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Allegiances




	
	THE SISTERS



	LEADER
	MOONLIGHT—big, long-haired gray she-cat



	SISTERS
	SNOW—large white she-cat with blue eyes



	
	FURZE—big ginger she-cat



	
	HAWK—large ginger brown she-cat with golden eyes



	
	ICE—green-eyed she-cat



	
	PETAL—mother of Stream



	
	SPARROW—young ginger-and-white she-cat



	
	SUNRISE—big yellow she-cat



	
	TEMPEST—big tabby she-cat



	
	HAZE—pale gray she-cat



	TOMS
	EARTH—yellow tom



	
	SNAIL—gray tom



	
	MUD—brown tabby tom



	
	STREAM—tabby tom with blue eyes








[image: image]

Chapter 1
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Earth squeezed his eyes shut and attempted to become one with the grass. Breathing slowly, he tried to center himself in just the way his mother, Moonlight, had told him, so he would be able to sense the world around him clearly. This shouldn’t be so hard, he thought.

His ear itched. Earth scratched at it impatiently with his six-toed paw. His stomach growled, and he pushed away thoughts about how long it had been since dawn, when he’d last eaten prey. Focus, he told himself sternly, remembering Moonlight’s instructions. Be one with the grass, with the land beneath your paws. Could he feel what it was like to have tiny roots stretching through the soil? He concentrated. Can I hear the grass speaking to me?

No, I can’t. His ear was still itchy, and now his nose itched, too. Earth sneezed and opened his eyes.

Next to him, his friend Stream was shifting around restlessly, his eyes half closed.

“I can’t concentrate,” Earth complained. “I’m hungry.”

Stream flicked his tabby tail, opening his eyes wider to look at Earth. “I can’t concentrate either,” he confessed, then added, “It’s probably because your fur’s as bright yellow as the sun. . . . I can’t see!” He squinted exaggeratedly at Earth until, with a purr of laughter, Earth leaped onto his back, knocking him over.

The two kits rolled in the grass, aiming playful swipes at each other. At last, Stream wrestled Earth onto his back and Earth kicked up with his hind legs, pushing the tabby kit off and ending the play fight.

“You’re pretty strong for your size,” Stream observed, getting to his feet and shaking the dirt from his fur.

Earth scowled at him. “I’m not small,” he meowed. “I’m just . . . smaller than most of the Sisters.”

He was uncomfortably aware that, even though he was four moons old, just like Stream, he was significantly smaller than both the long-legged tabby tom and Earth’s own littermates. My father, whoever he was, must have been small, Earth thought. He looked down at his bright-furred paws. And yellow.

“You’re right,” Stream meowed apologetically. “You were much bigger than those everkits at the Twopawplace a moon ago, and they said they were already six moons old.”

“I guess,” Earth said. He smoothed his fur with his tongue and sat down beside Stream, gazing out over the valley below them. It was sunny and warm, with dandelions and buttercups growing here and there among the grass. He could scent prey, and the familiar smell of the Sisters. Further downhill, near the low, thick bush that was the nursery, he saw his mother, Moonlight, talking seriously with two of the other Sisters. One of them—Stream’s mother, Petal—nodded obediently in response to something Moonlight said, then trotted away.

Earth sighed. He wished that Moonlight would take more time to instruct him and Stream on how they were supposed to use meditation to speak to the grass and the soil below them. Maybe if she’d told them exactly what those things sounded like, he’d know how to hear them. But she was always so busy. It’s a big responsibility, leading the Sisters, he reminded himself.

A soft breeze ruffled his fur, and he took a deep breath, scenting cedar and pine from the woods beyond the valley and the fresh smell of the river nearby.

“I like it here,” he told Stream. “It’s better than that garden by the Twopawplace.” He and Stream had both been born and lived their first two moons in an overgrown Twopaw garden by a crumbling old stone barn. There had been plenty of shelter there, but the rosebush protecting the nursery had pricked his paws. And every cat had kept scolding the kits to keep quiet and avoid attracting the attention of Twopaws. This wide valley surrounded by grassy hills was better.

“I like it, too,” Stream said. “There’s no point in getting attached, though. In two moons, we’ll go on our wander. And the Sisters will move on, too.”

Earth shivered a little, the breeze suddenly feeling colder. Toms born to the Sisters only stayed with their mothers and sisters for the first six moons of their lives. Toms were meant to wander the world and find their own paths while the she-cats stayed together. It was just the way things were. Two of the other young toms would be sent on their wander tonight. Earth couldn’t stop thinking about it, how someday he’d be the one leaving everything he knew behind.

The world seemed like a big place to wander. Earth knew it went past the garden where he’d been born, over Thunderpaths and rivers, farther than any cat could see, even from the top of the tallest hill.

“Maybe we could come back here,” he suggested to Stream. “After the Sisters move on. We could live here.” He looked around again, at the blue sky and the open grasses and flowers. “This would be a good home.”

Stream’s blue eyes opened wide. “Earth!” he yowled. “That’s the opposite of wandering. That’s not what toms do!”

“I guess.” Earth tucked his tail closer to his body. “But it’s a good territory. What if when we travel, we end up somewhere worse? I like it here.”

“That’s because we haven’t been many other places,” Stream said. “Just wait. Once we’re on our own, we’re going to travel everywhere. It’ll be fun.”

“You’re probably right,” Earth agreed, feeling a little happier. At least he wasn’t going to be alone on his wander. Stream would be with him. Maybe it would be fun, as long as they were together. “Let’s try meditating again,” he suggested. “Moonlight wants us to really try to talk to the land.”

“Okay,” Stream agreed, settling more comfortably on his haunches. “I’m not sure what that means, though.”

“Me either,” Earth said. “Maybe if we focus hard enough, it’ll just happen?”

“Let’s try.” Stream took a deep breath and shut his eyes. Earth shut his own eyes and reminded himself again what Moonlight had told them.

Concentrate. Be one with the soil and the grass, the rocks and the trees. Toms were the guardians of the earth, while she-cats spoke to the skies. It was very important to get this right. Earth dug his claws into the dirt beneath him and listened hard, his ears trembling as he strained them.

Nothing.

Focus.

Wait. He pricked up his ears, a thrill of excitement running down his spine. Was that a voice he heard? Distant, but there. Was he hearing the voice of the growing grass? He strained, his ears aching with the desire to just hear . . .

“—a chipmunk, but it was the size of—”

Earth sighed, slumping with disappointment. It was the voice of his sister Ice. Without opening his eyes, he knew the breeze had carried her voice faintly to him from the valley below. He hadn’t heard the grass after all.

This is pointless, he thought, and opened his eyes again. Turning toward Stream to meow his annoyance, he stopped with his mouth half open.

Stream was sitting perfectly still, his face calm but his mouth moving. He was muttering softly to himself, a low purr of words that Earth couldn’t quite make out. He paused now and again as if to listen for an answer. No, thought Earth, amazed. He’s not muttering to himself. It’s to the grass and the soil. He’s talking to the land, just like we’re supposed to.

Earth closed his eyes once more, tense and determined. He strained his ears, but, other than the rustle of the wind in the trees and the meows of the Sisters in the distance, he couldn’t hear a thing.

What’s wrong with me, that he can do it and I can’t?

He opened his eyes and waited, his tail twitching restlessly, until Stream finally looked at him, his eyes wide and peaceful. “I’m ready now,” the other kit said.

Walking back down to camp, Earth peeked at Stream out of the corner of his eye. The other kit didn’t look any different. Earth badly wanted to ask Stream what had happened. Had he really spoken to the grass? How? And how did it feel? What did the grass say?

Earth hesitated. He didn’t want to sound stupid. Stream had meditated the right way, had spoken with the ground and plants beneath their paws . . . and Earth hadn’t. Even though he’d really tried, he’d gotten it wrong. Did he want to tell Stream that?

He’ll think there’s something wrong with me. But he’s my best friend. . . .

Earth was still worrying about whether to tell Stream the truth as they reached camp. The Sisters were busy but peaceful: Tempest and Furze were just back from a hunting patrol, fat voles dangling from their mouths as they strode toward the prey-hole. Petal and Hawk were sharing tongues in the sunshine while Snow, Moonlight, and Haze talked quietly by the bush that was Moonlight’s den.

“Earth! Stream!” His littermate Sunrise burst out of the nursery and raced toward him, their sister Ice behind her. “Did you do it?” she panted as she halted beside them. “Did you talk to the land? What did it sound like?”

“Um.” Earth gave a quick, embarrassed lick to the fur on his chest. “It went fine.”

“Mm-hmm.” Ice’s green eyes narrowed as she sauntered up behind Sunrise. “You didn’t hear anything, did you?”

“Well, it’s hard!” Earth said defensively.

“It is hard,” Stream agreed. “You should try it yourself before you start teasing Earth.”

Sunrise flicked her tail. “Sisters don’t talk to the land,” she said. “We sing to the stars.”

Ice sat down and tucked her paws neatly beneath her. “It’s really important that you get this right, Earth,” she said, mock seriously. “Did you do something to offend the land? Is that why it won’t talk to you?” She lowered her voice and glanced around. “Did you . . . make dirt in the wrong place, maybe?”

“You’d better get the land back on your side before you go on your wander!” Sunrise added, joining in on the teasing. “What if you fall asleep in a mud puddle and it just swallows you up?”

“Oh, ha-ha,” Earth replied with as much dignity as he could muster, while the two she-cats purred with laughter. He wasn’t going to let his sisters bother him. It’ll be okay, he told himself. The land isn’t angry at me. Is it? He shook his pelt, feeling as if he were shaking away his worries. “I’m hungry.”

The prey-hole was full. His mouth watered as he caught the scent of rabbit, and he began to head across the camp toward it.

“Wait,” Sunrise meowed, serious for once, and blocked his path. “Chestnut and Snail get first choice today.”

That’s right. Earth’s appetite disappeared, his stomach dropping. Chestnut and Snail would start their wander tonight. They were only a couple of moons older than he was, and they were going to leave the Sisters and find their own path. Soon it’ll be my turn. Will I be ready by then?

Stars hung low in the sky, the Claw Stars pointing to the setting sun. The stars would guide the young toms on their first journey. The shadows deepened, and the full moon rose, cold and pale. At last, Moonlight got to her feet and padded silently across the camp toward the hills. The other she-cats, the mothers and sisters of the Sisters, followed. Chestnut and Snail walked close beside their mother, Hawk, but their tails were high and their steps light, as if they were excited to begin their wander. Earth and Stream glanced at each other, then trailed after the other cats.

At the top of the hill, Chestnut and Snail stopped, their dark fur shadowy in the moonlight. The Sisters gathered around them, and Moonlight stepped forward to touch her nose gently first to Snail’s ear, then to Chestnut’s. “I wish you happiness,” she told them softly, then stepped away to let another Sister brush her muzzle against theirs.

One by one, the cats of the Sisters said their good-byes to Snail and Chestnut. “We won’t forget you,” one murmured. “Take care of each other,” another mewed. Hawk pressed her face to each of theirs, hard, and closed her eyes as if she was memorizing her sons’ scents.

At last, it was Earth’s turn. His chest was tight with anxiety. Chestnut and Snail had always been part of their group, only a little older than Earth and Stream and their littermates. They had organized the best games of moss-ball when they were all younger and had led daring, sneaky raids on the prey-hole. How could they be leaving the Sisters forever?

“Good luck,” Earth said awkwardly, touching his cheek to Snail’s as the larger tom bent down to him. He turned to Chestnut and touched his cheek as well. “Maybe we’ll see each other on our wanders someday.”

“Maybe,” said Chestnut lightly. His eyes were bright, and he was already looking past Earth, down the hill. Earth watched as he exchanged an excited glance with Snail. It was as if they couldn’t wait to begin their wander.

Earth wondered what that felt like.

At last, the good-byes said, Moonlight dipped her head to the two toms. “This is the beginning of your adventure,” she meowed, her voice warm. “Our love goes with you as you set off on your endless wander. You are guardians of the land now. You must listen to what it tells you. Be honorable cats, and the land will guide your paws.”

Snail and Chestnut both nodded earnestly. “We will listen.”

Moonlight blinked at them approvingly. “Walk through the night without looking back,” she told them. “At dawn, you will have left your kithood behind you and become true toms. May the ancestors who walk the land find you and give you guidance.”

Chestnut dipped his head again. “Thank you,” he replied, and Snail echoed him.

Earth shuddered, his tail lowering, then looked around to see if anyone had noticed. The Sisters regularly spoke to their ancestors—ghosts—and every cat believed that these same ancestors would find toms on their wander. The spirits were supposed to guide them, to give them advice. But Earth had never seen a ghost, and he didn’t want to. It sounded creepy. What would a ghost look like?

Chestnut and Snail probably already knew. No doubt they could see spirits and talk to the land. They were ready for this.

Earth watched as Snail and Chestnut walked down the hill and out of sight. They didn’t look back. They were hurrying, eager for whatever came next.

A cold, sudden wind blew through Earth’s fur and flattened his ears. He shivered again and looked up. Dark clouds were racing across the sky, blotting out the Claw Stars. The branches of the trees farther along the hill thrashed wildly.

“Let’s get to shelter,” Moonlight called, waving her tail for the Sisters to follow her.

Earth looked in the direction where Chestnut and Snail had gone. There was no sign of them now. They had disappeared into the night.

Stream shivered beside him. “Let’s go,” he mewed.

“I hope Snail and Chestnut find somewhere dry to sleep,” Earth told him. “It’s going to rain.”

“They have to look after themselves now,” Stream answered. “Come on!”

With one last glance after the older toms, Earth followed Stream back to their camp and into the nursery, where he curled up, grateful for Stream’s warmth on one side and Sunrise’s on the other. He let his eyes close. Chestnut and Snail will be all right, he thought. They’ll look after each other.

Earth didn’t know how long he slept, but he woke with a start. The nursery was dark, not even a hint of moonlight shining through the branches. Cold water was dripping through the thornbush and trickling through his fur. It was raining hard.

“Mrrrrooooooooooow!”

Earth sat straight up, every hair on his pelt trembling. The frightened yowl had come from outside, cutting through the steady beat of the rain.

It was his mother.
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Chapter 2
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“Moonlight!” Earth jumped to his paws. He’d never heard his mother sound like that before.

“What’s going on?”

“It’s not morning yet.”

The other kits were stirring and meowing complaints, but Earth ignored them and pushed his way out of the nursery.

“Moonlight! Where are you?” The rain was coming down so hard, it felt like claws slashing through Earth’s fur. Cold wind whipped water into his eyes and blew back his ears and whiskers. He could hear cats calling to one another throughout the camp, but he couldn’t see any of them.

Stream came out of the nursery behind him, his cold fur brushing Earth’s briefly. “I’ll look this way,” he yowled, waving his tail toward the hill from which they had watched Chestnut and Snail leave.

“Wait!” Earth told him. “We should—” Stick together, he began to say, but a crack of lightning, quickly followed by a rumble of thunder, drowned out his words. When he blinked the lightning dazzle from his eyes, Stream was gone.

“To me! Sisters, to me!” Moonlight was suddenly there, calling through the rain. She was almost on top of him before she saw him. “Earth,” she meowed, “why are you out of the nursery? Where are the other kits?” Before he could answer, she had stepped past him and poked her head into the nursery. “Ice! Sunrise! Haze! Come with me!”

The three she-kits tumbled out of the nursery after her, huddling together and hunching their shoulders against the rain.

“Where’s Stream?” Moonlight asked briskly.

“I don’t know,” Earth answered. “He went . . .” He gestured with his tail toward the hill. “I tried to stop him.”

“Okay,” Moonlight mewed. As another bolt of lightning lit the clearing, she looked past Earth, her worried gaze searching the camp. “This way.” She brushed her tail across the kits’ backs, guiding them toward the far end of the clearing.

The rain beat against Earth’s face as he followed his mother. Other voices were calling across the camp, panicked. He narrowed his eyes to slits as lightning lit up the sky again. Beside him, Sunrise jumped as another crack of thunder sounded.

Moonlight led them to a large stone on the side of the clearing. “Stay here,” she ordered firmly. “I have to help the others.”

“We can help!” Earth volunteered. The she-kits yowled their agreement.

“You can help by staying put,” Moonlight replied, already turning away. “I need to gather the Sisters together.” She disappeared into the darkness.

The stone provided a little shelter from the rain. Earth pressed against it, the cold of the rock seeping into his wet skin. His heart was beating so wildly it felt as if there were a frantic bird trapped in his chest.

He could hear Moonlight calling to the Sisters, marshaling them into position to survive the storm. His tail lashed with irritation: Why was he too small to be of any use?

“Help! Help me!” A faint yowl came to them on the wind.

“That’s Stream!” Earth stepped out from the stone’s shelter, his ears pricked to catch his friend’s cry.

Sunrise followed him out into the rain. “I don’t think Moonlight can hear him,” she mewed worriedly. “She’s still gathering the Sisters.”

“Help!” Stream sounded even more frantic this time. Without pausing to think, Earth began to run toward his friend’s voice. He slipped in the mud and scrambled up again and kept running.

“Earth! Moonlight said to stay here!” Sunrise wailed behind him, but Earth didn’t turn back. Water streamed down his sides as he tried to get his bearings: in the dark and rain, the familiar camp was suddenly full of unidentifiable shapes and impossible to navigate. He took a few more tentative steps, his paws sinking into mud. Blundering against a bush—the den where Furze and Tempest were sleeping, maybe—he hissed as thorns scratched his pelt.

“Help!” Stream yowled again, and Earth changed course to head straight toward him.

Earth was moving uphill now, and it slowed him down. He tried to run faster. “I’m coming!” he yowled, but the wind whipped the words away so that he could barely hear his own voice. His paws slipped in the mud, making him slide backward. Thick mud splattered across his fur. He fell again and struggled to get up, the mud sticking to him and pulling him back.

The land is stopping me from getting to Stream, he thought. I couldn’t speak with it, and now it hates me. How had he managed to upset the land so badly?

Clenching his jaw, Earth felt carefully through the mud in front of him. There were rocks beneath the surface of the hill, and he extended his claws to grip their edges, slowly pulling himself up.

He slipped again, and again, mud now sticking to his fur and weighing him down. His claws ached, but he was making slow progress. The climb seemed like a nightmare: mud and darkness, sore muscles, and the rocks pulling at his claws.

As he finally came over the top of the hill, the wind caught Earth again, blowing rain into his face. He hunched automatically, blinking, as a dazzling bolt of lightning, accompanied by a crash of thunder, lit up the hilltop.

Stream was right in front of him, fur plastered to his sides, his eyes wide with panic. His mouth was half open in a yowl.

Everything went dark again, and Stream pressed his cold, shivering side against Earth’s. “I shouldn’t have run up here,” Stream panted. “I couldn’t get down, it was so dark. I didn’t know which way to go.” His meow was shaky. Earth had never heard his friend sound so frightened.

“It’s okay,” Earth told him. He was scared, too, but one of them had to be brave. “We’ll go downhill together.”

Another flash of lightning lit up the camp in the valley below them. Muddy streams of water were flowing through the clearing and flooding through the dens. The Sisters were wading through mud, running to save themselves and one another, the clearing more chaotic than anything Earth had ever seen.

As the world went dark, Stream pressed more closely to Earth. “This is bad.”

“Yeah.” Earth took a deep breath. “We can go down and help. There are rocks under the mud. If we dig our claws in, we can get down without falling.” I hope.

He went first, feeling carefully with one paw, then the other. He slipped several tail-lengths before he was able to stop himself, legs and claws aching. He could hear Stream behind him, thrashing through the mud.

He turned to call encouragement. “It’s not too—”

The world lit up bright white, with a simultaneous boom of thunder. His fur stood on end, and he could smell the sharp scent of lightning.

Then the world was dark again. Earth’s ears were ringing. Something fell past him in the darkness, sliding and rolling. Just a rock, Earth told himself, but his stomach twisted into a knot. Some tiny part of him knew it wasn’t a rock. It was . . .

“Stream!” he yowled, and tried to run. Losing his footing, he slithered and slipped down the hill, finally rolling, then landing in a heap in the valley, his fur clumped together with wet mud. “Stream,” he called again, but the rain was pounding down, drowning him out.

Blundering forward, his paws struck something soft and warm. “Stream?” Earth asked, bending to nose at the huddled shape. It was Stream, but with something strange beneath his scent. His body was hot as fire. His soft fur was standing on end. Earth stiffened, his stomach heavy with dread.

Stream smelled like burning. He smelled like fire and pain.

Earth gasped and staggered back a step, mud squelching beneath his paws.

Stream was dead.

Two days later, there was still evidence of the storm’s destruction everywhere. Earth and the remaining Sisters were huddled between the roots of a beech tree. Furze was scratched and cut all over from being washed through a thornbush as the river flooded their camp. Tempest had a sprained leg from pulling Ice out of a stream of mud, keeping her from being swept away. All the Sisters had scrapes and bruises, and their gazes were bleak.

Stream was not the only cat who had died. Haze, half a moon younger than they were, a close friend of Earth’s sister Sunrise, had drowned right in front of the Sisters as they struggled to reach her. Grief for the two lost kits battered the Sisters like another storm, Earth thought, drenching them in sorrow.

Sunrise was huddled close to Haze’s mother, Snow, her tail entwined with the white she-cat’s. They seemed to be taking comfort in each other. A little way from them, Stream’s mother, Petal, sat alone, her face somber.

Moonlight stood and brushed her tail comfortingly across Snow’s back. “We will sing for her,” she meowed softly. “Our sisters are never really lost.”

Snow nodded, her eyes closing for a moment. Moonlight headed toward the clearing, brushing her tail across Petal’s back too as she passed, but saying only, “I’m going to gather more herbs to treat injuries. We lost everything.” Petal said nothing.

Earth watched his mother walk away; then, with a sudden surge of anger, he jumped to his paws and followed her. “Mother,” he called, when they had walked out of earshot of the other cats.

Moonlight turned to him. “Are you going to help me find herbs?” she asked. “We can look for tansy and chervil farther from the river.”

Earth flexed his sore claws angrily. “Why are we singing for Haze and not Stream?” he asked angrily. “Stream was a kit of the Sisters, too.”

“Stream was a tom,” Moonlight answered gently.

“So?” Earth snapped. “That’s not fair.”

Moonlight sighed. “It’s not a matter of fairness,” she told him. “As a tom, Stream was always destined to return to the earth. We do not need to sing for him. Maybe we will see his spirit before he steps into his own afterlife; maybe we will not. The earth takes care of its own.” Her gaze grew stern. “Although, when I went back to the stone and you were gone, I was full of grief. You are far too young for me to accept the land’s taking you. Stream’s youth is the cause of Petal’s sorrow. You must not disobey me like that.”

Fur prickled uncomfortably along Earth’s spine. “You mean you won’t grieve for me if I die when I’m full-grown?” He couldn’t imagine his mother not loving him.

Moonlight’s gaze softened, and she bent to brush her muzzle against his. “Of course I would,” she told him. “I will never stop caring what happens to you. But before long, you’ll leave the Sisters for your wander. We might never see each other again. If the land takes you, I may never know.” She sighed again. “Mothers of toms have to take comfort in knowing that those toms will be taken by the land they guard during their lives. There is honor in a tom’s death.”

Earth stood silent, not knowing what to say. His mother touched her nose to his once more, then turned away. “I am going to look for herbs. I will be back soon.”

Earth watched her go, her pace steady and purposeful. He knew that Moonlight had had other litters, older sons who had gone on their wanders before he was born. But he had never thought about the fact that they had left and she had never seen them again. Was believing that a tom’s death was an honorable one, that he would die guarding the land, something a mother cat needed? He sat back and scratched thoughtfully at his ear. It was too big a question for him, he decided. How could he know how a mother felt?

Another thought occurred to him, and he dropped his paw, his chest tightening. Stream was gone, but Earth was still four moons old. In two moons, would he still be sent on his wander?

Alone?

As the sun set and the stars rose, the Sisters gathered once more, this time in the remains of their camp. Looking around, Earth saw that the bushes that had been the nursery and the Sisters’ dens had been torn apart and flattened by the streams of mud and water that had raced through camp. One bush—Moonlight’s den, he thought—had been entirely uprooted and washed to the edge of the woods.

His tail drooped at the devastation around the camp. We won’t stay here, he thought. It had been such a good camp. Stream’s bones would lie here, held safe by the land, but Earth and the Sisters would be gone.

The she-cats gathered around Moonlight, and Earth hung back at the fringes of the group. Being a tom hadn’t felt as separate from the Sisters when there had been four of them. It was weird to be the only tom now.

“Tonight we sing our sister Haze into the sky,” Moonlight began. “She was a good Sister, and we lost her far too young. She should have grown to have her own kits and to travel the Sisters’ path for many leafrises. We will show her the way to her afterlife. If she would like to speak to any of us first, we would welcome her.” She glanced briefly at Earth and added, “And if Stream, or any of our ancestors, wishes to visit us, we would be glad to speak to them again.”

Then she raised her head and looked to the sky. Moonlight sang first, a high, mournful note, and the Sisters chimed in, their voices blending with hers as they rose to the sky.

Good-bye, Haze, Earth thought. He hoped the younger kit would find happiness in the afterlife. Would she come and visit them first? Would Stream? His fur prickled uneasily. He had never seen a spirit, hadn’t really wanted to. But he wanted to see Stream, didn’t he? And he couldn’t imagine his best friend didn’t want to see him.

He glanced around, a nervous hope rising inside him. I do want to see him.

Gradually, the singing trailed off, and the Sisters waited, their gazes turned expectantly toward the stars. Earth waited, too, glancing around eagerly, his eyes on the trees lower down the hill. He’ll come from the land, won’t he?

Sunrise gave a squeal of delight and leaped to her feet. “Haze! Are you okay?” She paused, her head cocked as if she was listening, then went on. “I’m glad. I was so scared when the water took you away.”

One after another, the other she-cats rose, their welcoming faces turned toward cats Earth couldn’t see.

“It’s been so long . . .”

“A few moons ago, we went past that Twopawplace where we lost you. . . .”

“New kits in your family since we spoke last . . .”

Finally, Petal gave a warm purr. “Stream, my kit, are you well?” Then she listened, her eyes bright for the first time since dawn had risen over Stream’s broken body two days before. Earth stared, blinked hard, stared again. He strained his eyes and ears, hoping to see even the slightest outline of a cat, to hear the faintest whisper of Stream’s meow.

He saw nothing.

The sky was beginning to lighten by the time the Sisters called their good-byes to the dead. Sunrise ran to Moonlight and pressed her face against her mother’s fur. “She’s gone,” she wailed.

Earth watched, feeling cold and empty, as Moonlight comforted his littermate. He was hovering just outside the group: when he’d realized that he was the only cat who couldn’t see the dead walking among them, he’d backed away, ashamed.

When Sunrise was calmer, she and Ice began to talk quietly, their heads close together, and Moonlight walked toward Earth.

“So,” she meowed when she reached him. “Stream was here. How was that for you?” Her eyes were sharp, and fixed on him.

Does she know I couldn’t see him? Earth wondered. For a heartbeat, he thought of lying, but what good would that do? He was a cat of the Sisters—a tom of the Sisters—and he would need the spirits of his ancestors to help him on his path.

“I didn’t see him,” he said dully. “I didn’t see any of them.”

Concern flickered across Moonlight’s face, and then she purred soothingly, “It takes some cats longer than others. You’ll get there, I’m sure.”

“Really? You don’t think there’s something wrong with me?” Earth asked.

“Of course not.” Moonlight dipped her head to lick his shoulder.

Earth wanted to believe her, and to be comforted. But he remembered two other young toms who had been sent away before they ever saw spirits. “What about Mud and Spider? Do you think they ever saw spirits? Did our ancestors come to them?”

Moonlight sighed. “I have to believe that they did,” she told him. “But they wandered, so we can never know for sure.”

Earth’s mouth went dry with dread. I’m never going to see my ancestors, he knew suddenly. If he had been going to, he would have seen Stream.

If Stream had lived, he would have been able to speak to the dead. If he and Earth had gone on their wander together, as they’d planned, Stream would have listened to their ancestors’ guidance for both of them. But Stream was gone now. Once Earth left the Sisters, no spirits would come to him. Once he left, he would be alone.
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Chapter 3

[image: image]

Glumly, Earth sniffed at the roots of a pine tree and wrinkled his nose at its sharp scent. I hate it here. He was supposed to be practicing hunting, but he didn’t smell any of the shrews or mice that Hawk, his teacher for the day, had told him to search for. I miss Stream. Learning to hunt had been more fun with his friend beside him.

It was full leafshine now, sun warming the beds of pine needles and glinting off a little pond nearby. Part of Earth had to admit that this—their second new territory in the last two moons—was a good place for the Sisters.

It’s not like it matters for me. I won’t be here long. Giving up his halfhearted effort at hunting, Earth batted a twig out of his way as he meandered beneath the trees.

Since they had left the camp where Stream and Haze had died, it had felt to Earth like the Sisters were always traveling. And he was always trailing after them, alone, the only tom now except for one of Furze’s newborn kits, who was too young to count.

The Claw Stars would align to send him on his wander in just a few days. He’d been watching them, full of dread, as they moved closer and closer to where they’d be when he had to go. Earth’s stomach clenched anxiously at the thought.

If Stream had still been alive, they’d have been leaving together. They’d have looked out for each other, given each other courage. The ancestors would have come to them and guided their paw steps. If Earth saw the ancestor spirits on his own, he might run for his life like a hunted mouse, he thought glumly.

And what would happen if the ancestor spirits tried to speak to him, but he couldn’t see them? Would they be angry? Earth swallowed hard and swiped another twig out of his way.

“You call this hunting?” Earth jumped at Hawk’s sharp meow. He’d been thinking so hard he hadn’t even heard her come up behind him.

“Hawk!” he said. “Sorry, I was . . .” He found it hard to meet the stern gaze of the tall brown she-cat, so he stared at the ground instead. “I got distracted.”

Hawk sighed. “Earth, you haven’t been paying attention when I try to teach you, or when Furze does, or Snow, or any of us. We’re trying to show you skills you need to know.”

Earth felt his shoulders slump even further. He knew he wasn’t doing well. Nothing the Sisters had taught him since the storm had stuck. Stream was better at all of this. “Sorry,” he repeated, his pelt prickling with misery and embarrassment.

Hawk’s golden eyes seemed to soften. “I know you are, Earth,” she meowed. “But you need to learn to stay alert. In just a few days, you’ll begin your wander. You’ll have to take care of yourself.”

Panic stirred in Earth’s chest. “But I’m not ready,” he protested. “One of Furze’s kits is a tom, too. Maybe I should wait until he’s old enough to wander, and then we could go together. We’ll take care of each other.”

Hawk’s tail twitched dismissively. “Don’t be silly,” she told him. “Furze’s kit won’t be ready to wander for moons. His eyes only opened yesterday.” Nudging him with her shoulder, she added, “You’re six moons old now and you’re a smart cat, Earth. You’ll be fine.”

“I guess.” Earth shifted his paws uneasily. Maybe Hawk was right, but he doubted it.

“Come on,” Hawk meowed, looking around. “Let’s go out to the long grass. We can hunt together.”

A little way beyond the pine forest was a long stretch of open land where grass rippled in the breeze. Earth scented the air, his heart lightening a little.

Hawk tasted the air, too, her mouth open. “This clearing is full of voles and mice. I’ll go that way,” she decided, gesturing with her tail, “and you pick a scent trail to follow. If you spot a vole, try to drive it toward me.”

As she disappeared through the grass, Earth crouched low, his belly to the ground. Dutifully, he sniffed around. I probably won’t catch anything. There was a strong smell of vole and he tracked it, listening to see if he could hear a tiny heartbeat. There was a tangle of dry, dead grass near the roots of the growing plants, the perfect place for prey to hide. He crept forward, one slow paw step after another.

His nose twitched. There was another scent, getting stronger.

Cats, he realized. Strangers.

Earth jerked his head up. Rogues!

A thin gray tom was prowling toward him. Earth tensed, then caught another scent. A brown tabby she-cat was crouched on Earth’s other side, her tail slashing furiously.

“This is our territory,” the tom snarled. “Get out.”

Earth froze. What was he supposed to do now? Moonlight always said that cats who claimed territory were foolish—the land belonged to every cat. But Moonlight wasn’t here.

“We’re just passing through,” he mumbled, tucking his tail tightly around his legs.

The tom prowled forward, growling. “We don’t want strangers on our territory.”

“We’ll teach you to stay away,” the she-cat added, drawing close to his other side.

Earth turned his head to look at her and a sharp hot pain slashed across his ears. The tom had clawed him. Earth’s legs trembled. He couldn’t run; he couldn’t fight. The she-cat hissed and swiped at his shoulder, a stinging blow. Earth wailed in terror.

“Hey!” Hawk ran through the grass and leaped at the she-cat, knocking her away. “Leave him alone!”

Earth gave a gasp of relief. Hawk would save him. Hawk and the tabby she-cat grappled on the ground, rolling over and over. With a howl of fury, the gray tom threw himself into the fight. Horrified, Earth watched him dig his claws into Hawk’s side as the brown tabby kicked and slashed at her from below. Hawk was bigger than either of them, and she was a good fighter, but so were both these cats, and she was outnumbered.

Earth tried to remember what he’d learned about fighting. Since Stream and Haze had died, the Sisters had been so busy, but Tempest and Snow had both trained him on techniques for battling another cat. Do I leap? Or is it better to go low? He couldn’t remember anything. He couldn’t move.

With a heave, the brown she-cat rolled out from beneath Hawk, and Hawk fell heavily onto her side, yowling in pain.

Earth made a huge effort and broke free from his stillness. Squeezing his eyes shut, he barreled forward. He had to help her.

His head bashed into the gray rogue’s side, and he heard a grunt and the other cat falling backward. Earth opened his eyes as Hawk leaped to her paws.

“Run!” she shouted, and Earth ran. He could hear Hawk behind him, and then she was beside him, slowing her long stride so that they ran together. The rogues were snarling threats and warnings behind them.

“Don’t come back here!” the tom yowled, and the tabby added, “There’s more of us! Stay off our territory!”

As they came in sight of the Sisters’ current camp, Earth was gasping for breath. Hawk slowed to a walk. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“I’m fine.” Earth noticed a stream of blood running down Hawk’s hind leg. “Are you hurt?”

Hawk grimaced and bent to give the leg a quick lick. “That tabby had sharp claws,” she meowed.

Earth cringed. “I’m sorry, I should have helped sooner. I just . . . froze.”

“Don’t worry about it,” Hawk told him. Leading the way into camp, she headed straight for the hollow where they had stored some healing herbs. Earth’s belly felt hot with guilt as he noticed she was limping.

He trailed after her. “Can I help?”

“No, I think I can get it myself.” Hawk sat and began to chew some chervil to put on her wound. Earth watched, feeling useless.

Moonlight came over, her gaze worried. “What happened?” she asked. Hawk, her mouth full of chervil, shrugged, and Moonlight turned to Earth.

Earth stared at his paws, his whole body burning with guilt now. “We were hunting, and two rogues attacked us,” he mewed softly. “I froze, I couldn’t fight, and Hawk had to fight them alone. She protected me.”

Bristling, Moonlight looked stern. “You’re six moons old; you should be able to protect yourself. A good Sister could have died looking after you.”

“I’m sorry,” Earth whispered.

When he met Moonlight’s eyes, he felt like she was looking straight into his thoughts. “You’ll be going on your wander in just a few days,” she told him. “You will have to take care of yourself. You will take care of yourself.”

Do you really think I’m ready? Earth dug his claws into the ground. How could the Sisters believe he was prepared to wander?

He wanted to hiss at her, to make her see how not prepared he was. But his mouth was too dry to speak. Instead he watched her walk away.

“She’s working to protect every cat,” Hawk mewed gently, looking up from licking the chervil onto her leg wound. “She doesn’t mean to be cruel.”

Moonlight wants to protect every cat, Earth thought. I couldn’t even protect myself. At least he wouldn’t be a danger to the Sisters anymore, once he was gone.

As the sun rose on the morning of the day when Earth would set out on his wander, Ice was whimpering in the sick den. From outside the den, Earth listened to his sister’s pained little whine, his heart clenching.

“Is she going to be okay?” he asked Moonlight as she stepped out of the den.

“I hope so,” Moonlight told him, her face tight with worry. “I think she’s just eaten some bad prey. But if she doesn’t feel better soon, I might take her to a Twopaw den to see if we can have them help her.”

Earth shifted his paws nervously. “Twopaws? Really?”

“Some of them are softhearted, and they have their uses,” Moonlight mewed crisply. “Never forget that the Sisters’ ancestors once lived with Twopaws.” She shook her pelt slightly, as if shaking away the idea. “But I hope it won’t be necessary. Fetch some fresh moss for Ice’s nest? What she really needs is sleep.”

“Of course,” Earth replied. He knew where the softest moss grew, down on the banks of the little stream at the edge of camp.

As he carefully scraped moss off the rocks by the stream, choosing the freshest and thickest-looking pieces, his fur tingled with anxiety. He’d been trying not to think about it, but today was the day.

Today he would leave the Sisters forever.

Ice had been so sick lately that concern for her had pushed the thought of leaving to the very back of Earth’s mind. Since she had first begun retching miserably in the nursery, she’d been feverish and nauseous, confused and glassy-eyed and calling out for their mother. Moonlight had stayed by her side, and the other Sisters had taken over Moonlight’s duties, doing all the things Moonlight usually did to keep their camp running smoothly.

With Moonlight preoccupied with Ice, and Hawk resting her injured leg, no cat had taken over Earth’s training. I’m not ready, he thought. He knew he’d freeze again if he had to fight. His hunting was okay, he supposed, if he could concentrate—but he didn’t feel confident about that, either.

He couldn’t see spirits. How can I travel without spirits to guide my steps?

And he kept trying to meditate, to speak to the land the way the Sisters had told him, but there was no connection. He heard nothing. How can I protect the land without a connection to it?

Picking up the moss to carry back to Moonlight, Earth made up his mind. He would talk, calmly and reasonably, to Moonlight about it. She’d see that he couldn’t leave yet.

“Thank you, Earth,” Moonlight meowed when he reached her. “That’ll make Ice’s bed nice and comfortable.”

Earth dropped the moss in front of her and, as she bent to pick it up, cleared his throat.

“What is it?” Moonlight asked, looking up.

Earth swallowed hard. “I don’t think I’m ready to wander,” he blurted out. “I can’t—”

“You are ready,” his mother interrupted. “You have to be.”

“I’m not a good fighter,” Earth argued. “I haven’t seen the spirits.” He hesitated. “Maybe I shouldn’t be sent away yet? If I could stay with the Sisters just one more moon . . .”

Moonlight sat down, looking serious. “That’s not the way things are,” she told him. “We’ve learned that it’s bad luck for a tom to stay past his sixth moon, bad for the Sisters and bad for the tom.”

“But—” Earth began to object.

“Once, when I was young, a tom who was afraid to leave the Sisters was allowed to stay a few moons longer,” Moonlight went on, her eyes shining with sorrow. “Cloud, who led us then, thought it would do no harm. But that icetime was the hardest the Sisters had ever faced. Fierce snow drenched our fur. Frozen earth broke our claws. There was no prey, and Sisters died. And in the leafrise, when the tom left, he was weak and vulnerable, too used to the Sisters protecting him. He ended up choosing to go to Twopaws to be their everkit.”

A cold shudder went down Earth’s spine. “I don’t want that to happen to me,” he meowed. He knew toms sometimes did choose to live in the nests of the Twopaws—long ago, all the ancestors of the Sisters had—but it just felt wrong to him. He didn’t want them touching him with their long furless paws.

“No,” Moonlight agreed with a comforting purr. She bent to press her cheek against his. “It won’t happen to you. You’re a smart and resourceful cat. But you must go out into the world and become the tom you’re meant to be.”

“I guess,” Earth conceded, as Moonlight pulled away again. “But I don’t like the idea of being on my own. Look what happened when Hawk and I ran into those rogues. What if I go onto another cat’s territory again? When I’m alone?”

Moonlight’s tail twitched. “You have to give yourself more credit,” she told him. “You’re going to be a strong, capable cat, I can see it. You’re a lot like your father, you know, and he was a cat well suited to the world.”

Earth felt a stab of interest. Moonlight had never said much about his father. But right now he needed to make her see how he felt. “I don’t feel like I’m going to be that kind of cat,” he admitted.

A faint, fretful mew came from the sick den behind them, and Moonlight got to her paws. “Earth, it’s going to be fine. But I don’t have time to talk about what kind of cat you might be in the future. Not when I have a sick cat to take care of right now.”

“Okay,” Earth muttered. He watched her head back into the sick den, a terrible ache in his chest. I wish she loved me like she loves my sisters, he thought bitterly. Moonlight seemed all too ready for him to leave.

Strong and capable, he thought, staring down at his small yellow paws. No matter what Moonlight said, he didn’t feel strong and capable at all.
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Chapter 4
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The Claw Stars were pointing toward the setting sun. It was time.

Earth followed Moonlight toward a low hill at the edge of the pine forest, where they could see the sky. His paws felt heavy and stiff, and there was an anxious ache in his belly. I don’t want to do this.

When they stopped, the she-cats gathered around Earth, just as they’d done for Chestnut and Snail two moons before. All except Ice, who was still in the sick den.

Earth glanced longingly back over his shoulder toward the camp. I should have said good-bye. Was he ever going to see his sister again? What if she died of this illness, and he never knew? Shivering at the thought, Earth wanted to run back to camp, to share tongues with Ice one last time. But it was too late now.

Moonlight pressed her nose gently against Earth’s cheek. “I will miss you, my son,” she meowed softly. “I wish you happiness.”

Earth shut his eyes and breathed in the familiar scent of his mother. Don’t make me go. He wanted to yowl it, but who would listen?

Sunrise nudged her nose against his cheek, and her meow was rough with sorrow. “I don’t want you to leave,” she whispered, and Earth pressed his face to hers, unable to speak for a moment.

“Tell Ice good-bye for me,” he whispered back at last.

His sister stepped away and, one by one, each of the Sisters approached him, touched her nose or cheek to his, and murmured a few last words.

“You’ll be fine,” Hawk murmured reassuringly. “Follow the scents and you’ll find plenty of prey.”

Petal nosed his ear gently. “I believe that Stream will go with you,” she whispered, her voice shaking.

Pain shot through Earth’s chest; he couldn’t answer her. Everything would be different if Stream were with me.

When every cat had said her good-bye, Moonlight came forward again and bowed her head to Earth. “This is the beginning of your adventure,” she meowed. “Our love goes with you as you set off on your endless wander. Be an honorable cat, and the land will guide your paws. You are a guardian of the land now. You must listen to what it tells you.”

Earth knew what he was supposed to say—I will—but the words seemed to be stuck. He opened his mouth, but he couldn’t meow. How can I listen to what the land tells me? I can’t hear it!

There was a long pause. All the cats were watching him. Furze and Snow glanced at each other, looking worried.

Moonlight stepped closer to murmur into his ear, “Be strong. Don’t worry—if your courage wavers, an ancestor will help you to safety.”

Not me. They won’t help me. Earth’s mouth was dry. He’d still never seen a spirit. And, despite everything Moonlight had told him, the idea of a dead cat watching him seemed scary.

Finally, he cleared his throat. “I’m ready,” he croaked, his voice small and dry. He sounded completely unconvincing to his own ears, but Moonlight purred in approval.

“Walk through the night without looking back,” she continued. “At dawn, you will have left your kithood behind you and become a true tom. May the ancestors who walk the land find you and give you guidance.”

Earth jerked his head into a nod, turned toward where the Claw Stars hung in the sky, and began to walk. His paws felt heavy at first, but he made an effort and walked faster, feeling the eyes of the Sisters on his back.

Remembering how excited and proud Chestnut and Snail had seemed as they left, he raised his tail high, trying to look unafraid. He didn’t want them to remember him as a coward. Would they watch him until he was out of sight? He desperately wanted to turn and look back, to see if the mothers and sisters were still watching, to see if they looked sorry to see him go. He steeled himself and kept walking.

But it was so dark. The sun had set now. Underbrush crackled nearby, and Earth glanced around, his pelt prickling with apprehension. A spirit? He didn’t see anything.

He must be out of sight of the Sisters by now. Earth stopped for a moment. Crickets chirped steadily in the bushes around him, and he heard the deep croak of a frog in the distance. A breeze ruffled his fur. He sensed nothing threatening nearby, but suddenly Earth’s heart was pounding as hard as a rabbit’s, and he crouched low to the ground, as if to hide.

It’s just that I’ve never been out alone at night before, he reassured himself. Everything’s okay.

The world seemed bigger and emptier than anything ever had, and Earth was alone. He began to walk again, one paw after another. Where was he supposed to stop to make camp? How was he going to know if it was a good spot? Moonlight had always chosen the Sisters’ camps. This is so stupid, he thought. Why do toms have to start their wander at night? Who thought up that dumb rule? Night makes everything more difficult.

Earth thought of turning back—things would be better closer to camp, wouldn’t they?—but remembered what Moonlight had said. Walk through the night without looking back. Gritting his teeth, he kept going.

A sudden rumble made him jump; then bright light flashed in his eyes. Lightning!

Earth yowled in terror. But the light swung past and something huge and dark growled as it rushed away.

A monster. Earth tried to catch his breath and calm his pounding heart. I must be right by a Thunderpath.

He stood stock-still, his paws sinking into mud. There could be anything out here, and he didn’t know what he was supposed to do.

After a few deep breaths, he made up his mind and scrambled under a bush. I’ll stay here tonight. So what if he was still close to the Sisters’ camp? No Sister could say he was wandering wrong, because which of them really knew what a tom did on his wander? He might not have walked through the whole night, but he hadn’t turned back.

Earth curled into a tight ball and squeezed his eyes shut. He missed the warmth of his sisters beside him. He missed the sounds of the Sisters.

“Ancestor spirits, if you’re out there, watch over me,” he whispered. “I’m sorry I can’t see you, but I hope I’m not alone.”

He listened, straining his ears, but there was no response.

When dawn broke over the forest, Earth stretched and shook his pelt, cold and stiff from sleeping by himself. He could see the Thunderpath through the trees now, so he turned his back on it and walked into the forest.

I guess the first thing I should do is hunt, he thought. If he was going to wander alone, he needed to take care of himself. He sniffed carefully at the ground: a trace of vole, a light scent of shrew . . . and his own scent from last night, leading straight back to the Sisters’ camp.

He hesitated for a moment. Did he really have to be all alone? Surely, he could take care of himself closer to all the cats he knew. The land he wandered could be near the Sisters, he supposed, just as easily as it could be far from them. Making up his mind, he followed his own scent, his paws feeling lighter. He had walked farther than he’d thought last night; the sun was high in the sky by the time he could hear the voices of the Sisters.

“Petal, don’t forget to cover up the dirtplace!”

“I’m just going to spread out the old bedding.”

They’re leaving, Earth realized. He recognized what they were doing—destroying the signs that they’d lived there so that no predator would track them to a new camp.

Scrambling up a nearby pine tree, he looked down through its thick needles onto the clearing. He’d been right—the Sisters were hurrying around, burying the remains of the prey-hole and making sure the dens where they’d slept held no sign of them.

It’s like they couldn’t wait to get rid of me, Earth thought. He knew that wasn’t true, but his belly felt hollow with grief. Couldn’t they have waited, just a few days, to make sure he was okay?

Finished with their tasks, the Sisters gathered around Moonlight. With a wave of relief, Earth saw Ice among them. She looked thin and frail, leaning against their mother, but she was standing on her own paws. He wanted to run to her, to speak to her one last time, but he could imagine the look of disapproval on Moonlight’s face, and he stayed where he was. Good-bye, Ice, he thought. I hope you’ll be okay.

Moonlight bent to nuzzle Ice gently, then straightened up and led the Sisters out of the camp and into the forest, heading away from Earth. He watched until they were out of sight.

Good-bye, he thought again. Good-bye, every cat. He felt as if something with sharp claws were tearing its way out of his chest. I guess now I’m really alone.
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Chapter 5
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Evening was falling as Earth padded back to his new den, a shrew dangling from his mouth. His current home was within view of the Sisters’ old camp. I haven’t left my kithood behind at all, he thought, guiltily hunching his shoulders. He’d done the opposite of what a tom was supposed to do.

At least I’m managing all right as a hunter, he thought, crouching down at the entrance to his den. Remembering Hawk’s lessons had been easier than he’d imagined. When he hunted alone, every sound his prey made was practically deafening. He bit into the shrew, trying to enjoy the crunch of its bones.

Without company, though, his meal seemed tasteless. And he wasn’t used to eating a whole piece of prey by himself. With the Sisters, he’d always had some cat to share it with. As he took one more reluctant bite, he looked toward the camp, imagining Sunrise and Ice play-fighting by the nursery. Snow pacing the edges of the camp, keeping a sharp eye out for predators. Hawk and Petal, carrying in prey. Moonlight building a new nest for her den. Stream napping in the sunlight . . .

Stream. His appetite left all at once. Earth let the shrew drop into the dirt and batted it away.

The sky was getting darker, pale stars beginning to appear. A gust of wind made the pine branches above Earth’s head creak, and he shivered. He still wasn’t sleeping well. At night he lay awake in his den, listening tensely to every snap of a branch or hoot of a low-flying owl.

He hadn’t met any rogues, and no ancestor spirits had come to guide him. At this point, he was so tired of being lonely that he almost would have welcomed either one.

I should be able to see spirits, Earth thought, shifting on his haunches. A ball of resentment burned hotter and hotter inside him. If the Sisters hadn’t sent him away so early, he would be able to see them. And he wouldn’t be afraid, not if he were ready to see spirits, ready to be on his own.

Why did Moonlight have to stick so closely to tradition? She’d told him of one tom she knew who had been unlucky. What proof was that? She wouldn’t have sent Ice or Sunrise away because of one thing that had happened in the distant past. Why did the rules have to be different for toms?

Earth huffed and glared at the darkening forest around him. Everything had changed because Stream had died. And now he couldn’t even see his friend’s spirit, because Moonlight had made him wander before he had learned to see ghosts.

There was another crackle in the branches above him, and Earth flinched. If only Stream were with me . . .

Maybe he should try again. Maybe he hadn’t wanted to see Stream’s spirit badly enough back in camp, because he’d been too scared. But now . . .

Earth looked around at the empty forest. “Stream,” he called. What had Moonlight said, when she’d called to the spirits? He thought back, then cleared his throat and tried again. “Stream, if you’d like to visit me, I’d be glad to speak to you again.” That didn’t seem like enough. “Stream,” he went on, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t want you to die. That was such a terrible storm, but I thought we would make it through together. But I lived and you died. I wish that hadn’t happened.”

The wind blew through the branches again. A pinecone, caught by the sudden gust, rolled past Earth’s den. It reminded him of batting pinecones all over camp with Stream, Sunrise, Ice, and Haze. “I miss you,” he added, his meow hoarse. “I’m so sorry you’re dead, and if you want to come and keep me company, or just say hello, I’d really like that.”

Earth waited, eyes wide and ears pricked for any sign of Stream. But silence spread through his little section of woods. He couldn’t even hear the wind blowing anymore. He listened tensely, expecting something to happen any moment.

Something moved in the tree over his head and Earth looked up, his heart pounding hard.

Only a squirrel. Too high to chase, the squirrel ran across its branch and leaped to another tree, farther away from Earth.

Earth dropped his head onto his paws. He couldn’t do it. He would never meet an ancestor spirit, never see Stream again.

Or . . .

What if the wind crackling through the pines or the cone rolling past his den had been sent by Stream? Signs from his friend that he wasn’t really gone?

Earth’s pelt prickled with excitement as he pushed away his feelings of failure. Maybe I just communicate with the spirits differently than the Sisters do, he thought. After all, who said ghosts appeared the same way to all cats?

He listened again, harder, and squinted his eyes to peer into the darkness, hoping to see that pinecone again. “Stream, send me a sign,” he whispered.

But nothing happened.

His hope dwindling, Earth sighed and, ducking his head, crawled into the makeshift den he’d made beneath the bracken. He needed to sleep if he was going to be able to hunt again tomorrow. Maybe he’d be able to reach Stream another day. If the Sisters were right, he would.

Maybe.

The next morning, Earth padded through the undergrowth on the other side of the Sisters’ old camp, his mouth open to taste the air. There was a rustling in the bushes, and he caught the scent of a vole. Tensing, he lowered his belly close to the ground and began to slink forward, listening for the quick beat of the vole’s heart.

Wait. Catching a new scent, Earth straightened up abruptly, no longer interested in the vole. Those are cats. He glanced around warily, thinking of rogues, before he realized how familiar the scents were and sniffed harder.

Sunrise. Furze. Hawk. Tempest. Moonlight. Ice. Earth’s chest ached. He’d found the scents the Sisters had left as they’d moved camp. It had been several days, but it hadn’t rained in that time, and their trail was still clear.

They headed toward the hill, Earth thought, nose to the ground. He’d known that, of course; he’d seen them leave. Following the trail, Earth headed uphill. At the top, he could tell they’d stopped for a little while. They must have been letting Ice rest, he thought. Yes, there was a spot where her scent was stronger. She had probably lain down here, he thought, sniffing. But then they’d continued downhill, Ice walking near the center of the group. At least she was strong enough to keep going. He went on, tracking the scent.

The sun had passed its midpoint when Earth finally admitted to himself: I’m following them, and I’m going to find them.

He knew it was a terrible idea. If he caught up with the Sisters, they might be angry. They might even attack him. They sent me away on my wander. Toms aren’t supposed to be with the Sisters once they’re grown-up.

But he wasn’t grown-up, was he? Moonlight had been so stubborn, she hadn’t been able to admit that he wasn’t ready to be on his own.

Now he’d tried living alone for a while, and it had been awful. He was scared all the time, and cold, and he hadn’t been able to bring himself to go far from familiar territory. He was so lonely. Maybe if he talked to Moonlight now, she’d see the truth. He couldn’t see any spirits, so he had no cat to guide him—he must need more training. Maybe he’d be able to convince them to take him back, just for a little while. Surely, they’d missed him. They were his kin.

And he really, really wanted to see them all again.

He kept walking, following the Sisters’ scent.

There was growling in the distance and, as Earth got closer, the sharp smell of monsters. A Thunderpath. The Sisters’ scent trail was leading straight toward it.

As he came out of the undergrowth onto the short grass at the side of the Thunderpath, Earth’s stomach sank in dismay. Monsters sped by as if they were chasing one another, growling steadily, their blank eyes passing over him as they went around a curve. He’d never seen so many monsters at once before. Their foul smell was chokingly thick, and Earth crouched closer to the ground, breathing hard, hoping the monsters were too focused on one another to notice him.

He sniffed the ground carefully. Maybe Moonlight had turned and led the Sisters away from this terrible place. It was hard to make out the Sisters’ scent among the thick, foul smells. But when he finally found the trail, it headed straight toward the Thunderpath. His heart sank.

I can do this. Earth gritted his teeth and glared at the monsters. He’d crossed Thunderpaths before, a few times, with the rest of the Sisters. He could do it again.

He had never crossed one so crowded with monsters. But the general idea must be the same. Earth waited for a space between the monsters, trying to remember exactly what Moonlight had done when they’d crossed.

At last there was a moment with no monsters in sight, although he could still hear them growling, not far away.

“Straight ahead, as fast as you can,” Earth muttered. “Don’t stop for anything.” That was what Moonlight had told them. Ears flattened, body low to the ground, Earth began to run.

He was halfway across when the growling got louder and louder, closer and closer. He glanced up and caught his breath, his paws skidding on the rough black surface of the Thunderpath. A monster was bearing down on him.

It howled, a loud, deep noise rising above its steady growl, and Earth yowled back, panicked, and ran faster than he’d ever realized he could. The world was blurry around him, and he couldn’t think, couldn’t feel anything but the thumping of his heart and the pounding of his paws.

His paws hit the short grass, so much softer than the Thunderpath, and he staggered a few steps before collapsing. The monster howled again, once, and for a heartbeat Earth saw the strange hairless form of a Twopaw inside as the monster dashed past him. A rush of air ruffled his fur.

Earth tried not to think about how close he’d been to being squashed under the monster’s fat black paws. He lay on the grass, exhausted, and panted.

After a little while, he slowly got to his paws again and began to search for the Sisters’ scent. Finally, he found it—heading in a straight line away from the Thunderpath. Earth breathed a sigh of relief.

He was going to find them. And maybe, just maybe, they wouldn’t send him away again. He hoped not. Not when he’d been through so much already.
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By the next morning, the scents that Earth was following had changed. The signs of the Sisters were fresher, and as he sniffed his way past a large oak tree, Earth smelled that here the trails of scent led in all directions, crossing and recrossing. Just as he realized that, he came out of the trees onto a wide-open moor. Long grass blew across level ground, broken here and there only by scrubby, low-growing bushes. The scent of the Sisters was even stronger out here. He wasn’t following the Sisters’ journey anymore; he had found their new camp.

Instinctively, Earth’s ears flattened and he crouched lower. I don’t want them to see me. It would have been better if their camp were among trees, so that he could hide in the branches and watch them unobserved before he decided whether to approach. What if they think I’m attacking them? What if they attack me? He had never heard of a tom returning from his wander.

Sliding out his claws, Earth ripped at the ground in frustration. He’d come all this way, and now he was afraid to face the Sisters again. Why didn’t they want him? Just because he was a tom? They were his kin!

With a lash of his tail, Earth turned away from the moor and took a few steps back under the trees. What was the point of looking for his kin, if they were just going to send him away again, or maybe even drive him away with their claws and teeth? He would leave on his own before they had a chance to tell him to go.

He took another step, then turned back toward the moor. I’ve come too far to leave now. They might turn him away, but he couldn’t be so close and not try to talk to them. Maybe they wouldn’t let him stay, maybe they’d be angry—but at least, for a little while, he wouldn’t be alone.

Holding his head high, Earth strode out onto the moor. He knew the kind of camp Moonlight always picked, and he was sure that the Sisters must have made their dens beneath some of the small thornbushes growing here and there among the grass. Spotting a likely group of bushes—several growing close together—he headed toward them.

“Hey!” A fierce yowl came from behind him, and Earth spun around.

Ice was glaring at him, fur bristling along her back. When she saw his face, though, her expression changed from anger to shock. “Earth?” she asked, her eyes wide. “What are you doing here?”

Earth sucked in his breath. Ice looked healthy, her fur shiny and her eyes bright. Whatever was about to happen now, he was glad to see her well. “You’re all right,” he purred.

Ice looked pleased. “I was so sick when you left that we didn’t get to say good-bye,” she meowed. “Is that why you’re here? To see me again?”

“Sort of.” Earth sat down on the grass with a sigh. “I wanted to see you. I wanted to see every cat.” There was a tug of hope in his chest. It was good that he’d run into Ice, alone, first. At least she would listen to him. She might even talk to Moonlight for him.

“What’s going on?” Ice glanced around as if checking that they were alone, then sat beside him. She curled her tail neatly over her paws, her face serious. “You know you’re supposed to be off wandering. Mother told me that if we ever saw you again, it would be by chance and probably not for a long, long time. It hasn’t even been a moon yet!”

“I can’t do it.” The words burst out of Earth as if he’d been saving them up the whole time he’d been on his wander. “I tried, but I’m so lonely. It’s scary on my own, and nothing feels right.” He hung his head.

Ice’s eyes were full of sympathy. “I’m so sorry, Earth,” she told him. “Maybe you should try wandering in a different direction? You might meet other toms. They all must be out there somewhere.”

“How do you know?” Earth mewed sharply. “The Sisters don’t know what happens to the toms when they leave. They could all be dead, or everkits. And the Sisters don’t care.”

“We do care,” Ice protested, dropping her gaze to the ground. “But this is the way it is.”

“I don’t understand why.” Earth hunched his shoulders and his voice came out as a whisper. “I want to come back to the Sisters.” His whole body was tense. Maybe Ice would help him. Maybe he could come back.

But Ice was shaking her head sadly. “Earth, you know the rules. No tom can live with the Sisters. You have to wander and guard the land.”

“I know.” Earth felt small and miserable. He had known, hadn’t he? If even his own littermate felt this way, none of the Sisters would want him to stay. The Sisters would never let him be one of them again.

“Is it really so awful?” Ice asked tentatively. “Maybe I could . . .” She hesitated.

“You can’t do anything,” Earth told her. Part of him wanted to beg her to talk to Moonlight, but he knew nothing was going to change. If Ice spent her time trying to fix things for him, she wouldn’t be working for the Sisters. They needed her to hunt and patrol and teach the younger kits, like all the Sisters did. If she was worrying about him instead, it would hurt every Sister.

He swallowed hard and went on. “It’s fine. You’re right—I don’t belong here anymore. But I wanted to see you.”

“I’m glad you did.” Ice leaned forward as if to nuzzle his cheek, then pulled back. She doesn’t want the other Sisters to scent me on her, Earth realized, his tail drooping. “You will be all right, really, won’t you?” she asked hopefully.

“Of course I will.” Earth knew he was lying. He stood up, lifting his head high. “I guess we won’t see each other again,” he meowed.

He started to turn away as Ice answered, “I hope that’s not true.” Her voice trembled.

Earth couldn’t bring himself to reply. He looked straight ahead and walked quickly away. As he got farther from Ice, he began to run.

I can never go back.

By the time the sun set, Earth was far away from the Sisters’ camp. He’d run and run after leaving Ice, run until he was breathless and sore-pawed. When he’d finally come to a stop, there hadn’t been time to find a good den for the night. Instead he twisted and turned, roots jabbing into his sides as he tried to sleep in a narrow hollow at the foot of an alder tree.

What will I do tomorrow? And for the rest of my life?

His stomach growled. He hadn’t had the heart to look for prey after seeing Ice. Maybe this is what happens to toms who leave the Sisters, he thought. They starve because they’re too lonely to hunt.

He couldn’t imagine going on like this. Earth rolled over to try to find a more comfortable spot, grunting as he hit another root, and stared at the lights of a Twopawplace in the distance.

Maybe he should go there tomorrow. That was what happened to cats who couldn’t take care of themselves, wasn’t it? They became some Twopaw’s everkit? Something in him shuddered at the thought—he’d never wanted that.

But what else was he good for? He couldn’t just wander alone forever.

A sudden rough sound, not far away, jerked Earth out of his thoughts. Was that a bark? He could smell something now on the breeze: a thick, meaty scent that made his fur prickle along his spine.

A dog? He’d heard of dogs, and had seen them in the distance, but he’d never gotten close to one. Moonlight had told him how dangerous they were. Getting to his paws, Earth peered into the darkness, trying to see where the scent was coming from.

There was a rustling to his right, and Earth began to back quietly away around the tree trunk, placing his paws carefully so they didn’t make a sound. But then another noise—a strange jingling—came on his other side, followed by a growl just behind him.

Not a dog. Dogs! Earth froze, his heart pounding. They had him surrounded. Three dogs, coming toward him.

He could see them now: a big black dog with golden eyes, its tongue hanging out as it panted. A smaller brown one, its teeth bared. And one with long black-and-white fur, eyeing him as if he were prey. They were padding toward him slowly, like they were sure he couldn’t get away.

Earth couldn’t move. He could barely breathe. This is the end.

Suddenly a sharp yowl rang out, and a cat shot past him in the darkness, heading toward the dogs. With a flash of claws in the moonlight, the stranger slashed the black dog across the nose as he meowed back to Earth.

“Run!”
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Earth ran only a few tail-lengths away, into a tangle of bracken. Then he turned and watched, awestruck. In the moonlight, he could see that the strange cat was pale-furred and not very big, but moved quickly and smoothly, dodging the dogs’ teeth with ease. He drew his claws across the brown dog’s shoulder, then leaped with a yowl to land on the long-furred dog’s back, his tail bristling.

The dog yelped and bolted into the darkness, the other dogs on its heels. The strange cat was still on its back, his tail waving back and forth for balance as he clawed at the dog. Earth’s mouth dropped open as he watched them vanish into the woods. Should he run? Or should he go after the dogs to help the stranger? The other cat was amazingly brave, but eventually the dogs would stop running.

Before Earth could make up his mind, the strange tom came sauntering back into sight, his head high. His eyes were gleaming with what looked like enjoyment. “You hurt, kit?” he asked. Now that they were closer, Earth could see that his fur was as yellow as Earth’s own. His green eyes were shining with excitement.

“I—I’m fine,” Earth replied. He felt suddenly shy—he’d never spoken to an adult tom without one of the Sisters at his side. And this one was so brave, and had saved him. “That was amazing. You chased off all three of them.”

“You just have to keep a steady mind,” the tom meowed. He eyed Earth. “You’re a little young to be on your own, aren’t you?”

“No, I’m not!” protested Earth indignantly, drawing himself up to his full height. “I’m almost seven moons old.” Well, six and a bit, anyway.

The tom’s whiskers twitched. “I’m not trying to insult you,” he meowed. “I’m Root. I’m glad I could help out.”

“Yes. Thank you,” Earth told him, feeling a little wrong-pawed. This cat had saved him; he should be polite. “I’m Earth.”

There was a glint of amusement in Root’s eye. “That’s a big name. I’m sure you’ll grow into it.” He gave Earth a friendly nod. “Well, take care. Watch out for strange dogs. You might be alone next time.”

“I will,” Earth promised, but he was confused. Was Root just going to leave now? What if those dogs came back?

With a flick of his tail, Root turned and began to walk away. Earth watched him, then looked around at the dark, empty underbrush. I don’t want to stay here alone. Quietly, he followed the other cat.

After a few steps, Root stopped, his ears cocked back toward Earth. “Are you lost?” he asked. “Do you need some help?”

“Well.” Earth’s tail drooped. “I’m not really lost, but I don’t know this place. I’m not sure where to go that’s safe.” He hesitated, thinking of Root’s second question. Do I need help?

Root turned around and looked Earth up and down. He hesitated, as if he was making up his mind about something. “Come on,” he meowed at last. “I know a place where we can sleep tonight.”

“Really?” Delighted, Earth hurried to Root’s side, their fur brushing. “I can stay with you?”

Root flicked his tail dismissively. “For one night,” he answered. “Tomorrow I’ll walk around here with you and help find a good place to make your own camp. I’m only passing through.”

“Me too,” Earth assured him. They began to walk side by side, Earth’s paws light with happiness. Of course, it would be even better if Root wanted to stay together—maybe he will once he gets to know me, Earth thought—but it was so good to be with another cat for a while, even if it was only for one night.

He stuck close to Root, matching his pace to the older tom’s. Root kept looking around and scenting the air, his ears pointing this way and that. “You have to be alert all the time,” he told Earth. “The forest is full of danger for a loner.”

Nodding, Earth walked even closer to him, his fur bristling at the thought of the forest’s dangers.

At last, Root stopped by a tall oak tree. “This looks like a good one,” he meowed cheerfully.

“A good what?” Earth followed Root’s gaze up to the spreading branches above them. “Wait,” he mewed, blinking. “You want to sleep in a tree?”

“A tree is the best place,” Root told him confidently. “Nothing will be able to get at us. And when we wake up, it’s easy to get the lay of the land.”

“Yes, but . . . ,” Earth began. What if we fall out? He’d climbed trees to look around, or chase squirrels, but the idea of being asleep that high up made his pelt tingle uncomfortably.

But Root was already clambering up the tree trunk. “Come on!” he called in a cheerful meow. Unwilling to be left behind, Earth followed.

Up in the tree, Root nodded to the space where a wide branch met the trunk. “That’s a good, safe place,” he meowed. Sprawling along the next branch, he let his tail dangle and shut his eyes.

Earth turned around cautiously, then curled up on the branch, pressed close against the trunk. A breeze ruffled his fur, but the branch felt sturdy and roomy beneath him.

He looked up at the stars, feeling more comfortable than he had since he’d left the Sisters. Root was right: nothing could get him up here. And if anything tried, Root was with him. The leaves of the tree made a soft whispering sound as the wind went through its branches.

Suddenly sleepy, Earth shut his eyes. Listening to Root’s steady breathing, reminded that he was not alone, he fell fast asleep.

The rising sun woke Earth early the next morning, and he yawned and stretched, feeling more rested than he had in a moon.

The branch beside his was empty. Earth looked around, first in the tree and then on the ground below, but there was no sign of Root. He wouldn’t have left without saying good-bye, would he? Earth wasn’t sure: the older tom had been friendly, but he’d made it very clear he wasn’t looking for a companion. Maybe he’d decided not to help Earth make a camp. After all, the Sisters left me, Earth thought. And they’re my kin.

He scrambled down the tree, and, after sniffing around to see if Root was nearby—he wasn’t—carefully washed his paws and ears. Should I stay or go? he wondered. If Root wasn’t coming back, there was no reason to stay here; he could continue his wander, looking for a better territory. But he wanted to see the other cat again. Earth decided he would wait until at least sunhigh.

A cool breeze ruffled his fur, and Earth hunched his shoulders, feeling cold with no cat to huddle together with. Having had another cat beside him, even for one night, would make it even harder to go back to being alone.

Earth sighed and thought of Stream. Had he really made contact with his friend that one evening in the forest? Was it Stream who had sent the pinecone rolling past his den?

Closing his eyes, he tried to focus on Stream, just as he’d done then. “Stream,” he meowed. “If you want to come to me, I’d be glad to see you and speak to you again.” He strained his senses, his ears and whiskers twitching, hoping to catch any hint of his friend. Nothing.

“Please come,” he went on, his voice shaky. “I am trying, I’ve been trying. I hate being on my own. I even went back to the Sisters,” he confessed, lowering his voice. “I know I shouldn’t have, but I was so lonely. They’ll never let me be one of them again.” A hot jolt of anger shot through him. “It’s not fair,” he meowed. “Stream, they wanted to send us away when we were too young, just because we were toms. I don’t know how to look after myself, and they don’t care. Sometimes I wish I’d never been born, if the Sisters were just going to throw me away.” Earth squeezed his eyes shut even tighter and added, bitterly. “I’ll never forgive them.”

Pausing for a breath, he heard a small noise, like a paw step nearby. Stream? With a surge of hope, Earth opened his eyes.

Stream’s spirit wasn’t there. But Root was, a fat squirrel dangling from his mouth as he stared at Earth. Hot with embarrassment, Earth stared back, not knowing what to say. How long had Root been standing there, watching Earth talk to himself with his eyes closed?

Root dropped the rabbit. Cringing, Earth waited for him to comment, but when Root spoke, it wasn’t what Earth had expected at all.

Instead Root said, in a rather hesitant voice, “Do you know a group that’s all she-cats? Big, long-haired she-cats?”

“You know the Sisters?” Earth asked, amazed. But Root’s expression darkened.

“I know them all right,” he answered angrily. “I spent a lot of time with them for a little while.”

Earth’s eyes widened. Was Root a wandering tom, an older kit of the Sisters? “What do you mean?” he asked. “When?”

“I was mated to one of the Sisters,” Root told him. “I was with her for a while, and I thought they were great, strong and fierce. My mate was expecting my kits. But then Moonlight and the others moved on without me. She said that toms don’t travel with them and that they don’t stay in one place, so she’d have to leave me behind.” He slashed his tail angrily. “She left me without a second thought.”

Earth stared at Root, feeling numb with shock. Moonlight? Root’s fur was as yellow as Earth’s, and one of his paws, Earth suddenly noticed, had six toes, just like Earth’s. Could this be my father?

He licked nervously at the fur on his chest, then said, softly, “They left me, too. I’m one of their kits, but toms can’t stay with the Sisters after they’re six moons old.”

“See?” Root meowed furiously. “They’re cold, the Sisters. They follow their rules, not their hearts.” His voice was so low that it almost seemed like he was talking to himself.

Earth took a step closer to him, his heart pounding wildly. “Moonlight was my mother,” he meowed, hoping that Root would understand what he was saying.

Root stared at him, his green eyes wide. “You said you’re six moons old.” He circled Earth, his gaze raking over him as if he was categorizing all the things Earth had noticed they had in common—his size, his paws, his yellow fur.

“Almost seven,” Earth reminded him.

Root was still staring. “You’re my son,” he realized, sounding shocked. “You must be.”

“I guess so,” Earth whispered, looking away. Suddenly, he felt too shy to meet Root’s eyes.

After a second of silence, Root snarled. Earth’s heart sank: My father hates me, too.

“They threw you out?” Root raged. “You’re not old enough to take care of yourself! Look what happened. Those dogs could have killed you!”

Earth’s eyes widened. Despite Root’s anger, a warm feeling grew in Earth’s chest. Root was angry at the Sisters for making Earth leave. He agreed that Earth was too young!

“They’re so cold,” Root growled again. “Her own kit, and she left you, just like she left me.”

“But now we’ve found each other,” Earth said eagerly, hurrying a few paw steps closer, until he was right in front of Root. “Moonlight and the sisters left both of us behind, but now we can take care of each other. It’s perfect!”

Root paused, his eyes narrowing, and Earth gulped. “Isn’t it?”

Root looked away. “I told you I was a loner,” he meowed quietly.

“But . . . but you’re so angry that Moonlight left me,” Earth argued. “You’re going to leave me, too?”

“It’s not the same,” Root muttered.

“It is,” Earth insisted. He let his claws out and ripped at the dirt beneath him. He’d been so happy, just for a heartbeat.

“Look,” Root told him, sounding guilty, “we’ll stick together for a moon or two. I’ll teach you to look after yourself properly. I promise, I’ll help you until you’re ready, not just throw you out like the Sisters did.”

“You will?” Earth asked, thin tendrils of hope beginning to spread through him.

“Yes,” Root promised. “I’ll teach you everything you need to know. But I’m used to being alone. Running with a friend, or kin, leads to being responsible for them. It’s too hard to rely on another cat. If you lose them, it’ll rip you apart. It’s better not to count on any cat. Moonlight showed me that,” he added bitterly.

“Okay,” Earth agreed. This was better than nothing: he’d have Root for a moon, maybe two. He’d learn how to take care of himself—Root was smart and tough and could teach him a lot. And who knew? A couple of moons was a long time. Maybe Root will change his mind and want to stick together. “Okay,” he repeated, more cheerfully. “What’s my first lesson?”

“Well,” Root meowed, his tone warmer in response to Earth’s, “there’s your name.”

“My name?” Earth asked, bewildered.

A teasing light began to shine in Root’s eyes. “Like I said, it’s a big name for a kit your size. And it’s the name the Sisters gave you. You’re not one of them anymore, are you? You can choose who you want to be.”

Earth thought. Did he still want the name Moonlight gave him? Did he want anything from her? He looked around.

Above him, the oak where he and Root had slept spread its branches. It was solid and comforting. It had taken care of them through the night. It wasn’t going anywhere.

“You’re right,” he told Root. “I don’t want to be Earth anymore. From now on, call me Tree.”
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“I’m telling you, it’s the best way,” Root meowed, shaking leaves off his pelt as he got to his paws. He bent down and used his mouth to pick up the mouse he had just killed.

“I’m not convinced that lying around until prey decides you’re a bush instead of a cat is really the best way to hunt,” Tree replied dubiously. Root cocked his head and waggled the mouse back and forth—as if saying, And yet, see this mouse?—until Tree purred with laughter.

“Okay, I get your point,” Tree admitted. “Here, I’ll take it back to camp unless you’re hungry now.”

“Great,” Root meowed, dropping the mouse at Tree’s paws. “I’ll keep hunting.” He lay down again, placing a few leaves on his own back for effect.

Shaking his head in amusement, Tree carried the mouse back to the foot of the tree where they’d been sleeping and scraped up a few pawfuls of dirt to bury it for safekeeping.

In the two moons that he and his father had spent together, Tree had learned a lot. Root didn’t always hunt the way the Sisters did: he believed in taking care of himself while expending as little energy as possible. So not only did he have unique hunting techniques, but he had also taught Tree to find food in Twopaw trash and in the unattended bowls of everkits. He’d shown Tree how to pick the safest spots to rest. And he’d shown him fighting techniques, but also what he said was more useful: how to arch his back and snarl and frighten off rogues and dogs so that they might not have to fight at all.

I would have had such a hard time without Root, Tree thought as he brushed some dry leaves across where he’d buried the mouse.

Another leaf drifted down from the oak tree, and Tree’s tail drooped. Icetime was coming. Root had always said that they wouldn’t stay together for more than a moon or two, and it had been two moons.

Tree knew how much he owed Root. But still . . . he would be adrift and lonely when they went their separate ways.

If he couldn’t stay with his father forever, Tree wished he could be like the rest of the Sisters. If he could talk to the land, and if he could see spirits, he’d never be alone. Would he ever be able to? Moonlight had told him he would, someday, but he had tried so hard, and nothing had come of it. . . .

He straightened, struck by a new idea. Maybe—just maybe—something had changed since he was a kit. He was bigger and smarter and more capable now; was it possible that the land would speak to him in a way it had refused to when he was younger?

Tree glanced around half guiltily, making sure that Root wasn’t in sight. Root didn’t like to be reminded of Moonlight and the rest of the Sisters. He didn’t like to see Tree acting like them. The older cat wasn’t nearby, though, so Tree settled comfortably among the soft, dry leaves and tried to remember what Moonlight had taught him.

Oh, yes. He was supposed to try to become one with the grass. Shutting his eyes tightly, Tree listened hard. If he could just do it right, he would hear the grass, the leaves, the trees, all speaking to him. Straining his ears, he held his breath, listening. Nothing. What was wrong with him, that he couldn’t do it?

He heard the soft crunch of a dry leaf under a paw and opened his eyes. Root had come out of the bracken and was watching him. “What’re you doing?” he asked.

Tree felt hot with embarrassment. He hesitated uncomfortably, shifting his paws. “I’m . . . trying to talk to the grass,” he mewed quietly. “As a tom, I’m supposed to be able to, and I never have.”

Root came over and sat down next to him. “Does the grass really have a lot to say?” he asked. He wasn’t laughing, but his whiskers twitched.

Tree glared at him. “Toms are the guardians of the land,” he told him. “How am I supposed to do what I need to, if I can’t even speak to the world around me?” He dropped his head onto his paws. “I keep failing.”

Root hesitated for a heartbeat, then brushed his tail gently over Tree’s back. “Look,” he mewed, his eyes warm with sympathy. “Not every cat believes what the Sisters believe. A tom doesn’t have to look after the world. The world will keep on going.”

“Moonlight told us—” Tree began.

“You don’t live with Moonlight and the Sisters anymore,” Root interrupted. “You don’t have to live by their rules. You’ve changed your name, and you don’t have to keep anything else they gave you either, unless you want to. Be who you want to be.”

Who I want to be? Who is that cat? Tree didn’t know, but he felt a little lighter. Maybe not wanting to wander and care for the land was okay. The Sisters had made him leave, but maybe he could choose to leave, too.

The idea was amazing . . . but very lonely.

“I wanted to try again to speak to the land,” he told Root, “because I’ll need some cat to talk to.” Root looked puzzled, and Tree hurried to explain, his words falling over one another in a rush. “I appreciate everything you’ve done for me,” he said. “If you hadn’t let me stay with you, I’d probably be dead by now, or I would’ve given up and become some Twopaw’s everkit. I haven’t forgotten that you’re a loner and that I can’t just stay with you forever. Even a couple of moons has been great. But I know it has to end.”

Root cocked one of his hind legs to scratch at his ear. “Um,” he began slowly, looking up at the sky. “You’re a good hunter now, but I still have a lot to teach you. You’ll need to know how to set up a territory for yourself. Maybe we should stay together a little longer.”

Confused, Tree opened his mouth to object—he’d lived in enough different territories with the Sisters that he was sure he could manage—and then closed it again. There was an embarrassed gleam in Root’s eye.

He doesn’t want me to go, Tree realized. He’d miss me, too. Maybe Root wasn’t as much of a loner as he’d thought he was.

Warmth filled Tree’s chest, and he blinked at his father affectionately. Root’s right, he thought. I can be any cat I want to be now. And maybe who I want to be is Root’s kin.

“I thought you just wanted the prey to come to you,” Tree meowed a few days later, following Root through the forest.

Root flicked his tail dismissively. “That’s fine when you’re hunting mice,” he answered. “But I’ve got a taste for rabbit today, and rabbits are a two-cat job.”

Tree waved his tail happily as they walked. There was a touch of chill in the air, but there were still a couple of moons to go before icetime really arrived. Prey would be tasty, still fat from the warmer weather. Tree’s mouth watered at the thought of rabbit.

“Look,” Root pointed out softly. They had come to the edge of a sunny clearing, where two rabbits nibbled at long stalks of grass, periodically rising up on their hind legs to check for predators.

“One for each of us,” Tree breathed, but Root shook his head.

“If we go after both, we won’t catch either. Let’s go for the big one. Circle around and drive it toward me.”

Tree dipped his head in acknowledgment and began to work his way silently around the edge of the clearing, a careful eye on the rabbits. The smaller one suddenly lifted its head high, ears twitching, and he froze as it sniffed the air. When it finally began to eat again, Tree headed straight toward the rabbits, crouching so low that his belly almost brushed the ground and he was completely hidden by the long grass.

It wasn’t until he had almost reached the rabbits that they suddenly stiffened. With thumps of their big back paws, they took off, zigging away from each other, and Tree saw that Root had been right. If he hadn’t already been sure which to chase, he would have lost both. Instead he launched himself after the larger one, a fat brown one with a white tail, leaping almost on its heels, driving it toward where he knew Root was crouched.

The rabbit was faster than he was, but it didn’t matter: it had only pulled a few strides away when Root charged out of the grass ahead and brought it down. With a quick bite to its throat, the rabbit went still.

“Good work, Tree!” Root called happily, looking up with the rabbit’s blood still spattered across his chest.

“Same to you,” meowed Tree. The rabbit looked delicious. “Do you want to eat here or take it back to the tree?”

“I’d feel safer on our own territory,” Root answered. “Here, help me carry it.”

Carrying the rabbit between them, the two cats set off back into the forest. Tree enjoyed the weight of the prey in his mouth and its warm, fresh smell. His stomach rumbled, and he dropped the rabbit to say, “I’m starving. Maybe we should just eat it here.”

Root dropped his end of the rabbit, too, and began to say something, purring with laughter, when he suddenly paused and sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

Tree tasted the air, too, trying to smell something above the insistent scent of rabbit. There was something. Something meaty and rank that made his pelt prickle. “What is it?” he asked.

“A fox. We’d better hurry,” Root told him. He began to bend to pick up the rabbit again, then straightened, the fur along his spine rising. Tree followed his gaze just in time to see a thin red creature slink out of the woods and lope toward them, its teeth bared.

“Run!” Root yowled, but Tree snarled and pressed his side against his father’s. He wasn’t going to abandon Root.

And then the fox was upon them. Its teeth were sharper than a dog’s, and it snapped at Tree as he dodged, its bite grazing his shoulder painfully. But Root had taught him how to fight. He dropped to the ground and slid beneath the fox, clawing at its belly, while Root leaped to one side, slashing the fox’s shoulder with his claws as he went.

They fought together, Root attacking the fox’s hindquarters while Tree jabbed at its nose, Tree sinking his teeth into the fox’s leg while Root swiped at its side.

We’re winning, Tree thought, feeling both jubilant and terrified, as the fox gave a strange high-pitched howl and twisted toward him. Tree dodged again, but his paw slipped in a muddy pile of leaves and he fell, his side hitting the ground hard, knocking the breath out of him.

I have to move, he realized, but he was frozen. All he could see was a flash of teeth as the fox came for him. Everything seemed to slow down, and Tree couldn’t move. Just like when the rogues attacked, he thought dazedly, remembering Hawk.

And then there was a flash of yellow fur. Root threw himself between Tree and the fox’s teeth, and everything sped up again. “Root!” Tree yowled. He scrambled to his paws just as Root snarled and sliced his claws across the fox’s eyes. With a yelp of pain, the fox scrambled backward, then turned tail and ran.

“That was amazing!” Tree exclaimed breathlessly. He turned to Root, but Root was swaying on his paws, his eyes glassy. Just as he fell, Tree realized blood was streaming down the other cat’s side.

“Root!” Tree gasped and hurried to him, nosing through his yellow fur to find the wound. There was a deep bite on his side, dark red blood gushing from it and pooling onto the ground beneath him.

After a terrified moment of silence, Tree started to think again. “Moonlight taught me how to bind wounds,” he meowed quickly. “I’ll get cobwebs to help the bleeding, and, um”—his head was spinning as he tried to remember—“comfrey will help soothe the injury.” He started to get up, but before he could go, Root laid his tail across Tree’s back.

“Don’t go,” he breathed weakly. “It won’t do any good. I’m dying, and I don’t want to be alone.” He looked up at Tree, his gaze unfocused. “I want my son with me when I die. Please.”

“Of course I’ll stay,” Tree meowed, and lay beside his father, his heart aching. Root was right: no cobweb could stop this rapid stream of blood. It ran across the ground and coated Tree’s fur, too, quickly growing cold and sticky. Tree licked at Root’s shoulder and back, trying to clean his father’s fur. “I’m sorry,” he added. “You had to save me again. I wish—I should have been a better fighter. Braver, like you. I wish we had known each other longer. Always.”

Root’s tail brushed over Tree’s back again, comfortingly. He looked into Tree’s eyes and tried to speak, but his mouth was full of blood. It ran down across his chin and over his chest, mixing with the rabbit’s. His body spasmed once, and then again, and then he was still.

“Root?” Tree asked softly. But his father’s eyes had closed, and Tree knew that he was dead.

Tree pressed his face against Root’s fur. A wave of guilt and horror passed over him. My fault.

He lay there for a long time, his face against Root’s cooling fur. Gradually, he became aware that it was growing cold and dark around them, that night had come.

The sun rose before he began to think again.

He had loved his father, and his father had loved him. But in the end, it had hurt them both.

Never again.

Root had been right: it was better not to count on any cat. Tree had learned his lesson. Maybe this was the lesson that Moonlight and the Sisters had meant to teach him all along.

I should wander alone.
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Chapter 9
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A warm breeze blew through Tree’s fur as he crouched on the side of the silver boulder, gazing at the Twopaw trash inside. Spotting something tasty, he reached in and hooked the remains of a piece of Twopaw food with one claw. Chicken, he thought, sniffing. His mouth watered at its smell and his belly rumbled.

He jerked up his head as he caught another scent on the wind, above the heavy smells of the Twopaw trash, and Tree tensed. A strange cat. Since Root’s death eight moons before, Tree had barely spoken to any other cats, except for being snarled at and driven off claimed territory a few times. Gripping the chicken tightly in his mouth, he let himself drop into the space between the silver boulder and the Twopaw nest behind it. With any luck, the other cat wouldn’t even realize Tree was there.

Tree heard the padding of soft paws and then a stern meow. “I know you’re there. Come out where I can see you.”

Adjusting his grip on the chicken with a sigh, Tree sidled out from his hiding spot. Staying there would only leave him cornered.

There was a brown-speckled white she-cat standing between the boulders, watching him warily. Her sides were round with kits: from his time with the Sisters, Tree could guess that she was maybe half a moon from giving birth.

He wasn’t afraid of a pregnant cat, but he knew she might have a mate or kin nearby, so he dropped the chicken and spoke respectfully. “Is this your territory? I’m only passing through. You can have the food if you want it.”

The she-cat’s whiskers went back in disgust. “I don’t eat Twoleg trash,” she said scathingly. “I’m a warrior. I can hunt my own food.”

Tree shrugged, wondering what a warrior was. “Feel free,” he told her. He hopped back up onto the silver boulder and watched with interest as the she-cat began to prowl around, scenting the air, her ears cocked for the sound of prey. After a little while, she stiffened, then dashed with surprising speed into a nearby tangle of bits and pieces from dead monsters. Tree leaned forward to watch.

A moment later, she popped out from behind a round black monster foot, a rat dangling from her mouth.

“That was amazing,” Tree told her sincerely. “You’re so fast, even carrying kits.”

The she-cat’s tail twitched with pride. “Thanks,” she meowed, dropping the rat. After a moment, she offered, “Do you want to share it with me?”

Tree hesitated for a heartbeat. A fresh rat would taste good, better than the discarded Twopaw food. But the she-cat looked too thin, despite her rounded sides. “No,” he told her. “Keep the rat. But do you want to eat together? I’d be glad to have some company.”

The she-cat shrugged and sat, the rat in front of her. Tree leaped down from the silver boulder, carrying the chicken, and settled beside her. “I’m Tree,” he meowed.

“My name’s Pebbleshine,” the she-cat told him, taking a bite of her prey. “Nice to meet you.”

“Pebbleshine?” Tree asked curiously. “That’s a strange name. Pretty, though,” he added.

Pebbleshine raised her chin proudly. “All SkyClan warriors have names like that. We change them as we get older: I was Pebblekit when I was born, and then Pebblepaw when my mentor trained me. Our leader, Leafstar, gave me the name Pebbleshine when I was ready to become a full warrior.”

Tree shifted uneasily. Had Leafstar been like Moonlight? Was that why Pebbleshine was here on her own when she was expecting kits? Maybe this SkyClan cast out she-cats and kept toms. “And that’s when you had to leave?”

“What? No!” Pebbleshine meowed. “I was traveling with my Clan, and we got separated. I’d never leave them on purpose.”

“Oh.” Tree felt relieved that Pebbleshine wasn’t on her own. Kits were a big responsibility. “What happened?”

Pebbleshine grimaced. “I climbed into the back of a monster after prey. And the monster took me. I got away, but now I’m far from SkyClan, and I need to find them again.”

Tree blinked. She climbed into a monster? He wasn’t sure what she meant, but he had a more pressing question. “What’s SkyClan?”

“We’re a Clan of warriors,” Pebbleshine explained. “We take care of one another, and we follow the code StarClan gave us.” She sighed. “We had to leave our territory, and we’ve been traveling to find a new one. The monster took me a long way, I think.”

“So, you’re a warrior?” Tree asked, trying to understand.

“Of course,” Pebbleshine said. “And my kits will be SkyClan warriors, too.” She hesitated, looking at him a little suspiciously. “Are you a rogue?”

Am I? Tree wondered. He thought of the pair of rogues who had attacked when he and Hawk were hunting, back with the Sisters. He wasn’t like that—he wouldn’t harm another cat unless he had to. “No,” he decided. “I’m just a loner, I guess.”

Pebbleshine settled herself more comfortably. “I didn’t think you seemed like a rogue,” she meowed, and Tree felt a little warmer under her approval. He took another bite of chicken, watching her out of the corner of his eye. She looked very close to having her kits, he thought. If she was going to find her way back to her Clan before the kits were born, she would have to hurry.

“How are you going to find them?” he asked. “You said they were traveling when you got taken by the monster. So you don’t know where they are, and they don’t know where you are.” He hesitated. “I hate to say it, but I doubt you’re going to find them, at least not before your kits are born.”

Pebbleshine lifted her chin stubbornly. “StarClan will help me find my Clan again, and my mate, Hawkwing. My kits are special, I can feel it. SkyClan needs them.” Her eyes were shining. “They have a destiny. They belong in the Clan.”

Something in her eyes reminded Tree of Moonlight, how sure she was when she talked about the Sisters’ duty to speak to the stars, and toms’ duty to guard the land. “If you find your Clan again, will the kits get to live there always?” he asked warily. “No matter what? Whether they’re toms or she-cats, or even if they can’t do everything a warrior is supposed to do?”

“Of course,” Pebbleshine told him, surprised. “SkyClan would never drive out their warriors. We belong there. That’s why I have to get back to them.”

She was so sure. Tree felt warm with admiration. “I think you’ll be a really good mother,” he meowed, and her whiskers twitched with pleasure at the compliment.

Something was still bothering Tree. “I understand you want to get back there,” he began. “But if you have a long way to travel before you find them, it’ll be dangerous, especially since you’re expecting kits. Maybe you should wait. Sometimes it’s better to accept what’s happened to you and just get on with living your life, even if it’s not what you wanted.” He stared down at his paws, hoping that Pebbleshine wouldn’t be offended.

“That isn’t how it is in a Clan,” Pebbleshine told him firmly, and Tree looked up again. She didn’t look offended, but she did look determined. “Hawkwing and the rest of SkyClan aren’t going to stop looking for me. So I can’t stop looking for them, either.” She glanced up at Tree with a little shrug. “Eventually we’ll find each other. It’s the only way I want to live, especially now that I’ve seen what life is like as a loner.”

Tree nodded. She was right: life as a loner was difficult, and not for every cat. “It’ll be a hard wander,” he told her. “I hope you find them.” Looking back on his time with the Sisters, and how that had ended, and then Root’s death, Tree couldn’t help wondering if he’d always been fated to be a loner. The idea made him feel lonely and sad, even though Pebbleshine was right beside him.

Pebbleshine was staring at him. When he caught her eye, she bent her head and licked at her chest fur, embarrassed. “You know,” she began after a moment, “you’re right that it’ll be hard. Maybe you’d want to come with me?” Tree’s face must have shown his confusion, because she went on. “It doesn’t seem like you have anything keeping you here. This isn’t your territory or anything. If you helped me find SkyClan, I’m sure Leafstar would let you join us.”

For a moment, Tree let himself picture it. A whole group of cats—like the Sisters, but toms and she-cats together—working and living as a group. Always some cat to hunt with, some cat’s soft fur to curl up beside.

No.

Stream had died. The Sisters had cast him out. Root had died, saving Tree.

Getting attached to other cats just led to heartache. It was better not to care for any cat.

“Living in a Clan sounds nice,” he admitted. “But I think I’m just a loner.”

Pebbleshine flicked her tail dismissively. “You can’t have been alone your whole life,” she meowed. “Surely you lived with your mother and littermates when you were a kit.”

Tree paused. He half wanted to tell her about Moonlight and the other Sisters. Surely a mother so determined that her kits would be welcomed and loved would see how terrible it was to drive out a kit just because he was a tom.

But, suddenly, he didn’t want to go over that ground again. There wasn’t any point to holding on to that old resentment. He was grown now, and he could look after himself.

Root had said Tree could be any cat he wanted to be. Why would he want to remember the Sisters? Why give them that power over him?

“I grew up almost alone,” he lied. “Just my mother and my sister and me. But when I was very young, my mother left me.” He thought of Ice and how sick she’d been, and added, “My sister was sick, and my mother thought a Twopaw might help her, but that the chances were better if it was just the two of them.”

“That’s awful!” Pebbleshine meowed indignantly “They left you?”

Tree fluffed out his fur, comforted by her outrage. “I guess I was lucky not to be eaten by badgers or something, but I was all right.”

“It doesn’t sound like a good start in life.” Pebbleshine’s gaze was sympathetic. “You must be angry at your mother.”

Tree shrugged. “I was,” he told her. “But not anymore. This is just how things turned out. I’m used to being alone.” It felt strangely true. He might never see Moonlight and the Sisters again, and he felt like maybe he could forgive them.

Pebbleshine laid her tail across his back. It had been a long time since another cat had touched him, Tree realized. It felt comforting. “I don’t think you’ll be alone forever,” she meowed. “You’re a good cat, Tree.”

She sounded so sincere that Tree almost believed her. The idea of not being alone forever gave him a funny pain, like an empty space in his chest. It was so hard to imagine.

Licking her chops, Pebbleshine pushed away the remnants of the rat carcass and got to her paws. “I’ll start searching for SkyClan again in the morning,” she announced. “Do you know anywhere safe to spend the night?”

It was beginning to get dark, and there weren’t any good climbing trees near the Twopaw trash place, so Tree led the way to a nearby thornbush that they could shelter beneath. It felt so familiar and comforting to have another cat beside him, their fur brushing. There was a continuous growl coming from a Thunderpath not far away, but he listened instead to Pebbleshine’s steady breathing as he drifted into sleep.

When his eyes opened onto pitch darkness, he could tell that it was much later, long past moonhigh. Pebbleshine was still sleeping. Tree didn’t know what had awakened him, and he blinked into the night, feeling confused and sleepy. Then a familiar voice spoke, close beside him.

“Tree! You have to wake up!”

Tree’s breath caught in his throat, and, without thinking, he sprang to his paws. Thorns tore at his pelt, but he barely noticed. He knew that voice.

“Root?”
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Chapter 10
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His father was glowing ever so slightly, like the light of a faraway star, and he seemed not quite solid. But his face and his voice were the same, and he looked desperately worried.

“You have to get up,” he meowed urgently. “You and this pregnant cat, you have to run.”

Tree couldn’t breathe. He couldn’t think. “How . . . how am I seeing you?”

Root slashed his tail impatiently. “There’s no time for that. Both of you need to get out of here. You’re in danger.”

Blinking, Tree forced himself into action. He wasn’t going to let another cat get hurt if he could prevent it. Gently, he shook Pebbleshine awake. “We have to go—it’s not safe here.”

Groggily, Pebbleshine blinked up at him. “What’s wrong?”

“We have to go,” Tree repeated, more urgently. He couldn’t answer her question, but Pebbleshine struggled to her paws anyway, her large belly making her awkward, and followed him out of the bush.

A light rain had begun to fall, misting their whiskers, and they both hunched their shoulders against it.

“Where should we go?” Pebbleshine asked, and Tree began to answer—out into the forest, maybe—but then paused, the scents of the night rushing over him. Cutting through the smell of rain and of the Twopaw trash was a rank scent he recognized. He’d scented it for the first time the day his father had died.

Fox!

Tree’s heart pounded. Suddenly his mouth was dry. He couldn’t fight a fox. The last time a fox had attacked him, he had frozen, and Root had died. He couldn’t let that happen to Pebbleshine. They had to get out of here.

“Come on,” he meowed, glancing back at Pebbleshine. Her green eyes were wide with fear, their sleepiness gone; she had scented the fox now too. If they got to the forest on the other side of the Thunderpath, they could climb a tree.

He peered at the Thunderpath through the rain, which was coming down harder now. A lone monster, its eyes glowing, roared past. The hard black stuff the Thunderpath was made of would be slippery underfoot because of the rain. Would Pebbleshine be able to move fast enough?

The fox scent was getting stronger. With the rain falling all around them, he couldn’t tell what direction it was coming from.

“Let’s cross the Thunderpath,” he decided. It’ll be safer than here.

“Good idea,” Pebbleshine meowed, and led the way, Tree close behind her.

As they walked, Tree kept scenting the air, all his senses on alert the way Root had shown him. Root. I saw Root. Emotion washed over him like a river.

I never thought I could do it. I never thought I’d see him, or anyone I lost, ever again. How? Did he come back just to save us?

Tree had thought that he was broken. But Root had come back. Maybe the Sisters were right. Maybe none of the dead are ever lost, he thought, and it comforted him for the first time since the terrible day when Stream had died.

A snarl came from his left as they approached the Thunderpath. Before he could do more than turn his head, the fox shot out of the bracken, coming straight toward them.

No, Tree thought. Not again.

Baring his teeth, he puffed out his tail and screeched, making himself as big and fierce as possible, then charged at the fox. “Go!” he yowled to Pebbleshine.

The fox slowed, then started forward again.

“I’m not leaving you to fight alone!” Pebbleshine yowled back. He could hear her coming behind him as he leaped to slash at the fox’s eyes, just as Root had. The fox flinched backward, and Tree’s swipe missed.

The ground was already muddy from the rain. Tree’s paw slipped and he fell hard. Did the land still hate him? He had fallen when he and Root had been fighting for their lives, too. Looking up at the advancing fox, he was struck by a wave of memory. This is how it happened. He was going to freeze and the fox would kill them both.

No! he thought. Scrambling to his paws, he launched himself at the fox. He caught its nose with his claws this time, leaving a long scratch, and the fox yelped in pain. Pebbleshine came up beside him, faster than she looked despite her rounded belly, and slashed at the fox’s ear.

As Tree swiped at the fox’s eyes again, his claw catching near the edge of its eye, the fox had had enough. Shaking Pebbleshine off as she raked her claws along its side, it backed away, then turned and ran.

Panting, Tree and Pebbleshine looked at each other. “We’d better get across the Thunderpath while we can,” she meowed, and Tree nodded. As they headed that way, he glanced back over his shoulder. There was no pale-star glimmer behind them, nothing that looked like it could be a ghost. Maybe his father had come just that once, to save them.

Thank you, Root.

By dawn, the rain had stopped. Tree leaped down from the low branch where they had slept, watching with concern as Pebbleshine awkwardly—but safely—sprang after him.

The grass was wet, raindrops glittering on its stalks. Only a few tail-lengths away, monsters streamed along the Thunderpath, so close that they were almost nose to tail. One screamed its harsh howl, and both cats winced.

“I didn’t say it last night, but thank you,” Pebbleshine told him. “If you hadn’t woken me, and fought the fox with me, I could have been killed.”

An embarrassed warmth spread through Tree at her praise. “It’s okay,” he replied. “I’m just glad I could help save you.”

Pebbleshine purred. “You saved more than one cat,” she meowed. Tree realized she was talking about her kits, and he felt warmer still. We saved a family, Root.

“Speaking of which,” Pebbleshine added, “I’d better be going. I want to find my Clan before the kits are born. Are you sure you won’t come with me? I think you’d make a wonderful SkyClan warrior.”

“I don’t think it’s for me. But I’m grateful to be asked,” Tree answered. Part of him yearned to live with other cats again. It had been good to share a den with Pebbleshine and to fight beside her. But were all cats meant to live in big groups like SkyClan or the Sisters? The happiest part of his life so far had been with just Root beside him.

Pebbleshine looked around, examining the sky and the Thunderpath as if making up her mind which way to go.

“How will you ever find them?” Tree asked, unable to stop himself. “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather stay here?”

Pebbleshine flicked her tail. “I know I’ll find SkyClan eventually. My kits . . .”

“Have a destiny,” Tree chimed in. Who knew? Maybe they did. That’s SkyClan’s business.

Pebbleshine twined her tail with Tree’s and stood beside him for a moment. “You’ll always be welcome in SkyClan,” she told him.

Tree watched her walk out of sight, her tail held straight up behind her. She looked determined, like she was setting out on an adventure, like she knew where she was going. I hope she finds her Clan, he thought. But I guess I’ll never know.

Tree spent the day wandering through the woods. He caught a few mice and basked in the sunlight for a while, but he felt strangely unsettled. As if he was waiting for something.

He crossed beneath a beech tree, and a pale light up among the tree’s branches caught his eye. Could it be? Was Root nearby?

With a leap, Tree began to climb the beech, his paws slipping on the still-wet bark. Halfway up, he found Root sitting on a branch, his tail dangling, a mischievous gleam in his eye.

“You’re real,” Tree meowed breathlessly, clambering onto the branch beside him.

“Of course I’m real,” Root replied. “I’ve got to keep an eye on you, kit.”

“Yeah.” Tree worked his claws against the branch, suddenly feeling shy. “I’m so sorry,” he blurted out at last. “You died saving me. I never wanted that to happen.”

Root twitched his ear dismissively. “Don’t worry about it,” he meowed. “I wouldn’t say I wanted it to happen, either, but it was definitely worth it. I don’t want you feeling guilty or apologizing or any of that.”

“But . . . ,” Tree began.

Root sat up straighter and stared directly into Tree’s eyes. When he spoke, his voice had lost its teasing edge. “I was so grateful for you,” he told him. “I thought I was a happy loner, that doing whatever I wanted, wherever and whenever I wanted, was what it meant to have a good life. I was wrong. Dying to save you was the best thing I ever did.”

“But we only had a couple of moons together,” Tree argued, his voice shaking. “It was so short.” We lost so much time.

Root leaned forward and pressed his cheek to Tree’s for a heartbeat. It felt like nothing, except for a faint coolness, but Tree was comforted. “I could be angry about that,” his father told him softly, “but I’m just happy we got to know each other at all. You showed me I was more than just a loner. I want you to know how proud of you I am.”

Tree’s tail drooped. “Proud of what?” he asked. “I’m a loner, too. I saved Pebbleshine, but that was because of you.”

“It was because of you,” Root corrected him. “I only woke you. You saved her yourself.” He looked away across the forest, his tail swinging steadily. The sky was still cloudy from the earlier rain, but patches of sun shone through. “If there’s one piece of fatherly advice I can give you, it’s this: a friendship you choose is sometimes stronger than kinship. You can find some cat to care for.” He looked back at Tree, his eyes affectionate. “Don’t spend your life alone, Tree. Even if you lose a cat you love, it’s better than never having had them beside you.”

“Maybe so,” Tree meowed. He thought of Stream and of his sisters. Of Root himself, and of Pebbleshine, even though he had known her only for a day. Losing all of them had hurt, but they had been worth that pain.

Root was beginning to fade, his edges blurry and faint.

“Don’t leave me!” Tree yowled, alarmed. Had Root returned only to leave again?

But the other cat purred, amused. “Don’t worry about that,” he meowed. “You might not be able to see me all the time, but we’ll speak again. I’ll wander with you from now on.”

Gradually, Root faded, his form growing paler and paler until Tree was alone. He didn’t feel lonely, though: he knew that Root would travel beside him.

Like Root had a few moments before, Tree gazed out over the trees. The sun was low on the horizon, shining a pale, clear violet through what remained of the storm clouds. Something about the beauty of the scene made Tree’s heart lift in hope.

A friendship you choose is sometimes stronger than kinship, Root had said. Surely, somewhere there was another cat who could touch Tree’s heart. Some cat who would make caring worth the risk.

For the first time since Root’s death, Tree’s heart began to fill with excitement. There was a whole future out there, toward the horizon, and he could go anywhere he liked.

And, someday, maybe another cat would walk beside him.
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