she climbed up again, careful not to put any paws inside its nest this time. The jay just chattered at her and puffed up its smoke-gray neck feathers in disgust.

The last ascent to the top of the gingko tree was one of the trickiest bits of climbing in the forest, but Leaf had made it before, and the Grandfather tree only seemed to get taller and stronger every time. She knew just which branches to follow to the very top. Dasher was right by her side, clinging on to the thin twigs that would snap under Leaf’s paws, and the other two red pandas weren’t far behind. Leaf pulled herself up onto the crook of the tallest branches and settled there in triumph, catching her breath as she looked out through the gold leaves and down to the forest below.

The Northern Forest surrounded the tree, its patches of tall and strong trunks broken up by thinner places like the Slenderwood clearing, where the bamboo grew in sparse clumps. Beyond the trees, she could see down into the valley where the river ran, so wide that no creature could swim across. Its swift and dangerous currents made ripples that looked like shimmering snakes—or dragons—as the sun rose.

Beyond the river was the Southern Forest. Its slopes were just as steep as on Leaf’s side, but where the Northern Forest was gray and sparse, the trees there looked lush and green. Even from so far away, if Leaf stared for a long time she thought she could see bamboo growing in enormous bushes, so big that even the hungriest panda couldn’t eat it all.

The thought of the bamboo made her stomach rumble, and she licked her muzzle as she looked up at the rising sun. It was time for the Feast of Golden Light. She had no bamboo, but she couldn’t miss a feast, so she cast around until she found a cluster of small yellow fruits hanging from one of the gingko branches. They were nowhere near as tasty as bamboo, but they would have to do. She picked one and held it in her paws as she hung her head.

“Great Dragon, at the Feast of Golden Light your humble panda bows before you,” she said. “Thank you for the gift of the bamboo—I mean, this stinky yellow fruit—and the strength you bestow upon us.”

The red pandas sat in the branches around her, swinging their tails as she took a bite of the fruit, tearing through the soft yellow flesh to the crunchy nut hiding inside. It really wasn’t much compared to bamboo, but the important thing was to eat something.

“I heard Scrabbler saying the river’s calmed down a bit since the last rain,” said Jumper, once she had swallowed all of the fruit she could bear to eat.

“Really?” Leaf’s ears pricked up and she peered down the northern slope toward the glistening water again. It still looked to her like the currents were very fast, but maybe, maybe this would be the time . . .

“Well . . . Scrab says a lot of things,” Dasher said. “He’s probably imagining it.”

“We’re going to do it,” Leaf said firmly. “Maybe not today, but we’ll get across. I believe we will.”

“Not going to be so much about believing as swimming,” said Jumper, dangling upside down from his branch. “Can you swim?”

“I can!” Leaf snorted. Not . . . brilliantly, she added to herself. Not like I can climb. But we’ll find a way!

“Do you really think they’re over there?” Dasher asked, a hint of skepticism in his voice. “Your mother and your twin?”

Leaf stared at the Southern Forest until its deep green trunks began to blur and swim in front of her eyes.

“Yes,” she said. “That’s what Aunt Plum always told me. She said her sister Orchid came to her with two cubs—she asked Plum to keep me safe, and then she left with the other one. Where else could they have gone?”

The red pandas didn’t answer her, and Leaf was glad. She knew, obviously, that it was possible that they weren’t in the Southern Forest at all—that, apart from Plum, all her family had gone the same way as Sunset Deepwood.

But she refused to believe it, not while there was a whole forest just over the shimmering water.

“One day, Dasher,” she said again. “We’ll cross over the river, and I’ll find my family.”
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Chapter Two

“I COULDN’T EAT ANOTHER mouthful,” said Rain, stretching her paws out in a satisfied yawn. She leaned back against the large bamboo stand, the strong canes creaking as they bent to a more comfortable angle. She looked up and saw a shoot of fresh green leaves poking out from between the large canes, just within reach. Well, maybe one more mouthful, she thought, and hooked her claws around it and tore it out.

But before she could crunch down, the bamboo was yanked away from her.

“Hey!” she growled, as the other panda climbed up over her, using her shoulder as a stepping-stone, and settled down on a jut of rock a few bear-lengths up the slope from Rain. Rain got up, snarling, and climbed up after her.

The other panda, Blossom, was just about to stuff the green leaves into her mouth when Rain pulled herself up onto the rock and snapped her jaws down on one end of the cane. “Mmf! That’s mine!” she growled through her teeth. “Get your own!”

“You’re mistaken, dear,” said Blossom, in a sickly sweet tone. “I’m your elder. This cane is mine, and this rock is mine. Why don’t you get back to the lower slopes with the other cubs? There’s plenty of bamboo down there.”

Rain growled through her teeth. There was plenty of bamboo, but that wasn’t the point. She gave a sharp tug on the cane and felt the stiff stem cracking.

“Rain’s right—she picked that shoot,” said another voice, and Rain looked down to see Pebble climbing through a fork between two trees, his wide face creased in a frown. “I saw you take it.”

Blossom’s condescending smirk faded and she curled her paws tighter around the bamboo cane. Rain snarled again and gave it another yank. It creaked for a moment and then snapped in two. Rain lost her footing and slid gracelessly back down the rocks, landing with a thump in the carpet of leaves at the bottom. But as she got back to her paws, she huffed in satisfaction. She had all the juiciest leaves on her half, and Blossom was left with the woody, crunchy stem.

“What disrespect!” Blossom spat.

“Yeah, you’re right!” Rain shot back. “I don’t respect you, not one bit!”

“Rain!” snapped another voice, and this time Rain’s hackles smoothed and she turned slowly. Her mother, Peony, was standing behind her. “Apologize to Blossom.”

“I will not,” Rain muttered. “She’s a thief, Mother. She thinks just because she’s older—”

“Rain,” Peony said again, a hint of a warning growl vibrating in her chest. “Apologize.”

Rain sagged. She looked up at Blossom, who had shifted on the rock so her back was almost completely turned to Rain, as if she was deeply offended—though she was still peeking over her shoulder. Rain’s muzzle twisted in annoyance; then she drew herself up.

“Sorry, Blossom,” she said, in a clear and calm voice. Then she flashed the older panda a grin, stuffed the pawful of tasty green bamboo leaves into her mouth, and chewed hard, fixing her eyes on Blossom’s until the delicious plant was all gone. Blossom snorted and flopped down on her rock. Behind her, Rain heard both Peony and Pebble sigh.

“Walk with me, both of you,” Peony said, twitching her ears at Pebble. Rain followed her mother, her paw steps light with smugness, and her best friend fell in just behind.

They followed the well-trodden path as it wound down the hill, the smoothest and shallowest way to the river. It would have been quicker to take the steeper slopes in a sort of barely controlled tumble, using the bamboo and trees to catch herself when she slipped. But she was already a little sore from her fall off Blossom’s rock, so she dutifully followed behind Peony instead.

“What have I told you, Rain?” her mother said as they padded steadily down, passing through a gap in the rocks between lush green curtains of ivy.

“Not to swim out into the middle of the river,” Rain said. “And not to fall asleep with my mouth open.”

Peony shook her head. “Life will be much easier if you try to get along with the others,” she said.

“I do get along,” Rain said. “I get along with Pebble, don’t I? And Horizon. And the little cubs are all right.”

Peony reached a flat space where the path passed by a fallen tree trunk and climbed up to sit on it. She sat and scratched behind her ear with her forepaw. “Rain, there are over twenty pandas living on the Prosperhill now. In the old days . . . Move out of the way, Pebble; there’s a good boy.”

Rain turned and saw another panda coming up the path. As if to prove Peony’s point, Mist Prosperhill’s thin fur almost brushed Rain’s as she passed by, and Pebble had to take a few steps into the undergrowth to get out of the way.

“Good Long Light, Peony,” the old panda croaked as she passed.

“And to you,” said Peony with a short bow of her head.

She waited until Mist had gone farther up the hill before she carried on with her lecture. “Things weren’t always like this. Before the flood, we never would have lived all together like this. Pandas like Blossom aren’t used to having to share—they wouldn’t have had to see another panda for seasons at a time if they didn’t want to.”

“Well, she’s had my entire lifetime to get used to it,” Rain huffed.

“And you’ve had a lifetime to get used to her.” Peony sighed. “It won’t be long until the Feast of Sun Fall. Don’t you both have chores to be getting on with? I’m sure the nests could do with some fresh reeds before
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