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Dedication

To 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



	 
	MOUSEWHISKER—gray-and-white tom



	 
	BAYSHINE—golden tabby tom



	 
	BRISTLECLAW—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



	 
	WAFFLEPELT—gray-and-brown tom



	 
	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes



	 
	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat



	 
	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom



	 
	STEMTAIL—orange tabby tom



	 
	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	FINCHLIGHT—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	GRAYWHISKER—white tom with gray spots



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



	 
	EAGLEWING—ginger she-cat



	 
	DEWNOSE—gray-and-white tom



	 
	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



	 
	SUNBEAM—brown-and-white tabby she-cat (mother of Goldenkit, a golden tabby tom, and Shinekit, a black she-kit)



	 
	THRIFTEAR—dark gray she-cat (mother of Moonkit, a she-kit whose face is split between black and orange tabby)



	 
	MYRTLEBLOOM—pale brown she-cat (mother of Oakkit, a a pale brown tabby she-kit with white spots; Sunkit, an orange tabby tom; and Hazelkit, a tortoiseshell she-kit with white spots)



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	 
	BRAMBLECLAW—dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes



	 
	THORNCLAW—golden-brown tabby tom



	 
	CLOUDTAIL—long-haired white tom with blue eyes



	 
	BRIGHTHEART—white she-cat with ginger patches



	 
	BRACKENFUR—golden-brown tabby tom



	 
	SHADOWCLAN



	LEADER
	TIGERSTAR—dark brown tabby tom



	DEPUTY
	CLOVERFOOT—gray tabby she-cat



	MEDICINE CATS
	PUDDLESHINE—brown tom with white splotches



	 
	SHADOWSIGHT—gray tabby tom



	WARRIORS
	TAWNYPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes



	 
	STONEWING—white tom



	 
	SCORCHFUR—dark gray tom with slashed ears



	 
	FLAXFOOT—brown tabby tom



	 
	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes



	 
	CINNAMONTAIL—brown tabby she-cat with white paws



	 
	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



	 
	APPRENTICE, REDPAW (reddish brown tom)



	 
	SLATEFUR—sleek gray tom



	 
	POUNCESTEP—gray tabby she-cat



	 
	GULLSWOOP—white she-cat



	 
	SPIRECLAW—black-and-white tom



	 
	FRINGEWHISKER—white she-cat with brown splotches



	 
	APPRENTICE, SPRUCEPAW (silver tabby and white she-cat)



	 
	BIRCHFEATHER—light brown tom



	 
	BLOOMPETAL—black she-cat



	 
	FIRBARK—brown tabby tom



	 
	WHISPERBREEZE—gray tom



	 
	STREAMRIPPLE—gray tabby she-cat



	QUEENS
	LIGHTLEAP—brown tabby she-cat (mother to Quickkit, a ginger tabby tom; Beechkit, a pale brown tom; and Poolkit, a white she-kit)



	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
	MACGYVER—black-and-white tom



	 
	DEWSPRING—sturdy gray tom



	 
	ROOTSPRING—yellow tom



	 
	PLUMWILLOW—dark gray she-cat



	 
	SAGENOSE—pale gray tom



	 
	KITESCRATCH—reddish-brown tom



	 
	HARRYBROOK—gray tom



	 
	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



	 
	BEETLESHINE—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



	 
	BEESTING—white-and-tabby she-cat



	 
	NECTARSONG—brown she-cat



	 
	BLOSSOMHEART—ginger-and-white she-cat



	 
	DUSKSHINE—white tom with brown paws and ears



	 
	RIDGEGLOW—reddish she-cat with a white nose



	QUEENS
	NEEDLECLAW—black-and-white she-cat (mother to Robinkit, a reddish-brown she-kit, and Starlingkit, a black-and-white tom)



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



	 
	SPARROWPELT—dark brown tabby tom



	 
	CHERRYTAIL—fluffy tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat



	 
	WINDCLAN



	LEADER
	HARESTAR—brown-and-white tom



	DEPUTY
	CROWFEATHER—dark gray tom



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



	 
	WHISTLEBREEZE—gray tabby she-cat



	WARRIORS
	BRINDLEWING—mottled brown she-cat



	 
	FEATHERPELT—gray 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



	 
	LEAFCURL—white she-cat with gray spots



	 
	CROUCHFOOT—ginger tom



	 
	GRASSFUR—auburn she-cat



	 
	BRANCHLEAP—white tom



	 
	SONGLEAP—tortoiseshell she-cat



	 
	APPRENTICE, SILKYPAW (long-haired gray tom)



	 
	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



	 
	APPRENTICE, FLUFFPAW (fluffy pale brown tom)



	 
	LARKWING—pale brown tabby she-cat



	 
	BROOKRIPPLE—black-and-white tom



	 
	STRIPEHEART—gray tabby tom



	QUEENS
	APPLESHINE—yellow tabby she-cat (mother to Rustlekit, a white tom with a brown tail, and Stretchkit, a brown tabby she-cat with white face markings)



	ELDERS
	WHISKERNOSE—light brown tom



	 
	NIGHTCLOUD—black she-cat



	 
	RIVERCLAN



	LEADER
	ICESTAR—white she-cat with blue eyes



	DEPUTY
	OWLNOSE—brown tabby tom



	MEDICINE CATS
	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat



	 
	FROSTDAWN—light gray she-cat with blue eyes



	WARRIORS
	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat



	 
	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray-and-white she-cat



	 
	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat



	 
	TROUTSHINE—brown-and-white spotted tom



	 
	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom



	 
	RAPIDSPLASH—gray-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



	 
	MISTPOOL—tortoiseshell-and-white tabby she-cat



	 
	HOLLOWSPRING—black tom



	 
	GORSECLAW—white tom with gray ears



	 
	SPARROWTAIL—large brown tabby tom



	 
	NIGHTSKY—dark gray she-cat with blue eyes



	 
	GRAYSKY—silver tabby tom



	QUEENS
	FLOATSHIMMER—black she-cat (mother to Heronkit, a silver she-kit, and Eelkit, a black tom)



	ELDERS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat
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Prologue
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Warm sunlight trickled through the branches, casting dappled leaf shadows on the woodland floor below. Everything was still; not even a breeze stirred the foliage or ruffled the surface of the pool in the center of the clearing. The cats who sat around the water’s edge might have been carved out of stone, the only movement the glitter of stars in their fur.

Under their unblinking gaze, a tiny image of the lake territories had appeared, with cats going purposefully about their warrior duties: patrolling their borders, hunting, practicing their battle moves. They were unaware that the spirits of their ancestors were watching them.

Among the StarClan cats, a tabby-and-white she-cat was the first to stir, letting out a long sigh and stretching out a paw to drag it through the water. The ripples broke up the image, and as they calmed, they left nothing but the reflection of the branches overhead. When the surface was still again, the she-cat spoke.

“We can’t lose contact with the Clans again.” Her voice throbbed with distress. “The living cats need us.”

A gray tom let out a snort of disgust, his piercing blue eyes glaring down into the water. “That’s all very well, Leafpool,” he muttered. “But change is coming, whether we like it or not. I see a new threat building up like storm clouds on the horizon, and no cat knows how the Clans will react to it.”

“But, Skystar—” Leafpool protested.

The first leader of SkyClan interrupted her with a raised paw. “The Clans were unstable in my time, and if you ask me, they’re just as bad now.”

With a sweep of her plumy tail, a blue-gray she-cat rose to her paws. “I’m sure that every cat will meet the challenge,” she declared. “The Clans have faced obstacles before, and they have always triumphed.”

“Not without losses, Mistystar,” Skystar growled.

The former RiverClan leader inclined her head. “Not without losses,” she admitted.

“The Clans should be warned,” Leafpool continued, sounding more decisive now. “We must send them a prophecy.”

The other cats fell silent, exchanging thoughtful glances; the pause lengthened, full of unspoken words, until eventually they nodded agreement.

“Then who will we send it to?” Mistystar asked.

A small gray-and-white tom sitting at the far side of the pool tilted his head thoughtfully. “Prophecies are usually sent to the medicine cats,” he meowed.

“Yes, Runningnose, and the medicine cat then passes the prophecy on to the Clan leader.” The speaker was a handsome black-and-white tom with his long tail wrapped around his paws. “This time we can’t afford to delay. Why not send the prophecy directly to the leader?”

“Tallstar has a point,” Skystar commented.

“Maybe an older cat,” the former WindClan leader went on. “Some cat who made the Great Journey from the forest to the lake and will understand how urgent this is.”

“But will they really?” Mistystar asked anxiously. “Whoever we choose, will they believe how great the danger is that is hanging over the Clans?”

“And will they be able to make their Clanmates, and the other Clans, believe it?” Leafpool added. She turned to one cat who so far had not spoken. “What do you think, Firestar?”

The flame-colored tom sat with lowered head, gazing down into the water. “We may have to do something we have never done before,” he murmured. Then, looking up, he spoke more clearly. “I think I know a cat with the wisdom to lead the Clans on this journey. . . .”
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Chapter 1
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Sunhigh was not far off, but the pale rays of the leaf-fall sun had not yet banished the chill from the forest. As Tawnypelt emerged from the ShadowClan camp, she fluffed out her tortoiseshell fur and raised her muzzle to sniff the air.

“Great StarClan, it’s cold!” Spireclaw muttered. He had followed Tawnypelt out of the camp and halted at her shoulder. “And leaf-bare hasn’t even begun. What will it be like in another moon?”

“We’ll worry about that when the time comes,” Tawnypelt told him briskly. “For now there should still be plenty of prey around.”

By now the rest of the hunting patrol—Whorlpelt and Bloompetal—had appeared. Beckoning with her tail for them to follow, Tawnypelt set out. Where the dark pines cast their shadows, frost still edged the grasses, and the ground felt like stone beneath her pads.

“Where are we going?” Whorlpelt asked.

“I thought we would try the boggy place just this side of the little Thunderpath,” Tawnypelt replied. “There should be a few juicy frogs there, to feed the Clan.”

“Yuck! I hate it down there,” Bloompetal exclaimed. “We’ll get our paws all muddy.”

Are you a kittypet or a warrior? Tawnypelt bit back the harsh words. The young black she-cat had only recently received her warrior name, and she was still adjusting to her new duties.

“We’ll be lucky if muddy paws are all we have to worry about,” Tawnypelt responded, deliberately making her voice mild as she glanced back over her shoulder. “Anyway, the ground is hard. It won’t be so bad.”

“I still think we should go the other way, near the Twoleg den on the edge of the territory,” Spireclaw meowed. “That’s a really good place for birds.”

“Yeah, let’s do that,” Bloompetal agreed enthusiastically. “I’m great at catching birds. I caught a sparrow yesterday.”

Sure you did, after Pouncestep practically hurled it into your claws.

“Then let’s go!” Spireclaw’s tone was eager, and he veered around as if heading toward the Twoleg den.

Tawnypelt felt the fur on her shoulders begin to bristle. She halted and turned to face the other cats. “Who is leading this patrol, you or me?” she demanded.

“You are, Tawnypelt,” Spireclaw responded instantly. “Sorry.”

Tawnypelt gave him a brusque nod and was turning away when she spotted Bloompetal rolling her eyes. “Did you have something to say to me, Bloompetal?” she asked.

Bloompetal studied her paws. “No,” she muttered.

“Then keep your opinions to yourself,” Tawnypelt hissed. I am so done with being nice! “Do I have to send you back to camp on tick duty?”

“No, Tawnypelt.”

“Then let’s get on with it.”

Great StarClan, when did new warriors stop showing respect to us seniors? Tawnypelt wondered with an irritated shake of her pelt. It was never like this when I was young!

She led her patrol in silence until they reached the edge of the marshy ground. Reeds and long grasses stretched ahead of them as far as the lake, dry and shrunken now with the early frost. Tiny streams meandered among tussocks of grass, widening out here and there into shallow pools edged with a thin covering of ice.

At first as she gazed out across the marsh, Tawnypelt couldn’t see any sign of prey. But soon flickers of movement showed her where the frogs were lurking, their greenish-brown skins hardly visible against the boggy ground.

“We’re going to fan out,” she began. “Whorlpelt, go in that direction, and Spireclaw, you go that way.” She showed the direction by waving her tail. “Start driving the frogs toward me and Bloompetal so we can pick them off.”

“Shouldn’t we all start moving in on them?” Spireclaw suggested. “Like, trap them in the middle of a circle?”

“I vote we do that,” Bloompetal agreed. “I’m so cold, standing here waiting!”

“I don’t recall asking for a vote.” Tawnypelt tried to put all the frost of the chilly day into her tone. “But okay, Bloompetal, you can stalk if you don’t want to stand around. Whorlpelt, you stay with me.”

The two young cats set off in the directions Tawnypelt had indicated, while she and Whorlpelt waited, crouching behind a clump of reeds.

“Do you remember how Nightheart caught frogs?” Whorlpelt asked after a while. “That day he was being tested to become a ShadowClan cat.”

Tawnypelt stifled a snort of laughter. “Yes, laying a trail of flies to trap the frogs in a deep hole. It worked, too.” She tucked her paws farther underneath her in an effort to keep them warm. “It’s a pity it’s too cold for flies today, or we could try it.”

Whorlpelt murmured agreement. “Those two are certainly taking their time,” he mewed. “There should be frogs coming our way by now.”

The gray-and-white tom was right, Tawnypelt realized. She could still spot movement from frogs deeper in the marsh, but they didn’t seem aware of any danger creeping up on them.

Finally a single frog hopped into range. Whorlpelt flashed out a paw and struck it a killing blow. “Thank you, StarClan, for this prey,” he sighed. “But where are all your brothers and sisters?”

Tawnypelt could feel her muscles cramping from the cold, and her annoyance rising with every moment that passed. It was obvious that Spireclaw and Bloompetal hadn’t done what they were supposed to. “I’ve had enough of this,” she declared, rising to her paws. “I’m going to see what they’re up to.”

Whorlpelt nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay here and see what I can catch.”

Tawnypelt headed around the edge of the marsh in the direction she had sent Spireclaw. But before she had gone many fox-lengths, she spotted the black-and-white tom heading toward her, with Bloompetal just behind him.

“What do you think—” Tawnypelt began, then broke off and halted in amazement. The jaws of the two young cats were full of frogs; Spireclaw had three, and Bloompetal was carrying two.

Bloompetal bounded up to Tawnypelt and dropped her prey at the senior warrior’s paws. “Spireclaw showed me a really good trick! He told me to run around the frogs in a circle and make the circle smaller and smaller, so when the frogs tried to leap away, he could grab them. It was fun!”

Spireclaw had obviously caught Tawnypelt’s grim look. “We thought you would be pleased,” he meowed in a small voice.

Tawnypelt took a deep breath. The two young cats had done well; this wasn’t the time to start scolding them. “I am pleased,” she responded. “That’s a great catch. But next time, let the leader of your patrol know what you’re doing. Whorlpelt and I have been freezing our tails off back there.”

“Sorry,” Spireclaw muttered.

“Okay, then, scoop up your prey and we’ll head back to camp.” Beckoning with her tail, Tawnypelt turned to lead the way back to where Whorlpelt was waiting. As she moved, she spotted Spireclaw and Bloompetal exchanging a happy, proud look.

They got a bit of praise, and not much scolding, she sighed inwardly. But have they learned anything?

The gray-and-white tom sprang to his paws and joined the others, carrying his single piece of fresh-kill. “I’m impressed,” he murmured, nodding toward the two younger cats, laden with prey.

“I’m frustrated,” Tawnypelt hissed in reply. “They don’t listen to a single word I’ve told them, and they still stroll up with their jaws full. I tell you, Whorlpelt, I’ve just about had it with these young cats!”

Whorlpelt shrugged, a glimmer of amusement in his eyes. “Tawnypelt, you should know by now what young cats are like.”

Tawnypelt’s only response was a growl. She felt even worse because she hadn’t managed to catch a single frog.

As she made her way back to camp at the head of her patrol, Tawnypelt felt a hot weight of anger and loss growing in her belly. Why are all the ShadowClan cats so young? she asked herself. There’s not a single warrior my age left alive.

Thinking back on the warriors she’d known and lost over the seasons of her life, she laid their deaths at the paws of her father, the first Tigerstar; of Darktail; of Sol; of the impostor, Ashfur, who had deceived so many cats.

I still feel strong, she reflected. I have many seasons left to serve my Clan. But sometimes these young cats look at me like I belong in the elders’ den.

Back in the camp, Tawnypelt tried to feel satisfaction as her Clanmates dropped their prey on the fresh-kill pile. After all, they had caught a decent amount; it would go a long way toward feeding the Clan today.

Glancing around the clearing, she felt the weight in her belly begin to dissolve as she spotted Lightleap and Blazefire curled up together at the entrance to the nursery.

“Are the kits inside?” she asked, hurrying over to them. “Can I have a peep?”

“You could, if they were here,” Lightleap purred. “But they’re with Oakfur.”

“Again,” Blazefire added with a mrrow of laughter, waving his tail toward the elders’ den. “They love his stories.”

“I’ll go and visit,” Tawnypelt mewed.

Before heading for the elders’ den, Tawnypelt darted over to the fresh-kill pile and snatched up a thrush: prey that she knew was Oakfur’s favorite. Then she trotted across the camp and slid under the low-growing pine branches that sheltered the den.

“. . . and when we came over the hill, we saw the lake and all the Clan territories lying in front of us,” Oakfur was meowing. “And then we knew that we had found our new home.”

He’s telling them about the Great Journey, Tawnypelt thought.

Oakfur had mentored Tawnypelt herself and her son Tigerstar; she remembered her time learning from him with respect and warm affection. Now Oakfur was one of the oldest cats in all the Clans. He had been born in the old forest, and he remembered the time when Nightstar had been the leader of ShadowClan. So much of their Clan’s story had taken place under his watchful gaze, and now he was passing on his wisdom to the youngest members.

At first no cat noticed Tawnypelt as she entered the den. The kits were rapt, concentrating on Oakfur’s story, and the old brown tom seemed to be looking into the distance, as if he could still see the Clans as they poured over the brow of the hill and headed down to claim their territories by the lake.

Then, as Oakfur finished speaking, he looked up. “Is that thrush for me, Tawnypelt?” he purred.

Before Tawnypelt could reply, all three kits spun around and hurled themselves at her, letting out squeaks of excitement. Tawnypelt staggered and slid to one side, losing her grip on the thrush.

“Have you been hunting?” Quickkit asked, his ginger tabby fur bristling in excitement. “Did you catch lots?”

“We want to go hunting,” his brother, Beechkit, added. “I’m going to be the best hunter in the Clan!”

“No, I am!” Quickkit leaped on top of his littermate, and the two tom-kits rolled around the den in a writhing knot of ginger and pale brown fur.

Poolkit leaped aside to avoid them, then huddled down on the den floor with her paws tucked under her. “Tawnypelt, look!” she exclaimed. “This is my hunter’s crouch. Sprucepaw showed me how.”

Tawnypelt rescued the thrush and laid it at Oakfur’s paws. “That’s very good,” she told Poolkit. Actually, it’s not bad, for a kit. “Now show me how you stalk.”

Quivering with concentration, Poolkit crept up, paw step by paw step, to where her brothers were still wrestling. Then she flung herself on top of them. “Got you!” she squealed. “Got both of you! Two rabbits to feed the Clan!”

Tawnypelt exchanged an amused glance with Oakfur. Sometimes it amazed her to think that these were the kits of her son’s daughter. In spite of all the cats who had been lost, the family she had created with Rowanclaw still continued. Her chest swelled with pride as she watched and saw how active and inquisitive they were.

Poolkit rolled off her brothers and sat up, beginning to wash her paws with a thoughtful look on her face. Even though she played with the others, Tawnypelt reflected, she was the quietest of the three. She reminded Tawnypelt so much of her own daughter, Dawnpelt, who had died at Darktail’s paws.

“Is something wrong?” she asked Poolkit.

The young she-cat gave her paw one last lick and drew it over her misty white shoulder fur. “I’m confused about one of Oakfur’s stories,” she mewed. “When he was telling us about our ancestor Rowanclaw, he called him Rowanstar, but that isn’t right, is it?”

Oakfur had a mouthful of thrush, so it was Tawnypelt who replied. “No, that’s right. Rowanclaw was the leader of ShadowClan, so he was Rowanstar then. After Darktail and his Kin ripped ShadowClan apart, Rowanclaw swallowed his pride and gave up being leader. He gave the rest of his nine lives back to StarClan, and he joined our Clan to SkyClan.”

“But we’re not part of SkyClan now!” Quickkit exclaimed. He and Beechkit broke apart and sat up, their eyes wide with indignation.

“Why did Rowanclaw do that?” Beechkit asked. “He betrayed ShadowClan!”

Tawnypelt shook her head, her chest cramping from the pain of the memory, so that for a moment she couldn’t speak. “No, it was the right thing to do at that time,” she meowed at last. “Rowanclaw knew that Tigerstar would return and make ShadowClan strong once more. He kept the last few warriors safe until ShadowClan could revive.”

Oakfur swallowed his bite of prey. “But he never lived to see it,” he murmured.

“No, he died saving Hopwhisker and Flaxfoot, back when they were just kits,” Tawnypelt told the kits.

“He fought like a Clan leader,” Oakfur added.

The kits’ indignation had faded; now they looked up at Oakfur, wide-eyed and impressed.

“Then that’s a whole new story!” Quickkit bounced up to the elder and crouched down at his paws. “Tell it to us!”

“Yes, tell us!” Beechkit begged.

Poolkit held back for a moment as her brothers crowded up to Oakfur. “Rowanclaw must have been a mighty warrior,” she mewed seriously, gazing up at Tawnypelt.

Tawnypelt felt as though a tough bit of crow-food were lodged in her throat. A few heartbeats passed before she could reply. “He was my mate. And he truly was a mighty warrior.”

Oh, Rowanclaw, she thought, looking down at the kits’ bright faces. How you would have loved to be here today.
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Chapter 2
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Sunlight poured down into the gorge, bouncing off the reddish rocks of the cliff face and soaking into Leafstar’s fur where she lay on a warm, flat stone at the edge of the river. Her mate, Billystorm, lay stretched out beside her, lazily nibbling at the rabbit he and Leafstar had caught earlier.

The rest of her Clanmates were sunning themselves too, drowsing or sharing tongues after a morning’s successful hunt. Leafstar could see her three kits, Firefern, Stormheart, and Harrybrook, grooming themselves after sharing a squirrel. A strange pang pierced her heart as she looked at them, but she couldn’t remember why.

“I learned that move quicker than you!”

“Did not! You couldn’t catch a mouse if it ran into your jaws.”

At the sound of quarrelling voices, Leafstar raised her head and looked around until she spotted two of the Clan’s apprentices, Hawkpaw and Duskpaw, glaring at each other near the bottom of the cliff. She suppressed a sigh. The two young toms were good friends as well as littermates, so why they had to give in to this bickering all the time . . .

“That’s enough!” Leafstar mewed sharply. “Go find your mentors for some training. You obviously have some energy to burn off.”

As she spoke, the apprentices spun around to face her, shocked that the Clan leader had heard their argument. Hawkpaw ducked his head. “Sorry,” he muttered. Then both young cats scampered off in search of their mentors.

Before Leafstar could lie down again, she saw Echosong, the SkyClan medicine cat, emerging from her den at the foot of the cliff. She padded over to Leafstar and Billystorm, dipping her head in respect.

“It’s time,” she meowed. For some reason her voice sounded unnaturally deep, as if it were the voice of another cat.

With a nod of thanks, Leafstar rose to her paws and began to climb the cliff until she reached the gap that separated the main camp from the Skyrock. Bunching her muscles, she leaped across, ready to call her Clan.

“It’s time.”

The voice came again; this time Leafstar opened her eyes to see the outline of a cat standing over her. “Uh . . . okay, Sharpclaw, I’m coming.”

Then, as she shook off the last shreds of her dream, Leafstar realized that the cat who had spoken wasn’t Sharpclaw, her deputy when SkyClan was first formed in the gorge. He was Hawkwing, Sharpclaw’s son, and she was in her den in SkyClan’s camp beside the lake.

I’ll never see the gorge again. Or Billystorm, or Firefern and Stormheart . . . Of Leafstar’s family, only her son Harrybrook remained. So much death . . .

“Sorry, Hawkwing.” Leafstar squinted at her deputy, his face blurred and indistinct in the dim light of the den. Anxiety tore at her as if she had leaped into a bramble thicket. Her vision had been growing worse for some moons, making it hard for her to recognize her Clanmates by sight. So far she had managed to keep the problem a secret, except from her medicine cats, but she wondered how long it would be before it was obvious to the rest of the Clan.

“It’s time for the ceremony,” Hawkwing repeated. His voice was patient, and Leafstar wondered how much he knew, or had guessed.

“Thanks, Hawkwing. I’m almost ready.”

Rising to her paws, Leafstar shook off the scraps of moss and bracken from her nest and gave herself a quick grooming. Then, when she was satisfied that she looked as neat as a Clan leader should, she padded out into the open. The extra light made her vision clearer, and she knew every paw step of the camp, so it was easy for her to leap onto the massive boulder from where she addressed the Clan.

“Let all cats old enough to catch their own prey join here beneath the Tallrock for a Clan meeting!” she yowled.

Several of the Clan were already out in the clearing; as they drew closer to the boulder, Leafstar managed to make out each one: the Clan’s mediator, Tree, and his son, Rootspring, their yellow pelts unmistakable; Sagenose and his sister, Mintfur, close enough for their scent to waft over her; Sunnypelt, easy to identify from her purposeful stride, and the smaller cat with her had the distinctive white markings of Beesting. All of them sat in a rough semicircle in front of the Tallrock, while Fidgetflake and Frecklewish emerged from the medicine cats’ den and padded over to join them. Littermates Nectarsong and Gravelnose, returning from their patrol, pushed through the outer line of bushes into the camp and hurried across to sit side by side.

Meanwhile, Leafstar spotted Needleclaw bustling out of the nursery, herding her two kits, Robinkit and Starlingkit, in front of her. Kitescratch, the kits’ father, followed them out, his head held high and his chest puffed out with pride.

“Just look at you!” Needleclaw exclaimed. “Starlingkit, I groomed you moments ago! Have you been rolling in moss?”

Starlingkit wriggled uncomfortably as his mother covered him with fierce licks until his black pelt gleamed and his white chest fur shone like snow in sunlight.

Meanwhile Robinkit was grooming her reddish-brown fur by herself. “I’m ready,” she announced with a smug look at her brother.

Kitescratch lifted something—a spray of bracken, Leafstar guessed—off the back of her neck. “You are now,” he purred.

“Come closer!” Leafstar called. Warm satisfaction soaked deep into her body, and her worries melted away like frost in the morning. It was good to see such lively and vigorous kits, and to set their paws on the path they would follow in their Clan.

Waving her tail, she beckoned Starlingkit to approach the foot of the Tallrock; he bounced up enthusiastically and stood there quivering and purring with excitement. The rest of the Clan grew silent as Leafstar began to speak.

“This is a great day for SkyClan,” she began. “The making of new apprentices means that our Clan will grow stronger and survive into the future. Starlingkit, from this moment on you will be known as Starlingpaw.”

She let her gaze travel around the circle of cats; she had already decided who should mentor the two apprentices, and distinguished the brown pelt of the cat she had chosen for Starlingpaw.

“Nectarsong, you are ready for an apprentice,” she announced. “You have shown intelligence and loyalty to your Clan, and I’m sure you will pass those qualities on to Starlingpaw.”

Leafstar heard Nectarsong exclaim, “Me? Wonderful!” as Starlingpaw scurried across the circle and stretched up to touch noses with her.

“Starlingpaw! Starlingpaw!” the Clan yowled in acclamation, while Starlingpaw stood beside his mentor, looking as though every hair on his pelt were bristling with pride.

Leafstar gave them a moment, then raised her tail for silence and beckoned Robinkit to the foot of the rock. “From now on, you will be known as Robinpaw,” she meowed. “Gravelnose, you, too, are ready to be a mentor. No cat can doubt your courage and your determination, and I know you will pass those qualities on to your apprentice.”

Robinpaw wasn’t as obviously excited as her brother had been, but she held herself straight as Leafstar spoke the words that made her an apprentice, and dipped her head respectfully before bounding over to the tan-colored tom who would be her mentor.

Gravelnose bent down to touch noses with her. “We’ll do great things together,” he promised.

“Robinpaw! Robinpaw!”

Leafstar watched contentedly as her Clan yowled their welcome to the young she-cat. She saw Gravelnose and Nectarsong exchanging glances and guessed how thrilled they must be feeling from their loud purrs; neither of them had been mentors before, and as littermates, they must be extra happy to have been chosen together. Leafstar was sure that they would take their task very seriously.

Needleclaw and Kitescratch bounded over to congratulate their kits, purring and licking their ears affectionately. “Listen to your mentors, and let’s not have any silly behavior,” Kitescratch warned the new apprentices.

Leafstar couldn’t repress a mrrow of amusement. Silly behavior was pretty common with apprentices, as Kitescratch himself should remember well.

A moment later the group broke up; Nectarsong and Gravelnose headed out of the camp, followed by their apprentices. The two young cats held their heads and tails high.

They’ll be off for their tour of the territory, Leafstar thought. Beginning a lifetime of learning and service to their Clan. She sighed happily as she watched the rest of the Clan going about their duties. SkyClan is safe.

“Leafstar, there’s something I have to show you.”

Sunhigh was just past. Leafstar had been dozing at the entrance to her den in the split at the bottom of the Tallrock, listening to the subdued sounds of the camp and the twittering of birds in the trees that surrounded the clearing. She could hear a distant roaring, too, coming from beyond the top border of the territory. It had been going on for almost half a moon, and no cat knew what was causing the disturbance.

I’d bet a moon of dawn patrols that Twolegs are to blame for it.

Now Frecklewish’s voice interrupted her musings, and she sat up, shaking her head to wake herself thoroughly. Her medicine cat was standing in front of her, close enough for Leafstar to see the trouble in her face.

“What’s the matter?” Leafstar asked.

“Follow me.” Frecklewish turned and led the way beneath the dogwood that screened the medicine cats’ den, in a shallow dip in the ground.

Mystified, Leafstar followed. The harsh smell of vomit caught her in the throat as she ducked under the branches, and when she entered the den, she saw Bellaleaf lying stretched out on her side. Her jaws were gaping, and her breath came in harsh gasps.

Beyond her, Fidgetflake was gathering a bundle of leaves and moss, streaked with vomit, ready to carry it away.

“How long has she been like this?” Leafstar asked. Bile rose in her own throat as she gazed, horrified, at her sick Clanmate. It was an effort to keep her voice from shaking.

“She came in just after the apprentice ceremony,” Frecklewish replied. “She was crying in pain from bellyache, and I gave her yarrow to make her vomit. That helped with the pain, but she—”

The medicine cat broke off as all of Bellaleaf’s limbs began to jerk and she let out a low-pitched wail of anguish. Several heartbeats passed before she was still again, panting and moaning in absolute exhaustion.

“She keeps having those seizures,” Frecklewish went on. “They’re wearing her out. I made her eat a juniper berry, but it didn’t help. I think all I can do now is give her a couple of poppy seeds to make her sleep and hope she’s stronger once she’s had some rest.”

Fidgetflake, who had pushed the soiled bedding out of the den, came up with a leaf that Leafstar assumed held the poppy seeds. He crouched down beside Bellaleaf and held the leaf out to her. “Come on, lick these up,” he murmured encouragingly. “You’ll feel better when you’ve rested.”

He stroked Bellaleaf’s head gently with one paw while she licked up the poppy seeds. Gradually her breathing grew quieter, and her eyes closed.

“Thank StarClan, at least that worked,” Frecklewish mewed.

“But what is causing it?” Leafstar asked. “Bellaleaf is a senior warrior. She knows not to go around eating crow-food or deathberries.”

Frecklewish shook her head. “I’d guess that she must have eaten something, but don’t ask me what. I’ve never seen anything like this.”

“Her eyes are pink and swollen, too,” Fidgetflake added.

Leafstar couldn’t take her eyes off the pale orange she-cat, lying so limp and silent, with the reek of vomit still clinging to her fur. “You must be right that she ate something bad,” she began. “And we need to find out what. Suppose other cats—”

She broke off at the sound of some cat pushing their way through the branches behind her. She turned to see Sagenose.

“Frecklewish, I’ve got the most awful bellyache!” he burst out, scarcely noticing that his Clan leader was standing there. “Can you give me something for it?”

Leafstar couldn’t suppress a gasp of dismay. Sagenose—another senior warrior who should know better than to eat anything he wasn’t sure about—seemed unsteady on his paws, and he had the same pinkish tinge as Bellaleaf around his eyes, the vibrant color standing out against his pale gray fur.

“Yarrow,” Frecklewish mewed, as Fidgetflake came up with a couple of the leaves in his jaws. “Eat them, and for StarClan’s sake go and be sick outside the camp. Then come back here.”

Sagenose took the leaves with an alarmed glance at Bellaleaf and slid rapidly out of the den.

“How many more?” Leafstar asked, struggling to suppress panic.

“Not many, I hope,” Frecklewish responded. She sounded more purposeful, as if she was beginning to understand. “I think we’re getting somewhere. Leafstar, do you know whether Sagenose and Bellaleaf were out together today?”

Leafstar shook her head. “No, Sagenose did the dawn patrol; Bellaleaf was out hunting.”

“Then there’s only one place where they could both have found something that made them sick.”

For a couple of heartbeats Leafstar didn’t understand what her medicine cat was telling her. “Oh, great StarClan!” she exclaimed at last. “The fresh-kill pile!”

“Let’s take a look,” Frecklewish meowed.

She led the way out into the camp, with Leafstar just behind her and Fidgetflake bringing up the rear. Frecklewish bounded across to the fresh-kill pile and began pawing at it, separating the prey and giving each piece close scrutiny.

Hawkwing, who was sitting close by, chatting with Tree and Cherrytail, sprang to his paws and stared at her. “What’s going on?” he asked, confusion in his voice.

Not replying directly, Frecklewish exclaimed, “Look!” and pointed to a piece of prey she had dragged away from the rest.

Leafstar padded up, peering closely to examine it. The prey—a mouse—looked bony, and its skin seemed loose on its body. Most chilling of all, it had the same red swelling around its eyes as Bellaleaf and Sagenose. A rank odor rose from it.

By now, several cats were approaching to see what was going on, gazing curiously at the scattered pile.

Leafstar spun around to face them. “Stay back!” she commanded. “There’s something wrong here. Something is sickening our prey, and we must get to the bottom of it. No cat should touch any of this prey until Frecklewish gives permission.”

The two medicine cats continued sorting through the pile, separating the poisonous pieces of prey from the ones that still looked and smelled good. Leafstar noticed with a heaviness in her chest that most of the prey had the signs of sickness on it; that pile was much bigger than the pile that was safe to eat.

A few moments later Sagenose padded up; he looked shaky, but he was still on his paws. Leafstar guessed that he hadn’t eaten as much of the contaminated prey as Bellaleaf had. “What’s happening?” he asked, staring wide-eyed at the medicine cats.

Frecklewish turned at the sound of his voice. “Did you eat prey from the pile?” she asked him.

Sagenose nodded. “Yes, after I came back from the dawn patrol.”

“And did it look like this?” Frecklewish pointed with her tail at a nearby vole, scrawny and pink-eyed.

“Yes.” Sagenose’s eyes stretched even wider. “Do you mean that’s what gave me a bellyache?”

“We think so.” It was Fidgetflake who replied. “Didn’t you think it looked a bit weird?”

“Well . . . yeah.” Sagenose shrugged. “But I was starving! Besides, I thought it must be okay if some cat had put it on the pile.”

Leafstar drew a long breath. She couldn’t blame Sagenose. The hunting patrols had brought in the poisoned prey without thinking that it looked different from normal.

“We need to find out why this is happening,” she meowed to Hawkwing. “You and I should have a meeting with the medicine cats and see if we can—oh, great StarClan, what now?”

As she spoke, she spotted a hunting patrol emerging from the bushes into the camp. Squinting her eyes, she managed to identify the separate cats. Turtlecrawl and Tinycloud were both carrying prey; Cloudmist was leaning heavily on Rabbitleap’s shoulder.

All four cats headed across the camp to where Leafstar was standing beside the fresh-kill pile. Rabbitleap gently lowered Cloudmist to the ground; the white she-cat was hunched up as if protecting her belly, and she was close enough for Leafstar to make out the telltale pink swelling around her eyes.

Frecklewish padded up to her and gave her a quick sniff. “Bellyache?” she asked.

“Yes, and it’s so bad,” Cloudmist whimpered. “Please give me something for it.”

“I will, in just a moment,” Frecklewish assured her. “But tell me first—what have you eaten today?”

“Nothing. Not a bite,” Cloudmist replied.

The medicine cat exchanged a puzzled glance with Leafstar. “Are you sure?” she asked the sick she-cat, who had begun writhing on the ground in pain.

“Nothing!” Cloudmist gasped. “I’ve had nothing all day except for a drink from the stream.”

Frecklewish flashed a worried glance at Leafstar, then turned back to Cloudmist. “Okay,” she mewed, “go to my den, and I’ll be there in a moment to give you yarrow. Sagenose, go with her.”

Watching the two sick cats as they staggered across the camp, Leafstar felt cold creeping along her limbs and through her whole body, as if she were turning into a cat made of ice
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