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CHAPTER 3

A Forbidden Fruit

♣

HOURS LATER, THE SUN HAD SUNK TO THE EDGE OF THE HORIZON, GILDING THE MEADOW WITH SOFT LIGHT. The Clan was enjoying a peaceful afternoon. Apprentices were showing off their skills to the warriors, and the air was filled with voices, laughter, and the rustling of leaves.

Cloudpaw had managed to catch a fat mouse and was sharing it with Brightpaw, both purring. They seemed to get along well—too well, in fact.

Far from the others, sitting on a sun-warmed rock, Cinderpaw watched the warriors coming and going. Her breathing was slow. Steady.

After a long day of work, her mind was finally calm.

And she had made up her mind.

This was the moment everything would be decided for her.

She didn’t need courage. Just resolve.

And when she finally saw the one she had been waiting for, she knew she didn’t have to wait any longer.

Sandstorm was returning to camp after a successful hunt with Longtail and Dustpelt. She carried a delicious-looking mouse in her jaws and wore a light, carefree expression. As she passed by Cinderpaw, she ignored her completely.

But Cinderpaw purred softly, almost amused.

She had been observing her for days. And at last… she had noticed something.

“Dustpelt.”

“Hm?”

Dustpelt turned his head, one brow raised. Cinderpaw had caught his attention by gently holding his tail between her teeth. His friends kept walking ahead, chatting without noticing his detour. Cinderpaw smiled at him.

A playful purr escaped her throat.

“Can we talk for a moment?”

Dustpelt tilted his head curiously and nodded. He sat in front of Cinderpaw, who opened her eyes a little wider and smiled with such genuine cheer that it was disarming.

“How was the hunt? You brought back quite a big mouse, I see.”

“Oh, this… well, I was planning to eat it with Longtail in a bit. Why do you ask?”

Cinderpaw looked away with a small smile, glancing sidelong at Sandstorm, who was walking a few steps ahead, glowing in the golden light of sunset.

“Wouldn’t you like to give it to Sandstorm as a gift?”

Dustpelt blinked, his ears twitching as a soft reddish hue spread across his cheeks.

“W-What do you mean by that?”

Got you, thought Cinderpaw with quiet satisfaction.

“You see, we medicine cats notice things others don’t,” she said, tilting her head with mock wisdom. “Little details that go unnoticed but say a lot. And from what I’ve observed over the past few moons…”

Dustpelt swallowed nervously as Cinderpaw stepped closer, her movements soft and deliberate, tail arched, eyes half-closed, purring as if enjoying every second of the moment.

“You like Sandstorm… and it bothers you to see her with Fireheart, doesn’t it?”

The warrior’s eyes widened like summer suns. His fur bristled completely, his ears dropped, and he looked around in alarm before covering Cinderpaw’s muzzle with his paws.

“W-Who told you that?! Was it Longtail? Tell me it was Longtail!”

“I just know what I know,” Cinderpaw replied calmly, removing his paw. Then she leaned in until her nose brushed his. “And if I were you… I’d know exactly what to do with that delicious mouse. Any she-cat would melt just having it placed in front of her.”

Cinderpaw’s tone was soft—almost a whisper—and it disarmed him completely. Dustpelt blushed even more, accidentally letting go of the mouse; it fell between them, harmless.

Cinderpaw pushed it back toward him with a playful smile, shaking her head. “Dustpelt, give this mouse to Sandstorm.” “W-What… what do you mean, me?”

“Relax. I know something that can make sure she’ll love it. You’d like to get closer to her, wouldn’t you?”

Dustpelt’s whiskers twitched, his fur quivering. His ears flicked uncertainly.

“You… would help me get closer to Sandstorm? But… why?”

Cinderpaw lowered her gaze for a moment, her expression calm, tired—and yet, there was a strange light in her eyes.

“Because that’s how I’d like to see love grow in the Clan. That’s all.”

Dustpelt stared, confused. But something in her tone soothed him. When Cinderpaw looked up again, he held her gaze for a few more seconds. The golden light of sunset was fading through the trees, and in that silence, Dustpelt nodded slowly.

“O-Okay… but what should I do?”

Cinderpaw brushed her tail along the warrior’s cheek and pointed with it toward a small opening between some bushes outside the camp.

“Sandstorm has a favorite spot where she often goes hunting. If you invite her there and tell her you want to talk, you’ll only need one more thing. And I promise, everything will go perfectly.”

“And that is…?”

The shadow of dusk covered Cinderpaw’s face. Her eyes gleamed—gentle, yet full of intent.

“Just make sure she finds the gift I prepared for both of you, in the bush to the right. I promise she’ll be completely taken by you.”

Dustpelt swallowed, intrigued, taking a step closer.

“And why is that? What’s there?”

“It’s a surprise. Some beautiful flowers I smelled earlier. I recognized the scent—they’re her favorites. When she sees them, she’ll think you prepared them for her. It’ll make her feel special—and it’ll give you a chance.”

Dustpelt looked down, thoughtful, then batted the mouse with his paw, a smile spreading across his face.

“That makes sense! Thank you so much, Cinderpaw!”

With that, he picked up the mouse and ran off, his tail flicking enthusiastically as he disappeared in the direction where Sandstorm and Longtail had gone.

The sky deepened into a glowing orange, with purple-blue dusk beginning to take over. Cinderpaw watched silently, letting the breeze stir her damp fur before she sighed lightly.

She groomed herself carefully, cleaning every trace of dirt from her body. It wasn’t vanity—it was preparation.

This was the moment for her final move.

She walked toward a nearby rock where the warrior she needed to see often rested. She found him yawning, distracted, his eyes half-closed in the day’s calm.

“Hmm? Cinderpaw?” Graystripe tilted his head curiously. “What’s going on?”

Cinderpaw stopped before him and, from the corner of her eye, glanced toward where Dustpelt and Sandstorm were disappearing into the undergrowth. A faint smile curved her muzzle. Then she leaned toward Graystripe, whispering conspiratorially,

“Hey… I’ll tell you something, but don’t tell anyone.”

“What is it?”

Cinderpaw smiled wider, lowering her voice.

“Dustpelt is going to confess to Sandstorm right now.”

Graystripe gulped, startled. His ears shot up and his eyes went wide as moons.

“Oh, for StarClan’s sake… are you serious?”

Cinderpaw nodded calmly.

“He told me himself. He’s got a little gift waiting for her among the bushes in their hunting spot. A big, freshly caught mouse.”

Graystripe thought for a moment, and then Cinderpaw turned to leave, her tone light and innocent. “Let’s hope those two have some luck.”

But the gray warrior narrowed his eyes, a sly smile spreading across his face. He couldn’t help it— curiosity was burning in his chest. His playful instincts were pushing him, almost setting him ablaze. His paws itched.

He couldn’t resist.

“Looks like you’re lucky today, Cinderpaw,” he said with a chuckle. “Let’s see if I can enjoy the show.”

He leapt down from the rock with feline grace and slipped into the bushes, moving quickly but silently, determined to spy on the moment the young medicine cat had described.

Watching him go, Cinderpaw narrowed her eyes. She simply stayed there, watching the scene, and let out a quiet sigh with a calm smile. She inhaled deeply through her mouth and exhaled, smiling warmly.

“Yes… good luck.”

She turned and walked toward the place she’d been watching from the beginning.

Inside the warriors’ den, the orange tom was stretching his legs after a long day. He knew he had to go on night watch soon, so he had decided to get some rest first.

Fireheart was purring softly, licking his paws mid-dream, as if wandering clumsily through a foggy world.

By then, Cinderpaw had reached the entrance to the den. She purred quietly, a sincere smile forming on her face at the sight of the gentle warrior—and without another word, she stepped closer.

The den was empty — but it wouldn’t be for long. Longtail and Darkstripe were already approaching; the rest of the Clan was still outside. Fireheart, oblivious to everything, slept peacefully, unconcerned with whatever might be happening beyond his dreams.

And that’s better this way… thought Cinderpaw, lowering her muzzle to his level and brushing her damp nose against his.

Fireheart half-opened his eyes, let out a small yawn, and when he saw the apprentice so close, he flinched slightly before giving a soft laugh.

“O-Oh… Cinderpaw, what are you doing here? Is your hind leg feeling better?”

Cinderpaw nodded, showing him by turning around lightly. Fireheart smiled and yawned again.

“So, did you need something? Did something happen? I was… resting. I’m on guard duty tonight… but just in case, don’t tell anyone, okay?”

Cinderpaw flicked her ears toward the outside, signaling how a pair of warriors were already drawing near.

“I know a better place where you could rest without anyone bothering you. Would you come with me for a moment?”

Fireheart opened his eyes a bit wider and sat up, though his expression grew tense.

“Cinderpaw…” he said, his voice uneasy, recalling what had happened before. “I… I didn’t understand what happened that time. Please, I need to apologize.”

But Fireheart wasn’t expecting Cinderpaw to move suddenly toward him, place a paw on his chest, and steal a breath right from his muzzle. Their lips met, and when he felt the soft, warm touch of hers, Fireheart froze, holding his breath.

In the dim light of the den, two silhouettes — a future leader and a future medicine cat — were breaking the warrior code, defying even the laws of StarClan.

Cinderpaw pressed a little closer. With one of her front paws brushing against his, she prolonged the kiss a few seconds more. Fireheart let out a faint, heated gasp when her tongue brushed his for an instant, making her blush from her ears to her tail.

Little by little, Cinderpaw pulled away. Her ears lowered slightly, but she didn’t look away. With a gentle tilt of her head, she spoke softly.

“I’d like you to come with me for a bit. This time… no tricks. I promise. I… I’ll explain everything.”

Fireheart felt a strange wave swelling in his chest. His heart was pounding — faster than ever. In front of him, Cinderpaw still had a tiny thread of saliva glistening on her lip, making his face flush like never before.

I… want to explain what really happened last time.

Cinderpaw leaned her muzzle closer.

I want to tell you how I truly feel, Fireheart.

He swallowed hard without realizing it. Outside, the voices of the warriors grew nearer. He nodded quickly, and Cinderpaw turned, heading for the exit. Fireheart followed.

Longtail and Darkstripe glanced at them briefly but ignored any curiosity. They were tired, too.

The camp clearing bustled with cats moving about, and above them, the leaves glimmered under the moonlight. The stars flickered softly in the sky, and Fireheart couldn’t help but think that each one was a pair of eyes watching him.

And deep down, he feared that one of those eyes belonged to Spottedleaf.

“Fireheart?”

The warrior snapped out of his thoughts at the sound of Cinderpaw’s voice. She gestured for him to follow her path. Fireheart nodded, and together they crossed the camp’s entrance. They moved quietly into the forest — close to each other. Their tails brushed timidly, barely daring to touch, as if they shared the invisible weight of one another’s presence.

Fireheart’s heart was racing.

Why did she kiss me? What was that kiss? Was it an accident, maybe? I don’t want to misunderstand… My sister never explained any of this to me.

He began to hyperventilate slightly, but the soft touch of Cinderpaw’s tail against his brought him back to himself.

He lifted his gaze and met the warm eyes of the young medicine cat. She was watching him calmly, tenderly. Fireheart exhaled a long sigh and finally nodded. It didn’t exactly ease his nerves, but at least he understood one thing.

He needed to listen carefully to what she was about to tell him.

They walked for several minutes in silence until Cinderpaw finally stopped. They had reached a part of the forest Fireheart didn’t recognize — a small clearing surrounded by tall trees, perfect for talking without interruption.

How have I never seen this place before? he wondered.

Cinderpaw brushed her paw lightly against the warrior’s and looked up. Fireheart couldn’t help but blush, a nervous tingle running through his chest. He didn’t expect Cinderpaw to lean in and lick his muzzle gently.

He let out a small gasp and, flustered, covered his face with his paws, completely red.

Cinderpaw smiled at the sight of that tender gesture and leaned toward his chest, resting her forehead against it. Fireheart let out another soft sound, but this time he stayed still as she rubbed her nose against the fur on his chest, slowly sliding upward along his neck until she brushed his cheek.

Fireheart couldn’t help the way he felt at that moment. Even if StarClan grew angry, he had reason to be nervous — and completely flustered. Most of all, he feared that something beneath him might make itself noticed… something that had already almost happened that first time, when he’d nearly lost control because of the strange herb she’d found.

At that instant, Fireheart opened his eyes and glanced down out of the corner of his eye, where Cinderpaw was still nestled against him. He gently stroked her head with one paw.

“Cinderpaw…”

The apprentice only smiled sweetly, pressing closer to him.

“Yes…?”

“Tell me… what were those herbs you asked me to find that time?”

Cinderpaw fell silent, eyes wide, her body tensing all at once.

All the calm she had built up throughout the day crumbled in an instant with those few simple words from the handsome warrior in front of her. Panic flooded through her entire body; her heart pounded so hard she could hear it echoing in her ears.

He found out.

She lifted her gaze with what little strength she had left, and the two of them stared at each other, bathed in the moonlight. The same posture, the same forest… just like the night Fireheart had saved her from drowning.

But now, the focus was different.

This time, the one who felt true fear… was Cinderpaw.

And Fireheart noticed—just as she had once read the same expression on his face.

Cinderpaw trembled without realizing it, clinging more tightly to the tom’s fur.

“I-I…”

“You can tell me. It’s alright.”

Cinderpaw pressed her paws together, her whiskers trembling despite herself.

But Fireheart pulled her into an embrace, holding her tighter. The warmth of it made her let out a soft sound—a fragile mix of surprise, fear… and a deep, genuine affection she wanted more than anything.

“I promise,” he murmured. “Just… tell me. I want to understand what happened that time. That’s all.”

Cinderpaw stayed pressed against him, breathing in his scent. When she realized he wasn’t asking questions or pushing her, she finally sighed, closed her eyes… and stretched her forelegs around his back to hug him fully.

It was a weight she wanted to leave behind, too. She wanted to be honest. And she promised herself that she would be.

Even if the words caught in her throat—she spoke.

Fireheart listened to every word.

Sometimes she stammered, sometimes she fell silent halfway, but little by little, Cinderpaw let everything out. What she had felt. What she had done. Even her most private fears—without realizing she had already surrendered herself completely to the fragile circle of trust surrounding them.

Fireheart simply listened, gently stroking her head, feeling her body trembling softly against his chest.

“…And I… really didn’t mean any harm,” she whispered. “But I acted wrongly, and I gave you something I knew would make you lose control a little. I was stupid, and I never want to do something like that again. But above all… it bothers me that you and Sandstorm are so close, and I feel awful about that too.”

Fireheart stayed silent. His mind went blank.

He was a shadow before the glowing figure that was Cinderpaw, her fur silver under the moonlight.

I have no right to love. And I don’t think about what I do most of the time. Not long ago… I even tried to keep Sandstorm away from you… because she scares me too.

Cinderpaw pulled away. Fireheart tried to stop her, but she lowered her head, sank to the ground, then stood again.

She looked directly at him, eyes full of a wild, uncontrollable emotion.

“I want to love you… but I feel horrible, because everything I do turns out wrong and just makes me feel worse. I… I really wanted to keep learning to hunt with you… with Graystripe, with Brackenpaw… I… I wanted to keep being a warrior.”

Tears fell onto the grass beneath her.

It was her greatest fear.

To defy what destiny had taken from her—the chance to love—in exchange for becoming a medicine cat.

StarClan had shown her the beauty of healing, but it had demanded a price: a lasting wound.

A broken leg that, even now, had never fully healed. The trauma of almost losing it under the Twolegs’ thunderpath followed her like a shadow.

Every time it hurt, it reminded her of everything she had lost.

Her deepest fear: to reject her fate.

To fail at the role that had been assigned to her.

And if she wasn’t even good for that…

Then there was only one path left—to be alone. Forgotten. Hated.

Cinderpaw’s chest heaved violently. The tears came faster, heavier. Her face was a mask she didn’t want Fireheart to see, but she couldn’t stop herself.

She was ashamed.

And now… she feared being cast out of the Clan.

For telling someone—for the first time—everything she had buried inside.

Without raising her head, she wondered why she had said it all.

It was too late now. Far too late.

She didn’t even dare to look up. She didn’t know if Fireheart was still there or not. But though a thousand thoughts rushed through her mind, deep down… she knew there was something she still hadn’t said.

The real reason she wanted to be alone with him.

So, swallowing what little pride she had left, she wiped her tears and lifted her head.

“Fireheart… I lo—”

But the orange warrior was no longer there.

A cool breeze blew from the west, ruffling all her fur.

Her whiskers, as light as cobweb threads, trembled, carrying away the tears that the apprentice had shed in solitude.

Her muzzle wrinkled slightly, and frowning, she felt the urge to scream—to roar her heart out to the four winds, loud enough for even StarClan to hear.

She lowered her head, drew in a deep breath, and as her shoulders tensed, she lifted her gaze in fury— “…I… also have a lot to apologize for, Cinderpaw…” Fireheart’s warm voice reached her at that moment.

Stepping out from the bushes at her side, Fireheart walked toward her—carrying a plump mouse in his jaws.

Cinderpaw lowered her shoulders and parted her mouth slightly, one eyebrow lifting as her nose wrinkled. Fireheart watched her closely and, stepping forward, this time it was he who let the soft rumble of a purr escape his chest. Cinderpaw’s confused expression, though not entirely soothed… began to ease. She looked down at the warrior who, without realizing it, was finally giving her the comfort she had been silently begging for—comfort that, in his noble clumsiness, he had never known how to see.

Fireheart took a deep breath before exhaling in a long sigh. He shook out his fur and sat properly.

“I heard everything. But… you’re not to blame for what you feel. Because I… I was the one who couldn’t save you that day.”

“Fire…heart…”

A small firefly drifted between them, blocking Cinderpaw’s view for an instant. When she focused again, the tom in front of her was still still—though his tail trembled faintly.

“You were my first apprentice. And I… I didn’t come from the forest originally. Not many moons ago, I lived with Twolegs. And strange as it sounds, the only she-cat I ever knew was my sister, whom

I barely saw from time to time. I-I’m not trying to excuse myself, it’s just that…”

Without noticing, a tear slipped from one of Fireheart’s eyes. His fur bristled as if stirred by a fierce wind that even StarClan itself couldn’t have dispelled, had it tried.

“I was… the least ideal cat to be your mentor… and yet, they gave me the chance.” Silence fell between them. Fireheart’s eyes began to narrow, heavy with emotion. A second tear crossed his sight.

“I was happy… without thinking of the real responsibility that came with it. I did try, but I also relaxed too much… and I should’ve paid closer attention. You were so full of energy—you needed all of mine. But I drifted away because of… stupid reasons… Aagh…”

Fireheart bowed his head, wiping his tears with the back of his paw, and let out another sigh. “I… I’m the cause of your fears. I’m the one to blame. Please… forgive me. Please…”

Cinderpaw’s hind legs tensed, as if rooted to the ground. Her chest hollowed at his words. Tears welled in her eyes again, and she reached out a trembling paw without thinking.

Then another… and another.

Fireheart… was crying.

She had never seen him like that before. And she hoped she never would again.

Had Fireheart always blamed himself for her?

Was that the reason behind that uncertain look he wore that day?

Did he, too, suffer from the same wound she did—the one even she couldn’t forgive herself for?

Cinderpaw exhaled a shaky breath through her nose and pressed herself against his chest.

The warrior fell to the ground, and Cinderpaw fell with him, wrapping her paws around him in a tight embrace.

Under the stars, the apprentice who had once been too energetic to see the real dangers beyond her Clan, and the former mentor who had nearly lost his first apprentice through inexperience, lay in complete silence—neither knowing what to say. Until a light in the sky caught their attention.

A bright shooting star crossed the moon.

Then another. And another.

Two. Three. Four. Five…

After the thirteenth, they lost count.

Beneath hundreds of eyes in the heavens, they were wrapped in a veil of falling stars, as if protected from every danger in the world.

A breathtaking sight… that only the two of them could witness.

“Cinderpaw…”

Fireheart’s voice reached her, and she looked down just as he pulled her into a firm embrace. With a shift of his paws and shoulders, Fireheart rolled them over, making her gasp softly in surprise as she ended up on her back beneath his weight. He gazed down at her intently.

The meteors kept falling, one after another. But neither of them knew how much longer they could keep escaping reality.

Their silhouettes were cast against the damp grass, and the moonlight draped over the orange warrior’s fur like a sacred veil. Even if the stars had stopped crossing the sky, that glow alone was enough to hide from StarClan just how shaken his former apprentice was beneath him.

With their hearts pounding fast, both opened their mouths at the same time—

“Fireheart…”

“Cinderpaw…”

And neither could hold it back any longer.

“I’M SORRY!”

They pressed their foreheads together, trembling and tearful, clutching each other tightly as if afraid the other would vanish in that instant. Despite the chill of the night wind, their paws clung with all the strength they had left.

And without thinking, Fireheart’s body moved on its own. A small motion… one that made Cinderpaw’s heart calm and race all at once.

For the first time, she felt gentle kisses trail along her neck. The warrior, his strength in perfect contrast with the tenderness of his touch, left soft marks with his mouth. His muzzle pressed into her fur, leaving faint imprints as he held her close against him.

They both gasped at the same time, and Fireheart looked up, meeting Cinderpaw’s trembling expression. Their breaths mingled as he lifted a paw to caress her face gently, as if afraid the touch might make her disappear. He lowered his muzzle toward hers slowly, brushing her nose before grazing her lips. Then they met—kissing beneath the silent blanket of stars that watched from above.

Stars that, without shining, seemed to accept something unspoken.

In that moment… just in that moment… they didn’t need them.

“Fire…heart…” she whispered, her voice a trembling murmur that vanished between the pounding of their hearts.

Fireheart brushed his tongue against Cinderpaw’s, exploring her gently, reverently, then brought a paw to her chin, guiding her to deepen the kiss. His chest pressed flush against her belly, not a single breath of space left between them. Cinderpaw let out a low, shivering moan each time the orange warrior’s lips moved against hers, stealing her breath in a mixture of longing and sweet fear.

The instincts awakened before returned now with a searing clarity that burned through her. There was no more doubt. Her heart knew who it wanted to love.

And Fireheart accepted it—without hesitation, without thought, only the rhythm of his pulse guiding him. A choice born of the heart, pure, instinctive, inevitable.

“Cinderpaw…” he murmured low.

“Y-Yeah…?”

Her paws rested on his chest, her tail wrapped around his thigh, trying to capture the warmth pouring off him. But when she opened her eyes, missing his touch for a single second, she saw the way he looked at her: eyes half-lidded, serene, but changed, alight with a smolder she hadn’t seen before.

Fireheart exhaled slowly against Cinderpaw’s muzzle, his breath hot against her skin, then kissed her again—slower, deeper. This time, she was the one to wrap her forelegs around his neck, pulling him closer, her lips finding his with trembling eagerness.

“Let me… return your feelings.”

Cinderpaw barely resisted the tremble coursing up her spine; tears stung her eyes as she bit her own lip and nodded, voice cracking.

“Please…”

And they came together again. Their muzzles brushed softly, then hungrily, tongues intertwining in a hot, wet kiss that drew shaky gasps from both. Their paws explored each other with a cautious urgency, trembling, needy, as if trying to memorize the lines of the other’s body.

In that moment, a feeling blossomed.

A mutual feeling… that needed to be returned at all costs.

A love that needed to bloom at all costs.

A love… born of sin.

But with the right to at least be allowed to sprout and bear its fruit.

