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            Prologue

         
         The anima was her guide.

         
         It swirled above the water, invisible, but Endurance’s glands were alive to it, as sure as any predator to the scent of blood.
            The hidden tides of magic made her senses sing with an ancient song. It didn’t matter that her sight was fading with age.
            It didn’t matter that no moonlight penetrated the cloud to light her way. She could have made this journey with her eyes closed.
         

         
         The old toad hopped along the riverbank, drizzle tickling her back, toes splaying for purchase in the mud. She picked her way past the detritus that clogged the water’s flow—old tin cans and bits of metal, wrappers that still carried the scents of human food. Carried in on the wind or tossed from the road above, their trash became snagged in the shallows, where it lay rotting or rusting. In her younger days, the waterway had flowed clean and clear, its babble mingled only with the buzzing of fat insects. Or maybe her memory was playing tricks on her. There were no insects tonight. 

         
         Yet whatever changes the years had wrought, there was always the anima. It was said to come from mountains far away, where
            humans never ventured. There were places in the city where the anima could be harder to discern. But not here, by the river.
            Here it flowed rich and free.
         

         
         She had almost reached her destination—the bridge that cut the city in two—and where, every full moon, the Conclave would
            gather. Unusually, her belly fluttered with anticipation. Her visions had been troubling her recently, and she hardly knew
            what to make of them.
         

         
         She heard the traffic long before she saw it and, gazing upward, saw the bridge looming. Even at this hour, the cars streamed
            across, their lights making silver sparkles of the rain. At either end rose the two halves of the city where the humans spawned
            and teemed. They rarely descended beneath the bridge itself—just the odd youngster marking the guardrails with strange swirls
            and symbols. Even humans have their rituals, old Grit had once remarked. But Endurance hadn’t seen one down here for a long time, and their markings had faded, or grown
            over with slimy moss.
         

         
         She was pleased to see most of the Conclave had already arrived. They sat, three squat toads still as rocks, where the bank had crumbled, forming a small island knotted with weeds. Somehow a rolling crate had found its way down here too and lay upturned in the shallows like the bones of a long-forgotten creature. 

         
         When the others saw Endurance, they lifted their warbling voices in greeting, and she splashed across the narrow channels
            to join them.
         

         
         “You’re late, old mother,” grumbled Stoic. His skin was bright orange for the most part, though his underbelly was as white
            as snow.
         

         
         “Show some respect to our leader,” put in Fortitude, a small green toad. “She’s eighteen summers born.”

         
         “And she can answer for herself,” scolded Endurance, climbing onto the island. “But Stoic is right. I’m sorry to keep you
            waiting. I’m afraid my legs haven’t so much spring of late.”
         

         
         Courage, the youngest of the Conclave, dark and long-limbed with a narrow head, crawled closer to her. He’d been admitted
            only five moons before, on the untimely death of poor Grit, crushed by the wheels of a car while still groggy from hibernation.
            Yet, despite his youth, Endurance already sensed Courage to be powerfully attuned, maybe more than any of them.
         

         
         “I’m glad you came,” he trilled quietly. “My visions . . . they’ve been . . .”

         
         “Not yet,” said Stoic. “We must abide by the customs. Resilience isn’t here.”

         
         “Yes, he is!” came a voice from the shadows, followed by the splat and plop of a toad moving at speed over boggy ground. By
            the time he reached them, his knobbly flanks were heaving. “The humans have erected a new dwelling right on my usual route.
            I had to find another way around.”
         

         
         “Will they ever stop?” muttered Fortitude. “Soon there’ll be no wilderness left!”

         
         “It is true, the humans are encroaching. And the anima is not flowing as strongly. But as long as there is anima, there’ll
            always be places for our kind,” warbled Endurance. She waited for Resilience to catch his breath before addressing Courage.
            “So tell us, young one, of your vision.”
         

         
         Courage cleared his throat. “I was in my usual place, on top of one of their skyscrapers,” he began quietly. “It was a stormy dawn. Wind drove the rain sideways, and the bellies of the clouds flashed with light. But for a moment a patch of sky cleared and showed me the shape of the future. I saw a tree of drooping branches, and beyond shone the pale and yellow moon. Its light, cast through the boughs, became a shadow claw raking the city below me. It seemed so real, I could imagine it tearing great gouges from the streets.” 

         
         Endurance swallowed thickly as his words sank in. Perhaps it was a coincidence that she had seen the same.

         
         “A tree in the clouds?” croaked Stoic. “Are you sure?”
         

         
         Endurance gave the ground a soft slap with her foot. “He says he saw it. Why would you doubt him?”

         
         Stoic shuffled his bulk a little. “I meant no offense, old mother,” he rasped. “It’s just . . . well, I saw something similar.”
         

         
         All heads turned to him, and Endurance felt her skin pucker.

         
         “I was in the city park,” Stoic continued. “There’s a place the children and the dogs never venture, where the ground is marshy,
            the air dank. From there I can watch the fountain. No unattuned could know it, but in the falling spray, the anima gathers.
            There I saw the moon as well, but in my vision a tree was reaching upward, as if to wrestle it to earth.”
         

         
         Endurance had a strange sense of the night pressing in on her from all sides. She wasn’t ready to share her own vision yet,
            but dread sat heavy in her gut at what she had heard so far.
         

         
         “I saw it too!” warbled Fortitude. “In the bottom of my pond, among the black weeds, I saw a moon that burned like fire above a tree. As I watched, the leaves turned to ash and fell, leaving the blackened branches bare.” 

         
         “And you, Resilience?” asked Endurance.

         
         The latecomer surveyed her with black and beady eyes. He swelled his throat, as if gathering his resolve. “The same,” he clucked.
            “A moon and a tree, in conflict. What does it mean?”
         

         
         Endurance moistened her lips with a flicker of her tongue. “I have seen it too,” she said. “Almost nightly since our last
            gathering. In my visions, the moon waxes and wanes, and with it the tree withers and blooms. When one thrives, the other suffers.
            It is as though the two are connected . . . as though they fight for the same breath to sustain them.” She shivered as she
            recalled the eerie images. “I don’t know what it portends, but we must not ignore it. Something important is coming. A mighty
            struggle.”
         

         
         A silence fell over the Conclave, so the only sound was the whoosh of the traffic above their heads.

         
         “Come closer, all of you,” said Endurance.

         
         She shuffled to the river’s edge, and the Conclave gathered at her side. The water was black as the night sky, offering no
            reflection. She sensed its anima, though, dense and rich and life-giving.
         

         
         “Lend me your power,” she beseeched them, “that together we may see more clearly.”

         
         She closed her eyes, taking in a deep breath, and heard her toad-kind do the same. As she inhaled, the anima filled her, warm as the riverbank on a summer’s day. And though she couldn’t see the Conclave alongside her, she felt their presence from the anima that enfolded her in thick currents. She felt it lift her, the toil of years seeming to vanish from her tired limbs. 

         
         Endurance dipped her head into the dark waters, where the anima blurred the boundaries between the world of past and present,
            where the spirits of her ancestors, and of Conclaves old, all convened as one.
         

         
         And there, in her mind’s eye, she saw the future.

         
         Endurance ripped her head from the water, droplets scattering on the other members of the Conclave, and staggered backward
            from the river’s edge. From her mouth a cry escaped.
         

         
         “What is it?” asked Fortitude.

         
         “What did you see?” croaked Resilience.

         
         Slowly, the anima seeped from her veins, leaving her shivering. The vision was more powerful than any Endurance had experienced
            before. It left her reeling to the tips of her toes.
         

         
         “Tell us, please!” trilled Stoic. “Was it bad?”

         
         She turned to face them. Each toad was staring at her. They want answers, but what can I tell them?

         
         “I . . . I don’t know what it means,” she warbled.

         
         “But you saw something?” said Courage.
         

         
         Of that there could be no doubt. Not only had she seen it—she had felt it with every fiber of her being.

         
         Heat, across her skin.

         
         Smoke in her nostrils.

         
         A crackle in her ears.

         
         An orange wave sweeping toward her.

         
         “Yes,” she mumbled. “I saw fire. Terrible, terrible fire.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
         
            Chapter 1

         
         Something was after her.

         
         Luna zigzagged back and forth, running as fast as she could, her paws pounding against the ground, but it was no use. Whatever
            was behind her—she was too afraid to turn and see—was gaining on her. She could smell its foul breath, feel the heat of its
            body coming closer and closer. I can’t let it catch me, she thought helplessly. I have to get away.

         
         “Wake up, Lu!”

         
         She shifted, still half-asleep as she came out of her dream. Willow’s voice was insistent, but not enough to make Luna open
            her eyes. Her sister was always fussing about something or other. Always worrying. It was exhausting. “What is it?” she murmured.
         

         
         “Fire!” yowled Willow.

         
         This time the voice came with a sharp paw prod, right between the ribs, and as the meaning sank in, Luna twitched her nose. An acrid scent slid up her nostrils, bringing with it a stab of alarm. Suddenly she was awake, uncurled, on four paws. Willow was sitting up beside their sleeping spot on the worn leather of the dining booth seats. In the dark of the restaurant, Luna’s sister was a black silhouette, her tail swishing anxiously back and forth, blue eyes agleam with a dancing orange reflection. 

         
         Luna hopped up with her forepaws on the seat back and saw it too. Through the frosted glass of the kitchen doors, blurred
            and leaping flames. Fingers of gray smoke were creeping under the doors. Already a heavy haze hung in the air, and her eyes
            began to sting.
         

         
         “We need to go—now,” mewed Luna, trying to remain calm.

         
         “We can’t!” said Willow, squirming. “This is our home. . . .”

         
         “This home is on fire!” replied Luna. “We’ll find another.”

         
         She nudged her head into Willow’s neck to encourage her to move, then leaped from the booth to the tiled floor. After a brief pause, flashing panicked looks at the flames, Willow followed. Luna ran for the main entrance, only to halt when she saw smoke engulfing the stairway, carrying with it a wave of baking heat. 

         
         “We can’t go that way,” she mewed.

         
         Willow pressed close to her, eyes wide with terror, as a low rumble came from above. They both looked up. The blackened ceiling
            panels were moving—buckling and shifting like the belly of a great beast.
         

         
         “Go!” yowled Luna, shoving her sister hard as she sprang the opposite way. In the same moment, the ceiling collapsed in a
            shower of debris and sparks, right where they’d been standing. A cloud of soot washed over her, leaving Luna spluttering.
            Somehow the fire was coming from above and below.
         

         
         The smog grew thicker. She couldn’t see her sister, and a spike of terror weakened her legs.

         
         “Willow!” she wailed.

         
         There was no answer.

         
         “Willow! Where are you?”

         
         “Luna?” came a plaintive meow. And then, through shifting smoke, Luna saw her.

         
         “Are you okay?”

         
         Willow shook her fur, throwing off flakes of ash. “There’s no way out. It’s everywhere!”

         
         Luna cast panicked glances through the roiling smoke. Willow was right. It seemed to be closing in from all sides, licking
            hungrily from booth to booth.
         

         
         “Up there,” meowed Luna, pointing her nose toward the shelves behind the diner’s food counter, where there was a small window. It had always been ajar, and she thought it might just be wide enough that they could wriggle through. She had no idea what lay on the other side. 

         
         The sisters picked their way across the glowing, smoking remains of the ceiling tiles, hopped onto the counter, then onto
            an old glass-fronted cabinet. It was hard to see much at all in the swirling fumes, and with each shallow breath, Luna’s head
            swam with a nausea that threatened to make her stumble and fall. If she did, she knew it would be over. But they had reached
            the window, where the smoke billowed out into the night.
         

         
         A light drizzle fell outside, and beyond the ledge lay the sweet promise of fresh air, but Luna’s heart sank to see the drop.
            The street was two floors down, a narrow alley running between the restaurant and the next building over. The walls were sheer,
            with no way to climb down. Only a dumpster, just off to one side, offered anything to aim for. But it would take a fair leap
            to reach it.
         

         
         “We have to jump,” mewed Luna.

         
         Willow stared down. “It’s too far.”

         
         Luna felt waves of heat lapping at her tail. She looked back and saw the restaurant was completely ablaze. “We’ve got no choice.”

         
         Her sister was still staring at the ground below, her gray flanks quivering. Luna felt her sister’s fear almost more keenly
            than her own.
         

         
         “We can make it,” she growled, as much to convince herself as Willow. Could they? She didn’t know, but it was the only chance
            they had. They might survive the fall, but there was no way they could survive the fire. She squeezed through the gap in the window. “I’ll go
            first.”
         

         
         “I’m scared,” meowed Willow behind her.

         
         “Me too,” replied Luna, “but we have to. Together, okay?”

         
         Willow bobbed her head. “Always,” she purred.

         
         Luna took a deep breath and bunched the muscles of her hindquarters. “Now!” she hissed.

         
         She sprang from the window, paws outstretched. She seemed airborne for an eternity, then picked up speed, the ground rushing
            to meet her. With a thump, her four feet slammed into the lid of the dumpster. Her legs cushioned the impact. Willow landed
            a heartbeat later, skittering on her paws but keeping her balance.
         

         
         “We did it!” trilled Willow.

         
         Relief flooded Luna from whiskers to tail, and she sucked deep breaths into her burning lungs. In the dark of the alley, the
            only light came from the windows of the diner above, each an angry red glow.
         

         
         “It’s all gone,” she mewed quietly.

         
         Willow looked up too, then nuzzled her sister’s scruff. “We’ll be okay . . . ,” she purred, unconvincingly.

         
         As the terror and triumph of the jump left her veins, Luna’s despair threatened to overwhelm her. The old diner was the only
            home they’d ever known. Well, almost. Since they’d first run away after their mother’s death when they were tiny kittens,
            it had been their sanctuary in the city, a roof over their heads with enough rodents to keep them fed and free from human
            interference.
         

         
         “We’ll be okay,” Willow repeated.

         
         The rain turned into a deluge, cooling their hot fur. Luna turned toward the end of the alley, where the lights of the city
            awaited, smeared by the downpour. Suddenly their life of the last few moons, sheltered and safe, seemed so small. She should
            have known it couldn’t last forever. She felt foolish for not preparing herself better for when it would inevitably end. They’d
            been incredibly lucky once—but life would be very different from here on out.
         

         
         Now, there’d be no more pretending the world outside didn’t exist. Now, they’d have to survive in it.
         

         
         

         All night they huddled together under a car, listening to the hammering of the torrential rain. Luna, shivering uncontrollably, thought sleep would never come, but it must have, because when she next opened her eyes, a gray dawn had arrived, and Willow was licking her ear. 

         
         “You’re filthy, sister,” she mewed.

         
         Luna purred her thanks and let her sister groom her. It reminded her of her mother’s touch, and she lost herself for a moment
            in the memory. But the contentment couldn’t last. The smell of smoke was still thick in Luna’s nostrils, and her limbs had
            stiffened from being curled so tightly against the cold. She stretched, then inched her whiskers into the morning. The street
            was deserted but lined with cars, the concrete crowded with puddles.
         

         
         “We’ll find somewhere else,” mewled Willow wistfully. “Another human eating place with mice and rats and leftovers. Maybe
            better than the last one! Maybe with carpets on the floor!”
         

         
         Luna nuzzled her sister and guessed that she too was remembering the home they’d had before the diner, back with their mother
            and the human man who had put down bowls of delicious food that barely needed chewing. Every surface had seemed soft and warm,
            so that when play ended, all one had to do was lie down and sleep. It seemed like a distant dream of lazy days, full bellies,
            and their mother’s warmth.
         

         
         It was possible, for a while at least, to lose herself in the memories, but it never lasted. For in the wake of nostalgia came the other stuff. The nightmare of how it all ended, when the human who’d seemed so kind showed who he really was.
         

         
         She shook herself. Soot fell around her like a shadow.

         
         “We shouldn’t rush into anything,” she mewed, still thinking of the past. “A place isn’t always as good as it seems.”

         
         From the sadness in Willow’s bright blue eyes, she obviously caught her meaning.

         
         Luna pricked her ears to brighten her mood. “Anyway, this might be a blessing. We don’t know what other opportunities there
            might be. For adventure. For . . . fun.”
         

         
         “Well,” Willow mewed, her voice full of false cheer, “as long as we’re not spending another night in the rain!”

         
         The car they were hiding under gave a strange yelp, lights flashing on the wet ground at each corner. They both froze.

         
         Footsteps approached—a human heading from a building across the road, right toward the spot where they sheltered. Had they
            been spotted? Luna got ready to run.
         

         
         But the human stopped, opened the door, and climbed inside. A moment later, the car growled to life above them and seemed to shake Luna to her bones. Luna pressed her body to her sister’s and they both cowered as the car shot off along the street, leaving them exposed. It belched clouds of smoke and sprayed water from its wheels as it went. 

         
         “Was that fun enough for you?” asked Willow as they darted onto the wet sidewalk.
         

         
         Luna shuddered. They knew next to nothing about what dangers the city held. If they were going to explore, they needed a safe
            place to return to each night—somewhere away from the eyes of any humans.
         

         
         Her stomach rumbled, and Willow’s immediately echoed the noise.

         
         “Sounds like we’re thinking the same thing,” mewed Luna.

         
         “Breakfast!” replied her sister.

         
         

         They stuck to the quietest streets as best they could, hugging the walls of the tall buildings. The city was waking up around
            them, with cars choking the streets, and humans going about their business amid flashing lights and raucous sounds. Luna tried
            to keep her bearings for a while, memorizing the turns they took from the diner. But eventually she gave up.
         

         
         There’s no going back now.

         
         The smells of the city were overwhelming. Food aroma spilling from storefronts, the belching fumes of the vehicles—they saw one that was enormous, almost blocking the sky, and chock-full of humans. Among their smells were scents of other animals, of whom her instincts told her to be wary. Yet with each step farther into the unknown, her confidence grew. There were dangers, yes, but a city this big was full of opportunity. With her sister at her side, they could find a way. 

         
         She wasn’t surprised that Willow seemed cautious about exploring the new world. Her sister had always been more careful. She
            hesitated for longer at street corners. Her wide eyes darted at the slightest strange sound, and she crept along the sidewalks
            with her head lowered and tail tucked. Luna slowed her own steps so as not to get too far ahead and offered reassuring purrs.
            She just needs time to adjust, that’s all. But as they reached an area of open grass and trees, Willow’s ears pricked up, and her nostrils twitched.
         

         
         “You smell that?” she chirped.

         
         “Pigeon,” purred Luna, her mouth watering.

         
         They hadn’t had pigeon since their mother caught one in the garden of the human’s house, feeding them juicy scraps when they
            were just weaned. She must have been a remarkable hunter, Luna realized, for she had delivered all kinds of treats from her
            expeditions in those early days.
         

         
         There were metal railings around the parkland, but they easily slid through and crept into the undergrowth on the other side. From the bushes, Luna saw them—a dense flock of birds, bobbing around an overflowing trash can. Others fluttered and flapped above, trying to find a landing spot to share the feast. 

         
         “You send them to me,” murmured Willow.

         
         Luna signaled her agreement with a flick of her tail and watched as Willow slunk away to her left, her body low. The pigeons
            were too busy with their feeding frenzy to see Willow skirt a wide arc around them, but even if they’d been on high alert,
            Luna doubted they’d have spotted her. Willow moved in smooth bursts, at each pause seeming to melt into her surroundings.
            At times Luna had to squint to spot her sister’s gray shape among the foliage, and even then, there were moments she could
            not see her.
         

         
         Stalking wasn’t something their mother had taught her—it came to Willow as naturally as breathing. And though the sisters
            were practiced at their roles by now, Luna always felt a twinge of envy at her sister’s skill.
         

         
         Before long, she caught a flash of Willow’s blue eyes, lurking in a flowerbed a few strides beyond where the pigeons fed.
            The rest of her form materialized, muscles bunched and ready. It was time for Luna to play her part.
         

         
         Her heartbeat picked up to a rapid patter as she crept forward, low to the ground, gathering herself for the assault. Heat built inside her like it did at every hunt, fizzing along every strand of fur. It made her feel powerful and alive and almost invincible. It sharpened her claws, so she felt she could slice through anything. Her eyes settled on one particular fat bird, right in the midst of the flock. 

         
         She ran, darting across the grass, then the asphalt, straight for it. Time seemed to slow. One by one, the birds’ heads jerked
            in her direction. Eyes widened and wings spread, but she already knew her momentum would be too much for them to escape. The
            flock began to rise from the ground, a simultaneous lift of feathers. Their wings and cries tangled in panic.
         

         
         Luna reached her target, pushing off from her hind legs, front claws extended. She buried them in the pigeon’s flank, landing
            on top of her prey. It took a single bite to dispatch the flapping, panicking bird. She spat out downy plumage and stood over
            the corpse gripped in her claws.
         

         
         The rest of the flock tried to fly, but Willow was waiting for them. With a languid ease, she leaped, her body twisting and
            seeming to hang in the air. She snatched one, then a second, carrying each back to earth before finishing them with her needle-sharp
            teeth.
         

         
         Luna’s blood still pumped hot with the kill.

         
         For a moment at least, things were good. The terror of the night before and the uncertainty of their predicament—all was forgotten
            in the triumph of the hunt.
         

         
         

         “What a team!” mewed Willow as they dug into the delicious kill under the shelter of the bushes where they’d dragged their prizes. 

         
         “You were amazing,” purred Luna. “They didn’t know what hit them!”

         
         Her sister paused for a moment in her feast, glancing up from the partially picked bones. “You know, it felt . . . odd. But
            in a good way.”
         

         
         Luna swallowed a mouthful of flesh. “I was thinking the same.”

         
         They’d hunted together countless times, of course, cornering the mice who dared to venture from the restaurant walls. But
            something about the park, and the pigeons, had been entirely different. Maybe it was because they were outside, in the fresh
            air.
         

         
         No, thought Luna, that’s not it. . . .

         
         “I feel, I don’t know . . . more alive,” Willow mewed.

         
         Yes, thought Luna. Vitality. As if they’d been living under a dark sky, and suddenly the sun had come out.
         

         
         The fur on her neck lifted, alerting her to danger, and she jerked her head around, back arching. A pair of eyes gleamed a
            few strides away, low in the undergrowth. From the set of the stare, Luna knew at once what it was.
         

         
         “Rat,” she hissed.

         
         “Leave it,” warned Willow. “We’ve got enough.”

         
         The eyes flashed as the creature darted away. Luna’s legs responded, sprinting in pursuit.

         
         “Lu, wait!”

         
         She knew her sister would follow and heard the scamper of paws at her back. Rats could be vicious things when they put up
            a fight, but with two of them it wouldn’t stand a chance. They left the bushes, onto open grass. Luna heard an old human scream,
            but her eyes were on her prey, which jinked to and fro across the ground. She matched its zigzags, gaining a little with each
            attempted dodge. Then the rat seemed to change tactics and headed right for a copse of trees.
         

         
         Big mistake, thought Luna, her mouth watering.
         

         
         In a straight line, there was no way it could escape. She plunged into the trees after it.

         
         Her eyes adjusting to the gloom, she saw it cutting a path over ground soft with fallen pine needles. It was flagging, though.
            It skidded suddenly to a halt, turning to face her, eyes ablaze. So it was a fighter. She felt her claws protract in anticipation and leaped.
         

         
         “Stop!” hissed the rat.

         
         The word hit Luna like a physical
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