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Allegiances








	
	THUNDERCLAN




	LEADER
	BRAMBLESTAR—dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes



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



	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



	 
	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



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



	 
	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)



	 
	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



	 
	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



	 
	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



	 
	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches



	 
	HOLLOWSPRING—black tom



	 
	SUNBEAM—brown-and-white tabby she-cat



	QUEENS
	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes (mother to Rowankit, a ginger tom, and Birchkit, a light brown tom)



	 
	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 (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-kit)



	 
	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



	 
	FEATHERPELT—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	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)



	ELDERS
	WHISKERNOSE—light brown tom



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



	
	RIVERCLAN



	MEDICINE CATS
	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, FROSTPAW (light gray she-cat)



	WARRIORS
	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat



	 
	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray-and-white she-cat



	 
	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom



	 
	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat



	 
	PODLIGHT—gray-and-white tom



	 
	SHIMMERPELT—silver she-cat



	 
	LIZARDTAIL—light brown tom



	 
	SNEEZECLOUD—gray-and-white tom



	 
	BRACKENPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	SPLASHTAIL—brown tabby tom



	 
	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)



	ELDERS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat
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Prologue
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Two cats sat hunched together as if they were suffering the deepest cold of leaf-bare, oblivious to the warm breeze rippling their fur and the sunlight radiating from the blue sky that stretched above them.

The larger cat’s thick black fur twitched nervously. “We must warn them.”

“Believe me, Reedwhisker. I’ve tried.” His mother tucked her paws tighter against her belly. “It’s not possible.”

Reedwhisker stared back at Mistystar desperately. “There has to be a way.” Behind him, the reed beds rustled temptingly, rich with the promise of prey sweeter than any he’d tasted in life, but he didn’t even glance at them. “RiverClan is in danger.”

Mistystar shook her head. “There’s nothing we can do.”

“Then we must ask the other Clans to help,” Reedwhisker urged. “I don’t care how desperate we’d seem. We have to do something.”

Mistystar shot him a warning glance. “Do you really want them to know how vulnerable RiverClan is right now?” She swished her tail. “I won’t risk it.”

“But RiverClan has no leader or deputy.”

“They have the warrior code.”

“The warrior code is changing,” Reedwhisker argued. “And they have no cat to guide them. How can we watch and do nothing?”

Mistystar wrapped her tail around her paws. “We have to trust our Clanmates to find their own way out of this mess.”

“What if they can’t?”

“They’ve managed in the past.”

“In the past they’ve had a leader!” Reedwhisker didn’t hide his exasperation. “If only I were still with them. If only I hadn’t died. I could show them a way. I could help them!”

“They must do this by themselves.” Mistystar’s mew was firm, but her eyes betrayed fear. She’d been a leader long enough to know how quickly quarrels could split a Clan into factions and how easily those factions could turn on each other. Just as fish needed the river’s current to guide them, warriors needed leadership.

Reedwhisker let out a sigh, but nodded his acceptance and walked away.

Mistystar shrank deeper into her pelt as though the warm winds of StarClan carried the chill of the Dark Forest. She felt more frightened now than at any time she’d been alive. Without a leader or deputy to hold the Clan together, would RiverClan drift apart like a reed bed torn to pieces by a storm?





[image: image]

Chapter 1
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Sunbeam stared fiercely ahead, narrowing her eyes against the early morning light glittering through the pine branches. She felt her brown-and-white pelt prickle with irritation as Gullswoop trotted beside her, her tail high. She wished she were alone.

“Let’s head toward the mossy stream,” Gullswoop mewed brightly.

“Why don’t you head that way?” Sunbeam had been trying since they’d left camp to persuade her denmate that they should split up and cover more ground in their search for prey.

But Gullswoop was determined to stick to her like a burr. “Cloverfoot told us to hunt together,” she reminded Sunbeam.

“I don’t think she meant we had to share the same paw steps.” Sunbeam kept her gaze firmly on the path ahead. She didn’t want to meet Gullswoop’s inquisitive gaze. The white she-cat had been watching her like an apprentice watching prey, trying to guess her thoughts, as hungry for gossip as the rest of ShadowClan.

Sunbeam tried harder to relax, but she could still feel her pelt twitching angrily along her spine. She couldn’t blame Gullswoop for being curious. Her romantic humiliations had been a topic of conversation in the Clan for a half-moon. But why couldn’t they move on? If they did, perhaps she would too.

She picked up her pace as the forest floor sloped upward. At the top, she broke into a run. The thick layer of pine needles was spongy beneath her paws. She sent needles spraying out behind her as she began to swerve one way, then the other, dodging between the trees. Gullswoop would have trouble tracking her paw steps as she zigzagged through the forest.

“Wait for me!” Gullswoop’s plaintive cry was already distant.

Sunbeam didn’t look back. She didn’t want to lose her stride. Exhilaration fizzed in her paws. This was the closest she’d had to solitude for days, and for one shining moment, she felt free of the sadness and humiliation that had stuck like thorns in her belly since—

“Slow down!” Gullswoop called again. “You’re too fast for me.”

Like a cloud blocking out the sun, her denmate’s wail dampened Sunbeam’s excitement. She wouldn’t feel better if it meant hurting a Clanmate’s feelings. She scrambled to a halt, catching her breath as she waited for Gullswoop.

But Gullswoop didn’t look hurt when she caught up. Instead she blinked eagerly at Sunbeam. “You’re so fast,” she mewed. “And graceful. The way you darted between the trees. Like a sparrow hawk.”

Gullswoop’s flattery annoyed Sunbeam even more than her curiosity. These days, all Sunbeam’s Clanmates seemed to be falling over themselves to compliment her, like she was some timid kit who needed extra encouragement. She growled at Gullswoop. “Enough, okay?”

“Why?” Gullswoop looked surprised. “I mean it. You’re really grace—”

“Stop it!” Sunbeam snapped. “You’re just trying to make me feel better, but it doesn’t make me feel better to have every cat tiptoeing around me, being nice. It feels too much like pity. If you want to help, just give me some space and act like you don’t know I ever liked Blazefire.”

She knew as she spoke that she must sound ungrateful. It wasn’t just nosiness that inspired her Clanmates’ attention; they were genuinely concerned. She hadn’t been the only cat to assume that she and Blazefire would be mates one day. She and the white-and-ginger tom had always been close, sharing prey, sharing tongues, hanging out every chance they got. They’d spent so much time together that it had never occurred to Sunbeam they wouldn’t end up together. But it seemed that Blazefire hadn’t felt the same way. To him they would only ever be friends, and the hurt and embarrassment she felt was made worse by the fact that everyone in ShadowClan knew he’d rejected her. She’d decided that the only thing to do now was to think about it as little as possible. That’s why she’d volunteered for every patrol that had been offered. She was determined to stay busy and wear herself out so that when she curled up in her nest at the end of the day, all she thought about was sleep.

Gullswoop was gazing at her now sympathetically, and it was all Sunbeam could do to stop from bristling. “You’ll get over him eventually,” Gullswoop promised. “And I’m sure you’ll find the right tom before long. A real ShadowClan cat—”

Sunbeam’s eyes widened. “Blazefire is a real ShadowClan cat.”

“You know what I mean,” Gullswoop went on. “One who was born here. Blazefire’s a great warrior, but he comes from a Twolegplace. He’s not a real Clan cat. He’s never going to think like a cat who was born here.”

Sunbeam prickled defensively on Blazefire’s behalf. She knew Gullswoop was trying to cheer her up. But it didn’t make any difference where Blazefire had been born. He was warm and friendly and skillful and brave, and ShadowClan was lucky he’d chosen to join them. “Blazefire’s a great warrior,” she objected.

“I know,” Gullswoop agreed. “I’m just saying there are perfectly good ShadowClan toms for you to like. And you and Blazefire will still be friends.” She eyed Sunbeam curiously. “Won’t you?”

“Of course we will.” Sunbeam whisked her tail. She wasn’t going to act like a kit and ignore him. Besides, he was still the good-natured tom she’d fallen for. She wanted to be friends with him, and she felt sure that, even though he hung out mostly with Lightleap now, there was no reason they shouldn’t all get along.

It was just a coincidence that Blazefire had decided he didn’t want to become Sunbeam’s mate at the same time he’d grown close to her best friend. There wasn’t anything between them. Still, the thought of Lightleap brought a sour taste to Sunbeam’s mouth. It was Lightleap who’d let Blazefire get hurt in the first place. Her recklessness had gotten him caught in the rockfall that had confined him to the medicine den these past days. He could have died! And yet Blazefire was treating Lightleap like she was a better friend than Sunbeam.

Sunbeam turned away from Gullswoop, eyeing the forest. She’d come on this patrol to avoid thinking about Blazefire. And now she was thinking about Lightleap too.

The sun was scorching through the tops of the pines and warming the cold leaf-fall air. In the nursery, the kits would be stirring. Cinnamontail would be hungry after feeding her litter through the night, and Dovewing would be looking for something soft and juicy to give Rowankit and Birchkit. Both tom-kits had been sniffling and coughing for the past couple of days, so it was important to catch something fresh and tasty to tempt them.

Sunbeam shook out her fur. “Let’s hunt,” she mewed. Opening her mouth to taste for prey-scent, she headed down the slope.

Clouds rolled in, and by the time they had caught a piece of prey each and returned to camp, the clearing was nearly empty. Rain was beating down on the bramble dens. Only Fringewhisker and Cloverfoot had stayed outside. Fringewhisker sat outside the warriors’ den, hardly blinking, though raindrops spattered her pretty, round face. Was she trying to prove that the weather didn’t bother her, or were SkyClan cats simply mouse-brained?

The white-and-brown she-cat had come to ShadowClan from SkyClan to be with Sunbeam’s brother, Spireclaw. Recently, the warrior code had been changed to allow cats to switch Clans to be with a mate. The former SkyClan she-cat seemed determined to show her new Clanmates that she was as brave and loyal as any ShadowClan warrior.

The rain didn’t seem to bother Cloverfoot, either. She was swiping stale, blood-soaked dirt from around the fresh-kill pile, her fluffed-out fur the only sign that she felt the chill. All that was left from yesterday’s catch was a frog and a shriveled rat that no cat had wanted when it was fresh and certainly wouldn’t want now.

The frog and rat looked even more unappetizing when Sunbeam laid her plump starling beside them.

Gullswoop dropped her mouse next to it and glanced at the unwanted prey. “Should I dump them outside camp for the crows?” she asked Cloverfoot.

The ShadowClan deputy frowned. “Prey shouldn’t be wasted,” she growled. “Especially with leaf-bare so close. In another moon, we might be grateful for them.”

“I’ll eat the frog,” Fringewhisker offered, heading toward them.

Cloverfoot blinked at her. “Save it for later,” she mewed. “Right now, the nursery needs fresh bedding.”

“I’ll gather some.” Fringewhisker brightened, and Sunbeam wondered whether she was truly pleased to help or just relieved to be given an easier way to prove her loyalty to ShadowClan than eating a stale frog.

“Take Yarrowleaf with you,” Cloverfoot added. “She knows where the thickest bracken grows.” As Fringewhisker headed away, Cloverfoot called after her. “The apprentices’ den is empty. Put anything you gather in there so it can dry out before we make it into nests.” She turned to Sunbeam and blinked encouragingly. “Nice catch,” she mewed, patting the starling with her paw.

Sunbeam sniffed. Even the deputy was overcomplimenting her. “It’s no better than any other prey.”

Cloverfoot switched her gaze to Gullswoop. “Take the starling to the medicine den,” she ordered. “Blazefire must be hungry.” She looked back at Sunbeam. “You can take the mouse to the nursery.”

Sunbeam narrowed her eyes. Was the ShadowClan deputy trying to protect her from having to see Blazefire, or was she trying to protect Blazefire from seeing her? “I caught the starling,” she mewed defensively. “I’ll take it.” She was going to show her Clanmates that she didn’t care that Blazefire had rejected her. Without waiting to see the deputy’s reaction, she snatched up the starling and headed for the gap in the thick bramble wall of the camp that led to the medicine den.

She pushed her way in, hesitating as she realized that neither Puddleshine nor Shadowsight was there. Only Blazefire.

He sat up in his nest as she entered, the white patches on his ginger pelt glowing in the dull light, and she froze as he looked at her, her anger evaporating. Instead she became agonizingly self-conscious. What was she going to say? Would he think she’d come just to see him? That the prey was an excuse?

His nose twitched and he glanced at the starling dangling beneath her chin. “Is that for me?”

She carried it across the den and dropped it beside his nest. “Cloverfoot told me to bring you something to eat.” She hoped he didn’t find out that she’d insisted on bringing it. But as she stepped back, she felt a flash of defiance. Why shouldn’t he find out? Was it a crime to care about him? They were still Clanmates, weren’t they? They were supposed to be friends. There was nothing wrong with wanting to bring him food. “How’s your sprain?” she asked. “Does it still hurt?”

The paw that had been damaged in the rockfall was still swathed in leaves; the poultice beneath them smelled like the forest floor after rain.

“Only a bit.” Blazefire leaned over the side of his nest and sniffed the starling. “Did you catch this?”

“Yes.” Sunbeam shifted her weight from paw to paw. Aware that she must look fidgety, she forced herself to stand still. “I went hunting with Gullswoop.”

“Just you and Gullswoop?”

“Cloverfoot didn’t assign us to the dawn patrol,” Sunbeam told him. “So I offered to go hunting by myself. Cloverfoot told me to take Gullswoop.”

“Still keeping busy?” Blazefire looked at her.

“Yes.” She stiffened. “I mean, no.” Was it obvious that she’d been trying to distract herself from the hurt of losing her future with him as a mate? “A good warrior is always ready to hunt for her Clan.”

Blazefire lifted his injured paw. “I wish I could still hunt for my Clan.”

“You’ll be able to soon.”

“I guess.”

Sunbeam glanced at the ground. For a while, Puddleshine had been uncertain whether Blazefire would be able to walk again. But thankfully, he was now recovering. The sudden silence between them seemed larger than the lake. She tried to fill it. “Has Puddleshine told you when you can hunt again?” As she spoke, her paws pricked with embarrassment. Her question sounded stilted. He’ll think I’m trying too hard to make conversation so I can hang around. And yet, if she left, it would be obvious that she felt too awkward to stay.

“He said it will be okay in a few days,” Blazefire told her.

The den entrance rustled, and Sunbeam felt a rush of relief. Some cat was coming. She could leave without seeming odd.

“Bring him in.” Shadowsight, his pelt sparkling with raindrops, pushed his way into the den, then stood aside to let Dovewing through. Tigerstar was following, holding Rowankit by the scruff.

Sunbeam’s belly tightened. Rowankit looked so small, his soft fur matted and unkempt and his eyes closed. He must be very sick. She forgot her awkwardness and moved quickly out of the way as Shadowsight motioned Tigerstar toward an empty nest on the other side of the den.

Tigerstar laid Rowankit inside it, and Shadowsight leaned in and sniffed the unconscious kit.

Dovewing’s eyes were wide with fear. “He coughed half the night, and this morning, he was hot and wouldn’t wake up.”

“He’ll wake once I’ve given him something for the fever,” Shadowsight reassured her.

Tigerstar’s pelt was ruffled. “It’s only whitecough,” he mewed. “He shouldn’t have a fever.”

Dovewing stared at Shadowsight anxiously as he sniffed Rowankit. “It is only whitecough, isn’t it?” Her mew was barely more than a whisper, and Sunbeam felt a tingle of dread. She knew what Dovewing was asking—had the kit’s whitecough worsened? Had it turned to greencough? The ginger tom-kit had always been smaller than his littermate, and now that he was ill, he seemed more vulnerable than ever. Would such a tiny kit be strong enough to survive greencough?

Shadowsight lifted his head and met Dovewing’s gaze. “We can’t be sure yet,” he mewed softly.

Tigerstar hurried to Dovewing’s side and pressed against her. “Don’t worry,” he mewed. “Shadowsight and Puddleshine will take good care of him.”

“We’ll do everything we can,” Shadowsight promised.

“Will he have to stay here?” Dovewing’s pelt was pricking with fear. “In the medicine den?”

“It’s best to keep him away from the nursery now,” Shadowsight told her. “We don’t want his cough spreading there.”

Sunbeam tensed. What about here? She glanced toward Blazefire. “Perhaps Blazefire should move back to the warriors’ den—” She paused, mad at herself for being so quick to worry about Blazefire. He’s not my mate and he never will be.

But Shadowsight didn’t seem to have heard her. He’d turned toward the herb store.

As he rummaged inside, Puddleshine slid into the den. The brown-and-white medicine cat glanced around, taking in Dovewing and Tigerstar and the sick kit in the nest before settling his gaze on Shadowsight. “What are you looking for?”

“Catmint,” Shadowsight told him. “Rowankit might have greencough.”

Puddleshine hurried toward the kit’s nest and leaned in, running his muzzle along the kit’s damp pelt. He lifted his head, his eyes dark with worry.

Shadowsight had pulled a thin bundle of leaves from the store and was looking at them in dismay. “Is this all we have?”

“Yes,” Puddleshine answered grimly.

Dovewing looked from one medicine cat to the other. “I can fetch more if you need it.”

Puddleshine’s ears twitched uneasily. “The patch by the half-bridge has died back.”

“Already?” Tigerstar looked alarmed. “But it’s not even leaf-bare.”

“The lake flooded there during greenleaf,” Puddleshine reminded him. “The bush half drowned and never quite recovered.”

“We can go to SkyClan,” Shadowsight suggested. “They have catmint on their territory.”

“I’ll go,” Dovewing offered, her eyes bright with fear.

“It would be better for a medicine cat to go,” Tigerstar told her gently.

“If Frecklewish has any catmint, she’ll share it,” Puddleshine reassured her. “I’ll go at once. Shadowsight will give Rowankit something to ease his fever while I’m gone.”

As he hurried out of the den, Shadowsight began shredding herbs.

“He’ll be all right, won’t he?” Dovewing fretted.

“He’ll be fine once he’s had some catmint,” Shadowsight told her without looking up.

Tigerstar’s fur was spiking along his spine. The ShadowClan leader was scared. “The catmint stock shouldn’t be so low already,” he mewed, half to himself.

Sunbeam felt a twinge of foreboding. Greencough was a greater danger than even hunger during leaf-bare. How would the Clan manage with their catmint store so low? She wondered whether to reassure them. Surely Puddleshine would return from SkyClan with a big bundle of the precious herb. And if he didn’t, they’d find enough to last leaf-bare somehow, even if it meant asking the other Clans for help. But Dovewing looked so worried that Sunbeam felt her words might sound hollow if she said them out loud.

She glanced at Blazefire, hoping to feel reassured. He was always so positive and encouraging. But the ginger-and-white tom looked as worried as the others.

Tigerstar nudged Dovewing toward the den entrance. “I’ll stay here with Rowankit,” he mewed. “You should get back to Birchkit.”

“Cinnamontail is looking after him,” Dovewing objected.

“He’ll be anxious if you’re not there,” Tigerstar told her.

Reluctantly, Dovewing turned toward the entrance and Tigerstar sat down beside Rowankit’s nest. As she left, Shadowsight looked up from his herbs and blinked at Sunbeam.

“You ought to go too,” he mewed. “It’s a little crowded in here. If it is greencough . . .” His mew trailed away as Tigerstar jerked his gaze toward the medicine cat.

Sunbeam felt a rush of heat to her pelt. She should have left already. She must look like she was hanging around Blazefire like a lost kit. Dipping her head politely, she hurried to the entrance and, narrowing her eyes against the rain, nosed her way out.

Lightleap was in the clearing, her ears twitching anxiously as she watched Dovewing hurry back to the nursery. She must have just learned about her younger brother’s sickness. For a moment, Sunbeam wondered whether to reassure her best friend. But she hesitated. Their relationship was still fragile. Lightleap might not be ready to share her worries with Sunbeam yet. And Sunbeam still felt a prickle of resentment that might show in her mew. It would be better to avoid each other for a while longer. The friendship still needed time to heal.
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Chapter 2
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Though the sun was shining in a clear blue sky, a cold wind skimmed the ThunderClan forest, ruffling the oaks so that their leaves shimmered like the golden fur of an ancient LionClan warrior.

Nightheart puffed out his chest. At last he was patrolling on his own rather than training with his mentor. While Lilyheart was on the other side of ThunderClan territory helping mark the borders, Nightheart was hunting with Lionblaze, Birchfall, Hollytuft, Plumstone, and Finleap. He tasted the air. The first frost would come soon, and then leaf-bare, and ThunderClan would face hunger as the forest prey burrowed deeper into the shelter of the earth. But his Clan would begin leaf-bare with full bellies; he’d make sure of it.

Nightheart’s paws had tingled with excitement when Bramblestar had told Lionblaze to let Nightheart join the patrol. He was determined to prove he was a good warrior and make every cat in the Clan forget that it had taken him three attempts to pass his warrior assessment.

It hadn’t been his fault. It had been bad luck: Lilyheart and Squirrelflight had been so busy comparing him to Firestar that they’d judged him harshly over and over until he’d begun to lose confidence in himself. He hadn’t chosen to be Firestar’s kin. And now, with a new name less directly tied to his famous ancestor, Nightheart was determined to make his own paw marks in the forest instead of trying to fill Firestar’s. That was why, at his warrior naming ceremony, he’d told his Clanmates that he didn’t want the warrior name Bramblestar had chosen. Flameheart! It was too much like Fireheart, Firestar’s warrior name before he became leader. Nightheart’s black pelt didn’t even resemble fire. His mother must only have named him Flamekit because she hoped he’d grow up to be like the fabled leader. It was an unfair burden to put on him, and he wasn’t going to apologize for wanting to be himself instead of the pale shadow of another cat.

“Nightheart?” Lionblaze’s mew jerked him from his thoughts, and Nightheart realized the rest of the patrol was looking at him. “Are you listening?”

He straightened. It was obvious he hadn’t been, and his pelt grew hot. “Sorry.”

Lionblaze looked at him sternly. “I thought you were excited to be on patrol.”

“I am,” Nightheart mewed.

Birchfall grunted. “We shouldn’t have brought a warrior who still has the smell of the apprentices’ den in his fur.”

Nightheart glared at the light brown tabby tom, but Birchfall wasn’t even looking at him. He was watching Lionblaze.

“We’re going to take home two pieces of prey each,” the golden warrior mewed. “There’s plenty in the forest, but the closer we get to leaf-bare, the more alert the prey will be. We’ll move more quietly if we split up into pairs.”

“I’ll pair up with Birchfall,” Hollytuft mewed quickly.

“I’ll go with Finleap.” Plumstone moved closer to the brown tom.

Nightheart’s claws itched. No cat wants to pair up with me.

Lionblaze glanced at him. “I’ll take Nightheart, then.” Was that disappointment in his mew?

Thanks for doing me a favor. Nightheart swallowed back resentment. He would show them.

“I want the fresh-kill pile fully stocked for the next moon,” Lionblaze went on. “Leaf-fall is our last chance to eat well, and we should make the most of it.”

Birchfall headed away, Hollytuft padding after him. Finleap and Plumstone looked around as though still deciding where to hunt.

Lionblaze whisked his tail. “Come on, Nightheart,” he mewed. “Let’s see if we can flush out some prey in the brambles near the SkyClan border.”

“We’ll come with you as far as the Ancient Oak,” Finleap mewed.

The Ancient Oak. Nightheart pricked his ears. There would be squirrels there. Eagerly, he followed Lionblaze, Plumstone, and Finleap to the dip where the great tree stood. Leaves had gathered in drifts around its roots, and more rattled above each time a gust of wind shook its branches.

Nightheart looked up. The acorns ripening among the clusters of foliage had attracted prey. A squirrel was bobbing along a high branch. Another skittered up the trunk. Nightheart licked his lips. “We could hunt squirrels too,” he mewed hopefully.

Lionblaze flicked his tail. “We should find something closer to the ground.”

Nightheart’s paws pricked with indignation. “That’s—” Not fair. He stopped himself before he said it out loud. He didn’t want to sound like an argumentative kit. “Okay,” he mewed instead.

As Plumstone and Finleap headed toward the oak, Lionblaze motioned for Nightheart to follow him along the bottom of the rise. As they left, Nightheart glanced back ruefully. He’d been so excited to leave Lilyheart behind, but Lionblaze was acting more like a mentor than a fellow warrior. He padded after the golden tom, crossing a hollow where dogwood crowded the trail, until they reached a small clearing ringed by beech trees. As they stopped at the edge, a squirrel darted from behind a trunk and bounced across the leaf-strewn forest floor.

Nightheart’s blood quickened. Quivering with excitement, he dropped into a hunting crouch as the squirrel paused at the bottom of a tree. It sniffed at the leaves piled there, clearly unaware of the warriors’ arrival, but its ears were twitching, alert for any sound.

Nightheart forced himself to be still. Determination was pulsing beneath his pelt. He hadn’t spent all those moons in training for nothing. He was going to prove he could catch a squirrel as well as any warrior.

“Stay on the ground,” Lionblaze ordered.

“But Lilyheart taught me how to hunt in trees.”

“You’re still inexperienced and I don’t want to risk . . .”

Nightheart stopped listening. He wasn’t going to miss this opportunity because he was arguing with a Clanmate. Pressing his belly to the earth, he drew himself forward, but he was aware of Lionblaze’s gaze on his back. He hesitated. Suddenly it felt like an assessment. He narrowed his eyes. He had failed twice as an apprentice, both in assessments having to do with his judgment when it came to hunting. But he was a warrior now, and this time he wasn’t going to make any mistakes.

The squirrel was rummaging in the leaves at the bottom of the tree, absorbed in its search for beechnuts. But its ears were still twitching. It was listening for any sign of danger. Nightheart lifted his tail so that it didn’t drag along the ground. Keeping low, he put one paw silently in front of the other. I can do this. He was stalking perfectly. He could feel it. Every movement was slow, his breath was controlled, and every hair on his pelt lay smooth and still as he crept closer to his quarry.

Two tail-lengths away from the squirrel, he stopped. He was far enough away to remain unnoticed, close enough to pounce. Gathering his strength in his hindquarters, he pressed back a shiver of excitement and unsheathed his claws. I can do this. As he prepared to jump, a bird shook the branch above him. The squirrel jerked its gaze upward. Its eye flashed toward the bird; then, as though sensing there was another danger, it looked back over its shoulder and saw Nightheart. Terror bushed its tail. It leaped for the trunk, but Nightheart was ready. He pounced, and as it skittered upward, he hooked his claws into the bark and hauled himself after it.

The squirrel fled toward the safety of a branch halfway up and raced along it. Nightheart scrambled from the trunk and pounded after it, leaves shivering around him. He could guess the squirrel’s plan. The next tree was only a short jump away, and its weight would hardly bend the tip of the branch as it leaped for safety. Nightheart had to grab it before it got there.

As the branch narrowed, he pushed harder. Splinters showered down as the bark grazed his pads. Taking a deep breath and focusing his gaze on the squirrel, he leaped. He came down hard, gripping the squirrel firmly with his paws. As he did, the bark crumbled beneath his hind claws. One paw slipped, and his heart lurched as his leg shot downward, his fur ripping against the branch as he lost his balance and slithered sideways. The squirrel wriggled from his grip as his hindquarters dragged him down, and he gasped, hooking his claws into the branch with a yelp of panic.

For a moment he hung there, but soon he could not support his own weight. Pelt spiking, he lost his grip and plummeted downward. The branch below broke his fall with a thump that knocked the breath from him so hard that he didn’t have a chance to grab it, and he fell again. Thinking fast, he spun in the air, tucking his legs under him so that he landed squarely as he hit the ground, and sank into his paws, letting them absorb the shock of his fall. He froze for a second, taking stock of his body, feeling for injuries. Relief swamped him. The only pain he felt was where the bark had grazed his pelt.

Lionblaze was watching him from the other side of the clearing.

“It’s okay,” Nightheart called. “I’m fine.”

But Lionblaze didn’t look relieved. His gaze was stern. “I told you not to leave the ground,” he growled.

“I almost had it.” Nightheart straightened and limped toward the golden warrior. His grazed leg stung, and he forced himself to ignore the pain, but he could smell his own blood.

Lionblaze could clearly smell it too. His gaze flitted over Nightheart as he drew closer, settling on the dripping wound on his leg. “You’ll have to go back to camp and get that treated.” He turned and called through the trees. “Finleap! Come here!”

“It can wait till our patrol is finished,” Nightheart mewed quickly. He didn’t want to be sent home yet. He hadn’t caught anything.

Lionblaze’s gaze darkened. “You’ll go home now.”

Brown fur flashed between the trees as Finleap raced toward them and skidded to a halt beside Lionblaze. “Is something wrong?” he panted.

“Nightheart’s hurt,” Lionblaze mewed. “Take him back to camp.”

“Already?” Finleap blinked at him. “What happened?”

“It’s just a scratch.” Nightheart didn’t want to tell him that he’d fallen while hunting a squirrel. It would be like admitting Lionblaze had been right. “I can keep going. Honest.”

“You might be able to hunt today,” Lionblaze growled. “But I don’t want that wound going sour.” Nightheart tried to read his gaze. Is he saying that because he’s worried about me? After all, they were kin as well as Clanmates. But Nightheart had learned that kin didn’t always react as he expected, and Lionblaze was still staring angrily at him. “If it does, you’ll be out of action for the rest of leaf-fall.” The golden warrior lashed his tail. “Didn’t Lilyheart teach you that this moon’s hunting will decide whether we survive leaf-bare? It’s our last chance to fill our bellies before newleaf, and we need every warrior to be fit and well.”

Nightheart’s heart sank. He only cares that I’m hurt because it might affect the Clan.

“Take him to the medicine den,” Lionblaze told Finleap. “And ask Finchlight to join us in his place.”

“But she was on the dawn patrol,” Finleap reminded him. “She’ll want to rest.”

“She can rest after she’s caught the prey Nightheart should have taken home today.” His tail flicking irritably, Lionblaze headed between the trees.

Nightheart’s pelt pricked uncomfortably. His sister, Finchlight, was quickly tiring of being caught in the middle between him and Sparkpelt after his name change. If she was dragged out of camp to finish his hunt, she’d be convinced that he only made mistakes. Why couldn’t I have proved Lionblaze wrong? Shame wormed in his belly, and Finleap’s sympathetic glance only made him feel worse. Had StarClan decided that no matter what he did, Nightheart was always going to look like the most incompetent warrior in ThunderClan?

Nightheart sat up as Jayfeather stopped beside his nest. “Can I go back to the warriors’ den yet?”

“Wait until the poultice has dried,” Jayfeather told him. “I want a good strong scab to form before you start walking on that leg.”

Nightheart had been in the medicine den for two days. The graze on his leg wasn’t deep, but it was wide, and infection had crept in at the edges. Jayfeather had kept it smeared with herb poultices that smelled so strong they had put him off his food. But the wound was clearly healing now.

“I’ll be careful,” Nightheart promised.

“I should hope so.” Jayfeather’s ears swiveled toward Brightheart. The white-and-ginger elder was wheezing louder than ever.

Alderheart was leaning into her nest, his ear to the she-cat’s chest. “Take a deep breath,” he told her.

Brightheart’s lungs seemed to rattle with the effort, and she burst into a cough that sounded painful.

Alderheart sat back and frowned.

“Come outside,” Jayfeather told him quietly. He flicked his tail toward the entrance, and as Alderheart nosed his way out, he followed the younger cat from the den.

Nightheart glanced at Brightheart as her coughing fit eased. Her eyes shone with fever, and she blinked at him wearily before settling down into her nest.

He could hear Jayfeather and Alderheart outside. They were talking in hushed mews about Brightheart.

“I’ll keep an eye on her this afternoon,” Jayfeather mewed. “You’d better fetch more tansy so that we can manage her fever.”

“Do you think it’s still whitecough?” Alderheart sounded anxious. “The fever suggests it might have developed into greencough.”

“Let’s not worry about that yet,” Jayfeather mewed. “We’ll keep treating her with tansy and coltsfoot and pray to StarClan that it’s enough.”

“We have a little catmint,” Alderheart’s mew lowered further, and Nightheart had to strain to hear as the younger medicine cat went on. “Should we give it to her now?”

“Not yet,” Jayfeather told him. “We should use it only as a last resort.”

“Perhaps we should ask Bramblestar to send another patrol to the abandoned Twolegplace,” Alderheart mewed. “I know the last one said the catmint we planted there was nothing more than stalks. But I could go with them. They might have missed something.”

“I doubt you’ll find anything if the patrol didn’t. Birchfall and Poppyfrost were on it, and they’ve been around long enough to know catmint when they see it. They wouldn’t have missed the leaves if any had been there.” Jayfeather sighed. “Whatever ate the leaves stripped the whole area clean.”

“Do you think the bushes will recover before leaf-bare?” Alderheart fretted.

“We’re too far into leaf-fall,” Jayfeather mewed. “It’ll be newleaf before they recover.”

“But what if more cats get whitecough?” Alderheart’s mew was taut with worry.

“Whitecough’s not the problem,” Jayfeather mewed. “We can treat it with tansy and coltsfoot—mallow if necessary. But if whitecough turns to greencough, catmint is the only herb that can treat it.” He sounded grim. “If we have more than one or two cases this leaf-bare, our catmint supplies won’t be enough.”

Nightheart glanced at Brightheart, relieved her nest was too far from the entrance for her to hear the medicine cats’ conversation. Jayfeather could be short-tempered and sharp-tongued, but Nightheart had never heard him sound worried before. It unsettled him. If Jayfeather was nervous, the situation must be bad.

“We should be on the lookout for coughs and sneezes, and we must isolate cats who are ill and treat them immediately,” Alderheart mewed. “If we can stop whitecough from spreading, then we’ve won half the battle.”

“Agreed,” mewed Jayfeather. “The less whitecough, the less greencough. But if there is an outbreak of greencough, warriors will have to fight it with their strength alone. We must save our catmint for elders and kits.”

Alderheart was quiet for a moment. He seemed to be absorbing Jayfeather’s words. Then he spoke. “I’ll gather as much tansy as I can this afternoon. And tomorrow I’ll hunt for coltsfoot.”

“I’ll tell Bramblestar to ask all the patrols to keep a look out for catmint,” Jayfeather added. “There might be a patch somewhere we haven’t noticed. But I don’t hold out much hope.”

“If only we still had the territory we gave to SkyClan,” Alderheart mewed. “There was catmint on it.”

“We should have demanded foraging rights when we gave it to them,” Jayfeather growled. “It’s going to be a long leaf-bare if we can’t replenish our store.”

“We could ask them if we can gather some now,” Alderheart suggested.

“We might have to,” Jayfeather answered. “Let’s just hope they’re willing to share. If we’re worried about greencough this early in the season, they might be worried too.”

Nightheart’s injured leg began to ache. He realized he’d been leaning on it to hear better. He shifted it into a more comfortable position. Our catmint supplies won’t be enough. Jayfeather’s words brought a chill to his pelt. In the quiet den, Brightheart’s breathing sounded more labored than ever. Fear tightened his belly. What if she was only the first cat to fall ill? Without catmint, an outbreak of greencough could be enough to devastate all of ThunderClan.

A fiery evening sun glowed through the leaves at the top of the hollow and set the camp aflame. Nightheart scrunched up his eyes against the glare. After two days in the medicine den, he had grown accustomed to its gloom. But despite the golden wash of light, the air was cold, and his breath billowed a little as he padded slowly across the clearing, putting his full weight on his injured leg as carefully as he could, so as not to split open the scab. Dry now, it stung and itched at the same time, pulling on the skin around it. But he refused to limp.

Jayfeather had ordered him to stay in camp for a few more days, but he wasn’t going to let his Clanmates think he was weak. No doubt Lionblaze had told every cat how he’d disobeyed orders and made a foolish attempt to catch a squirrel. But without bravery, ThunderClan wouldn’t be the strongest Clan in the forest, and surely every warrior made a mistake now and then. It was just Nightheart’s bad luck that every mistake he made was witnessed by a more experienced warrior, who was always eager to judge him by it.

Lifting his chin defiantly, he padded toward the fresh-kill pile. His Clanmates were already eating, settled in groups around the clearing, and there were only a few mice and a young rabbit left on the pile. Nightheart was hungry. His appetite had come racing back now that he was away from the pungent smell of the medicine den, but—although his belly was rumbling—he nudged the juicy-looking rabbit out of the way and took one of the mice. He couldn’t eat the best prey when he hadn’t helped catch it.

The mouse was small, but its sweet smell made his mouth water as he looked for a space to settle down to eat it. Sparkpelt and Finchlight were sharing a pigeon outside the warriors’ den, and he padded toward them. His mother and sister looked up as he approached, but then exchanged a disapproving glance. Shock pulsed in his paws. They don’t want to eat with me. He stared at them, stung by their unkindness. Are they still angry that I changed my name to Nightheart? He’d never been as close to them as they were to each other—the impostor who’d pretended to be Bramblestar had exiled them when he’d been an apprentice, and they’d had to leave him in camp—but they were his kin. Shouldn’t they welcome him no matter what he’d done, especially when he’d just recovered from an injury?

Perhaps Finchlight was just angry because she’d had to finish his patrol the other day. Even so, it was unfair to hold something so trivial against him this long. It had been days! He dropped the mouse, feeling a fresh prickle of resentment. “Aren’t I allowed to eat with you anymore?”

Finchlight sniffed. “Oh, so you don’t like it when kin turn their back on you?”

Nightheart bristled. Did she mean him? “I never turned my back on you.”

Sparkpelt glared at him. His mother’s green eyes were flashing with anger. “You rejected your family when you rejected your name.”

“I only asked for a name that suits me better than Flameheart!” he objected. “What’s wrong with that?”

Sparkpelt’s ears flattened. “It’s disrespectful, that’s what’s wrong.”

“To whom?” He stared at her. “To you?”

“To Firestar,” Sparkpelt snapped.

“How can I be disrespectful to a cat I never met?” Nightheart tried to hold his anger in check, but it was impossible. She was being so unfair. “You never met him either!”

“I don’t need to have met him to know what a great warrior he was,” Sparkpelt snapped back.

“So what if he was a great warrior?” Nightheart’s tail quivered. “Does that mean every warrior has to have a name like his?”

“His kin should,” Sparkpelt growled.

“Why?” Nightheart mewed hotly. “Are you scared his kin will forget who he is? Or are you scared the rest of the Clan might forget we’re related to him?”

Sparkpelt scrambled to her paws, her pelt spiking along her spine. “How dare you?” she hissed. “I gave you that name because kin is important to me, and it breaks my heart that it’s not important to you!”

“If kin’s so important to you, why are you giving me such a hard time?” he retorted.

“Because I don’t understand why you’re not honored to be related to Firestar!” Her tail was lashing with fury. “You chose to turn your back on his memory no matter how much you hurt your family. Firestar would never have done such a thing.”

You don’t know that. Nightheart swallowed back the words. She wanted to be angry. Nothing he said would change that.

Finchlight’s ears twitched self-righteously. “You should find somewhere else to eat,” she mewed. “If you stay here, you’ll give Sparkpelt indigestion.”

Nightheart stared at her in disbelief. Why did they care so much about his name? Shouldn’t they care more about who he was? His heart was beating hard. He picked up his mouse and padded to the other side of the camp, relieved when Myrtlebloom beckoned him with a nod and shifted to make room for him on the patch of grass where she’d been eating a sparrow. His pelt was ruffled with embarrassment. She must have overheard the conversation. Every cat in the Clan must have overheard it.

“It’s fair for them to be upset,” she mewed.

“Still?” Nightheart dropped the mouse beside her and sat down. He avoided looking around the clearing. His Clanmates were probably staring at him, and his pelt felt hot enough already.

“It was a shock,” Myrtlebloom told him. “You changed your name in front of everyone. Without even warning Sparkpelt.”

“It’s not like I rejected my father’s name,” Nightheart grumbled. “I could understand Sparkpelt being angry
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