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Dedication

For Roberta





Allegiances

    

    	 
    	THUNDERCLAN


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


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


     	MEDICINE CATS
     	JAYFEATHER—gray tabby tom with blind blue eyes


     	 
     	ALDERHEART—dark ginger tom with amber eyes


     	WARRIORS
     	(toms and she-cats without kits)


     	 
     	WHITEWING—white she-cat with green eyes


     	 
     	BIRCHFALL—light brown tabby tom


     	 
     	SUNBEAM—brown-and-white tabby she-cat


     	 
     	MOUSEWHISKER—gray-and-white tom


     	 
     	BAYSHINE—golden tabby tom


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, BRISTLEPAW (orange-and-white tabby she-cat)


     	 
     	POPPYFROST—pale tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat


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


     	 
     	 NIGHTHEART—black tom


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, WAFFLEPAW (gray-and-brown tom)


     	 
     	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes


     	 
     	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat


     	 
     	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, STEMPAW (orange tabby tom)


     	 
     	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat


     	 
     	FINCHLIGHT—tortoiseshell she-cat


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, GRAYPAW (white tom with gray spots)


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


     	 
     	EAGLEWING—ginger she-cat


     	 
     	MYRTLEBLOOM—pale brown she-cat


     	 
     	DEWNOSE—gray-and-white tom


     	 
     	THRIFTEAR—dark gray she-cat


     	 
     	STORMCLOUD—gray tabby tom


     	 
     	HOLLYTUFT—black she-cat


     	 
     	FERNSONG—yellow tabby tom


     	 
     	HONEYFUR—white she-cat with yellow splotches


     	 
     	SPARKPELT—orange tabby she-cat


     	 
     	SORRELSTRIPE—dark brown she-cat


     	 
     	TWIGBRANCH—gray she-cat with green eyes


     	 
     	FINLEAP—brown tom


     	 
     	SHELLFUR—tortoiseshell tom


     	 
     	FERNSTRIPE—gray tabby she-cat 


     	 
     	PLUMSTONE—black-and-ginger she-cat


     	 
     	FLIPCLAW—brown tabby tom


     	 
     	LEAFSHADE—tortoiseshell she-cat


     	 
     	LIONBLAZE—golden tabby tom with amber eyes


     	 
     	SPOTFUR—spotted tabby she-cat


     	QUEENS 
     	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)


     	 
     	DAISY—cream long-furred cat from the horseplace


     	ELDERS 
     	(former warriors and queens, now retired)


     	 
     	BRAMBLECLAW—dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes


     	 
     	THORNCLAW—golden-brown tabby tom


     	 
     	CLOUDTAIL—long-haired white tom with blue eyes


     	 
     	BRIGHTHEART—white she-cat with ginger patches


     	 
     	BRACKENFUR—golden-brown tabby tom

        
        
        

     	 
     	SHADOWCLAN



     	LEADER 
    	TIGERSTAR—dark brown tabby tom


     	DEPUTY 
    	CLOVERFOOT—gray tabby she-cat


     	MEDICINE CATS 
    	PUDDLESHINE—brown tom with white splotches


     	 
     	SHADOWSIGHT—gray tabby tom


     	WARRIORS 
    	TAWNYPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes


     	 
     	STONEWING—white tom


     	 
     	SCORCHFUR—dark gray tom with slashed ears


     	 
     	FLAXFOOT—brown tabby tom


     	 
     	SNOWBIRD—pure white she-cat with green eyes


     	 
     	YARROWLEAF—ginger she-cat with yellow eyes


     	 
     	GRASSHEART—pale brown tabby she-cat


     	 
     	WHORLPELT—gray-and-white tom


     	 
     	HOPWHISKER—calico she-cat


     	 
     	BLAZEFIRE—white-and-ginger tom


     	 
     	FLOWERSTEM—silver she-cat


     	 
     	SNAKETOOTH—honey-colored tabby she-cat


     	 
     	SLATEFUR—sleek gray tom


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, BIRCHPAW (light brown tom)


     	 
     	POUNCESTEP—gray tabby she-cat


     	 
     	LIGHTLEAP—brown tabby she-cat


     	 
     	GULLSWOOP—white she-cat 


     	 
     	SPIRECLAW—black-and-white tom


     	 
     	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches


     	 
     	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes


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


     	ELDERS 
    	OAKFUR—small brown tom

        
 
        

    	 
     	SKYCLAN


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


     	DEPUTY 
    	HAWKWING—dark gray tom with yellow eyes


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


     	 
     	FIDGETFLAKE—black-and-white tom


     	MEDIATOR 
    	TREE—yellow tom with amber eyes


     	WARRIORS 
    	SPARROWPELT—dark brown tabby tom


     	 
     	MACGYVER—black-and-white tom


     	 
     	DEWSPRING—sturdy gray tom


     	 
     	ROOTSPRING—yellow tom


     	 
     	NEEDLECLAW—black-and-white she-cat 


     	 
     	PLUMWILLOW—dark gray she-cat


     	 
     	SAGENOSE—pale gray tom


     	 
     	KITESCRATCH—reddish-brown tom


     	 
     	HARRYBROOK—gray tom


     	 
     	CHERRYTAIL—fluffy tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat


     	 
     	CLOUDMIST—white she-cat with yellow eyes 


     	 
     	TURTLECRAWL—tortoiseshell she-cat


     	 
     	RABBITLEAP—brown tom


     	 
     	WRENFLIGHT—golden tabby she-cat


     	 
     	REEDCLAW—small pale tabby she-cat


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


     	 
     	MINTFUR—gray tabby she-cat with blue eyes


     	 
     	NETTLESPLASH—pale brown tom


     	 
     	TINYCLOUD—small white she-cat


     	 
     	PALESKY—black-and-white she-cat


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


     	 
     	BELLALEAF—pale orange she-cat with green eyes


     	 
     	QUAILFEATHER—white tom with crow-black ears


     	 
     	PIGEONFOOT—gray-and-white she-cat


     	 
     	GRAVELNOSE—tan tom


     	 
     	SUNNYPELT—ginger she-cat


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


     	 
     	NECTARSONG—brown she-cat


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


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


        
        
        

     	 
     	WINDCLAN


     	LEADER  
    	HARESTAR—brown-and-white tom


     	DEPUTY  
    	CROWFEATHER—dark gray tom


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


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, WHISTLEPAW (gray tabby she-cat)


     	WARRIORS 
    	NIGHTCLOUD—black she-cat


     	 
     	BRINDLEWING—mottled brown she-cat


     	 
     	APPLESHINE—yellow tabby she-cat


     	 
     	LEAFTAIL—dark tabby tom with amber eyes


     	 
     	WOODSONG—brown she-cat


     	 
     	EMBERFOOT—gray tom with two dark paws


     	 
     	BREEZEPELT—black tom with amber eyes


     	 
     	HEATHERTAIL—light brown tabby she-cat with blue eyes


     	 
     	CROUCHFOOT—ginger tom


     	 
     	SONGLEAP—tortoiseshell she-cat


     	 
     	SEDGEWHISKER—light brown tabby she-cat


     	 
     	FLUTTERFOOT—brown-and-white tom


     	 
     	SLIGHTFOOT—black tom with white flash on his chest


     	 
     	OATCLAW—pale brown tabby tom


     	 
     	HOOTWHISKER—dark gray tom


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


     	 
     	FEATHERPELT—gray tabby she-cat (mother to Leafkit, a white she-kit with gray spots; Branchkit, a white tomkit; and Grasskit, an auburn she-kit)


     	ELDERS 
    	WHISKERNOSE—light brown tom


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

        
        

    	 
     	RIVERCLAN


     	LEADER 
    	SPLASHTAIL—brown tabby tom


     	DEPUTY 
    	BERRYHEART—black-and-white she-cat


     	MEDICINE CATS 
    	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat


     	 
     	PODLIGHT—gray-and-white tom


     	WARRIORS 
    	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat


     	 
     	HOLLOWSPRING—black tom


     	 
     	SPARROWTAIL—large brown tabby tom


     	 
     	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray-and-white she-cat


     	 
     	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom


     	 
     	SHIMMERPELT—silver she-cat


     	 
     	LIZARDTAIL—light brown tom


     	 
     	SNEEZECLOUD—gray-and-white tom


     	
     	BRACKENPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat


     	 
     	FOGNOSE—gray-and-white she-cat


     	 
     	ICEWING—white she-cat with blue eyes


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


     	 
     	OWLNOSE—brown tabby tom


     	 
     	HOLLOWSPRING—black tom


     	 
     	GORSECLAW—white tom with gray ears


     	 
     	SPARROWTAIL—large brown tabby tom


     	 
     	NIGHTSKY—dark gray she-cat with blue eyes


     	 
     	BREEZEHEART—brown-and-white she-cat


     	 
     	APPRENTICE, GRAYPAW (silver tabby tom)


     	QUEENS
     	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat (mother to Floatkit, a tawny she-kit; Rapidkit, a gray-and-white she-kit; and Troutkit, a brown-and-white spotted tom)


     	ELDERS 
     	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat







    
    
        Map
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Prologue
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A stiff wind was blowing, making Whistlepaw’s eyes water and flattening her fur against her sides. She stood on a rocky ridge, digging her claws hard into the scanty soil as she struggled to keep her balance. From the dizzy height, she stared out across an endless stretch of water, so huge that she couldn’t see the other side.

Is this what Crowfeather calls the sun-drown-place? she asked herself, remembering the stories the WindClan deputy told about his journey so many seasons before. Then recognition swept over her. This again . . . I’ve had this dream before.

The surface of the water was continually shifting, glittering in the sunlight. For a few heartbeats Whistlepaw gazed out across it, drinking in its beauty. But when she looked down to where the cliff fell away beneath her paws, she saw sharp rocks poking out of the water, with the waves churning around them, tossing spray high into the air.

Struggling against panic, Whistlepaw dug her claws in even harder, imagining herself swept from her precarious paw hold, flailing helplessly in the air before being dashed against the rocks and overwhelmed by the battering waves.

Then another sound pierced Whistlepaw’s ears: the voices of kits, crying plaintively as if they were begging for help. Their cries were distorted, mingled with the noise of wind and water and echoing all along the ridge.

Whistlepaw felt her heart overwhelmed with pity. Where are they? she wondered, gazing all around her but seeing nothing except the cliff and the fearsome expanse of water.

Before she could begin to search, a crushing sensation swept over her. She felt as though she were being buried under a massive weight of earth, cut off forever from light and warmth. It was guilt, as though she were responsible for the danger and terror of the kits.

But it’s not my fault! she wailed silently. I would never hurt them!

Fighting against the sensation, Whistlepaw was still trying to work out where the kits’ cries were coming from when a shadow fell over her. She looked up to see thick clouds surging across the sky, so fast that the sunlight was cut off in heartbeats. Thunder rumbled above her head, and the wind buffeted her with fierce gusts. A torrent of rain fell from the sky, soaking Whistlepaw’s fur between one breath and the next.

Then she saw him: a brown tabby tom, desperately trying to keep his balance on a narrow ledge halfway up the cliff. He whipped his head around, trying to follow the direction of the kits’ cries, and Whistlepaw realized that the suffocating sense of guilt was coming from him.

But who is he?

Suddenly the tabby tom stopped searching and gazed at her directly, a solemn purpose in his eyes. “You must make it right,” he told her, his voice rising above the clamor of the storm. “Or they are lost forever.”

Lost forever? Whistlepaw wondered. Make what right? I’ve never seen these cats before!

As he finished speaking, a loud yowl rose from somewhere in the distance. “Come down! Come down!”

Looking beyond the tabby tom, Whistlepaw spotted a group of about ten cats standing on a stretch of pebbly ground farther along the water’s edge. It looked like the end of a trail that turned away from the water, through a gap in the cliff. Behind the cats a range of hills led to the foot of a tall mountain. Looking up, Whistlepaw could see a bald rocky top in the shape of a fox’s head.

“The storm is getting worse!” another of the group caterwauled. “It’s now or never! Stay, and we all die.”

“We can come back for them!” a third cat screeched. “But we have to go now!”

Once again Whistlepaw heard the plaintive voices of the kits. They sounded closer now; she spotted a cave opening in the cliff face only a tail-length below where she was standing. Were they trapped? A horrible feeling came over her; she remembered when Leafkit had recently gotten trapped in the nursery by a falling log. There was nothing worse than the cry of a scared, trapped kit. 

“They’re here! Right here! I’m coming!” she yowled, struggling to climb down, her claws seeking the tiniest cracks in the rock.

But when she reached the cave, Whistlepaw saw that it was empty, only stretching back a couple of tail-lengths. And now the pitiful mewling seemed to come from somewhere even lower, below a sheer slab of rock that offered no paw holds at all.

The storm still surged around her, the wind whipping at her pelt. The rain had soaked her to the skin, and her waterlogged fur weighed on her and made it harder to move. She felt that at any moment a gust of wind might lift her away from the narrow crack where she clung and drive her down into the churning water.

Looking up, Whistlepaw saw the group of cats leaving. They had emerged on top of the cliffs and were following a trail that led into the hills, in the direction of the fox-head mountain. The tabby tom, who brought up the rear, paused and looked back over his shoulder, fixing Whistlepaw with a mournful gaze. The kits were still wailing, and in spite of the danger, Whistlepaw was astonished that the full-grown cats were leaving them behind.

While Whistlepaw watched the departing cats, the clouds above them seemed to peel back. In the stretch of clear sky, she saw a tangle of curving vines that appeared to enclose a cloud split by a claw of lightning. It didn’t look real at all, much simpler than real clouds or vines. Whistlepaw was reminded of the odd marks that Twolegs left here and there around the lake territories.

Silence had fallen while Whistlepaw gazed at the strange symbol, but now the wailing of the kits broke out again, this time seeming to come from just above her head. “I’m coming!” Whistlepaw yowled, desperately scrambling upward.

But before she could reach the spot where she thought she heard the cries, her paws lost their grip on the slick rock. Letting out a screech of terror, Whistlepaw felt the wind snatch her into the air. She caught a glimpse of the spiky rocks as she fell . . .

. . . and landed lightly on her paws on the moss-covered ground of a forest. Her pelt was dry; the blustering of the storm, the kits’ plaintive cries, had sunk into silence.

Where am I now? In front of Whistlepaw stood a tree, strangely hollowed out, as if it had been burned from the inside. She stared at it for several moments, then padded softly toward it. The outer shell seemed to wrap around her, and suddenly she was inside it, standing in thick darkness.

When she had experienced the dream before, it had always ended here. But this time it continued. Gradually the darkness lifted; Whistlepaw could feel cool air moving around her and hear the gentle lapping of waves. As the light strengthened, she realized that she was standing on her own familiar lakeshore, with her back to the water and RiverClan’s territory stretching out in front of her. She waited, all her senses alert for what the dream was trying to tell her.

A sudden yowl startled her, and suddenly she saw Mistystar, the deceased RiverClan leader, lunging toward her out of a clump of fern. Her jaws were wide with anguish. “The debt must be paid, or . . .”

Whistlepaw realized that Mistystar wasn’t looking at her. Instead, her gaze was fixed at something over Whistlepaw’s shoulder.

Whirling around, panic spiking all along her spine, Whistlepaw saw the stream that bordered the RiverClan camp. But instead of the gentle ripple of water, the current was sluggish, and a harsh tang caught the back of Whistlepaw’s throat.

The stream was flowing with blood.
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The night was still dark, though above WindClan’s moor the sky was growing pale with the first hint of dawn. Ivypool let out a sigh as she watched the reflections of the stars glinting on the surface of the lake.

So many warrior spirits, but never the one I long to see.

The cat crouching beside her stirred a little. “Whenever I come here,” he began, “I remember the first time I saw Bristlefrost. The time when I’d fallen through the ice, and she rescued me. She was so brave!”

“You’re right, Rootspring,” Ivypool responded. “She was one of the bravest cats I’ve ever known. I would say that even if she hadn’t been my kit. My life seems . . . hollow, without her. I know I’ve said that before,” she added. “I just can’t seem to move on. I’m sorry.”

“There’s nothing to be sorry for. I know exactly what you mean,” Rootspring agreed. “Just like I keep thinking about how, before she died, I’d decided to leave my Clan so I could be with her. We would have been mates—we should have been mates. We should have had kits, and lived out our lives as warriors until we joined the elders together.”

“You would have had beautiful kits,” Ivypool murmured. “I can see them now. Brave little ThunderClan warriors, with SkyClan’s talent for leaping and climbing. Gray and yellow fur mingling, and Bristlefrost’s blue-green eyes.” After a moment’s pause, she added, “Rootspring, I want you to know that it helps me so much, meeting you here to talk about Bristlefrost. I don’t think any cat but you understands the way I feel, not even her father.”

“It helps me, too,” Rootspring mewed. “I don’t know what our Clans would think if they knew we get together like this, and to be honest, I don’t much care.” He hunched his shoulders, glaring defiantly ahead as if he were confronting an accuser.

“I feel the same,” Ivypool told him, her heart swelling with affection for the younger cat. “I know I should be ashamed to say it, but somehow my Clan doesn’t seem important anymore. When I was younger, I really longed to be an important cat, serving ThunderClan. But now that Squirrelstar has chosen me to be her deputy, I can’t feel excited about it. It’s as if some cat gave me a juicy piece of fresh-kill, but when I bite into it, it tastes like dead leaves. Everything seems meaningless after what happened to Bristlefrost.”

“I understand.” Rootspring’s voice was full of sympathy as he turned to gaze into Ivypool’s eyes. “There’s a SkyClan she-cat, Wrenflight, who seems to like me, but the thought of taking a mate who isn’t Bristlefrost just seems ridiculous. Somehow I can’t move on.” He let out a deep sigh. “Ivypool, will we always feel like this?”

“I think it’s so hard to shake our grief because Bristlefrost died in the Dark Forest,” Ivypool replied, her chest aching with sorrow. “That means she’s gone—gone forever. We can’t even look forward to seeing her spirit in StarClan.”

Ivypool felt a sad silence envelop her and Rootspring. As she sat remembering her daughter—her beauty, her grace, her courage and determination—she gradually became aware of Rootspring’s sturdy figure emerging from the darkness, and when she looked out over the lake, she saw the surface of the water warming to a golden sheen. Across the lake, a blaze of light above the moor told her that the sun was about to rise.

“Mouse dung!” she gasped, springing to her paws. “I’m late! Rootspring, I’ve got to go.”

She heard Rootspring call out a farewell behind her as she took off through the forest. Her paws barely touched the ground as she raced between the trees, dodging around bramble thickets and clumps of dried stems.

When she reached the ThunderClan camp, Ivypool slid in through the dirtplace tunnel, hoping that her absence hadn’t been noticed. It was a vain hope. It looked as if most of the Clan was standing around in the middle of the stone hollow, their paws shifting impatiently as they waited for her to assign patrols.

“Sorry,” she panted as she skidded to a halt. “I think I must have eaten a piece of crow-food. My stomach has been bothering me all night.”

None of her Clanmates looked particularly impressed by her excuse. Ivypool couldn’t blame them. If she’d really had stomach troubles, she would have gone to Jayfeather or Alderheart and asked for a bit of chervil root or a juniper berry. Besides, this wasn’t the first time she had been late for her duties because of meeting Rootspring to talk about Bristlefrost and grieve together.

“Right,” she meowed, trying to sound efficient. “Dawn patrol: Birchfall, you lead it, and take Lilyheart and Bumblestripe. Lionblaze, take a hunting patrol with Stormcloud and Sorrelstripe, and Sparkpelt, you lead another with Twigbranch and Shellfur.”

As the cats she had named began to move off, Ivypool hoped for a moment to catch her breath, only to brace herself as she spotted Squirrelstar padding across the camp toward her.

Oh, StarClan, I’m in trouble now!

But when Squirrelstar reached Ivypool’s side, she said nothing about the late patrols. There was a troubled expression in her Clan leader’s green eyes, and her fur looked as if she had missed her morning grooming.

“Are you okay?” Ivypool asked.

“I hardly slept at all last night,” the Clan leader replied. “I’m worried about Nightheart, Sunbeam, and Frostpaw. You know they went to RiverClan to spy on Splashtail last night—well, they’re not back. I don’t know where they are.”

Anxiety gathered deep in Ivypool’s belly. Even though Splashtail had named himself leader of RiverClan, Frostpaw, the RiverClan medicine cat apprentice, had accused him of trying to murder her. Not every cat believed that StarClan had given him nine lives. I certainly don’t. There wouldn’t be much hope for Frostpaw and the others if Splashtail had caught them on RiverClan territory. “What do you think we should do?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” Squirrelstar replied. “I want to go to RiverClan and tear that mange-pelt Splashtail apart with my own claws. But that’s probably not the wisest plan.”

“No,” Ivypool agreed. She had known Squirrelstar for a long time, and was well aware that the new ThunderClan leader was always eager to speak up or take action for what she thought was right. Now that Squirrelstar had been named Clan leader, she needed to learn how to temper her emotions, however difficult she might find it. “But all three cats are clever and resourceful,” she continued, “and Frostpaw knows RiverClan well. I think it would be best to wait, rather than going after them and maybe giving them away. Who knows what Splashtail would do if he found them? Things are tense enough between the Clans already.”

Squirrelstar nodded, flexing her claws as if despite her agreement she was still impatient to take action. She opened her jaws, but before she could speak there was a warning yowl from Thriftear, who was on guard at the entrance to the thorn tunnel.

Ivypool turned toward the sound in time to see Hootwhisker of WindClan emerge into the camp, followed by Heathertail and the WindClan medicine cat, Kestrelflight. Stormcloud brought up the rear, escorting the newcomers.

“Squirrelstar!” Hootwhisker exclaimed, bounding across the camp to the Clan leader’s side. “Thank StarClan you’re awake!” He gave a quick nod of respect. “We’re here on urgent business.”

“We found them waiting by the border stream,” Stormcloud meowed, padding up to join his leader. “They said they had to see you.”

“It’s important,” Kestrelflight added with a polite dip of his head.

Squirrelstar let her glance flick to Ivypool and then back to the medicine cat. “Okay, spit it out,” she mewed.

“Whistlepaw has had a disturbing vision,” Kestrelflight began. “At the end of it she found herself standing on the lakeshore on RiverClan territory. One of the streams there was running with blood.”

“It wasn’t just a bad dream?” Ivypool asked. StarClan knew, she’d had plenty of bad dreams since Bristlefrost’s tragic death. And Whistlepaw had been injured recently. Perhaps that has caused strange dreams? 

But Kestrelflight shook his head. “I know Whistlepaw is only my apprentice, but she can tell a true vision from a dream.”

Ivypool could see the growing concern in Squirrelstar’s eyes, and wondered whether a river of blood in RiverClan might mean that something terrible had happened to the three missing cats. Or perhaps she was remembering a long-ago prophecy, “Before there is peace, blood will spill blood, and the lake will run red.” That prophecy, too, had centered on RiverClan, and had been fulfilled by Bramblestar killing his brother Hawkfrost and spilling his blood into the lake. A wail of dismay rose in Ivypool’s throat, but she choked it down, unwilling to show the slightest sign of weakness before cats from another Clan.

“So what do you want us to do?” Squirrelstar asked Kestrelflight.

“I’m calling an emergency medicine-cat meeting at the Moonpool tonight,” the WindClan medicine cat explained. “Please could you let Jayfeather and Alderheart know?”

“Do you need to speak to them?” Squirrelstar asked.

Kestrelflight shook his head. “No, I’m in a hurry to visit the other Clans. Just pass on the message, please.”

“I will.” Squirrelstar gave a brisk nod. “They’ll certainly be there.”

The WindClan cats made their farewells, and Stormcloud escorted them out of the camp. Squirrelstar watched them go, letting out a sigh, half exasperated, half anxious.

“What do you think this means?” she asked. “It’s terrible timing. The Clans are already in so much trouble over Splashtail.”

“Perhaps this is about Splashtail,” Ivypool suggested, suppressing a shiver of fear for the cats who had not returned. “Maybe Whistlepaw’s vision will lead us to some sort of plan for dealing with him. She saw a river of blood in RiverClan, after all. You can’t get much clearer than that.”

“I hope you’re right.” Squirrelstar didn’t sound hopeful. “But I’m not holding my breath.”

That night, Ivypool shifted uneasily in her nest. All around her she could hear the soft breath of sleeping cats; her mate, Fernsong, was curled up next to her, his tail resting on her shoulder. Deep peace filled the warriors’ den.

Ivypool’s bedding was thick, soft with moss and bracken, but she might as well have been trying to sleep in a bramble thicket for all the rest she was getting. In the end she gave up, eased away from Fernsong, and slipped out through the outer branches of the warriors’ den to gaze up at the stars.

She wondered what it would be like to know that a cat you had loved and lost was up there in the sky. Ivypool had never lost a cat like that. Her mother and father were still alive; so was her mate and her sister, Dovewing—even though she had gone to ShadowClan to be with Tigerstar—and her mentor, Cinderheart. She wasn’t sure whether she was grieving so desperately for Bristlefrost because of the way she died, lost forever in the Dark Forest, or whether loss always felt like that. But if that was the case, how did cats ever get over it? Would you be able to sense which one of the glittering points of lights was the spirit of the one you mourned?

That would be comforting, but there’s no comfort for me. Bristlefrost isn’t up there. She isn’t anywhere.

In her mind Ivypool could imagine her brilliant kit, always so brave, so loyal, so ready to give herself to her Clan. Why hadn’t Ivypool stopped her from going into the Dark Forest to fight the impostor, Ashfur? Now she shuddered, remembering her own time there in the Place of No Stars, spying for her Clan. She had known how dangerous it was.

The memory of a wiry brown tom rose up in front of her, accusation in his amber eyes. Antpelt. She had woken him from dreaming when he had been severely wounded by Thistleclaw, in the hope that he could be healed in the living world. But his wounds grew infected, and he returned to the Dark Forest as a spirit. There Ivypool had been forced to kill him to prove her loyalty, and that must mean that he was lost forever, too. Sometimes she still thought she could scent his blood on her paws.

And I sent Bristlefrost there! How could I have been so stupid?

As the bitter memory surged over her, Ivypool heard a stir of movement behind her and turned in time to see her mate, Fernsong, emerging from the den, his yellow pelt pale in the moonlight. He padded over to her side and gave her ear a lick.

“Have the medicine cats returned yet?” he asked.

Ivypool shook her head. “Not yet.”

“I wonder what Whistlepaw’s vision means,” Fernsong mused. “A river of blood . . . That must have something to do with RiverClan. There’s already been more than enough blood shed over there.”

“Maybe.” Shocking herself, Ivypool realized that she wasn’t all that worried about Whistlepaw’s dream. It didn’t seem to have much to do with her. All her anxiety was for her Clanmates and Frostpaw, who still hadn’t returned.

Fernsong stood silently by her side while Ivypool raised her head again to look at the stars. “Are you thinking about Bristlefrost?” he asked after a while.

“I’m always thinking about Bristlefrost,” Ivypool replied.

Fernsong hesitated for a moment. “I often think of her, too,” he mewed at last. “But Ivypool, I’m worried about you. You’re so eaten up by grief that somehow you’re not . . . not really here in the life of the Clan anymore.”

Sheer fury gripped Ivypool like a claw. How could Fernsong expect her to put aside her grief for Bristlefrost so easily? Had he? It took all her self-control not to fling herself at her mate, snarling and slashing. “You don’t understand!” she spat at him.

Fernsong gave her a long look, blinking compassionately. In spite of her angry response, there was only love in his eyes. “Perhaps I don’t. I know how much I miss Bristlefrost. But I don’t know how it feels for you.” He paused, tilting his head. “Does Rootspring understand?” he asked eventually.

At his words, Ivypool’s anger drained away like water into dry ground. He knows about Rootspring? She had never told Fernsong that she was slipping away at night to meet Bristlefrost’s would-be mate. Shock kept her silent, and she stared at Fernsong with her jaws gaping.

“I’ve noticed you several times sneaking out of camp just before dawn,” her mate went on, his gaze calm. “So one night I followed you. I know that you’re meeting with Rootspring to talk about your grief.”

Ivypool swallowed, finding her voice. “Are you angry with me?”

“No.” Fernsong’s voice was soft and loving. “I trust you, Ivypool. But I wish you had trusted me enough to tell me. And . . . I don’t mind that you’re talking to another cat about your grief, but I’m not sure it’s helping either of you let go.”

“‘Let go’?” Ivypool repeated, her anger surging over her again. “Have you let go, Fernsong? Because if you have, it shows that you don’t care enough about Bristlefrost!”

“Remember that I helped look after Bristlefrost in the nursery when she was a tiny kit.” Fernsong’s voice was measured and even. “I loved her very much. I remember every hair on her pelt, every paw step. I remember how she loved to play moss ball, and how proud she was when she caught her first mouse. I miss her more than I can say. But she’s gone, and we have to find a way to live in the present.”

Ivypool didn’t know how to respond. She wasn’t sure whether she wanted to claw Fernsong’s ears or press herself against him, wailing like a lost kit.

Before she could say anything, she spotted movement at the mouth of the thorn tunnel, and Alderheart emerged into the camp, with Jayfeather padding just behind him. Their shoulders were slumped and their tails trailing in the dust of the camp floor, as if they were utterly exhausted.

Squirrelstar must have been watching from the Highledge, because as soon as the medicine cats appeared, she came leaping down the tumbled rocks to meet them in the middle of the camp. Though they were too far away for Ivypool to hear what was said, it was clear that the Clan leader was eagerly questioning the medicine cats.

Ivypool cast a last, uncertain glance at Fernsong, who nodded gently, his gaze full of love and understanding. Then she padded over to join the group.

When she reached their side, questions were still pouring from Squirrelstar like a stream in flood. “What was the meeting about? What did Whistlepaw see, exactly? And how serious is it?”

Ivypool thought she could see defeat in the medicine cats’ drooping heads and whiskers, in every hair of their pelts.

“It’s serious,” Alderheart replied. “Serious enough to tear the Clans apart if we don’t do something.”
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Chapter 2
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The moon was bright when Squirrelstar led the way across WindClan territory en route to the Gathering island. The two medicine cats followed her, and Ivypool brought up the rear. The air was still; moonlight traced a glimmering path across the lake, and the warriors of StarClan were reflected fitfully in the shifting surface of the water. Ivypool felt it was a night to find a comfortable spot to sit and drink in the quiet beauty, not to meet to discuss the meaning of a vision of blood.

But Harestar has called an emergency Gathering, she thought apprehensively, so we have to be there. Maybe now we’ll find out what is really going on.

When Alderheart and Jayfeather had returned from the Moonpool the night before, Squirrelstar had taken them up into her den. Ivypool had felt frustrated that she hadn’t been asked to join them; she had returned to her nest with Fernsong and finally managed to get a short snatch of troubled sleep.

The following morning, Squirrelstar had explained to her how much she and the medicine cats understood.

“It’s something to do with cats who have been forgotten and disappeared from StarClan,” the Clan leader had meowed. “Alderheart and Jayfeather both think that it’s linked with danger to the Clans, and we have to do something about it right away.”

Ivypool didn’t understand. It all sounded very vague; if the cats had been forgotten and disappeared, how was it possible to know anything about them? She knew that if the medicine cats were worried, then she should be worried too, but these days she found it hard to think very much about StarClan or the Dark Forest, except for the terrible way in which Bristlefrost had died.

As the ThunderClan cats passed the horseplace, Ivypool spotted the WindClan cats ahead of them. Harestar was leading the way across the tree-bridge, followed by Kestrelflight and Whistlepaw. The WindClan deputy, Crowfeather, his dark gray pelt barely visible in the darkness, waited at the end of the bridge, scanning the thickly growing bushes of RiverClan territory, until his Clanmates were safely across; then he bounded lightly after them.

Harestar and Squirrelstar had barely had time to leap into the Great Oak when there was rustling in the bushes that surrounded the clearing and Tigerstar pushed his way through. Cloverfoot, the ShadowClan deputy, followed him, along with the medicine cats Puddleshine and Shadowsight. Ivypool blinked in surprise to see that another cat was with them: Tigerstar’s mate, Dovewing, Ivypool’s own sister, who had left ThunderClan to be with Tigerstar.

It’s good to see her. Maybe we can talk later.

“This had better be worth our time,” Tigerstar growled as he sprang into the tree.

“Believe me, it will be,” Harestar responded, a grim twist to his mouth.

SkyClan followed hard on the paws of the ShadowClan cats, and Ivypool saw that Leafstar too had brought extra cats with her: Rootspring and the young warrior Wrenflight, a graceful gray-and-white she-cat. She settled down close to Rootspring; Ivypool couldn’t help noticing her besotted look, and remembered what Rootspring had told her beside the lake. A pang of sympathy gripped her briefly for Wrenflight, in love with a cat who could never return her feelings.

Leafstar leaped up to join the other leaders, while her deputy, Hawkwing, took his place on the oak roots, along with Crowfeather and Cloverfoot. Ivypool padded across and found a place beside the others. Frecklewish and Fidgetflake from SkyClan sat nearby with the other medicine cats.

Ivypool could see several cats exchanging confused glances, and she heard annoyed muttering. “Why are we doing this when we still have the mess with Splashtail to deal with?” Crowfeather asked, loud enough for the leaders to hear. Several cats turned toward him, to take in his bristling fur and annoyed expression, but no cat responded.

“I have called this Gathering because of a vision Whistlepaw had,” Harestar announced, opening the proceedings.

“Just a moment,” Leafstar interrupted. “Shouldn’t we wait for RiverClan?”

Tigerstar lashed his tail. “For StarClan’s sake!”

“I don’t think RiverClan will come,” Alderheart pointed out from where he sat with the other medicine cats. “Mothwing and Podlight weren’t at the medicine-cat meeting last night.”

“Whatever is going on in RiverClan,” Frecklewish added, “it seems as if Splashtail is pulling them away from the rest of us.”

Harestar nodded agreement with a frustrated twitch of his tail. “When I sent cats to invite RiverClan to this Gathering, they came back convinced that Splashstar wasn’t going to send any cat.”

Ivypool cringed to hear Harestar referring to Splashtail as if he were a real leader approved by StarClan, but she had to remind herself that some cats accepted him; Harestar wouldn’t want to let the meeting dissolve into wrangling.

“Then we have a problem,” Jayfeather snapped. “What Kestrelflight is going to tell us affects every Clan.”

“Then Kestrelflight had better speak,” Tigerstar growled.

Kestrelflight rose to his paws from where he sat among the other medicine cats. “This isn’t my story to tell,” he meowed. “My apprentice, Whistlepaw, has had the same dream for several nights now, and a couple of nights ago it contained what seemed like a warning to the Clans. Whistlepaw, tell every cat what you dreamed.”

The apprentice rose; she was a bit hunched, her fur still smeared with poultices and cobweb from the injuries she’d gotten trying to rescue a kit during a recent storm. Her tabby fur was bristling slightly with tension. Ivypool thought that she looked thoroughly overwhelmed to find herself addressing so many important cats.

“I dreamed I was standing on the top of a cliff during a storm,” she began. “At the bottom there was a huge stretch of water—I guessed it was the sun-drown-water—churning around spiky rocks. I could hear kits wailing for help, but I couldn’t find them. The sound seemed to be coming from different directions. I felt so terribly guilty.”

“Why would kits be out in a storm?” Cloverfoot asked, her eyes wide with pity. “Where was their mother?”

“I don’t know,” Whistlepaw replied. “But there was another cat—a tom—trying to climb the cliff and look for them, and I realized it was his guilt that I was feeling. Then some other cats at the foot of the cliff called him back, and they all went away. They were heading for a mountain with a top like a fox’s head.”

“I know that mountain!” Tigerstar exclaimed, fixing a wondering gaze on Whistlepaw. “On a clear day you can see it from here. Dovewing and I passed it when we came back from the big Twolegplace where our kits were born.”

Dovewing nodded. “I remember.”

“As the cats were leaving, I saw a strange image in the sky,” Whistlepaw continued. “It was like a cloud with—”

“Draw it on the ground,” Puddleshine interrupted. “Like you did for us at the Moonpool.”

Whistlepaw padded into the center of the clearing until she found a stretch of bare earth. Ivypool drew closer to see as the apprentice quickly sketched on the ground with her claws. A cloud with lightning and some vines, she thought. Weird . . .

“What in the name of StarClan is that?” Tigerstar asked. “It’s like the signs Twolegs put up sometimes. Cats don’t do that.”

“Because we have better signs than that,” Crowfeather pointed out, an edge to his voice. “Scent. Paw prints.”

“Right. It’s not our way at all,” Rootspring agreed. “So what can it have to do with the Clans?”

“The dream didn’t finish there,” Whistlepaw replied. “The wind blew me off the cliff—oh, I was so terrified!—but instead of falling into the water, I landed in a forest. There was a huge tree that looked as if it had been burned out from the center. I found myself inside it, and then I was here, on the edge of the lake, in RiverClan territory.

“Then I saw Mistystar’s spirit.” She paused as a gasp went up from the assembled cats. “She yowled, ‘The debt must be paid, or . . .’”

“Or what?” Squirrelstar asked.

Whistlepaw shook her head. “That was all she said. And that was when I saw the stream running with blood.”

“I don’t like that,” Alderheart mewed, blinking worriedly. “It’s clearly a warning.”

“And with everything that’s happening,” Tigerstar added, his claws flexing as if he longed for action, “maybe it’s hinting that it will all end badly for the Clans.”

Ivypool looked around at the assembled cats as a hush fell over the crowd. Some cats hung their heads, and several exchanged worried expressions with their Clanmates. Ivypool’s shoulders tensed as she wondered what “end badly” could mean. What could be worse than what’s already happened in RiverClan?

“I was concerned too,” Kestrelflight admitted, “and that’s why I called the emergency medicine-cat meeting last night. We were all there, except for Mothwing and Podlight, and we had a shared vision of StarClan. They told us that they didn’t send the vision to Whistlepaw.”

“They didn’t?” Leafstar spoke sharply. “Then where did it come from?”

“No cat knows,” Kestrelflight replied. “Not even StarClan. They were as confused as we were that a vision could come from somewhere else. And once Whistlepaw described her dream, they grew worried that there was some kind of threat facing the Clans, but they couldn’t understand it because they didn’t send it.”

“Just imagine—StarClan faced with a vision they couldn’t understand.” Jayfeather’s voice had an edge of sarcasm. “Maybe now they’ll know how we feel.”

Ivypool had to suppress an amused snort; Jayfeather was right that the Clans had been mystified for season upon season by obscure prophecies from StarClan.

“This sounds more dangerous with every word you say,” mewed Hawkwing, the SkyClan deputy, paying no attention to Jayfeather.

“It gets worse,” Kestrelflight responded. “Some of the older warrior spirits told us that there was something familiar about Whistlepaw’s dream, though they couldn’t recall the details. And they recognized the symbol she drew. It gave them a terrible feeling, though they couldn’t explain why.”

“But why couldn’t they?” Tigerstar was digging his claws into the branch where he crouched; Ivypool thought he looked almost at the end of his patience.

“Tallstar reminded us that not every Clan cat remains part of StarClan,” Kestrelflight went on. “Only those who are remembered by the living cats. No cat is sure what happens to the others. Tallstar suggested that the symbol, and the vision, might refer to something that none of the existing StarClan cats can remember. He suspected, because of the crying kits and the sense of guilt Whistlepaw felt, that it may be something they have chosen to forget. Some kind of grievous wrong that has to be set right.”

Leafstar nodded slowly, as if she was beginning to understand. “That happened once before,” she pointed out. “When SkyClan was forced out of the old forest. The four remaining Clans felt so guilty that they didn’t even want to think about what they had done.”

“You’re right, Leafstar,” Squirrelstar agreed. “But this isn’t quite the same. Firestar went on his quest to revive SkyClan, but the forest Clans were never threatened.”

“And now they are,” Kestrelflight continued. “Windstar met with us, and she thought that the river of blood could be a warning of what will happen if we ignore the message. Cats from all the Clans recognized the symbol, and the StarClan spirits believe that all the Clans are needed to right the wrong.”

Silence gathered over the assembled cats as Kestrelflight sat down, his report finished. Ivypool could see that many of them had the same baffled expression on their faces, as if they were asking whether the leaders were supposed to send cats out—but where, and what were they supposed to do? Should we look for the place in Whistlepaw’s dream? she asked herself. Or draw the symbol for every cat we see, and hope some cat recognizes it?

“Well, Harestar,” Squirrelstar meowed eventually, “what is your plan for coping with this?”

“I’ve been thinking about it ever since Whistlepaw reported her vision,” the WindClan leader replied. “And I think that she should be part of a small group that goes to investigate, to try to find the place she saw in her vision.”

Several cats let out yowls of shock and disbelief.

“That’s crazy!” Hawkwing exclaimed. “They wouldn’t even know what they were looking for.”

But Ivypool felt her pads suddenly tingle with excitement. A quest to undiscovered territories . . . far from the lake and all we know . . . that would be such an adventure!

“Are these even Clan cats?” Tigerstar asked. “That symbol could mean anything.”

“As if we don’t have enough problems of our own right now,” Crowfeather muttered.

“Perhaps we should wait until Whistlepaw’s visions become clearer,” Cloverfoot suggested.

“I’ve been having these visions for a while.” Whistlepaw sounded much more confident now. “I’m sure some cat is sending them to me. And with the warning—the stream running with blood—they’re seeming more urgent than ever. Maybe if I can find the place, everything will become clear.” Her eyes widened, shining with wonder. “Maybe cats who have been long forgotten can be remembered again?”

Ivypool drew in a sharp breath, her heart quickening at Whistlepaw’s words. Stupid furball! she scolded herself a heartbeat later. Bristlefrost wasn’t forgotten. If only that were the problem. No, Bristlefrost was simply gone.

All the same, what Whistlepaw had said gave Ivypool a feeling of lightness in her chest. It felt strange, and she realized she was experiencing something she hadn’t felt in moons: hope.

If cats who had been forgotten could be brought back to StarClan, who knew what else was possible? Maybe we don’t understand everything there is to know about the Dark Forest. . . .

“That’s what StarClan said last night,” Jayfeather meowed. “I can assure all you leaders: This is real. Even though the StarClan warriors couldn’t remember what the symbol means, or who these cats were, they were quite certain that they should remember. That’s what we would be sending cats to do: find out what happened and return the memory to StarClan.”

“Do you mean return the cats who experienced this—the tom and his companions—to StarClan?” Leafstar asked.

Jayfeather nodded. “That would work, too. What’s clear is that we have to do something.”

“Or what?” Hawkwing asked.

“Or the river runs with blood,” Jayfeather snapped back at him. “Great StarClan, have you got thistle-fluff in your ears? Maybe there won’t really be blood in the stream, but do you want to chance finding out what the sign means?”

Hawkwing said nothing more, but let out a growl from deep in his chest.

“It isn’t exactly hard to imagine blood being shed over a river,” Cloverfoot pointed out; her tone was calm and practical after the irritation of the toms. “Not the way things are now among the Clans.”

Splashtail, Ivypool thought, sliding out her claws.

“It’s clear to me what the threat means,” Cloverfoot continued. “If we don’t get to the bottom of what happened to these kits, and what debt the Clans owe . . . then it seems like things will get much worse for us before they get better. Perhaps there won’t even be five Clans to argue about things like this anymore.”

Cloverfoot’s words were greeted by a thoughtful silence, no cat making any more objections. Ivypool tried to imagine what it would be like without five Clans beside the lake, and couldn’t do it. It seemed such a long time since SkyClan came to join them. The problems their arrival had caused had all been solved by now, and they truly belonged.

The silence stretched out until at last Shadowsight spoke. “Warnings from StarClan—or wherever Whistlepaw’s vision is coming from,” he mewed gently, “rarely come at good times. But that doesn’t mean they shouldn’t be taken seriously.”

“Shadowsight is right,” Harestar declared. “I suggest that we send one cat from each Clan to find the place Whistlepaw is dreaming about. And since the mission seems to mean restoring the memory of forgotten cats, it might be good for each of the cats we choose to have experience of StarClan’s hunting grounds or the Dark Forest.”

A murmur of agreement spread throughout the assembled cats. “Why not send the Lights in the Mist?” Hawkwing suggested.

As soon as he spoke, Dovewing stepped forward, standing in front of Shadowsight and shielding him. “I will never agree to that,” she declared firmly, staring up at Tigerstar.

“I’m a fully grown, fully trained medicine cat,” Shadowsight pointed out. “I’m not a kit.”

“You’ll always be my kit,” Dovewing mewed, an edge to her voice. “I won’t hear of you going, and that’s that. It was a miracle that you got out of the Dark Forest, and I am not taking the chance of losing another of my kits.”

She glanced around as if daring any cat to challenge her, and her gaze met Ivypool’s. Ivypool wanted to signal her compassion, knowing that her sister must be thinking of Rowankit, so recently dead of sickness, but as well as grief she could see anxiety in Dovewing’s eyes.

I’m a mother who lost a kit too. Dovewing must be afraid that she’s reminded me of Bristlefrost.

Ivypool wished she could tell her sister that she didn’t need reminding. There was never a time when she wasn’t thinking of Bristlefrost. It’s okay, she thought, giving Dovewing a tiny nod.

Dovewing dipped her head in return, then turned back to the Gathering. “If you need a cat from ShadowClan, Tigerstar, send me. Birchkit is weaned; I can leave him safely. And I fought against the first Tigerstar and the Dark Forest cats in the Great Battle.”

“I’m not sure about this whole expedition,” Tigerstar growled; his amber eyes glared at his mate. “Much less about sending you.”

“Would you want the other Clans to say that ShadowClan refused to join in?” Dovewing flashed back at him. “Or that the ShadowClan leader uses his power to protect his kin?”

Only Tigerstar’s mate would dare talk to him like that, Ivypool thought.

The ShadowClan leader hesitated for only a moment longer. “Very well,” he grumbled. “You’ll give me no peace until I give in.”

Dovewing sat down with a satisfied whisk of her tail.

Still thinking about what the medicine cats had said about restoring forgotten cats, and the tiny kindling of her hope for Bristlefrost, Ivypool found her voice. “Squirrelstar is one of the Lights in the Mist, too, but she has too much responsibility as ThunderClan leader. I’m her deputy, so I should be sent in my leader’s place. Besides,” she added, feeling once again that faint tingle of excitement, “I trained in the Dark Forest. If we happen to end up there, I know exactly what it’s like.”

And maybe, she thought to herself, being in the Dark Forest again, I might feel closer to Bristlefrost. If it comes to that.

“You’re right, Ivypool,” Squirrelstar meowed, looking down from her branch with an approving expression. “Thank you. You may represent ThunderClan.”

Ivypool was pleased by her Clan leader’s agreement. And while she hadn’t thought beyond the Clans’ immediate need when she volunteered, now she realized that the quest was exactly what she needed: the chance to get away from home for a while, put the ghosts of the past behind her, and prove her courage and commitment to her Clan.

And perhaps I can learn something that will help me accept what happened to Bristlefrost.

“I want to go,” Rootspring declared, rising to his paws and dipping his head to Leafstar where she sat on her branch above him. “I’m the best choice from SkyClan. I’ve experienced the Dark Forest, too, and sometimes I can see the spirits of cats whose paws haven’t led them to StarClan. That could be useful.”

“That’s true. You have permission,” Leafstar responded.

A warm glow woke deep inside Ivypool at the thought that Rootspring, the cat who understood so much of what she was feeling, would be part of the expedition. She would be with her sister, too; they had so little time to be together now that they were in different Clans. At last there was something she could look forward to. Besides, on this quest she might finally be able to let go of the ghosts of the past, and prove herself all over again to her Clan.

Meanwhile, Crowfeather rose briefly from where he sat on the oak root. “I would be up for it,” he meowed, “but WindClan already has a representative. Whistlepaw has to go.” He gave the young medicine cat a nod of respect and sat down again.

Whistlepaw returned the nod. “Of course I will represent WindClan,” she declared. “But there’s one thing that’s still worrying me. To change the future where the river runs with blood, I’m sure there need to be five cats, one from each Clan. That’s what StarClan believes.”

“I could be the fifth cat!” Wrenflight exclaimed brightly, casting an adoring glance at Rootspring. “The two of us would make a great team!”

Rootspring winced, while Ivypool rolled her eyes. What part of “one cat from each Clan” do you not understand?

“Thank you for the offer, Wrenflight,” Harestar responded, sounding as if it was hard for him to stay polite, “but the fifth cat must come from RiverClan.”

Wrenflight subsided, looking crushed.

“I will travel to RiverClan myself,” the WindClan leader continued, “and try to convince Splashstar. But if I can’t, we’ll just have to hope that we can manage without RiverClan.”

And if we can’t? Ivypool wondered but didn’t say aloud.

“So we have four cats,” Squirrelstar announced. “Ivypool from ThunderClan, Rootspring from SkyClan, Whistlepaw from WindClan, and Dovewing from ShadowClan. You will leave tomorrow. And may StarClan light your path.”

“You should meet at the Moonpool,” Tigerstar advised. “If it is the same mountain, you’ll already be part of the way along your journey.”

When Harestar had declared the Gathering at an end, Ivypool padded across to Dovewing. “I’m glad you’re going,” she mewed.

Dovewing touched noses with her. “I’m glad, too. Goodbye for now, and I’ll see you soon.”

“Thank you for volunteering.” Squirrelstar slackened her pace to walk beside Ivypool as they made their way along the lakeshore, back to ThunderClan territory.

“I’m happy to represent ThunderClan,” Ivypool responded.

Privately she was thinking that she could use some time for herself, away from her Clan. And maybe in trying to find out more about these forgotten cats, she could get closer to the memory of the cat she would never forget: Bristlefrost.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]

The sky was paling toward dawn when Ivypool emerged from the warriors’ den and stood, shaking debris from her nest out of her pelt. The air was crisp, the chill reminding her that leafbare was upon them. Now that the moment had come, her paws itched to be on their way.

Ivypool turned at the sound of rustling behind her to see Thriftear and Flipclaw—her kits and Bristlefrost’s littermates—pushing their way out of the den.

“You’re really leaving?” Thriftear asked, her anxiety clear in her wide eyes.

“I have to,” Ivypool replied, touching her nose to Flipclaw’s ear and then to Thriftear’s. “The Clans need me.”

“But we need you,” Flipclaw objected. “It’s dangerous out there. It’s not so long since we lost Bristlefrost. We can’t bear the thought of losing you, too.”

“I can look after myself,” Ivypool reassured them, forcing confidence into her voice. The deep pang she felt at leaving her remaining kits was harder to bear than worry about any danger she would meet on her travels. “And Fernsong has looked after you since you were kits. You’ll be fine until I get back.”

Thriftear and Flipclaw exchanged a glance, clearly unwilling to believe her. “We’ll miss you so much,” Thriftear mewed.

“I’ll miss you, too,” Ivypool responded. “But what you need to do is be the best warriors you can be. Support your Clan, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

Flipclaw nodded. “We will. We promise.”

Fernsong’s scent drifted to Ivypool’s nose as he too emerged from the warriors’ den. “Ivypool is right,” he told his kits. “Once your mother has left, we’ll all three go out to hunt. We’ll see if we can catch some really good prey for our Clanmates.”

To Ivypool’s relief, the suggestion seemed to help the young cats cheer up. “I know they’ll be fine with you,” she told Fernsong. “You’re a great father.”

Fernsong let out a brief loving purr. “Be careful on your journey,” he meowed. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

Ivypool sensed that her mate was not just talking about the symbol and the wailing kits from Whistlepaw’s vision. He was telling her that he wanted her to find a way to deal with her grief for Bristlefrost so that it didn’t overwhelm her.

He cares for me. And he understands.

Ivypool twined her tail with Fernsong’s. “I love you,” she murmured. “And I’ll try.”

With a last farewell to all three cats, Ivypool turned away to see Squirrelstar beckoning to her from where she stood near the medicine cats’ den. Cinderheart was standing beside her with an odd look on her face, half uncertain, half determined.

“Ivypool,” Squirrelstar began as she padded up to join her Clan leader, “I’ve asked Cinderheart to be my temporary deputy while you’re away. I thought the two of you ought to have a talk about what the duties are.”

Ivypool wasn’t sure what she thought about that. It made sense that Squirrelstar would need another cat to act as deputy, especially when she had no idea how long she would be away, but she felt suddenly sick at the thought of any cat moving into her paw steps. And how strange to be instructing her old mentor on how to be deputy! 

“I’m sure Cinderheart knows the duties already,” she meowed; then, aware of how sour she sounded, she struggled to be generous and added, “She’ll be a great deputy.”

“Thanks, Ivypool.” Cinderheart gave her chest fur an embarrassed lick. “I guess the main thing is the morning and evening patrols.”

“Yes, and hunting patrols at the same time.” Ivypool winced inwardly at the memory of how many times recently she had been late. “And keep an eye on the fresh-kill pile, in case you need more hunting patrols throughout the day.”

“And do you check on the dens?” Cinderheart asked. “I know the apprentices are responsible for bedding, and their mentors tell them to do it, but do you make sure they keep up with it?”

Ivypool tried to remember the last time she had checked on any den but her own. “Yes, from time to time,” she replied. “The other thing, of course, is to do whatever Squirrelstar asks you to do, and take charge of the camp if she has to be away. And support her in difficult times. It looks like we’re living through one of those right now,” she added.

Cinderheart nodded firmly. “I’ll do my best.”

I’m sure you will, Ivypool thought. You seem more motivated to be deputy than I’ve been lately.

She fought with the horrible thought that Squirrelstar might prefer to keep Cinderheart as her deputy even when she returned from her quest, but she made herself push the idea away. I have to concentrate on the task I’ve been given.

“Then that’s settled,” Squirrelstar meowed, satisfaction in her voice. “I’m sure you’ll do a good job of it, Cinderheart, and you can always ask me if you’re not sure about anything.”

As the Clan leader was speaking, Alderheart appeared from behind the brambles that screened the medicine cats’ den, a leaf wrap in his jaws.

“Traveling herbs,” he announced, setting down the leaf wrap in front of Ivypool. “You’re going to need them.”

“Thank you,” Ivypool responded, stooping to lick up the leaves. She grimaced at the bitter taste, but she knew how grateful she would be for the added strength the herbs would give her. “That will really help.”

“Sorrel, daisy, and burnet, if you need to find more on the way,” Alderheart told her.

Ivypool thanked him again, though she wasn’t sure she would remember, or even be able to recognize the different leaves. Then she remembered that she wouldn’t need
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