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For a mothling called Isaac






CHAPTER ONE [image: A sketch of a large, leafy tree with a sturdy trunk and spreading branches.]


Catclaw knew something was wrong the moment he landed on the branch of the Rowan. He felt it like a stab of cold through his abdomen, an electric shudder that ran down the length of his soft, tatty wings. So like any mothling would, he checked around for predators: nightbirds and bats—especially bats, so deadly and swift. Really, it could be anything. Since the Warmwind, creatures—and even plants—had changed, mutated. Moths themselves had evolved in subtle, sometimes surprising ways. They had developed their gifts, for starters—and it wasn’t unusual for them to live up to twelve moonturns now. Sometimes more, like Master Saturna, who was well into his thirteenth moonturn.

Terrifying new creatures had appeared too: woken from hibernation deep underground or risen out of marshes. Creatures like the Bluetails: the stuff of nightmares.

But the night was clear and silent and empty, the Dream Moon was round and buttery and low, and only the distant scent of woodsmoke drifting over from the Greylands far beyond the forest stirred Catclaw’s senses. He’d left the reassuring warmth and (annoying, but familiar) chatter of the other moths way below him. Up here he could feel the cold—and the stillness of the world—more keenly.

Pushing down his unease, Catclaw fluttered out toward the tip of the branch where Master Saturna usually sat. His stomach was growling like an angry badger now. He hoped the others wouldn’t get so bored waiting for Master Saturna to give his customary speech that they would give up on tradition altogether and start on that delicious food without them both. The thought made him hurry forward.

Catclaw pushed aside a big leaf with all four arms. “M-Master Saturna?” he called. “The Dream Feast is ready to start. Everyone’s waiting.”

Maybe the problem was that Master Saturna didn’t think everyone waiting for him was all that important anymore, Catclaw thought. Their clan had been hundreds strong back when they were Dreamkins, but now many had drifted into the lone-way. All of Catclaw’s relatives had gone the lone-way already or been killed—both of his brave parents were caught by bats while out gathering food for the clan’s stores. Now there were less than a hundred former Dreamkins left… But surely that wasn’t it. Master Saturna took care in knitting these last few moths together, just as he always had. Anyone could see that.

“Master Saturna? Are you there?”

No answer. Catclaw’s voice sounded squeaky and small under the weight of all that silence. The feeling that something wasn’t right bit down again, hard. Suddenly, Catclaw found himself wondering what would happen to the last of them if Master Saturna were to… if he were gone. And before he could stop it, an image flashed through his mind of Master Saturna: the old emerald-colored moth, lying at the end of his branch underneath his beloved stars—still and pale and lifeless.

Catclaw shook himself. He hadn’t conjured up the image on purpose. It had just appeared in his head like a lightning flash. But that was impossible. No member of his clan had had a premonition in generations. The image lingered in his mind’s eye as if seared into it. He hesitated as coldness clenched his insides. Everything in him wanted to turn and flee. But how could he go back to the others now, without their leader? Without doing the one job he was sent out to do? And all because he’d been scared by his own imagination.

Catclaw drew his little wings around himself to drive out the chill he felt and forced himself onward. He wouldn’t let this be another mishap.

“Master Saturna?” Catclaw’s voice came out in a whisper as he neared the end of the branch. And as he pushed through the last cluster of leaves, Master Saturna’s favorite sitting place finally came into view.

At first Catclaw could make out little more than shapes in the moonlight. Then, slowly, his eyes made sense of what he was seeing. There was old Master Saturna—their leader, and Catclaw’s only friend. He was wrapped in his own wings like a new bud, as still and as silent as the night.

“Master Saturna!” No. No.

Catclaw rushed over and then froze. He breathed in the silence and stared into the wise old eyes of his clan’s leader that still, somehow, seemed to be stargazing. It felt as though, if Catclaw waited here long enough, Master Saturna would come back… though deep down he knew it couldn’t happen. But even that wasn’t what bothered Catclaw most. It was that Master Saturna looked just as he’d imagined him moments before.

It was too much.

Now that he took in his old friend’s surroundings, he could see that a scruffy book lay next to him, open in the middle and face down. Nearby lay Master Saturna’s leaf quill. There were splashes of berry ink from an overturned cup, more ink pooled on the branch. Master Saturna had always taken pride in his favorite sitting place. The least Catclaw could do was tidy up a bit: give Master Saturna some dignity when the others came. So, Catclaw reached for the book. It was not one he’d ever seen Master Saturna reading. That was strange. Now that he looked closer, he could see that it was a diary of some kind. He turned it over.

The page was covered in scrawls, a chaos of words and sentences overlapping and intermingling. But written in Master Saturna’s own handwriting were two words that stood out.

CATCLAW. TRAITOR.
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Catclaw was hiding from the others again. But when Master Saturna found Catclaw crouched on the old moths’ stargazing seat, he didn’t scold the mothling. Instead, as was his habit, Master Saturna told him a story.

“Long ago,” Master Saturna began, “when moths were different and lived their lives alone, the Warmwind came. It swept across land and sea—and altered everything.”

“What was the Warmwind?” Catclaw asked, in case the answer had changed. He already knew this story well.

“No moth knows,” Master Saturna replied. “But it sowed a poison deep in the land, affecting all that lives and grows. Though, the change wasn’t always bad… We moths wouldn’t be as we are now if it weren’t for the effects of the Warmwind. We wouldn’t have our gifts, and we probably wouldn’t have formed clans.”

Catclaw nodded. There was the Leafkin clan, who mixed potions and medicine, and the Brightkins, who made light and could build anything. Then there were the Starkins, who spoke to the stars and created maps, and the Gravekins, who raised armies of skeletons. And Catclaw’s own beloved clan—the fifth clan—the Dreamkins, who once were able to see the future.

“But other things emerged too.” Master Saturna went on. “Strange, mutated plants and huge, ravenous creatures that wanted to feast, kill, and destroy.”

“Like the Bluetails?” Catclaw’s voice came out in a whisper.

“Oh, yes. Them most of all. They may have been wasps… once. But not anymore.” For a while Master Saturna was silent, giving room for Catclaw’s thoughts. Then he continued, “The moth clans lived side by side in peace for many moonturns. Until, that is, a storm we know as the Seven Days of Night rolled over the land. And with it came the Bluetails.”

“What happened?” gasped Catclaw, who never grew tired of hearing this story.

“The Bluetails attacked the five clans, destroying everything. And there would’ve been no survivors if someone hadn’t come to our rescue…”

“The queen!” Catclaw shrilled, ruining the story. Master Saturna chuckled.

“That’s right,” he said, “though remember, she wasn’t our queen then. She was simply a moth named Adeia—a stranger with a unique and powerful gift. She drove away the Bluetails with just her voice, saving what remained of the moth clans. The Bluetails were never seen again, and to show their gratitude, the clans made Adeia their Queen.”

Catclaw sat in silence with Master Saturna for a while. He knew that was officially the end, but he had so many questions that he couldn’t contain. Questions he’d never had the courage to ask, until now.

“Master?”

“Mm?”

“Why was our clan banished?”

“Ah. Now that’s a different story.” Master Saturna’s voice grew weary and sad, and Catclaw felt sorry for asking.

“Eight moonturns ago, our clan’s former Master did something… terrible. He tried to betray the queen. As punishment, us Dreamkins were stripped of our name and cut off from the kingdom. At the same time, we lost our gift.” Master Saturna sighed. “Some say that, in her heartbreak, the queen uttered some words, and… our gift disappeared.” He turned his doleful eyes on Catclaw and laid a hand on his shoulder. “But never fear, young Cat,” he said. “Our gift will come back.”

“How do you know?” asked Catclaw.

“The prophecy says so,” replied Master Saturna simply. “It will happen when our Queen is ready to forgive us. Just you wait and see.” He patted Catclaw’s shoulder. “A time will come when we won’t be seen as traitors anymore.”




CHAPTER TWO [image: A grayscale illustration of a stack of old, worn papers tied with a ribbon featuring a star-shaped seal.]


By the time Catclaw came down from the branches of the Rowan, there were moths on their feet gathering in small groups around the long, weaving root table, and a restlessness lingered in the air. Even before Catclaw went to fetch Master Saturna, they’d been waiting for him to begin the Dream Feast for what felt like moons. It was one of the few traditions the former Dreamkins had kept from old times, and now… He pressed the diary he’d found tight to his chest with all four arms, as if he could make it disappear if he squeezed hard enough. He’d decided it was safest to carry it. Perhaps that way everyone would think it was his, and he could stop them from leafing through the pages and reading what it said about him. Why would Master Saturna write a thing like that, anyway? It gave him a hollowed-out feeling just thinking about it. He’d thought they were friends.

The red-and-black elder moth named Scarletleaf who’d sent Catclaw up to fetch their Master had finished handing out acorn bowls and looked like she was warding off questions from several hungry moths. So when she caught sight of Catclaw, she fluttered quickly in his direction.

“Well, Cat, where is he?” She looked over his shoulder, and then all around. “Didn’t you bring him? We need him here or—”

But she stopped when she saw the look on Catclaw’s face. “Cat? What’s wrong?”

A hush fell over the crowd, and all eyes focused on Catclaw as he struggled to get the words out. Which only made it harder.

“It’s Master Saturna. H-he’s…”

He couldn’t finish what he was going to say. Luckily, he didn’t have to. Scarletleaf gathered Catclaw up and hurried him past the root table of waiting moths. Catclaw felt dizzy and unwell.

“Elder meeting,” Scarletleaf boomed as she cut through the crowd. “Now.”

Catclaw’s heart thundered. Whenever he was at the center of an elders’ meeting, it was because he was in trouble. They were the ones who made important decisions, handed out duties, managed disputes, made sure the rules were followed… and dished out punishments. Punishments that Catclaw was familiar with—even though he hardly ever broke the rules on purpose.

But this was different. This meeting wasn’t about him. Not really.

Catclaw told them everything. The elders listened with somber expressions, then began to make plans in low voices.

“I’ll choose some moths to come with me to Master Saturna’s branch.”

“Underwing, make sure nobody else goes up there.”

“We’ll need the silken shroud. Starmoss must fetch it.”

“We’d better start sharing the bad news with the rest of the clan.”

But now that Catclaw had finally started talking, he couldn’t stop. Before the elders dispersed, he blurted out everything about the premonition he’d had moments before finding Master Saturna. He had never been very good at keeping secrets, even if it meant saying the wrong thing and upsetting people. But very few of the elders were still listening, and those who were—including Scarletleaf—seemed neither angry nor shocked. In fact, they were surprisingly calm.

They told him that he must have seen their leader lying silent and unmoving before he pushed aside the leaves of the Rowan, and afterward, in the shock and grief, had simply got things muddled. Because memory is strange that way, they said—and old Master Saturna had lived a long time, for a moth. They’d all been worried about his fading health, and Catclaw had probably just picked up on that.

None of it made sense to Catclaw. He knew what he’d seen. But in the end, he forced himself to let it go, before the elders’ goodwill ran out.

The elders were making arrangements for the funeral now, so Catclaw started to wander off.

“Catclaw,” came a voice from behind him. Scarletleaf. She, apparently, was still paying attention. “When were you going to tell me what you’re holding?”

Catclaw froze. “Um.”

“It looks like a book. You didn’t have one when you went up into the branches. And to my knowledge, you don’t own a book. So, where did it come from?”

Only then did Catclaw realize what he’d done… taken something that wasn’t his. It felt like a flash flood of ice water through his body. This looked bad—really bad. He turned to meet Scarletleaf’s stern gaze. “It’s not what you think,” he said. “I-I didn’t mean to take it. I just didn’t want…”

Scarletleaf’s look didn’t falter. All Catclaw could do was hold out the diary to her with shaking arms, unable to explain.

She took it without a word, and as she studied its pages her face grew more serious. Catclaw hadn’t wanted to show the book to anyone, the word “traitor” next to his own name burning in his mind. What did it mean? Catclaw would never be… that. The idea that anyone might see him that way filled him with horror and a feeling of shame for something he hadn’t even done. Yet it had been the last thing Master Saturna ever wrote, so it had to be important. And maybe, as Master Saturna’s assistant, Scarletleaf could help him understand.

When she’d finally reached the last page, Scarletleaf’s body seemed to tense. But then she slowly shut the diary and rested it in her lap.

“Well?” Catclaw mumbled through his despair. “What does it all mean?”

“It doesn’t mean anything, Cat,” she said gently. “Master Saturna has been…” She paused and started again. “As you know he’d always hoped he’d get the gift of foresight back, before the end. He still believed the old saying—”

“When the Dreamkin gift returns, the queen’s forgiveness shall be earned,” Catclaw butted in. He’d learned the saying by heart.

“Yes,” said Scarletleaf. “That’s the one.”

Catclaw opened out his wing to look at the clan mark painted on the inside of it: an X, to show that he was nameless. It was where the silver circle of the Dreamkins used to be. Every clan had a color they favored, theirs being silver—well, it used to be. He wanted to be a true Dreamkin more than anything. To experience even just one tiny prophecy, like his ancestors, and once again be a part of Queen Adeia’s kingdom.

Scarletleaf gazed off into the distance for a moment before she carried on. “The thing is, he wanted the gift to return so much that I think he convinced himself it was going to happen any night now. But this is all just… words, Cat. Ramblings. Most of it was written a long time ago, by the look of it, with only a few pages that seem more recent.” She tilted her head in sympathy.

Catclaw grew tense. “What about my name,” he whispered, glancing around. “And… that other thing it says.”

Some unreadable thought darkened Scarletleaf’s eyes, but it lifted almost as soon as it had appeared. “It isn’t worth dwelling on,” she said.

Catclaw searched the broth of questions overflowing in his mind for the best one, the cleverest, but they were all too slippery to hold on to. So in the end he asked the question that was nagging at him the most. The one he’d most wanted to ignore.

“Do you think Master Saturna thought I was a bad moth?”

Scarletleaf’s look softened. “No. Oh, Cat. Not at all. He cared about you very much.” When Catclaw’s expression remained miserable, she added, “In fact, I’m sure that if you’d been older, Master Saturna would’ve wanted you to be his assistant instead of me.”

“Really?”

“Really.”

An inner spark sent Catclaw’s heart racing. It made him feel as if he’d been momentarily lit up from the inside. To be a Master’s assistant was the greatest of all honors. The Master’s assistant would almost always become the clan’s leader when the time came, unless a meeting of the elders prevented it. But things like that rarely happened. Their elders had once cast out a former Dreamkin Master, but he’d been the one who betrayed Queen Adeia and the rest of the clans, causing the Dreamkins’ banishment, so that was an extreme case.

Scarletleaf went on. “He saw something in you, Cat. You clearly care a lot about the old ways of our clan, like he did. The lore and the gift. It’s more to you than just… old stories, like it is for most of us.” She sighed.

Catclaw was so flushed with pride that he almost missed what Scarletleaf was hinting at. Wait. Was she saying that she thought Dreamkin lore was just old stories too? Surely not. She was going to be Master now; she had to believe.

Another thought struck Catclaw. “Do you think the queen would be proud of what he did?” he asked. If only she could’ve seen all the ways Master Saturna had helped them all these moonturns, cared for them. He wished she could’ve known how good he was.

Scarletleaf nodded, looking sad. “I think she would’ve been very proud.” Then Scarletleaf did something surprising. She handed the diary back to him. “Here.”

“But—” he began. It didn’t belong to him. If anything, it ought to be Scarletleaf’s now.

“You keep it,” she said, apparently seeing the confusion in his eyes.

“But—”

“As Master Saturna’s assistant, it’s my decision. And I think he would’ve wanted you to have it. Something to remember him by.” She tilted her head again and stroked the side of his wing. Catclaw didn’t know what to say. So he just nodded and turned to fly away.

“And, Cat?” Something in Scarletleaf’s voice made him stop and look back at her.

“Yes?”

“Perhaps we can keep this—diary—between you and me,” she said. “Some moths might read that last page and… misunderstand.”

Catclaw nodded, heat rising into his face.

“And anyway,” Scarletleaf added. She shifted and rubbed an arm. It was strange to see Scarletleaf look so unsure of herself all of a sudden. “I’d rather people remembered the Master Saturna who was a guiding light to us all. Not…” She nodded toward the diary.

Not a moth who scrawled a book full of words that made no sense. It would make their old leader look lost, Catclaw knew. Confused. And he didn’t want that either.

Catclaw nodded once more. “I won’t tell anyone,” he promised. “I’ll keep it safe.”
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Moths lined the rootways as Master Saturna was brought down from the branches, wrapped in his silken shroud. Some talked in hushed tones among themselves while others wept quietly, the feast table with all its food and ceremony abandoned.

Catclaw stood among them too, in a daze. A sharp, insistent headache was building behind his eyes, and he kept seeing flashes and bright bursts in front of him, like shooting stars. The whole experience of finding Master Saturna had really got to him. That, and he still hadn’t eaten—though in spite of his hunger he knew he’d never be able to stomach anything now. He couldn’t believe that the Dream Feast—once the most important ceremony in the calendar of the five clans, when yet-to-come was at its clearest—had ended like… this.

Gasps and sobs rose up from those around Catclaw as the moths carrying Master Saturna passed them. The silken shroud they’d wrapped him in glittered in the starlight. It had been woven long ago by the Brighkins. It had been made using threads from Master Saturna’s own cocoon—the one he’d entered as a crub and emerged from as a moth.

But since Catclaw’s clan were outcast—nameless—no Brightkins wove their old cocoons into shrouds for them anymore. This could be one of the final times this rite was performed… until their gift returned, that is, and they were finally welcomed back.

It made Catclaw suddenly, unexpectedly angry. Master Saturna had been brilliant and wise and… kind. There should be hundreds of moths lining the rootways. Moths from every clan. Starkins. Leafkins. Gravekins… There ought to be so many Brightkin lights that it looked like the stars had fallen down on them, or that they’d risen up into the sky, so many that the threads of Master Saturna’s shroud ought to sing with light, not just sparkle.

Catclaw’s vision swayed and blurred. He staggered and bumped into something.

“Hey! Watch it—Catclaw.” Birchrot, a long and slender T-shaped moth, glared down at him with venom-green eyes.

“S-sorry,” stuttered Catclaw, his insides twisting both with embarrassment and dislike for the miserly moth. Birchrot was always telling him off for the slightest things.

“Oh. You’re sorry?” he intoned in yet more mockery, his voice like creaking tree limbs.

Catclaw started to speak but knew it was pointless. Only Master Saturna stood up for Catclaw when he was in trouble with the elders. He didn’t say, Well, what did you do to make them? when other mothlings laughed at his clumsiness or his fascination with their clan’s past. But two hands rested on Catclaw’s shoulders, and he was relieved to find Scarletleaf standing over him. “Let it go, Birchrot,” said Scarletleaf to the other moth. “Catclaw’s had a nasty shock. He clearly didn’t mean it.”

Birchrot wasn’t put off. “It’s always you, isn’t it,” he said, ignoring Scarletleaf and jabbing a stick-like finger toward Catclaw. “What a surprise that whenever something goes wrong, you’re involved. You’re bad luck.” He scowled. “But that should be no great shock, given—”

“Birchrot!” The sharpness in Scarletleaf’s voice took them by surprise. “We’re all upset,” she went on, softer this time. “That doesn’t mean you can take it out on a mothling.”

Feeling emboldened with Scarletleaf backing him up, Catclaw said, “It’s not my fault. I only found him. I just want—” He sniffed and wrapped his wings around himself, his head still pounding. “I just want things to go back to normal.”

“Normal?” Birchrot spat. “What do you think is going to happen now that Master Saturna is gone? Hmm?” He cocked his head and almost seemed to be enjoying himself.

“Birchrot…” warned Scarletleaf again.

“What?” Catclaw looked at him, confused. “What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it obvious?” Birchrot snapped. “This is the end of our sorry excuse for a clan. Master Saturna’s been the only thing holding the last of us together since we lost our name. ‘Just have hope,’ he kept saying. ‘You’ll see. Any night we’ll be forgiven.’ Blah, blah, blah. But it didn’t happen, did it? It’s a miracle that he kept it going this long. Most will go the lone-way now. Likely after the funeral is done with, the last of us will leave.”

Scarletleaf said nothing, but Catclaw felt her grip on his shoulders fall away. It couldn’t be true, surely. Though nameless and disgraced, life in the clan was all Catclaw had ever known. He didn’t have a clue how to survive the lone-way. He wouldn’t last without the others. And he couldn’t bear the thought of his clan breaking apart. Birchrot had to be lying.

“That’s not true,” Catclaw growled, hatred firing up inside him. But then he caught sight of Scarletleaf, head lowered, drawing her four arms in to hug herself.

“It’s not true, is it, Scarlet?” Catclaw said, worried. “Our clan will stay together, won’t it? You’ll be leader, with Master Saturna gone, and you’ll pick a new assistant, and things will go on like that until we become Dreamkins again. Won’t they?”

“Oh, Cat,” said Scarletleaf. “There are so few of us left, and after this… We can’t be sure that our gift will ever come back.”

“But the lore says…” He couldn’t go on. It felt as though he’d been winded. No more Dream Feasts. No more stories under the moon. No more Rowan. Life was hard with predators constantly prowling and mites plaguing their food. But it would be even harder alone.

The thought turned his insides to stone. His head sliced with pain again, and everything swirled.

For a moment, Birchrot actually looked taken aback by the shock on Catclaw’s face. “You really didn’t see it coming?” Birchrot asked. And then he scoffed, “By the moon, Catclaw. You really are a hopeless case.”

Catclaw ignored Birchrot and turned his pleading eyes on Scarletleaf. “But we’ll never become Dreamkins again if we aren’t even a clan anymore.”

Scarletleaf looked at the ground. “I tried to tell you earlier,” she mumbled. “Not many moths even believe that.”

“No.” Catclaw shook his head as his vision swam. “It can’t be the end.” Scarletleaf reached for his arm, but through his blurred sight the young moth managed to avoid her. Before he knew what he was doing, he’d turned and was fleeing by wing into the long grass. Away from the Rowan. Away from the shouts and calls of the others.

Another stab of pain lightning-flashed through his head, and for a moment he thought it would split. He fell to the ground and stumbled. Behind him, Scarletleaf’s shouts drew closer, but he couldn’t move. Something was wrong. Something was happening to him and he didn’t know what. Everything felt like it was moving. The stars overhead spun.

Catclaw’s chest tightened. It was as if he was frozen to the spot. He wanted to run, to fly, to get as far away as possible. But his wings wouldn’t obey him. As Scarletleaf’s shouts came closer, his wings began to curl around his body. All he could do was slump to the earth.

Everything faded to silvery gray as Scarletleaf, Birchrot, the crowds, and the funeral procession vanished into the air like misty breath.
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Catclaw was back on his feet, among the roots of the Rowan. Those around him carried on as if nothing had happened. But this wasn’t right. Everything was hazy and scentless, a reflection in a puddle. Like a dream but… not. This couldn’t be real.

Just as the thought crossed his mind, a brown moth fluttered right through him as if he weren’t there. Catclaw stared after her. He felt a cold, hard nugget of dread tighten inside him.

A strange noise filled the air.

It started off quiet and low but grew louder and louder. Soon it overwhelmed Catclaw’s senses until he could barely think, barely breathe. It was a buzzing sound—like the beating of wasp wings, only much more powerful. Vast shadows fell over the long grass, snaking toward the Rowan. Something above was blotting out the moonlight.

Catclaw looked up and froze.

Dozens of silhouettes flew across the round moon. Creatures shaped like nothing he’d seen before. If he’d had to describe them, he would say they looked like wasps. Huge, though, five times his size at least, with giant barbed front legs and deadly-looking stingers. Mutants. And they were flying toward the Rowan. Descending on his clan.

Screams rose up as the creatures attacked. Moths were running, flying, but the creatures were too fast… They raised their terrible stingers and brought them down on the moths, who fell—limp, unmoving. There was no escape. He caught the flash of one of the creatures’ stingers and saw that it was blue—bright blue.

Catclaw shuddered with terror. There was only one thing these creatures could be: Bluetails. These mutants of old lore had once almost wiped out all mothkind. They were bigger and more frightening than he’d ever imagined.

This isn’t real, Catclaw told himself. It isn’t real, it isn’t real…

One of the Bluetails swiveled its head and fixed its gaze on Catclaw—and in that moment what Catclaw felt was real enough. Fear—his own—but something belonging to the Bluetail, too. It was as though a little of what was in its heart had bled into the night’s sky and touched Catclaw’s mind. A thought—no, an urge—to attack.

A moment ago a moth had flown right through Catclaw without seeing him. Now this huge creature was staring at him. Surely it couldn’t see him if he wasn’t really there…

The wasp-like mutant came closer and closer. Catclaw tried to run, to fly, but his entire body was fixed to the spot. The creature moved until it was towering over him, raising its deadly bright blue stinger—then, with merciless swiftness, brought it down on Catclaw. A howl of horror rose from within him, but nothing came out. Catclaw panicked, throwing his arms over his head for protection. His vision clouded. The scene around him swirled away and plunged him back into a void.



“Catclaw? Cat? I think he’s coming round.”

Catclaw jerked upright, but four steady arms held him down. Scarletleaf, concern swimming in her eyes. He tried to speak, but nothing came out except for a little gasp.

“You’re back,” Scarletleaf said, relief in her voice. “You gave me a scare, Cat.”

The closeness of Scarletleaf’s face reminded Catclaw of the terrible Bluetail—and he flinched. Scarletleaf withdrew. “It’s okay,” she said. “You’re okay. Take your time.”

It had all felt so real… but it couldn’t have been. Could it? All those terrified moths, fleeing in chaos. That feeling he’d got when the Bluetail stared at him—as if he could see into its mind, how badly it wanted to hurt him. It hadn’t just been aimed at Catclaw, either. The feeling had been too big for that. Its urge had been to attack all mothkind, everywhere, just as they had in the past. To wipe them out entirely. Somehow he just knew that no moth anywhere was safe. A cold shudder ran through him. Why had he seen these things? He wished Master Saturna were here to help him make sense of it all.

Suddenly he remembered the diary. He felt under his wing and discovered with relief that it was still there. Thankfully he hadn’t lost it.

While Catclaw recovered, Scarletleaf called over some moths and ordered them to fetch something sugary for Catclaw to help bring him round. He lifted his head, enough to see the faces of the other moths who were now gathering around him—most just seemed confused, but some looked scornful. His heart sank.

Just behind Scarletleaf, Catclaw glimpsed Birchrot, looking even more scandalized than usual. Both sets of his arms were folded.

“You saw it too, didn’t you?” Scarletleaf demanded of Birchrot. “You can’t have been far behind me. Tell me!”

But the sour old moth humphed. “All I saw was this one lying on the ground, making a fuss,” he said, gesturing at Catclaw. “You ought to be careful that mothling doesn’t make a fool of you, Scarlet. He’s not to be trusted.”

Catclaw was too worn out to argue. He turned to Scarletleaf instead.

“Saw what?” he managed to say. “What happened to me?” Catclaw struggled to sit up some more but slumped back down from the effort. Someone passed fruit-sweetened dew in a halved berry cup to Scarletleaf, who eased Catclaw upright and held it out for him to drink. The sweet dew was cool and refreshing. Once he’d finished, Scarletleaf said, “I need you to stay calm, Cat.” But then, to his surprise, Scarletleaf started to laugh, a joyous, ringing laughter. “This is amazing,” she said. “Incredible! Cat, this changes everything.”

Her bubbling excitement only confused him more. “Changes what? What does?” The dread he’d felt came back, gripping his insides. Scarletleaf went on, oblivious.

“You’ve had a premonition,” she said, her eyes alight with pride. “The first Dreamkin vision our clan’s had of the future in a generation. You must tell me everything.”






CHAPTER FIVE [image: A hand-drawn map featuring stars, constellations, and a celestial body, resembling a treasure map with a cosmic theme.]


It was hard to watch Scarletleaf’s joy fold itself away as Catclaw told her what he’d seen. It also made him realize how urgent the situation was. And as he neared the end of his story, it became clearer than ever what they had to do.

“We all have to leave the Rowan right now,” said Catclaw, the full enormity dawning on him as he looked at the moon—the Dream Moon. “We can’t be here when the Bluetails arrive.” In his vision, the moon had almost certainly been round. That meant the attack could happen any night now.

“Uproot the whole clan?” Scarletleaf shook her head. “No. That’s… it’s not practical. Moving the crubs alone would take nights of planning. And where could we possibly go?”

“We should go to Queen Adeia and the other clans to warn them,” he said. “The Bluetails will be looking for them too. I felt it. I saw inside one of them, somehow, and I could sense what it wanted. It’s hard to explain, but you have to trust me. I know they’ll attack any moth they can find, and they won’t stop until they’ve killed every last one. We’ll be wiped out. We have to warn them before it’s too late, and—”

Scarletleaf held up a hand. “Hold on, Cat,” she said. “What happens now is up to all the elders. Not just me. I must call a meeting.”

“But…” Catclaw was confused. “What do you mean, ‘what happens now?’ ” He’d thought that bit was obvious. They had to do everything that he’d just said. Get away from the Rowan. Go to the other clans. Queen Adeia. Warn them. It didn’t matter how far away they were, or what had happened between them so many moons ago. The kingdom needed to know they were in danger. Queen Adeia had saved the moth clans from the Bluetails before, but who knew if she could do it again, especially if the clans were taken by surprise?

This way they could save themselves and the other clans, too. And if that happened… Everything was falling into place. This was how they earned their forgiveness. How they became Dreamkins again, just as the saying foretold. And he’d had a vision now. A true Dreamkin vision. Maybe it didn’t have to be a prophecy of doom at all—if they acted on it.

Their only chance was to join the other clans, to stand alongside them and the queen. The queen would know how to help them fight back. But by the look on Scarletleaf’s face, he knew everything was far from decided.



Catclaw kicked dirt outside the hollow in the roots of the Rowan while the elders had their meeting, but he felt like he was being watched. A shiver ran down his back.
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