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				Glinting ice palaces floated in the golden haze above the horizon. Bindi had never seen such an awesome, magical sight. Here, in the Himalayas, she was on top of the world – literally.

				‘Which one is Kangchenjunga?’ she called to her friends.

				‘That one there.’ Chandra, their guide, pointed to a magnificent white peak that towered above the rest. ‘Isn’t it beautiful?’ 

				Bindi nodded. Then she looked back the way they had come. Below, the ancient rocky steps snaked down the steep slope. Mountains rose in every direction, some covered in lush forest, others cleared for farming. There was not a road to be seen, nor a car – not even another human. The only sounds to be heard were bird- song and the soft lowing of the cattle.

				‘It sure is spectacular,’ said Vicki. She grinned wickedly at Bindi. ‘Almost as spectacular as the sight of a big pile of red panda poo!’

				Bindi laughed. Vicki was the red panda keeper at Australia Zoo and very fond of her charges. 

				‘Personally, I’d prefer the sight of a red panda. But I guess some poo would do!’ Bindi pulled out her water bottle, twisted off the lid and took a swig. Trekking in the Himalayas was thirsty work!

				Bindi and Vicki were here in eastern Nepal helping Chandra gather information on red pandas. Chandra was an ecologist from the nearby town of Ilam. He was hoping to set up the world’s first red panda sanctuary in these mountains, but before he could do that, they had to prove to people that there really were red pandas living here in the forest. Panda poo would be the evidence they needed to convince the local people to set aside some of the community forest for a panda sanctuary.

				‘Ready?’ Chandra said when Bindi had put away her drink bottle. ‘There’s still a bit of a way to go and we shouldn’t get back too late.’

				Bindi gave a mock salute. Then they set off again, slowly making their way up the stony steps.
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				The steps led up to a ridge, where the trail continued. At last Chandra stopped by a rhododendron the size of a tree and waited for his companions to catch up. Then they left the trail and struck off into the forest. 

				They climbed higher, moving as quietly as they could. Bindi began to notice thickets of bamboo – the red panda’s preferred dinner. She thought of Yoddah and Pasang, the red pandas who lived at Australia Zoo. She was certain they were two of the cutest animals in the world, with their button black noses, fluffy ears and stunning red fur. How they would love all this fresh bamboo! 

				Bindi clambered over a hefty log that was once a mighty yew tree. She stopped and peered into the forest to her left. Then she saw it. It was not far off, just a few metres, but was almost hidden by leaves. 

				She took a closer look. Was it? Could it be? Slowly, she moved towards it, stepping silently through the undergrowth.

				Yes! She’d know it anywhere! Red panda poo!

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: Picture 2.png]

				Bindi, Vicki and Chandra found several more little piles of red panda droppings, enough to convince them that there were quite a few of the animals living in this part of the forest. They took photos and noted down where they found the poo, so they would have a proper record of their findings.

				While they were working they kept their eyes out for red pandas. But no such luck. The animals were staying well out of sight, probably asleep high in trees even deeper in the forest. 

				After a quick lunch on the stone steps the three trekkers headed back. Chandra was expected at a three o’clock meeting with the local members of the Village Committee. He planned to present the evidence they’d collected and convince the villagers to help set up a red panda sanctuary. 

				At last they came to the first house in the village, which was the teahouse where they were staying. When Bindi first saw it the day before she thought it looked like something from a fairytale, with its timber carvings and bright blue railing along a wide, rickety verandah. Colourful prayer flags fluttered from the gables.

				Keen to get to the meeting, Chandra strode straight past.

				Bindi and Vicki looked at each and laughed. They had never known anyone to walk as quickly as Chandra.

				‘Good luck!’ Bindi called out. 

				Chandra stopped and turned. 

				‘Exactly where is the meeting?’ Vicki asked as she pulled the pack off her back.

				‘In the big house at the other end of the village,’ Chandra said. ‘It belongs to Mr Ming-Ma, the head of the committee.’

				Bindi raised an eyebrow. ‘Sounds like he’s the man to talk to,’ she said. 

				‘Yes. By all reports he is a very clever fellow.’ Chandra clasped his hands together. ‘Let’s hope I return with good news.’ He bowed, then set off again, walking even more quickly than before.

				Exhausted, Bindi and Vicki slowly climbed the old wooden stairs to the teahouse verandah. 

				They were met by a smiling Finju Sherpa, the teahouse manager. ‘Good afternoon!’ he said. ‘Anyone for tea?’

				After Vicki and Bindi had freshened up, Finju poured three cups of hot milky brew, and sat down at the table on the verandah with his two guests. ‘I understand you have come from Australia to see some red pandas?’ He smiled. ‘News travels fast in our little village.’ 

				Vicki explained their mission and told the teahouse manager about Chandra’s meeting with the local leaders. 

				Finju listened intently, nodding now and then.

				‘Have you seen any red pandas around here lately, Finju?’ Bindi asked, before taking a sip of tea.

				Finju shook his head. ‘Not lately. But I believe they’re still out there,’ he said. ‘The trouble is, dogs and hawks do see them and so it makes them easy prey.’

				Bindi shuddered. She’d read about this problem. When people cleared bamboo and felled trees, predators like dogs and hawks could more easily see – and catch – the pandas. 

				At that moment Vicki jumped to her feet. ‘Chandra’s back!’ 

				Bindi looked up to see Chandra walking along the road towards them. ‘I hope he convinced them,’ she said to Finju and Vicki. ‘Red pandas really need their own sanctuary so they can be safe from all those things.’ 

				Crossing not only her fingers on both hands but her toes on both feet as well, Bindi waited for Chandra to arrive.
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				Chandra climbed the stairs, his face drawn. Finju showed him to a chair and poured him a cup of tea.

				Bindi couldn’t hold out any longer. Her heart was pounding with anxiety. ‘What did they say?’ 

				Chandra drank his tea in silence for a moment. Finally, he spoke. ‘Mr Ming-Ma said that they don’t need a sanctuary because there are no pandas in the forest.’

				‘No pandas?’ Vicki was incredulous. ‘Chandra, what about our evidence?’ 

				‘That’s the worst bit. He said we’d made it all up. That we wouldn’t know panda droppings if we fell into them.’

				Bindi was shocked. ‘No one knows panda poo better than Vicki,’ she said vehemently.

				Chandra shook his head. ‘Try telling that to Mr Ming-Ma.’ 

				He went back to drinking his tea. When he’d finished he turned to Finju. ‘What can you tell us about this Ming-Ma? The villagers seem to respect him. And he was very persuasive at the meeting . . .’

				Finju rested his chin on his hands. He was no longer smiling. ‘They do respect him,’ he said. ‘But a lot of that respect is due to his wealth and power. Chetan Ming-Ma owns more land and cattle than anyone else. And because he owns so many cattle, he needs a lot of bamboo to feed them. He also needs a lot of timber to burn to make cheese, which he sells down in the town. So you see, he wants to be able to harvest bamboo and timber from any part of the forest whenever he likes.’ 

				‘But does everyone agree with him?’ Bindi didn’t see why just one person should have all the say.

				‘Not everyone,’ Chandra replied. ‘There was a woman at the meeting called Maya. She believed me and was very keen to help.’ 

				‘Maya is my sister,’ Finju said.

				‘Ah!’ Chandra said. ‘Well, Maya was very helpful. But the others seemed too frightened to disagree with Mr Ming-Ma.’

				‘Why, I wonder?’ Bindi shook her head.

				Finju sighed. ‘Everyone is very poor – you may have noticed?’ He looked around at the visitors, who nodded. ‘And many people work for him – including my family.’ Finju slapped his forehead. ‘Which reminds me!’

				He peered inside and called out something in Sherpa. Bindi turned around to see who was there.

				A boy she hadn’t seen before appeared in the doorway. He was clutching a faded blue ball.

				‘Come and meet the visitors.’ Finju gestured to the boy. ‘This is my son, Wangchuk.’

				‘Pleased to meet you,’ the boy said in crisp English. 

				‘Wangchuk is one of many in the village who do jobs for Mr Ming-Ma,’ Finju said gravely.

				Bindi liked the look of Wangchuk, with his straight black fringe, laughing eyes and wide smile. She guessed he was about ten years old. ‘What do you do for Mr Ming-Ma?’ she asked.

				‘I feed his best bull,’ Wangchuk said. ‘He’s locked up across the road. I give him his dinner each day.’ He laughed. ‘You should see how much he likes to eat!’

				Finju waved his son away. ‘Well you better get along and feed him now. Before he gets too grumpy.’ 

				Wangchuk eyed Bindi. He was still smiling. ‘He can get very cranky, Mr Ming-Ma’s bull. Very cranky. Want to come and help me feed him?’ 

				‘Sure,’ Bindi said, jumping to her feet. Sitting around here wasn’t going to solve anything, and she loved feeding animals. It was one of her favourite jobs at Australia Zoo. 

				Vicki crossed her arms. ‘Well be careful, Bindi. Your mother expressly instructed me to keep you away from wild bulls.’ She winked.

				‘I can’t promise anything.’ Bindi narrowed her eyes. ‘But I hope we run into Mr Ming-Ma. I’d like to have a few words with him.’

				‘I wish you could, Bindi,’ Chandra said seriously. ‘But unfortunately he doesn’t speak English.’

				‘Wangchuk could translate . . .’ Bindi looked across at her new friend.

				Wangchuk smiled but said nothing. Then he turned and disappeared down the stairs, bouncing his ball as he went.
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				The bull, whose name was Tom, was magnificent, with a silky smooth coat and rippling muscles. But what a temper! He stamped the ground and snorted impatiently as Wangchuk prepared his dinner.

				‘Why don’t you jump in and feed him by hand?’ Wangchuk suggested to Bindi in an innocent voice.

				Bindi laughed and wagged her finger at her new friend. ‘I’m not falling for that one! You’re as bad as my brother! Robert’s always playing jokes.’

				Wangchuk threw the fodder over the stone fence. ‘So why do you care about red pandas?’ he asked.

				Tom gave another loud snort and began to eat. 

				‘I care about all animals,’ Bindi said, ‘but I particularly love red pandas, because we have two absolutely gorgeous ones at our zoo in Australia!’ 

				She stopped and looked hard at Wangchuk. He was a local. He’d know the area well. ‘So have you seen any red pandas in the forest near here?’ 

				Wangchuk shrugged. ‘I can’t say.’ 

				‘Why not?’ Bindi asked. 

				Wangchuk shook his head. He would speak no more. 

				The kids watched in silence as Tom hoovered up his dinner. But Bindi’s mind was ticking like a stopwatch. Why couldn’t Wangchuk say anything? Had Mr Ming-Ma told him not to?
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				Bindi was quietly relieved that they hadn’t run into Mr Ming-Ma while they were feeding Tom. She’d decided it would be better not to confront the man until she had more evidence that there really were pandas in the forest worth protecting. Also, she didn’t want to get Wangchuk into trouble. For one thing, she needed his help. 

				So on the walk back to the teahouse, she begged her friend to go with them into the forest the following day.

				‘We really need a local like you to guide us,’ she said. 

				Wangchuk had been gently kicking his ball as he walked. Now he booted it into the verge. 

				Bindi pressed on. ‘Even if you don’t know where the pandas are, you know the area much better than the rest of us, including Chandra.’

				Wangchuk was silent.

				‘Pleeease?’

				Wangchuk retrieved his ball and looked up at Bindi. This time he wasn’t smiling. ‘Okay. But we need to leave early.’ 

				‘Thank you!’ Bindi clapped her hands. She was sure Wangchuk knew more about the whereabouts of the pandas than he was letting on. Tomorrow she was going to find out how much.
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				At six the next morning Bindi and Vicki were on the teahouse verandah ready to go. The temperature had dropped overnight, and Bindi was in her down jacket and new Nepali woollen cap she’d bought in Kathmandu. 

				Chandra, also in his warmest clothes, joined them. 

				A minute or two later Wangchuk appeared in the doorway, this time without his ball. He smiled by way of saying hello. 

				Bindi grinned. ‘Ready?’

				Wangchuk nodded, but didn’t make a move. 

				The others set off down the old stairs. Bindi looked back. Wangchuk was still in the doorway, looking up and down the road.

				Bindi scanned the area. ‘No one’s around!’ she called encouragingly. 

				Wangchuk scuttled down the stairs after them. Vicki glanced from Bindi to Wangchuk, a questioning look on her face. But she made no comment, and they headed off down the trail and away from the village.

				They’d been making good progress when they heard the sound of hooves and a herd of cattle and a man appeared ahead. Wangchuk leapt into the bushes, and would only re-emerge when the man and his herd had gone.

				‘Why are you so jumpy? Are you scared someone will see you?’ Bindi quietly asked her friend once they were on their way again. 

				Wangchuk stared ahead for a moment before speaking in a low voice. ‘Everyone knows everyone else in our village – apart from the tourists or foreign visitors.’ He gave Bindi a quick smile, but he looked worried. ‘So if someone sees me, it will probably get back to Mr Ming-Ma.’

				‘And why would that matter?’ Bindi asked.

				‘Because if Mr Ming-Ma hears that I’m helping you, I’ll lose my job feeding Tom.’

				Two men rounded the corner up ahead. Wangchuk dived into the bushes again. 

				Chandra was so far ahead he didn’t notice. Vicki frowned but kept walking. She obviously thought Wangchuk was a little odd. 

				The men drew closer and Bindi saw they were each carrying a bamboo bucket. As they passed, she glanced into the buckets, but the contents were concealed by some sort of cover.

				‘So who were those two?’ Bindi asked when Wangchuk emerged from the bushes again. The men had looked liked locals, and Bindi figured her friend would know them for sure.

				Wangchuk shook his head. ‘I have no idea,’ he said. ‘They were strangers.’ For the first time since she’d met him, he frowned. 

				‘So everyone doesn’t know everyone after all?’ Bindi observed dryly.

				‘It would seem so,’ was all Wangchuk would say. But as they made their way to the bottom of the old stone steps, Bindi could see he was still frowning.
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				By the time they’d reached the top of the stone steps the snow-covered mountains on the far horizon were sparkling in the sun’s rays. 

				Chandra led them to the huge rhododendron where they had left the trail the day before. Then they struck off into the forest. 

				When they reached the big old log where Bindi had spotted the panda poo the previous day, she stopped and peered into the bushes. But this time there was nothing to be seen. 

				‘That’s strange,’ she said. ‘It’s not there anymore.’ She examined the spot where she had made that first find. ‘Hey guys, look at this!’ 

				The others gathered around. 

				‘Someone has shovelled it all up. Look!’

				Bindi was right. The ground had been disturbed in a way that suggested someone had used a spade there.

				After that everyone searched the area, looking for the droppings they’d found the day before. All of them had vanished.

				Finally, Chandra slumped down onto a rock. ‘How very strange!’ 

				Bindi sat next to him, thinking hard. ‘I think it was those guys we passed on the trail,’ she said. ‘The ones carrying bamboo buckets.’

				‘You might be right,’ Chandra replied. ‘Whoever it was, it appears they’ve been up here trying to remove evidence of all of the pandas.’

				‘Some of the pandas.’ Wangchuk’s smile had returned.

				Bindi, Vicki and Chandra all looked at the boy at once. ‘Do you know where there might be more?’ Bindi asked.

				‘Follow me,’ was all Wangchuk said before heading off even deeper into the forest. 

				He moved like lightning, and seemed to know every stone and every tree. Even Chandra had trouble keeping up. 

				At last he stopped above a long rock ledge. ‘Now, we wait.’ 

				Hidden by the ledge, they had a surprisingly good view. Bindi could see bamboo thickets everywhere, and the forest cover here was particularly dense. 

				Everyone was quiet. But it wasn’t long before Wangchuk was tugging on Bindi’s sleeve. Bindi peered in the direction he was pointing. Sure enough, there was a beautiful russet-backed red panda stretched out in a tree, its legs and tail dangling. 

				‘That’s Jangmu,’ Wangchuk whispered. He scoured the trees for a little while longer. ‘And there’s Ang. He’s Jangmu’s son.’ He pointed out another red panda, which ambled out from the under- growth to nibble on some new bamboo shoots.

				Vicki and Chandra quickly pulled out their cameras and began to take photos. 

				‘Did you name the pandas?’ Bindi whispered to her friend.

				Wangchuk nodded, his eyes glued to the trees up ahead. 

				Bindi was helping Vicki take a GPS reading of their location when Wangchuk tugged on her sleeve once more.

				Again she looked where he was pointing. A young red panda high in a tree was scrabbling along a branch with amazing courage. Nothing seemed to deter her. As the branch tapered she became like a tightrope walker, teetering along, one step after the other. Finally, she reached her goal – a large clump of berries, which she pulled into her mouth with her paw.

				Vicki and Chandra began to take photos. 

				‘Who’s that?’ Bindi whispered.

				‘I don’t know,’ Wangchuk hissed back. ‘She’s a new one.’ 

				The panda stopped what she was doing and looked up. Bindi felt sure the animal had spotted them. But the panda didn’t try to get away. In fact, she seemed unfrightened. After a moment, she went back to her meal.

				Wangchuk was silent for a moment before turning to Bindi, laughter in his eyes. ‘I have the perfect name for her!’ he whispered.

				‘What? What have you named her?’ Bindi whispered so loudly the little red panda stopped again and, showing no fear, looked up inquisitively. 

				Wangchuk giggled. ‘Her name is Little Bindi!’
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				‘Tomorrow we should all go to talk to the committee. And while we’re there we should ask them if they know anything about the panda poo thieves.’ 

				Bindi was sitting with her friends on the teahouse verandah. They’d just finished lunch and were discussing what to do next. 

				‘No one on the committee speaks English,’ Chandra said, ‘and children never attend the meetings. Do they, Finju?’

				Finju shook his head. He stood and cleared away the plates before disappearing inside.

				‘Perhaps Vicki should come, to add her perspective to our cause. But –’ Chandra paused to look Bindi in the eye, ‘I think you should stay here with Finju and Wangchuk.’ 

				Vicki nodded in agreement. ‘Chandra’s right, Bindi. They have different customs here, and as they don’t speak English, you wouldn’t be able to talk them round in your usual convincing fashion.’ She reached across to tousle Bindi’s hair. 

				‘All right, I guess.’ Bindi took a deep breath. ‘But I’d like to find out who’s behind those panda poo thieves.’ She thought of the beautiful young red panda they’d spotted that morning and felt a rising anger about everything that had happened. Red pandas were a critically endangered species. People needed to do everything they could to protect them, not play tricks and try to get out of taking any responsibility.

				‘Hopefully we can get to the bottom of it at the meeting tomorrow,’ Vicki said. 

				Chandra smiled at the kids. ‘So we need to sort out the photos and write up our notes for the presentation. Would you two like to give us a hand?’ 

				‘I have to drop off a package to Aunty Maya, then go and feed Tom,’ Wangchuk said quickly. 

				Bindi felt a kick under the table. 

				‘Do you want to come, Bindi?’ 

				Usually Bindi would have loved to help write up the field notes. But she couldn’t wait until tomorrow to sort things out. She needed to do something immediately. And judging by the way Wangchuk was looking at her, he had an idea. 

				‘Sure,’ she said.

				Wangchuk leapt up and disappeared inside with his ball under his arm. 

				A minute or two later he returned, clutching a package. ‘Ready?’ he said.
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				They set off down the road.

				‘What’s in the package?’ Bindi asked.

				‘Tea, I think.’

				Bindi glanced down and noticed for the first time that the package had been rather carelessly wrapped in an old tea towel and tied up with fraying grey string. What’s more, it was vaguely spherical and about the size of Wangchuk’s ball.

				‘Tea, you said?’ Bindi raised an eyebrow.

				Wangchuk just nodded.

				Bindi took a sidelong glance at her new accomplice. ‘So you’re not worried about losing your job anymore?’

				Wangchuk shook his head. ‘I’m more worried about the pandas now. They’re my friends. I want to help them.’ He glanced across at Bindi and flashed her a smile. 

				‘We’ll help them together.’ Bindi threw her arm around her friend’s shoulders. ‘But where are we going?’ she asked. ‘Where does your Aunty Maya live? Can she tell us what’s going on?’ 

				The boy looked at Bindi out of the corner of his eye but said nothing.

				‘Where does she live?’ Bindi asked again, poking him in the side.

				Wangchuk didn’t look around. ‘Next door to Mr Ming-Ma.’
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				Aunty Maya was out in her herb garden, digging. Still clutching his parcel, Wangchuk called out hello and strolled over. Bindi followed. 

				‘Namaste,’ the woman said, looking up. Like Wangchuk, she had a straight black fringe and laughing eyes.

				Bindi waited while Wangchuk and his aunty talked. Neither of them even looked at the parcel, Bindi noticed, and she guessed it hadn’t been mentioned. 

				Eventually, Wangchuk turned to Bindi. ‘Aunty thinks Mr Ming-Ma would do anything to stop the sanctuary going ahead. But she also says the other villagers don’t really trust him. If they found out he’d lied, they’d be very angry.’

				‘Well, that’s good to know,’ Bindi said. 

				Wangchuk resumed chatting with Aunty Maya. 

				Biding her time, Bindi looked around. Aunty Maya was kneeling by a couple of bamboo buckets, an old trowel still in her hand. Bindi glanced into the buckets. 

				Her breath caught in shock. ‘Wangchuk! Look!’

				Wangchuk stopped talking and stared where Bindi was pointing. He took a step back in surprise. ‘Panda poo!’ He turned and spoke urgently with his aunty. 

				‘Well?’ Bindi was flabbergasted. Could the whole village be in on this? What was going on?

				‘She says two passing strangers offered her the poo to put on her garden. She says they were keen to get rid of it, which suited her. She didn’t know it was panda poo.’ Wangchuk looked shocked. ‘She also says she agrees with Chandra – the red pandas need a safe place to live.’

				Bindi was relieved. Chandra was right. Aunty Maya was on their side. ‘Ask her if she saw where they went.’ 

				Wangchuk said a few more words in Sherpa. His aunty responded, a questioning look on her face.

				‘What did she say?’ Bindi suspected she already knew the answer.

				‘Mr Ming-Ma’s house. That’s where they went. Mr Ming-Ma’s.’ 
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				Bindi and Wangchuk jumped up and peered over the top of the stone wall that ran behind Mr Ming-Ma’s. No one was around, but they could hear voices coming from inside the big house.

				Bindi felt a rush of determination. She was certain Mr Ming-Ma had something to do with the disappearing panda poo. Now they just had to find out what, so they could alert Vicki, Chandra and the villagers. 

				She glanced over at Wangchuk. ‘Bring your parcel. We might need it.’ 

				Pulling themselves up, they clambered to the top of the wall then jumped down the other side. As soon as they hit the deck they dashed across the open ground and hid behind a bush not far from the house’s back door.

				Bindi peered through the leaves. Just metres away, two dogs were lying asleep on the doorstep. One was tan and black with lanky legs. The other, huge with thick dark fur, was a Tibetan mastiff, an ancient breed that made good guard dogs – and good hunters as well.

				‘I’ll take care of the dogs,’ Bindi whispered, tugging the parcel from Wangchuk’s hands, ‘if you can find out what they’re talking about in there.’

				Wangchuk just nodded.

				Bindi pulled the wrapping from Wangchuk’s parcel. Inside was his blue ball. She gave a little whistle. The dogs woke immediately and looked around. The mastiff gave one loud bark.

				Someone from inside yelled, probably to tell the dog to be quiet.

				Bindi whistled softly again. ‘Here, boy,’ she called as quietly as she could. She popped her head around the bush. Both dogs leapt to their feet. Bindi put her hand to her lips, then motioned for them to come. Tails wagging, the dogs rushed over.

				‘Look at that! They like you!’ Wangchuk said, shaking his head in amazement before scuttling across to the window. He crouched down to listen. 

				Bindi bounced the ball as quietly as she could. ‘Come on, guys,’ she said softly, ‘let’s play ball.’ She ran to the side of the house where she would be out of sight of passersby and the house occupants. The dogs followed, still wagging their tails. Bindi threw the ball. The lanky dog ran after it and brought it back. Bindi began the game again.

				At last Wangchuk appeared. The dogs ignored him. They were too busy chasing the ball.

				‘Well?’ Bindi whispered.

				‘There were three men talking. One of them was Mr Ming-Ma. They were making plans and talking. Mr Ming-Ma was telling the other two to go back to the forest.’

				‘To get more panda poo?’ 

				‘Worse. He wants them to take the dogs. They’re going to hunt down the pandas.’

				‘When? Tomorrow?’ Bindi could hardly believe what she was hearing.

				Wangchuk shook his head. ‘No. Not tomorrow. Now.’
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				There was no time to lose. They had to do something, and fast.

				An idea popped into Bindi’s head, but could she pull it off? She surveyed the stone wall they’d scaled to get into Mr Ming-Ma’s yard. It was higher than she was tall. Getting the dogs over it would be impossible. She scanned the yard. It was surrounded by stone walls – all high. 

				Then she spotted it. A gate in the far wall. She pointed. 

				Wangchuk seemed to understand what she was thinking. ‘Maybe it’s unlocked,’ he said.

				‘Come on, boys,’ Bindi said to the dogs. ‘Let’s go for a run.’ She picked up the ball and dashed past the house towards the gate. Wangchuk and the dogs followed.

				The gate was closed but not locked. Bindi wrestled with the bolt. Finally, it slid across.

				She pushed the gate open and they all went through together. 

				Behind the back stone wall they ran and, skirting the forest, headed in the direction of the teahouse.

				Every now and then Bindi threw the ball. The dogs raced after it and pushed it back, loving the game.

				Not far from the teahouse they stopped and hid in the bushes to decide what to do next. Bindi held onto the fur of the big mastiff. He sat down, panting. His friend collapsed beside him, his tongue lolling.

				Bindi and Wangchuk looked across to the teahouse. They were out of sight of the verandah, and could see no one.

				‘We’ve got to hide the dogs,’ Bindi said. ‘Any ideas?’

				‘We can hide them in the wood store.’

				‘What if your dad finds them?’

				‘He won’t go down there till after breakfast tomorrow.’

				‘Okay.’ Bindi whispered. ‘Lead the way!’ 

				Bindi and the dogs followed Wangchuk across to the teahouse. Wangchuk led them into a small storeroom. A wood pile took up half the room, but there was enough space for the dogs to stretch their legs and lie down. 

				Wangchuk disappeared and returned with a large bowl of water and an old blanket.

				‘You boys stay in here until we come back. We won’t be long,’ Bindi said, tossing the ball in through the door before quietly pulling it shut.

				‘That should slow down those men,’ Wangchuk said as they made their way back onto the road. 

				Bindi grimaced. ‘I hope so.’ Unfortunately, she was certain they’d need more than hope if they were going to really protect the red pandas.

				‘I better go and feed Tom,’ Wangchuk said. ‘Otherwise he’ll get angry.’ 

				‘Okay. I’ll find Chandra and Vicki and tell them what’s happened,’ Bindi replied. ‘We’re going to need their help.’ 

				[image: Leaf.png]

				Bindi ran back the way they’d come, skirting the forest behind the houses so she wouldn’t be seen. Everything was now bathed in shadow. Soon the sun would sink behind the mountain and the warmth of the day would give way to the night chill. 

				After Bindi had told Vicki and Chandra everything that had happened, they’d set off up the road with Finju to speak to Aunty Maya about Mr Ming-Ma.

				But she was still worried. What if Ming-Ma made the two strangers go out to hunt the pandas, dogs or not?

				When she reached Mr Ming-Ma’s back wall, she jumped up and peeped over it once more. 

				The two strangers were in the yard, calling for the dogs. When the animals didn’t come, the men disappeared inside the house.

				Bindi watched. The light was starting to fade, but she could see the house clearly.

				The two men re-emerged, heavy bags in their hands. 

				Then a third man appeared in the doorway. He was large, and his clean white shirt and bright white runners were plainly visible in the growing gloom. 

				This must be Mr Ming-Ma!

				Bindi squinted. The man was holding something long in his hand. He passed the object to one of the men, who pushed it into his bag, where it stuck out like an antenna.

				Bindi strained her eyes to see. What was it? Could it be?

				Back along the forest edge she ran, faster than she’d ever run before. She had to find Wangchuk and do something – anything – to stop these men hurting the red pandas.
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				From the safety of the other side of the wall, Wangchuk watched Tom snort and paw the ground. Tom’s dinner was still piled at the boy’s feet. Hungry, the bull was getting very angry indeed. 

				Wangchuk looked up when he heard Bindi approach. ‘How did you go?’ he called.

				Bindi dashed across and pulled him down so they would be out of sight of the road. 

				‘What did you see?’ Wangchuk whispered.

				‘Those men. They’re coming. I think they’re going out into the forest. And I think they might have a gun!’ 

				Bindi popped her head up. The men were only a short distance away. Soon they’d be passing the yard. After that they’d be on the forest trail to find the pandas.

				‘What are we going to do?’ Bindi looked at her friend. 

				Wangchuk stared back at her. ‘Poor Tom still hasn’t had his dinner,’ was all he said.

				Bindi clicked her fingers. ‘You’re a genius!’

				‘Let’s do it!’ 

				They scuttled along the wall until they reached the old wooden gate. Wangchuk climbed up and wrestled with the latch. Seconds later the gate swung open, and they leapt behind it to be well out of the way of the bull. 

				Wangchuk whistled loudly.

				Raising his head, Tom glared in their direction. He pawed the ground with his hoof, snorting and tossing his head before trotting over. Spying the open gate, he picked up speed and cantered through.

				At the sight of the two men in the road, Tom stopped short, snorting loudly. Again, he pawed the ground. Then, dust flying, he charged.

				Hearing the thunder of hooves, the two men looked up. Tom was almost upon them. Throwing their packs on the ground, they ran for their lives as fast as they could, back in the direction of the village. 

				Wangchuk and Bindi followed the chase at a safe distance. 

				Outside Aunty Maya’s place they caught up with Tom. He’d stopped in the middle of the road, having bailed up the men against the front fence across the way. 

				Bindi and Wangchuk approached cautiously, Tom stamped his hoof, a crazy look in his eye.

				At that moment, Aunty Maya’s door opened and Vicki, Chandra, Aunty Maya and Finju came out onto the verandah. 

				Bindi waved.

				‘It looks like you’ve caught the panda-poo thieves,’ Vicki called out. ‘But I’d get in here and out of the way of that bull quick smart.’ 

				Bindi and Wangchuk made their way across to Aunty Maya’s verandah, being careful not to provoke Tom.

				‘It’s like we’re in the middle of some crazy movie,’ Bindi said when they were safe.

				Wangchuk nodded. ‘Let’s call it Stampede.’

				Bindi thought for a moment. ‘Or what about Panda-monium? It sums up everything that’s happened.’

				Wangchuk grinned, his eyes sparkling. ‘Panda-monium. Starring Bindi, Wangchuk . . .’

				‘. . . Jangmu, and Ang . . .’ Bindi added. 

				‘And guest starring Little Bindi.’ Wangchuk raised his arm for a high-five.

				‘Ah yes, Little Bindi,’ Bindi said, slapping her friend’s hand.

				Wangchuk looked at Bindi, his eyes laughing. ‘The bravest, cleverest little red panda in the whole wide world.’
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			  It couldn’t be possible, but it was. Against the azure sky, those distant ice palaces looked even more stunning, a sparkling tiara of pearl, ivory and glass.

				‘What an amazing place to live,’ Bindi said. 

				She was standing at the top of the stone steps with Wangchuk. Today they would be visiting the red pandas on their own. Chandra and Vicki, with the help of Finju and Aunty Maya, were busy talking to the villagers about the new sanctuary they’d agreed to help create.

				‘Wangchuk nodded. ‘It’s not bad, is it?’ 

				‘And lucky you will be spending more time out here!’ Bindi wouldn’t be able to stay to help set up the sanctuary, but her friend would. With his knowledge of the red pandas in the area, Wangchuk had already been offered a role.

				‘It’ll be a lot more fun than feeding angry old Tom,’ Wangchuk replied. ‘Mr Ming-Ma is going to have to do that himself.’ He laughed, his eyes shining.

				‘Mr Ming-Ma’s going to have to do a lot for himself from now on. Everyone else seemed very angry with him.’ Bindi shook her head. ‘Even the dogs won’t go back to him!’ It was true – when the two dogs were released they refused to return to Mr Ming-Ma’s. They were still at the teahouse, playing with their new ball. 

				Wangchuk flashed Bindi a smile and suddenly sat down on the step. ‘Let’s have that morning tea I packed,’ he said. ‘I’m hungry.’ From his bag he pulled two small packages wrapped in brown paper. He purposefully handed one to Bindi, before quickly opening his own to reveal some rice and vegetables. 

				‘Mmm, that looks nice,’ Bindi said. ‘She began to open her package. But when she pulled back the paper she leapt to her feet. ‘Ew! Panda poo!’ 

				Wangchuk burst out laughing and slapped his thigh. ‘Got you!’

				Bindi screwed up her eyes. ‘I’m going to get you back!’

				Stuffing his morning tea into his pocket, Wangchuk jumped to his feet. ‘Only if you catch me!’ he shouted, running off up the trail.

				At the big rhododendron he took a sharp left and dashed off into the forest. Bindi was struggling to keep up, but she gave it her best shot – she wasn’t going to let a ten-year-old boy outrun her!

				Not far from the rock ledge where they’d first seen Jangmu, Ang and Little Bindi, they slowed down and began to move very quietly. At the ledge they stopped and waited.

				It wasn’t long before Wangchuk patted Bindi’s arm. She looked where he was pointing.

				There, half-hidden by bamboo leaves, was a red panda. She was munching daintily on bamboo shoots, taking her time to pick the greenest, juiciest ones. Every now and then she stood up on her back legs and looked about her. She showed no fear – only curiosity. Then she’d go back to her lunch.

				‘Which panda is that?’ Bindi whispered.

				Wangchuk turned to look at Bindi. ‘Which do you think?’

				Bindi shrugged. ‘I’m not sure . . .’

				‘It’s Little Bindi, of course,’ he said with a wide grin. ‘Isn’t she incredible?’

			

		

	

  





ANIMAL FACT FILE

THE RED PANDA

[image: image]


[image: image]The red panda is found throughout the foothills of the Himalayan Mountains, from western Nepal to northern Myanmar and south-western China.

[image: image]They are a reddish-brown colour with white ear rims, cheeks, muzzle and spots above the eyes.

[image: image]They prefer to live in altitudes between 5,000 and 15,000 feet on steep mountainous slopes that are covered with a dense canopy and mixed forests of coniferous trees, deciduous hardwoods. 

[image: image]The average lifespan for a red panda is 12 years in the wild and 14 years in captivity. 

[image: image]Red pandas are solitary animals, and will only come together for mating. 

[image: image]Red pandas are classed in their own family, Ailvridae, and are not related to giant pandas or raccoon, despite the similarities.
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