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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 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 (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



	 
	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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StarClan help me!

Berryheart flailed helplessly, struggling to free herself from Darktail’s claws. But they dug deep into her shoulders, and she could feel her strength ebbing, swamped by an overwhelming wave of pain. In spite of all her efforts, the water of the lake closed over her head.

This evil cat has destroyed ShadowClan! The thought wrapped her mind in a fog of despair. And I helped him. . . .

When Darktail had first arrived in the forest, Berryheart remembered how persuasive the rogue had been. He had lured her and several of her Clanmates to abandon ShadowClan and join the group he called his Kin. Only later had she realized that he intended to bring the whole forest under his evil claws. Any cat who disagreed with him became the target of his vicious anger.

Just like me . . . What a flea-brain I was!

As water filled her nose and ears, Berryheart summoned the last of her courage. She had to live. She had to put right the wrong she had done.

I have to save my Clan—all the Clans—from this invader!

Berryheart let herself go limp, as if she had finally succumbed to the smothering water. To her relief she felt Darktail’s grip relax; a heartbeat later his powerful hind legs thrust her away, farther into the lake. She let herself float below the surface, the wavering sunlight just above her head, holding her breath for as long as she could.

When the ache in her chest became too much to bear, Berryheart braced herself to start swimming. Have I drifted far enough? she wondered anxiously. But she couldn’t delay any longer. This is my last chance!

She kicked out until her head broke the surface and she could snatch a breath. She kept expecting to hear Darktail’s voice behind her, howling curses as she swam out of his reach. While he didn’t seem to have spotted her, the fear alone was enough to force every last scrap of strength into her straining muscles.

I’m no RiverClan cat, she thought. But Darktail will never catch me now.

Her strength was draining away when at last the bank of the far side of the lake loomed in front of her. Gasping with relief, she pulled herself up onto dry ground and gave her pelt a good shake. When she looked around, she saw a thick bank of ferns just ahead that gave way to dense shrubs and forest trees. This looks like RiverClan territory.

Tottering on legs that felt ready to give way, Berryheart headed into the undergrowth and collapsed, shivering, on the soft debris beneath an elder bush. All she wanted was to run back to ShadowClan, but there was no ShadowClan left to run to.

As she tried feebly to groom the water out of her fur, Berryheart promised herself that if ShadowClan could ever be restored, if Rowanstar and her Clanmates ever forgave her for following Darktail and allowed her to come home, she would give every scrap of her strength to make her beloved Clan as powerful as before. She would be the most loyal ShadowClan cat who had ever lived in the forest.

And she would never let an outsider trick her into trusting them again.



[image: image]

Chapter 1
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Frostpaw’s pelt prickled with tension; the air of the RiverClan camp was filled with it, as if a storm were about to break. Everywhere she looked, she could see injured warriors. Some were lying down and licking their wounds, total defeat in their eyes and the droop of their heads. Others crouched close together, muttering furiously and casting hostile glances at Tigerstar and the victorious cats of ShadowClan.

Not long ago, RiverClan had been thriving. But the death of the Clan leader, Mistystar, followed almost at once by the death of her deputy, Reedwhisker, had thrown the Clan into confusion.

Guilt and regret swept over Frostpaw. As the only medicine cat with a connection to StarClan, she had been responsible for finding a new leader. And I failed, she thought miserably. I failed twice.

Once the other Clans had realized RiverClan’s desperate need, Tigerstar had attacked. He believed that only his leadership could rescue the leaderless Clan from chaos, and the weakened RiverClan had been unable to prevent him from taking over.

Now Tigerstar jumped to the top of the Highstump. Just as if he were Clan leader! Frostpaw thought resentfully. My mother should have been standing there. I had a sign from StarClan that she was to be our next leader. Inwardly she shuddered at the horrific memory of Curlfeather torn apart by dogs on her way to the Moonpool. She would have been great.

She turned her back on Tigerstar as he began to address her Clan, instead padding up to Mallownose and beginning to lick the tear in his ear, where blood had trickled down into his pale tabby fur.

“I can’t believe any of our Clanmates would just do what another Clan tells them. It should at least be Owlnose giving the orders, right?” he mewed, fiercely indignant on his son’s behalf.

Frostpaw went on busily licking, her excuse for not replying. After Curlfeather, I thought Owlnose was destined to lead us. How could I have been so wrong? Owlnose had admitted to Tigerstar that he hadn’t received his nine lives, but only Frostpaw, Owlnose himself, Mothwing, and Fidgetflake knew the real reason why: He didn’t believe that he was the right cat to lead his Clan.

“We need hunting patrols,” Tigerstar announced. “I want volunteers. Not all of you are badly hurt.”

Not many cats were listening to him, and those who were didn’t respond, only gazing up at the ShadowClan leader with sullen expressions. Mallownose looked around with a satisfied gleam in his eye, pleased that none of his Clanmates were letting Tigerstar order them around.

“Come on!” Tigerstar growled, with an irritated lash of his tail. “Do you expect the prey to jump into your mouths?”

As he finished speaking, Splashtail tottered to his paws, his shoulder fur bristling. “Why should we do what you tell us?” he demanded, glaring at Tigerstar. “Why isn’t Owlnose in charge? I know StarClan hasn’t given him his lives yet, but at least he was chosen by a RiverClan cat!”

Many of Frostpaw’s Clanmates were nodding at Splashtail’s words, letting out murmurs of assent. Frostpaw was worried that the young tom had made Tigerstar angry, but when the ShadowClan leader spoke again, his voice was calm and measured.

“Perhaps if some cat could explain what happened at the Moonpool,” he began, “and exactly why Owlnose is not Owlstar right now, then we would all be better informed, and we could move on.”

There was an edge to his tone, and he stared pointedly at Owlnose as he spoke. Frostpaw fought down a rush of panic, convinced that Tigerstar had realized something had gone wrong—convinced that he had figured it out faster than the RiverClan cats, who were beginning to gather around Owlnose.

“Owlnose, what happened?” Havenpelt asked.

Podlight’s eyes were full of confusion. “Yeah, why didn’t you get your nine lives?”

Owlnose’s expression was miserable; he was staring at his paws, obviously reluctant to answer. Frostpaw was aware that the RiverClan cats were looking at her and Mothwing, too, but Mothwing ignored their questioning glances, her jaws firmly clamped shut.

What should I say if Tigerstar starts interrogating me? Should I tell him about the doubts I’ve been having? Frostpaw stared at her paws. She hadn’t even shared her doubts about her connection to StarClan with her own Clanmates. Surely she couldn’t tell Tigerstar first!

Frostpaw didn’t know what to do. Mothwing had wanted to keep RiverClan’s problems a secret from the very beginning; surely she would be furious if Frostpaw revealed what had happened at the Moonpool. She was acutely aware of Tigerstar’s piercing amber gaze, until Owlnose at last took a deep breath, straightened up, and raised his head.

“I didn’t become your leader,” he explained, his voice carrying clearly across the camp, “and I never will—by my own choice. I know that I wouldn’t make a good leader, and so I didn’t go through with the ceremony.”

Furious yowls broke out across the camp as Owlnose made his confession.

“Why would you refuse StarClan’s call?” Splashtail asked, his eyes wide with shock.

“And why are you telling us this now?” Lizardtail added.

Even though she was relieved that the truth had come out without her needing to speak, Frostpaw flinched inwardly as Tigerstar let his scathing gaze travel across the camp. “Are you suggesting Owlnose should have lied to us?” he meowed. “Like you lied at the Gathering? This is exactly your problem,” he continued, his claws working into the top of the Highstump. “Every time you hide what’s really going on, you dig yourselves into a deeper hole. Owlnose”—he dipped his head respectfully to the brown tabby tom—“I thank you for your honesty. It’s clear that RiverClan has no leader, StarClan-approved or not, which is why I am here.” His gaze swept across the RiverClan cats again, domineering now. “So, yes, for now you will take orders from me, to keep this Clan from falling apart until you can find a real leader.”

More yowls of outrage greeted his words, but Tigerstar remained unmoved, standing tall upon the Highstump as several of the RiverClan cats advanced on him, their fur bristling and their claws extended.

Frostpaw’s belly lurched at the thought of more bloodshed, especially as her Clanmates stood no chance of winning. Some of Tigerstar’s warriors moved closer to the stump, but before the RiverClan cats could attack, Harelight stepped forward, intercepting them.

“Have you got bees in your brain?” he demanded. “If you’re hurt, go and see Mothwing, and if you’re not, go and hunt something. Can’t you see there’s nothing we can do?”

Duskfur let out a snort of disapproval. “Why do we have to listen to Harelight?” she muttered. “He spent so much time in ShadowClan, he’s practically one of them!”

Frostpaw could see one or two of the other RiverClan cats nodding agreement. When Ashfur had usurped the leadership of ThunderClan, he had persuaded Mistystar to send Mothwing into exile. After the Clans fought against the impostor, Mistystar had exiled Icewing and Harelight, too, for disobeying her orders and fighting to defeat Ashfur, even though the rest of RiverClan had been fighting on his side. Tigerstar had welcomed them into ShadowClan, where they’d lived until the Lights in the Mist defeated Ashfur in the Dark Forest and Mistystar allowed them to return. Frostpaw could understand why her Clanmates might be suspicious, but she realized that at the same time they didn’t want to reject orders from one of their own Clanmates in front of ShadowClan.

Harelight opened his jaws to defend himself, but before he could speak, Duskfur swung around to confront Owlnose, her tail lashing with rage.

“This is all your fault,” she growled. “If you had done your duty at the Moonpool, we would have a leader by now, and we could tell Tigerstar and his mange-ridden warriors to get their tails off our territory!”

“That’s not fair,” Icewing protested, slipping between the two cats and laying a calming tail on Owlnose’s shoulder. “Sure, we need a leader, but we don’t want one who knows in his heart that it’s wrong for him to lead. Owlnose has done something very brave and good for the Clan by choosing to step down.”

Duskfur’s only response was an angry hiss.

Stepping closer to her, Icewing continued in a lower voice. “We have to go along with this for now. Perhaps the time will come for us to fight again and win, but this is not that time.”

Frostpaw watched Duskfur choke back her anger as she listened to Icewing’s wise words. Owlnose, too, though he still looked ashamed, was clearly encouraged by what the white she-cat had said.

Is this the right time for me to confess? Frostpaw wondered. The messy scene at the Moonpool had convinced her that she wasn’t a medicine cat. The more she thought about her visions, the more she felt that they had to be a product of her own imagination. Unlike the other medicine cats, she’d never seen herself among StarClan in their hunting grounds. Instead, the cat images she’d seen had been blurred, appearing out of a shimmering mist. But if she told that to her Clan, what would happen to her? She could become a healer like Mothwing, without a connection to StarClan, but she knew that wasn’t what RiverClan needed right now.

RiverClan needs a medicine cat who can receive signs and prophecies from StarClan. How else will we ever find a new leader? My Clanmates have been relying on me—they’ll be so disappointed!

If she told the truth, Frostpaw wondered, would she have to retrain as a warrior? She felt a pang of regret, because she loved helping her mentor to heal, but being a warrior seemed much more fun than living under the intense pressure she had felt since Mistystar died. I’m ready to change . . . I think.

Straightening up, Frostpaw cleared her throat, but before she could speak, she felt the touch of a tail on her shoulder and turned to see Mothwing at her side.

“Look at Shimmerpelt over there,” her mentor meowed. “She has a bad shoulder wound. Go to the den and fetch some horsetail.” As Frostpaw obediently brushed past her, Mothwing added in a whisper, “This isn’t the time. The whole Clan has enough on its paws right now. Besides, I need help with the herbs, and you know them.”

It’s like she can read my mind! Frostpaw thought, the tension in her chest easing at the thought that she could put off the decision for a little while.

As she headed toward the medicine-cat den, she spotted Icewing staring at her, as if the white she-cat wanted to ask her something. But at that moment Mallownose sprang up and began hissing insults at a ShadowClan warrior who had stepped on his tail. Icewing turned away with a scowl and went to break up the argument.

When Frostpaw returned with the horsetail for Shimmerpelt’s shoulder and began to chew it to a pulp, she realized that the arguments had died down and a fragile peace lay over the camp. But she was still startled when Tigerstar let out a yowl from the top of the Highstump, calling RiverClan to attention.

“I am going back to ShadowClan for now,” he announced. “You are not my Clan, and this is not a conquest.” Frostpaw felt slightly encouraged by his words, though she wondered how much trust to place in them as the ShadowClan leader continued: “Some ShadowClan cats will remain behind—my deputy, Cloverfoot, and two other warriors.”

Howls of protest rose from the RiverClan cats around him, and even though Tigerstar raised his tail for silence, it was some moments before he could make himself heard again.

“My warriors are here to help you, not just to tell you what to do,” he assured the angry cats.

“Yeah, and hedgehogs fly,” Duskfur growled.

“Like we’d believe a ShadowClan cat,” Splashtail added.

Several other cats were murmuring agreement, flexing their claws as they glared up at Tigerstar.

Icewing let out a long sigh. “Don’t be such mouse-brains,” she told her Clanmates. “Tigerstar was always going to want a presence in RiverClan. And if we want to convince ShadowClan that we can cope on our own, and find our leader quickly, we should all want that too. Otherwise Tigerstar will just continue to be convinced that we can’t manage our own Clan.”

“Thank you, Icewing,” Tigerstar meowed. “I’m glad there’s one cat here with enough sense to accept the inevitable. You and Cloverfoot should share the leader’s duties for now, and bring any concerns or news from RiverClan to me directly.”

Frostpaw could see that few of her Clanmates were happy with this idea. The muttering and resentful glances continued until Duskfur rose to her paws.

“What a surprise—you’ve chosen Icewing,” Duskfur sneered. “There’s another cat who spent too long with ShadowClan. She even trained with you in the Dark Forest, didn’t she? Why didn’t you choose Splashtail?” she added, turning toward the brown tabby tom. “He’s young, but he’s still our deputy.”

“That’s right,” Splashtail growled.

Several cats yowled in support of Splashtail. Frostpaw wanted to support her friend too, but she couldn’t help remembering that he had been appointed by Owlnose. If Owlnose was never our leader, he couldn’t appoint a deputy, she realized.

Tigerstar gazed thoughtfully at Splashtail, pausing for a few heartbeats. “I appreciate your passion for your Clan,” he responded at last. “But you’re very young, and your Clan will benefit from the guidance of an experienced warrior like Icewing.”

Frostpaw could tell that this wasn’t Tigerstar’s only reason, and she guessed that most of her Clanmates realized it too. The ShadowClan leader must have known that Splashtail would never cooperate with him; he was too angry about losing the battle.

“The best way to remove ShadowClan from your camp is to find your real leader,” Tigerstar continued. “I suggest that you focus on your connection with StarClan.”

Every cat turned their gaze toward Frostpaw. She concentrated on chewing up the horsetail, as if she could hide from her Clan’s expectations, which felt like a heavy weight on her shoulders. It had been bad enough feeling responsible for the Clan’s fate when she’d thought StarClan was with her. Now that she was sure they never had been, it was almost too much to bear.

When she had finished patting the horsetail pulp into Shimmerpelt’s shoulder, Frostpaw hurried back to the medicine cats’ den. She was grateful that she had something practical to do, using a skill she knew was real, while her mind was still full of her fears for the future.

What will happen now? she wondered. Will RiverClan ever be free again? Will we find a real medicine cat, or a real leader, or will StarClan leave us to be swallowed up by ShadowClan?

As she left the den with a mouthful of herbs, Frostpaw almost collided with a barrier of white fur—Icewing’s chest. Icewing stood aside to let her pass, but as Frostpaw did so, the older cat leaned over to murmur into her ear.

“Come find me later. We need to talk.”
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Chapter 2
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Sunbeam padded along the lakeshore on her way back to ShadowClan. Her limbs ached from the battle with RiverClan, but she had escaped any serious wounds. Inwardly she felt torn: She was glad that Tigerstar had managed to convince at least some of the RiverClan cats that ShadowClan only wanted to help, but her heart was heavy about the fighting. She wished it hadn’t come to a battle.

Berryheart was padding alongside her. Sunbeam had been feeling awkward with her mother since she’d realized how Berryheart’s hatred of outsiders had overcome her, and how she was prepared to do anything to keep intruders out. But now she could see her own uneasiness reflected in her mother’s eyes.

Glancing around for Tigerstar, Sunbeam spotted him so far ahead that she felt safe enough to talk to Berryheart in a low voice. “I’m worried that some of the RiverClan cats will spend all their energy fighting us,” she murmured, “instead of looking for their new leader.”

Berryheart let out a snort. “Never mind them!” she meowed scornfully. “What about us? If Tigerstar is focusing on another Clan as well as his own, what will that mean? Leaf-bare is coming. Our leader won’t have time to care for us, and our Clan will end up suffering for the problems of outsiders!”

Sunbeam rolled her eyes. Of course Berryheart isn’t thinking of anything outside ShadowClan! Even so, she had to admit that her mother had a point. Tigerstar was making a risky move. But she still couldn’t help thinking about the RiverClan warriors, lying injured and defeated in their camp. What kind of night will they have? And what would the other Clans say when they heard what Tigerstar had done?

By the time she and her Clanmates made it back to camp, Sunbeam was exhausted. She wanted nothing more than to head for her nest in the warriors’ den and go to sleep. But as she pushed her way through the thorns that surrounded the camp, she saw Blazefire running to meet Tigerstar.

The two cats stood for a moment with their heads close together and briefly exchanged words. It looked as though Blazefire had something urgent to tell his Clan leader. But no matter how hard Sunbeam strained, she couldn’t hear what they were saying.

Then Tigerstar turned to stare at Sunbeam, a quizzical look on his face. Sunbeam felt every hair on her pelt begin to prickle, as if ants were crawling through her fur. What is going on?

Blazefire bounded over to her, his eyes glowing. “Well, that was a surprise!” he announced. “But I’m so happy for you. Congratulations!”

As they padded side by side down the slope into the camp, Sunbeam was about to tell him that she had no idea what he was meowing about. But as soon as they reached the center of the camp, she guessed: Nightheart was standing beside the fresh-kill pile, talking to a small cluster of ShadowClan warriors.

I’m the only ShadowClan cat he knows, she reasoned. He must be here for me. But . . . really?

Sunbeam knew the ThunderClan tom liked her, but they’d never discussed becoming mates, and they’d definitely never discussed switching Clans for each other. She froze for one appalled moment, then forced her paws to move and carry her over to the ThunderClan cat.

“You wouldn’t believe how close Sunbeam and I are!” he was telling Gullswoop as Sunbeam came into earshot. “I want to spend the rest of my life in ShadowClan so I can be with her.”

“Really?” Gullswoop looked as if she were contemplating the juiciest piece of prey on the fresh-kill pile. “I had no idea!”

“Yes, we fell in love when we went on the mission to find herbs to fight the greencough.” Nightheart’s voice was loud enough to carry right across the camp.

Sunbeam felt her whole head begin to throb. She was flattered by Nightheart’s bubbling enthusiasm, the way he loved her and wanted to be with her forever . . .

But if that’s how he feels, he should have told me before he told Gullswoop!

As Sunbeam approached, determined to get to the bottom of whatever Nightheart thought he was doing, Gullswoop spotted her and touched the tip of her tail to the ThunderClan cat’s shoulder, angling her ears in her direction. Nightheart spun around, gazing at Sunbeam with ears and whiskers twitching nervously. She had known that he liked her; now she could see how much he loved her. In his eyes she could see how vulnerable he felt, terrified that she might send him away.

Okay, Sunbeam thought. At least he seems to realize that I didn’t see this coming. “I need to talk to you,” she mewed as gently as she could as Nightheart bounded up to her. She glanced uneasily at Gullswoop. “Alone.”

But it wasn’t as easy as Sunbeam had thought to manage a few moments with the cat who was, apparently, supposed to be her future mate. Her Clanmates kept coming up to congratulate them, crowding around so they could hardly shift their paws a mouse-length.

Sunbeam’s brother Spireclaw was one of the first, with his mate, Fringewhisker, who had come from SkyClan to be with him. “I’m so pleased you’ve found the right cat,” Spireclaw told his sister. “I want you to be happy.”

“I know how hard it is to leave your Clan,” Fringewhisker told Nightheart. “But I don’t think you’ll regret it. Sunbeam’s a great cat.”

Sunbeam was grateful for their encouragement, but less impressed with the many cats who only wanted to say how surprised they were. Or cats like Gullswoop, who will gossip about this for moons! No cat seemed to realize that she was surprised, too, and desperately impatient to talk alone with Nightheart.

At last the crowd of her Clanmates melted away as Tigerstar approached, and stood for a moment looking thoughtfully from Nightheart to Sunbeam and back again. Sunbeam’s belly lurched, anxious about what the Clan leader’s reaction would be; his expression was giving nothing away.

“Nightheart, I hear that you’re asking to join ShadowClan.” When he began to speak, Tigerstar’s voice was calm and measured; it reminded Sunbeam of how he had sounded when he was talking to the RiverClan cats. “You’ll be allowed to stay in our camp for now, and according to the new addition to the warrior code, you will be able to try proving your loyalty to ShadowClan and to Sunbeam. If you—”

“I can’t wait to get started!” Nightheart interrupted.

Sunbeam winced, while Tigerstar went on as though the ThunderClan cat hadn’t spoken.

“If you succeed, you will be part of the Clan. Until then, you are a visitor who will have duties, but hold no rank within the Clan. Is that understood?”

Nightheart dipped his head respectfully. “Yes, of course, Tigerstar.”

Tigerstar gave a brisk nod and stalked away.

Finally Sunbeam was able to lead Nightheart out of the camp. Her gaze darted around to find a spot with a good chance of privacy, and alighted on the shade of a low-growing pine tree a few fox-lengths away.

“Nightheart, what in the name of StarClan are you doing?” she began when they were settled in the shelter of the pine. “We barely know each other—how can we be mates? I don’t even know if I want a mate!”

Nightheart blinked at her, looking startled, as if he had expected her to welcome him and declare her undying love. “I’m sorry . . . ,” he muttered, his head drooping dejectedly.

Instantly Sunbeam felt sorry, too, for pouncing on him as if he were a piece of fresh-kill. “I shouldn’t have snapped at you,” she meowed. “I’m flattered, sort of. But honestly, Nightheart, couldn’t you have told me how you felt, instead of just showing up in my Clan with no warning?”

“I suppose you’re right,” Nightheart mewed after a moment. “I admit I rushed it, and I’m really sorry. But I do really like you, Sunbeam, and I want to get to know you better. How could I do that while I was trapped in ThunderClan?”

“You could still have talked to me first,” Sunbeam pointed out.

“I know,” Nightheart sighed, his gaze fixed on her face. There was love and longing in his eyes, but a hint of anxiety, too, as if he was worried about what he would do if she rejected him. “Please forgive me, and give me a chance to prove myself, to you and your Clan.”

Now that the shock of his declaration was wearing off, Sunbeam remembered everything he had told her about not feeling that he belonged in ThunderClan. She wondered if his leaving his birth Clan was really about her at all. At the same time, she liked his earnest demeanor, and she was surprised to feel herself softening toward him. He doesn’t do things by halves, does he?

“I forgive you, Nightheart,” she began. “But I need time to think about what I want. What will you do if my answer is no?”

“The choice will be yours,” Nightheart promised, sincerity shining in his eyes. “If you really don’t want me around, I’ll leave. But I hope that if we don’t end up being mates, you’ll be okay if I stay so we can still be friends and Clanmates.”

For a heartbeat Sunbeam thought of Blazefire, then pushed his image away as if she were saying good-bye to the life they might have had together. Leaning forward, she murmured assent, touching noses with Nightheart. She did like him, she realized, and maybe that feeling could grow into something more. I may as well give him a chance, she decided.

As soon as she and Nightheart returned to the camp, Sunbeam spotted her mother bearing down on her. She felt her heart begin to thump as she saw the ominous look on Berryheart’s face.

“I want to talk to you,” Berryheart snapped, with a glare at Nightheart. “Alone.”

“And I would love to chat with Nightheart, my kin,” a softer voice added from behind Berryheart. Sunbeam looked up to see Tawnypelt, Tigerstar’s mother and the former Clan deputy, watching Nightheart with warmth in her eyes. Sunbeam had momentarily forgotten that she and Nightheart were related; she was Bramblestar’s littermate.

Nightheart looked delighted to be greeted with kindness by at least one cat. “Tawnypelt! I’d love to talk to you.”

Why do I suspect your conversation will go better than mine? Sunbeam nodded at her mother, suppressing a sigh. “Okay,” she responded. “Nightheart, you can have some time alone with Tawnypelt, and I’ll join you soon.”

Nightheart dipped his head, a flash of relief in his eyes at escaping the hostile she-cat, and padded off with the more relaxed-looking senior warrior.

“What are you thinking?” Berryheart demanded, not even waiting for Nightheart to move out of earshot. “Inviting an outsider—a ThunderClan cat—into our Clan, without telling any cat! How could you betray your Clan like this?”

“But I didn’t—”

Berryheart swept on, ignoring Sunbeam’s attempt to interrupt. “I once gave up on my Clan, and it was the worst mistake of my life. I’ll spend the rest of my days trying to be worthy of the forgiveness my Clan showed me. How can Nightheart ever be loyal to you if he can’t be loyal to ThunderClan?”

As she listened, Sunbeam felt her shoulder fur beginning to bristle. Berryheart joined Darktail’s Kin! That was completely different!

“Nightheart isn’t a traitor, or an outsider,” she protested. “He’s a good cat. And what about Fringewhisker? She hasn’t given any cat reason to doubt her since she became Spireclaw’s mate.”

Berryheart gave her a sour look, her eyes narrowed, but was visibly trying to control her anger. “All I’m worried about is your happiness,” she told Sunbeam. “And you won’t be happy if Nightheart fails the test, or if he decides to go back to his real Clan—or if he goes back and tells them all of ShadowClan’s secrets.”

When Nightheart had first arrived in the camp, Sunbeam had been startled and uncertain. But now her mother’s invective made her feel like defending him. He might rush into things, and even be a bit self-centered, but she was completely certain that he wasn’t a traitor.

“You can’t be all that concerned about my happiness,” she snapped, “or Spireclaw’s, if you talk about our mates that way. Nightheart deserves the chance to follow the code and become a ShadowClan cat. What you did in the past is your problem. This is now.”

Whirling around, Sunbeam stalked away from her mother with her tail bushed out. She felt that she had won the argument, but she wasn’t happy about it. It still hurt to fight with Berryheart, even though she was certain that her mother was wrong.
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Chapter 3
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It felt strange to Nightheart, approaching the Gathering island from ShadowClan territory, and even stranger that there was no full moon. Tonight he and his new Clanmates were on their way to an emergency Gathering, called by Tigerstar to discuss the situation in RiverClan. Where Nightheart was used to seeing the forest and the lake bathed in silver light, now, although the sky was clear, only a claw-scratch of moon appeared among the stars.

Nightheart had been shocked to the tips of his claws when Sunbeam had explained to him what was happening in RiverClan, and how Tigerstar had led the ShadowClan cats in a battle to gain control. Sunbeam’s account of Tigerstar’s reasoning sounded sensible enough, in a way, but he shuddered at the thought that warriors could have been hurt, or even killed. He had heard stories of battles in the past, against the evil rogue cat Darktail, or further back still, against the first Tigerstar, who had tried to take over the whole forest. Surely no cat would risk that happening again! He wondered why the present Tigerstar had ever imagined he could make RiverClan’s choices for them.

I never thought he was a power-hungry cat, but what if I’m wrong? A chill pricked at his pelt. Have I made a mistake by joining his Clan to be with Sunbeam?

He watched Tigerstar striding ahead, leading the way, with Cloverfoot padding at his shoulder; she had just returned from her stay in RiverClan to make her report.

Nightheart pricked up his ears and increased his pace a little so that he could overhear what the Clan deputy had to say.

“Of course, things are still very tense over there,” Cloverfoot meowed. “But at least no cat has tried to drive us out.”

Tigerstar acknowledged her news with a brusque nod. “Has there been any word from StarClan?” he asked.

“Not yet,” Cloverfoot replied. “Their young medicine cat is doing her best, but I’m not sure she’s even tried to contact StarClan since the battle. I’m worried that her best might not be good enough.”

“You could be right,” Tigerstar grunted. “Mothwing is a great healer, but how does she expect to train an apprentice when she never speaks to StarClan?”

Cloverfoot let out a sigh. “True enough. And we have to remember that if RiverClan doesn’t sort its problems out soon, the other Clans won’t tolerate us occupying their territory for long.”

“I know.” Tigerstar echoed his deputy’s sigh. “The other leaders won’t like what I’m going to tell them. I just hope they won’t be willing to fight over it.”

Nightheart hoped that, too, but when he glanced at Sunbeam, he saw his own apprehension reflected in her gaze.

In the clearing beneath the branches of the Great Oak, the air was thick with tension. All the other Clans were already there by the time the ShadowClan cats arrived; Nightheart was aware of curious stares and murmuring as Tigerstar leaped up to take his place in the tree.

He was aware too that cats were staring at him, seeing him arriving with ShadowClan and not with ThunderClan, where he ought to have been. He remembered how he had stormed out of the stone hollow, not even telling his Clanmates where he meant to go. Speaking with Tawnypelt, who was supportive of his move, had helped him feel a bit more at home in his new Clan. But it didn’t erase the fact that all the rest of his kin was likely furious with him.

Lilyheart padded over to him, with Bayshine close behind her. “Nightheart, what’s going on?” his former mentor asked. “Where have you been? We were worried about you.”

“Yeah, why are you with them?” Bayshine added, angling his ears toward the ShadowClan cats.

“We can’t talk now,” Nightheart muttered. Even though both cats seemed worried about him rather than annoyed, explaining himself was the last thing he wanted to do.

Glancing across the clearing at the other ThunderClan warriors, he felt a pang of sadness pierce his heart when he saw that his mother, Sparkpelt, wasn’t there. But the pang was followed by a wash of relief. Sooner or later I’ll have to face her, but thank StarClan I don’t have to do it now!

The representatives from RiverClan were clustered together at the far side of the clearing near the line of bushes. Icewing and Owlnose were there, with Splashtail and a few others. Even Mothwing had remained with her Clan instead of taking up her position near the Great Oak with the other medicine cats. They sat with heads raised and shoulders straight in a proud kind of silence.

Nightheart could see cobweb plastered along Splashtail’s side, holding a poultice in place. He remembered what Sunbeam had told him about the scene after the battle. No cat had leaped into the Great Oak to represent RiverClan. He guessed the cats must have argued about who would represent their Clan, or even whether they would come at all.

“Cats of all Clans.” Tigerstar’s voice rang out across the clearing from his place in the Great Oak. “We are here to—”

“I’m surprised you dare show your face!” The interruption came from Leafstar, who was crouched on a branch a tail-length above the ShadowClan leader. “How can you excuse yourself for taking over RiverClan?”

Nightheart heard gasps of shock coming from the WindClan cats; Harestar was staring at Tigerstar with a look of disbelief on his face. WindClan didn’t know that part, he realized. Though some cat obviously told Leafstar.

“This was a foolish act,” Leafstar continued, leaning down to hiss in Tigerstar’s face. “It will never benefit you or ShadowClan! I’ve heard the stories of what happened when the first Tigerstar took over RiverClan, and I’m sure you haven’t forgotten them. You should be ashamed to follow in the paw steps of your famous ancestor! Don’t imagine that any cat here would ever let that happen again.”

Tigerstar stretched up on his branch to face her. “I’m not the first Tigerstar!” he snarled. “I would never make the same mistakes. And I’m not taking over RiverClan. I’m helping RiverClan sort out their problems.”

“Oh, really?” Leafstar’s voice was icy. “And hedgehogs fly. What actually happened,” she continued, addressing the assembled cats, “is that ShadowClan invaded RiverClan’s camp and forced them to fight. I’m sure that the warrior code would never permit that. So what’s your excuse, Tigerstar?”

Tigerstar turned away from the SkyClan leader to look out across the cats in the clearing. Nightheart could see that he was making a massive effort to control his anger, his paws quivering as he dug his claws into the branch.

“Look, it was like this,” he began. “RiverClan was in chaos. As you heard at the last Gathering, Owlnose was chosen to lead them.” He paused, and Nightheart felt that every cat was holding their breath for what was to come next. “But Owlnose did not become their leader,” Tigerstar continued. “He refused to set his paws on the path into StarClan’s territory, and he has not been given his nine lives.”

At his words, an outcry broke out among the assembled cats.

“What? Owlnose refused?”

“Really?”

“I don’t believe it!”

As the clamor went on, Nightheart saw Leafstar give a contemptuous sniff. Her comment was clearly not meant to be shared with the whole Gathering, but he was close enough to hear her response. “I can’t say that I’m terribly surprised. He wasn’t behaving much like a Clan leader at the last Gathering.”

Across the clearing, Owlnose seemed embarrassed by the outcry. He gave an awkward flick of his tail, then sat with his head bowed, contemplating his paws. Icewing, who was sitting next to him, rested her tail on his shoulder.

Tigerstar raised his tail for silence. “I went to RiverClan to help and advise them,” he went on once he could make himself heard. “They attacked my warriors—which I admit was their right—but we defeated them, and that proves they can’t defend themselves, and they need our help.”

Nightheart felt his pelt grow warm with embarrassment on behalf of the RiverClan cats. He could see the hurt in their eyes at Tigerstar’s harsh assessment, though they remained silent.

“I swear on the spirits of my warrior ancestors,” Tigerstar continued, “that I have no designs on RiverClan’s territory, and no intention of keeping a ShadowClan presence in RiverClan for any longer than I have to. But until they sort out their leadership problems, RiverClan needs our help.”

When Tigerstar had finished speaking, every cat seemed frozen into silence for a few moments. Nightheart could see cats exchanging uneasy glances, as if they were beginning to realize that
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