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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



	
	APPRENTICE, BAYPAW (golden tabby tom)



	 
	POPPYFROST—pale tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat



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



	
	APPRENTICE, FLAMEPAW (black tom)



	 
	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes



	 
	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat



	 
	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom



	 
	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, FINCHPAW (tortoiseshell she-cat)



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



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



	 
	EAGLEWING—ginger she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, MYRTLEPAW (pale brown she-cat)



	 
	DEWNOSE—gray-and-white tom



	 
	THRIFTEAR—dark gray she-cat



	 
	STORMCLOUD—gray tabby tom



	 
	HOLLYTUFT—black she-cat



	 
	FERNSONG—yellow tabby tom



	 
	HONEYFUR—white she-cat with yellow splotches



	 
	SPARKPELT—orange tabby she-cat



	 
	SORRELSTRIPE—dark brown she-cat



	 
	TWIGBRANCH—gray she-cat with green eyes



	 
	FINLEAP—brown tom



	 
	SHELLFUR—tortoiseshell tom



	 
	PLUMSTONE—black-and-ginger she-cat



	 
	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



	 
	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



	 
	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches



	 
	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



	 
	FERNSTRIPE—gray tabby she-cat



	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
        


	LEADER
	MISTYSTAR—gray she-cat with blue eyes



	DEPUTY
	REEDWHISKER—black tom



	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)



	 
	CURLFEATHER—pale brown 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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A full moon drifted above the treetops, shedding a chilly light over the Gathering. Cats crowded around the Great Oak; in its branches, their leaders crouched, half hidden by leaves tinged with the gold and brown of early leaf-fall. Only their eyes, glowing like tiny moons, betrayed their presence.

ShadowClan had been the last to arrive, the cats still wriggling through the crowd to find places. One, a black-and-white tom, stood back, his gaze raking the assembled cats until it fell upon a SkyClan she-cat. Her white pelt, blotched with brown, glimmered in the moonlight. A purr gathered in his throat.

The she-cat raised her head slightly as her gaze met his, and she slid quietly backward until she found a space in the shadow of a bush at the very edge of the clearing. The tom joined her there, and they sat side by side.

“I thought you were never coming,” the she-cat murmured.

The tom shivered at the warmth of her breath near his ear. “Tigerstar likes to make an entrance,” he responded.

He had barely finished speaking when the ShadowClan leader let out a loud yowl, standing tall on a branch of the Great Oak. “Cats of all Clans,” he meowed as the sound of chatter died away. “Welcome to the Gathering.”

Bramblestar, the leader of ThunderClan, was the first of the leaders to give his news, but his words washed over the ShadowClan tom like a warm breeze that barely ruffled his fur. All his attention was on the she-cat at his side.

His delight at being with her was almost like pain. He remembered how long they had loved each other, how they had begun with shared glances and short chats at Gatherings, then managed to snatch a few meetings on their shared Clan border by the lakeside. Every moment they had spent together had felt so precious, and yet so disloyal.

What would our kin and our Clanmates say if they knew?

Sometimes the ShadowClan tom had hoped that everything would work out. After all, his Clan leader, Tigerstar, had fallen in love with a ThunderClan cat, and she had left her birth Clan to be with him. But he still remembered how long it had taken before ShadowClan had accepted Dovewing.

We’re both loyal to our Clans, he thought, with a loving glance at the SkyClan she-cat. We don’t want to lose our kin, or our friends.

His gaze drinking in the graceful curve of her neck, he remembered too how she had come to ShadowClan to help guard the impostor, Ashfur, when he was imprisoned there. The tom shuddered to remember the evil spirit cat who had taken over Bramblestar’s body and led ThunderClan until his deception was discovered. While he’d held on to power, he had almost wrecked the Clans in his determination to root out codebreakers.

That had been a terrible experience for the Clans, and the tom felt a pang of guilt at how wonderful it had been for him and for the brown-and-white she-cat. Once, all they could have hoped for were snatched moments beside their shared border. But once Ashfur was a prisoner in ShadowClan, guarded in turn by warriors from the other Clans, her duties had brought her to the ShadowClan camp. Then they’d had a rare opportunity to sit side by side and talk, to be together without feeling they were stealing time away from their Clans.

Best of all, in the end their terrible fear that they might be branded as codebreakers had been washed away like a twig in the floods of greenleaf. The warrior code would change. StarClan would no longer forbid them from being together.

The tom’s thoughts were interrupted as the SkyClan she-cat prodded him in the side. “Wake up!” she whispered. Her eyes were glimmering and her tail twitching in excitement. “Mistystar is going to talk about changes to the warrior code. This is what we’ve come to hear.”

When Ashfur had finally been defeated, several living cats had been granted the privilege of setting paw in the hunting grounds of StarClan. When they had returned, they had been given the title of Lights in the Mist, and they had brought back a plan that would change things for all the Clans.

Especially for cats like us, the tom thought, with an affectionate glance at the she-cat.

The tom looked up to see the RiverClan leader slowly making her way toward the end of her branch. For the first time he was struck by how frail she looked; the fur around her muzzle was gray with age, and her blue-gray pelt, once thick and beautiful, was dull and thinning now. But she still gazed down on the assembled cats with all the dignity of a Clan leader as she began to speak.

The ShadowClan tom and the SkyClan she-cat exchanged a glance of anticipation, then focused all their attention on Mistystar. Every other cat was doing the same; no cat was looking at them. Silently they pressed closer and twined their tails together.

The black-and-white tom’s heart was pounding so hard that he thought it might burst out of his chest. Things are changing . . . , he told himself. Oh, StarClan, whatever happens, let us be together.
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Chapter 1
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Crouching beside the fresh-kill pile, Flamepaw tore a bite from the mouse that lay at his paws. But the succulent flesh tasted like dead leaves in his mouth, and when he gulped it down, it settled in his belly like a rock. He couldn’t think of anything but his warrior assessment, which was due to start as soon as he and the other apprentices had finished eating.

Beside him, his foster littermate Baypaw, who was sharing his mouse, stopped eating to waggle his hindquarters vigorously, then took off in a massive pounce, landing with his forepaws clasped around a pebble that lay on the ground of the ThunderClan camp.

“Gotcha!” he yowled. “That was my best pounce,” he declared as he bounded back to Flamepaw. His eyes sparkled with excitement. “I’m going to catch so much prey. Mice and squirrels, beware! Baypaw is coming for you!”

“Yeah, sure,” Flamepaw muttered.

Baypaw crouched beside him and gave him a friendly nudge, his gaze reassuring. “Hey, don’t worry,” he meowed. “You’ll be fine. You’re a great hunter.”

Flamepaw nodded and forced himself to take another bite of the mouse. Hoping to distract himself from his upcoming assessment, he angled his ears toward a group of senior warriors who were sharing prey nearby, their heads together in what looked like a serious conversation.

“I don’t know what I think about making changes to the warrior code,” Birchfall mewed uneasily. “Especially this idea that we could get rid of a leader. It would be like—like telling the sun not to shine!”

Ivypool let out a disapproving snort. “We would have been glad enough to get rid of Ashfur,” she pointed out. “Even when we still thought he was Bramblestar. Cats died because we went on accepting him as our leader, even though he was sending cats into exile and suspecting us all of disloyalty, like he had bees in his brain.”

“But how often will we have to deal with a cat like Ashfur?” Birchfall asked.

“Once was enough,” Thornclaw responded with a flick of his ears. “I think Ivypool is right.”

“But Ashfur wasn’t a true leader,” Birchfall insisted. “If he hadn’t stolen Bramblestar’s body, no cat would have accepted him. And StarClan never gave him his nine lives and his name. These new rules are all about deposing a leader who has been approved by StarClan. That’s quite different.”

“You’ve got a point there,” Thornclaw admitted grudgingly.

“Although,” Ivypool mewed, “it’s not like StarClan is infallible. The first Tigerstar was given nine lives.”

“That’s true. Though, if a Clan deposed its leader, I don’t understand what would happen to their nine lives,” Cherryfall meowed. “Those lives are given by StarClan; ordinary living cats can’t take them away, can they?”

“We could try, if the leader was as vile as Ashfur,” Mousewhisker meowed, sliding out his claws. His eyes shone with anger, and Flamepaw remembered that the warrior had lost two of his siblings as a result of Ashfur’s lies.

Shocked gasps came from two or three cats in the group, and Flamepaw exchanged a horrified glance with his foster brother.

“A leader is a leader,” Bumblestripe insisted, glaring at the gray-and-white tom. “You don’t disobey a leader, you don’t depose a leader, and you certainly don’t kill a leader. That would get you to the Dark Forest for sure.”

“Keep your fur on.” Thornclaw flicked his tail at the younger tom, who reared back with an offended expression. “You don’t know the Dark Forest—not like Ivypool and I do. And the code has never been that rigid. Many of you are too young to remember, but I’ll never forget when ShadowClan drove out their leader Brokenstar, back in the old forest. He deserved it, if ever a cat did. But StarClan didn’t take back his nine lives, and they didn’t give nine lives to ShadowClan’s next leader, Nightstar.”

Lionblaze, who had so far listened in silence, rasped his tongue thoughtfully over his golden pelt. “That was a different time, Thornclaw.” His voice was a warm rumble in his throat. “Now StarClan might agree to take the nine lives away. After all, they encouraged the Lights in the Mist to make these changes to the code.”

Thornclaw flicked an ear in annoyance. “I wish Graystripe were here to explain,” he muttered. “He knew how it worked, back in the day. I just don’t understand what happened in the Dark Forest, and I wish I did.”

“Lots of cats wish that,” Lionblaze responded. “But we have to trust that our leaders understand and will do what’s right.”

Thornclaw’s only reply was a grunt.

“What do you think, Flamepaw?” Baypaw mumbled around a mouthful of mouse. “Should we be able to get rid of our leader?”

Flamepaw dragged his attention away from the senior warriors’ conversation. “Sure we should,” he replied, half hoping that the senior warriors would hear him. “Except I don’t think that goes far enough. Maybe the Clans would work better if we changed leaders regularly.”

Baypaw’s eyes stretched wide with shock, and he choked on his lump of prey, swallowing it with difficulty. “What!”

“Well, what’s the alternative?” Flamepaw meowed defensively. “The way it is now, one cat chosen by the previous leader gets to boss every cat around until they’ve gone through nine whole lives. How is that fair?”

Recovering himself, his foster brother rolled his eyes. “You might not want to say that too loud,” he pointed out, “especially considering that our leader, Bramblestar, is your kin.”

Flamepaw hunched his shoulders. “It’s not like any cat would listen to me, anyway,” he muttered sulkily.

Forcing himself to eat more of the mouse, Flamepaw wished silently that every cat would stop judging him because of his kin. His mother was Sparkpelt, daughter of the Clan leader, Bramblestar, and his deputy, Squirrelflight—and Squirrelflight was the daughter of Firestar, the greatest leader the forest had ever known. No cat realized how hard it was, carrying the blood of cats like those in his veins.

I’m even sort of named after Firestar, Flamepaw thought. Gazing at his black paws, he added to himself, Which is weird, because I’m not at all fire-colored. I guess Firestar was such a great cat, it was more important to Sparkpelt to remind every cat that I’m his kin, instead of looking at what I’m actually like. I wonder if my father would have gone along with it.

Most cats never mentioned Flamepaw’s father, Larksong, who had died before Flamepaw had a chance to know him. Flamepaw’s mentor, Lilyheart, was Larksong’s mother, and sometimes she told Flamepaw stories about him. Maybe Larksong would have understood me, Flamepaw thought wistfully. Lilyheart says I look like him.

He swallowed the last mouthful of mouse; Baypaw had already finished eating, and was sitting up, cleaning his whiskers. As Flamepaw swiped his tongue over his jaws, his mother, Sparkpelt, padded over to them.

“Good luck on your assessments,” she mewed.

“Thanks, Sparkpelt!” Baypaw responded, bouncing to his paws.

Flamepaw inclined his head politely. “Thank you.”

“I’m sure you’ll do very well,” Sparkpelt told him.

Flamepaw wished that he didn’t feel so stiff and awkward around his mother. He knew that Sparkpelt loved him. Well, she has to, seeing as she’s my mother. But he wasn’t sure that she liked him very much. Sometimes he thought she didn’t know him well enough to like him.

Sparkpelt hadn’t raised him as a young kit; she had been too depressed by the death of his father, Larksong, and his littermate, Flickerkit. Sorrelstripe had stepped in to nurse him instead.

Later, Sparkpelt and Finchpaw—Flamepaw’s surviving littermate—had grown close when they had been exiled together by the impostor, leaving Flamepaw behind in the ThunderClan camp. Maybe because he had been separated from her so young, Flamepaw still felt as if he barely knew Sparkpelt. He was not even sure he wanted to know her; he was torn between hoping for her attention because she was his mother, and resenting her for having abandoned him.

Now Sparkpelt didn’t seem to know what to say to him. While Flamepaw still stood there in awkward silence, she gave a final dip of her head, then padded across the camp to where Finchpaw was sharing fresh-kill with Myrtlepaw, Baypaw’s littermate. At once Flamepaw could see how much more relaxed Sparkpelt became, touching noses with Finchpaw and giving her a loving lick around her ear.

Dragging his gaze away, Flamepaw spotted Baypaw and Myrtlepaw’s mother, Sorrelstripe, who had fostered him and Finchpaw. Now she gave him and Baypaw an encouraging wave of her tail. Inclining his head in reply, Flamepaw let out a long sigh. Sometimes I wish Sorrelstripe were my mother.

His mentor, Lilyheart, was already waiting near the entrance to the camp. As Flamepaw watched, Baypaw’s mentor, Mousewhisker, and Finchpaw’s mentor, Cinderheart, padded over to her. A moment later, Eaglewing, Myrtlepaw’s mentor, slipped out of the warriors’ den and raced across the camp to join the others.

“Come on, Flamepaw!” Lilyheart called. “It’s time!”

Flamepaw rose to his paws as the rest of the mentors summoned their apprentices, and followed the other young cats toward the camp entrance. Yowls of “Good luck!” rang in his ears from more of his Clanmates around the clearing. Flamepaw felt his sadness drain away like water into dry ground, replaced by nervous excitement thrilling from his ears to his tail-tip.

Outside the camp, the four mentors and their apprentices headed off in different directions. Before he followed Mousewhisker, Baypaw paused to give Flamepaw a reassuring nudge. “You’ve got this,” he meowed.

“So do you,” Flamepaw responded, pressing his muzzle into Baypaw’s shoulder. Then he followed Lilyheart into the woods, heading toward the lake.

Once the scents of the other cats and the sound of their paw steps had faded, Lilyheart halted. “Okay, you need to go hunt,” she told him. “You won’t see me, but I’ll be watching you. I expect you to catch loads of prey, so we’ll impress all the cats in the camp with what a good hunter you are.”

Lilyheart’s cheerful tones, and the way she obviously expected him to do well, roused Flamepaw’s ambition. I’m going to make a really spectacular catch!

Standing still, all his senses alert, he opened his jaws to taste the air. Succulent prey-scents flowed in on him, telling him it would be a good day for hunting.

Almost at once he distinguished the scent of mouse and heard a scuffling. Padding forward, he located the sound among a heap of fallen leaves; he could even see the leaves twitch. That’s where the mouse is hiding—there might even be two! Briefly he dropped into the hunter’s crouch, but then he hesitated; mice weren’t particularly impressive prey. Any daft furball can catch mice! It wasn’t enough for him to pass his assessment by catching just any prey; he wanted Lilyheart to be really impressed.

Straightening up, Flamepaw padded on into the forest, passing over another mouse and a shrew that practically ran into his paws as it scuttled across his path.

Maybe a bird would be good, he thought. They’re harder to hunt.

A few paces farther on, Flamepaw rounded the edge of a bramble thicket and came upon a squirrel nibbling at something in its forepaws a couple of tail-lengths away from the nearest tree. It looks so fat and juicy! That would be a great piece of prey to bring back.

Flamepaw carefully got into position and began to creep forward, checking that he was upwind of the squirrel and setting his paws down as lightly as he could. The squirrel seemed unaware of him, all its attention on what it held between its paws.

But before Flamepaw was close enough to pounce, he remembered a move that he had practiced once or twice with Baypaw. Lilyheart had never seen it. That would impress her, for sure!

Flamepaw abandoned his crouch and bounded forward, launching himself into a powerful leap—not at the squirrel but at the tree behind it. He meant to whip around as soon as he hit the tree and ricochet away from it, cutting off the squirrel’s escape route as it fled for safety.

But the spectacular move didn’t work. Flamepaw hit the tree with one paw crushed under him; pain stabbed up his leg as far as his shoulder. Gasping, he tried to correct his position as he pushed off. But he was tangled up in his own paws and completely misjudged his leap. He thumped to the ground among the tree roots, all the breath driven out of him. The squirrel leaped over him and raced up the trunk, pausing on a low branch to chatter insults at Flamepaw before vanishing among the leaves.

Flamepaw scrambled to his paws, fighting to catch his breath. Debris from among the roots was clinging to his fur. Worse, every hair on his pelt was hot with embarrassment, because he knew that Lilyheart must have been watching. She would have seen how he had messed up the move; worse, the racket he and the squirrel had made must have scared off any other prey within earshot.

Shaking the earth and scraps of leaf out of his pelt, Flamepaw padded on, determined now to make a few good catches—simple catches that any trained warrior could make. No more showing off, he told himself sternly.

He paused beside a clump of bracken, ears pricked for the sound of prey hiding in the depths of the fronds. He heard nothing, but when he pushed his way through to the other side, he immediately spotted a magpie pecking at the ground a few fox-lengths away.

Excitement tingled through Flamepaw. This was another outstanding piece of prey! He took up the hunter’s crouch again, checking carefully to make sure his paws were properly tucked in and his tail curled along his side. Then, paw step by stealthy paw step, he crept up on the magpie.

I have to catch this one!

He slid one paw forward and almost set it down on a curled-up leaf, but managed to draw back a heartbeat before he would have trod on it and alerted his prey. It took all his strength to keep on sneaking slowly forward, when what he wanted to do was leap on the bird and sink his claws into it.

Flamepaw was sure he hadn’t made a noise, but before he reached the best distance for a pounce, the magpie looked up, tilting its head as if it had heard something. It’s going to fly away! Flamepaw flung himself forward in a massive leap. His claws scraped the magpie’s tail; it took off with a clatter of wings and a harsh cry, leaving Flamepaw with his claws slammed down on a single feather.

“Fox dung!” he snarled.

He stared after the bird in utter frustration, then forced himself to concentrate again and peered grimly through the trees. The bird’s noisy escape would have scared off most of the nearby prey—again. Flamepaw’s belly was churning as he set out once more. He was acutely aware of the sun approaching sunhigh, and expected at any moment to see Lilyheart coming to meet him.

And I haven’t caught a single piece of prey. Oh, StarClan, please send me something . . . anything!

Padding onward, Flamepaw drew a huge breath of relief as he picked up the scent of mouse and spotted a skinny specimen scuffling about underneath a holly bush. This time he slid forward carefully, hardly daring to breathe, his paws skimming lightly over the ground. He caught his prey with a neat pounce, and at the same moment another mouse shot out of cover; Flamepaw lashed out with claws extended and caught it as well.

“Thank you, StarClan, for this prey,” he mewed with heartfelt gratitude.

But he knew he hadn’t done well enough, and, even worse, he had lost the squirrel and the magpie because of his own stupidity. I could have done so much better. He could only hope that he still had enough time to add more to his pathetic haul.

He began swiftly scratching out a hole to bury the two catches, only to hear Lilyheart’s voice behind him, speaking his name. He turned to see his mentor emerging from the undergrowth.

Flamepaw’s tail drooped as he saw the look in Lilyheart’s eyes: sympathy mingled with disappointment. His pelt was hot with shame. He didn’t need her to tell him he had failed his assessment.

I know I have. And I know I deserved to.
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Chapter 2
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“Stand still,” Curlfeather mewed. Her tongue rasped over Frostpaw’s light gray pelt in long, skillful strokes. “You know you have to look especially clean and neat. This is a very important day.”

Frostpaw did as her mother told her, though she felt as though her belly were filled with butterflies. So much excitement was thrilling through her that she wanted to leap and squeal and chase her own tail.

But I can’t behave like that anymore, she told herself. I’m not a kit anymore; by the end of the day, I’ll officially be a medicine-cat apprentice!

For the last quarter moon Frostpaw had been helping Mothwing in the medicine-cat den, and now she was ready to make her first trip to the Moonpool for the half-moon meeting. There she would meet the other medicine cats, the ones from other Clans, and have her apprentice ceremony.

“I can’t wait!” she exclaimed, unable to suppress a wriggle of anticipation. “But I’m kind of scared, too.”

“Nonsense, you’ll be fine,” Curlfeather responded, brushing her tail along Frostpaw’s side. “Haven’t we always known that you’re special? Hasn’t StarClan chosen you to be a medicine cat for RiverClan?”

“Do you think they really have?” Frostpaw breathed out.

“Of course they have. Remember how you dreamed about Jayclaw leaving you alone in camp? And then he died a few days later?” Curlfeather’s voice softened for a moment as she spoke about her mate, Frostpaw’s father. Frostpaw ducked her head. She’d been too young when Jayclaw died to remember much about her father, but sometimes she wondered how her life might be different if he had lived. Would her mother be so protective of Frostpaw and her littermates?

A heartbeat later Curlfeather went on more briskly, “You predicted that thunderstorm only a few days ago. And you’ve been working hard with Mothwing in her den the last few days, learning all about herbs and healing. You even took that thorn out of Podlight’s pad. Of course you’re going to be a fine medicine cat.”

Grateful for the reassurance, Frostpaw leaned into her mother’s soft brown fur, a purr rising in her throat. Curlfeather’s such a great cat. If she thinks I can do it, I know I’ll be okay.

As Curlfeather finished grooming her with a swift lick around her ears, Frostpaw saw the RiverClan leader, Mistystar, emerge from her den, followed by her deputy, Reedwhisker.

“The hunting was good today,” Mistystar meowed. “The fresh-kill pile is well stocked. But when you send out the border patrol, Reedwhisker, you need to tell them to check if that badger is still hanging around.”

“Sure, got it,” Reedwhisker responded. He headed off with a swish of his tail, calling to his Clanmates as he went.

Watching her Clan leader, Frostpaw couldn’t help thinking how weary her voice had sounded, and how she was beginning to look thin and frail. I wonder how many lives she has left. Maybe when I’m a medicine cat, I’ll know things like that.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a sharp voice behind her. “Come on, Frostpaw, stop daydreaming. It’s time to go.”

Frostpaw spun around to see the RiverClan medicine cat, Mothwing, standing behind her. There was a look of impatience in her beautiful amber eyes, though she gave Frostpaw a friendly touch on the shoulder with her tail-tip.

“She’s ready,” Curlfeather meowed, giving Frostpaw a farewell nuzzle. “I know you’ll do well,” she purred.

As Frostpaw gave her pelt a shake, she heard a scamper of paws, and RiverClan’s newest warrior apprentices—her littermates, Mistpaw and Graypaw—rushed up to her.

“Good luck!” Mistpaw yowled excitedly.

“Yeah, you’ll be fine,” Graypaw added. “You’ve been doing a great job helping Mothwing so far. How could the other medicine cats not accept you?”

Frostpaw turned to follow her future mentor out of camp, then glanced back over her shoulder. “Oh, I hope you’re right!” she mewed fervently.

The sun was going down as Mothwing led the way through RiverClan territory toward the horseplace, and then along the WindClan lakeshore. Frostpaw padded along at her shoulder, trying not to feel scared at all the open space around her. This was her first time away from camp, and she had never imagined that the moor could be so steep, or the lake stretch so far, its surface scarlet in the evening light.

“Medicine cats are allowed to pass through other territories,” Mothwing informed Frostpaw after a while, “but even so, it’s best to stay near the water. WindClan cats can be a touchy lot, and there’s no sense in provoking them.”

Frostpaw nodded solemnly, beginning to feel really special as Mothwing taught her the ways of medicine cats. I’m going to learn so much!

At the border between WindClan and ThunderClan, Mothwing plunged into the stream and Frostpaw followed. Frostpaw flinched at the feeling of cold leaf-fall water soaking her fur, then gradually relaxed. It’s kind of nice, once you get used to it.

As they headed farther across the moor, Frostpaw realized that she couldn’t smell the WindClan border markers anymore. “Why has WindClan stopped marking their border?” she asked Mothwing.

“Because we’re outside WindClan territory now,” Mothwing replied, “We’re outside all the Clan territories.”

Frostpaw gasped, hardly able to stop herself bouncing up and down with excitement. It’s not just my first time out of camp, she told herself. It’s my first time leaving Clan territory. Wait till I tell Mistpaw and Graypaw!

But Frostpaw soon forgot about bouncing. Her legs were growing tired as she and Mothwing climbed up the long moorland slope, but she didn’t dare to ask for a rest. Her mother, she knew, would have stopped before Frostpaw even needed to ask, curling herself around her as a shelter from the wind. Mothwing was concentrating on getting where they were going. Frostpaw found her a bit scary, but at the same time, she liked the way that Mothwing just assumed she could keep up.

She’s not treating me like a kit anymore.

“What will happen when we get to the Moonpool?” she asked.

Mothwing gave her a sideways glance. “Well, first you’ll meet the other medicine cats,” she meowed. “They’re a friendly bunch, on the whole. I mean, Shadowsight from ShadowClan is seriously weird, but he’s a brave cat, and Jayfeather . . .” She let her voice trail off, then began again. “Jayfeather is ThunderClan’s senior medicine cat. He’s blind, and don’t think that makes him any less skillful. He might be snarky with you, but you mustn’t let him upset you. He’s snarky with every cat, but if I were sick or in trouble, there’s no cat I would rather turn to for help.”

Frostpaw privately thought that Jayfeather sounded intimidating, whatever Mothwing might say. “So what happens after that?” she mewed.

“We’ll exchange news of our Clans,” Mothwing told her, “and then I’ll present you to StarClan as a RiverClan medicine-cat apprentice.”

Frostpaw let out a gasp. “You mean I’m going to see StarClan?”

“Not right then,” Mothwing responded. She paused for a moment as they padded around a clump of gorse bushes, then added, “We just know they’re listening, right? After that, all the cats will gather around the pool, and we’ll put our noses to the water.”

“Me too?” Frostpaw’s question came out as a squeak, and she ducked her head in embarrassment.

“You too,” Mothwing confirmed. “That’s when you might be able to see StarClan.”

“That’s so exciting!” Frostpaw breathed out. She had almost forgotten the weariness in her legs and the harshness of the stiff grass under her pads “What is it like?”

A couple of heartbeats passed before Mothwing replied. “I can’t tell you. It’s different for every cat.”

While she was speaking, Frostpaw remembered what she had overheard some of the RiverClan warriors say. “Is it true that you don’t talk to StarClan?” she asked, then grew hot with dismay that she had dared to ask the question.

Again Mothwing hesitated before she answered. “Yes, it’s true.” Her voice was crisp, but not angry. “The other medicine cats will help you with that if you need it,” she finished.

Frostpaw went on thinking about that as she trudged on up the moor. She hoped that Mothwing was right, because she could see that she was going to need a lot of help. She had always imagined training to be a warrior like her littermates; all three of them had watched the apprentices and tried to imitate their battle moves. She had never thought for a single heartbeat that StarClan would choose her to be a medicine cat.

By now the last of the daylight had died away; the first warriors of StarClan were appearing in the sky, and a half-moon shed its cold light over the moor. The wind had grown chilly, and Frostpaw shivered as it probed deep into her pelt.

Her paws were beginning to feel sore, but Frostpaw didn’t want to ask Mothwing how much farther it was to the Moonpool. She gazed up at the crest of the slope they were climbing; it seemed a very long way away. This has to be the last hill before the Moonpool, she told herself. But when they reached the top of the rise, all that lay in front of her was more moorland, fold after fold of it, as far as she could see. All that broke up the stretch of tough grass was an occasional outcrop of rocks, and here and there a twisted thornbush.

“It’s . . . big,” she mewed, her spirits sinking a little.

“It is. But we don’t have much farther to go.” Mothwing’s tone was brisk but comforting. “Why don’t I test you on the herbs I showed you yesterday? That should take your mind off it and make the time pass more quickly.” Without waiting for Frostpaw to respond, she continued, “What would you use for rubbing on sore paws?”

“Dock leaves,” Frostpaw answered. I wish I had some here. “Those big, dark green leaves that grow by the stream near your den.”

“Very good. And what would you do for a cough?”

“Oh . . . catmint. Tall plants with pale purple flowers. And sometimes, if there’s none in our territory, we can find it in Twoleg gardens.”

Mothwing let out an approving purr. “You’ve remembered well. But what if we can’t find any catmint? What would you use for a cough then?”

Frostpaw thought hard. She remembered Mothwing telling her this, but she couldn’t remember the name of the herb. “Chervil root?” she guessed at last.

Mothwing sighed, with an impatient twitch of her tail. “No, tansy,” she meowed. “Or possibly coltsfoot, though catmint is the best. Chervil root is for bellyache. You need to remember these things, Frostpaw. Knowing how to find and use herbs for medicine is the most important thing a medicine cat does.”

“Yes, Mothwing,” Frostpaw responded. “I’m sorry.”

Anyway, communicating with StarClan is actually the most important thing that a medicine cat does, Frostpaw thought. I’m so looking forward to that! She was sure it would be more exciting than learning the names and uses of herbs.

She turned to Mothwing, almost ready to argue with her, but when she saw her mentor’s forbidding expression, she thought better of it.

To Frostpaw’s relief, before Mothwing could continue questioning her, they came to the foot of a steep, rocky slope. Frostpaw could pick up the scent of many unfamiliar cats wafting toward her on the breeze.

“Are we there?” she asked.

Mothwing nodded. “Yes. We just have to climb these rocks
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