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ALLEGIANCES



	
	THUNDERCLAN



	LEADER
	BRAMBLESTAR—dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes



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



	MEDICINE CATS
	LEAFPOOL—light brown tabby she-cat with amber eyes, white paws and chest



	
	JAYFEATHER—gray tabby tom with blind blue eyes



	
	ALDERHEART—dark ginger tom with amber eyes



	WARRIORS
	(toms and she-cats without kits)



	
	BRACKENFUR—golden-brown tabby tom



	
	CLOUDTAIL—long-haired white tom with blue eyes



	
	BRIGHTHEART—white she-cat with ginger patches



	
	THORNCLAW—golden-brown tabby tom



	
	WHITEWING—white she-cat with green eyes



	
	BIRCHFALL—light brown tabby tom



	
	BERRYNOSE—cream-colored tom with a stump for a tail



	
	MOUSEWHISKER—gray-and-white tom



	
	POPPYFROST—pale tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat



	
	LIONBLAZE—golden tabby tom with amber eyes



	
	ROSEPETAL—dark cream she-cat



	
	BRIARLIGHT—dark brown she-cat, paralyzed in her hindquarters



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



	
	BUMBLESTRIPE—very pale gray tom with black stripes



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



	
	APPRENTICE, TWIGPAW (gray she-cat with green eyes)



	
	DOVEWING—pale gray she-cat with green eyes



	
	CHERRYFALL—ginger she-cat



	
	MOLEWHISKER—brown-and-cream tom



	
	SNOWBUSH—white, fluffy tom



	
	AMBERMOON—pale ginger she-cat



	
	DEWNOSE—gray-and-white tom



	
	STORMCLOUD—gray tabby tom



	
	HOLLYTUFT—black she-cat



	
	FERNSONG—yellow tabby tom



	
	SORRELSTRIPE—dark brown she-cat



	
	LEAFSHADE—tortoiseshell she-cat



	
	LARKSONG—black tom



	
	HONEYFUR—white she-cat with yellow splotches



	
	SPARKPELT—orange tabby she-cat



	QUEENS
	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)



	
	DAISY—cream long-furred cat from the horseplace



	
	CINDERHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	
	BLOSSOMFALL—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat with petal-shaped white patches (mother to Stemkit, a white-and-orange tom-kit; Eaglekit, a ginger she-kit; Plumkit, a black-and-ginger she-kit; and Shellkit)



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	
	GRAYSTRIPE—long-haired gray tom



	
	MILLIE—striped silver tabby she-cat with blue eyes


    
        	
        	
    


    	
	SHADOWCLAN



	LEADER
	ROWANSTAR—ginger tom



	DEPUTY
	TIGERHEART—dark brown tabby tom



	MEDICINE CAT
	PUDDLESHINE—brown tom with white splotches



	WARRIORS
	TAWNYPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, SNAKEPAW (honey-colored tabby she-cat)



	
	JUNIPERCLAW—black tom



	
	APPRENTICE, WHORLPAW (gray-and-white tom)



	
	STRIKESTONE—brown tabby tom



	
	STONEWING—white tom



	
	GRASSHEART—pale brown tabby she-cat



	
	SCORCHFUR—dark gray tom with slashed ears



	
	APPRENTICE, FLOWERPAW



	QUEENS
	SNOWBIRD—pure white she-cat with green eyes (mother to Gullkit, a white she-kit; Conekit, a white-and-gray tom; and Frondkit, a gray tabby she-kit)



	ELDERS
	OAKFUR—small brown tom



	
	RATSCAR—scarred, skinny dark brown tom




    	
    	WINDCLAN



	LEADER
	HARESTAR—brown-and-white tom



	DEPUTY
	CROWFEATHER—dark gray tom



	
	APPRENTICE, FERNPAW (gray tabby she-cat)



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



	WARRIORS
	NIGHTCLOUD—black she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, BRINDLEPAW (mottled brown she-cat)



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



	
	LEAFTAIL—dark tabby tom with amber eyes



	
	EMBERFOOT—gray tom with two dark paws 



	
	APPRENTICE, SMOKEPAW (gray she-cat)



	
	BREEZEPELT—black tom with amber eyes



	
	LARKWING—pale brown tabby she-cat



	
	SEDGEWHISKER—light brown tabby she-cat



	
	SLIGHTFOOT—black tom with white flash on his chest



	
	OATCLAW—pale brown tabby tom



	
	FEATHERPELT—gray tabby she-cat



	
	HOOTWHISKER—dark gray tom



	
	HEATHERTAIL—light brown tabby she-cat with blue eyes 



	ELDERS
	WHITETAIL—small white she-cat




    	
    	RIVERCLAN



	LEADER
	MISTYSTAR—gray she-cat with blue eyes



	DEPUTY
	REEDWHISKER—black tom



	MEDICINE CATS
	MOTHWING—dappled golden she-cat



	
	WILLOWSHINE—gray tabby she-cat



	WARRIORS
	MINTFUR—light gray tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, SOFTPAW (gray she-cat)



	
	DUSKFUR—brown tabby she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, DAPPLEPAW (gray-and-white tom)



	
	MINNOWTAIL—dark gray she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, BREEZEPAW (brown-and-white she-cat)



	
	MALLOWNOSE—light brown tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, HAREPAW (white tom)



	
	CURLFEATHER—pale brown she-cat 



	
	PODLIGHT—gray-and-white tom 



	
	SHIMMERPELT—silver she-cat

 

	
	APPRENTICE, NIGHTPAW (dark gray she-cat with blue eyes)

 

	
	LIZARDTAIL—light brown tom



	
	HAVENPELT—black-and-white she-cat



	
	SNEEZECLOUD—gray-and-white tom 



	
	BRACKENPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat 



	
	APPRENTICE, GORSEPAW (white tom with gray ears)



	
	JAYCLAW—gray tom 



	
	OWLNOSE—brown tabby tom 



	
	LAKEHEART—gray tabby she-cat



	
	ICEWING—white she-cat with blue eyes 



	ELDERS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell-and-white she-cat




    	
    	SKYCLAN



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


	DEPUTY
	HAWKWING—dark gray tom with yellow eyes


	WARRIORS
	SPARROWPELT—dark brown tabby tom


	
	MACGYVER—black-and-white tom



	
	APPRENTICE, DEWPAW (sturdy gray tom)



	
	PLUMWILLOW—dark gray she-cat



	
	SAGENOSE—pale gray tom



	
	HARRYBROOK—gray tom



	
	BLOSSOMHEART—ginger-and-white she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, FINPAW (brown tom)



	
	SANDYNOSE—stocky light brown tom with ginger legs



	
	RABBITLEAP—brown tom



	
	APPRENTICE, VIOLETPAW (black-and-white she-cat with yellow eyes)



	
	BELLALEAF—pale orange she-cat with green eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, REEDPAW



	QUEENS
	TINYCLOUD—small white she-cat


	ELDERS
	FALLOWFERN—pale brown she-cat who has lost her hearing
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PROLOGUE
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The dying sun bronzed the rock outcrop where a tom sat, his yellow fur aflame as shadows lengthened behind him. It had been a good day. He’d caught enough prey to fill his belly and chased butterflies beside a stream where the water was clear and tasted of the mountains. Below him, there was a cleft in the rocks; high enough to be safe from prying foxes, and facing away from the wind, it would make a good place to spend the night.

He sat down, relishing the cool breeze in his fur. Its chill, which announced the coming of leaf-fall, excited him. Prey would be fattening itself for the long, cold days ahead. He licked his lips, anticipating the richer flavors and softer flesh. He was no longer afraid of the coming cold. His hunting skills improved every season. Only a very cruel leaf-bare would leave him hungry now.

He glanced down, spotting movement in the shadows below. A silver pelt. Familiar? “Who’s there?” Green eyes glinted up at him, and he recognized them at once. “Needletail!” He purred as she climbed the rocks and stopped. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen you. How are you?”

The she-cat paced around him, her pelt twitching.

The tom could see from her distracted gaze that Needletail was upset. He stood and gazed at her warmly, hoping he could soothe her. “What’s wrong? Sit down and tell me about it.”

She paused and stared at him, sadness in her eyes.

The tom’s pelt prickled as he waited for her to speak.

“It’s too terrible,” she growled. The breeze ruffled her pelt.

The tom slid around her, smoothing her fur with his own. He felt her stiff posture soften. “Nothing can be that bad, surely?”

Needletail’s unease seemed to give way to tiredness, and she slumped into a crouch.

He hunkered down beside her and followed her gaze to the distant horizon. She felt bony beside him; she’d grown thin. “What’s wrong?” he asked gently.

“I’ve been so dumb,” she mewed. “I trusted the wrong cat. Many suffered. I need to make it right.” She turned her gaze to meet the tom’s. “Will you help me?”

“I’ll help you any way I can.” He blinked at her eagerly, then paused. Suddenly, he could see through her glassy stare; shadows were buried in her eyes. Stiffening, he sat up and glanced along her silver pelt. A faint glow shone from within her. It was a glow he’d seen before, but not in Needletail. The fiery sunshine had disguised it, but now, as the shadows deepened into darkness, he could see the glow clearly. It lit her like swallowed moonlight. His heart ached with grief.

“Needletail,” he breathed. “How did you die?”
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CHAPTER 1
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“Hurry up, Twigpaw!” Ivypool’s mew rang though the trees.

Hush! Twigpaw flicked her tail irritably. A mouse was snuffling through the freshly fallen leaves of an oak. She could see it in the shadow of a root. It froze as Ivypool’s mew shattered the silence. Twigpaw didn’t move, relaxing only when the mouse once more began rummaging through the leaves.

She leaped and felt the soft flesh of the mouse beneath her claws as she slammed her paws down. After giving a quick killing bite, she lifted its limp body between her teeth and turned to join the others.

Ivypool was hauling a thrush—an earlier catch—from beneath a clump of ferns. Sparkpelt paced behind Fernsong, and Cherryfall lounged in a patch of late-afternoon sun. As Twigpaw reached them, she tossed the mouse onto the pile of prey they had collected.

Lionblaze sat stiffly, his gaze probing the forest as though searching for danger.

“I don’t know what you’re looking for.” Sparkpelt sniffed at him. “The rogues are gone and all the other Clan cats are in our camp.”

“Not all the Clan cats,” Ivypool pointed out.

“ShadowClan went home days ago,” Fernsong added.

“But we’ve still got half of RiverClan and a whole new Clan cluttering up our dens.” Sparkpelt fluffed out her fur. “I’m sick of sleeping under ferns so a RiverClan warrior can have my nest. In another moon, the ferns will have shriveled and I’ll be sleeping in the cold.”

“Reedwhisker needs your nest,” Fernsong reminded her. “He’s still recovering from being held captive by the rogues.”

“And he won’t be there much longer,” Ivypool meowed. “Mistystar says that RiverClan has nearly finished rebuilding their camp. They’ll be able to go home soon.”

“What about SkyClan?” Sparkpelt challenged.

Lionblaze answered without moving his gaze from the distant trees. “SkyClan will be gone soon too.”

“Where? They have nowhere to go.” Cherryfall got to her paws.

“The Clan leaders will decide at the next Gathering,” Lionblaze told her.

Sparkpelt’s fur prickled along her spine. “What are they going to do? Invent new territory for SkyClan to live on?”

“There’s not enough room around the lake for an extra Clan.” Cherryfall glanced at Twigpaw.

Twigpaw shrank beneath her pelt. Was the ginger she-cat blaming her? I found SkyClan and brought them here. This fact, which had made her so proud initially, had begun to peck at her like a crow. The camp was overcrowded, and where would SkyClan live? But my father is in SkyClan. I have a family now. Despite the happy thought, worry wormed in Twigpaw’s belly. Perhaps I was being selfish by bringing them to the lake. Perhaps there isn’t room for another Clan.

“Who’s going to give up territory to make room for them?” Sparkpelt stared at Lionblaze as though the golden tom should have an answer.

He shrugged. “Let StarClan decide.”

“StarClan wanted them back.” Cherryfall pawed through the day’s catch. “Let StarClan find them somewhere to live.”

Fernsong shifted his paws. “At least the prey is running well,” he meowed. “I just hope we have enough to feed everyone tonight.”

“Bramblestar sent out five hunting parties today,” Ivypool reminded him. “And RiverClan will bring prey with them when they return from working on their camp.”

“If they return,” Sparkpelt sniffed. “Last night Mistystar and her patrol didn’t come back at all.”

Twigpaw felt a twinge of irritation. “I thought you wanted them gone.” Why was Sparkpelt being so crabby? She was usually so positive about everything. “You should be happy they didn’t come back.”

Sparkpelt flicked her tail dismissively. “Let’s take our prey home.” She snatched a shrew and a vole by their tails.

“Good idea.” Ivypool picked up the thrush.

Twigpaw grabbed her mouse. At least with her mouth full Sparkpelt won’t be able to complain anymore. Lionblaze, Cherryfall, and Fernsong gathered up the last of the prey, and together they headed back to the hollow.

At the camp entrance, Twigpaw waited for the rest of the patrol to duck through the thorn tunnel. The branches scraped her pelt as she followed them through. On the other side, cats crowded the clearing, chattering like a flock of starlings. Scents swirled around her. RiverClan and SkyClan scent mingled with the smell of her Clanmates. And the faint odor of ShadowClan still lingered on the bushes around the edge of the camp.

As usual, SkyClan’s warriors lay around the apprentices’ den, soaking up the last of the late-greenleaf sun before its rays disappeared behind the cliff top. Two of their apprentices, Dewpaw and Finpaw, practiced battle moves in the clearing, while Reedpaw jeered fondly at her brothers’ clumsy leaps and rolls. Leaf-fall was coming fast; leaves drifted down from the trees at the top of the hollow, falling softly around them.

Twigpaw scanned SkyClan, looking for Hawkwing, Blossomheart, and Violetpaw. Her kin. When ShadowClan had returned to their own territory a few days ago, Rowanstar had allowed Violetpaw to remain behind so that she could spend time with their father and his sister. Twigpaw loved sharing the camp with kin at last, and when she couldn’t see their pelts among the others, she wondered, with a prickle of anxiety, where they were. She couldn’t let go of the fear that she might lose them again.

Leafstar stood near her Clan. Twigpaw caught her eye. The mottled brown-and-cream SkyClan leader must have seen worry in her gaze, because she nodded toward the medicine den. “Alderheart is checking on Hawkwing,” she called over the murmur of voices. “Violetpaw went with him.”

Twigpaw’s pelt prickled with concern. “Is he okay?”

“Don’t worry,” Leafstar purred. “Alderheart’s checked on all of us today. I think your medicine cat likes making us eat herbs.”

Blossomheart, the SkyClan she-cat who Twigpaw had recently learned was her father’s littermate, lifted her head. “He says it’ll help us build up our strength, but I think he just likes to see the look on our faces as we swallow them.”

Outside the nursery, Tinycloud shuddered. “I’m not swallowing any more herbs till I’ve kitted,” she mewed indignantly. She glanced at her bulging belly. “There’s hardly room for these kits in my belly, even without herbs.”

Blossomfall lay beside her. “Your kits will come soon enough.” As she spoke, Stemkit and Eaglekit scrambled over their mother and hurtled after Plumkit and Shellkit, who were darting among the other cats, squealing with delight as they played warrior and prey. Blossomfall purred loudly. “And as you know, once they do, you won’t get any peace.”

Feeling a pang in her stomach, Twigpaw hurried toward the fresh-kill pile. A group of RiverClan cats sat clustered below Highledge. Reedwhisker, Mintfur, Brackenpelt, and Icewing, who had been held captive by Darktail and his rogues, still looked thin and hollow-eyed after their ordeal. They had been starved in captivity, and their wounds had been left to fester. Now Lakeheart and Mallownose flanked them protectively while Willowshine licked another sticky poultice into Mintfur’s scratches.

ThunderClan’s patrols were back in camp, too. Berrynose and Poppyfrost were enjoying some prey beside the warriors’ den, while Brightheart and Cloudtail shared tongues nearby. Jayfeather was outside the medicine den, helping Briarlight with her exercises. Birchfall stood at the center of the clearing, looking lost. He craned his neck, scanning the countless pelts as though looking for someone, then purred with delight as he caught sight of Whitewing and hurried to join her.

As Twigpaw picked her way between the cats sprawled around the clearing, Graystripe pushed his way out of the elders’ den. Behind him, the honeysuckle walls bulged as cats moved inside. Mosspelt, the RiverClan elder, and two cats from SkyClan had made nests there. Graystripe shook out his fur. “Fresh air!” he rumbled, sounding relieved. “It’s so stuffy in there, even the fleas are trying to get out.”

His mew was swallowed by the chatter of the other cats. But from Highledge, Bramblestar caught the elder’s eye and nodded sympathetically.

Finally, Twigpaw reached the fresh-kill pile and dropped her prey.

“Have you seen this?” Molewhisker was already there. “RiverClan brought back frogs.” He was staring in disgust at the smooth, fat bodies among the furry forest prey.

Twigpaw wrinkled her nose. “I guess they like the taste.”

“Just so long as they don’t try to feed them to us,” Molewhisker sniffed.

Cherryfall dropped her rabbit onto the pile. “At least they caught something.” She glanced pointedly at the SkyClan cats. “Some of our visitors are still too weak to hunt.”

Twigpaw bristled. “It’s not their fault. They’ve been through a lot.”

Ivypool brushed past and laid her catch on the ground. “Jayfeather said they’re supposed to rest until they get their strength back.”

Cherryfall grunted. “And who’s going to help us get our strength back after we’ve finished feeding half the forest?”

As Lionblaze and Fernsong laid their prey beside the others’, Lionblaze looked sternly at Cherryfall. “Complaining isn’t going to help anyone.”

“She’s allowed to have an opinion.” Molewhisker moved closer to the ginger she-cat and glared at Lionblaze. “Besides, are we even sure that SkyClan is a real Clan?”

Cherryfall flicked her tail in agreement. “They might just be another bunch of rogues.”

Twigpaw stared at her. How could she say that?

She opened her mouth to defend her father’s Clan, but Fernsong spoke first. “Bramblestar says they are one of the original Clans. Are you doubting your leader?” The pale yellow tabby tom blinked at Molewhisker.

“Then why hadn’t we heard about SkyClan before? How come only Bramblestar knew about them?”

Ivypool flicked her tail crossly. “StarClan knew about them,” she meowed. “Are you contradicting our ancestors?”

Twigpaw felt a rush of gratitude toward her mentor.

Ivypool went on. “It’s not SkyClan’s fault they returned to us at such a bad time.”

“They had to return now,” Lionblaze added. “It was part of the prophecy.”

“But they didn’t return because StarClan showed them the way.” Cherryfall turned her gaze on Twigpaw. “Some cat brought them here because she wanted to find her father.”

“That was part of StarClan’s prophecy, too,” Lionblaze retorted. “We found Twigpaw in the shadows so that she could clear the sky—”

Twigpaw couldn’t listen to any more. Cherryfall’s words were stinging like nettles. She turned away, hot with shame. Cherryfall was right. She had searched for SkyClan because she’d wanted to find her father. Her paws hadn’t been guided by StarClan but by her own selfishness.

“Wait.” Ivypool hurried after Twigpaw.

Twigpaw stopped, her pelt pricking with worry. “I didn’t mean to spoil everything.”

“You did a huge thing by bringing SkyClan here,” Ivypool told her. “This is where they belong. StarClan wanted them to return, and you’re the one who found them.” She touched her nose to Twigpaw’s head. “I am so proud of you. And”—she pulled back and looked Twigpaw in the eyes—“I’m sorry that I didn’t support you when you wanted to find your kin.”

Twigpaw looked at Ivypool gratefully. It did make her feel better to hear her mentor apologize. If ThunderClan had sent out a search party, Twigpaw wouldn’t have had to go out on her own, against Bramblestar’s orders. But more than that, it had hurt Twigpaw not to have her mentor’s support on something so important to her. “Thank you.” She closed her eyes. “But I’m worried I may have caused more trouble for the Clans by bringing SkyClan here.”

“If you have, it’s trouble StarClan wants us to have.” Twigpaw opened her eyes, and Ivypool met her gaze before she went on. “And it’s far less trouble than we’ve seen in the past moons. Darktail is dead and his rogues are gone. The Clans must find their paws again, and we must find space for SkyClan. It may not be easy, but once it’s finished, all the Clans will be stronger for it.” Ivypool dipped her head. “I’m sorry. I wasn’t thinking about you or SkyClan.”

“What were you thinking about?”

Ivypool glanced around nervously. “Tigerheart and Dovewing were quick to volunteer to join the search.” She lowered her voice. “I didn’t think it was a good idea for them to travel together.”

Twigpaw understood. While Tigerheart had been staying in the ThunderClan camp, he and Dovewing had made more and more excuses to hunt and patrol together. They’d even shared prey. Twigpaw had seen the accusing glances exchanged by her Clanmates every time Dovewing and Tigerheart brushed past each other on the way to the fresh-kill pile. Ivypool must be relieved that Tigerheart and the ShadowClan cats were gone. How could a relationship between her sister and another Clan’s deputy lead to anything but trouble?

She nodded. “So you didn’t want to stop me from finding my father?”

Ivypool blinked at her slowly. “Of course not. And I’m sorry you thought I did, and that my actions put you in danger.”

“And you’re not mad that I snuck off by myself?” Twigpaw pressed.

“I would have done the same.” Ivypool’s gaze was warm. “I’m glad you came back safely. ThunderClan is lucky to have you.”

A purr swelled in Twigpaw’s throat. She felt happy they’d cleared the air. Suddenly, Cherryfall’s complaints didn’t seem important. Once more she felt sure she’d done the right thing by bringing SkyClan home. “Thanks, Ivypool.”

Ivypool nodded toward the medicine den. “I think Violetpaw wants you.”

Twigpaw followed her gaze. Violetpaw was staring at her anxiously from beside the entrance. Was something wrong with Hawkwing? Twigpaw hurried toward her, heart beating in her throat. “What’s happened?”

Jayfeather looked up as she passed him. “Nothing.” He lifted one of Briarlight’s crippled hind legs with his paws and began to ease it up and down slowly. “Alderheart’s just decided that SkyClan needs twice as much attention as any other cats in this camp. Perhaps he’s hoping Leafstar will make him their medicine cat.”

“That’s not fair!” Twigpaw stopped and stared at Jayfeather. “He’s just being a good medicine cat. Like you taught him to be.”

Jayfeather’s blind blue gaze fixed on her, but he didn’t say anything. Indeed, his eyes widened slightly, as though he was impressed that she’d stood up to him.

“Come inside,” Violetpaw urged. Her gaze flitted around the busy camp. Twigpaw knew her sister wasn’t comfortable in ThunderClan. But she hadn’t been comfortable in ShadowClan, either. Or with the rogues. She only seemed happy with Hawkwing by her side.

Twigpaw followed her into the medicine den. Inside, late sunshine glittered at the top of the small hollow, sparkling on the damp cliff face where water trickled down to a small pool. Beside it, Alderheart was checking Hawkwing’s pelt. “The scratches have healed and you’re looking better,” the medicine cat told him.

“So I can hunt now?” Hawkwing looked eager.

“You should still rest for a few more days.” Alderheart pawed a small pile of herbs toward the SkyClan deputy.

“Are you sure?” Hawkwing meowed impatiently. “I don’t like being a burden on ThunderClan. I want to contribute to the fresh-kill pile.”

“I’m sure.” Alderheart sat back on his haunches. “And I’m sure a few mice and voles will be happy to live another day.”

Hawkwing caught sight of Twigpaw. He purred. “How was the hunt?”

“Great.” She crossed the medicine den and rubbed her cheek against his. “I caught a mouse and a shrew.”

“I can’t wait until I can be out there with you.” His gaze flicked to Violetpaw. “I always dreamed I’d hunt beside my kits one day.”

Violetpaw sat down and wrapped her paws over her tail, returning her father’s gaze happily.

Twigpaw felt a twinge of guilt. Hawkwing had already said that he would be happy for her to join SkyClan. Was she supposed to? Were kin more important than the Clan that had raised her?

“You’ve both grown into such fine cats.” Hawkwing turned to Alderheart. “I can’t thank you enough for finding them and looking after them.”

Alderheart glanced away self-consciously. “It was my privilege,” he murmured. “And I’m glad SkyClan is back where it belongs. I’ve been searching for you ever since my first vision.”

“It’s good to be among the other Clans,” Hawkwing meowed. “All we need now is our own territory so we don’t have to rely on the kindness of others.”

There’s not enough room around the lake for an extra Clan. Cherryfall’s words rang in Twigpaw’s head. But there was plenty of room. It took a whole day to mark the borders of ThunderClan territory. She guessed the same was true of the other Clans’ land. Surely they didn’t need that much space? Cherryfall’s just being difficult. She dismissed her Clanmate’s words. “There’s prey outside,” she mewed. “Let’s go and find something to eat.”

“Eat your herbs first,” Alderheart told Hawkwing.

Twigpaw headed for the entrance while Hawkwing lapped up the shredded leaves. As she ducked outside, an angry yowl pierced the air.

“What is Mosspelt supposed to eat?” Owlnose, a brown tabby RiverClan tom, was staring angrily at Cloudtail. The fresh-kill pile had dwindled, but there were still plenty of mice and voles there, along with Cherryfall’s rabbit.

“There’s more than enough left for Mosspelt,” Cloudtail answered sharply. “I don’t know why you’re making a fuss.”

Owlnose glared at him. “Have you forgotten the warrior code? The weakest cats eat first.” He glanced at the ThunderClan warriors eating prey around the edge of the clearing and then at Graystripe and Millie, who were tucking into a thrush. His angry glare seemed to silence the Clans. A hush descended over the hollow. “Why do your elders eat while ours goes hungry?”

Mosspelt was sitting outside the elders’ den, eyes bleary.

Graystripe looked up from his meal, his ears pricking. “Has some cat gone hungry?”

“Mosspelt,” Owlnose meowed indignantly.

“She was asleep,” Graystripe told him. “Even RiverClan cats can’t eat in their sleep, and I didn’t want to wake her. There’s nothing worse than being woken from a nap.”

Owlnose scowled at him. “Going hungry is worse.”

Millie sat up. “Mosspelt can share with us.” With a flick of her tail, she beckoned the RiverClan elder toward the thrush.

Mosspelt headed toward it, her pelt prickling self-consciously.

Owlnose’s fur bristled. “So all we get is ThunderClan leftovers now?”

“Perhaps if you spent more time hunting and less time complaining, there’d be enough for everyone.” Molewhisker lifted his chin defiantly.

But there is enough for everyone. Twigpaw looked at the prey left on the fresh-kill pile. Why were the toms making such a fuss?

Hawkwing and Violetpaw padded from the medicine den.

“What are they arguing about?” Violetpaw whispered as Lakeheart and Brackenpelt joined Owlnose and glared at Molewhisker.

Twigpaw shifted her paws uneasily. “I think there are too many warriors in one camp.”

The thorn barrier trembled and Mistystar padded in, Minnowtail, Breezepaw, Mallownose, and Podlight following at her heels. They stopped and stared in surprise. The camp was suddenly silent. “What’s happening here?” the RiverClan leader demanded.

Bramblestar leaped from Highledge. “Just a disagreement,” he explained. “It’s nothing to worry about. Every cat will feel better once they’ve eaten.”

Mistystar looked at Owlnose, Lakeheart, and Brackenpelt. “I hope you are showing respect. ThunderClan has been kind to us.”

The warriors didn’t meet her gaze.

Mistystar flicked her tail sharply. She turned to Bramblestar and dipped her head. “Thank you for your generosity. But I think it’s time RiverClan returned to our camp.”

Bramblestar flicked his muzzle toward Reedwhisker and Mintfur, the most injured of the RiverClan warriors. “Are you sure that’s wise?”

Mistystar glanced at them. “Don’t worry. Our injured cats will be cared for. Our medicine cats are as skilled as yours. And we’ve made good progress rebuilding the camp. We need to be home now to finish the work.”

Bramblestar nodded. “Very well. Would you like me to send a ThunderClan patrol with you? They could stay and help.”

“Thank you, but no.” Mistystar was firm.

“At least stay and eat with us.” Bramblestar glanced at Mosspelt, who had only just taken her first bite of thrush.

All gazes were fixed on Mistystar. Twigpaw felt tightness in her chest and realized that she was holding her breath. She didn’t want RiverClan to leave while tensions were still running high.

After a moment, Mistystar blinked softly. “Thank you, Bramblestar. We will.”

Relieved, Twigpaw waited beside Violetpaw and Hawkwing while Bramblestar led the RiverClan leader to the fresh-kill pile and nosed Cherryfall’s rabbit toward her.

Mistystar pushed it aside and picked out a shrew. “This will be enough.”

When she had left, Twigpaw padded toward the pile. She passed a mouse to Hawkwing and a shrew to Violetpaw before picking a vole for herself.

“Where shall we eat?” Violetpaw glanced nervously around the crowded clearing.

“Over there.” Twigpaw nodded toward an empty spot beside the SkyClan cats.

As Hawkwing and Violetpaw headed away, Ivypool called to her.

“Twigpaw!” Her mentor trotted happily toward her. “I’ve spoken to Bramblestar. We both agree it’s time for your assessment.”

My assessment! Excitement sparked through Twigpaw’s pelt. She’d have her warrior name at last! But the thought seemed to freeze in her mind. She glanced across the clearing to where Violetpaw and Hawkwing were settling down to eat beside SkyClan. Is that what I really want? To become a ThunderClan warrior? Perhaps she should be preparing for a life in SkyClan, as Violetpaw clearly was. After all, that was what her father wanted.

Is ThunderClan really my home now?
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CHAPTER 2
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Alderheart ran his paw over Tinycloud’s belly, happy to feel the fur now thick and smooth and her kits moving around inside. “They’re stronger and so are you.” He sat back and admired the SkyClan queen as she lay outside the ThunderClan nursery. Like the rest of her Clan, she’d gained weight during her stay in ThunderClan and was looking fitter. Her shoulders no longer stuck up like sparrows’ wings. “Your kits will come soon.”

Leafpool shifted beside him, looking the queen over. “I’m glad they waited until you were strong enough to kit them.”

“I hope they’ll wait until we’ve got our own camp.” Tinycloud’s eyes shone excitedly.

Alderheart purred. For the first time in moons, everything was going well. RiverClan had left three days ago; their camp must almost be rebuilt by now. ShadowClan was surely settling back into their old home. WindClan’s borders were no longer closed, and SkyClan’s warriors were strong enough to hunt and bring back prey.

Some ThunderClan cats were still grouching about the overcrowded camp, but SkyClan would soon have territory of their own. Finally, StarClan’s prophecy would be properly fulfilled: SkyClan would be one of the Clans once more. Alderheart blinked warmly at Tinycloud. “Your kits will be the first SkyClan cats to be born beside the lake.”

Leafpool caught his eye. A warning look. “Come on,” she meowed briskly. “Jayfeather wanted us to help him clear out the herb store.”

Had he said something wrong? “Shouldn’t we discuss which of us is going to help with Tinycloud’s kitting?” He hurried after the light brown tabby medicine cat as she crossed the clearing. “Don’t forget, SkyClan doesn’t have a medicine cat yet. One of us should be with her.”

“We can decide that when the time comes.” Leafpool kept walking.

“But what if she’s in their new camp?” Alderheart protested. “Perhaps I should go with them when they move, until they find their own medicine cat.”

Leafpool stopped outside the medicine den and faced him. “You shouldn’t have told her that her kits would be born beside the lake.”

Alderheart blinked in surprise. “But they will be, won’t they? They’re due any day.”

“We’re not sure yet if SkyClan is going to stay.”

Leafpool’s words hit him like a fierce gust of wind. “What are you talking about?”

“You’ve heard the cats grumbling, haven’t you?” Leafpool lowered her voice, her gaze sweeping around the ThunderClan cats as they milled about the clearing. Molewhisker and Thornclaw were comparing battle moves. Birchfall and Ivypool were sharing a mouse with Fernsong, and Sparkpelt was sitting on Highledge beside Squirrelflight. “I want SkyClan to make their home here as much as you do. But not everyone feels the same way.”

Alderheart was confused. “Cats are just complaining because they have to share their nest and their fresh-kill. Once SkyClan has its own camp, they’ll have nothing to complain about.”

Leafpool leaned closer. “What makes you think cats who don’t like to share their nests will want to share their territory? If SkyClan stays beside the lake, where will they live? They’ll need land, and that land will have to come from the other Clans.”

“So?” Alderheart refused to understand. He wasn’t going to let the selfishness of others change the way he felt. “StarClan wants SkyClan here. They sent a prophecy that led them back to us. Why would any cat think that a piece of territory was more important than the wishes of StarClan?”

“Some cats may find it hard to believe that StarClan wants them to give up land they’ve fought so hard for,” Leafpool warned him.

“No cat thinks land is more important than StarClan!”

“Are you sure about that?” Leafpool’s gaze drifted toward Highledge.

Alderheart, puzzled, looked up to where Squirrelflight and Sparkpelt were talking. “Squirrelflight supported my search for SkyClan.”

“What about Sparkpelt?” Leafpool meowed.

“She came with me on the first quest to find them!”

“But finding is not the same as keeping.”

“What are you trying to say?” Alderheart couldn’t believe his ears. “You think Sparkpelt doesn’t want SkyClan to stay?”

“You’ll have to ask her yourself.” Leafpool shrugged.

As she spoke, Jayfeather appeared at the entrance of the medicine den. “Hurry up, you two! I want to sort the herbs before sunhigh. Leaf-fall won’t wait. If we’re running low, we need to start gathering before cold weather spoils them.”

Leafpool glanced at Alderheart. “My son seems to have forgotten that I’ve been running the medicine den since before he was born.”

Alderheart hardly heard her. He glanced anxiously at Sparkpelt. If she didn’t believe SkyClan belonged beside the lake, who did?

Alderheart rushed to catch up to his littermate. “I hope Twigpaw’s assessment goes well tomorrow,” he said, falling into step beside her as she followed her Clanmates along the shore. “I think she’s nervous.” It was true—Twigpaw had seemed distracted in the days since Ivypool had told her she was going to be assessed. But Alderheart wondered if by bringing up Twigpaw, who had brought SkyClan back to the lake, he might get at Sparkpelt’s feelings on the new Clan.

“She’ll be fine,” Sparkpelt purred. “This time tomorrow, she’ll have her warrior name.”

The moon, huge and yellow, hung in the crow-black sky. A crisp wind gusted from the lake, lifting Alderheart’s fur. The Gathering would start soon. Bramblestar and Squirrelflight led the way to the island. Leafpool followed with Ivypool, while Cherryfall and Molewhisker trailed behind. Thornclaw and Birchfall padded farther up the shore, shadowing the party beside Lilyheart, Honeyfur, and Twigpaw. SkyClan trailed behind, no more than shadows on the shore.

Alderheart wanted to ask Sparkpelt what she thought about SkyClan. Jayfeather had kept him busy gathering herbs all afternoon. This was the first chance he’d had to talk to her alone. Now he was struggling to find the words. Would he offend her by asking if she thought SkyClan didn’t belong here? And what if she said it was true?

“What do you think the Clans will decide?” Pebbles crunched beneath his paws.

“About what?” Sparkpelt glanced at him.

“About SkyClan.”

Sparkpelt turned her gaze back to Bramblestar. “Let’s hope they decide to do the right thing.”

“What is the right thing?” Alderheart tried to sound casual.

“The right thing is for the real Clans to carry on living the way they’ve always lived.”

“The real Clans?”

“You know. Us and ShadowClan and RiverClan and WindClan. The Clans that have always lived beside the lake.”

“Not SkyClan?” Alderheart fur prickled with alarm.

“This isn’t their home. It never has been.” Sparkpelt sounded matter-of-fact.

Alderheart swallowed. “Then what do you think should happen to them?” He was scared of her answer.

She glanced at him, her eyes sharp. “They should go back where they came from.”

Alderheart could hardly believe his ears.

“Darktail has left the gorge now,” she went on. “They can go back to their proper home.”

“But what about StarClan?” Alderheart spluttered. “My visions? Don’t they mean anything to you?”

“StarClan wanted us to find SkyClan and we did.” The trees on the island were looming larger, casting moon shadows on the shore ahead. “Did they say anything about SkyClan moving onto our territory?”

Alderheart remembered the messages from StarClan, wishing again that his ancestors weren’t so vague. They had urged him to find SkyClan, but Sparkpelt was right; they’d never clearly said what they must do once they had. “Not exactly. But I’m sure StarClan wants us to keep SkyClan close.”

Sparkpelt glanced at him doubtfully. “And how will that help? You’ve seen what happens when strange cats move into our territory.”

“SkyClan isn’t strange cats!” Was she really comparing SkyClan to Darktail’s rogues? “They’re warriors. Just like us. They follow the same code. They share dreams with their ancestors.”

“So which Clan is going to give up territory for them?” Sparkpelt challenged. “Do you really want more borders around the lake? Are you sure that will bring peace?”

She didn’t give him a chance to answer, but quickened her pace and caught up with Cherryfall and Molewhisker. Alderheart stared after her, his mouth dry. Had everything he’d worked for meant nothing? Were the Clans going to force SkyClan to leave?

Tiny waves slapped the shore. He could hear the wind in the trees on the island. Please, StarClan. Don’t let the others feel the same way as Sparkpelt.

At the tree-bridge, which spanned the water between the shore and the island, he waited for his Clanmates to cross. Only Leafpool paused beside him. “Are you okay?”

He blinked at her despondently. “You were right. Sparkpelt wants SkyClan to leave.” 

Leafpool touched her nose to his ear. Her warm breath bathed him as she spoke. “Sparkpelt doesn’t speak for every cat,” she murmured. “But if the Clans do decide that SkyClan can’t stay, you must accept it.”

Alderheart bristled. “I could never do that!”

“We have no choice.” Leafpool leaped onto the fallen tree and crossed the water. “Whatever happens, we must trust StarClan to guide the leaders’ paws.”

SkyClan was nearing the bridge. Alderheart jumped onto the fallen tree before they reached him, unable to face their hopeful gazes. He followed his own Clanmates through the long grass on the other side and emerged into the clearing beyond. WindClan, ShadowClan, and RiverClan had arrived, but only a soft murmur filled the clearing. The cats spoke to one another in muted mews, exchanging wary glances, each Clan keeping to themselves.

Alderheart’s pelt prickled with worry. He’d expected to find them more jubilant. After all, they’d killed Darktail and chased the rogues from their land. And SkyClan had been found. The skies have been cleared, Alderheart thought, remembering StarClan’s prophecy. Am I the only one who’s happy about it?

Leafpool beckoned him with a flick of her tail. She was already sitting beneath the Great Oak beside Willowshine, Mothwing, Puddleshine, and Kestrelflight, who sat, hunched and stiff, gazing uneasily at the Clans.

Alderheart hurried through the wide gap between RiverClan and ShadowClan. He was surprised to see how few ShadowClan cats had come. WindClan sat apart on the far side of the clearing. His own Clanmates had gathered near the medicine cats. He remembered, with a pang, his first Gathering, when apprentices from all the Clans had swapped stories and shown off the new hunting moves they had learned.

Now the apprentices sat in silence. Whorlpaw and Snakepaw sat like stones beside their ShadowClan mentors. Brindlepaw, Fernpaw and Smokepaw, the young WindClan cats, blinked at them, as though puzzled by their aloofness. Nightpaw, the dark gray RiverClan apprentice, glanced nervously at Breezepaw. But her denmate looked away, the wind ruffling her brown-and-white fur.

Alderheart’s paws pricked. What was wrong with them? His gaze flitted farther around the clearing. Where were all the elders? They loved to come to Gatherings to share gossip and stories with one another. Tonight, Millie and Graystripe were the only elders here.

As he reached Leafpool’s side, the SkyClan cats began to emerge from the long grass. A hush fell over the clearing. Plumwillow and Blossomheart followed Leafstar and Hawkwing, their Clanmates on their heels. All of SkyClan had come, except Tinycloud, who’d stayed in camp, too close to kitting to make the journey.

Leafstar paused and lifted her chin, letting her Clanmates file past. Hawkwing scanned the gathered cats through narrowed eyes, then padded toward an empty space beside ThunderClan and with a flick of his tail beckoned Plumwillow to follow.

Blossomheart strolled after her. Dewpaw, Reedpaw, and Finpaw stayed close to their mentors’ sides. The young cats stared at the other Clans, their eyes wide. Had they ever seen so many cats in one place? Violetpaw looked nervous as she slid from the long grass. She paused beside Hawkwing, her gaze flitting from her father to her ShadowClan Clanmates. Alderheart guessed she was wondering where to sit: with ShadowClan or SkyClan? Perhaps she’d choose ShadowClan. There were so few of them here.

She whispered something in her father’s ear and he murmured back. Quickly, Violetpaw dropped her gaze and hurried to where Twigpaw was sitting beside Lionblaze. Alderheart felt a pang of sympathy for the young cat as SkyClan took their places beside Hawkwing. Rowanstar had given her permission to remain with ThunderClan for a while. But had she ever really known where she belonged?

Bramblestar padded forward and dipped his head to Harestar, Rowanstar, and Mistystar. One at a time, the Clan leaders leaped onto the long, low branch of the Great Oak.

Alderheart looked expectantly at Leafstar. Was she going to join them? He felt a twinge of disappointment when she padded beneath the tree and sat neatly among her Clanmates, curling her long brown tail over her paws.

The Clan deputies, Tigerheart, Squirrelflight, Reedwhisker—looking healthier now—and Crowfeather, took their place among the roots of the Great Oak. Hawkwing stayed beside Leafstar as the Clans drew closer, gathering beneath the tree. Hostile glances flashed in the darkness, focused on Rowanstar.

“Should Rowanstar even be up there?” Icewing’s sharp yowl cut through the chilly air. The RiverClan she-cat was bristling with anger.

Lakeheart lashed her tail. “Right, is ShadowClan even a Clan anymore?”

“They chose rogues as their campmates,” Podlight snarled.

“I didn’t.” Rowanstar stared back at the RiverClan warrior.

Podlight held his gaze. “But your Clan thought Darktail would be a better leader than you!”

“What sort of leader loses the faith of his Clan?” growled Crowfeather.

“If the rest of us have lost Clanmates, their blood is on your paws!”

Alderheart’s breath caught in his throat as he realized that was Molewhisker’s yowl.

“We suffered losses too,” Rowanstar spat back.

Alderheart glanced at the ShadowClan cats. There were so few of them now. And yet they looked as surly as ever, chests puffed, pelts prickling. He wondered suddenly if they held their leader responsible for the deaths of their Clanmates. Tigerheart’s gaze was unreadable as he sat beside the other deputies. Tawnypelt gazed up at Rowanstar with pity in her eyes. Of course they wouldn’t judge Rowanstar; Tigerheart was his son, Tawnypelt his mate, and both had remained loyal to Rowanstar the whole time. But how did the others feel?

Their Clanmates shifted uneasily, avoiding one another’s gaze and the gaze of the Clans. Alderheart felt their shame. They had chosen to follow a rogue. Their decision had almost destroyed their Clan. But if Rowanstar had been a better leader, would they ever have followed such a dreadful path?

Bramblestar’s stern gaze swept over the gathered cats. “There is no use in blaming. What is important now is to remember that we came together to drive out the rogues. We would not let them destroy the Clans then, and we must not let them tear us apart now. Together we are strong. If the events of the past moons have taught us anything, they have taught us that.”

The cats murmured indignantly, but no voice yowled out.

Bramblestar went on. “We come here tonight to remember our dead and to plan a way forward.” He glanced at Leafstar encouragingly, shifting a little as though making room on the branch beside him. She gave a quick shake of her head as if to tell him not yet. Alderheart understood the SkyClan’s leader’s reluctance to face the Clans now. Pelts were still bristling.

“Rowanstar.” Bramblestar dipped his head to the ShadowClan leader. “I am sorry for your lost Clanmates. Let us remember them here.”

Rowanstar blinked at him gratefully. “Many disappeared under Darktail’s rule,” he began. “We don’t know what has happened to them, but I fear the worst. We’ve lost Mistcloud, Birchbark, Cloverfoot, Lioneye, Slatefur, Berryheart, Rippletail, Sparrowtail . . .”

Alderheart felt shock freeze him as Rowanstar continued to list the names of his missing Clanmates. So many! He hadn’t realized the full extent of their loss. No wonder there were so few ShadowClan cats at the Gathering.

“If only we knew what happened to them . . .” Rowanstar’s mew trailed
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