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Dedication

Special thanks to Clarissa Hutton





Allegiances

    
    
        
            
            
        
        
        
            	
            	THUNDERCLAN
        


	LEADER
	FIRESTAR—ginger tom with a flame-colored pelt



	
	APPRENTICE, BRAMBLEPAW (dark brown tabby tom with amber eyes)



	DEPUTY
	WHITESTORM—big white tom



	MEDICINE CAT
	CINDERPELT—dark gray she-cat



	WARRIORS
	(toms and she-cats without kits)



	
	DARKSTRIPE—sleek black-and-gray tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, FERNPAW (pale gray she-cat with darker flecks and pale green eyes)



	
	LONGTAIL—pale tabby tom, dark black stripes



	
	MOUSEFUR—small dusky-brown she-cat



	
	APPRENTICE, THORNPAW (golden-brown tabby tom)



	
	BRACKENFUR—golden-brown tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, TAWNYPAW (tortoiseshell she-cat with green eyes)



	
	DUSTPELT—dark brown tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, ASHPAW (pale gray tom with darker flecks and dark blue eyes)



	
	SANDSTORM—pale ginger she-cat



	
	GRAYSTRIPE—long-haired gray tom



	
	FROSTFUR—beautiful white she-cat, blue eyes



	
	GOLDENFLOWER—pale ginger she-cat



	
	CLOUDTAIL—long-haired white tom



	
	LOSTFACE—white she-cat, ginger splotches



	QUEENS
	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)



	
	WILLOWPELT—very pale gray she-cat, unusual blue eyes



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	
	ONE-EYE—pale gray she-cat, the oldest cat in ThunderClan, virtually blind and deaf



	
	SMALLEAR—gray tom with very small ears, the oldest tom in ThunderClan



	
	DAPPLETAIL—once-pretty tortoiseshell she-cat, lovely dappled coat



	
	SPECKLETAIL—pale tabby she-cat


    
        	
        	SHADOWCLAN
    


	LEADER
	TIGERSTAR—big dark brown tabby tom, unusually long front claws, formerly of ThunderClan



	DEPUTY
	BLACKFOOT—large white tom, huge jet-black paws, formerly a rogue cat



	MEDICINE CAT
	RUNNINGNOSE—small gray-and-white tom



	
	APPRENTICE, LITTLECLOUD (very small tabby tom)



	WARRIORS
	OAKFUR—small brown tom



	
	BOULDER—skinny gray tom, formerly a rogue cat



	
	RUSSETFUR—dark ginger she-cat, formerly a rogue cat



	
	APPRENTICE, CEDARPAW (dark gray tom)



	
	JAGGEDTOOTH—huge tabby tom, formerly a rogue cat



	
	APPRENTICE, ROWANPAW (ginger tom)



	QUEENS
	TALLPOPPY—long-legged light brown tabby she-cat


    
        	
        	WINDCLAN
    


	LEADER
	TALLSTAR—black-and-white tom, very long tail



	DEPUTY
	DEADFOOT—black tom with a twisted paw



	MEDICINE CAT
	BARKFACE—short-tailed brown tom



	WARRIORS
	MUDCLAW—mottled dark brown tom



	
	WEBFOOT—dark gray tabby tom



	
	TORNEAR—tabby tom



	
	ONEWHISKER—brown tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, GORSEPAW (very pale gray-and-white she-cat with blue eyes)



	
	RUNNINGBROOK—light gray tabby she-cat



	QUEENS
	ASHFOOT—gray she-cat



	
	MORNINGFLOWER—tortoiseshell she-cat



	
	WHITETAIL—small white she-cat


    
        	
        	RIVERCLAN
    


	LEADER
	LEOPARDSTAR—unusually spotted golden tabby she-cat



	DEPUTY
	STONEFUR—gray tom, battle-scarred ears



	
	APPRENTICE, STORMPAW (dark gray tom with amber eyes)



	MEDICINE CAT
	MUDFUR—long-haired light brown tom



	WARRIORS
	BLACKCLAW—smoky black tom



	
	HEAVYSTEP—thickset tabby tom



	
	APPRENTICE, DAWNPAW (pale gray she-cat)



	
	SHADEPELT—very dark gray she-cat



	
	MISTYFOOT—gray she-cat, blue eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, FEATHERPAW (silver tabby she-cat with sky-blue eyes)



	
	LOUDBELLY—dark brown tom



	QUEENS
	MOSSPELT—tortoiseshell she-cat


    
        	
        	BLOODCLAN
    


	LEADER
	SCOURGE—small black tom with one white paw



	DEPUTY
	BONE—massive black-and-white tom


    
        	
        	CATS OUTSIDE CLANS
    


	
	BARLEY—black-and-white tom who lives on a farm close to the forest



	
	RAVENPAW—sleek black cat who lives on the farm with Barley



	
	PRINCESS—light brown tabby, distinctive white chest and paws, a kittypet



	
	SMUDGE—plump, friendly black-and-white kittypet who lives in a house at the edge of the forest
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Chapter 1
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“Scourge! Scourge is dead!”

As the cry rang out from somewhere behind him, Blackfoot dug his teeth into the matted fur of the BloodClan tabby he was fighting. His opponent didn’t seem to hear, and continued growling and struggling against him. Her paws ripped at his sides, but he ignored the stinging scratches and bit down harder onto her throat. Can it be true?

“Scourge is dead!” Another BloodClan cat yowled in horror.

The tabby heard it this time. She jerked back in shock as the wail went up all around them; Blackfoot lost his grip on her. They both turned and saw Scourge’s small form sprawled lifeless, blood coating the front of his body. It is true. For a moment, Blackfoot and the tabby stared at each other. Then, her eyes widening, she turned and ran. With a snarl, Blackfoot followed.

All the BloodClan cats were running. Without their leader, they were abandoning their attack on the Clans’ territory. Panicked, they streamed out of Fourtrees as fast as they could, Clan cats chasing close behind. Blackfoot raced after them. Tallstar of WindClan ran beside him, snarling at the fleeing invaders, while on his other side, Tallstar’s Clanmate Morningflower bared her teeth ferociously. Cats of all four Clans joined the pursuit, all swept up in a fierce vengeful joy.

With a last swipe, Blackfoot clawed at the tabby she-cat’s hindquarters as they reached the end of Clan territory, sending her yowling into the forest. She and the other BloodClan invaders were running back toward the Twolegplace they had come from. Blackfoot didn’t think that they would return. Without Scourge, the tiny, bloodthirsty leader who had wanted the Clans’ territory for his own, they were nothing but rogues.

And what is ShadowClan, without Tigerstar? Blackfoot’s own leader had been killed by Scourge, after he tried to make a bargain with the BloodClan leader to battle against his own enemies within the Clans. Tigerstar had been determined to lead every cat in the forest. He had planned every move that TigerClan—the Clan he had formed by combining ShadowClan and RiverClan—had made. What will we do without him? Blackfoot bristled at his own unwelcome thought, then shook his pelt as if to shake the idea away. He could feel a trickle of warm blood through his fur, and glanced down at a row of stinging scratches on his shoulder.

ShadowClan will do what we always do, he told himself. We’ll survive.

Turning back to Fourtrees, he saw that cats were gathering in small Clan groups, centered around their medicine cats or their leaders. A few bodies—both warrior and rogue—dotted the ground, and Blackfoot bristled as he passed Darkstripe’s corpse sprawled in the dirt. The black-and-silver striped gray tabby’s face was still twisted in a snarl. Darkstripe had left ThunderClan, following Tigerstar to ShadowClan, but once Tigerstar was dead, he had turned against the Clans entirely and fought for the rogues.

Traitor. There was nothing worse than a cat who abandoned his Clan, and Darkstripe had done it twice. Blackfoot snarled at the dead cat for a moment before moving on. They would leave Darkstripe there for now; ShadowClan certainly didn’t owe him a warrior’s vigil.

Without looking back, he crossed the clearing to where Runningnose, ShadowClan’s medicine cat, was surrounded by their Clanmates.

“If you keep that scratch clean, it shouldn’t leave a scar,” the small gray-and-white tom was saying to Oakfur, who had a long bloody wound across his chest. “Come to my den in the morning and I’ll put more marigold on it.”

The warrior nodded. “Thanks, Runningnose.”

Blackfoot looked around at the ShadowClan warriors. Littlecloud, Runningnose’s apprentice, was licking clean a gash on Tallpoppy’s side. Russetfur’s hindquarters were scratched, but it seemed that the bleeding had already stopped. Those were the worst injuries he could see. Thank StarClan.

“Every cat’s okay?” he asked, just to make sure.

“We were lucky,” Rowanclaw meowed, glancing at the bodies that dotted the grass.

“We fought well,” Russetfur corrected, raising her head proudly. Blackfoot purred in approval.

Tawnypaw, Oakfur’s apprentice, was crouched beside her littermate, Bramblepaw, their heads close together in conversation. Blackfoot’s eyes narrowed at the sight. Should I drive Bramblepaw away? Both apprentices were Tigerstar’s kits, but the young tom was a ThunderClan apprentice, while Tawnypaw had chosen to join her father in ShadowClan when the busybodies in ThunderClan had questioned her loyalty. With Tigerstar gone, ShadowClan needed to be stronger and more united than ever.

But today the Clans had fought side by side. And Bramblepaw and Tawnypaw were both Tigerstar’s kits. Blackfoot didn’t want to prevent them from sharing their grief; he didn’t want to give Tawnypaw any reason to reconsider her loyalty to ShadowClan. And with Tigerstar gone, Blackfoot mused, it was time for him to begin thinking like a leader. He’d been Brokenstar’s deputy before serving the same role under Tigerstar. If StarClan agrees . . . ShadowClan is mine to lead.

But instead of making him feel powerful, the thought filled Blackfoot with doubt. Do I have it in me to lead? It felt as if he were suddenly carrying the full weight of ShadowClan on his shoulders. He was the one who would have to make the decision, would have to make all the choices for his Clan from now on. I’ve always had some other cat to show me the way. He missed Tigerstar, sharply and suddenly. The huge dark brown tabby had always known what to do.

Motion caught his eye, and he looked up to see the RiverClan cats following Leopardstar out of the clearing. The dappled golden tabby stared straight ahead as she led her Clan, her head held proudly. She did not even glance at Blackfoot.

I see her plan, Blackfoot thought, his tail twitching with irritation. Leopardstar had chosen to follow Tigerstar. She had willingly joined RiverClan to ShadowClan, forming TigerClan, because she thought it would make her stronger. She’d done everything that Tigerstar had told her, because she’d believed that together the two Clans could overpower the other Clans and rule the whole territory.

But now Tigerstar was dead, defeated at Scourge’s claws, and she and her warriors were abandoning ShadowClan. If the other Clans wanted revenge for what Tigerstar had done, she would surely prefer that they not remember that RiverClan had been his ally—that, for a while, she and Blackfoot had stood proudly on either side of Tigerstar.

There was a soft hiss behind him. Blackfoot turned to see Russetfur glaring after the RiverClan leader with disdain. “Fox-heart,” the dark ginger warrior muttered, and Blackfoot nodded in agreement.

“Tigerstar never should have trusted her,” he growled.

Another cat, a big flame-colored tom, was limping slowly toward them, and Blackfoot stiffened. What does Firestar want? He lifted his head as the ThunderClan leader got closer.

“Firestar,” he meowed in greeting. “So, we won the battle after all.” His pelt prickled. This cat had long been a thorn in Tigerstar’s paw. Firestar had once been a kittypet before he joined ThunderClan, but he had risen in the Clan until finally he’d driven Tigerstar out and taken his place as deputy.

“Yes, we did,” Firestar agreed. “What will you do now, Blackfoot?”

Blackfoot’s eyes narrowed. Wasn’t it obvious? Does Firestar doubt that I could be leader? He’d never really imagined leading ShadowClan, but it was his right. “Take my Clan home and prepare for a journey to Highstones. I’m their leader now. We have much to do to recover, but life in the forest will go on as usual.”

“Then I’ll see you at the next Gathering.”

Blackfoot was irritated by the rush of relief that ran through him. Firestar’s opinion shouldn’t matter. But life would be easier if ThunderClan and WindClan accepted him, and Tallstar, the WindClan leader, would follow Firestar’s lead. Leopardstar, he felt sure, wouldn’t want to pick a fight—she’d be too busy trying to live down the TigerClan episode to be starting new trouble.

Firestar was staring at him. “You would do well to learn from the mistakes of your predecessors,” he went on coolly. “I saw what you did to Stonefur at the Bonehill.”

Blackfoot’s relief turned to shame, a hot, heavy weight in his chest.

I was a loyal deputy. I was following my leader’s orders, he told himself. That’s what a good deputy does.

But the weight in his chest was still there.

At a flick of Firestar’s tail, Bramblepaw got to his paws, pressed his muzzle briefly against his sister’s flank, and padded to his leader’s side. Tawnypaw gazed after him longingly for a moment, then looked up at Blackfoot again, waiting for his orders. Blackfoot felt a small rush of relief. I was right not to break them up. She’s still one of ours.

Blackfoot nodded to his own cats, and they rose and gathered around him. “Come on,” he meowed. They followed him out of the clearing, Runningnose bringing up the rear.

The next morning, Blackfoot stretched and shivered as he emerged from the warriors’ den. A pale sun was barely breaking through the cloud cover, and the air was chilly. He glanced at the entrance to the leader’s den beneath the big oak tree and felt a stirring in his chest. It hadn’t felt right to sleep there the night before . . . but tomorrow, that will be mine. It was still hard to believe.

Runningnose was waiting for him in the clearing. “Ready?” the medicine cat asked. “You slept in a bit, and the wind is strong today. It may slow us down. We ought to start making our way to Highstones.”

“Let’s just go.” Blackfoot glanced toward the fresh-kill pile, which he was not permitted to go near before journeying to Highstones. He somehow felt simultaneously hungry, and too unsettled to consider eating. He would never admit it to Runningnose, but he was nervous about sharing tongues with StarClan. He knew he’d been a perfect deputy . . . but perhaps not always a perfect cat. Will StarClan judge me worthy of being leader? He had to believe that they would, but thinking about what his ceremony might look like caused icy claws of panic to rake at his pelt.

Runningnose gave him a hard stare. “Are you ready?” he asked.

Blackfoot wasn’t sure what the medicine cat meant. Am I ready to make the trek to Highstones? Or am I ready to lead? “Why wouldn’t I be?” he replied shortly, matching Runningnose’s sharp expression.

Runningnose turned away, not answering his question. “Let’s go, then,” he said, walking away before Blackfoot could answer. Blackfoot smoothed his pelt and followed.

At the entrance to camp, Russetfur was standing guard, looking tired but alert. She dipped her head respectfully as they approached. “Good luck on your journey.”

He blinked fondly at her. For a long time last night, as he’d waited for sleep, Blackfoot had one thought repeating in his head: If I’m going to be leader, I’ll need a strong deputy. And finally, one name had sprung to mind. Now, meeting Russetfur’s candid gaze, he knew the decision he’d made was the right one. The dark ginger she-cat might have started life as a rogue, but there was no warrior more loyal to ShadowClan. “Thank you,” he told her. “While I’m gone, I’d like you to choose today’s patrols and send them out.”

Russetfur’s eyes went wide in surprise. “Okay.”

“I trust you to watch over ShadowClan until I return,” Blackfoot continued.

Her ears pricking, Russetfur meowed slowly, “Do you mean . . . ?”

“Yes,” Blackfoot purred. “When I come back from the Moonstone, I will name you ShadowClan’s deputy. I can’t imagine a better choice.” Sudden joy lit the other cat’s eyes, and Blackfoot’s pelt warmed all the way through. Maybe I will be a strong leader, he thought. At least my first decision was the right one.

That feeling of satisfaction helped Blackfoot keep up a steady pace on the long journey to Highstones, despite the hunger gnawing at his stomach and the ache in his injured shoulder. Runningnose had treated his wounds with comfrey root and bound his shoulder with cobwebs, but it still hurt.

The sun was setting, sending long shadows across the ground, when they finally reached Highstones. The earth was cold beneath Blackfoot’s paws, and he looked up the sloping path nervously, taking in the gaping dark hole that was Mothermouth.

“Are you ready?” Runningnose asked again.

The appearance of Mothermouth made this all too real. Again, Blackfoot wondered whether he’d heard doubt in Runningnose’s mew. He wanted to challenge the medicine cat, yowling of course I’m ready, but instead Blackfoot only nodded, his chest tight with anxiety. He couldn’t pretend confidence to Runningnose when his own mind churned with doubts. How will StarClan receive me? He had accompanied other cats to Highstones before, but he had never entered Mothermouth, had never seen the Moonstone. He’d never been brave enough to ask Tigerstar or Brokenstar what it looked like; it would have felt like overstepping his role. This was sacred knowledge reserved for leaders and medicine cats. He followed Runningnose up the rocky slope, his heart pounding, then paused for a moment at the cave entrance, peering into the darkness.

“Follow me.” Runningnose touched his tail lightly to Blackfoot’s back. “It’s time for us to learn what awaits you at the Moonstone.”

As they entered, the dim light from the entrance was quickly swallowed in darkness. Blackfoot padded behind Runningnose, alert to the medicine cat’s scent and the sound of his quiet paws, relying on them to guide him in the dark.

The tunnel sloped downward and the air grew stale, but Blackfoot breathed it in gladly, his doubts shrinking as his chest filled with pride. This is really happening. I am going to lead ShadowClan! They were still grieving the loss of Tigerstar. But they were fierce, and loyal to one another. If he led them wisely, Blackfoot could make them the strongest Clan in the forest once again. Will I be enough?

He felt that same shiver of doubt, but pushed it away.

I’ll have to be.

The darkness grew colder and colder as the tunnel continued to descend. The chilly stone was rough beneath Blackfoot’s paws, and the walls of the tunnel closed in tighter, so that his whiskers brushed against them as he went.

At last, he caught the scent of prey somewhere in the distance. There must be an opening in the rock far overhead, Blackfoot thought. Ahead of him, Runningnose stopped.

“We’re here,” the medicine cat told him softly. “Now we wait for moonhigh.”

His pelt brushed against Blackfoot’s as he sat, and Blackfoot folded his paws under himself to sit too. As they waited, Blackfoot’s mouth went dry and he could feel his own heart pounding harder. I’m going to be a good leader, he told himself. But the faces of dead cats were passing before his eyes: young Badgerpaw, so eager to prove himself; Brokenstar, with his cold, fierce gaze; Tigerstar, full of anger and determination. Stonefur, his eyes wide in horrified disbelief. Blackfoot swallowed hard. He hadn’t saved any of those cats.

But I followed my leaders. I followed the code. I was a loyal deputy. I did what I was supposed to do.

He couldn’t push away the prickle of unease.

What will StarClan say about everything I have done?

Suddenly, a blinding light flooded the cave. Startled, Blackfoot jumped back. Just ahead, an enormous stone towered over them, huge enough to crush them both like ants. Blackfoot felt suddenly tiny, insignificant. The stone seemed to glow with a power of its own, glittering as if it were made from a thousand shards of ice.

As much as he’d wondered about this place, nothing had prepared him for this moment.

“The Moonstone,” Runningnose meowed reverently. “Lie beside it and touch it with your nose, and your future will become clear. I’ll watch over you while you share tongues with StarClan.”

Hesitantly, Blackfoot skulked forward. He glanced back at Runningnose, hoping for encouragement, but the medicine cat just nodded him along. It was hard to tell what Runningnose was thinking. Blackfoot finally settled beside the stone, his eyes stung by its brightness. Taking a deep breath, he leaned forward, closed his eyes, and touched his nose against the Moonstone.

A shock of cold shot through him. His body jerked in sudden pain, and then his legs and tail grew heavy. He was afraid to try to move, sure he would be unable to. It felt like he was dying. He had never been so cold, not even during the harshest leaf-bare. He shook in terror.

Why didn’t Runningnose warn me about this? Has StarClan decided to punish me?

Time seemed to pass, but he felt nothing but the cold and the pain, and heard nothing but his own racing, insistent heartbeat. He wondered whether he would survive. Then, just as suddenly as it had all began, the sound and the pain dropped away. Now he couldn’t hear anything, not even Runningnose’s breathing. Timidly, he opened his eyes.

The cave was gone. The Moonstone was gone. A warm breeze ruffled his fur. He tipped back his head and parted his jaws to take a deep breath of fresh air.

He was at Fourtrees, near the Great Rock, but Fourtrees did not look the way it had the day before. There was no sign of battle, and the scents were those of early greenleaf—prey and warm earth and growing plants. The oak trees above him were lush and full, and Silverpelt twinkled overhead out of a clear sky.

Wait . . . Silverpelt? Blackfoot blinked and looked above. Is it meant to be moonhigh in StarClan too? And where are the cats to greet me? As he got to his paws, Silverpelt seemed to drift closer and closer, growing ever clearer, and suddenly he realized with a thrill of fear that these were not just stars, but cats. StarClan was coming toward him. His heart pounded harder, and he panted in fear, his breath short. Their eyes blazed at him as they came closer, and he felt as if they could see straight through his pelt to his mind and heart beneath. They knew everything. All his doubts and fears were exposed. Blackfoot gritted his teeth against the whimper that wanted to escape his throat. I won’t show fear.

The cats of StarClan gathered around him, both strangers and cats he knew. There were so many of them that he couldn’t see where the crowd ended, just starry glimmers stretching away from him on all sides. Nightstar was there, raising his tail in greeting, and Whitethroat, who had died on the Thunderpath, flicked his ears in a friendly gesture. But other cats were watching Blackfoot coldly.

A snow-white she-cat stepped forward out of the crowd. Blackfoot recognized her: Sagewhisker, who had been ShadowClan’s medicine cat when he was an apprentice.

He dipped his head. “Sagewhisker.”

Tiny stars sparkled in the medicine cat’s fur as she greeted him solemnly. “Blackfoot, I know that you are uncertain.”

“I—” Blackfoot hesitated. He wanted to argue, but he knew he couldn’t lie to her. “I am. But I am loyal. I would put my Clan before anything else.”

A soft hiss came from the crowd of cats around him, and he flinched, trying to see which cat had made it. But he couldn’t: Blazing eyes and starry fur surrounded him. Any one of them looked furious enough to have hissed at him. He felt himself shrink.

“ShadowClan has suffered,” Sagewhisker told him. “But so have all the Clans, and part of that is ShadowClan’s fault. The next leader of ShadowClan must be strong and honorable, or ShadowClan will fall into oblivion.”

Blackfoot felt his eyes widen. Surely the danger had passed? Scourge was dead. Tigerstar, too. The Clans would be at peace again. Then his stomach twisted—the Clans weren’t fighting right now, but there was no trust between them. He remembered how Leopardstar had turned away from him, and the cool hostility of Firestar’s words.

“If ShadowClan falls,” Sagewhisker went on, “the other Clans will fall, too, even StarClan. There must be a balance in the forest. Do you really think you’re up to the task? Can you be the strong and honorable leader ShadowClan needs?”

Blackfoot swallowed. “I will do my best,” he answered, his voice hoarse. “Like I said, I would do anything for ShadowClan. Everything I have done has been for ShadowClan.”

Sagewhisker nodded. “Very well. The next few moments will be a test of sorts, then. Each cat will give you a gift. The gift may come with a memory, and not all these memories will be welcome.”

Blackfoot felt his mouth go dry. There was so much he didn’t want to remember. He struggled to swallow. “I’m ready,” he said, hoping it was true.

Sagewhisker met his eye. “If at any point it becomes too much,” he said, “you can tell us to stop. You can leave, and live as you always have, and there will be a new leader for ShadowClan. Do you understand?”

Blackfoot stared at him. He was burning to know whether this was what every cat’s leader ceremony was like, or whether they were testing him, specifically. He remembered what Runningnose had said: Your future will become clear.

So it was up to him. “I understand,” Blackfoot said.

Sagewhisker flicked his ear. “Good. Let us begin.”

The glimmering crowd of StarClan parted, and two cats stepped forward. Blackfoot blinked. “Hollyflower,” he breathed, meeting the gray-and-white she-cat’s gaze. My mother. “I’ve missed you.”

Her blue eyes were warm. “My kit,” she purred proudly. “The next leader of ShadowClan.” But then her tail drooped as she looked to the cat beside her, then back to Blackfoot. “There’s something you should know,” she meowed.

Blackfoot turned to the mottled white tom standing with his mother. “It’s all right,” he told him. “I’ve known for a long time. Hello, Blizzardwing.”

Almost instantly, he felt the cats around him recede, as the camp of his kithood surrounded him. . . .





[image: image]

Chapter 2
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The medicine den was cold. Blackpaw curled his body tighter and squeezed his eyes shut, his belly aching horribly. I never should have listened to Fernpaw. He and his littermate had found a dead frog near the edge of camp, and he’d been so hungry!

“I’m sure it’s fine,” Fernpaw had told him as he’d poked the frog with a slender tortoiseshell paw. “It can’t have been dead for long, or we would have seen it earlier.”

“Maybe . . .” Blackpaw had meowed doubtfully. He’d taken a sniff. The frog had seemed okay. His stomach had rumbled, reminding him how long it had been since he’d eaten. At last, he’d taken a bite, teeth sinking into the frog’s rubbery flesh.

Big mistake! he thought now, remembering. He settled deeper into his nest in the medicine den. This was his second night here. He felt a little better. Maybe in the morning Sagewhisker would say he was ready to go back to the apprentices’ den. And then he’d have something to say to Fernpaw about her terrible advice.

Their mother, Hollyflower, had stayed close while he’d been sick, and, without opening his eyes, he sniffed the air, taking in her comforting scent. Yes, she’s still here.

There was another cat here, too, he realized. The new scent wasn’t Sagewhisker’s, nor was it her apprentice, Yellowfang’s. It was a tom . . . who was that?

“What are you doing here?” Hollyflower asked quietly. There was a strange, unhappy note in her voice, and Blackpaw pricked up his ears.

“I was worried.” The low voice was familiar. Blizzardwing?

Why was the warrior visiting the medicine den in the middle of the night? What was he worried about? Without moving, Blackpaw cracked his eyes open just a slit.

Hollyflower and Blizzardwing were barely more than shadows, facing each other at the entrance to the medicine den. But every line of Hollyflower’s body was tense, as if she was ready to fight.

Why would Hollyflower want to fight Blizzardwing? Blackpaw wondered. He didn’t know the older warrior well, but he’d always seemed pleasant enough.

“You don’t need to be concerned.” Hollyflower’s meow was cold. “Aren’t you worried some cat might see you here? You wouldn’t want them to get any ideas, would you?”

Blizzardwing sighed. “Whatever you think, I do care about the kits. They’re mine, too, you know?”

Blackpaw felt as if he’d been kicked in the chest. He gasped, then quickly muffled himself by pressing his snout to his flank. Blizzardwing’s kits? But . . . Blizzardwing didn’t have kits. He had a mate, Featherstorm. A mate who wasn’t Hollyflower.

Hollyflower hissed. “Blackpaw and Fernpaw and Flintpaw are mine. You left me to raise them alone because you didn’t want to tell Featherstorm the truth. I don’t need help from any cat, and especially not you.”

Shock ran through Blackpaw’s body, and he screwed his eyes shut tighter. He didn’t want them to know he was awake. He had always wondered who his father was. Fernpaw and Flintpaw and he had talked it over all the time, even when they were tiny kits.

“Nightkit and Clawkit’s father is Toadskip,” Fernkit had reasoned, her small face screwed up in thought. “He comes to the nursery all the time. We must have a father, too.”

“We must,” Blackkit had agreed. “But who?”

Flintkit had asked Hollyflower, but she had only shaken her head and licked soothingly at the fur on his back. “You don’t need a father,” she’d told them. “All you have to know is that you are part of ShadowClan.” Something about the way she’d said it had kept them from asking again.

Now he knew it was Blizzardwing! The pain in Blackpaw’s stomach intensified, making him feel even more nauseous. Blizzardwing had known that he was Blackpaw and his littermates’ father, and he hadn’t told them, hadn’t told any cat, because he was afraid of his mate finding out.

They hadn’t mattered enough.

Hot anger flooded through Blackpaw. He wanted to leap to his paws and attack Blizzardwing, tear at the tom’s pelt with his claws. And, confusingly, part of him also wanted to rush over and press his muzzle to Blizzardwing’s, to ask him to stay. He’d always wanted to know his father. He cracked his eyes open, wanting to see how Blizzardwing was reacting to Hollyflower’s angry hisses.

“We don’t need anything from you.” Hollyflower’s voice was cold, and Blackpaw saw Blizzardwing’s ghostly shape turn away. He tucked his face beneath his paw, feigning sleep, and heard Hollyflower cross the medicine den and lie down.

How am I going to ignore this the next time I speak to Hollyflower? I should let Fernpaw and Flintpaw know.

But he didn’t want his littermates to have to feel this way.

I can’t tell them.

He thought back to what Hollyflower had said back in the nursery. I don’t need a father. All I need to know is that I am part of ShadowClan.

Three sunrises later, Blackpaw’s stomach was feeling better. All morning, he’d been trying not to think about the conversation he’d overheard between Hollyflower and Blizzardwing. Sometimes he could convince himself that the whole thing had probably been a dream brought on by the bad prey. But late at night, in his nest in the apprentices’ den, he knew that it was true. Blizzardwing was his father. And Blizzardwing had been careful that no cat would ever find out.

Blackpaw hadn’t told any cat.

It was just past sunhigh and the apprentices were play fighting near the edge of camp. Nearby, Brokenkit was batting around a wad of moss by himself, the bent tail that gave him his name sticking out behind him.

Brokenkit is always playing by himself, Blackpaw realized. Was he lonely? His father, Raggedpelt, was proud of the kit, but his mother’s identity was a secret and his foster mother, Lizardstripe, didn’t like him much. She let her own kits pick on him and blamed him if he complained. Every cat knew she was impatient to be back in the warriors’ den, not raising an extra kit as well as her own, but at least she seemed a little proud of her own kits. Blackpaw didn’t blame Brokenkit for keeping away from them.

“Back, you rotten ThunderClan fox-heart! Get off our territory!” Clawpaw yowled, throwing himself at Flintpaw, who dodged and flung a blow at the brown tom. With a startled blink, Blackpaw turned back to the apprentices’ game.

“Ambush!” Fernpaw leaped onto Clawpaw’s back, knocking him down. Clawpaw flipped over and shoved her away with his hind paws.

With a playful hiss, Blackpaw pounced on Nightpaw from behind, pinning the black tom to the ground beside his brother. “We will defeat you, wicked invader!” Holding Nightpaw down with both front paws, he meowed. “Do you surrender?”

Nightpaw glared up at him, his tail twitching, and coughed before catching his breath. “Never!”

“I can stand here all day,” Blackpaw told him, pricking Nightpaw lightly with his claws. He was heavier than the black-furred apprentice, and Nightpaw squirmed ineffectually under his paws.

He glanced up from the other apprentice’s angry face just as Blizzardwing crossed the clearing to the fresh-kill pile. The older tom’s eyes met his for a moment, and Blackpaw’s breath caught in his throat.

Nightpaw suddenly twisted beneath him, and, startled, Blackpaw fell heavily to the ground. Scrambling back to his paws, he saw that Blizzardwing had turned away and was carrying a vole to Featherstorm.

“Ha!” Nightpaw meowed, coughing. “I beat you!”

“I guess I should have been paying better attention,” Blackpaw answered dully.

“You have to be alert!” Flintpaw scolded him. “What if this had been a real battle?”

Clawpaw flicked his tail, looking smug. “Maybe being half-Clan means you three can only be half warriors.”

“We’re going to be great warriors!” Fernpaw meowed indignantly.

“And we’re not half-Clan!” Blackpaw snarled, his fur bristling. “We’re completely ShadowClan!”

Flintpaw and Fernpaw exchanged a glance. “Well, we don’t know that,” Flintpaw meowed hesitantly. “But no cat could be more loyal to ShadowClan than we are.”

“We do know it!” Blackpaw insisted. He wanted to slash at the other apprentices with his claws, even his littermates. If only he could tell them the truth! “Every bit of me is ShadowClan!”

Clawpaw sniffed. “Who’s your father, then?” he asked. “He was probably some kittypet. I’m surprised Cedarstar hasn’t kicked you out.”

“He knows we’ll be twice the warriors you and Nightpaw are,” Fernpaw hissed. “It doesn’t matter who our father is.”

It does matter! He is a ShadowClan warrior! Blackpaw wanted to yowl it right in Clawpaw’s face.

But what would happen if every cat knew? Blizzardwing would be ashamed—ashamed that Blackpaw and his littermates existed. His mate, Featherstorm, would be hurt and embarrassed. And what about Hollyflower? Would the other cats be angry with her? Was there a punishment for having kits with another cat’s mate? What if they drove her away from ShadowClan?

Swallowing his anger, Blackpaw turned his back on the other apprentices. “I don’t want to play anymore,” he muttered. He stomped away and sat down alone near the apprentices’ den.

Brokenkit was still batting the moss nearby. When Blackpaw sat down, he stopped. “Why do you care what they think?” he asked, gazing at Blackpaw with sharp orange eyes. “Clawpaw’s a mouse-brain.”

“He is a mouse-brain,” Blackpaw agreed, a sudden surge of affection swelling inside him for the kit. “And he’s making fun of me because of something he doesn’t know anything about.”

Brokenkit flicked his tail. “Who cares?” he meowed. “Other cats don’t matter. You just need to know what you want, and figure out how you can make them help you get it.” He swiped at his ball of moss again.

That’s a little creepy. No wonder Brokenkit was always alone, if he didn’t think other cats mattered. But with Lizardstripe always letting her own kits pick on Brokenkit, Blackpaw understood why he felt that way. He was probably lonely. He’s like me. He only has one parent who cares about him.

“It’s just that I know that he’s wrong,” Blackpaw tried to explain.

Brokenkit looked up. “You know who your father is? Is he a ShadowClan cat? You should have told them who it was. That would shut Clawpaw up.”

Blackpaw froze. He couldn’t tell any cat the truth. I shouldn’t have even told Brokenkit that I knew. “It’s a secret,” he told him at last.

“Your father’s in ShadowClan, but he doesn’t want any cat to know who he is?” Brokenkit seemed to take Blackpaw’s silence as agreement. His eyes narrowed. “Maybe one day you’ll be a great warrior, and then you can teach your father a lesson.”

Blackpaw imagined spitting the truth into Blizzardwing’s face. He didn’t need him—Brokenkit was right about that, anyway—but maybe one day he would be better than his father. And this weird little kit might be the only cat who understood how he felt about that. He brushed his tail over Brokenkit’s back. “Maybe you’re right.”

Blizzardwing and Hollyflower gazed at Blackfoot sadly, their starry tails drooping, as the visions of his kithood faded.

“What did you see?” Blizzardwing asked.

Blackfoot shook his head, hoping to clear it. “The moment I overheard you in the medicine-cat den,” he explained. “The moment I first knew you were my father.”

“I can’t believe you knew for so long,” Hollyflower’s voice was soft.

“I’m so sorry that I hurt you,” Blizzardwing meowed. “But thank you for keeping our secret. Do you want this life?”

Blackfoot stared as his father. Do I? The memory had been painful, but it didn’t change anything. And Blackfoot wouldn’t be the first Clan leader to have unusual parentage. “I do,” he said.

Blizzardwing stepped forward, the faint stars in his fur seeming to shine more brightly, and touched his nose to Blackfoot’s forehead. The touch burned like cold fire, and Blackfoot held back a gasp.

“With this life, I give you acceptance. Accept your past so that you may leave it behind as you and your Clan move forward.”

Warmth flooded through Blackfoot’s body. He felt as if a weight had been lifted off his back. The future was before him, separate from his past. A cool breeze blew back his whiskers. He could step forward and know, without any doubt, that his Clanmates would be with him, waiting for his command.

They are giving me nine lives, he thought, and I can handle it. StarClan knows that everything I’ve done was for the good of my Clan. Maybe I have nothing to be ashamed of after all.
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Chapter 3
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Blizzardwing and Hollyflower turned away, Hollyflower with one last affectionate glance over her shoulder. As they rejoined the rest of StarClan, another cat rose and padded toward him. Blackfoot recognized him at once.

“Raggedstar,” he greeted him with respect, dipping his head. This cat had been his Clan’s deputy and then leader, prior to Brokenstar. Blackfoot had always looked up to him.

“Hello, Blackfoot,” the former leader greeted him warmly. He bent to touch his scarred nose to Blackfoot’s forehead. Blackfoot managed not to flinch this time, anticipating the burning cold of his touch. Almost immediately, the StarClan cats faded, and the past took shape around him

“Not even a whiff of WindClan today,” Blackfoot meowed cheerfully to his patrol as he led the way back into camp.

“They know better than to come onto our territory,” Rowanberry answered, switching her brown-and-cream-furred tail. Beside her, Nutwhisker purred in agreement.

Blackfoot’s chest swelled with pride as they passed through the narrow tunnel between the brambles and into ShadowClan’s camp. By patrolling, he helped to keep the camp, and all the cats in it, protected. And here the camp was, busy and safe. This is what being a warrior is all about.

In the center of camp, Runningpaw, the medicine-cat apprentice, was laying out herbs to dry in the sun. Archeye and Crowtail were sharing tongues and gossiping in front of the elders’ den. Mousewing and Boulder sat side by side, gulping down prey. It was so peaceful! Nutwhisker nudged Blackfoot cheerfully with his shoulder as he and Rowanberry brushed past on their way to the fresh-kill pile, and Blackfoot flicked his ears at them.

“If I ever see you doing that again, I’ll make sure you’re squeezing ticks off the elders for a moon!” The harsh yowl broke through the calm of the clearing, and Blackfoot turned to see Ashheart scolding Brokenpaw at the edge of camp. She looked as if she was barely holding herself back from charging at him. The muscular apprentice was glaring back at the she-cat, his tail slashing angrily. Behind them, Deerpaw shifted anxiously from paw to paw. There was a long, bloody scratch across his shoulder.

“You can’t tell me what to do!” Brokenpaw snarled back defiantly.

Ashheart’s face twisted in fury and she raised a paw in threat, her claws extended.

“Wait!” Without pausing to think, Blackfoot hurried toward them. He pushed in front of Brokenpaw, blocking Ashheart. “You can’t attack an apprentice.”

“I don’t need your protection,” Brokenpaw meowed indignantly.

“The punishment fits the crime. He was tearing into Deerpaw with his claws out,” Ashheart told Blackfoot. “He knows better than to use his unsheathed claws in training.”

Brokenpaw growled. “How are we going to fight other Clans if we’re afraid to get blood on our paws?”

He’s going to make a fierce warrior, Blackfoot thought with admiration. But all warriors were supposed to set good examples for the apprentices, so he meowed, “We don’t get our Clanmates’ blood on our paws, Brokenpaw. You know the rules.” He glanced at the smaller apprentice. “Why don’t you go to the medicine den, Deerpaw? Yellowfang can put something on that scratch.” Deerpaw nodded and hurried off, looking relieved to get away from the conflict.

“The rules are stupid,” Brokenpaw muttered. “We have to make ourselves strong. Only cowards aren’t willing to get hurt.” His orange eyes flashed meaningfully at Ashheart. Then he turned and sauntered toward the apprentices’ den, switching his bent tail.

Ashheart hissed, looking ready to lunge after the apprentice.

“Come on.” Blackfoot stepped in front of her to block her path and said the first thing he thought of. “You don’t want to strike our deputy’s son. You know how protective Raggedpelt is of him.”

“I wasn’t going to hit Brokenpaw,” Ashheart meowed. “I just wanted to scare him into behaving better.”

Blackfoot wasn’t sure she wouldn’t have hit Brokenpaw. She’d looked awfully angry. And there had been something chillingly defiant in Brokenpaw’s cold gaze. Blackfoot wouldn’t have been surprised if either of them had attacked the other, and it was his duty not to let things escalate to violence. ShadowClan warriors shouldn’t be attacking one another.

“Apprentices are always getting into trouble,” he told her uncomfortably. “We can’t take it too seriously.”

Ashheart scoffed. “You don’t really think Brokenpaw is a normal apprentice, do you?”

“What do you mean?” Blackfoot asked.

Ashheart’s tail twitched. “There’s just something . . . off about that ’paw.”

“You’re being silly,” Blackfoot told her. The memory of the cold fury in Brokenpaw’s eyes flashed through his mind, but he dismissed it. He was just angry at being scolded. “He’s a bit of a loner, but there’s nothing wrong with that. And the other ’paws look up to him since he’s the biggest and the best fighter.”

“That’s one of the things that worries me,” Ashheart replied flatly. “The last thing ShadowClan needs is for other cats to start following Brokenpaw’s lead.” With a shake of her head, she backed away. “I’m going to find Nightpelt and tell him what his apprentice has been up to.”

Brokenpaw won’t listen to Nightpelt. Guilt stirred in Blackfoot’s belly at how sure of this he was, and how little he blamed Brokenpaw for the disdain he openly showed to his mentor. But why had Cedarstar given the most promising apprentice to such a sickly, soft-tempered warrior? As Blackfoot and his littermates had grown out of their own apprentice moons, Nightpelt’s cough and shortness of breath had gotten worse and worse. I could have been a better mentor to him. But Cedarstar had chosen Nightpelt.

Brokenpaw was crouched by the apprentices’ den, observing the rest of camp. Blackfoot went over and sat down beside him. For a heartbeat, he thought of giving the younger cat a friendly nudge, but changed his mind. Brokenpaw didn’t like to be touched, except during battle training. “Are you okay?” he asked instead. “Ashheart was pretty hard on you.”

Brokenpaw’s ear twitched as his cool orange gaze ranged over the other cats. “I don’t care what she thinks.”

Even when he was training or part of a patrol, Brokenpaw still kept his distance from the other apprentices. “Do you want to talk about what happened with Deerpaw?” Blackfoot asked.

“Nothing happened,” Brokenpaw meowed. “He needs to train harder.”

“He was bleeding a lot, though.” A scratch that deep hadn’t been a simple accident. “Were you angry with him? Isn’t he one of your friends?” The young cats who had teased Brokenpaw when they’d been kits all looked up to him now.

Brokenpaw snorted, his lip curling. “I don’t have friends. I have Clanmates.”

“Clanmates are better than friends,” Blackfoot answered automatically. He’d never had friends who weren’t Clanmates, although he knew some cats did. Blackfoot didn’t see the point. Why waste time with cats you couldn’t count on to have your back in battle?

Brokenpaw shrugged. “A friend is a cat you hang around because they make you happy.” His voice was scornful. “A Clanmate fights beside you to protect your territory, and hunts so that you all have food. If your Clanmate can’t hunt or can’t fight, then they’re useless.”

Blackfoot felt himself gasp, and tried to cover it by taking in a deep breath. That’s against the warrior code! But even so, Blackfoot’s heart ached for the younger cat. He was so angry. He’d seemed like such a lonely kit, and now it was like he hated every cat, but that couldn’t be true. It must be hard for Brokenpaw to trust his Clanmates, after his foster mother and littermates rejected him when he was so young. He just needed some cat to understand him. Blackfoot brushed his tail across Brokenpaw’s back. The younger cat stiffened but said nothing, and Blackfoot pulled his tail back.

“Once you’re a full warrior, you’ll see that there’s nothing better than working beside your Clanmates,” Blackfoot told him. “In a Clan, we all take care of one another.” Brokenpaw didn’t answer. But Blackfoot hoped that he could see that what Blackfoot said was true. The truest thing there was.

Did I say the right thing? Blackfoot was still musing over the moment with Brokenpaw later that day, as he was heading back into camp from the dirtplace. Suddenly he heard Raggedpelt’s voice behind him. “Hey, Blackfoot, can I talk to you?”

Blackfoot turned to blink at the brown tabby tom. “Of course.”

Raggedpelt gestured with his tail to a spot beneath a nearby pine tree, and Blackfoot followed him. “What’s going on?” He tried to think of a reason that ShadowClan’s deputy would need to talk to him alone. Am I in trouble?

“I heard that you stood up for Brokenpaw,” Raggedpelt meowed, his amber gaze warm.

“Oh, right.” Embarrassed, Blackfoot gave his chest a quick lick. “I didn’t do anything much. Ashheart was just overreacting to the ’paws getting carried away in training.”

“Brokenpaw is going to be a great warrior,” Raggedpelt told him. “He’s strong and brave and smart. But not every cat likes him. It’s been difficult for him.” The deputy’s meow took on a tinge of bitterness. “We both know how hard it is for a young cat not to be accepted by both his parents. I think when he was younger, that was what separated him from the other kits. I hoped that he would never feel unwanted.”

Exactly. With a small thrill, Blackfoot remembered that no cat knew who Raggedpelt’s father had been, either, although some suspected that he must have been a kittypet from the Twolegplace. He’s just like me. And he’s become deputy. Blackfoot and Raggedpelt had both been rejected by their fathers. Brokenpaw’s mother, whoever she was, hadn’t wanted him either. All three of us are the same.

“I understand that,” he told the deputy, his meow coming out rougher than he’d meant it to.

“I’m just glad that there are cats like you around, who will give Brokenpaw the chance to prove himself.” Raggedpelt meowed.

“I’ll look out for him,” Blackfoot meowed. “I trust Brokenpaw. He’s going to be a great ShadowClan warrior.”

The warm breeze of StarClan’s Fourtrees blew through Blackfoot’s whiskers again. As his vision ended, Blackfoot’s shoulders drooped. The trust they’d shared in Brokenpaw hadn’t been wise. Raggedstar’s death had been a bloody, terrible one, and Brokentail had been the only witness. At the time, he’d blamed it on WindClan, but much later, cats said Brokenstar had confessed to murdering his father. Blackfoot hadn’t heard him say it with his own ears, so he’d pretended that it was a lie spread by Brokenstar’s enemies. He hadn’t wanted to know. But now, seeing that sullen, angry apprentice through fresh eyes, it felt like an undeniable truth. Brokenstar killed Raggedstar so that he could become leader.

Blackfoot swallowed, cold despite the StarClan greenleaf all around him. He had followed Brokenstar wholeheartedly. If the cat he’d believed in had been so snake-hearted, what did that mean about Blackfoot’s other choices?

“I can imagine what you’ve seen,” Raggedstar mewed. “Putting our faith in the wrong cat has been a challenge for both of us. Are you sure you want this life?”

Blackfoot looked at his former leader. It was hard to confront the truths of the past, but he still felt ready. “I do,” he said.

“Then with this life, I give you trust,” Raggedstar meowed. “Have faith in your Clanmates as you do in yourself.”

A jolt ran through Blackfoot, and he crouched as a painful spasm hit him. He could feel the cats of ShadowClan, past and present, around him: cats to watch over the Clan while he slept, to hunt and patrol and stride into battle by his side. He wanted to trust them. He would trust them.

His eyes met Raggedstar’s as he nodded with a jerk of his chin. He could see a shadow in the other cat’s gaze. Trust could be a strength or a weakness.

“We both trusted Brokentail,” he told Raggedstar, and the former leader met his gaze wearily. “But it was a mistake, wasn’t it? And that was the beginning of ShadowClan falling apart.”

Raggedstar bowed his head. “We were wrong to put our faith in him. He killed me in the end. And following him changed you. But what’s done is done,” he meowed. “If ShadowClan is going to survive, you’ll have to trust your warriors. And they’ll have to trust you.”

Blackfoot swallowed hard. I want to trust, and I need to. But what if I’m wrong again?
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Chapter 4
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A much smaller cat—a black-and-white kit—wove his way out of the crowd of StarClan cats.

“Badgerfang,” Blackfoot breathed, his chest tight. My kin. Fernshade’s only kit.

“Blackfoot!” Badgerfang squeaked happily, hurrying toward him, his starry tail lashing with excitement. As he reached him, he craned up, and Blackfoot crouched so that the kit could touch his nose to Blackfoot’s face. Badgerfang’s scent had changed, he realized with a pang—the sweet kit scent was gone, replaced with a cool tinge of night, like the smell of stars.

At the touch of his nose, Blackfoot felt himself falling into the past.

Blackfoot yawned and wrapped his tail more tightly around himself, puffing up his fur against the cold wind. He’d watched over the camp last night, and he was sleepy despite the chill.

“Let all cats old enough to catch their own prey join here beneath the Clanrock for a meeting!” Brokenstar’s yowl cut through the camp, and Blackfoot pricked up his ears, his tiredness falling away. Brokenstar was standing on the Clanrock, his head high and his eyes bright with pleasure.

Pride warmed Blackfoot as he got to his paws and hurried over to stand beneath the Clanrock. Since Raggedstar’s death at the paws of WindClan, Brokenstar and his Clan had focused on taking revenge on the cats who had murdered the leader. Brokenstar had led ShadowClan from one victory in battle to another, and he’d chosen Blackfoot to be his deputy. Strong and fierce, he was a leader any cat would admire.

Dawnpaw, Blackfoot’s apprentice, brushed against him, and he looked down at her. “Do you know what’s going on?” she whispered.

“Shh,” he told her. “Listen to Brokenstar and you’ll find out.”

As the cats gathered beneath him, Brokenstar gazed around at them approvingly. “Cats of ShadowClan,” he meowed, “you are fierce and courageous warriors. With every battle, we take vengeance on WindClan, and show that ShadowClan cannot be threatened. Every cat in the forest fears us. The other Clans know better than to challenge us, or even to lay one paw on our territory, and that is because of your bravery and skill in battle.”

“ShadowClan! ShadowClan!” Blackfoot threw his head back and yowled enthusiastically along with the rest of the Clan. The cats around him were thin and battle-scarred—Brokenstar had decreed that fighting and training for battle were their top priorities, and that cats must hunt for themselves when they could find time—but their eyes were shining with excitement. Raggedstar’s murder had put a claw in the heart of every cat in the Clan, and every strike they made against WindClan made that pain just a little less sharp.

“The youngest members of ShadowClan have shown themselves to be among our most honorable,” Brokenstar announced, and Dawnpaw’s ears pricked up with excitement. “We’ve started training our apprentices younger, and they’ve shown the other Clans how strong the future of ShadowClan is!”

“ShadowClan!” Young Wetpaw, one of the apprentices, piped up suddenly, and a mrrow of laughter swept through the clearing. Brokenstar nodded at him in approval.

Yellowfang and Runningnose, the ShadowClan medicine cats, were standing nearby, and Blackfoot saw them exchange a concerned look. He felt a flash of annoyance, then pushed it away. It was natural for them to worry, Blackfoot thought. Medicine cats don’t see all the angles. The new ShadowClan apprentices might be younger than the other Clans’ apprentices, but that only meant they would be fully trained warriors sooner. There was no reason to keep cats who wanted to learn to fight stuck waiting in the nursery.

It was true, though, that Dawnpaw’s littermates had died. Medicine cats fought against their Clanmates’ deaths, and he knew the deaths were even harder to accept when the cat was young. But warriors grieve for their Clanmates, too. Blackfoot felt sick whenever he thought about Mosspaw, his neck broken in a training accident, or Volepaw, who had been killed by an infection from a rat bite. But those deaths hadn’t happened because of the apprentices’ youth; they could have happened to any cat.

“And now another of our kits is ready to become an apprentice,” Brokenstar told the Clan. “Badgerkit, step forward.”

Badgerkit squeaked in delight and hurried toward the Clanrock before suddenly slowing down to a more dignified walk, his head held self-consciously high.

There was a strange ache in Blackfoot’s chest as he watched Badgerkit stop before the Clanrock. The kit seemed so small. Despite himself, Blackfoot glanced at his sister and her mate. Fernshade looked stricken, her eyes wide, and Wolfstep was pressed tightly against her side.

They don’t really understand. It could be hard for parents, seeing their kits become apprentices, but it was an honor to start training so young.

“Badgerkit, it is time for you to be apprenticed,” Brokenstar meowed. “From this day on, until you receive your warrior name, you will be known as Badgerpaw. Your mentor will be Flintfang, who I hope will pass down all that he knows.” Brokenstar looked to Flintfang, nodding at him to come forward. The powerful gray tom approached slowly, his face unreadable, and brushed his tail across Badgerkit’s back.

“Flintfang, you are ready to take on an apprentice. You have shown yourself to be fierce and bold, and I know you will train Badgerpaw to be the same.”

As his brother dipped his head to touch his muzzle to Badgerpaw’s, Blackfoot let go of the breath he’d been holding. He could trust Flintfang to look out for their sister’s kit. Everything’s going to be fine.

“Are you both crazy?” While Badgerpaw was making the rounds of the other warriors, accepting congratulations, Fernshade pulled Flintfang aside and confronted her littermates. Her fur was bristling with anger, but she kept her voice low, herding them both to the edge of camp where they wouldn’t be overheard.

Flintfang shifted his paws nervously and glanced to Blackfoot for help. “I’ll look after him, I promise.”

“That’s not the point!” Fernshade meowed. “He’s barely three moons old; he’s too young for this! I don’t know what Brokenstar’s thinking, but he’s putting the kits in danger by apprenticing them so young.”

Blackfoot straightened up, lifting his head proudly. “He’s thinking about the good of the Clan,” he told her. “Brokenstar says that our warriors will be stronger if they begin their training earlier. You should be proud. Badgerpaw isn’t scared. He’s thrilled to start training.”

“Of course he’s thrilled,” Fernshade hissed. “He’s a kit. All he can imagine is being the greatest warrior ever born and taking down the other Clans with just one paw. He’s not old enough to realize he should be afraid.”

Flintfang stared down at his thick-furred paws. “We can’t do anything to change this. Brokenstar is our leader. We do what he says.”

Fernshade glared at them both, her yellow eyes blazing. “At least tell me you don’t agree with him. Even if you won’t do anything, admit you know that this is wrong. You’re my brothers. I know you care about Badgerkit.”

Flintfang shook his head silently. Blackfoot felt a little sick at the look of fear on his sister’s face, but he stared back at her unblinkingly. “Brokenstar was given nine lives by StarClan,” he meowed. “Whatever he decides is what’s right for ShadowClan. StarClan wants Badgerpaw to be an apprentice.”

Fernshade did not answer for several heartbeats, her ears pressed back angrily. Then she sighed, her tail drooping. Her voice was a low growl. “I am so proud of him. He’s a brave kit. But all I can do is hope every cat won’t come to regret Brokenstar’s choices.”

Snarls of fury and screeches of pain filled the air as battle raged through the WindClan camp. Blackfoot barreled into Tornear, joy surging in his chest as the wiry gray tabby fell heavily to the ground. “Fox-hearts!” he growled to himself, and ripped his claws through the fur and flesh of the other tom’s side. Tornear screeched in pain.

WindClan had murdered Raggedstar in leaf-fall, and ShadowClan had battled WindClan over and over through leaf-bare and into newleaf, sometimes raiding their camp and sometimes merely chasing patrols. Blackfoot and his Clanmates wouldn’t stop attacking until WindClan was destroyed.

Brokenstar had told them that ShadowClan needed to strike fear into the hearts of the other Clans, and now that they thought of nothing but battle, it was easy to do so. We’ll drive them out of the forest, Blackfoot thought triumphantly. We’re going to destroy WindClan forever. It’s what they deserve for trying to hurt ShadowClan.

The scent of blood was thick in the clearing, and the leader of the WindClan patrol was yowling a retreat. Blackfoot let Tornear slip from under his claws and watched as the tom scrambled away, then turned to run his gaze over his own patrol. Brokenstar was driving off the last of the WindClan cats, his tail high and fur fluffed with excitement. Littlepaw was leaning against his mentor, Clawface, and holding one front paw up high, blood dripping from one of its toes where a claw had been ripped off. Scorchwind was licking at a wounded shoulder, and Boulder’s ear was torn. Otherwise, the patrol seemed uninjured.

But where were Flintfang and Badgerpaw? Blackfoot looked around hopefully. Badgerpaw had been so excited for his first battle. He’d wanted to use the new two-pawed attack Flintfang had just taught him. He’d be ecstatic if he’d managed to perform it properly.

Then Blackfoot spotted Flintfang’s gray pelt. He began running toward him, when suddenly he noticed the gray warrior’s posture. He was huddled over something, and he looked . . . Oh no. When Blackfoot saw the look on Flintfang’s face, his stomach dropped sickeningly.

Then he saw something small lying on the ground beneath the horrified tom. Badgerpaw. The kit’s black-and-white fur was matted with blood.

Blackfoot took a few slow steps toward them, his heart beating hard. He was so excited. Fernshade told him she was proud.

He could hear them now, as he got closer. Badgerpaw’s meow was weak. “I’d like to be called Badgerfang. Like you, because you were such a great mentor.”

Flintfang gently rested his muzzle on Badgerpaw’s head. His voice was rough with pain. “That is a great honor. Badgerfang is a very good name for a warrior.” There was a long pause, and Blackfoot moved closer. He could hear Badgerpaw struggling for breath. “You will watch over us from StarClan for all the moons to come.”

Everything was still. The wind had stopped whipping across the clearing, and the leaves on the trees nearby seemed to halt in place. The silence was deafening. Blackfoot couldn’t hear Badgerpaw’s breathing anymore. Please, he thought, a silent yowl to StarClan. But he knew it was too late.

Flintfang was whispering, his voice too low for Blackfoot to hear. As Blackfoot came slowly closer, Flintfang raised his head and stared into his brother’s eyes, his face full of grief and horror. Blackfoot knew then for sure that Badgerpaw was dead. The kit’s body was limp at Flintfang’s paws.

Blackfoot felt as if a strong hind paw had kicked him in the stomach. He gasped for air, his head spinning.

Fernshade was right. He wasn’t ready. The thought of his sister made everything worse. How would they tell her that her only kit was dead?

Should I have argued with Brokenstar? Maybe he is wrong to train the kits so young. The thought was terrifying, and Blackfoot shook his head, driving it away. Brokenstar was their leader. His word was the warrior code. StarClan had chosen him. Somehow, Badgerpaw’s death must be StarClan’s will.

I don’t understand it. I hate it. But this must be the way things have to be.
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Chapter 5
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A warm breeze ran through Blackfoot’s pelt and he opened his eyes to find himself once again surrounded by StarClan. Blackfoot tried to catch his breath. Seeing Badgerfang and remembering his death made his grief for the kit feel as sharp as it had that day on the battlefield. His chest ached with sorrow.

“Should I have tried to convince Brokenstar not to train such young kits?” he asked in a low voice. Badgerpaw hadn’t been the first kit to suffer because of early apprenticeship. Maybe Blackfoot should have known as soon as Mosspaw died that the kits were too young to train. Maybe he should have known as soon as Brokenstar named the first three-moon-old kit an apprentice. They had belonged in the nursery. But Brokenstar had been so sure that a Clan cat’s only purpose was battle. “I had to listen to my leader,” Blackfoot told the gathered StarClan cats. “That’s what makes us different from rogues.”

Badgerfang watched Blackfoot solemnly. “You can stop anytime, you know,” he reminded him. “I don’t have to give you this life.”

Blackfoot took in a breath. It hurts more and more. But I can keep going. “I don’t want to stop,” he said. “Please, Badgerfang, give me the life you intended.”

Badgerfang nodded and stepped forward. “With this life, I give you perspective,” he meowed. “Always seek as many points of view as you can, while knowing that a leader must in the end think for himself.”

Blackfoot’s muscles tensed painfully as the new life took hold. Memories that weren’t his own flashed before him—Oakfur watched approvingly as Tawnypaw leaped for a vole; Russetfur and Boulder murmured quietly to each other as they patrolled the border; Runningnose inspected Tallpoppy’s healing wound, his paw gentle on her side—and he knew he was seeing through the eyes of his Clanmates. He was dizzy for a heartbeat as the different viewpoints shifted, and then his eyes cleared.

Badgerfang brushed his tail affectionately against Blackfoot’s side as he turned and headed back toward the gathered StarClan cats. A pang shot through Blackfoot as his sister’s kit got farther away. Don’t go.

Could I have stopped Badgerfang from dying? Should I have tried to save him?

Blackfoot shook his pelt, trying to drive away the thoughts. I didn’t have a choice.

The starry warriors all around him were silent. Blackfoot imagined that they were all wrestling with his past actions, just as he was. Some of them seemed accusing in their silence, others sympathetic.

StarClan had chosen Brokenstar. StarClan was choosing Blackfoot. Can StarClan ever be wrong?

A sleek, dark gray tom stepped forward.

“I don’t know you,” Blackfoot meowed warily.

The tom’s golden eyes were warm with compassion as he came closer. Something unknotted in Blackfoot’s chest. This cat believed that Blackfoot could lead ShadowClan. “I am Gray Wing,” the gray tom told him. “I was one of the first Clan cats in the forest. We created the Clans to be separate, but we also understood that the Clans must work together to stay safe and strong.”

Blackfoot closed his eyes, steeling himself as he felt the past returning. . . .

“He’s late,” Blackfoot grumbled, glancing up and down the sides of the Thunderpath that marked the border between WindClan and ShadowClan.

“Tallstar will come,” Brokenstar meowed confidently. “He doesn’t have a choice.”

All through newleaf, ShadowClan had increased their attacks on WindClan’s territory. It was rare for a WindClan hunting or border patrol to not find themselves driven to retreat toward their camp by furious ShadowClan cats. The ShadowClan warriors were stronger and fiercer than any cat in WindClan, and Blackfoot knew that the WindClan cats were scared.

He felt a mean, satisfied thrill as Tallstar and Deadfoot, slunk out of the tall grass on the other side of the Thunderpath, their steps hesitant and their gazes wary. Despite his twisted paw, Deadfoot kept pace with his leader. They stopped at the edge of the Thunderpath and glanced at each other before looking at Blackfoot and Brokenstar suspiciously. The WindClan leader and deputy were clearly feeling threatened.

They deserve to be afraid, Blackfoot thought. They killed our leader.

Despite everything, though, he felt a touch of respect as Tallstar raised his head proudly, without any sign of fear, and said in a cool, insolent voice, “You wanted to meet, Brokenstar. What do you have to tell us?”

Brokenstar regarded the WindClan cats for a long moment. With a rush of wind, a monster dashed by on the Thunderpath between them, blowing back their ears and whiskers, but neither leader flinched.

At last, Brokenstar meowed evenly, “I want peace between our Clans.”

Blackfoot barely managed to keep himself from turning to Brokenstar in disbelief. That’s not why we’re here!

Tallstar looked even more wary as he answered, “We would like peace as well.” Beside him, Deadfoot was quivering, his eyes flitting between his own leader and Brokenstar. They’re waiting for the bone in the prey, Blackfoot thought. The WindClan leader and deputy weren’t complete fools, whatever else they were.

“Peace cannot come without sacrifice,” Brokenstar meowed solemnly.

“Sacrifice?” Tallstar asked, exchanging a worried glance with Deadfoot. “All we want is to live on our own territory without ShadowClan attacking us. Why should we sacrifice? We’ve done nothing to you.”

Nothing? Blackfoot’s grudging respect vanished. Sliding out his claws, he dug them savagely into the ground. Another monster dashed by, the wind of its passing momentarily deafening, and Blackfoot took a breath to keep from snarling at the WindClan cats.

He expected Brokenstar to confront Tallstar and Deadfoot about the way their Clan had murdered Raggedstar—they deserved to suffer any kind of revenge ShadowClan could think of after that. Instead, the flat-faced tom just blinked calmly. “Whatever you’ve done or not done,” he meowed, “it’s been a hard leaf-bare. Kits have died in WindClan, but ShadowClan’s nursery has flourished.”

Tallstar flinched a little at the reminder but did not answer.

“ShadowClan is growing,” Brokenstar went on. “And our territory is not enough to support us all. We don’t want war, but if there’s going to be peace between us, you will have to allow ShadowClan hunting rights on WindClan’s territory.”

Another monster thundered past, its wind beating against them, its roar drowning out Tallstar and Deadfoot’s yowls of protest.

As soon as the monster’s roars had quieted in the distance, Tallstar spoke. “Absolutely not.” His long tail flicked quickly, but that was the only visible sign of his anger. “The borders between the Clans have been there for longer than any cat can remember. We need all of our territory and we aren’t willing to give it up. No cat can change Clan boundaries.”

“Not without a fight.” Brokenstar’s voice was cold enough that even Blackfoot felt a chill go down his spine.

Deadfoot’s ears twitched anxiously, but Tallstar only narrowed his amber eyes. He looked as if he wanted to charge across the Thunderpath and leap at Brokenstar’s throat. “This conversation is over,” he spat. “Stay off our territory.”

“Wait,” Blackfoot yowled as Tallstar began to turn away. “We should discuss the—” But the two WindClan cats were already disappearing into the tall grass behind them. Neither one looked back.

Once they were out of earshot, Blackfoot looked at Brokenstar. “Do you think we stalled them for long enough?”

Brokenstar’s gaze was thoughtful. “We’ll find out, won’t we?”

Excitement stirred in Blackfoot’s chest and he felt his tail curl with pleasure. This could be the end, he thought. Revenge for Raggedstar’s death at last.

Life will be good again, when WindClan has been destroyed.

Would ShadowClan be able to become less warlike, be able to hunt for their Clanmates and welcome back their elders—whom Brokenstar had exiled to another part of the territory—once they’d taken vengeance on WindClan?

Checking to make sure the Thunderpath was clear of monsters, he followed Brokenstar quickly across. They looped around to keep out of sight and scent of Tallstar and Deadfoot, but they could see the two WindClan cats ahead, deep in conversation. Tallstar’s long tail was twitching angrily, and he and Deadfoot seemed to be arguing in low voices.

No matter how often Blackfoot crossed the border, WindClan’s territory made him uncomfortable. His pelt prickled at the feeling of the open sky above him, so different from the comforting protection of ShadowClan’s pine trees. His nose twitched at the dry, earthy scent, nothing like the warm peaty smell of ShadowClan; and the rocky soil, not comfortably soft and damp like on ShadowClan’s territory, felt wrong beneath his paws. He felt vulnerable here. A bird swooped overhead, and he flinched instinctively, wishing there were something between him and the sky.

Tallstar half turned, his ears pricked, and Blackfoot and Brokenstar crouched, letting the long grass hide them. But Tallstar wasn’t looking their way. He had heard something. With a quick word to Deadfoot, he began to run toward WindClan’s camp, his deputy hurrying after him.

“Now!” Brokenstar hissed, and he and Blackfoot dashed after the WindClan cats. In just a few strides they could hear what Tallstar had heard: the snarls and yowls of battle. Already, Blackfoot could smell blood. His whiskers twitched eagerly.

They caught up to the WindClan leader and deputy at the edge of WindClan’s camp. Tallstar had hesitated just for a heartbeat, taking in the battle before him. Barkface, the WindClan medicine cat, was trying to defend the medicine den, but Cinderfur and Stumpytail were harrying him on each side.

Ashfoot and Morningflower, two WindClan queens, were blocking the entrance to the nursery, but blood was already running down Morningflower’s chest as Clawface hissed at her to move aside. Blackfoot could hear kits wailing. Even though he knew WindClan deserved this, his fur rose anxiously at the sound. Everywhere, warriors were locked in combat, and ShadowClan clearly had the upper paw over their enemies.

As Tallstar and Deadfoot gazed at the scene in frozen dismay, Brokenstar took his chance. With a powerful leap, he pounced on Tallstar from behind, knocking the WindClan leader to the ground. Deadfoot whipped around, startled, but Blackfoot was already barreling toward him, and quickly pinned the smaller cat beneath him.

“Snake-heart!” Deadfoot growled, struggling beneath him. “Why won’t you leave us alone?”

Fury rose up in Blackfoot’s throat, almost choking him. Deadfoot was the WindClan deputy. He must know exactly why ShadowClan wouldn’t stop until WindClan was gone. How dare he pretend that he knew nothing of Raggedstar’s murder? Blackfoot drove his hind paws against Deadfoot’s stomach, fiercely pleased when Deadfoot winced and gasped in pain.

“You know we won’t stop as long as there’s a single WindClan cat left in the forest,” Blackfoot snarled.

He could hear Tallstar breathing in short, harsh gasps as he struggled beneath Brokenstar. In the WindClan camp, a cat cried out, a pained yowl. Brokenstar raised his paw just above Tallstar’s eyes, his sharp claws unsheathed.

“I could blind you now,” Brokenstar hissed. “Try to lead your Clan without sight, Tallstar.”

The WindClan leader stilled. “Call off your warriors,” he meowed. “We can talk about our borders.” His voice didn’t shake, but his scent was sour with panic.

“ShadowClan needs your territory,” Brokenstar told him, glaring down into Tallstar’s eyes. “We gave you the chance to share your hunting grounds, but it’s too late now. This is your one warning. If even a single WindClan cat is here tomorrow, we’ll kill you all. You know you aren’t strong enough to defend your Clan against us.”

Tallstar stared up at him, frightened and furious. “Leave the forest?” he asked. “But this is our home. Where would we go?”

Brokenstar blinked calmly at him. “That’s not my problem,” he meowed, his voice level. “This is your one warning, the only chance that WindClan has to live. Take it.”

The two leaders’ gazes locked for a heartbeat. Brokenstar’s eyes were cold with hatred. Then Brokenstar stepped back, releasing Tallstar, and called, “ShadowClan, to me!”

At Brokenstar’s call, Blackfoot leaped off Deadfoot, letting his hind claws scratch the WindClan deputy’s soft belly, and followed his leader. Behind him, he could hear the ShadowClan warriors streaming out of WindClan’s camp, yowling in triumph. The scent of blood hung heavily in the air.

He caught up to Brokenstar. His leader’s tail was high and his fur was fluffed with pleasure.

“Do you really think they’ll leave the forest?” Blackfoot asked him. ShadowClan had made an impression on WindClan, he was sure of that. Those cats would be seeing ShadowClan warriors in their nightmares for many moons to come. But would the attack, and Brokenstar’s threats, be enough to make them flee their home on the moor? WindClan had lived there for many generations, longer than any cat could remember.

Brokenstar’s whiskers twitched with amusement as he glanced at Blackfoot. “They’ll leave all right,” he meowed. “ShadowClan’s territory is ours.”
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Chapter 6
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As the memory faded, Blackfoot shifted his paws uneasily, afraid to look up at the StarClan warriors surrounding him. If WindClan hadn’t killed Raggedstar—and they hadn’t; it had been Brokenstar who had, as Blackfoot now knew—then the attack that had driven WindClan away was clearly less than justifiable. Worse than unjustifiable, really. Cowardly. Fox-hearted. Villainous. It made Blackfoot look like the snake-heart that Deadfoot had called him.

“We did need the territory,” he meowed weakly, staring down at his own large black paws. “There were more of us than there were of the WindClan cats, and we didn’t have enough prey.” He could sense the StarClan cats all around him, the soft sounds of their breath, their cool, nightlike scent. But none of them said anything in reply. “You don’t understand,” he went on, suddenly angry. “We had to survive.”

It was true, but he felt the claw of guilt tugging at his belly fur. Had they really needed to destroy WindClan to survive? Does StarClan think I’ve done wrong?

For a heartbeat, he wanted to deny what he had done: These were all Brokenstar’s decisions. I was only following orders. But he’d been right beside Brokenstar all the time, hadn’t he? He’d been more than happy to carry out his plans. StarClan knew that.

Gray Wing regarded Blackfoot through wide golden eyes. “I know it can be hard to relive the past,” he said. “As we’ve said all along, this is your choice. Do you want the life I offer?”

Blackfoot looked down at the ground. I was a good deputy. I can be a good leader. I can! But more and more, he was wondering if the two talents were the same.

“I want the life,” he said. But the words came out as a croak.

Bowing his head, Gray Wing touched his nose to Blackfoot’s. His breath was cool, but the gentle nudge sent another spike of pain shooting through Blackfoot. It was as if he felt the agony of a hundred cats wounded in battle. “With this life, I give you unity,” Gray Wing meowed. “Do all that you can to make sure every Clan is strong. Because if one Clan falls, all the Clans will be lost.”

Blackfoot closed his eyes, trying to take the gray tom’s advice into his heart. When he opened them, he chanced a glance up at the other StarClan cats, and froze, feeling as if that claw of guilt had slashed his belly open. “Rosetail,” he whispered.

The gray tabby she-cat just stared back at him silently, her bushy pinkish-orange tail swishing slowly. After a horrified heartbeat, Blackfoot looked away, unable to meet her eyes.

“Another cat who’s not from ShadowClan,” he growled, sounding accusing even to his own ears. “Why are these cats giving me lives?”

Sagewhisker spoke from among the gathered cats. “In StarClan, we are all one Clan.” The former medicine cat was watching calmly, no judgment visible in her gaze.

Blackfoot swallowed and glanced back at Rosetail out of the corner of his eye. Her face was blank and cold, and her ears were flattened. She didn’t look like she wanted to give him a life, or as if she thought he should be ShadowClan’s leader.

He didn’t blame her.

He closed his eyes and allowed the past to take him.

“You understand the plan?” Blackfoot asked quietly. “You all know what you need to do?” He doubted the ThunderClan cats would be able to hear his voice from within their camp on the other side of the wall of brambles, but it was important not to take chances. They needed the element of surprise for this attack.

“We’re ready,” Ratscar answered, flexing his claws. Beside him, Stumpytail and Clawface nodded, their tails twitching eagerly.

“Okay, you three are with me. We’re going to go straight through the wall of the camp. There are brambles and gorse, but we’ve all got thick pelts, and they won’t be expecting an invasion from this direction. We should be close to the nursery here.”

Blackfoot took a moment to look over his patrol. Lizardstripe, Deerfoot, Russetfur, and Boulder pricked their ears alertly, waiting for his commands. More warriors gathered behind them. This was the largest patrol he had ever led. “The rest of you can go in through the tunnel. There’ll probably be a guard, but there shouldn’t be many warriors in camp. Take them down as quickly as you can.”

It was a little after sunhigh, and Blackfoot wasn’t expecting to meet much opposition in camp—Bluestar, the ThunderClan leader, had been spotted yesterday, heading for the Moonstone with several of her warriors, and it was unlikely that she would be back before dusk. Most of the other ThunderClan warriors would be hunting or patrolling at this time of day, just after sunhigh. It was a good time to raid their camp. It would mostly be full of elders and nursing queens.

Blackfoot’s pelt itched uneasily. He would follow orders, of course he would, but something about this raid seemed . . . wrong.

“We must do everything we can to keep ShadowClan strong,” he meowed, as much to himself as to the warriors he was leading. “Our enemies are always working against us.”

“Do you think that Yellowfang might be with ThunderClan?” Lizardstripe asked, her yellow eyes slitting suspiciously.

“I doubt it,” Blackfoot answered, disgust curling in his belly. “Why would ThunderClan take her in?”

“I never would have imagined Yellowfang could hurt a kit,” Russetfur meowed sadly, shaking her head.

Blackfoot twitched his ears in agreement. The medicine cat had always been cranky, and over time she’d gotten less and less supportive of their Clan, challenging Brokenstar’s every decision. But it was a long way from traitorous grumbling to murdering kits. She’d been their medicine cat, for StarClan’s sake. Brokenstar had found her with the bodies of the kits she had killed, her own half-siblings, and she’d been driven away, ordered to leave the forest forever. She’d claimed that she’d only found them, already dead, but her scent had been all over them. “No Clan would shelter her,” Blackfoot told the others. “Not after Brokenstar told every cat at the Gathering what she did.”

“She must be long gone,” Boulder agreed.

The memory of Brightflower’s poor, murdered kits gave Blackfoot a new sense of righteousness. ShadowClan had lost too many kits. They would do whatever they needed to do to keep their Clan strong. ThunderClan’s weakness would be ShadowClan’s strength.

“Wait a little outside the gorse tunnel,” he meowed, nodding to Lizardstripe to lead the others. “Be ready to attack when we do.”

She dipped her head, then led the others away with a decisive flick of her tail.

“All right.” Blackfoot gestured to Ratscar, Stumpytail, and Clawface to come to the camp wall beside him. “Quietly, at first. Once we’re past the brambles, we can charge through the rest of the underbrush and into camp.” He raised a paw and clawed at the brambles, hurriedly making a hole big enough for his body to fit through. We have to be quick. The ThunderClan warriors would fight to the death if they realized what ShadowClan was after. His patrol would have to get in and out before they caught on.

With four ShadowClan warriors working together, they’d soon cleared a path through the brambles. Blackfoot flicked his tail at the other three, gesturing for silence, and listened to hear what he could from the camp on the other side of the underbrush.

Two queens were murmuring to each other, but he couldn’t make out exactly what they were saying. The high, bright voice of an apprentice or an older kit broke in on their conversation, followed by mrrows of laughter. Guilt churned in Blackfoot’s belly, but he swallowed it back. ShadowClan must survive, he told himself.

“Now!” he told the others, and charged through the underbrush, Clawface, Ratscar, and Stumpytail right behind him. Sticks and thorns clawed his pelt, but in a heartbeat they had burst through the wall of the camp, at the same time as the other ShadowClan warriors began to swarm through the entrance tunnel. Lizardstripe tackled the warrior guarding the tunnel, bringing her to the ground with a snarl.

The ThunderClan cats jumped to their paws with startled yowls, caught completely by surprise. “Defend the camp!” a thick-furred golden tabby howled. Blackfoot recognized the ThunderClan deputy, Lionheart, with a pang of dismay—he’d hoped the formidable warrior would be away from camp. Clawface dashed to attack Lionheart at the same time as Scorchwind charged him from the other side.

The other ShadowClan warriors spread out across the camp to battle the ThunderClan cats, drawing them away from Blackfoot, who turned toward the nursery.

There were two queens between Blackfoot and the entrance: Lionheart’s white-furred mate, Frostfur, and a heavily pregnant gray tabby he didn’t know. At a glance from Blackfoot, Russetfur and Boulder attacked, drawing the queens farther away.

Just for a heartbeat, Blackfoot hesitated.

I’m doing this for ShadowClan, he reminded himself, and moved toward the momentarily unguarded nursery. The ThunderClan cats were putting up a good fight—there’d been more of them in camp than he’d expected—and he’d have to hurry. Crouching, he peered beneath the thick brambles of the bush that concealed its entrance. Several small faces stared back at him. The ThunderClan kits squealed in fright when they saw him; he could hear them even over the sounds of battle raging all over the camp.

I’m not going to hurt them, he reminded himself. Any kit should be proud to become a ShadowClan warrior. These kits were young enough that they’d soon forget their loyalty to ThunderClan. Brokenstar had been clear when he gave the order: The kits would become full members of ShadowClan, no matter what their birth Clan had been. It’ll be an honor for them in the end.

There was a commotion behind him, and Blackfoot glanced back to see ThunderClan reinforcements charging through the gorse tunnel into camp. Bluestar, the big senior warrior Tigerclaw, and several nearly grown apprentices threw themselves into battle. Blackfoot snarled to himself; he’d hoped they would be gone for much longer. The ShadowClan patrol was outnumbered now. He’d have to hurry.

Crouching, he thrust a paw through the nursery entrance. The kits squirmed away, mewling, and he reached further, ignoring the brambles that scratched at his too-broad shoulders.

Suddenly some cat slammed hard into his side, tumbling him over and exposing his underbelly. Startled, Blackfoot kicked sharply with his back legs, throwing off his attacker. Scrambling to his paws, he saw a gray tabby elder with an orangish tail. Rosetail, he remembered, dredging her name up from some corner of his memory.

She hissed at him. “Get away from the kits.”

Blackfoot swiped at her with his paw, leaving a long scratch across her throat. She must have been a strong warrior once, but her reflexes had been slowed by age and by seasons spent sitting in the sun outside the elders’ den. She was no match for him now. “Get out of my way,” he hissed.

Rosetail squared her shoulders and glared, blocking the nursery entrance. Blood was dripping slowly from her wound. “Never.”

“You’ve got no chance against me,” Blackfoot told her. He shifted closer, looking for a way past her. “Run, old cat. I’ll take the kits, but I won’t hurt them.”

“They’re part of ThunderClan,” she spat, her fur bristling. “As long as I can fight, I won’t let you have them.”

I have to do this. ShadowClan needed him. And they needed kits if their Clan was going to survive. With a snarl of frustration and fury, Blackfoot lunged at the older cat, clawing and biting her viciously. She fought back, refusing to give ground. Behind him, he could hear the yowls of battle. From the screeches of pain and rage, it sounded as if ShadowClan was losing. His time was running out.

With a desperate swipe, Blackfoot drew his claws roughly across the elder’s throat. She gave a choking gasp and fell to her knees, red blood spreading quickly across her chest. Behind her, the kits in the nursery shrieked in terror.

ShadowClan needs this. Feeling sick but determined, Blackfoot dragged the elder away from the nursery entrance. She was still breathing, short, labored breaths, but her eyes were glazed. She was dying. “StarClan take you,” Blackfoot muttered and drew his claws across her throat once more, ending her suffering rather than letting it draw out.

Turning back to the nursery, he thrust one bloody front paw through, reaching for the kits, who cowered back against the bramble wall, whimpering. Their eyes were huge with terror.

“I won’t hurt you,” he murmured. “I swear.” He caught hold of the first one, a dark gray she-kit, and guided her out. She was too small to do more than try to squirm away, and he reached in again to pull out another kit, a golden brown tabby tom.

He was stretching his paw toward a third, a white she-kit with ginger patches, when stinging claws raked across his side. A familiar voice snarled, “Get away from them.”

Blackfoot whirled around, the kits temporarily forgotten. “Yellowfang!” he gasped. He couldn’t believe that ThunderClan had taken her in. Were they complete fools?

ShadowClan’s former medicine cat glowered at him. Her broad, battle-scarred face had meant comfort for a long time, during the many seasons when she’d healed his wounds and given him herbs for his illnesses. But now there was nothing but hostility in her orange eyes. “Take your paws off those kits,” she growled.

Blackfoot stiffened in outrage. “I’m not going to hurt them,” he hissed. “If ThunderClan lets you roam this camp, then I’m probably saving them. I know what you did—murderer.”

With a howl of rage, Yellowfang charged toward him. Blackfoot was aware of the kits crawling back toward the nursery entrance, but there was no time for him to go after them. He fell backward, grappling with the angry medicine cat. She had been a warrior once, and she was still strong and fierce. Her claws raked his belly, and he twisted to sink his teeth into her shoulder. She snarled and pulled away, and he slashed his claws across her face, one claw catching on the corner of her eye.

She yowled and backed away a few paw steps, her eye already beginning to swell, and they circled each other, both looking for an opening.

“You’re a mouse-brain, Blackfoot,” Yellowfang growled. “You always have been.”

Blackfoot hissed. “I don’t listen to traitors, you murderer.”

“I never killed those kits.” Yellowfang’s voice was tight with pain. “And I never would have left ShadowClan if I hadn’t been driven out.”

“Liar.” Blackfoot didn’t know why Yellowfang had turned on her Clan, but he’d seen the tiny bodies that she’d left behind.

With a screech of rage, Yellowfang leaped at him, fiercer than before. Blackfoot met her paw to paw, but she was unstoppable, forcing him backward. A yowl of pain came from behind him—Lizardstripe, he realized, recognizing her voice—and he slashed his claws at Yellowfang, then darted a glance back at the rest of the camp as she flinched away.

He saw Lizardstripe’s hindquarters disappear into the gorse tunnel as she raced out of camp. Almost all the ShadowClan warriors, he realized, were already gone.

He felt a sick sense of dread at the realization that they had failed. He could still hear Rosetail’s labored breathing, and the hush of silence when he’d clawed her throat. All for nothing. His paws began to shake.

With a last snarl at Yellowfang, he turned and ran. There was no point in staying to be captured, not once he was this outnumbered.

Underbrush crackled under his paws as he raced back toward ShadowClan territory, wondering what Brokenstar would say—what he would do—when Blackfoot reported back to him. Blackfoot remembered Rosetail’s eyes glazing over in death. He remembered the kits wailing in terror.

All for nothing, he thought. What have we done?

As the vision melted away, Blackfoot bowed his head. Shame gnawed his insides like tiny sharp teeth. Why hadn’t he ever stopped and thought? Their attempt to steal the kits of ThunderClan. The too-young apprentices of ShadowClan whose deaths had thinned their numbers, had made them desperate enough to consider it. It wouldn’t have been an honor for the stolen kits to join his Clan; it would have been a death sentence.

And maybe it was Brokenstar who had ordered it, but Blackfoot had never spoken against his commands, never even thought about it. He was also to blame.

“Yellowfang didn’t kill those kits, did she?” he asked in a low voice, but no cat answered.

When he lifted his head to glance around at the starry circle of cats surrounding him, Rosetail was still staring at him, her expression stony. “Do you want to continue?” she asked. Unlike the previous cats, her voice held no hint of sympathy.

Blackfoot stared at her. Time seemed to widen out, and he wondered for the first time whether this night would ever end. He could make it end, he supposed. But I can’t. I’ve come this far. I might as well see it through. “I do,” he rasped.

She came toward him slowly and barely brushed her muzzle against his jaw, pulling back immediately.

“With this life, I give you compassion,” she meowed flatly. “Do your best to understand the hopes and dreams of other cats in the forest, even if they’re not in your Clan.”

Pain shot through Blackfoot’s body as another rush of memories and feelings flooded his mind. He felt Rosetail’s fear as she fell beneath his paws. He felt the terror of a kit separated from its mother. Rage, love, hunger, sorrow—he bit back a howl as other cats’ emotions ran through him, and then were gone, leaving him drained and panting.
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What kind of leader ceremony is this? Blackfoot thought dully as he watched Rosetail walk away. This feels like a punishment, not a reward. If I’m this terrible, why are they giving me the chance to be leader?

But what other cat was there? After the battles of Brokenstar and Tigerstar’s reigns, and the illness that had ravaged the Clan between them, ShadowClan was only an echo of its former self. Some cat would have to hold the Clan together while it healed. If he gave up, would StarClan even allow another cat to lead? Nightstar had taken over after Brokenstar was driven out, but StarClan had never given him nine lives, not while Brokenstar still lived. The sickly, gentle cat had died once and not returned.

As Blackfoot brooded over Nightstar’s death and what cat, if any, StarClan might find worthy to lead ShadowClan, another cat stepped forward from the crowd. A she-cat with long gray-blue fur and ice-blue eyes. “Hello, Blackfoot,” she meowed calmly.

“Hello, Bluestar.” After so vividly reliving the raid he’d led on the ThunderClan camp, it was a relief to not see hostility in the former ThunderClan leader’s gaze. Brokenstar had hated WindClan, and Tigerstar had loathed Firestar with every hair on his pelt. The conflict between ShadowClan and ThunderClan had gotten . . . personal. But maybe Bluestar had no real reason to hate Blackfoot. Except for the time I tried to steal her Clan’s kits. And the demands to hunt on ThunderClan’s territory. And the times I attacked her camp. And the many other battles between our Clans. And when I helped Tigerclaw try to kill her.

He winced as she got closer, but she merely touched her nose to his. As the cats around him faded again, Blackfoot remembered the choice that both he and Bluestar had made at different times—and how much it had cost all the Clans.

Tigerstar. He’d been Bluestar’s deputy. And then he’d been Blackfoot’s leader.

“We almost had him back,” Blackfoot growled. They’d been so close to rescuing Brokenstar from the ThunderClan camp. Then everything could have gone back to normal.

ShadowClan had driven Brokenstar out because of the lie ThunderClan had made them believe—that Brokenstar had killed his own father. Blackfoot didn’t understand how any ShadowClan cat could believe that, after having followed Brokenstar through so many battles, but they had. And then ThunderClan had taken Brokenstar prisoner.

Blackfoot was sure that once Brokenstar was free, he would be able to explain everything. ShadowClan would take Brokenstar back—take them all back. During the moons that he and the rest of ShadowClan’s most loyal warriors had been in exile—forced to be rogues, even though they had been the only cats to stand by their leader—the thought of ShadowClan had made Blackfoot’s chest ache with longing. He just wanted to go home.

“If only those RiverClan warriors hadn’t shown up,” Tangleburr meowed mournfully. She was lapping at her brown-and-gray fur, trying to soothe a nasty bite on her flank. “We were beating those snake-hearts in ThunderClan easily.”

She was right. Yesterday’s battle had been going so well, before the RiverClan warriors had charged into camp. But now they were here, huddled in a thornbush on the edge of the Twolegplace, driven out of Clan territory entirely. There were only a few of them left—almost all the rogues that Tigerclaw had helped them to recruit had fled during the battle. Cowards. Only Clan cats were worth trusting. Blackfoot took a deep breath. “It doesn’t matter. We’ll just have to try again.”

“Why?” Snag, the only rogue still with them, shook his thick ginger pelt irritably. “He’s blind now. He can’t lead your Clan.”

“He can!” The fur on Blackfoot’s spine rose. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Tangleburr and Stumpytail exchange doubtful looks. “He’s still strong. He fought well yesterday, even without being able to see.”

“Maybe if we go back to ShadowClan ourselves . . . ,” Stumpytail began, but his voice trailed off as Blackfoot fixed him with a glare.

“We’re not going to abandon Brokenstar,” he told them. “Maybe Tigerclaw will help us again, if his Clan hasn’t realized that he led us into camp. . . .” After Brokenstar’s capture, the ThunderClan deputy had found Blackfoot and proposed that they join forces. Tigerclaw would bring the ShadowClan exiles and a few carefully recruited rogues into ThunderClan’s camp and use their fight to rescue Brokenstar as cover for his own attack on the ThunderClan leader, Bluestar.

Blackfoot’s pelt had prickled uncomfortably at the idea of a deputy attacking his leader, but Tigerclaw had explained: Bluestar had been influenced too much by a kittypet she’d allowed to join them. Fireheart would harm ThunderClan if a strong Clan cat didn’t take control. He didn’t want to drive Bluestar away, but he had to save his Clan.

Besides, what did Blackfoot care what happened to other Clans? His loyalty was to ShadowClan, and it always would be.

His loyalty was to a ShadowClan led by a strong leader like Brokenstar.

Tangleburr twitched her ears. “If Tigerclaw had killed Bluestar, wouldn’t he have given us Brokenstar by now? I think he’s probably dead.”

“Maybe.” Blackfoot dropped his head onto his paws. ThunderClan would have had every reason to kill Tigerclaw, if his plan to get rid of Bluestar hadn’t succeeded. Tangleburr was no doubt right. He ached all over from yesterday’s battle. What are we going to do now?

Suddenly there was a sound of brambles being ripped apart nearby, of some cat forcing themselves through the protection of the bushes around them.

“Keep still. Someone’s coming,” Blackfoot warned, getting to his paws. They were in bad shape, but they’d fight if they had to. He scented the air. A ThunderClan scent, he realized.

Tangleburr had caught it, too. Her eyes stretched wide with panic. There were too few of them, and they were too injured for a battle. “We can’t stay here and be trapped like rabbits,” she hissed.

There was no time. They got to their paws and unsheathed their claws, tensing themselves for one more battle. Then, with a snap of branches, a huge, broad-shouldered dark brown tabby charged into their shelter. He was alone and bleeding.

“Tigerclaw. You survived.” It had taken Blackfoot a moment to recognize the ThunderClan deputy, who was battered and staggering unsteadily on his paws. A deep gash ran across his belly, his fur was matted with mud and blood, and there were innumerable bloody scratches on his face.

Tigerclaw bared his teeth in a snarl. “No thanks to you.”

“We were going to come back for you once our wounds had healed,” Blackfoot assured him. We’ll still go back for Brokenstar. However many attacks it takes.

After the other cats greeted him, Tangleburr and Snag slipped out of their hideout to hunt for them all. Blackfoot nosed tentatively at Tigerclaw’s wound, which was filthy and barely scabbed over. As he watched, a spurt of fresh blood trickled through the paler fur on Tigerclaw’s belly. “You’re bleeding,” he told the other cat.

“It’s nothing,” Tigerclaw snapped. “It’ll heal over in a few days.” He carefully lay down on his side, wincing slightly.

“Those ThunderClan cats fought more fiercely than I expected,” Blackfoot meowed. Tigerclaw had told them it would be easy to defeat ThunderClan, and that hadn’t been true. “Especially that so-called kittypet, Fireheart. He may have been born in Twolegplace, but he’s learned to fight like a warrior.” The orange-pelted cat was stronger and faster than Blackfoot had ever expected.

Tigerclaw tensed and scrambled back to his paws despite his wounds, his face outraged. “He is a kittypet! Don’t ever speak of him as a warrior. He has no right to be in the forest, no right to speak to Bluestar as if the blood of the Clans runs in his veins.” He turned away and paced in a tight circle, flicking his tail. “I will find more cats, and teach you how to fight properly, and then we will take on ThunderClan again and Fireheart will die!”

Blackfoot blinked. For a moment, Tigerclaw’s amber eyes had blazed and he’d looked half-mad with anger. It was true, though, that a kittypet had no business pretending to be a Clanborn cat. “We’ll be ready,” he meowed. “Once we rescue Brokenstar, you’ll have all of ShadowClan behind you. And we know how to fight.”

Tigerclaw stared at him for several silent heartbeats, only the tip of his tail twitching. “Blackfoot,” he meowed at last, “Brokenstar is dead. ThunderClan murdered him for trying to escape.”

Blackfoot couldn’t breathe. He felt hollow suddenly, as if he were nothing but fur and bones stretched over emptiness. What will I do now? Without Brokenstar to lead him, how would he ever find his way back to ShadowClan? Who was he, if he wasn’t a ShadowClan cat? “I’ll really be a rogue now,” he finally croaked, despair washing over him.

Tigerclaw’s eyes narrowed as he watched Blackfoot closely. “We can get ShadowClan on our side,” he meowed at last.

“We can?” A faint spark of hope lit in Blackfoot’s chest. Tigerclaw always seemed so sure of what he wanted, of what was going to happen.

“Once we have ShadowClan, we can take our revenge on ThunderClan,” Tigerclaw went on. “They killed Brokenstar. Fireheart stole my place at Bluestar’s side. And now they’ve stolen my kits. They’ve driven me off and kept them there.”

Fox-hearts. Outrage started to burn in Blackfoot, warming him. A Clan like that, a Clan that stole kits and murdered other Clans’ leaders, didn’t deserve to survive. “Do you have a plan?” he asked.

“I do. I can give you back ShadowClan.” Tigerclaw unsheathed his long claws and dug them into the earth. “But I need to know that you’ll be loyal. Can you follow me like you did Brokenstar?”

There was a heartbeat of silence between them. I did everything Brokenstar ever asked of me, Blackfoot thought. What was he without his leader?

Tigerclaw was strong and determined. There was a familiar gleam in those amber eyes: the look of a cat with a clear goal, who could get other cats to follow him through harsh leaf-bares and into bloody battles. Blackfoot trembled, suddenly overwhelmed with gratitude. Brokenstar was gone, but here was a leader worth following. He wasn’t alone after all.

“I won’t let you down,” he promised. Tigerclaw’s whiskers twitched in approval.
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I didn’t learn anything. Blackfoot hung his head as the vision faded, sick with shame. Of course the gleam in Tigerclaw’s eyes had been familiar. He and Brokenstar had been the same: willing to tear apart their Clans to get the power they wanted. Brokenstar had killed his own father and put kits in harm’s way, leading to their deaths. Tigerstar had tried to kill his own leader, and when he’d failed, he’d taken over ShadowClan to further his plans for vengeance. They’d cared about nothing but themselves. And I happily followed them both.

Bluestar watched him carefully. “Do you want this life?” she asked.

Blackfoot felt exhausted, but he couldn’t stop now. He nodded his head.

“I need you to say it,” Bluestar mewed.

“I want this life,” Blackfoot whispered.

Bluestar stepped forward and touched her nose to his. “With this life, I give you judgment. Use it when making difficult decisions. Consider all the possibilities, and consequences, of the choices you make.”

As fresh pain shot through his body, Blackfoot felt a terrible despair, thinking about the judgment he’d shown in the past. He’d been convinced so easily that Tigerstar was the solution to all his worries. But the ThunderClan cat hadn’t cared about the cats of ShadowClan—he’d just wanted to use them to get his revenge on Fireheart and ThunderClan. Blackfoot could see that now, watching the past unfold again in front of his eyes.

And it was in following Tigerstar that Blackfoot had done the thing that made him most ashamed now, standing before StarClan.

As Bluestar stepped away, he knew, all the way down to his bones, which cat would step out next from the crowd of StarClan warriors. So when he finally looked up, bracing his paws against the ground as if expecting a blow, he wasn’t surprised to see Stonefur watching him.

The RiverClan tom looked much better than the last time they’d seen each other. Then, he’d been ragged and half-starved. Now his pale blue-gray pelt was sleek and shone with faint stars. He looked at Blackfoot for several long moments before stepping forward slowly, as if his paws were almost too heavy to lift. Each step seemed so reluctant, like he didn’t want to come closer to Blackfoot, but knew he had to.

Blackfoot couldn’t blame him. Of course it would be hard for Stonefur to grant a life to the cat who had taken his.

Stonefur lashed his tail at Blackfoot’s shoulder, and Blackfoot felt the present fading. . . .

 Blackfoot crouched on one side of Tigerstar’s hill of bones, Leopardstar on the other. From the top of the pile, Tigerstar gazed down on the camp he commanded. Around them, the gathered warriors of TigerClan—once separate as ShadowClan and RiverClan, now united under Tigerstar—quivered with excitement.

At the foot of the Bonehill, in the center of the ring of cats, TigerClan warriors—Darkstripe, who had been ThunderClan once, and Jaggedtooth, who had once been called Snag—guarded the former RiverClan deputy, Stonefur, and two terrified RiverClan apprentices. All three cats were thin, their ribs showing through their matted fur. Stonefur stood protectively in front of the apprentices, as if trying to shield them from their guards.

From his perch on top of the pile of prey bones, Tigerstar began to speak. “Cats of TigerClan, you all know the hardships that we have to face. The cold of leaf-bare threatens us. Twolegs threaten us. The other two Clans in the forest, who have not yet realized the wisdom of joining with TigerClan, are a threat to us. Surrounded as we are by enemies, we must be sure of the loyalty of our own warriors. There is no room in TigerClan for the halfhearted. No room for cats who might waver in battle or, worse still, turn on their own Clanmates.” All around the clearing, TigerClan yowled in agreement.

Blackfoot’s lip curled as he looked at Darkstripe. This cat had waited to follow Tigerstar until their leader was safely part of ShadowClan. Darkstripe glared back at Blackfoot. I don’t trust him, Blackfoot mused.

But that wasn’t what Tigerstar was talking about now. There would be time to deal with Darkstripe. Right now, there was another problem TigerClan needed to solve.

Blackfoot could feel a low thrum of excitement building inside him. Their Clan was stronger than any Clan had ever been, united all because of Tigerstar. Every cat in this clearing was focused and ready to fight any enemy of TigerClan. They were unstoppable. This is where I belong, Blackfoot thought.

Tigerstar went on. “Especially we will not tolerate the abomination of half-Clan cats. No loyal warrior would ever take a mate from another Clan, diluting the pure blood that our warrior ancestors decreed for us. Bluestar and Graystripe of ThunderClan both flouted the warrior code when they took mates from RiverClan. The kits of such a union, like the ones you see in front of you now, can never be trusted.”

Blackfoot saw Tigerstar’s glance, and began the cry. “Filth! Filth!” The other cats picked it up, glaring at Stonefur and the two apprentices, who cowered on the ground, their ears flattening in terror. Stonefur stood in front of them and snarled back at his former Clanmates.

Even as he yowled, Blackfoot felt a stab of satisfaction. Cats had muttered behind his back, accused him and his siblings of being half-Clan when they were young. But it wasn’t true, and every cat now knew it wasn’t true, even if they didn’t know who his father was. Tigerstar would never have accepted him as deputy if he hadn’t believed that Blackfoot was ShadowClan through and through.

As Tigerstar went on speaking, laying out his reasons for hating and distrusting cats whose loyalty could lie with more than one Clan, Blackfoot watched Stonefur standing protectively over the younger cats, and a sudden touch of unease disturbed his excitement. He knew Tigerstar would despise him for it, but he and Stonefur had sat side by side beneath the Great Rock at Clan meetings, united in the way that deputies were, knowing that they might one day lead their Clans, and Blackfoot had respected Stonefur. He’d been a good warrior, despite his parentage.

Blackfoot blew out a quick breath of air, dismissing the feeling. He couldn’t get sentimental; he had a Clan to protect. And half-Clan cats couldn’t be trusted, not even if they had once seemed to be loyal warriors.

Tigerstar was reaching the end of his speech. Every eye was fixed upon him, bright with excitement. “We must get rid of the abominations in our midst!” he announced. “Then our Clan will be clean again and we can be sure of the favor of StarClan.”

Stonefur raised his head defiantly and staggered a bit. He must be weak with hunger. They hadn’t fed the prisoners for a couple of days. Why waste prey on cats who were no longer Clanmates? But the blue-gray tom’s meow was steady. “No cat has ever questioned my loyalty. Come down here and tell me to my face that I’m a traitor! Mistyfoot and I never even knew that Bluestar was our mother until a couple of moons ago. We have been loyal RiverClan warriors all our lives. Let any cat who thinks different come out here and prove it!”

There was a faint anxious stir from the cats who had been RiverClan. As Tigerstar scolded Leopardstar for choosing Stonefur as her deputy, Blackfoot looked around at some of the worried faces in the clearing.

He didn’t think they’d fight Tigerstar. Leopardstar was dipping her head in silent apology to Tigerstar, her eyes averted from her former deputy, and her cats would follow her lead. But this was their chance to prove their loyalty, to prove that they deserved to be part of TigerClan. They needed to not just let this happen, but revel in it.

Finished with Leopardstar, Tigerstar looked down again on the half-Clan cats. The tip of his tail twitched once, and then he spoke. “Stonefur, I will give you a chance to show your loyalty to TigerClan. Kill these two half-Clan apprentices.”

The fur rose along Blackfoot’s spine and his heart beat faster. Will he do it? It was Stonefur’s one chance to become part of TigerClan. But would he kill apprentices, when he was just as half-Clan as they were?

Stonefur blinked, looking lost for a moment, then turned to his former leader. “I take orders from you,” he growled. “You must know this is wrong. What do you want me to do?” His voice was fierce, but the look he gave her was pleading.

Every eye was on Leopardstar now. Who is she really loyal to? Blackfoot didn’t trust her yet. This was Leopardstar’s chance to prove herself too.

The former RiverClan leader looked at Stonefur for several long heartbeats, her face blank. Finally, she meowed, “These are difficult times. As we fight for survival, we must be able to count on every one of our Clanmates. There is no room for divided loyalties. Do as Tigerstar tells you.”

A few cats gasped, but no RiverClan warrior spoke up to defy their leader. They’re learning to be loyal, Blackfoot thought with satisfaction. They’re learning what it means to be a TigerClan cat.

Stonefur stared at Leopardstar for a few moments longer, then turned to look down at the apprentices. They huddled together, gazing up at him with new fear, then slowly straightened and got to their paws, ready to fight.

With a small nod of approval at the apprentices’ bravery, Stonefur whipped back around to glare defiantly up at Tigerstar. “You’ll have to kill me first!” he spat.

Fool. Stonefur had thrown away his only chance.

Tigerstar looked down at Darkstripe, his tail flicking. “Very well. Kill him.”

Darkstripe’s tail rose with pleasure, and he sprang at Stonefur.

Too slow, Blackfoot thought in disgust. The black-striped tom was bigger than Stonefur, but he moved clumsily. Stonefur had time to drop quickly backward, extending his claws to rip at the attacking cat. Darkstripe yowled as Stonefur’s claws pierced his skin, then aimed a heavy blow at Stonefur’s face, which the smaller cat dodged.

They screeched and clawed at each other, rolling across the ground. Blackfoot let his own claws slip out and tore at the earth beneath his paws. Even with Stonefur half-starved, Darkstripe was slower. Stonefur was fighting for his life, and Darkstripe was just fighting. He lacked Stonefur’s passion. The cats around them were silent, following the struggling figures with intense gazes, some apprehensive, some excited.

With a twist of his body, Stonefur sank his teeth into the back of Darkstripe’s neck. Darkstripe writhed and shoved him away, and the two cats sprang apart, both panting for breath. Blood was trickling down Darkstripe’s face.

Blackfoot hissed in frustration. “Get a move on, Darkstripe! You’re fighting like a kittypet!”

Darkstripe hissed, then charged at Stonefur again, and the blue-gray tom dodged neatly away, raking his claws along Darkstripe’s flank. Darkstripe staggered, and Stonefur used the other tom’s own momentum to tumble him to the ground.

Clumsy. Blackfoot snarled. With the way he was fighting, Darkstripe was embarrassing them all. He’ll need more battle training before we take on the other Clans. He spends more time thinking about the fresh-kill pile than the battleground.

Stonefur had Darkstripe pinned and struggling beneath him, his tail slashing wildly as he held Darkstripe down. Tigerstar growled and turned to Blackfoot. “Finish it.”

Blackfoot’s claws had been itching to show how a real ShadowClan—TigerClan—cat fought. Without hesitating, he threw himself into the battle, dragging Stonefur off Darkstripe and raising his claws high above the RiverClan deputy’s throat.
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I don’t want to remember any more.

The vision faded, and Blackfoot shuddered, closing his eyes for a heartbeat. I never even questioned what I was told to do. Stonefur would have been a better Clanmate than Darkstripe; I knew it even then. He was loyal and brave. It didn’t matter that he was half-Clan.

He dragged his gaze up from his paws to meet Stonefur’s eyes once again. Part of him ached to beg for the StarClan cat’s forgiveness: I shouldn’t have done it. It was all because of Tigerstar. But the words faded before he could say them. Anything he could say to Stonefur now would only sound hollow. He had killed him without hesitation.

Stonefur approached slowly, his eyes cool. “Do you want this life?”

Blackfoot could barely rouse the energy to answer. He felt empty. “I do,” he croaked. I can’t stop now.

Stonefur’s muzzle brushed against Blackfoot’s without affection. “With this life, I give you integrity,” he meowed, sounding as reluctant as he looked. “Use it with your judgment, to make sure you take yourself and your Clan down the right paths in the future.” He jerked back, then turned away without another glance and disappeared into the glimmering crowd.

As the now-familiar pain shot through his muscles, Blackfoot flinched, but at the same time he felt as if his vision were growing sharper. He could see more of his own past. He had done terrible things. He had sought out strong leaders to attach himself to, and he had never considered whether what they did, what they ordered him to do, was right—if it was for the good of the Clans they led, the cats they led, or only to quench their own thirst for power and vengeance. The faces of the dead swam before him again, and he was sorry for how much suffering he had caused.

Can I be better than Brokenstar and Tigerstar were? He wanted to be. But with a pain that cut deep into his bones, he knew that he couldn’t be sure. I never even wondered until now if their decisions were right. What does that say about me?

As the pain of receiving his new life lifted, he looked up at the StarClan cats. They had given him seven lives. No doubt another cat was about to step forward. Once he had been given nine lives, he would be the leader of ShadowClan.

“Can it go on like this?” he blurted out. “You say it’s my choice to continue, but I feel like this is wrong. Each memory leaves me more shaken than the last. Am I really fit to lead ShadowClan?” There must be some cat who would be better. He couldn’t let ShadowClan suffer because of his leadership.

Nightstar padded forward from the crowd, his tail lifted in greeting. They’d been kits together, and Blackfoot couldn’t help finding comfort in his old friend’s presence. There was no trace of hostility in Nightstar’s green eyes. His fur was sleek, and the once-sickly cat looked healthier than he ever had in life.

“You’re honest,” he meowed, and Blackfoot looked down at his paws. The least he could do was be honest. ShadowClan needed the best leader they could find.

When Blackfoot didn’t answer, Nightstar purred warmly in amusement. “Every leader has made choices they regret. It isn’t necessary for a leader to be perfect. But it is important that you can learn from the past, and change.” He came closer to Blackfoot and brushed his tail reassuringly across his back. “Don’t lose the ability to question yourself. A leader needs to be the one who makes sure he’s doing the right thing. No other cat will do it for him.”

The present faded, and Blackfoot plunged once more into the past, to the time before TigerClan, when he had been a rogue looking for a place to belong.

I’ll get to see my home again.

Blackfoot knew that ShadowClan was only permitting him and the other rogues to cross their borders because there was sickness in the Clan and Tigerclaw had offered to hunt for the ShadowClan cats who couldn’t catch their own prey. But his paws still felt lighter than they had in moons as he entered ShadowClan’s territory, a vole dangling from his jaws. It felt so good to be breathing in the familiar scents of home, to be sheltered under pine trees instead of the oaks and ash trees of their temporary territory out in the wild part of the forest.

And ahead of him walked some of his Clanmates. It didn’t matter if they said he wasn’t part of ShadowClan anymore. Dawncloud, Boulder, and Flintfang would always be his true Clanmates. Dawncloud, who had once been his apprentice! Loyal, steady Boulder! Flintfang, his own littermate!

He crossed behind Tangleburr and came closer to the ShadowClan cats so that he could brush his tail across his brother’s back. Flintfang blinked warmly at him. “It’s good to see you,” he purred quietly. “I’ve missed you.”

“You too.” Blackfoot was worried, though. Flintfang looked terrible, moons older than his actual age, his ribs showing, his fur dry and patchy. “How are you? Are you sure you’re well enough to patrol?”

Flintfang shook his head grimly. “Every cat in ShadowClan has been sick. I’m better off than most.”

As they got closer to the ShadowClan camp, Blackfoot’s breathless joy at being back on his home territory began to dim. The stench was terrible: rotting fresh-kill and disease and cats too sick to clean themselves properly.

Just outside camp, Boulder put down the sparrow he’d been carrying and turned to face Tigerclaw’s rogues. “None of us have escaped the sickness,” he meowed solemnly. “If you don’t want to risk getting infected, you should turn back now.”

Blackfoot looked at Tigerclaw. They’d promised to follow him, but if the former ThunderClan deputy wanted to leave, Blackfoot didn’t know whether he would choose to follow him or to stay. He couldn’t leave without seeing his former Clanmates. Not when they were suffering. But Tigerclaw was his leader now.

Tigerclaw raised his head proudly and spoke around the squirrel he carried. “We are not afraid to deliver help.” Blackfoot nodded, feeling a surge of gratitude toward Tigerclaw. A cat who could care for cats of another Clan would never have attacked his own leader without a good reason. Surely, this was a cat worth following.

Boulder led them through the brambles into the clearing at the center of the ShadowClan camp. With Tigerclaw in the lead, the rogues carried their prey to the nearly empty fresh-kill pile. Blackfoot looked in satisfaction at how much prey they’d brought: At least today, the cats of ShadowClan wouldn’t go hungry.

Turning away from the fresh-kill pile, he saw the cats watching them from the edges of the camp and barely suppressed a gasp. Flintfang hadn’t been lying when he had said that he was in better shape than most of the others. The eyes that shone at Blackfoot from the shadows were bright with fever, and many of the cats looked too weak to stand, as if they’d simply fallen where they now lay and had been left there by their equally ill Clanmates.

Rowanberry, whom they had met patrolling earlier, came out of the warriors’ den. She was thin and ragged, but able to walk. Like Flintfang, she was one of the healthiest-looking of the ShadowClan cats, and even she tottered as if a gust of wind might knock her down. “Dawncloud told us you were going to hunt for us,” she meowed. “We didn’t expect you to deliver it yourselves.”

Tangleburr ran forward, touching her muzzle to the brown-and-cream cheek of her former Clanmate. “We had to know how you are. Please don’t send us away.”

Blackfoot’s heart ached at the affectionate greeting between the two she-cats. Please, he echoed in his mind. Please let us stay. It had been so long.

There was a rustle of branches and Runningnose, the ShadowClan medicine cat, and Nightstar, who had taken over as leader when Brokenstar was driven out, stumbled out of the medicine den. At the sight of Nightstar, Blackfoot lost all his anger toward his old friend for the other cat’s involvement in Brokenstar’s exile. Nightstar was fur and bones, each of his ribs clearly visible beneath his dull pelt. And he could barely walk, judging by how he wobbled slowly toward them, leaning heavily on Runningnose. “You did a brave thing, coming here,” he told Tigerclaw.

Tigerclaw bowed his head. “Your former Clanmates would not stand by and let you starve, and my loyalty is to them now. This is not courage; it is merely following the warrior code.”

Blackfoot was warm with gratitude. Tigerclaw, for all his rough edges and sometime harshness with the cats who followed him, understood that in times of trouble, a Clan would always come back together. He wouldn’t stop his followers from taking care of their former Clanmates. He’d help instead.

As Dawncloud urged Nightstar toward the fresh-kill pile, Deerfoot staggered forward, his eyes bright with fever. “We can still hunt for ourselves,” he growled. “These cats left our Clan for a reason. Maybe we should think twice before welcoming them back.”

Don’t listen to him, Blackfoot begged silently. All he wanted was to be welcome here again. He’d feed every cat in camp himself if he had to.

Runningnose’s ears flattened in annoyance. “‘These cats,’ as you call them, may have saved us all from starving to death,” he meowed. “Show them some gratitude, Deerfoot.”

No other cat spoke against them, and, after a few heartbeats, Blackfoot let out his breath. Apparently, they were welcome to stay.

As Tigerclaw, Runningnose, and Nightstar continued to talk about what had happened to ShadowClan, Blackfoot spotted his sister and her mate, curled together in the shadows outside the warriors’ den. They were so still that his throat clenched. Were they dead? But as he walked toward them, Fernshade lifted her head. “Blackfoot,” she meowed weakly. “Are you okay?”

“I should be asking you that,” he told her. She was so painfully thin. Quickly, he walked over to the fresh-kill pile and took a fat frog, then came back to Fernshade and Wolfstep. With his claws and teeth, he carefully divided the frog between them, making sure each got some of the soft belly.

Wolfstep blinked at him appreciatively. “I haven’t had frog for a while,” he meowed. “Before the sickness got so bad, when I could still sort of hunt but wasn’t quite myself, they got too fast for me.”

“Eat,” Blackfoot meowed. “You need your strength to get well. Rowanberry said the sickness came from the rats at the carrionplace?”

Fernshade nodded. “That was the first sign that something was wrong, when all the rats started dying.” She shuddered. “Cats have died, too.”

“I know.” Blackfoot looked around the camp. He could see that there were empty spaces among the cats, and that every ShadowClan cat’s gaze was tired and full of pain. Cinderfur, Nightstar’s deputy, would have been by his side if she could have been. “Is Cinderfur dead?” he asked.

Wolfstep sighed and nodded. “And Nightstar’s been too ill to appoint a new deputy. Thank StarClan he has nine lives.”

Blackfoot’s belly stirred uneasily. Did Nightstar have nine lives? It was hard to be sure. He’d been appointed leader when Brokenstar was still alive. Could StarClan change which cat had nine lives? Would they? Blackfoot didn’t like the nervous way Runningnose hovered around his leader. It didn’t seem like the medicine cat was sure how many lives Nightstar had either. “I’m sure he’ll get better with plenty of fresh-kill,” he meowed, feeling doubtful.

As Fernshade and Wolfstep ate their frog, Blackfoot wandered among his old Clanmates, bringing them fresh-kill and trying to make them comfortable. The moss in the warriors’ den was foul-smelling and dry, so he and Stumpytail pulled it out and replaced it with fresh bedding.

He brought moss soaked in water to Russetfur, who was hot with fever. “Are you all back?” she asked hopefully, in a raspy meow. “Are you staying?”

“I hope so,” he told her quietly, and licked at the fur on her side, smoothing it down.

Moving from one ill ShadowClan cat to another, Blackfoot’s heart ached with affection for all of them. They’d exiled him, driven him out with all of Brokenstar’s closest supporters. But that didn’t matter now. He didn’t care that they’d made him a rogue, if only they’d let him come back and be one of them again.

He’d never felt more like a ShadowClan cat than he did right now.
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Chapter 10
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Blackfoot sighed and looked up at Nightstar as the images of the past faded. The sharper vision that Stonefur had given him was not a favor from StarClan, but a curse. “Tigerstar didn’t care about the sick ShadowClan cats, did he? He just wanted you to make him the next deputy, so that they would accept him as their leader when you died.”

Nightstar blinked affectionately at him. “He fooled me, too,” he meowed. “But what matters now is that you cared about the ShadowClan cats. You weren’t looking for revenge or some advantage over ShadowClan; you only wanted to help your Clanmates.”

“I guess that’s true,” Blackfoot meowed, a little hesitantly. He still felt hot beneath his pelt with fury and shame. Why had he ever believed in such a treacherous cat? Two such treacherous cats: Brokenstar and Tigerstar had both cared only for their own power, their own hatred, not for the cats they led. They’d been vicious and manipulative, and he’d believed in them both. Between them, they’d left ShadowClan in tatters.

When I lead ShadowClan, I’ll be better than either of them, he promised himself. Then, realizing the truth of his thought, he took a deep, relieved breath. Whatever he did, he wouldn’t make Tigerstar’s or Brokenstar’s mistakes. A purr began to rumble deep in his chest.

He knew now what he was supposed to do. It was simple. He’d always cared about his Clan more than anything. He’d protect the cats of ShadowClan.

I don’t know if I’ll be a good leader, but I’ll do my best for the cats I lead, he thought.

“Do you want this life, Blackfoot?” Nightstar asked.

This time, Blackfoot replied with certainty. “I do.”

Nightstar pressed his cheek against Blackfoot’s, still purring. “With this life, I grant you loyalty. To the warrior code, to all the cats of the forest, and especially to ShadowClan.”

Pain flowed through Blackfoot once more, but now he felt like it was making him stronger.

As he looked around at the starry warriors of StarClan, he wondered if they’d planned it this way. Perhaps they knew he had to be brought low to see how he needed to change. That was why they had given him these lives, from these cats. They understood that, although he’d followed vicious cats and done terrible things, he could still be a good leader.

Nightstar brushed his tail across Blackfoot’s back as he padded away. Blackfoot was sorry to see him go.

When he had disappeared into the crowd of starry cats, one more cat stepped forward. Her fur was just as black as Nightstar’s and her eyes were a vivid green. She looked at Blackfoot as if she knew everything about him, even though he’d never seen her before.

He dipped his head, instinctively wanting to show this stranger respect.

“Do you know who I am?” she asked, watching him closely.

Blackfoot’s mouth dropped open. He almost knew, he was sure of it. There was a name he was on the verge of speaking. He couldn’t say it.

After a few heartbeats, the black she-cat purred in amusement. “I’m Tall Shadow. You know me as Shadowstar. I was the first leader of ShadowClan.”

Blackfoot gasped, his heart beating faster. “You’re going to give me a life?” he asked. “You want me to lead ShadowClan?”

Shadowstar padded closer. Her green eyes were sharp. “I hope you’re up to the job.”

Blackfoot shifted from one paw to another. “I hope so, too,” he told her. “I’ll try. Surely, we’re due for a few peaceful seasons.”

“Try not to be too naive,” Shadowstar meowed drily, flicking her tail as she paced past him, then came back to stare into his eyes. “It won’t be easy. Don’t think everything will be fine from now on. The Clans might have won the battle against Scourge, and the territories might be safe for a little while, but the Clans’ troubles are like the seasons. They always come around again.”

What’s going to happen? Blackfoot opened his mouth, but before he could ask, visions began to flash before his eyes, rushing faster and faster past him. Unlike the memories he’d seen with each previous life, these were things that had never happened.

Monsters were ripping up the earth, their great teeth tearing it apart. Blackfoot cringed in horror, sick with terror, as the Great Oaks fell, shaking the ground beneath his paws.

Cats raced past him, unseeing. Twolegs came after them, and Blackfoot looked at their faces, spotting Mistyfoot, Stonefur’s sister in RiverClan, but unable to recognize any of the others, they ran so quickly.

In the next, his Clanmates—he saw Russetfur’s face clearly for a heartbeat—padded around the edges of a lake he didn’t know, somewhere far from their territory. He thought he saw his own white pelt among them, but the image was gone before he could be sure.

Now cats were sick, dying, yowling for water. He caught the scent of illness, and then it was gone, washed away by the fresh scents of Fourtrees in greenleaf.

He saw himself again for one jarring heartbeat, older and looking defeated, an unknown tom whispering in his ear, pale yellow eyes narrowed. What am I doing?

Cats he didn’t know, in a place he didn’t know, turned their backs on a dark ginger tom and walked away.

The visions faded, leaving him back in the warm night of Fourtrees, and he gasped for breath, nauseous and dizzy with the speed of everything he’d seen. “Is that the future?” he demanded of Shadowstar. “Are those things that are going to happen? Is this a warning?”

Shadowstar’s tail slashed the air. “There are many paths to the future. Even StarClan doesn’t see everything that’s going to happen,” she told him. “They’re only dreams of what might happen. The choices you make will matter.”

Blackfoot was still panting, trying to catch his breath. He didn’t want to see Fourtrees fall. He didn’t want to listen to that pale-eyed tom or wear that awful look on his own face. “I’ll do my best to make the right choices,” he promised.

“That’s all we can ask of you.” She came closer and brushed her muzzle against his. She smelled of a cool night just before dawn. “With this life, I give you the quality that your Clan will need above all others in the long days to come. Leadership.”

She waited. As the sharp pains of his new life made his muscles spasm and contract and he bared his teeth in pain, she watched quietly. He thought there was a touch of sympathy in her gaze, but it didn’t help the pain.

When the spasms ceased, he felt calm for the first time since he had entered Mothermouth. He had to be careful from now on, had to weigh his words and actions. ShadowClan was depending on him. He met Shadowstar’s bright green eyes and nodded.

She dipped her head, then drew herself up, looking even taller than before. “I hail you by your new name, Blackstar,” she told him. Blackstar raised his head, his chest filling with pride.

“Your old life is no more,” Shadowstar went on. “You have now received the nine lives of a leader, and StarClan grants to you the guardianship of ShadowClan. Defend it well; care for young and old; honor your ancestors and the traditions of the warrior code. Live each of your nine lives with pride and dignity.”

“I will,” Blackstar told her, his mouth dry.

She wheeled to face the cats of StarClan, and together they chanted the name of the new leader of ShadowClan.

“Blackstar! Blackstar!”
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