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Dedication


Special thanks to Cherith Baldry




    Allegiances



    
        
            
            
        
        
            	 
            	THUNDERCLAN



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



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



	 
	SUNBEAM—brown-and-white tabby she-cat



	 
	MOUSEWHISKER—gray-and-white tom



	 
	BAYSHINE—golden tabby tom



	 
	POPPYFROST—pale tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat



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



	 
	NIGHTHEART—black tom



	 
	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes



	 
	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat



	 
	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom



	 
	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	FINCHLIGHT—tortoiseshell she-cat



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



	 
	EAGLEWING—ginger she-cat



	 
	MYRTLEBLOOM—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



	 
	FERNSTRIPE—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	PLUMSTONE—black-and-ginger she-cat



	 
	FLIPCLAW—brown tabby tom



	 
	LEAFSHADE—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	LIONBLAZE—golden tabby tom with amber eyes



	QUEENS
	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)



	 
	DAISY—cream long-furred cat from the horseplace



	 
	SPOTFUR—spotted tabby she-cat (mother to Bristlekit, an orange-and-white tabby she-kit; Stemkit, an orange tabby tom; and Graykit, a white tom with gray spots)



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	 
	BRAMBLECLAW—dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes



	 
	THORNCLAW—golden-brown tabby tom



	 
	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



	WARRIORS
	TAWNYPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes



	 
	STONEWING—white tom



	 
	SCORCHFUR—dark gray tom with slashed ears



	 
	FLAXFOOT—brown tabby tom



	 
	SNOWBIRD—pure white she-cat with green eyes



	 
	YARROWLEAF—ginger she-cat with yellow eyes



	 
	GRASSHEART—pale brown tabby she-cat



	 
	WHORLPELT—gray-and-white tom



	 
	HOPWHISKER—calico she-cat



	 
	BLAZEFIRE—white-and-ginger tom



	 
	FLOWERSTEM—silver she-cat



	 
	SNAKETOOTH—honey-colored tabby she-cat



	 
	SLATEFUR—sleek gray tom



	 
	APPRENTICE, BIRCHPAW (a light brown tom)



	 
	POUNCESTEP—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	LIGHTLEAP—brown tabby she-cat



	 
	GULLSWOOP—white she-cat



	 
	SPIRECLAW—black-and-white tom



	 
	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches



	 
	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes



	QUEENS
	CINNAMONTAIL—brown tabby she-cat with white paws (mother to Firkit, a brown tabby tom, Streamkit, a gray tabby she-kit, Bloomkit, a black she-kit, and Whisperkit, a gray tom)



	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



	 
	TURTLECRAWL—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	RABBITLEAP—brown tom



	 
	WRENFLIGHT—golden tabby she-cat



	 
	REEDCLAW—small pale tabby she-cat



	 
	APPRENTICE, BEETLEPAW (white-and-black tabby tom)



	 
	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



	 
	GRAVELNOSE—tan tom



	 
	SUNNYPELT—ginger she-cat



	 
	APPRENTICE, BEEPAW (white-and-tabby she-cat)



	 
	NECTARSONG—brown she-cat



	QUEENS
	BLOSSOMHEART—ginger-and-white she-cat (mother to Ridgekit, a reddish she-kit with a white nose, and Duskkit, a white tom with brown paws and ears)



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



	 
	WINDCLAN



	LEADER
	HARESTAR—brown-and-white tom



	DEPUTY
	CROWFEATHER—dark gray tom



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



	 
	APPRENTICE, WHISTLEPAW (gray tabby she-cat)



	WARRIORS
	NIGHTCLOUD—black she-cat



	 
	BRINDLEWING—mottled brown she-cat



	 
	APPLESHINE—yellow tabby she-cat



	 
	LEAFTAIL—dark tabby tom with amber eyes



	 
	WOODSONG—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



	 
	CROUCHFOOT—ginger tom



	 
	SONGLEAP—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	SEDGEWHISKER—light brown tabby she-cat



	 
	FLUTTERFOOT—brown-and-white tom



	 
	SLIGHTFOOT—black tom with white flash on his chest



	 
	OATCLAW—pale brown tabby tom



	 
	HOOTWHISKER—dark gray tom



	QUEENS
	LARKWING—pale brown tabby she-cat (mother to Stripekit, a gray tabby tom, and Brookkit, a black-and-white tom)



	 
	FEATHERPELT—gray tabby she-cat



	ELDERS
	WHISKERNOSE—light brown tom



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



	 
	RIVERCLAN



	LEADER
	SPLASHTAIL—brown tabby tom



	MEDICINE CATS
	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat



	 
	PODLIGHT—gray-and-white tom



	WARRIORS
	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat



	 
	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray-and-white she-cat



	 
	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom



	 
	SHIMMERPELT—silver she-cat



	 
	LIZARDTAIL—light brown tom



	 
	SNEEZECLOUD—gray-and-white tom



	 
	BRACKENPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	FOGNOSE—gray-and-white she-cat



	 
	HARELIGHT—white tom



	 
	ICEWING—white she-cat with blue eyes



	 
	APPRENTICE, MISTPAW (tortoiseshell-and-white tabby she-cat)



	 
	OWLNOSE—brown tabby tom



	 
	GORSECLAW—white tom with gray ears



	 
	NIGHTSKY—dark gray she-cat with blue eyes



	 
	BREEZEHEART—brown-and-white she-cat



	 
	APPRENTICE, GRAYPAW (silver tabby tom)



	QUEENS
	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat



	ELDERS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat
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Splashtail followed stealthily in Curlfeather’s paw steps as she slipped into a clump of reeds at the edge of the lake. The feathery tops rustled together, hiding the slight sounds the cats made as they brushed through the tall stems. Splashtail hoped that the smell of water and marshy ground would disguise their scents, too, from any cat who happened to be nearby.

In the middle of the clump, Curlfeather halted and turned around to settle herself on a tussock of grass. Splashtail remained on his paws, irritation thrumming through him.

“What’s all this about?” he demanded. “Why have you brought me so far away from camp?”

Curlfeather flicked her tail contemptuously. “So that no cat will hear us, mouse-brain,” she snapped. “Don’t you realize our time has come?”

Splashtail felt the irritation fade from his body, replaced by a tingle of rising excitement. “Really? Now?”

“Now,” Curlfeather meowed. “Mistystar is old, and it’s obvious she’s getting weaker by the day. She’s coming to the end of her last life. That means Reedwhisker has to die, so that I can take his place as Clan deputy and become RiverClan’s next leader.”

Splashtail paused for a heartbeat. He and Curlfeather had been speaking for moons about their shared disdain for their Clan’s reliance on StarClan, and the need for a change. Back when he was an apprentice, Curlfeather had approached him after a particularly dramatic Gathering and slyly suggested that perhaps StarClan didn’t have all the answers. Ever since then, they’d spoken privately—but with great excitement—about what it would mean to lead RiverClan in a new direction . . . if they ever got the chance. But now Curlfeather spoke about this massive change to the life of their Clan as coolly as if she were discussing where to hunt or find the best fish. He swallowed, struggling to match her self-control, then took a deep breath. “How are you going to . . . kill him?” he asked.

“I’m not going to kill him,” the brown she-cat meowed with a twitch of her tail-tip. “You are.”

For a moment all Splashtail could do was gape; he knew he must look like a frog waiting for a fly. He had believed Curlfeather had shared all her plans with him, but she had never shared this.

“We’ll be sure to make it look like an accident,” Curlfeather continued. “But don’t you see? There must be no suspicion at all that I could have killed him—otherwise Mistystar will never choose me as deputy. I’ll need to be seen with another cat when Reedwhisker dies. That means you’ll have to do it, Splashtail.”

The brown tabby tom felt the chill of the marshy ground rise up through his paws and fill his whole body. “I—I don’t think—” he stammered.

Curlfeather’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t you want to see the leadership of RiverClan change? You want to be deputy, right? Ever since you were an apprentice, you’ve wanted power. I could sense it from fox-lengths away.”

Splashtail suppressed a shiver at his Clanmate’s icy tone. “Of course I want it,” he assured her. “But it seems like I’m the cat who will be taking all the risks here. And . . . well, planning to be the next leader and deputy of RiverClan seemed exciting when we first started discussing it. We talked about how we would make our Clan so strong! But—”

“What’s your problem, Splashtail?”

“It’s just . . . well, now that the time has come, it’s—Curlfeather, you expect me to kill our Clan’s deputy. . . . What if I can’t do it? Reedwhisker is a strong warrior with a lot of experience. What if he kills me?”

Curlfeather fixed him with a compelling stare. “This is no time to lose your courage,” she told him. “Reedwhisker won’t be on his guard in RiverClan territory. He won’t expect a Clanmate to attack him. You’ll easily be able to get the upper paw with a surprise attack.”

As she spoke, Splashtail’s shoulder fur began to bristle. Why should Curlfeather get the real prize of becoming Clan leader? I’m the cat who’s going to be doing all the work. I’m the cat who is going to be taking the risk. And I only get to be her deputy? “But how can you even be sure that Mistystar will pick you as her new successor?” he continued aloud.

“I’m one of the strongest warriors in the Clan,” Curlfeather declared, giving one forepaw a complacent lick. “And Mistystar knows it. Besides, as she’s grown older, she has been much more concerned about what our ancestors think. And that’s where my kit, Frostpaw, comes in. Do you think it’s just a coincidence that she’s our new medicine-cat apprentice?”

“What do you mean?” Splashtail asked, puzzled.

“I’ve convinced Frostpaw that she’s receiving messages from StarClan,” Curlfeather explained. “Mistystar will believe Frostpaw is our Clan’s only connection to StarClan . . . and I can get Frostpaw to believe whatever I want her to believe.”

For a moment Splashtail was stunned into silence, that Curlfeather could speak so calmly about feeding a medicine cat false messages from their warrior ancestors, especially when that medicine cat was her daughter. The coldness of her plan appalled him to the depths of his belly, even while he was reluctantly impressed. It’s about time some cat stood up to StarClan! “That could work . . . ,” he murmured.

“It’s going to work,” Curlfeather agreed smugly. “Frostpaw is a good kit, and I understand how she thinks. Mistystar will want her medicine cats’ advice about who her new, final deputy should be, and that advice will be whoever I think it should be.”

“Then, when you’re deputy . . .” Splashtail felt a shiver of anticipation.

“It will be easy for me to get an apprentice assigned to you, so that you’ll be ready to become deputy in your turn. And then we won’t have to wait very long for me to become Curlstar.” She gave her tail a dismissive flick. “I doubt Mistystar will live even another moon.”

A hollow place opened up in Splashtail’s chest; he tried hard to ignore it. Mistystar had lived so long. She had been born in the old forest and made the Great Journey with the rest of the Clans. How many RiverClan cats even remembered a time when a different cat had led them?

“Then everything will change,” Curlfeather went on. “RiverClan will become the strongest Clan again. We’ll stop taking advice from dead cats and focus on the present.”

“I can’t wait,” Splashtail meowed. “Honestly, Curlfeather, I could chew my own fur off when I think that the plan depends on a medicine cat thinking StarClan wants you to be the next leader—even if it will all be faked. I don’t believe in all this listening-to-StarClan rubbish. What has StarClan ever done for me, except tell me what I can and cannot do?”

“Yes, of course. But don’t let the rest of the Clan hear you say that,” Curlfeather commented.

“Why?” Splashtail challenged her. “StarClan didn’t protect us when Darktail and his Kin invaded our territory and took over our camp. We’ll never truly recover from the damage he did. And our ancestors didn’t stop Mistystar from siding with that impostor, Ashfur. She put RiverClan lives at risk to fight for him.” He let out a contemptuous snort as Curlfeather’s gaze darkened.

“I know all that. I lived through it. And worst of all, after I’d remained loyal to Mistystar through everything, StarClan took Jayclaw from me, so that I had to raise my kits alone,” she added, her voice breaking. Then she shook herself, blinking slowly, and regarded Splashtail coolly again. “That’s when I knew something had to change. When I’m running the Clan, we’ll make our own rules, and we can encourage our medicine cats to do the same.”

“When you’re running the Clan with my assistance,” Splashtail reminded her.

“Fine,” Curlfeather meowed sharply, a glint of annoyance in her eyes. “But none of it will happen unless you keep your jaws shut and your nose clean and follow my plan.” She paused, then continued with a twitch of her tail, “You aren’t going to do all the work, you know. You’re responsible for one very important step, but I’ve been working on this plan for moons.”

“But that ‘important step’ could get me killed,” Splashtail objected.

“For StarClan’s sake, Splashtail!” Curlfeather rolled her eyes. “Do you expect the prey to leap into your mouth? Besides, it’ll be worth it,” she added more reassuringly. “I’ll make sure you have a real voice in the Clan as my deputy. And who knows? Maybe one day you’ll be Clan leader too.”

“Yeah, right,” Splashtail muttered sullenly. “I only have to wait for you to get through nine lives.”

“Save the attitude,” Curlfeather snapped. “You’re young; you could do with some time to mature before you become leader anyway,” she added tartly. “It’ll be good for you.”

Splashtail made no reply, but his eyes narrowed, and he felt a returning surge of irritation. The gift of nine lives might be the thing he resented most about StarClan. In Mistystar’s case, it meant the Clan had been stuck with a weak leader for season after season.

But it’s just like Curlfeather to on one paw say that she despises StarClan, and on the other happily take the powers they offer.

Splashtail resolved that when he was leader, he would not court StarClan’s approval. He would reject the nine lives. A cat shouldn’t need all that time to leave his Clan stronger than he found it. A strong leader should be able to do it in a single lifetime.

“So this is what you have to do.” Curlfeather’s voice broke into his thoughts. “The next time you’re on a hunting patrol with Reedwhisker, you get ahead of him when the hunters split up, and you leap out and surprise him. Maybe drop down on him from a tree. But however you kill him, make sure it looks like an accident. Remember, you’ll have to move quickly. Get away without being seen, and then we’ll pretend to know nothing about it. The Clan will mourn Reedwhisker and move on, with me as their new deputy and soon their new leader. Have you got that?”

Her condescending tone made Splashtail’s pelt prickle with irritation. “Got it,” he muttered.

Curlfeather rose to her paws. “Okay, I’m going back to camp now,” she announced. “Stay here for a few moments. The two of us shouldn’t be seen together.”

Without waiting for a response, she turned her back and stalked away. The reeds rustled once more as she brushed through them, and she was gone.

Splashtail was glad to obey; he needed time to be alone. Sitting down, he flexed his claws thoughtfully. If Curlfeather became Curlstar and accepted nine lives, she could easily outlive him, and he would never have the chance to lead the Clan. Why should he have only the power Curlfeather was willing to give her deputy, while he waited through countless moons of her leadership? He and Curlfeather thought alike on many things—that was why they had agreed to work together—but in the end he had more faith in himself. He knew he could make RiverClan the strong Clan it was destined to be. Curlfeather would only be in his way.

If I’m bloodying my paws already, why stop at one cat? he thought.

Yes, he decided: Curlfeather’s plan would be nearly complete, but she would never make it to the Moonpool.

RiverClan needed a different leader. A leader who would finally sever StarClan’s hold on the cats he was destined to rule.

A leader like Splashtail.
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Crouching in the black shadow of a holly bush, Frostpaw gazed out at the assembled cats who filled the clearing beneath the Great Oak. The full moon shed silver light over the shifting patterns of fur, and over the gray-and-white tom who stood tall among the medicine cats at the foot of the tree.

Podlight? Podlight is a medicine cat now?

Nightheart crouched beside her, his pelt warm against hers, and Frostpaw could feel the breathing of the park cats, Wasp and Waffle, stirring her shoulder fur. But at that moment she was barely aware of them. Her heart was pounding as if it would break out of her chest, and the words that Podlight had just spoken still rang in her ears.

Podlight had announced that Splashtail was to be the new leader of RiverClan.

How can he lie like this?

Frostpaw didn’t know whether Podlight was really supposed to be a medicine cat, but there was no way that StarClan would have chosen a murderer as her Clan’s new leader. And Podlight was the littermate of her mother, Curlfeather, who she now knew had been working with Splashtail to take control of RiverClan. Could he have been in on the plan?

How will I ever convince RiverClan of the truth? she wondered despairingly. Have I come back too late?

Her Clanmates seemed happy and relieved that finally, after all the hardships they’d endured, they had a leader in place. Frostpaw knew that would only make it more difficult for them to accept what she had to tell them—after they had gotten over the surprise of discovering that she was still alive.

While Frostpaw’s mind was still spinning like a falling sycamore seed, the cats in the clearing were reacting to Podlight’s announcement. Frostpaw could see doubtful glances exchanged among the other four Clans, and she heard dubious muttering, though it was too low for her to make out any words.

Eventually Breezepelt rose to his paws from a group of WindClan warriors. His voice had a hostile edge as it rose above the general buzz of conversation. “I’m finding it hard to believe that this new leader is any different from the cats RiverClan has put forward before.”

Splashtail dipped his head politely to the black tom. “We have a real medicine cat now,” he responded smoothly, “not like poor dead Frostpaw, who was so confused.” Frostpaw’s fur began to prickle angrily to hear herself so contemptuously dismissed. “StarClan has spoken,” Splashtail continued. “I admit that I was shocked at the honor, but I promise to serve my Clan with all the strength and wisdom that I have.”

“What’s all this about Podlight suddenly being proclaimed a medicine cat?” Ivypool sprang up from where she sat with the other Clan deputies on the roots of the Great Oak. “He’s been a warrior for a long time. Why would StarClan suddenly choose a full-grown cat to begin training?”

“Podlight isn’t the first older warrior to become a medicine cat.” Mothwing rose to her paws and faced the ThunderClan deputy. “Mudfur, who was my mentor, became a fine medicine cat after many seasons of serving RiverClan as a warrior. In fact, I trained as a warrior myself before I became a medicine cat.”

Frostpaw narrowed her eyes as she watched Ivypool sit down with a nod of acceptance.

Does Mothwing really believe that Podlight is genuinely our medicine cat?

Until now, Podlight had always been a good Clanmate. She might have believed him if she hadn’t known the truth about Splashtail. A swift shudder passed through her at the memory of sharp claws across her throat.

No other cat rose to object. Most of them seemed to share RiverClan’s relief that the Clan now had a new leader. Frostpaw half expected Tigerstar to argue, but the dark brown tabby tom simply watched the debate thoughtfully from his branch in the Great Oak.

“If StarClan grants Splashtail his nine lives,” Squirrelstar meowed, “I will welcome him as the head of RiverClan.”

Duskfur, who was sitting in the Great Oak as the acting leader of RiverClan, nodded in agreement. “It will be good to have the matter settled at last,” she declared. “I will be happy to follow Splashtail.”

His plan is working, Frostpaw thought, a chill of horror creeping over her from ears to tail-tip.

She gave a start when Nightheart nudged her; his eyes were wide with concern.

“What do you want to do?” he asked, keeping his voice low. “Should we leave quietly, before the Gathering is over? Then we could speak to each of the leaders separately and tell them what we know about Splashtail and his plans to take over RiverClan.”

Frostpaw paused, tempted by Nightheart’s suggestion. She was aware of Wasp and Waffle gazing at them both with worried eyes, waiting for her guidance. She swallowed hard, bracing herself as if she was about to plunge into battle. I have to be brave.

“No,” she mewed. “We need to speak up now. Splashtail cannot be allowed to become leader of RiverClan.”

Frostpaw sprang up. Whisking her tail for the other three cats to follow her, she launched herself into the middle of the Gathering, thrusting cats aside as she went. She was barely aware of startled exclamations breaking out behind her.

“What in StarClan—”

“Is that Frostpaw?”

“It can’t be!”

Every cat here thought I was dead, except Whistlepaw. What will they think now? That they’re seeing a ghost? But Frostpaw pushed the thought away. She couldn’t worry how the other cats would react; she could only worry about telling them the truth. When finally she reached the center of the crowd, she turned and faced the assembled cats. “Splashtail is lying!” she yowled.

Instantly caterwauling and gasps of shock broke out from all over the clearing. At first no cat reacted to the accusation she had just made; instead, Frostpaw realized with a mixture of amazement and gratitude, they were simply happy to see that she was alive.

Her littermates, Mistpaw and Graypaw, broke away from their Clanmates and thrust their way through the crowd until they reached her side.

“Frostpaw, it’s really you!” Graypaw exclaimed, burying his nose into her shoulder fur.

“We thought you were dead!” Mistpaw’s voice was shaking. “We thought we’d never see you again.”

Mothwing and Harelight, Frostpaw’s two mentors, approached more slowly, dipping their heads toward her and letting out purrs of welcome.

“It’s good to see you,” Mothwing meowed, giving Frostpaw’s ear a lick. “But what happened to you? Where have you been?”

“I’ll explain that later . . . ,” Frostpaw murmured.

Her anxiety faded for a moment in her delight at seeing her beloved Clanmates again. The ThunderClan cats, too, were pressing forward to welcome Nightheart, who had trailed behind her through the crowd. Frostpaw saw Sparkpelt and Finchlight exchange an incredulous glance of joy and relief, while Bayshine let out a delighted yowl. “Nightheart is back!”

Sunbeam rushed forward to touch noses with the black tom. The two cats twined their tails together, purring loudly, until Nightheart stepped back and turned once more to Frostpaw. He seemed to be waiting for her to repeat her accusation before he could concentrate on reuniting with his mate.

But Frostpaw couldn’t make herself heard over the hubbub her reappearance had caused. Cats were yowling questions at her from everywhere in the crowd.

“Why did you leave?”

“Did a fox attack you?”

“Are you okay?”

Her Clanmates were pressing around her, as if they needed to touch her to reassure themselves that she was really here—that she was real.

At last, her head spinning, Frostpaw managed to reach a clear space at the foot of the Great Oak, near the place where the deputies and medicine cats were assembled. “I know you have a lot of questions,” she began, raising her voice to be heard above the noise of the crowd. “And I will answer all of them—but first you have to listen to me.” She paused for a heartbeat; then, after taking in a huge breath, she let out a yowl that carried across the clearing. “I have spoken with StarClan! RiverClan, you are making a terrible mistake. You cannot trust Splashtail. He must not become leader of RiverClan.”

For a heartbeat every cat was silent and as still as if they had been frozen. Then objections were hurled thick and fast at Frostpaw, sharp and stinging as hailstones.

“What? You’re not even a medicine cat!” her own Clanmate Sneezecloud exclaimed.

“Yeah,” Breezeheart agreed. “You aren’t able to speak to StarClan. You admitted that yourself.”

The clamor grew louder as cats from the other Clans joined in. Frostpaw managed to stay upright, her head held high, as she was buffeted by the storm of protest. Eventually Tigerstar padded to the end of his branch and raised his tail for silence.

“First of all, Frostpaw,” he began when he could make himself heard, “I’d like to know where you have been. And who are these strange cats that you’ve brought to our Gathering?”

“I’ll tell you all you want to know,” Frostpaw responded, relieved by the ShadowClan leader’s reasonable tone. “But the most important thing you have to know right now is that StarClan showed me the truth about everything that’s happened in RiverClan.”

She paused, daunted by the enormity of what she had to reveal. Hesitant, she exchanged a glance with Nightheart, who gave her a firm nod as though he was telling her, Go ahead, say it.

Her courage renewed, Frostpaw gazed out across the heaving assembly of cats. “Splashtail murdered Reedwhisker,” she announced.

The stunned silence that followed Frostpaw’s accusation gave her the chance to continue before any cat could challenge her.

“Splashtail and my mother, Curlfeather—” It was hard for Frostpaw to keep her voice steady as she admitted her mother’s involvement in something so terrible. “The two of them conspired to murder Reedwhisker so that they could take control of RiverClan.”

As she fought to speak the accusation, Frostpaw became aware of Splashtail staring at her from where he stood with his Clanmates. The gaze he fixed on her was icy with fury; Frostpaw couldn’t see any trace of the cat she had believed was her friend—the cat she had once wanted to be her mate.

“But Splashtail wasn’t satisfied with merely being Curlfeather’s deputy,” she continued, her tone determined now. “He turned on her, and led the dogs to where he knew she would be, so they would kill her. When StarClan showed me the truth about Reedwhisker, I told Splashtail about it—and he tried to kill me as well.”

As she finished speaking, Frostpaw spared a glance at her littermates, who were gazing at her in horror. She knew how confused they must feel to hear her accusing their mother. If they believed her, they must be devastated.

While Frostpaw paused, the outcry broke out again. It took all her courage not to flinch under the hostile glares that were directed at her.

“Why should we believe you?” Hawkwing, the SkyClan deputy, demanded.

“Every cat knows you were never a real medicine cat,” Poppyfrost hissed.

“And if that wasn’t enough, you ran away!” Scorchfur added.

Like Tigerstar, Duskfur rose from her place in the Great Oak and gazed down at Frostpaw.

“We need you to explain,” she meowed. Frostpaw was thankful that she sounded stern but at least prepared to listen. “Why did you leave instead of telling the rest of your Clan?” Duskfur continued. “There was evidence that you were dead!”

“I didn’t know which cat had tried to kill me,” Frostpaw explained. “I had suspicions, but I didn’t know for sure until StarClan showed me, so I didn’t know which cats I could trust. As far as I knew, it could have been any cat in my Clan.”

A shocked hiss came from Icewing; Frostpaw could see that many of her Clanmates were gazing at her, deeply offended at her failure to trust them. She felt her belly lurch with guilt as she saw the hurt on Harelight’s face, as if her mentor was asking, Couldn’t you have come to me?

“Then who did you trust?” Mothwing asked. “Some cat must have helped you. Was it Nightheart? I wasn’t even aware that you knew each other, but it seems that Nightheart left the Clans with you.”

“No—that was later,” Frostpaw stammered. “StarClan brought us together for the journey.”

This was the moment when she should have mentioned Whistlepaw, but she didn’t want to get the WindClan medicine-cat apprentice into trouble. She fell silent, her claws working in and out.

Before Frostpaw could decide what to say, Whistlepaw stepped forward from her place beside her mentor, Kestrelflight. She looked scared but resolute, her glance flicking from Mothwing to Frostpaw and back again.

“I found Frostpaw on WindClan’s territory,” she began. “She’d been attacked by . . . something. She had a terrible neck injury.” With her tail she pointed toward Frostpaw’s neck, where the scar was still visible. “Frostpaw seemed to have ideas about who did it, but she wouldn’t tell me who it was. She was really scared, and she begged me not to tell any cat.”

“I don’t believe this,” Kestrelflight muttered. “What in the name of StarClan were you thinking?”

“I treated her as best I could,” Whistlepaw continued, avoiding her mentor’s question, “and I helped her get to the horseplace, where she could rest and recover.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” Kestrelflight objected. “Frostpaw would never have survived a wound meant to kill her, unless you stayed with her.”

“Smoky the horseplace cat helped,” Frostpaw explained, anxious that Kestrelflight might suspect his apprentice was lying. “He showed me to his Twolegs, and they took me to a Twoleg medicine cat. That’s how I was healed.”

Kestrelflight blinked in surprise but said nothing, merely nodding at his apprentice to continue.

“After that,” Whistlepaw went on, “I took some of Frostpaw’s fur and put it with the blood in the place where she was attacked. I told every cat that a fox had taken her. I thought it was the best way to make sure she was safe.”

Kestrelflight was gazing at his apprentice with narrowed eyes that promised a reckoning later. Harestar was also looking down at her with deep disappointment in his expression. “You have misled your Clan,” he told Whistlepaw sternly. “And all the other Clans, for which I offer every cat at this Gathering my deepest apologies. Be assured that this apprentice will be punished.”

Whistlepaw ducked her head, regretfully accepting her Clan leader’s decision, while Frostpaw’s pelt prickled with guilt that her friend was in trouble for helping her.

There was a brief silence as every cat took in the story that Whistlepaw had told; it was broken by Leafstar.

“That does not prove that Splashtail did anything to Frostpaw,” the SkyClan leader pointed out in measured tones. “All it proves is that she was injured and chose to leave the Clans. Frostpaw’s own story states that she didn’t see who attacked her. She claims that StarClan only told her this afterward. And we mustn’t forget that in the past she said she was mistaken about speaking with StarClan.”

“Frostpaw, do you have any proof of what you’re saying, even now?” Duskfur asked. Her voice was stern, and Frostpaw’s hope died that she would find any support here. “You led us astray with your supposed visions before.” With a sigh she added, “I find it impossible to believe that Curlfeather would ever have done such a thing. You must surely be mistaken.”

Frostpaw could see grief and sympathy in the old she-cat’s eyes. “I know you don’t want to believe something so terrible about your daughter,” Frostpaw meowed. “But Curlfeather was my mother, and I didn’t want to believe it either. I wouldn’t be saying this now unless I knew that it was true. Nightheart, you believe me, don’t you?” she asked.

Nightheart took a step forward so that he stood at Frostpaw’s shoulder. “Yes, I believe you,” he responded. To Duskfur he added, “It was clear to me that Frostpaw was seeing visions, and then StarClan led us to a safe place.”

“And who exactly appeared to you from StarClan?” Mothwing asked. She sounded as though she wanted to believe Frostpaw. Maybe she doesn’t trust Splashtail either, Frostpaw thought, a faint tingle of hope in her chest.

“I saw Riverstar, the first leader of our Clan,” she meowed. “He was wonderful—so wise and kind—and he showed me the truth.”

Even as she spoke, she could see that most of the assembled cats didn’t believe her, glancing uneasily at one another and exchanging dubious mutters.

“What do the medicine cats think?” Tigerstar asked.

“It sounds like she could have had real visions,” Alderheart murmured, though he didn’t seem certain.

“None of us have ever spoken with Riverstar,” Frecklewish pointed out, “so how can we be sure?”

“We can never be sure of any vision we receive from StarClan,” Puddleshine argued. “Yet we follow the wisdom they give us all the time.”

“And Riverstar isn’t the first cat she would think of if she was lying,” Mothwing pointed out. “She would be more likely to choose a more recent StarClan warrior.”

To her dismay, Frostpaw saw that Duskfur didn’t look convinced, even in spite of Mothwing’s reasoning. “I still can’t believe that Curlfeather might have done those things you’re accusing her of,” she mewed unhappily. “I know she was shaken by Jayclaw’s death, but to do something so evil? Is it possible that you’re confused about StarClan like you were before?”

“No, I’m sure—” Frostpaw began, but Duskfur continued without listening to her answer.

“Podlight’s vison about Splashtail is RiverClan’s chance to find stability again,” she asserted, “and I’m reluctant to let you challenge that when you have no proof. And why did you leave the Clans, Frostpaw, instead of bringing your concerns to some of your Clanmates? If you thought there was a murderer in our midst, why didn’t you think it was important enough to warn us? Surely you didn’t believe that every cat was against you, even your own kin?”

Frostpaw struggled to find the words to answer the older she-cat. “The last words Curlfeather said to me were ‘Trust no cat,’” she replied at last. “I know I don’t have definite proof against Splashtail, but if you could have seen the visions Riverstar showed me, you would understand.”

“Your visions can’t be real if you can’t explain them to us,” Duskfur responded. “And there’s no other reason for us to think that Splashtail has ever been anything other than a loyal RiverClan cat.”

All this while, Splashtail had been hanging back, fixing Frostpaw with a look of indignation and hurt. Now he stepped forward. “I did not kill Reedwhisker or Curlfeather,” he declared, “and I certainly never attacked Frostpaw.”

Frostpaw felt her shoulder fur begin to bristle. “How dare you stand there and lie like that?” she demanded. “You—”

“That’s enough,” Duskfur interrupted. “Every cat has listened to you, Frostpaw, and now Splashtail has the right to defend himself.”

The brown tabby tom let his gaze sweep around the cats assembled in the clearing. It was so quiet they could have heard a pinecone fall. He drew himself up into a noble stance, and his green eyes were full of remorse. To her horror, Frostpaw realized that he was impressive enough to convince most of his listeners.

“It’s true that I knew Curlfeather was manipulating the cats around her—including Frostpaw—to try to install herself as leader,” he confessed.

“What?” Duskfur was taken aback by his words, her tone thoroughly upset. “Why didn’t you tell any of us?”

Splashtail dipped his head in acknowledgment of the older cat’s dismay. “I only realized the truth shortly before Curlfeather died,” he explained. “I heard her talking in her sleep in the warriors’ den. I didn’t tell any cat because I was trying to find proof. Then, when Curlfeather died, I saw no point in adding to the Clan’s grief by revealing her treachery. I have too much respect for her kin to hurt them for no reason.”

“Even after she killed Reedwhisker?” Tigerstar asked.

“I didn’t know until now that she had,” Splashtail replied. “If she even did. Remember that she was manipulating Frostpaw to believe that she was a medicine cat. Who knows how being used by a cat—her own mother, who she should have been able to trust—has affected Frostpaw? At first she thought she was a medicine cat, and then she changed her mind and started training as a warrior. She named more than one new leader of RiverClan, and got it wrong every time. And now she claims she knew there was a murderer in our midst, but she didn’t feel the need to warn any of us.” Frostpaw cringed as his voice grew heavy with false sympathy. “The poor cat is confused. She clearly doesn’t know what’s real and what isn’t anymore.”

“I never said Curlfeather killed Reedwhisker!” Frostpaw objected hotly. “It was you! Curlfeather—”

“Splashtail,” Duskfur interrupted, speaking over Frostpaw’s protest, “if you knew that Curlfeather was tricking the rest of our Clan in an attempt to become leader, why didn’t you speak out? That was too important for you to keep secret just out of respect.”

“I was pretending to be her ally,” Splashtail explained, his voice dripping with sincerity and regret. “But all the while I was working against her. That’s one reason I spent so much time with Frostpaw, trying to counteract what her mother was doing to her.” He paused to give his chest fur an embarrassed lick. “Sometimes I think Frostpaw got the wrong idea about what was between us,” he confessed. “Maybe that’s why she’s so confused now . . . I can understand if she’s angry with me.”

Outrage flooded over Frostpaw. No, I didn’t get the wrong idea! You agreed we would be mates one day! But she could tell that Splashtail’s quiet, reasonable tone was influencing the other cats in his favor. Her fur grew hot with shame as she spotted several pitying glances directed at her. Is that all they think of me?

“I think this matter is settled for now.” Duskfur’s voice rang out strongly across the clearing. “These are serious charges, but we need to discuss them within RiverClan, without involving the other Clans any further. Tigerstar, this is the time for you to remove your last warriors from RiverClan and leave us alone.”

“I agree,” Leafstar declared. “I see no reason for any cat to go on arguing—especially as my Clanmate, Tree, worked hard to mediate these disputes. RiverClan believes it has its new leader, and the rest of us have to give Splashtail the benefit of the doubt as he goes to the Moonpool to get his nine lives. I’m sorry for what Frostpaw has gone through, but her own Clan can deal with that now.”

Frostpaw was stunned. The whole clearing seemed to spin around her, and for a moment she was afraid she would fall to the ground. The park cats stood staunchly beside her, purring their support, while Nightheart’s shoulder was warm against hers, supporting her until the feeling passed.

At least they’re still my allies.

Splashtail, now that he was accepted as leader, leaped up into the branches of the Great Oak and stood looking down at the cats beneath him. His gaze met Frostpaw’s; she was amazed that he could look so compassionate.

Hypocrite!

“I’m sorry, but I can’t welcome Frostpaw back into RiverClan,” he meowed. “I’m trying to strengthen the Clan, and she’s trying to pull it apart.”

Frostpaw felt a jolt as if a rock had hit her in the belly. The other RiverClan cats were glancing at each other, exchanging shocked murmurs. The leaders in the Great Oak looked equally disturbed.

It was Squirrelstar who spoke. “Splashtail, are you sure about this?” she asked. “I understand that Frostpaw has made some serious accusations here, accusations that may cause pain and conflict within RiverClan. Still, it’s a big step to send a cat into exile.”

“I am sure,” Splashtail replied, full of confidence as he faced the ThunderClan leader. “Besides, I think it will be better for Frostpaw to get some distance from everything that’s troubling her. Maybe it will help clear her head.”

“My head is perfectly clear, thank you,” Frostpaw snapped. “And you can’t banish me—not without the Clan’s support.”

“But I have that support,” Splashtail responded, his voice as silky as a kit’s fur. “Can’t you see that?”

When Frostpaw turned to her Clanmates, she felt a trembling well up inside her. From the RiverClan cats’ expressions, she could see that Splashtail was right. Although a few of them, especially Mistpaw and Graypaw, looked worried and bewildered, no cat would meet her gaze. And no cat spoke up to defend her, not even her own kin.

So where am I to go? Frostpaw asked herself. She had known that she was taking a huge risk by speaking her accusations out loud, but somehow she’d never imagined this. She had traveled so far, and gone through so much, all to save her Clan, but they had rejected her anyway. She had expected at least some of her Clanmates to believe her, to be on her side. But not one had come forward. What now?

Could she join another Clan? It was unimaginable. She wondered what life would be like as a loner, or whether she might travel back to the park. She knew she would be welcome there, but the thought of the long journey made her paws feel sore and every hair in her pelt droop with exhaustion.

“Frostpaw has to stay somewhere,” Nightheart pointed out, his fur beginning to bristle angrily. “She’s a Clan cat, not some rogue who just wandered in. Squirrelstar, will you give her a place in ThunderClan?”

“Well . . . ,” Squirrelstar began, clearly hesitant.

Tigerstar snorted. “So much for helpful, noble ThunderClan,” he snapped. “What, you’ve chosen this moment not to stick your nose in another Clan’s business? If you won’t take Frostpaw
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