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Dedication

Special thanks to Cherith Baldry





Allegiances







    
    
        	
        	THUNDERCLAN
    


	ACTING LEADER
	SQUIRRELFLIGHT—dark ginger she-cat with green eyes and one white paw



	ACTING DEPUTY
	LIONBLAZE—golden tabby tom with amber eyes



	MEDICINE CATS
	JAYFEATHER—gray tabby tom with blind blue eyes



	
	ALDERHEART—dark ginger tom with amber eyes



	WARRIORS
	(toms and she-cats without kits)



	
	WHITEWING—white she-cat with green eyes



	
	BIRCHFALL—light brown tabby tom



	
	MOUSEWHISKER—gray-and-white tom



	
	APPRENTICE, BAYPAW (golden tabby tom)



	
	POPPYFROST—pale tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat



	
	BRISTLEFROST—pale gray she-cat



	
	LILYHEART—small, dark tabby she-cat with white patches and blue eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, FLAMEPAW (black tom)



	
	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes



	
	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat



	
	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom



	
	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, FINCHPAW (tortoiseshell she-cat)



	
	BLOSSOMFALL—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat with petal-shaped white patches


    
        	
        	IVYPOOL—silver-and-white tabby she-cat with dark blue eyes



	
	EAGLEWING—ginger she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, MYRTLEPAW (pale brown she-cat)



	
	DEWNOSE—gray-and-white tom



	
	THRIFTEAR—dark gray she-cat



	
	STORMCLOUD—gray tabby tom



	
	HOLLYTUFT—black she-cat



	
	FERNSONG—yellow tabby tom



	
	HONEYFUR—white she-cat with yellow splotches



	
	SPARKPELT—orange tabby she-cat



	
	SORRELSTRIPE—dark brown she-cat



	
	TWIGBRANCH—gray she-cat with green eyes



	
	FINLEAP—brown tom



	
	SHELLFUR—tortoiseshell tom



	
	PLUMSTONE—black-and-ginger she-cat



	
	LEAFSHADE—tortoiseshell she-cat



	
	SPOTFUR—spotted tabby she-cat



	QUEENS
	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)



	
	DAISY—cream long-furred cat from the horseplace



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	
	CLOUDTAIL—long-haired white tom with blue eyes



	
	BRIGHTHEART—white she-cat with ginger patches



	
	BRACKENFUR—golden-brown tabby tom


    
        	
        	SHADOWCLAN
    


	LEADER
	TIGERSTAR—dark brown tabby tom



	DEPUTY
	CLOVERFOOT—gray tabby she-cat



	MEDICINE CATS
	PUDDLESHINE—brown tom with white splotches



	
	SHADOWSIGHT—gray tabby tom



	
	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat



	WARRIORS
	TAWNYPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes



	
	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes



	
	HARELIGHT—white tom



	
	ICEWING—white she-cat with blue eyes



	
	STONEWING—white tom



	
	SCORCHFUR—dark gray tom with slashed ears



	
	FLAXFOOT—brown tabby tom



	
	SPARROWTAIL—large brown tabby tom



	
	SNOWBIRD—pure white she-cat with green eyes



	
	YARROWLEAF—ginger she-cat with yellow eyes



	
	BERRYHEART—black-and-white she-cat



	
	GRASSHEART—pale brown tabby she-cat



	
	WHORLPELT—gray-and-white tom



	
	HOPWHISKER—calico she-cat



	
	BLAZEFIRE—white-and-ginger tom



	
    	CINNAMONTAIL—brown tabby she-cat with white paws


    
        	
        	FLOWERSTEM—silver she-cat



	
	SNAKETOOTH—honey-colored tabby she-cat



	
	SLATEFUR—sleek gray tom



	
	POUNCESTEP—gray tabby she-cat



	
	LIGHTLEAP—brown tabby she-cat



	
	GULLSWOOP—white she-cat



	
	SPIRECLAW—black-and-white tom



	
	HOLLOWSPRING—black tom



	
	SUNBEAM—brown-and-white tabby she-cat



	ELDERS
	OAKFUR—small brown tom


    
        	
        	SKYCLAN
    


	LEADER
	LEAFSTAR—brown-and-cream tabby she-cat with amber eyes



	DEPUTY
	HAWKWING—dark gray tom with yellow eyes



	MEDICINE CATS
	FRECKLEWISH—mottled light brown tabby she-cat with spotted legs



	
	FIDGETFLAKE—black-and-white tom



	MEDIATOR
	TREE—yellow tom with amber eyes



	WARRIORS
	SPARROWPELT—dark brown tabby tom



	
	MACGYVER—black-and-white tom



	
	DEWSPRING—sturdy gray tom



	
	ROOTSPRING—yellow tom



	
	NEEDLECLAW—black-and-white she-cat



	
	PLUMWILLOW—dark gray she-cat



	
    	SAGENOSE—pale gray tom


    
        	
        	KITESCRATCH—reddish-brown tom



	
	HARRYBROOK—gray tom



	
	CHERRYTAIL—fluffy tortoiseshell and white she-cat



	
	CLOUDMIST—white she-cat with yellow eyes



	
	BLOSSOMHEART—ginger-and-white she-cat



	
	TURTLECRAWL—tortoiseshell she-cat



	
	RABBITLEAP—brown tom



	
	APPRENTICE, WRENPAW (golden tabby she-cat)



	
	REEDCLAW—small pale tabby she-cat



	
	MINTFUR—gray tabby she-cat with blue eyes



	
	NETTLESPLASH—pale brown tom



	
	TINYCLOUD—small white she-cat



	
	PALESKY—black-and-white she-cat



	
	VIOLETSHINE—black-and-white she-cat with yellow eyes



	
	BELLALEAF—pale orange she-cat with green eyes



	
	QUAILFEATHER—white tom with crow-black ears



	
	PIGEONFOOT—gray-and-white she-cat



	
	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches



	
	GRAVELNOSE—tan tom



	
	SUNNYPELT—ginger she-cat



	QUEENS
	NECTARSONG—brown she-cat



	ELDERS
	FALLOWFERN—pale brown she-cat who has lost her hearing


    
        	
        	WINDCLAN
    


	LEADER
	HARESTAR—brown-and-white tom



	DEPUTY
	CROWFEATHER—dark gray tom



	MEDICINE CAT
	KESTRELFLIGHT—mottled gray tom with white splotches like kestrel feathers



	WARRIORS
	NIGHTCLOUD—black she-cat



	
	BRINDLEWING—mottled brown she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, APPLEPAW (yellow tabby she-cat)



	
	LEAFTAIL—dark tabby tom with amber eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, WOODPAW (brown she-cat)



	
	EMBERFOOT—gray tom with two dark paws



	
	BREEZEPELT—black tom with amber eyes



	
	HEATHERTAIL—light brown tabby she-cat with blue eyes



	
	FEATHERPELT—gray tabby she-cat



	
	CROUCHFOOT—ginger tom



	
	APPRENTICE, SONGPAW (tortoiseshell she-cat)



	
	LARKWING—pale brown tabby she-cat



	
	SEDGEWHISKER—light brown tabby she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, FLUTTERPAW (brown-and-white tom)



	
	SLIGHTFOOT—black tom with white flash on his chest



	
	OATCLAW—pale brown tabby tom



	
	HOOTWHISKER—dark gray tom



	
    	APPRENTICE, WHISTLEPAW (gray tabby she-cat)


    
        	
        	FERNSTRIPE—gray tabby she-cat



	ELDERS
	WHISKERNOSE—light brown tom



	
	GORSETAIL—very pale gray-and-white she-cat with blue eyes


    
        	
        	RIVERCLAN
    


	LEADER
	MISTYSTAR—gray she-cat with blue eyes



	DEPUTY
	REEDWHISKER—black tom



	MEDICINE CATS
	WILLOWSHINE—gray tabby she-cat



	WARRIORS
	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat



	
	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray-and-white she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, SPLASHPAW (brown tabby tom)



	
	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom



	
	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat



	
	PODLIGHT—gray-and-white tom



	
	SHIMMERPELT—silver she-cat



	
	LIZARDTAIL—light brown tom



	
	APPRENTICE, FOGPAW (gray-and-white she-cat)



	
	SNEEZECLOUD—gray-and-white tom



	
	BRACKENPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat



	
	JAYCLAW—gray tom



	
	OWLNOSE—brown tabby tom



	
	GORSECLAW—white tom with gray ears



	
	NIGHTSKY—dark gray she-cat with blue eyes



	
	BREEZEHEART—brown-and-white she-cat



	QUEENS
	CURLFEATHER—pale brown she-cat (mother to Frostkit, a she-kit; Mistkit, a she-kit; and Graykit, a tom)



	ELDERS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat








Maps
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Chapter 1
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Daisy crouched low in the soft bedding of the nursery, hardly aware of the trailing stem of moss that tickled her nose. She didn’t have the energy to raise a paw to swipe it away, or to groom her long cream-colored fur, still stiff with mud from the rain a few days ago. The mouse that Cinderheart’s apprentice, Finchpaw, had brought her first thing that morning lay untasted beside her.

She stared unseeing at the nursery wall. Instead of the neatly interlaced bramble tendrils, or the chinks where sunlight seeped in, her vision was overwhelmed by the memory of her kits, Rosepetal and Berrynose, lying in the center of the camp after the battle where they had died fighting for their Clan. She had licked them clean of blood and smoothed their fur and sat vigil, but now there was nothing more she could do for them.

There’s nothing more I can do for any cat in this Clan, she thought. Nothing at all.

Life in ThunderClan had started to go wrong when StarClan had withdrawn from the living Clans, silent even to the medicine cats. The cruel, controlling behavior of their leader, Bramblestar, had made things even worse, until finally the Clan had discovered that he wasn’t Bramblestar at all. A long-dead warrior, seeking revenge, had somehow managed to escape from StarClan’s hunting grounds, and he had seized control of Bramblestar’s body when the leader lost a life.

In the battle that followed the revelation, the impostor had been taken prisoner, and was now being held on ShadowClan territory while the leaders and medicine cats decided what to do with him. Squirrelflight had taken over as leader of ThunderClan, with Lionblaze as her deputy, while the whole Clan worried about whether the real Bramblestar, or StarClan itself, would ever return.

But Daisy’s anxiety about her Clan was swamped by a smothering wave of grief for Rosepetal and Berrynose, and for her other lost kits, Toadstep and Hazeltail, who had died many moons before.

Do I belong here in the nursery now? she asked herself. Here where kits are born and cared for? So many of my kits are gone forever.

Not for the first time, Daisy wondered if she should have joined the number of her Clanmates who had asked Squirrelflight for permission to leave the Clan for a while. The day before, Flipclaw, Thornclaw, Flywhisker, and Snaptooth had all left so they could think things through in peace. Even more shocking to every cat, their former deputy, Graystripe, had accompanied them. No cat claimed to understand what was going through the elder’s mind, or why he had made that choice.

If even a beloved, respected cat like Graystripe is wondering whether ThunderClan is the place for him, Daisy thought, is it really so crazy for me to question my place here?

A shadow fell across the entrance to the nursery as Mousewhisker pushed his way inside. He paused, then padded nervously up to Daisy across the layer of moss that covered the floor.

My last surviving kit . . .

Daisy blinked up at him, admiring his strong, muscular body and his thick, soft gray-and-white pelt. She felt a pang of relief that she still at least had Mousewhisker, but love and grief for the kits she had lost threatened to tear her apart. She missed them so terribly it felt like claws digging into her heart.

“You’ve been in here for days now,” Mousewhisker mewed gently, seeming to sense the raging conflict within his mother. “Wouldn’t you like to come out and help the Clan a little? Maybe going on a hunt or a patrol would make you feel better.”

“I’m not sure. . . .” Daisy’s voice croaked in her throat; they were the first words she had spoken in days. “I don’t think I could manage it.”

“I know.” Mousewhisker bent over to nuzzle his mother’s shoulder, his nose pressed deep into her fur. “But Rosepetal and Berrynose would want you to move on, to be the helpful Clanmate you’ve always prided yourself on being.”

A swell of fury rose in Daisy’s chest, but she forced it down. Where did being a “helpful Clanmate” get me? she asked herself bitterly. I’ve lost all but one of my kits. Now Mousewhisker is my only surviving kin. . . .

But Daisy knew that sooner or later she would have to leave the nursery and find a way to carry on. ThunderClan needed all its members to make an effort, especially in these difficult times. After taking a deep breath, she gave a tiny nod.

“Good.” Mousewhisker gave a relieved purr as Daisy struggled to her paws and followed him out into the camp.

As she emerged, Daisy became aware of surprised glances coming her way, as if her Clanmates couldn’t believe she was appearing at last. She tried to ignore them, concentrating instead on the life of the Clan: She saw Squirrelflight in the center of the stone hollow, her green gaze fixed on Lionblaze as he organized Bristlefrost, Cherryfall, and Stormcloud into a hunting patrol. As they headed out of camp, Daisy spotted Sparkpelt’s kits, Flamepaw and Finchpaw, bounding eagerly up to their mentors.

“They’re so strong and capable,” she murmured to herself. “It won’t be long before they have their warrior ceremony.”

“It’s partly because of you that they’ve grown up so well,” Mousewhisker told her, touching his nose to her ear. “You took such good care of them when they were in the nursery.”

Daisy’s heart clenched as she remembered how she had helped Sparkpelt when she was struggling after kitting, licking the two little scraps of fur, one black and one tortoiseshell, until they could snuggle into their mother’s fur and start feeding.

Now the two apprentices barely seemed to notice her. As their mentors led them out of camp, they strode eagerly behind, strong and capable.

I was needed then, but it feels so long ago, Daisy thought. Will I ever have a purpose in ThunderClan again?

Extending her claws, Daisy combed through the moss and bracken of her nest. It was the second time that day that she had rearranged her bedding, and she wished she could find a thorn, or a bit of holly leaf, just to prove to herself that she wasn’t wasting her time. A half-moon had passed since Mousewhisker had first lured her out of the nursery, and though she had taken part now and again in hunts and patrols, she knew that she would never be a real warrior.

“My job is looking after kits,” she mewed. “My own, and all the kits of ThunderClan. So what am I supposed to do when there are no kits? Oh, StarClan, I’m so bored!”

It seemed like moons had passed since the Clans had learned that the cat they thought was Bramblestar was actually an impostor, but the leaders couldn’t seem to decide what to do with him now that he was a prisoner on ShadowClan territory. Bristlefrost and Spotfur had left ThunderClan with Rootspring and Needleclaw from SkyClan on a quest to find the Sisters, in the hope that the group of she-cats could help them discover whether the real Bramblestar was still around in spirit form.

Daisy had only been on the fringe of the recent Clan meetings and Gatherings, and even she knew that there had been bitter quarrels among the leaders. But those were nothing compared to the bickering and sniping between Squirrelflight and Lionblaze as they struggled to lead the Clan in Bramblestar’s absence. Even now she could hear sharp meows drifting in from outside the nursery, though she couldn’t make out the words.

They’re not the cats I thought I knew, Daisy reflected. This isn’t the Clan I thought I knew. Where will it all end?

Letting out a long sigh, she padded out into the camp. Ivypool was leading a hunting patrol across to the fresh-kill pile, the jaws of all four cats laden with prey. Flamepaw and Finchpaw were dragging a big ball of soiled bedding away from the elders’ den, while Squirrelflight was bounding up the tumbled rocks, leaving Lionblaze to turn away and head for the warriors’ den. It should have been an ordinary, peaceful day in camp, but all Daisy could see was the underlying tension shrouding everything like a clinging fog. She knew that not every cat accepted Squirrelflight as the new leader, even though they were all hoping it would only be temporary.

But what other cat could take on the task right now? she asked herself. Squirrelflight was Firestar’s kit in addition to being Bramblestar’s mate. She’d been able to observe the last two leaders up close. Squirrelflight was a wonderful deputy, and Daisy often felt that she’d been born to fill the role. She loved ThunderClan. Daisy could see that keeping the Clan going gave her purpose.

I only wish I felt the same.

She was padding across to choose a piece of prey from the fresh-kill pile when a scuffling from the camp entrance made her turn back sharply. Mousewhisker burst into the camp with his apprentice, Baypaw, scurrying after him, and Sparkpelt bringing up the rear. Mousewhisker pelted across the camp until he stood underneath the Highledge, where Squirrelflight sat.

“Squirrelflight!” he called. “Smoky from the horseplace is outside. He says he wants to talk to Daisy.”

Daisy stiffened in mingled curiosity and apprehension. She had once lived at the horseplace on the other side of the lake, and Smoky had been her mate, the father of her first litter. But Daisy had left with her kits because she had been afraid that the horseplace Twolegs would take them away. She’d made a home for all of them in ThunderClan. Since then, she had occasionally seen Smoky when she passed the horseplace on her way to Gatherings, but apart from one difficult visit just before the Great Storm, they hadn’t had the chance to say much to each other. She couldn’t imagine what reason Smoky would have to want to talk to her now.

Does Mousewhisker remember that Smoky is his father? she wondered. He was old enough, when I last took him to the horseplace.

Squirrelflight rose to her paws and arched her back in a long stretch. “Did he say what it’s about?” she asked Mousewhisker.

The gray-and-white tom shook his head. “Just that he wanted to see Daisy.”

Daisy padded up to stand beside her son and dipped her head respectfully to her Clan leader. “I’d like to talk to him, if it’s okay with you,” she meowed.

Squirrelflight hesitated, then gave a curt nod. “Mousewhisker, bring him in. But keep an eye on him.”

Mousewhisker bounded across the clearing and disappeared into the thorn tunnel. Cats across camp gathered around as they heard the news, their eyes glinting with suspicion and their shoulder fur beginning to rise. Squirrelflight padded down the tumbled rocks to the floor of the camp and came to stand close to Daisy.

That isn’t necessary, Daisy thought, though she didn’t say the words out loud. Smoky isn’t dangerous. I don’t need protecting.

It felt like a quarter moon before Mousewhisker returned, leading Smoky into the stone hollow. Seeing the two toms together—both strong and muscular, both with fluffy gray-and-white pelts—Daisy thought that no cat could doubt that they were father and son. She noticed too that Mousewhisker was looking awkward, as if he wasn’t sure how to behave toward the cat he scarcely knew, even though they were such close kin.

It’s good that Smoky came to visit, Daisy thought. Maybe he and Mousewhisker can get to know each other better. And it’ll be nice to talk to him again. But even as she formed that thought, another icy wave of grief washed over her, for the kits she had lost in the battle. Berrynose was Smoky’s son, too; oh, StarClan, I’ll have to break the news to him!

Then, as she took in the troubled expression on Smoky’s face, Daisy realized that he wasn’t just dropping in for a pleasant chat. Whatever had brought him to the ThunderClan camp, it was serious.
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Chapter 2
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As soon as Smoky spotted Daisy, he darted across the camp toward her, so swiftly that Squirrelflight stepped forward, ready to intercept him, while several of her Clanmates edged closer.

Reaching Daisy’s side, Smoky pressed himself against her and gave her ear an affectionate lick. “I’m so glad to see you!” he purred.

Daisy was aware of her Clanmates relaxing as she returned Smoky’s greeting by touching her nose to his shoulder. She could taste the fear-scent on him and see the anxiety in his eyes.

“What is all this about?” Squirrelflight asked.

Smoky gathered himself, faced the Clan leader, and gave her a respectful dip of his head. “I came to ask Daisy for help,” he replied. “My mate, Coriander, has started kitting, back at the horseplace, and she’s having so much trouble! I’m really worried about her, and Daisy once told me that in the Clans there are cats who can help with problems like that.” With a pleading glance at Daisy, he added, “I know I’m not part of your Clan, but I’d be so grateful if you could spare one of those cats, just for a little while.”

Daisy stared back evenly, taking in Smoky’s request. She and Coriander hadn’t had the best of first meetings. It had stung Daisy that Smoky had seemed to have so easily replaced his previous denmate, Floss—a cat she had cared about deeply. Still, the news of a kitting queen who needed help sent a tingle of purpose from the tips of her ears to the bottom of her pads. I might not be much help with the Clan’s problems right now—but I know exactly what to do to help Coriander, and I could never refuse a cat who needs me. It’s me Smoky really wants—or me as well as a medicine cat.

She shook out her pelt, ready to leave at once. She knew she owed Smoky all the help she could give, after she had taken his first litter away from him, when she left the horseplace to return to the Clans. The least I can do is guide his new litter safely into the world.

Seeing Smoky so worried for his unborn kits gave her a twinge of regret, though, that he, and not she, was going to be a parent again. She didn’t feel jealous of Coriander, exactly, but the memory of her own kits when they were tiny and new made her heart ache. It’s all right, she told herself. I can still help these kits, even if I’m not their mother. I help other queens’ kits all the time! Although, after all the recent trouble in ThunderClan, she wondered whether this was the right time for her to leave.

Smoky’s pleading gaze was still fixed on her. “Coriander is in so much pain,” he went on. “She’s trying so hard, but the kits won’t come. Please—we need help, as soon as you can!”

The desperation in Smoky’s voice, and the way he was working his claws in the earth of the camp floor, made up Daisy’s mind for her. “I’d like to go,” she mewed, turning to Squirrelflight with a deferential dip of her head. “And we can spare a medicine cat, can’t we?”

Squirrelflight hesitated for a moment, blinking thoughtfully, then nodded. “I could never refuse a queen in need of help,” she responded. “And even though the kits won’t be Clanborn, new life is needed around here, after the death and destruction we’ve all faced lately. You may go, Daisy. I’ll send Alderheart with you, and a couple of warriors in case you run into trouble.”

“Thank you, Squirrelflight!” Daisy exclaimed, warm anticipation rushing through her. At the horseplace, she could make herself useful. And perhaps there could be an opportunity for Mousewhisker, as well. . . . “Could Mousewhisker be one of the warriors you send with us?”

“Of course,” Squirrelflight replied, while Mousewhisker gave Smoky a sidelong look filled with embarrassment, as if he wasn’t looking forward to spending time with a father who was almost a stranger to him. Daisy hoped the awkwardness between them would fade soon. Mousewhisker deserved to know his father.

“And maybe Sorrelstripe?” Daisy suggested. “We’ll need an extra set of paws to help Coriander, and Sorrelstripe birthed a litter not that long ago. She’s experienced in raising kits, and she’ll be gentle.”

“Yes, she can go too,” the Clan leader agreed. “Mousewhisker, go and find her, and I’ll fetch Alderheart.”

Mousewhisker darted off so quickly that Daisy wondered whether he was eager to escape the strangeness of trying to interact with Smoky. As Squirrelflight padded toward the medicine cats’ den, Daisy and Smoky were left facing each other.

“That tom is our son, isn’t he?” Smoky asked, angling his ears after the departing Mousewhisker. “He’s grown so much since he came to the horseplace.”

“Yes, that’s Mousewhisker,” Daisy replied proudly. “He’s become a strong warrior! And he was such a comfort to me when . . .” Her voice choked on the last words, and she couldn’t go on.

Smoky glanced from side to side, as if he was looking for some cat. Daisy knew, with a sinking sense of dread, exactly which cats he was hoping to find: their other two kits, Hazeltail and Berrynose. Panic clawed at her heart as she wondered how she would break it to him that both of them had died—especially since she had seen him after they’d lost Hazeltail, and had not told him then.

I just couldn’t bring myself to, that day, she thought, not for the first time. It shocked me, the way he said Coriander had “replaced” Floss. . . . The words wouldn’t come.

She was having a similar feeling—like words were dying in her mouth—now that she had to give him the awful news.

But Smoky seemed to understand without words. Daisy saw a flash of pain in his eyes, and his head drooped with grief. She realized that he knew exactly what had happened to his other kits.

“There . . . there was a battle . . . ,” she began, still struggling to explain, but once again the words wouldn’t come.

Smoky straightened up and shook his head as if he was getting rid of a troublesome fly. “You can tell me some other time,” he meowed. “Now we have to go. Coriander can’t wait . . . these kits are coming whether we’re ready or not!”

As soon as Alderheart joined them, a leaf wrap of herbs in his jaws, and Mousewhisker returned with Sorrelstripe, the group set out toward the horseplace.

“We’re on WindClan territory now,” Sorrelstripe murmured as they splashed through the stream that marked the border. “We should be on the lookout for a patrol.”

“WindClan shouldn’t give us any trouble, seeing that we’re with Alderheart,” Daisy pointed out, shaking drops of water from each of her paws in turn. “Besides, we’ll stay close to the lake, and we won’t be taking prey.”

Even while she was speaking, she wondered whether what she said was entirely true. They were traveling with a cat from outside the Clans, and with so much tension between the Clans after the recent battles, Daisy wouldn’t be surprised to meet with hostility from WindClan warriors.

Thinking of the battles, and how Berrynose had died, reminded Daisy that sooner or later Smoky would want the full story of what had happened to their other kits. Her gaze rested on Mousewhisker, who had taken the lead with Smoky; they were padding along side by side in silence, as if neither cat really knew how to talk to the other.

Daisy stifled a sigh. Please relax and get to know each other, she thought. You’re both such strong, clever cats.

They had covered about half the distance through WindClan territory when Daisy spotted cats outlined against the sky at the top of the moorland ridge. One of them let out a yowl, and the patrol bounded down to intercept the ThunderClan cats at the edge of the lake. Daisy and the others drew to a halt and waited for them.

As the WindClan cats approached, Daisy recognized Hootwhisker in the lead, with Crouchfoot and their apprentices, Whistlepaw and Songpaw. She was briefly worried that they meant to attack, only to puff out her breath in relief as Hootwhisker called to them in a friendly voice.

“Greetings, ThunderClan! What brings your paws this way?”

They must have seen Alderheart. That would reassure them that the ThunderClan cats meant no harm.

But Daisy’s relief was short-lived. As Hootwhisker and the rest of his patrol halted on the lakeshore, the dark gray tom’s gaze fell on Smoky, and his whiskers began to bristle in suspicion.

“What’s a rogue doing here?” he demanded.

Before Smoky could respond, Mousewhisker stepped protectively in front of his father. “Are you blind, or have the bees swarmed in your brain?” he retorted. “This isn’t a rogue; he’s Smoky from the horseplace. You must have seen him often enough on your way to Gatherings. He came to ThunderClan to ask for a medicine cat’s help, that’s all.”

Daisy’s heart clenched and she felt a heavy weight in her belly as she watched her last surviving son squaring up to cats from another Clan. She couldn’t help but imagine Mousewhisker falling in battle, blood gushing from many wounds until he collapsed in death, gone forever. I can’t bear it—I can’t! Hardly knowing what she meant to do, she stepped in front of Mousewhisker, determined to protect her kit.

But only a couple of heartbeats passed before Alderheart moved up to the head of the group and laid his leaf wrap down on a nearby flat stone. “A cat needs help, and I’m going to help,” he explained calmly. “We pose no threat to WindClan.”

For a moment Hootwhisker remained rigid, still staring at Smoky, who faced him without flinching. Then Crouchfoot poked his Clanmate in the side with one paw. “Stupid furball!” the ginger tom meowed.

To Daisy’s relief, Hootwhisker relaxed, ducking his head with embarrassment. “Sorry,” he muttered. “We’re all on edge these days. I’m sure you understand.”

Every cat murmured agreement. “Yes, it’s been a terrible time for the Clans,” Sorrelstripe meowed.

Daisy noticed that Smoky’s gaze was flicking from one cat to another as he followed the argument. She wondered whether he was asking himself if the Clans saw “terrible times” often, and if two of his kits had met their deaths because of them. She had no idea how she would ever explain to him everything that had happened since the grim leaf-bare just past, when even the Moonpool had iced over.

“Good-bye, then,” Hootwhisker mewed, gathering the WindClan patrol together with a sweep of his tail. “May StarClan light your path.”

“And yours,” Alderheart responded, picking up his leaf wrap from where he had left it.

The WindClan cats headed along the lakeshore in the direction of the ThunderClan border, while Mousewhisker took the lead again on the way to the horseplace. Smoky followed him, casting a glance back over his shoulder at Daisy, as if he wanted to talk to her, but Daisy pretended that she hadn’t noticed.

The sun hung low in the sky by the time Daisy could see the horseplace looming up in front of them. Mousewhisker picked up the pace, heading for the barn behind the shiny mesh fence.

“No, not that way!” Smoky called out to him. Catching up with Mousewhisker, who had paused and turned back, he explained, “Coriander and I had to make another den for ourselves.”

“Why?” Sorrelstripe asked.

“Things have changed at the horseplace,” Smoky began. “We—”

Smoky broke off as a terrible yowl of pain rose from a hollow a little way up the moorland slope that edged WindClan territory. The sound made Daisy feel as though every drop of blood in her body had turned to ice.

Her foreboding increased as she saw the look on Alderheart’s face, a look that said, That doesn’t sound good.
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Smoky raced up the hill and plunged into the hollow under the shelter of an overhanging stunted thorn. Daisy and the rest of the ThunderClan cats followed, pausing at the edge to look down into the dip. The grass that lined the sides was sparse and muddy, but Daisy reflected that the den had probably provided reasonably good shelter during that last, terrible leaf-bare.

At one side of the den, in a nest between two of the thorn-tree roots, Coriander’s long tortoiseshell body lay stretched out in a nest of moss and bracken, her flanks heaving as she struggled to birth her kits. Her amber eyes were glazed with pain.

Smoky was already crouched beside her, gently licking her ears in an attempt to comfort her, and reassuring her that he had brought help. Alderheart skidded down into the hollow to join them, with Daisy and Sorrelstripe hard on his paws. Mousewhisker hung back, looking uncomfortable.

“Stay up there!” Daisy called out to him. “Keep watch. There might be predators.”

Mousewhisker nodded, clearly relieved to make himself useful in a way that didn’t involve caring for the laboring she-cat. But Daisy hadn’t just told him that to keep him busy; there was a reek of blood in the air that could easily attract a fox or a badger, and Daisy could see it pooling around Coriander and smudging her white belly fur like the prints of scarlet paws.

“You can relax now,” Alderheart meowed to the tortoiseshell she-cat. “Everything’s going to be fine.”

His words sounded confident, though Daisy, who knew him well, could hear the tension in his voice. He spread out the contents of his leaf wrap, snagged a juniper berry on one claw, and held it out to Coriander. “Eat this,” he told her. “It will give you strength.”

“I can’t!” Coriander wailed.

“I can help,” Daisy said. She took the berry from Alderheart and quickly dropped it into Coriander’s gaping jaws, before she could argue. “It’s okay, Coriander—we’re here to help,” she promised as she massaged the queen’s throat. Soon she felt Coriander swallow the berry. Smoky gave her a grateful nod.

Daisy moved herself near Coriander’s hindquarters, where she could stroke the she-cat’s fur and keep an eye on the progress of her labor. Her anxiety grew as she realized that in spite of the blood and Coriander’s obvious straining, nothing much seemed to be happening. That isn’t good!

“You’re doing well,” she reassured the young tortoiseshell, wanting to keep her calm. Calm queens reserved more strength for pushing later. “It won’t be long now, and then think how happy you’ll be to see your kits.”

“It’ll be so great!” Smoky agreed; Daisy could tell that he had to force an excited purr into his voice when clearly he knew that something was seriously wrong. “We’ll have to think of names for them, and we’ll show them how to play with moss balls, and how to catch mice . . . Coriander, it’s all going to be wonderful!”

Listening to her former mate talking so excitedly, watching him as he tried to soothe Coriander, Daisy once more felt a stab of guilt at how she had taken their kits away so many seasons ago. Until their deaths, she had never regretted raising them as warriors. But if I’d stayed here with Smoky, would I have been spared the grief of outliving four of my kits? Could I have been happy with Smoky if I’d never known life in a Clan?

Coriander didn’t respond to her mate’s encouragement. She was thrashing her head from side to side. “I can’t do this!” she choked out.

“You can,” Daisy told her firmly. “Every queen says that, but every cat in the world got here this way.” Except the ones who didn’t make it, she added silently to herself.

Sorrelstripe had dashed away for a moment, and now she returned, dragging a stick. Daisy nodded at her gratefully, then pushed the stick toward Coriander’s head. “Bite down on this when the pain gets bad,” she instructed her. “I had one when I was kitting, and it really helped.”

“Some water would help, too.” Alderheart looked up from where he was running his paws over Coriander’s belly. “Could you fetch some, Sorrelstripe? There are pools in the marshes.”

“Keep a lookout for RiverClan patrols,” Daisy warned Sorrelstripe, as the dark brown warrior headed out of the hollow again. “They won’t appreciate unexpected visitors on their territory.”

“Like I care,” Sorrelstripe retorted. “If they try to stop me helping a kitting she-cat in trouble, I’ll claw their ears off!” She vanished with a flick of her tail.

“Smoky . . . Smoky . . .” Daisy’s attention was dragged back to Coriander as the she-cat struggled to raise her head, reaching out one paw to her mate. “Smoky, you have to promise me . . . don’t let the Nofurs take our kits.”

Daisy suppressed a shudder at the memory of how Floss’s kits had been taken from her by the Twolegs at the horseplace. That was why Daisy had left with her own kits and found refuge with ThunderClan.

“Coriander, don’t upset yourself.” Smoky’s voice was shaking as he stroked Coriander’s shoulder, urging her to lie down again in her mossy nest. Nodding vigorously, he added, “I promise. Our kits will grow up as true cats, not the pets of the Nofurs.”

Daisy wasn’t sure that was the best idea. While it broke her heart, she had to admit that Coriander seemed to be doing poorly. Daisy had assisted in enough deliveries to know that they didn’t always end happily. Coriander might not survive her kitting. And if Coriander died, her kits’ chance of surviving without a mother was slim. At least with the Twolegs, the kits would be safe and cared for.

But I can’t say that to Smoky and Coriander. Not now.

Daisy’s heart ached more and more as she listened to Smoky, who was telling Coriander about everything they would do when the kits were born. “Greenleaf is coming, and we can romp around with them on the grass,” he meowed. “And at night we’ll all curl up together in our cozy nest.”

That’s not going to happen, and Smoky knows it, Daisy realized from the tremble in his voice. Coriander knows it too.

Then Daisy saw that Coriander had turned her head and was gazing straight into her eyes. “That means that my kits won’t grow up in the Clans, either,” she rasped.

“I’ll never take them there,” Smoky meowed before Daisy had a chance to respond. “I promise, the kits belong here, with you and me.”

Another massive ripple passed across Coriander’s belly, and she let out a shriek of pain before sinking her teeth into the stick Sorrelstripe had brought. Daisy stroked her back as the pain ebbed.

“With you,” Coriander corrected in a gasp, when she could speak again.

“Don’t talk like that,” Smoky implored, turning in an anxious circle. “Please, Coriander, you have to be strong. I need you. Our kits need you.”

Coriander shook her head. A calm had come over her, as if she’d suddenly made peace with her fate. “I know I won’t survive this,” she murmured. “But that’s okay, because I’m bringing new life into the world. As long as you promise that you’ll raise our kits the way I’ve asked you, I’ll be at peace.”

Daisy was reminded of what Squirrelflight had said when she’d left: New life is needed around here, after the death and destruction we’ve all faced lately. Perhaps Coriander felt this, too. Daisy made a silent promise to protect the life Smoky and Coriander had created to the best of her ability.

“No! You’ll be here, too,” Smoky protested. “We’ll raise our kits together. Alderheart, you have to do something!”

The ThunderClan medicine cat had been chewing up a scrap of chervil root, and now he offered it to Coriander spread out on a dock leaf. “Lap this up,” he told the tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat. “It should help your kits to come.”

But Coriander turned her head away. All her attention was fixed on Smoky. “I need to know you can do this without me,” she insisted through gritted teeth. “You can’t let me die not knowing whether my kits will be okay. You have to promise.”

“But you’re not going to—” Smoky began helplessly, then broke off. Daisy could hardly bear to watch or listen as he leaned closer to Coriander and touched noses with her. “I promise,” he whispered.

Coriander let out a long sigh. Daisy nudged the leaf toward her, and at last she lapped up the root. The ripples across her belly were coming stronger and faster now, and she bit down hard on the stick when the pain throbbed through her. Sorrelstripe returned, her jaws full of dripping moss, and in a brief respite Coriander lapped eagerly at the water.

Come on . . . come on . . . Daisy was desperate to safely deliver these kits. It felt like the least she could do. But Coriander was struggling, and she could tell the queen was growing weaker. Daisy felt as though the ordeal had continued for season upon season, when at last Alderheart exclaimed, “They’re coming!”

The words had hardly left his mouth when a small, squirming bundle plopped out onto the moss of the nest. Daisy felt relief course through her. One kit!

“Our kit!” Smoky exclaimed, his voice shaking with wonder. “Oh, Coriander . . . well done! We have our first kit!”

While he was speaking, a second bundle followed the first, its tiny paws batting the air. Daisy felt overcome with emotion as Alderheart looked over the tiny scraps of fur. They made it!

“They’re wonderful!” Smoky breathed out. “Alderheart, is that all?”

The medicine cat ran an expert paw over Coriander’s belly. “One more to come,” he mewed.

One more? Daisy looked back at the exhausted queen, hoping it would come quickly. A massive spasm shook Coriander, her body convulsing over and over again until the third kit appeared. This one was smaller than its littermates, and lay still and silent on the moss. Smoky looked on, his eyes wide with mute appeal, while Alderheart bent and gave the tiny creature a long sniff. Daisy realized she was holding her breath. Please be all right! But finally he shook his head, and clawed a pawful of moss over the dead kit so that Coriander wouldn’t see.

Smoky closed his eyes for a moment; Daisy’s heart almost broke at the sight of his struggle. Smoky hadn’t been there for her own kitting; she’d been so worried about getting the kits away from the Nofurs that she’d hidden from him, too. Now he was watching new kits come into the world, but he also had to watch one leave. And she still wasn’t sure what would happen to Coriander. Smoky let out a shuddering sigh and turned to his weakened mate.

“Look at our kits,” he urged her, joy piercing through his grief and fear. “Coriander, we have kits. . . .”

But Coriander didn’t respond. Her eyes were closed and her chest no longer rose and fell.

Daisy stared at her. No! She’d known it was possible, but still, the reality of Coriander’s death hit her like a fallen branch. She could barely breathe, she felt so devastated, so useless. Even outside ThunderClan, it seemed, she couldn’t do what she was meant to. I came to save her, she thought miserably. I’m meant to protect queens and kits, but now these kits are motherless.

Her heart broke for Smoky. Her former mate stretched out a shaking paw and stroked Coriander’s shoulder fur. “Coriander, look. . . . Please . . . look. . . .”

“She’s dead,” Daisy whispered. “Oh, Smoky, I’m so sorry.”
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Chapter 4
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For a long time Smoky sat beside his dead mate, gazing silently down at her. As Alderheart put away the rest of the herbs and moss around them, Daisy showed Sorrelstripe how to help her clean up the two surviving kits, licking their fur the wrong way to stimulate them and warm them up.

Daisy began roughly licking the kit, encouraged by its warmth and strong heartbeat. Soon the two tiny scraps were clean and dry enough that she could see them clearly: a dark gray tom and a tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat, almost exactly like her mother. They were so lovely it made her heart ache. Such perfect little kits, orphaned before they could even open their eyes!

Eventually Alderheart nodded at Daisy. “These kits need to eat right away if they’re to survive,” he told her. “They can’t nurse from their mother, so we’ll have to find another way to feed them. How are you at hunting?”

“I can hold my own. But surely they can’t eat prey yet,” Daisy meowed. “They’re so young!”

“I can make it small enough for them to digest,” Alderheart assured her. “It’s what we did for Twigbranch and Violetshine, when Needletail and I found them alone just after they were born. They’ll need to nurse eventually, if they’re going to make it,” he continued with a doubtful shake of his head, “but some prey will keep them going for now.”

His words had roused Smoky from
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