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Prologue

Wind rattled the branches of the wilow trees and
tore the reeds from their beds.

“Hallstar!”

Thick storm clouds swirled across the rightdark
sky. Rain battered the tightl woven dens where the
RiverClan wariors had been sleeping.

“Hallstar!”

‘The RiverClan leader flattened his ears as he
heard his mate’s terified cry. He dug his claws into
the mud, steadying himsell against the water that
swirled around his legs. The fiver had broken its
banks and was streaming inlo camp. He twisted his

-ad around, searching the shadows.

“Hallstar!” Echormist shrieked again. Her cry was
muffied by the kit who swung from her jaws. Another
clung to her back. She was staring at a nest of twigs
thatwas spinning away from her on the floodwater. A
small kit was struggling 1o cing 1o it as the woven
twigs collapsed like loose leaves.

Hailstar dived for the nest and grabbed the kit just
before he disappeared beneath the water. He thrust
his son at Timberfur, who was chasing another nest.
“Take Volekit o the elders’ den!” The brown tom
took the dripping scrap of fur and bounded toward
the figh end of the camp where the elders’ den was
stilluntouched by the rising water.

“Follow him!" Hailstar ordered Echomist. She
nodded, her eyes huge with fear, her long gray fur
fattened to her body by the rain.

Hailstar scanned the camp. Gleaming pelts darted
in the darkness ke panicked fish. A litwe ginger-
and-white she-cat was clinging on to the remains of
the warriors' den, trying o claw together ifs fast-
fraying walls. A stout tabby tom tied (o block the
foaming channel where nests swirled ot into the

v,

The sky lit up with a white flare as lightning blazed.
Thunder crashed and the wind mm ned. A new

ve r surged W\wg jhthe cz

Shelheart Haretar calo o e dopuy. What's
your opinion?”

A dappled gray tom, peering upriver from a beech
stump among the reeds, called back, water's
rising fast, Hailstar! The elders’ den isn't going to be
‘safe for much longer."

Hailstar lashed his tail. “We'll have to abandon
camp!”

“No!” The ginger-and-white she-cat let go of her
denand faced the RiverClan leader.

"We mus!, Brighisky!” Hailstar urged.
We can'tleave everyting our ancestors buil for
us!”

We can rebuid t” Hailstar snapped.

“It won't be the same!” Brightsky plunged through
the floods and clamped her paws around a floating

Shellneart bounded down from the stump and
splashed toward his Clanmate. “Together we can
rebuild anything,” he insisted. ‘Except cals who have
drowned trying o save bits of twig.”

Brightsky reluctanty let go of the nest and watched
it spin away into the reeds, then raced for the high
end of camp.

Black, bubbling water surged around the edge of
the eiders’ den, making the woven wilow stems.

Echomist siid through the entrance. Three ks, like.
half- drowned mice, followed her. She stared at her
‘mate. "Where should we go?"



uphill where the riverbank ciimbed toward a swath of
rees and bushes.

Atanglefure lersid ouof o den.Tve ever
seena storm ke thi

A tabby yamwme she-cat followed. “Where are
we going?" she rasped.

m Sioked rer spine Wit s tail Furter
safe”

msum‘seyeswmenea ‘Away from the river?”

everyone.
“Waitl” Shellnart stopped halfway up the siope
and sared over s shouder. “Where's Ranfower””
“Herel" A pale gray queen picked her way
carsﬁl\y rough he g waler toward him. Her
bellywas swollen with unborm
re ok ght Shelbeart askod,sfing b
“I il be when | get my paws dry” She was out of
broath,and i anof e rinseady et
A'small white she-cat wove around the quaen, her
evesflsting"She's beenraipais
heart namowed his eyes. ‘Are the kits
wmw"s Bramb\ah my?"
doritinowyel o modcino cat meowed
gazed at the RiverCian deputy. “Go
ond help Vasior bo e
okt birked ot her, ten tamed away
‘R\pple
Tovel A ackandsiver tabby tom was holding
opena gap inthe reeds beside the eiders' den while
his Clanmates streamed through, heading for higher
u
“Make sue every cat heads straight into the
trees.”
Rippleciaw nodded to the deputy and nudged a
graying elder who was refusing to go thvough the

gap.

| can't go without Duskwater!” The elder dug his.
claws into the wet earth. “She went to make dirt
before the camp flooded. She hasn't come back

Yot

“We'l find her” Rippleciaw called over the wind
He glanced at his leader, who was rooted on the
slope, eyes wide as he stared at his devastated
camp. “Can you see her, Hailstar?”

Hailstar shook his head. “Til make sure the dens
are empty!” He plunged back toward the nursery,
stuck his head through the entrance, and snified for
warm bodies.

Itwas deserted. He checked the place where the
apprentices’ den had been nex, and then what was
left of the warrors’ dens. It smelled only of sodden
reeds. He glanced around the camp, fighting to keep
his balance as water tugged and pushed him. Then
half running, half swimming, he crossed the clearing
and folowed his Clan.

*Are we all here?" he asked as he caught up with
his Clanmates on drier ground

Rippleciaw scowled. “There's still no sign of
Duskwater

Brightsky stepped forward. “fl go back and find
her”

Hailstar
o the trees,” he ord

R Brighsky dived Gour to bark,Rainfover ot
ut a low moan.

‘Shelleart siflened. “Rainflower?"

The queen was crouching, her face twisted in

ddod. The rost ofyou koop ming up

P Brambeberry ducked down beside her trenied
her head. “The kits are coming," she announce
‘Right now?" Shellneart demanded,

y wont wait for the storm to end;
Brambleberry retorted. “We must get her
somewhere safe.”




D e middle of e reos. orelheart
suggested. “The water never reaches tha
et ke oo ong” Barmbieny Ganced u at
the wide, low branch of an ancient oak that hung
overhead. ‘Do you thirk you can get her p there?"
Shellneart biked. ° will if | have to." He grabbed
Rainflower's scruff and, half guidi
propelled her toward the thick trunk. “Up yo

spasm, looking small and wretched with her fur
slicked down.

“Come onl” Brambleberry meowed briskly. “We
don't have long.”

Rainflower dug her claws into the bark, and
‘Shellneart shoved from behind. Panting, the queen
hauled herself up unti she reached a hollow in the
trunk where the low branch jutted out.

Brambleberry skittered up the tunk, lithe as a
squirrel, sipping past Shellveart. She glanced at the

hollow where branch met trunk and nodded. “Here
will do.” Then she biirked at Shellheart. “Can you get

“Be careful’ Rainflower gasped, but Shelheart
had already leaped from the branch onto the siippery
ground below and was racing back toward the
flooded camp.

Brambleberry cleared wet leaves out of the low
dip between branch and trunk. “Good. There's plenty
of room for you to fie down here”

Rainflower into the hollow and crouched beside her
on the dripping bark.

“Will e be all ight?” Rainflower whispered. She
stared into the darkness where Shelheart had
disappeared.

“He can take care of himseft” Brambleberry told
her. Her fur was spiked, wet to the skin. She'd been
RiverClan's medicine cat for fewer than thvee moons
since her mentor, Milkfur, had joined StarClan. This
was the first time she'd dealt with an emergency on
her own

Rainflower shuddered as a fresh wave of pain
passed through her belly. Brambleberry took a deep
breath, blocking out the howing of the wind and the
growi of thunder. She laid her forepaws gently on
Raiflower's flank as another contraction gripped the

queen.

Brambleberry scanned the reed bed far below. No
sign of Shellheart,*Here.” She nipped off a twig with
her teeth and aid it beside Rairflower's cheek. “Bite

have been kiting since the ancient Clans. s the
most natural thing in he workd.”
Rainflower groaned and bit down on the stick, her
body shudder
Claws ripped bark as Shellheart scrambled onto
the branch. “Sormy.” he panted. His fur was drenched.
I had 1o swim o your den. | managed (0 get inside,
bt your herbs have al been washed away.”
Brambleberry closed her eyes as she thought of
how many moons it had taken to buid up that supply.
Before she could reply, Rainflower hissed and the
stick crunched between her teeth
The first kit was cormir
Brambleberry leaned down in time to see a kit
slther out o I e rouch bark She gave 1 ek
ssed e b, wigoing bunde o s
«smer “Dontetitfal” she we
evenything okay?" Engh‘sky was caling from
tre botornof o e Wair lppec hr paws. The
flood had reached the t




“One kit and one more to come,” Brambleberry
reported

Shellheart looked down, keeping one forepaw
over the squirming kit.“Did you find Duskwater?’

“No sign of her.” Brightsky replied heavily.

Shellheart ashed his tail. “Join the others. We're
fre. Gome back for s when the waters e gone

e ik Raimower had been biting on crumbled
into splinters as the second kit sid out
Brambleberry caught it n her teeth and placed it at
Raifover' bel
wer reached for it at once, lsking it oughly

it mewiod. Ko o

“So's this one.” Shelleart gently placed the tiny kit
besde 1o litermate. His oice cracked. “They're

erfect” he whisper

inoverpured as Selheart usbod s chook
against hers. | name thi

athis qu pride. “I's just a shame they ot
Bothbe leadors of RiverClan



Chapter 1

Storméit edged farther along the slippery branch.
Volekits dare rang in his ears. Bet you fall off
before you get o the end!
He unsheathed his claws and dug them inlo the.
frozen bark. From here, he could see a long way
jownstream, as far as the bend inthe fiver. He coud
just glimpse the first of the stepping-stones beyond.
n the far shore, Sumningrocks! s sheer side
shadowed the water and s wide, smooth stone
summit sparkled with frost. Stormkit fufled out his
fur. He'd seen farther than any other kit in the Clan!

the dense forest of reeds that jutted out of the icy
fiver. Minnows fted between the stems, their scales
flashi

Could he reach down with a paw, break the thin
ice, and scoop them out? He pressed his pale
brown belly to the bark, wrapped his hind legs
around the narrow branch, and swung his forepaws
down toward the tiny fish. Tingling with frustration, he
felt his claws brush the ips of the bulnushes. | uas

om in a storm! Im going to be Clan leader one
day! Stormkit stretched harder, trembiing with the
effort

“What are you doing?” Oakkit yelped.

Let him be!" Stormit heard Rairflower silencing
Oakiit, a purr rumbiing in her throat. “Your brother
has the courage of a warrior already:

Stormid g ighior 1o o branéh. i b fre
stronger than StarClan.

“Look out!” Oakit squeaked.

A rush of wind tugged Stormkits fur. A flury of
black-and-white feathers battered his ears.

Talons scraped his spine.

Frog dirt and fish guts! Stormkits claws were
wrenched out of the bark. He plummeted into the
reeds and crashed through the thin ice. The freezing
water shocked the breath from him. Minnows darted
‘away as he thrashed in the water.

Where's the shore? River water flooded his
mouth. t tasted of stone and weeds. Spluttering, he

ruggled to swim, but the siff reeds blocked his
flaiing paws. StarClan, help me! Panic shot through
him as he fought o keep his muzzie above water.

Suddenly the stems beside him swished apart
and Tanglewhisker plunged through

“Im okay!" Stormkit spluttered. Water rushed into
his mouth again and he sark, coughing, beneath the
ice.

Teeth gripped his scruff.

“Kits!”

Stormikit heard Tanglewhisker's mufled growl as
the elder hauled him up.
Shivering with cold, Stormit bunched his paws.

Volekit teased.
Beetiekit added. “Maybe
Hailstar shouid change your name to Birdbrain."

‘Stormkit growled at the two kits as they crowd
around him. One moon older, they loomed over him
like crows.

Echomist paced aniously behind them, her soft
aray fur flufed with worry. "Don't tease, you two.”




Purting, Rainflower licked Stormit's ears. “Next
time, grip the branch harder.

Stormkit shook her off. “Dont worry. | il

As Tanglewhisker shook water from his long tabby
pelt, Birdsong huried down the slope from the
elders’ den. “You'll catch cold!” she scolded.

Tanglownisker birked at his tabby-and-white
‘mate. "Did you want me to let him drown’

v of o waiors wo v vscued i
Birdsong retorted.

Tanglewhisker shrugged. “They're busy.”

Rainflower purred. 1 think Stormkit would have
found his own way out. He's a strong litte cat, aren't

Stormikit fel his fur glow with the wamth of his.
mother's praise. He biinked water out of is eyes.
and looked around the clearing. This was the home
of RiverClan, the greatest Clan of all. He hadn't seen
it before the flood, 50 the smooth brown mud that

re
Cedarpelt were camying bundies of freshly picked
dry reeds across the clearing lo Softpaw and
Whitepaw, who were weaving them inlo the tattered

Shellneart and_Oftersplash were gathering more
last of the muddy debris from the medicine den.

bark that had been washed through the reeds and
into the cleari

A whole moon had passed since the stormy night
when Stormkit and Oakiit had been bom, but the
camp il showed signs of being swept away.
Fortunately the elders’ den had held firn and only
needed a litte reweaving here and there. And the
nursery, a ball of ighty overlapping willow branches.

the thick sedge bushes. A few patches had repaired

it, though it was stil damp inside from the soaki

Raiflower tucked fresh moss into their nest every

evening, but Stormkit sil woke each moring with a
pel

I
“The rest of the camp was harder o fix. ft had taken
Falf a mooris diging and leverng fo ol o falen
tree to the edge of the clearing where
wartiors' dens had stood. Once the broken bvanches
and shattered bark had been cleared away, ner
Gons coud bo woven aganst s ok nunk, Ul
then, RiverClan's warriors slept in whatever shefter
they could find, making nests in the thick sedge walls

be warm. Newleaf might be showing in early buds
and birdsong, but leaf-bare frosts stil gripped the
banks of the river every night.

Haistr rad boen secpirg in he opon, despie
the cold. He insisted that his den be the last
o "Whon my Glan s afe and warm, thon | i
sleep sourdly bu ot bafore” o had vowed

kit wound around Stormkit, soaking water

from his brother's pale tabby pe\l o his own
bracken-colored fur. | old youo be car

I wouldn't have falien if that magpie had't dived
at me,” Stormkit growled through chattering teeth.
‘The cold water seemed (o have reached his bones.

o ot bave alon of f oud stayed n he
clearing.” A deep mew sounded from behind

‘Stormkit spun around.




Hailstar was staring down at  fim, s tick aray

called 1o his deputy, not taking his eyes from
Stormkit

Shellheart siid out from the rushes, his wet pelt
slicked against his strong frame. He glanced at
‘Stormkit ks evenything okay?”

“Your kit will be a brave warrior” Hailstar meowed.
' he doesnit drown himself before he slarts his
raini

Shellhearts tailficked as Hailstar went on. “We'd
better send a patrol 1o catch that magpie. s
beginning to think it owns RiverClan terito

Shelineart dipped his head. "Shoud we dive it off
o catchit?

Hailstar wrinkled his nose. “We'd better catch it
he growled unenthusiastically. Few cats in RiverCian
liked adding birds to the fresh-Kil pile. “We must eat
whatever we can ind.* The flood had killed 50 many
fish—battered them on the rocks or left them
stranded on land—that river prey was scarce.

“fll orgarize a patrol” Shelheart meowe

“Wait il Rippleclaw’s patrol ret Hailstar
ordered. With so much rebuilding stil to do in camp,
Hailstar rarely sent out more than one patrol at a
time.

*I hope they/ve caught something edible this time,
Tanglewhisker muttered,

“Im sure they will have.” Birdsong meowed. “K's
been a moon since the flood. The fish must be
corming back by now.”

Echoist tumed away from her kits. °F only we'd
buried some of the fish washed up by the flood, and
preserved them like ThunderClan does with their
preyinleat-bare."

Hailstar shook his_head. *Fish donit keep like
forest prey. Our warriors will need the strength of
StarClan to repair the damage done by the flood as
wellas keep the fresfil pile well stocke

‘Stormkit stuck out his tail. “Let us help with the
rebuilding, then”

Vol fured fovard, Hs gry o spig wih

xcitement, “On, yes, pleas

Wel b6 realy isetal Petakit fled out her
tortoiseshellpet.

Echomist swept her tail around her kits, puling
them away. “Don't be frog-brained. Youl get under
everyone's paws.”

Stormiit plucked at the ground. ‘No, we wor/t"

Hallstar's whiskers twitched. “fm not going to tum
down a genuine offer of help, Echomist. As long as
they stay in the camp, | don't see a problem. We'll
have a kit patrol”

‘Stormkit puffed out his chest as he stood shoukder
to shouder with Oakkit, Beetiekit, Volekit, and
Petalkil“Greatl Wha shouid we do?’

Hailstar thought for a moment. “F you take the
reeds that Ottersplash is gathering to Softpaw and
Whitepaw, then Timberfur and Cedarpelt will be free
o join Shellhearts hurting patrol”

“Come onl” Stomikit raced for the shore where
Ottersplash was tossing reeds.

“Carefull” Cedarpelt was pawing together a freshly
hanested pile as Stormkit skidded to a halt next to
him. “Don'tknock them into the rivert”

I won't” Stormkit sark his teeth into a stem and
began dragging it across the clearing o the
apprentices’ halfbuilt den.

“Well, well” Whitepaw paused from weaving
stems on the roof of the apprentices’ den and looked
down. “We have new volunteers.”

"5 that a whole reed?” Soffpaw peered from
inside the framework of woven wilow stems, her
tabby-patched tail quivering. “We'll be finished




‘before we know it with help like this.”

*I can carry more,” Stormkit boasted, puffed up
ithpride. He dropped e iom and med away
e crashing ino Btk

Wi o moved e bk k. ripping overthe

leed ne was dra

tormkit dashed back toward the reed
be st VoKt who, had free reeds clamped
between his jaws. *Tm bringing four next time,”
called over his shoulder.

He pricked his ears as he heard paws splash on
the marshy earth beyond the ertrance tumnel. A cat
was racing toward the camp. Stormkit_halted,
binking, as the sedge wall of the camp rustied and

ring.

A Birdsong cal
Ropleciaw smnk s head his silver flanks
heaving. jasped. “ThunderClan

hastakenswmwmck



Chapter 2

“ThunderClan!” Stormiit raced for the fallen tree,
scrambled onlo the trunk, and scooted back along
the icy branch that stretched over the river. “Those
snake-hearts!” He could see the scrawny pets of
ThunderClan warriors swarming like rats over the
huge gray rocks thet had always been RiverClan's
despite ThunderClaris grasping ciaims.

“How dare they?”

Stormkit heard his father’s growl and tumed o see.
Shellheart leap up the trunk of the ancient wilow and
hurry along one of the low boughs that reached out

RiverClan deputy peered through
the trailing branches. *1 don't believe itl Pinestar’s
stretched out in the sunshine fike it's his teritory!”

‘Stormkit saw a massive fox-red tom sprawing on
the rocks, his soft belly fur giitering where it had
brushed the frosty stone.

Rippleciaw paced the cearing, his black-and-
silver fur spiked up. “They must think we've lost our
teeth and claws!”

The sedge swished as Mudfur and Brighisky
raced into camp. Piketooth folowed, his tabby fur
bristing, a fat carp skewered between his long front
teeth. He dropped the fish and stared at Hailsar.

Clanmates in driving the mangy ThunderClan cats off
RiverCian teriory.

“What's going on?" Troutclaw padded stiffy out of
the elders' den. His gray tabby pett was ruffed from
sleep.

“There are  ThunderClan warriors  on
‘Sunningrocks!” Stormkit called from his perch.

Hailstar swung his gaze around. “Get down flom
there, Stomikit” he growied. “This isn't a time for
games.”

Im ot playing!” Stormkit objected. But he
backed along the branch and jumped down from the
trunk

Shellneart scrambled down from the willow and
faced Hailstar, “Are we going (o let those squirrel-
chasers stay there?"

Rippleclaw growied. “They must know we can see.
them.”

“Which means they I be ready for us if we attack "
Troutclaw padded down the slope. “How coud we.
win a batll that theyre more prepared for than we
are?" He shook his matted head. *Haver't we lost
enough?”

Stormkit wondered if the old tom was thinking of
Duskwater. He'd heard Rainflower teling Echomist
that the she-cat’s body had never been found after
the flood. “We'lwin this time!" he mewed.

“Hush, Stormkit" Shellheart snapped his head
around.

Timberfur crossed the clearing, his eyes dark.
“We mightlose.”

Cedarpelt joined Troutclaw and swept his tail
sympathetically across the old cats shouider.
“Sunningrocks has always been hard to defend.”

ts no reason to let
ThunderClan have " He stepped back as
‘Shellneart brushed in front of him, muffing his mew.

“You'e too young for this debate,” the RiverClan

deputy warned.

inflower scooped Stormkit aside with her tail
*Hush, litle one. You have a warrior's heart as brave
as any cat's. You'll get your tum.”

You bet I will Stormkit shut his mouth and curied



his claws. One day I1l be leader and then Il decide
vben v gointo bate.

T paws and tumed to find
Oakkit glaring at him.

“Trat's my tail you're digging your claws into!”
my" Stormkit guilly hopped off his brother's.
tail. “We have to punish those squirre-chasers for
stealing our territory, right?”

didn't answer. He was walching
Brambleberry. The white medu:me cat had slid out
from her den among the se

Do you thirk we shoud 1gH, Brambloborry?”
Hailstar asked.

Brambleberry shook her head. "Not now. | have no
way 10 treat battle wounds. The flood took my herbs
and my store willstay empty tll newieaf brings fresh
crops. | can only use the most basic remedies.”

“And we're half-starved,” Troutclaw added.

Stormkit blinked. He hadnt been hungry.

the first time how thin they were looking. Nearly as
scrawny as ThunderClan cas.

Hailstar sighed. *| don't want to start a battie we.
are likely to lose. And | dorit want warrors with
injuries that can't be healed.”

Riplaciaw sshed i . “Then we' st gong
tolelthem lake as much tertor y w

only want Suingrocks,” Echomist pmmed
out. “They d never liyto cross the river.

Piketooth growled, “There’s prey at Sunningrocks.
Forest prey that could make up for the lack of fish”
He Kicked the carp lying at fis paws. ‘I took all
morning to catch this.”

Echomist dipped her head. ‘But is almost
newieaf. k won't be long before we have more prey
than we need. And right now Id rather go hungry than
lose another Clanmate.” She glanced at Troutciaw.

Piketooth dug his claws into the earth. “Are we.
going to give up Sunningrocks without a mumur?”

“No." Hailstar crossed the clearing and leaped
onto the low branch of the wilow. He glanced toward
Sunningrocks. “Rippleciaw, Shellheart” His tail
swept the bark. “Take Ottersplash and Brightsky to

Sunningrocks. Dont fight Tell Pinestar and his
Clanmates that they may have Sunningrocks today.

them: Those rocks are RiverClan's and we
will defend Ihem soon”

“Donit wor snake-hearts will get the
messagel” Sreiromts oo praved sof ot a0
e charged for o enance Lrvelwih Ripplecin:

K
o s e Commaios et o amidous,

mu
ear and dashed back o e falen o

Wa'e gong o watch sneunsan el Pigstr oft

Somidt scampored o Dig your
vmmed bmmar o slmpsw

w thin enough to dip under

showing his bely o the leaf-bare sun. A bright ginger
tom sat beside him, eyes closed, tail wrapped over
his paws.

“That must be Sunfall, the depl
whispered. “Volekit said he was ginger.”

Two lithe warriors paced back and forth beside
the leader and deputy: a blue-aray tom and a mottied

" Oakkit




tabby. Their eyes were wide and their ears pricked.
‘Suddenly the tabby halted and stared at the fiver.

Stormkit folowed his gaze. Shelheart was
‘swimming toward Sunningrocks. Water spiashed as
Rippleclaw, Brightsky, and Oftersplash plunged in
afler him. On Sunningrocks, the gray tom's pelt had
bristied along his spine. He darted to the edge of the
rocks and showed his teeth, his gaze fixed on the
RiverClan patrol

Pinestar jumped o his paws, quickly folowed by
Sunfall. The four ThunderClan warriors fined Up on

dripping, from the water. In two bounds, the
RiverClan deputy scaled the smooth ciff face.
Sunfall arched his back and hissed as Shellneart
approached. Pinestar narrowed his eyes.

Stormkit felt Oakkit tense behind him. “Wil they
g7 Oakiibreathea

” Stormkit's paws trembled with excitement
a5 Ribplecow eaped up oo Sumingrocks. wih
Brightsky and Ottersplash lul\uwwg

Stormkit pricked s ears, s

“You're on RiverClan terrtory," P gmw\ed

Sunfall took a step forward. “Make us leave, then.

Shellheart ficked his tail. This is not yet a batte
worth fighting,” he meowed. He looked back toward
the RiverClan camp, clearly visible through the
leafless trees. “But we'll be watching. You should
watch out, 100, because this is our land and we wil
defend i

The gray tom's lip cured. “But ot today?”

Rippleciaw darted forward, flattening his ears. it
comes o a battle,” he hissed in the gray tom's face,
“itll be me who shreds you first”

“Rippleciaw!” Shellneart called the warrior back
and met Pinestar's namowed gaze. “You can have
Sumingrocks for now. Help yourself to any fresh-il
youfind here. RiverCian doesn't need mice. But we'll
fake it back when we want itback.”

Stormkit could feel his brother's heart pounding
“Mangy mouse-eaters.” he mutered. ‘Erioy
‘Sunningrocks while you can”

Shellheart jumped down to the riverbank and
waited while Rippleclaw, Ottersplash, and Brighisky
dived past him into the water. He glanced back up at
the rock face once more before folowing his
Clanmates.

Watch outl” Oakkits yelp made Stormikt jump.
“The magpie's coming back!”

Stormkitlooked up and saw a flash of black-and-

white feathers outined against the gray sky."Hold on
1o me”he ordered.

As Okl sank Hs aws i i pek. Slom

reared up on his hind legs. He lashed out at
magpie with his forepaws just as it Swooped

with the branch. Held fim by Oakkit Somt
slashed again and again unl he felt is claws slice
through feather and reach flesh.

Squawking, the magpie wheeled away, and
‘Stormkit dropped o four paws.

akiitlet go and binked at him. “Nice move”

“Thanks for hanging on to me.” Stormikitlooked at
the bloody feathers caught in his ciaws. °| don't think
that magpie will be back for a while.” He blinked
riumphantly at his brother. "We're going to be the
bestwarriors RiverClan's ever seen”




Chapter 3

Stomiit stretched in his nest, feeling the musces.
slide undemeath his glossy fur. He could almost
reach from one wall to the other in this comer of the
nursery. Early-moming sunshine fitered through the
roof, making the reed walls glow. b the three moons.
since ThunderClan had stolen Sunningrocks, the sun
had grown hotter and higher in the sky. New growth
speared up through the old reed bed and the sedge
bushes smelled sweet and lush.

“Wake up!” Stormkit whispered in Oakkit's ear.

Rainflower stirred sleepily and wrapped her tail
over Stormkit's belly. ‘Go back o sleep, litte
warrior,” she purred. “I's still early."

‘Stormkit shook off her warm, Soft tail and sat up.
He poked Oakkitwitha

“What s t?” Oakkit grumbled, hs eyes tightly shut.

Let's go explore.”

‘Remember fo stay in camp,’ Rainfower
murmured sieepily.

‘course,"” Stommikit promised. He poked Oakkit

ek i i rose uder a pav. on' you ever
sleep?”

“We've been asleep all night. The dawn patrolleft
agesago.”

In Echomists nest, Beetlekit struggled to his
paws, his black pelt rumpled. s it ime 1o eat?"

Volekit opened his eyes. "Yeah, I'm hungry.”

the fur tufted between his ears. Echomist rolled over
and beganto snore genty.

Stormkit hopped o of his nest and stretched.

“Were going to catch our own prey.”

Oakkit sat up. "Are we?"

Rainfower ifted her head. *I hope you're.
to get your brother n trouble again, Stormit

“Why are you blaming me?" Yesterday theyd
made it as far as the stepping-stones before being
spotted and escorted back to camp by a very
Mudur. s not my fault Oakkitfolowed the paol.

“He wasn't_folowing Rainflower
reminded him, “He was following you:

“He was?"

As Stormkit biinked at her innocently, she ficked
his ear with her taik-tip. I suppose Im lucky to have
such a brave, handsome kit” She rested her chin on
her paws.

“Im brave, too.” Oakiit leaped out of the nest and
headed for the ertrance.

“Wait for mel” Stormkit caught up and slid past
him out of the nursery.

“The clearing was already warm and bright, though
the sun was barely higher than the ancient willow.
Hailstar and Shellweart sat beside the fallen tree,
their heads dipped in quiet conversation. Troutclaw;
Birdsong, and Tanglewhisker were sunning
themselves on the smooth earth outside the elders’
den. Timberfur and Oftersplash were poking among
the reeds at the edge of the river, their ears pricked,
tails twitching, clearly hoping to find a minnow
‘among the watery stems.

Brambleberry was laying out limp leaves in the

t going

E

clearing and sniffed the leaves. He screwed up his
face. They smelled sour.

“They're colsfoot leaves.” Brambleberry told him.
‘Good for coughs.”




e oo oo oM Pt o
R u them o get e fice ou”
Bramhlebeny oo andiver lear ot on he
n you swallow the juice o st ong

P ookt skicded 0 a hal besice tam, “Whared
they come from?"
I picked them beside the falls” Brambleberry

‘Can we come with you to pick more?" Stormkit
asked hopefuly.
Brambleberrys v'mwskers twitched. “Perhaps in

two moor
“Im sure Hailsar il ot s go o if e knows.

Stormkit scowled. “Maybe later” He'd asked
Hailstar if they could leave the camp before: once if
they could help Shellheart hunt, twice if they coud
shadow Rippleclaw's patrol, but the answer had
always been the same: “Wait uniil youre
apprentices.”

o S stared aniousy f the appreices don

sting the air. There was o wamm scent of sleep

dnmng from it Scﬂnawar\d Whitepaw must have left
with the dawn patrol. “Lucky furballs” he muttered.

Oakkit shugged. I thought we were going
unting.

“We

‘wmnv' Oakkit scanned the camp. ‘In the

ot Rfod ot s . et o o more
then butterfies!”

e co try hunting for minmows with Ottersplash
‘and Timberfur,” Oakkit suggested.

Stormit roled is eyes. Minnows?"

“What's wrong with minnows

“Do you want o stay in camp?”

“We have to.”

“Oh, come on.” Stormkit butted his brother wih his
head. “Let's sneak out and hunt ke real warriors.”

“Whet if we get caught again?” Oakkitlowered his
voice. “Hailstar said he'd make us wail an exia
moon o ge our appreniice names if we ot ino any
more trouble.”

*He didnit mean it Stormkit scoffed. “RiverClan
needs warriors. Haistar's not a_frog-brain. The
s00ner we're out patroling and fighting, the better it
be for the Clan.” He ficked his tail. ‘When fm leader
Tilletits go out of camp whenever they want”

star. What a great name!
“Hey!" Oakkit jabbed him with a paw. “Rainflower
s I was bor first 50 / getto be leader”

You wanted to hunt minnows!” hescoffed, the
‘added kindly, Tl make you deputy when /1 leader

“Thanks a lot”

“Come ol Let go and hunt”

Before Oakkit coud answer, mewing filed the
learing, Vol and Bestiki were mblng roisly

“Wait for me!" Petalkit scrambled after them,
pawing at their tails as they scooted across the
clearing and skittered to a halt by the reed bed.
Beetiekit thrust his nose into the staks beside
Ottersplash, making the reeds tremble. “Have yo
seenanyfish?”
“Don't scare them off” Ottersplash grumbled, not
taking his eyes from the patch of water beneath his

nose.
Stormikit nudged Oakkit. “Come on, before.
et ris asking s questions.”

“Which way?" Oakkit asked. “We can't just walk
through the enirance tumnel.”

“Dirtplace. Then we can squeeze through the




‘sedges out on to the marsh."

Stormkit headed toward dirtplace. He ducked
through the fronds, Oakkit on his tail. Through the
gap lay a sandy clearing. clumped in places and
stinking. Oakkit poked his paw through a clump of
sedge. “Through here?"

“Let me see." Stormkit pushed past and nosed his.
way through the stems. They were sharp and grazed
his nose but he pushed on, eyes half-closed, untl he
broke out into sunshine. A wide marshy plain
stretched ahead of him, grassy and lush, filed with
patches of reed and sedge and white bilowing

fowers.

“I's huge!” Oakkit siid out befind Stormiit and
stared at the green wetiand. I stretched far along the:
fiverbank and sloped up toward a smooth meadow

re horses grazed.

“Let's head for the river,” Oakkit suggested

Stormkit tited his one side. “Don't you
want o cross the marsh

* thought we were going (0 nd prey” Oakt
reminded him. “Whatlies in the marsh?’

*Frogs?” Stormkit guessed.

“f you want to spend your morming hopping after a
frog, then go ahead, Stormstar:" Oakkit padded
away. “Tm heading for he river.”

“Okay!" Stormkit's paws sank into watery moss,
ool and springy beneath his pads. He bounced
along behind Oakkit, folowing the sedge wall

“Wait!" Oakiit haited.

Stormkit stumbled into him. “What?"
“We're near the camp entianc
whispered.

Stormkit recogrized the welkirod grass track that
led out from the sedges and weaved between the
thick bushes and grasses that swathed
fiverbank

*Follow me." Stormkit sid ahead, and pushed his
way into the rich greenery at the side of the path
Nosing his way through the soft leaves, he kept o
the bushes. Where water puddied the path, he
crossed_deliberately through it. hoping the mud
would disguise their scert. Then, glancing over his
shouider to make sue Oakkit was folowing, he
plunged into the long grass on the other side of the
path. The ground fell away from beneath his paws
‘and he tumbled down the bank.

He landed with a thump on a muddy flat at the
tiver's edge. Water lapped his pelt as he scrambied

is paws. He moved just in time. With a yelp,
Oakkit tumbled after him.

Jumping up, ruffled, Oakkit shook out is fur, “Nice
foute,”he mutered.
ot my faul | don't know the whole territory.
yot.” Stormkit defended himself. “Hailstar wonit et us
explore, remember?” He gazed downriver, watching
the water flow away in a lazy brown flood that moved
with such ease it was hard 1o imagine the same river
had once destroyed the camp.

"Look, the stepping-stones!” Stormkit spotied
smooth bouders breaking the surface farther

jownstream. “We can get o Sunningrocks!”

Oakkit binked. “Why woud we go 1o
Sunringrocks? k belongs to ThunderClan

“No, it doest!” Stormkit answered hotly. “They're
invaders." He glanced at the far bank. A stretch of

ndy shore lay in the shade of Sunningrocks.
Stormkit stifiened

A cat was moving along the water's edge, tugging
at weeds that clung to the rocks and streams in the
cuten-Look” e hssed o Qo

be a ThunderClan warriorl” Oakkit

Oakkit

gas p o)
“A wartior? No way!” Stormkit sniffed. "Look at
him. He looks older than Sumingrocks” The



and then hesitating a moment before tugging out a
leaf or two with is shaggy paws.

Stormkit bristied. “He's stealing our herbs!”

“They're acly ous. Haisiar gave
Sumingocks b Trude

“No, Gt Mo jet didnt fghthem
Besigost Stomii ganchs up a1 e g ey
boulders that loomed over the river—that old cat is
on the shore, ot the rocks, and that's definitely

ours.
“Shoud we go and tell Shelheart?” mewed

Oakkit.

rmkit stared at his bother. *Are you frog-

e
“He's on our land.”
“wWe tell Shellneart, he'll know we were outside
akiit frouned. “So whatshoud we o7
“Let's chase him
“Chase Him oft™ oakmrs s widened. Ho's
bigger than both of us
el o o i of et ot pointed out.
iHo carit cion wesh Himsol. He's abvusly ol a
realwarior He might o even bs TrncerCln
might be a loner
I think we. shnu\d tell Shellneart” Oakkit dug his.
clows ko e
S vas simacy paddng skorg e
shore. “Let's deal with this ourse!
Oakkit scuried afler him. “We can't take on a ful-
growntom.”
“Why not? There are two of us.”

2

'Sfibhi” Stormkit crouched and began stalking
along the riverbank. “Or the mange-ball will hear us.”

The ragged tom was stil snifing his way from
plantto plant

‘Stormkit paused and pressed his belly 1o the mud,
fesling water soak his fur The stepping-stones
began about a taiklength ffom the bank. A narmow
stretch of water stood between him and the first ock.
“The river wasn'tflowing particulary fast, but t looked
deep and cold around the base of the stone.
‘Stormkit tensed, then leaped, clearing the channel
and landing with a soft skid on the first stepping-
stone. I felt smooth beneath his paws, wom by
countless moons of lapping water.

Oakiit joined him with a muffled oof. There was.
only just enough room for both ofthem, I il tink we

Stormikit ficked his tail over Oakkit's mouth
“shhh”

The river gurgled between the stepping-stones,
making tiny whirpools at the edges of the rock.
‘Stormkit took a breath and launched himself toward

smoothly it seemed for a moment as though the rock
were moving. Stormkit steadied his gaze, fiing it on
the ragged tom who was stillskulking inthe shade of
‘Sunningrocks, then jumped on to the next rock, and

kit pot bruh i as s iternato kapt pace
ne and they'd be on the shore.
Oakkl\ ratned In e car ‘He's goin o 506 s
for surel”
“Not if we land over there” Stormkit nodded
a clump of mallow clinging at the river's
edge. “We'll hide behind that"




‘sprang, pushing off hard, and swished through
o ton clump. Wet sand spattered around his
paws as Oakkit landed clumsily beside him.
Stormiit froze and glanced at the tom. Had he
spotted them?

“The tom was tugging at weeds, his pelt smooth,
his gaze intent on hs leaves. Then he looked up. His
old blue gaze bored into Stormkit's.

“Did you think | wouldn't nolice you?" A grow!
edged his mew.

Oakkit's fur bushed up. “Let's get out of here!”

Not yet” Stormkit showed his teeth. “You're on
RiverClantarlohe Hssed a e fom. ‘Getoffor

et ursheathed s caws. ‘Go and seal
someone else’s herbs!

The tom's gaze rerowsd. Hou dare you?" His.
ears flattened.

‘Stormit fet sick.

He's going to killus!” Oakkit croaked.

“Run!” Stormkit umed and scrambled through the.
‘mallow. He skidded to a halt on the first stone, then
leaped again.

Oakkit landed beside him. "Help!” he wailed as

“Thanks!” Oakkit regained his balance and
jumped for the next stone. The tom yowled behind
them. Stormkit hurtied after hs brother.

“ou don't get away from Goosefeather that
easily!” the old cat snaried. Storikt felt hot breath
on his heels and jagged claws spiked fis tail
Unbalanced, he leaped for the final stone. His paws
hitwater as he plunged into th river.

StarClan help me!

Pain shot though his face as he colided with the
base of the rock. Cold water engutied him and the
workd tumed black. Chuming his paws, Stormikit
flailed for the suace but he had no idea which way

was. Gravel grazed his bely, then his spine, as
the river tumbled him downstream ke a leaf,

Water stung his eyes as he opened them,
searching for sunlight. Shadowy shapes raced past
him. He struggled against the current, trying to swim,
but another submerged rock slammed against his
side, knocking the last of his breath from him. His
chest heaved as he fought not to suck in water. Then
he saw a shape moving steadily toward him. A she-
cat. Orange and white, he coukd just make her outin
the gloom.

StarCian come to ciaim him? Terror clawed
‘Stormkit's belly and he fought harder, praying for ai,
for the surace, for something to grab on to that
woud stop him being washed into StarClan's
hunting grounds. He couidn't die yet!

The orange-and-white cat swam closer.

Go away! | dont want (o come with you! The words
screamed in Stormkits mind.

“Dorit worry, ltle one.” He heard the cat's words
as though she were whispering in his ear, even
though she was siil a taikiength away. “I's not
time yet. You have a great destiny ahead of you.” Her
amber eyes shone in the green water and then she

ne.

Teeth gripped Stormkit's scruff. With a jerk, he
was above the rushing water, dangling from the jaws.
of Mudfur. The brown warrior tumed against the

coughing and vambleg, sudenty ausre o on
‘agonizing painin his chex

Mt soamiied o i tver and bounded w
the b

e okay?” Oakkit yowled.

Stormkit coud hear his brother but he couldnt



open his eyes because his whole face felt as if it
were on fire. He felt iquid bubbling at his nps and
tastod blood, He sared o shake. Wha wong wi

e it speak or put him down, just headed
along the path toward camp vith Stomkit swinging
imply beneath his chin.
“What's wrong with him?”

sound of fear in Oakkits voice frightened
‘Stormkit more. Each jolt as Mudfur’s paws hit the
ground shot through his face like lightning. Stormiit
tried o open his eyes. Grass, sedge, and wilow
herb streamed past in a biur. He could hear fis own
breathing. He was ferribly cold and his paws felt

numb,
s not your time yet. Its not your fime yet. He
clung to the orange-and-white cat's words, repe:
them a5 ough prayig o SirClan Ho smoled me
warm scent of Bramblebery as
through the sedge tunnel into camy
Whare didyou d him?” Rafower's stel mew
the anxious murmur that greeted them.
-Oakw Oakklt"

ned?”

St it stepping-stone.

Brambberys mow souded cam amor the
others. “Take him to my den, M

Past the haze of pes and oried eyes. Past the

deep olive sedge and into the green calm of
Brambleberry's den. | was a wide space, aimost a
dlearing, thickly walled by sedge with a nest
hollowed out at one side where Bramblebery slept.
Stormkit smelled his mother close by, her scent
adged wihier.

Rainflower moved around him, pushing past
Bramblebery, nudging Mudur as the brown tom laid
Stormkit_gently down. "What has he done to
himsel?”

“Let me see.” Bramblebery nosed the queen

away.

StormKit tried to focus on the white medicine cat,
bt the black spots that dotted her fur swam before
hise

*His face! His handsome face!” Rainflower's wail
senta new wave of terror through him.

Mudiur's pelt brushed Stormikits flank as he
huddled facedown on the smooth earth floor. “Come
on, Rainflower. You need 1o check on Oakkit. He's
pretty shaken up.”

As the warrior steered Rairflower from the den,
Brambleberry leaned closer to Stormkit. “Donit
wory, ltte one. Titake care of you.”

Stormkit lay numb and trembling as Brambleberry
disappeared for a moment. When she retumed she
was canying something that had a strong, sour tang.

“Im going to squeeze juice into the side of your
mouth” she told him. “I'l taste bad and itl hurt to
swallow, but you must take it Her mew was firm. “t1
help you feel better.”

‘Stormkit tied to speak but his mouth fet thick and
strange, and another jolt of pain made him cry out

“This has willow bark, thyme, and poppy extract in
it” Brambleberry went on, her voice low and soft

Stormkit felt wetness at the side of his mouth and
then a stream of liquid tickled in. He forced himself
o swallow in spite of the agony.

feel a lot better than you do now” As she talked, o
medicine cat pulled moss around him until he folt

rm and cozy. Her words drifted into a low murmur
unilthe green clearing and the sharp scents of herbs
faded into darkness.



Chapter 4

Stormiit blinked at his mother. “Are you leaving
already?”

T gol to." Rainflower meowed, glancing up at
he i

Wny wont she look at me
“There's a ot of humr\g to do now the fish are
back.” she wenton
Osidt reied He paws on the edge of Skomidts

o i o coe Hainfover’s eye. I wanted
to tell you about the moth | caught last right”
Confined 1o the medicine den for a moon, he'd
had itie chance to hunt. 'd been pure luck the moth
had fited into Brambleberry's den; he'd snatched it
outof the air with a single paw.
Oakkit shufled closer. "You can tell me about the.

“Itwas huge.” Stormkit leaned toward his mother,
but Rainflower was already halfway o the entrance.
# promised Ripplecaw I jon i patol she

calle

- Brambleberry backed out of the
small hollow in the sedge wall where she stored her
herbs. Strange green scents clung o her fur, and
there were fragments of leaf on her muzzie where
shed boen soing trough er suppes

Rainflower halt

Somit can go back to e nusery foday”
Brambleberry old her.

“Really?” Oakiit tumbled into Stormkit's nest and
started pummeling him playfully with his hind paws.
“That's great! Come on, lazybones!"

'So he's better?” Rainfower's eyes darkened,
She glanced at Stormkit. “ou canit do any more for
him?”

Oakkitfroze, mid-pummel.

“He's got all his ears and whiskers." Stormkit
heard sharpness in the medicine cat's mew. “He can
play and practice hunting like any other kit. What
more do you want?”

Rainflower tumed away and ducked through the
entrance. “Fine. Send him back to the nursery the
she called as the tip of her tail disappeared.
Stormkit ited his head on one side. *ls Rainflower

okay?
‘She's just tired from all the hunting,” Oakkit
mewed

Brambleberry flexed her claws. “Tired," she
echoed drily.

Oakkit ficked Stormkit's ear with his tail. ‘Come.
onl" He leaped out of the soft moss nest. “You've
been lying around too long. We need to get you fit
We'llbe apprentices in less than two moons.”

“Imafraid not” Brambleberry crossed the den.

Stormkit's heartlurched. “What do you mean?”

Her blue gaze was clear. “You'l have 1o wait a
while

become a ‘paw, litte one.

Stormkit leaped out of his nest. "Why?" His paws.
trembled beneath him.

“You broke your jaw,” Brambleberry reminded him.

“Butit's healed.” Stormkit old her. He opened and
closed his mouh to show her. It st felt Stff and
lopsided, and it ached if he lay on it during the night,
but he knew the bones had mended because the
pain wasn't 5o sharp it made him feel sick.

“You hardly ale for a half-moon, and even now you
find it hard” Brambleberrys gaze ficked along
‘Stormit's flank. “You need to fil out a bit before you
start your apprentice training.”




“Itll be okay,” Oakkit mewed. ° bet you catch up to
me even if you start your training late.” He nudged
‘Stormkit with his shouder.

Stomidt amos e ver. inen dd Oakk row
50 much? He was strong and weighty, more like a
S tran 2 kit Stommi o iy beside him, with

going 1o stop him from becorming a war
about Cian leader? Coud he sill be G oador 1
he was apprenticed late’

Brambleberry touched his head with her muzze.
“Oakkits right” she mumured. “ou'l grow in no
tme. Jst et ol and o some exercise. StarClan

ver you. There's no reason why you
Von'be as g s Srelhean by et e ot

StarClan's vatching over me. Stormkit dug his
s o o s ground “fmgoing 10 get big and
strong and be the best apprentice ever.

Oakkl\ ficked ms «aumwam the tumnel. “Come on!

" He bounded away and
Slommt olowed. susteny xcod 1 oo ot 1 e

gain.
“Tharks, Bramblebemy” he called over his

st

‘Il check on you tomorrow’ Brambleberry
promised. “Make sure you eat well and rest
whenever you get tied.”

Slomitbustau o th cearng, dazded by e
sunshine and suprised by the iver
chattered beyond the reed bed ok ovished

5. New warrior dens had been woven

aroud e flen tee- Tho apprenicos’ den had
coating of moss, and the nursery,

ke vy i e 36656 wall boked 59 cory 26
ever. Hailstar's den had been rebuil, its wilow

was sharing freshill with Hailstar, Tanglewhisker,
and Birdsong at the top of the siope while Softpaw
hauled stale moss from their den

*Are you almost finished, Softpaw?” Fallowtal, her
mentor, was caling from the camp erirance. *| want
toteach you a new battle move.”

“Wornit be long,” Softpaw answered

Stormkit_breathed deep and smelled the
mouthwatering tang of newly caught fish. “Are you
hungry?" he asked Oakiit

I ate when the dawn patrol got back, but there’s.
frestrill left if you want some” He ficked his tail
toward the pile of fat trout lying beside the reed bed
“Let me get you one.” Oakkit raced away.

“Stormkiti” Mudfur's rumbling mew sounded
across the cearing. The wartior ciambered o his
paws and padded across the clearing. “I's good to

you up and about”

Volekit caught the moss ball Petalkit had just
tossed and tumed to stare at them. "Stokit” He
left he ball and came charging across the clearing,
Beetiekit and Petalkit on his tail. They dived around
Mudfur, nearly tripping over the brown ton's feet,
before skidding to a haltin ront of Stormit.

Volekit gasped. *H-how are you?"

Petakit pushed past her brother. “We kept
begging to visit you but Rainflower wouidn't let us.
Her eyes gittered. “Would she, Mudfur?” She looked
up anxiously at the brown warrio.

Why does she sound veird?

Mudfur sat down behind the kits. “She was worried
You were 0 sick

Stormkit frowned. He'd begged Rainflower for
visitrs. Had he really been 10 sick to see anyone?
He'd been in pain. but after half a moon he'd been
s bored and frustrated as a turtle up a tre.

Beetlekit was staring at him. “You look funny.”




“Hush, Beetlekit" Echomist came trotting across.
the clearing. “He looks very well considering what
he's been through” She licked Stormkit between the
ears. “Im so pleased you'e out of the medicine
den” she purred. “The nursery's been quiet without
you She glanced at Volekit. “Wel, almost quiet”

Volekit swallowed. “We've—er—made a training
comer in the nursery” He looked away. “You'l love it
We've got buirushes and moss 1o help us practice.”

;Ho can se it o Echomis sioncad hor kit
“Right now_he needs sunshine and food."
glanced at Stormkit. “And plenty of it”

Even Echomist sounded strar

Stormkit frowned. “Oakkits getting me some
fresh-kil” he told her.

“Stormkit” Birdsong’s mew sounded from the top.
of the bark

" that Stormkit out of the medicine den?"
Tanglewhisker appeared beside Birdsong, whose
tal curled over her back.

Stormiit looked past them 1o see his father bul
Shellneart was already on his paws and bounding
down the slope. “Stormkit” He nudged Stormkits
cheek with his muzze as though he hadn't seen his
Kitinmoons.

Stormkit wriggled away. “You just saw me
terdayl”

yes

s just good 1o see you out of the medicine den
atlastl You have lots o catch up on. Ive been giving
Oakiit some training to get him ready for his
apprenticeship. You need to getto the same level as
fast as you can”

Stormkit purred. He glanced across the clearing
wondering if Oakkit had found him a fish yet. His
belly was growiing.

He stiflened

Rippleciaw was staring at i from undemeath the.
ancient wilow. The silver-and-black warrior looked
‘awayas Stormkit caught hs gaze.

“The whole Clan was acting 0dd.

Corfused, Stormkit tumed back to the fiendly
faces crowding around him. Everyone was making a
fuss, saying how pleased they were to see him, how
much theyd missed him, but there was something
pecuiiar about the way they were looking at him.
Because they werent actualy looking at im.
‘Stormkit realized with a jolt that, despite the purs
and kind words, none of them was looking directly at
his face. A cold chill ran through him.

He shoudered his way past Echomist and Mudfur

ind headed for the reed bed.

“Stormkit?” Oakikit dropped the fish he was.
carying as Stormkit dashed past him.

Stormkit stopped at the shore, by a patch of clear
water, and stared down.

“Stormkit”

heard Oakkit's mew. He was staring at
the strange cat reflected in the water. That wasn't his
face! This cat's jaw was twisted from just below his
ear, hardly visble beneath one cheek, sunken
horribly beneath the top lip. His nose was stretched
sideways and up, and his tongue poked oul at one
side, loling between his teeth ke a fat pink worm.

“What happened to me?" he whispered.

Oakkit pressed close to him. “You'e lucky (o be
alive, that's what" he mewed fiecely. He stroked
Stormkit's spine with his tail. ‘Brambleberry thought
youd die of shock and then infection. She fought
really hard to keep you alive. And Shellheart sat with
You ight afer night”

t about Rairflower?” Was this why his mother
had hardly visited him? Because he was so horrible

“Rainflower was upset,” Oakkit told him.
Stomikit felt a flood of guil. ‘Tm somy” he



“That | hurt Rainflower o much.”

“Donit say that. k wasn't your fault” Okt voice
sounded as if it was stuck in his throat. “Come or
He sat up and nudged Stormkit away from the
water's soe with his nose. “We're supposed to be
fatteni

smmku ot is broter uide hm tvard te fsh

iopped. He

"ot Ot odorod . slopping besido o .

Stormkit crouct and tool

couk rrdly e L Alln coutl ik o how
Srange o whn s tongus Kop g 0 i out
of the side of his mouth. How oddly he had to move
His jaws o chew. e mecins dentrad seemod
normal. s just part of your recovery, Brambleberry
a0 i a5 ho el marened 6 foh sho'd
brought him. But he was better now. Back among his
Clanmates. Why was eafing stll o dificult? Ho must
weird, trying o keep the food from dribbiing
from e isied side of s mouh. e glaced tp.
wondering
Jeanitdolt nswm red
"6s, You can- ekt pcked u tho fh and
cartiod 0. shadowy 5po b g rarch
of the fallen tree. “Come over here.” He beckoned to
Stormikit with s ail. "N's quiet. You can eat in
peace.” Oakkit pushed the fish toward Stormit and
padded back (o the clearing

Stormikits bell rumbled as ifto remind him that he.
was still hungry. Hidden behind the fallen tree he
took another bite of fish. He glanced up o see if
anyone was watching. But Oakkit had found him the
‘most private spot in the camp. No one could see him
here. Relieved and gratefu, Stormkit guiped down
the frestill. Pain raked along his jaw, but he kept
chewing. Atlast, his belly ful, he sat up. A small pile
of hafchewed fish sat by his paws where it had
dribbled from his mouth. Stormkit quickly dug a hole:
in the soft earth and buried it. He jumped, hot with
embarrassment, as Oakkit appeared around the end
of the branch.

“Are you done?”

Stormkit nodded.

“Come and see the training comer we made in the.
nursery.”

Stormkit padded after his brother and squeezed
o the nursery. "Wow!” He stared in deight at the
far end of the den. The nests had been pushed back
and moss laid on the foor.

Oakkit bounded past im and landed on the moss.
“This is 50 we can fall without hurting ourselves.”

“What are those?" Stormkit glanced up at the fat
brown buirush heads sticking out high up the nursery

wall
“Watch!” Oakkit crouched, his head tipped back
s he focused on the burushes. Then he leaped
Mid-leap he reached out both forepaws and grasped
a thick brown rush, then fell back, landing deftly on
his hind legs before wresting it o the ground.
Thats great Sl et  surge of excement
“Can

o course.” Oakkit mewed. “That's what it for.

skis. By the me we star raining we'l be able to it
‘amouse from three tail-lengths awa

e don st as Volok. Boetekit,and Polakit
foughtto squeeze in.

“Hey! |was first!” Beetlekit complained as Petalkit
climbed over him and scampered across the nests
‘o the training comer

tried it yet, Stommkit?" Volekit
demanded. He crouched down, wiggled his
hindquarters, then flung himself at the wall and



‘snatched a bulrush head.

Stormiit pressed his belly to the floor and looked
up. A fat buiush was dangling teasingly over his
head. He narrowed his eyes and leaped. Stretching
outhis paws, he reached for the long fuzzy head. His
paws clapped together, grabbing thin air, and e fell
back on to the moss panting. “Frog dung!”

“You nearly had it” Petalkit mewed encouragingly.

Stormkit lashed his tail. *Nearlys not good
enough.”

‘The nest behind him rustied. Echomist sques
into the nursery, her soft gaze on Stormkit, “I's good
to have you back.”

Petalkit purred. “He's trying the training comer,”
she mewed. “He can jump prety high already.”

Volekit stared thoughtully at the wall. ‘We're going
to have to add more bulrushes.”

The den trembled. “You'e not going to clog up that
‘coner with more mess, are you?” Rainflower pushed
her wayin and sat down. She licked her paw and ran
it over her pale gray face. "Can't you play outside
like normal kits?"

“Okay” Oakkit nudged Stormkit toward the
enirance. “Come on," he called 10 the others. “Let's
play moss-ball”

ekl bouad aomas the den. T cart

ot et caher last fmel” Petakit scrambled
after him.

As his denmates crowded past him, Stormikit
stumbled over a pile of woven reeds at the edge of
the den. “What's this?" k looked like a nest. Had a
new queen moved (o the nursery?

Rainflower paused mid-fick. “That's your nest,” she.

d

meowe

“My nest?” Wouldrit he be sieeping in her nest
with Oakkit like before?

“You'll need your own space,” Rainflower told him
“Your jaw must be sore. You'l probably fidget in your
sleep. | don't want Oakkit disturbed just because

ire injured

Stormkit blinked at his mother. "t doesn't hurt
now” he mewed. ‘| won't fidget, | promise.”

Siil, its better if you have your own space.”
Rairflower retumed to her washi

Volekit nudged Stormkit's shouider. “Come on
Let's go and play.”

Stormkit stared at his mother. Was she angry
because he'd worried er by being 5o il?

Shelbeart poked s head rough e entance.
w are you setting
o got my own i S——
Shellneart narmowed his eyes. “Have you got your

Oskiitstarud atis v,
Ral « Stelbearts mow was more ke
oron. T8 e o speak withyouo

o Fainiouer’s spie ovsted a5 she
hovpsd cutof e den

“Come on, kits,” Echomist mewed cheerly. “How
aboutanother go at the training wall?”

"Bt we're going outside (0 play.” Beetleki's mey
was drowned by Shelhearts angry snarl beyond the
nursery wall,

“His own nest?”

“He has to grow up eventuall’ Rainflower
answered.

“But Oakkit can stay in your nest
hissed

“Stomidt rus be used ® s ovn st str 30
fong inthe medici

Snclhear snoid. ‘AL least yuie sl aling im
Stormkit”

“And 1l keep caling him thet til Hailstar changes.
his name formaly.”

Selineart



"So youre still determined to rename him
Crookedkit?”
st

on't you think it's a bit cruel?”
i he'd stayed in camp he'd never have had the
accident”
‘She does blame me!

Rainover cariod on. ‘Then m ot be o
ugly mess he i " The icy coldness in his
mothere wice made swmku oo sick 4 sl bo
my handsome young

i bogan o vemble Sof u brushed beside .
Echomistprossed closo as Shlheart grovid aths

vadowumnk Slomki mustfoo”
He'll get used to t” Rainflower

To what?” Rage sharpened " Chetearts mow
“His new rame? Being scarred for ffe? Being
refocted by is mothe

ccident wasn't my fault! | shouldn't have to

Slomis chest tghtered. A sob weled n hs
thro

“Sho's greung. Echorist murm\.ud in s ear.
“She doesn't realize what she's

Shelhoats voico wasio more b a whisper.
never knew you could be so heartiess, Rainflower.”
he growled. "I you insist on Halstar going ahead
with the renaming ceremony then we are o longer
mates. | will never share a den or a piece of fresfill
withyou again

“Very well

‘Stormkit coukdritlisten to any more. He jumped to
his paws and rushed out of the den. “Please don't
argue! | don't mind sleeping by myself or having a

name!” he wailed. But Rainfower was already
crossing the clearing 1o Hailstar's den and didnt
seem 1o hear him. Stormkit stared pleadingly at
Shellheart “Dor't argue because of me.”

“I's not because of you” Shellheart wrapped his
tail around Stormit. ause of her” He stared
after Rainflower, anger flaring in his eyes

Brambleberry was trotiing toward them. “How's

nursery?” Her cheerful mew faltered as she
caught Shelhearts gaze. She tumed o see
Raltiuer dsppesr (o Halsiars den. ‘She'a
really going to do

e podded Brambleberry ciosed her eyes
for a moment, then biinked them open and stared at
Stormkit. “The seasons_change, Stormkit, but
RiverClan never siops being RiverClan. Shelheart
will always be brave and loyal, whether there is sun
or snow on his pelt. And you will always have the
heartof a warior, no matter what your name is.* She
touched him genty on the head with her muzzie

The traiing moss at the entrance to Hailstar's den
quivered and Hailstar padded out. Rainflower siid
out atter him. “Let all cats old enough to swim gather
to hear my words” the RiverClan leader meowed
solemnly.

Brambleberry ficked her tail. ‘Perhaps | shoud

" She_began to walk toward
Hailstar | could be called Swallowherb.” She purred
at her own joke. he looked over her
shouider at Stormkit. “Because that's what | do? |
make cats swallow herbs.”

Stormkit padded numbly after her. He ried o purr
buthis throat was dy.

Brambieberry hafted and looked down at him.
“StarCian is watching over you,” she told fim. Her
biue eyes met his. “This is partof a destiny only they
understand, but you must believe that they are
stiding a8 of s, s it ey caro shout you st 3

much as any cat in RiverClan”

‘Stormkit blinked as the medicine cat tumed and




trotted away. He wanted to believe her, but
would StarClan let something so unfair happen to
him?

Troutclaw, Birdsong, and Tanglewhisker headed
down the siope as Echomist herded Volekit,
Petalkit, and Beetlekit from the nursery.

“How can meone’s name before
they'ro an apprentice?” Volokit was protesting

'Shih!” Echomist hurried him on with a nudge of

Hailstar waited with Rainflower beside him while
the Clan gathered at the edge of the clearing.

“What's going on?” Shimmerpelt whispered

Fallowail shrugged. "No idea. Is too soon for the.
Kits to have their apprentice names.”

Softpaw lifted her chin. “Maybe we're going to get
our warior names,” she hissed fo Whilepaw.
Whitepaw glanced questioningly at his mentor, but
Timberfur was whispering something to Ottersplash,
his eyes dark.

Stormkit's heart quickened. He tried to catch

Stormkit padded, trembling, into the clearing. He.
looked blindly around. The familiar faces seemed
strange, menacing, all of a sudden. Was this a bad
dream?

I have gathered the Clan o witness the giving of

describe your heart. | know you are as true and loyal
as any warrior. Bear your name bravely as a kit and
nobly when you becorne a warrior.

Stormkit nodded.

“From this day forward, you shall be known as
Crookedkit”

‘Stormkit tried notto hear the mumur of shock that

Suddenly he glimpsed an orange-and-white peltin
the shadow of the sedges. The cat from the river!
Her pelt shimmered as though caughtin a heat haze.
He tasted the air and found only the familiar scents
of his Clanmates. She must be a StarClan cat.
StarClan s watching over you. Brambleberry's
words rang in his head. Had the orange-and-white
cat been sent to remind him of their promise? Dont
worry, litle one. He heard her words again. s not
your lime yet. You have a great destiny ahead of
u.

He murmured his new name. ‘I am
He glanced around his Clanmates. No
one met his gaze. Only the shimmering orange-and-
white cat. Her amber eyes shone, unblinking, at him.
She believes in me. With a rush of hope,
Crookedkitlifted his chin.

*lam Crookedkit” he repeated.




Chapter 5

“Can I sleep in Crookedkits nest toright?* Oakkit

to Rainfloer. His eyes gistened in the
oot that fitered through the walls. “K's my last
nightinthe nurser

*No." Rainflower climbed into her nest and circled,
ready for sleep. “How many times have | toid yor
He's used to sleeping alone. You'l stop him from
getting a good night's rest, and he needs as much
sleep as he can getif he's ever going to grow.”

Crookedkit finched. A long moon of sieeping in
his own nest had deepened his pain, not eased it
Volepaw, Petalpaw, and Beetlepaw had received
their apprentice names and moved to
apprentices’ den, and Echomist had retumed to the
wartiors' dens. Crookedkit curied into his nest and
tucked his nose under his paw. If only he hadn't
broken his jaw, Rainfower woud stil love him.
Instead she acted ke his ugiiness was contagious.
He'd tried to please her, o make up for his accident.
He'd fetched her prey from the fresh-Kil pile unil she
asked him to stop. He'd offered to clean out the stale:

55 from her nest, but she'd shaken her head.

“Clean out your own nest’ she'd toid him.
‘Softpaw can do ours.”

Crookedkit shoved his nose tighter under his paw.
His belly rumbled; hs jaw ached. He'd only managed
o eata fish tal earier before pain had stopped him
from chewing. If he couldn't eat, how would he even
grow big enough o get his apprentice name?

“Crookedkit”

Volepaw was caling. Crookedit biinked open his
eyes. Hot greeneaf sun shone through the reed
walls. Rainfower’s nest was empty. Had he missed
‘Oakit’s naming ceremony?

“The dawn patrol brought freshill”

Crookedkit struggled groggily out of his nest, hs
legs trembling as he stumbled ot of the nursery.

Volepaw was bouncing around Shelleart. "Look
what he caught”

Shellheart held a fat trout in his jaws. He dropped
it at Crookedkit's paws. Crookedkit jumped back:
the fish was almost as big as he was. Shelheart
purred. “One day you'l be catching fish like that.” He
tore a lump from the shimmering frest-il. “Eat this.”
He tossed it beside Crookedkit. Tl give the rest to
the elders. Tanglewhisker won't befieve his eyes.”

Crookedkit watched his father carry the fish away,
thenlooked down at the piece at his paws.

Volepaw was watching him

Crookedkit ignored the trout, even though ts fresh
fiver smel was making his mouth water. He sucked
back the spit that was threatening (0 spill over his
twisted jaw. "Has Hailstar given Oakkit his
apprentice name yet?” he asked.

"Not yet.” Volepaw glanced toward Hailstar's den.
A pale gray tail twitched between the traifing moss
covering the etrance. “Rainflower wanted to talk to
Hailstar before the ceremony.”

Perhaps she's asking Hailstar to make me an

tice, 100! Hope flared in Crookedkits belly.

“She told Echomist that there’s only one warrior
good enough to train Oakkit” Volepaw went on.
“And she's going to make sure Hailstar chooses
him.

"Oh” Disappoiniment cragged at his pelt, Wrich
warior s

Volepaw shrugged. “Who knows?" He glanced at
the piece of trout “Are you going to eat that?”

Crookedkit hesitated. He was hur
was o way he was going to eatin front of Volepaw.




e oo o Youhavo”Ho kicked
itoward Vol
- o crouched and stated eatig
Cmukedkmsbe\lygm wied.
“Let all cats old enough to swim gather in the
cleanng?” Halistar was padng fom s den his
wide shouiders sleek and freshly groor
Cedarpet s o rom e sodgen. o frog
dangled from his jaws. Fallowiail jumped down from
the ancient wilow. She tumed and called up o

ing ater.
Softpaw slthered clumsily down the trunk. * donit

leaped (o her paws as water
“s e Shinmerpet ficked rr S it see

¥ Lakeshins motied ray polt macie per mk e
dappled shadow beside the shore. °
rearichedrorwen e, W8 oot domm

lapping at her chest where mossy willow bark had
tumed her snowy white fur into another patch of
bby.

Whitepaw came hurting from the diriplace tunnel,
“Did I miss anything?” He circled his mentor.

Timberfur sat down. Not yet”

Crookedkit wondered where to sit. Shelheart was.
beside Hailstar. Rainfower stood apart from her
Clanmates, Oakkit at her side. Oakkils eyes
sparkled. Crookedkit wanted to race across the
clearing and wish him luck. But he knew Rainflower
would send him away with a snarl

Brambleberry ficked her tail toward Crookedk
*Sit with me.” She stroked Crookedkit's spine with
her tail as he reached her. “I's ice and cool here.”

he settied benealh the wilow beside her,
Echomist joined him. I bet you're proud of your
ter.”

Crookedkit purred. Soon Oakkit wouid be the
strongest and bravest apprentice in the Cian. *He’s
going to be a great warior, ke Shelleart”
Echomist's scent touched his nose and nursery
memories rushed back. When a bad dream woke
him, she'd let him creep into her nest and bundled
him'among her own kits. She always genty pushed
him out before dawn so he coud go back to his own
nest before Rainflower woke up. “K's best not to

Brambleberry nudged Crookedit from his thoughs.
Oakkit was staring at him, mouthing something
Crookedkit tried to guess what he was saying. k
looked like “Crookedpaw” He's wishing | was
getting my apprentice name, too. Warmth fooded
him. It wont be long, he silertly promised.

Hailstar dipped his head. “Oakkit, come here.”

As Oakkit padded forward, Hailstar called another
name. “Shellheart’

Crookedkit binked. Hailstar was _making
Shellheart Oakkit's mertort Fathers never mentored
mw own kits. He stared at Rainflower. Her eyes

She had planned this. Crookedkit felt

Siigony ot

Hailstar's gaze swept the Clan. “Shellheart and




Oakkit share courage, strength, and loyalty.” He
dipped his head to his deputy. “Strengthen those
talents in your apprentice, Shellheart, and make
Oakpaw a warrior who will lead RiverClan to
greatness.”

“Oakpaw!” Rainflower was the first o raise her
voice in praise of RiverClan's newest apprentice.

“Oakpaw!” Volepaw and Petalpaw joined in
Timberfur and  Brighisky lashed their tails
enthusiastically as they called out Oakpaw's new

name.

Crookedkit scamned the reeds, looking for a

glimpse of orange-and-white pelt. The StarClan cat

‘come before. Would she come now to remind

him of his destiny? Or was Oakpaw going to get that,
9

*“Joiin " Crookedkit felt Brambleberry’s breath in
his ear and realized he hadn't calied his brother's
new name,

“Oakpaw! Oakpaw!” he yowied 1o the wide biue
sky. Oh, StarClan, let him be a great vamior! As the
plea flashed in his thoughts, Oakpaw padded toward
him.

“Thank you” Oakpaw bent his head and rubbed
his jaw along Crookedkits. “I hope we get 1o train
together soon. You're my littermate and Il always be
there for you™

Crookedkit purred, s jealousy metting. He loved
Oakpaw too much to want anything less than the
best for him. He just wished Rinfower loved them
equally.

Oakpaw's eyes shone as he tumed back to
Hailstar. *| promise | wil rain hard to become the
bestwarrior | can be."

Rainflower crossed the clearing. “Well done, my
dear;”she pured to Oakpaw.

Shellheart pushed in front of her and touched
Oakpaw's head with the tip of his muzze. ‘1l expect
you 1o train harder than any other apprentice,” he
wamed. “ don't want anyone saying m going easy
on you because youre my kit

“Neither do II' Oakpaw puffed out hs chest.

Shellheart glanced at Crookedkit. “There's no
reason | can't show you some of the moves | teach
Oakpaw” he promised. Excitement fizzed in
Crookediitspaws,
be sily” Rainfower snffed. “He's too

S ookodkt sarod at her, his twisted jaw gaping

He shut it quickly and swallowed. Was she right? He
was eating as much as he couid, and he had nearly
outgrown his nest inthe nursery.

Pelis brushed past his nose as Petalpaw and
Volepaw crowded around his brother. “Well done,
Oakpaw!”

Crookedkit backed away.

“Yeah” Beetiepaw nosed past his litermates, his
shoukder i, Wel done Now | understand why!
in't get Shellheart as a mentor.”

“on Beetepaw.” Petalpaw nudged her brother's
cheek with her muzzle. “Aren't you over that yet? Just
becatse youte Hastars il docsnt mean you get
the deputy as your mentor. You ks
‘matches us with who he thinks wil rain us best

Beetepaw snorted. “Then whyd he give me.
Ottersplash?”

“Shhh!” Volepaw hiss

Becllepaw stared h\ank\y at his denmates’ frozen
faces. What?

Otterspiash had crossed the clearing and was.
stanig fioh bair har spprnkc, et e and-
ginger coat shirag In e aunight Nasbe

thought you needed 1o leam a bit of respect?” o
sugges ted.

Beetlepaw spun around, his pelt ruffled. "Sormy”




tersplash looked steadily at him. I think you'd
beter spend the aftemoon cleaning out the eiders’
deninsiad o lmig bt moves
paw's face fel, but he didrt argue.
Vo padind cragging hs pave
Potabaw huried afer help!”
Torops o shou e, tao; Spelheart
Oalg

kay"

meowod o
“My first appreniice duty Great!”
Crookedkit watched him charge away, ey
pricking. His mother's sharp mew made him jur.
vert you going (o hark mo?” Rainbower vas
glaring at Shell
Sholnear hamovid s yes. “What for?"
G0 you ik ananged fr you 1o be

“Hailstar_wnderstood it mado sonse for_the

o ce."
Echomists ardous mew sounied In Crookediits

they faced e:
hackles h\gh ¥ o'd nover had s accident, ey
still be happy

“Oakpaw Grookedki stuck s head trough the
neatly woven entrance of the elders’ den.

Petalpaw looked p fom Tanglewhisker's nest
“Oakpaw went (o gather moss.”
“Tigo and rep im Crockedsitafered
talpaw told him

A bundle of stinking moss hit him on the nose.

“You'l just get in the way" Beellepaw was clawing
through Troutclaw's nest, his nose wrinkled against
the stench.

“Why dorit you go and play?” Petalpaw meved
Kindly. "We can manage her

Tanglewhisker was pating his nest back into
shape. ‘He's got o leam sometime,” the elder
croaked.

“Well, he can come back and leam by himselt”
Beetlepaw lossed another bal of moss toward the
entrance. “This is bad enough without having a kit

underpaw.”

Crookedkit brstied. “Tm only a moon younger than
you" he snay

“And four moons smaler,” Beetlepaw answered
back

Growiing, Crookedkit ducked out of the den and
stomped down the slope. Perhaps Piketooth and
‘Shimmerpet needed help. He'd gathered reeds two
moons ago. There no reason he couldn't do it now.
He hadn't shrunk.

“Can | help?” he caleed from the edge of the reed
bed. The water lapped at his claws, cool and
refreshing.

Piketooth backed ot of a thick swath of reeds.
“Dontfallin!” he warned.

“You coud teach me how to swim, then | could
help beter.” Crookedkit poirted out.

Piketooth shook his head. “You're a bit small for
that”

*So are minnows!” Crookedkit felt like jumping
into the clear patch of water and teaching himself

how to swim
‘Shimmerpelt waded out of the river and dropped a
mouthiul of reeds on the shore. *I know you'e
bored." she meowed sympatheticaly. “There aren't
any more kis to play with” She glanced around the
faybe you could practice stalking by

yourself?
Crookedkit felt his tail droop. Didn't anyone want
him around?
Brambleberry was watching him from outside the



medicine den. ‘Do you want to help me sort herbs?"
she called

*Im going to be a wamior, not a medicine cat””
Crookedkit snapped. He tumed and padded across
the clearing. Oakpaw was trotting into camp, a wad
of moss between his jaws.

Shelleart hailed_him. “Oakpaw, when you
delivered that, Tl take you on a tour of the teritory."

Crookedkit pricked his ears. “Can | come?” he
called hopefuly.

Shellheart sighed. “One day” He watched as
Oakpaw raced up the slope, dropped the moss, and
dashed back down. ‘Reach

Oakpaw nodded. Crookedkit sat down and
watched them  disappear through the  entrance
tumel

Rainflower was lying in the shade of the sedge
wall, sharing fresh-ill with Lakeshine. She lited her
head and stared at Crookedkit. “fm moving back to
the warrors' dens toright. She tumed her fresfil

th her paw. “Lakeshine’s letting me share her nest
until I build my own.”

You cant! Crookedkit's heart began to race. That
meant he'd be alone in the nursery. His Clanmates

Rainflower woud stay if he did something to impress
her. Maybe he could get her to love him again. He
raced for the fallen tree and scrambled up the trunk.
Claws stretched, he skittered along the juting branch
he'd climbed moons ago.

“Look, Rainfiower!” He reached the end and
stretched up, legs trembling, heart pounding, tall
enough that the whole Clan could see him—the
bravest kitin the Clan. “Look at me!”

inflower twitched her tal. “Get down before you
fall” she called weariy, and tumed back to her meal.
“And stop showing off. You'l be an apprentice when
Youre ready, not before.

Somewhere in the woods, a warbler shrieked.
Crookedkit sat up in his nest. The Clan was asleep.
Even through the walls of the nursery, he could hear
snores and snuffes and the rusting of nests as his
Clanmates stretched and rolled over. Crookedkit felt
wide awake. His heart ached in his chest too fiercely
10 sleep. He trailed around the empty den, breathing
inthe scents of Rainflower and Echornist

Perhaps the orange-and-white StarClan warrior
wouk come now. Ho scamed e shadry edges of
the nursery, straining 1o see through the haifig
Was_this "loneliness part of the  destiny e
promised? StarClan is watching over you.
remembered Brambleberry's words. This is part of a
destiny only they understand, but you must believe
that they are guiding all of us, and that they care
‘about you ust as much as any cat in RiverClan.

f StarClan wouldrit come 10 him, then he'd go to
them. He'd visit the Moonstone where Brambleberry
shared tongues with their ancestors. When he was in
the medicine den, she'd described her journeys
there. He just had to head upstream and get through
WindClan territory without being spotied. Afer that
Highstones would be easy to find. R was bigger than
Sumingrocks. It makes Sunningrocks 100K like &
pebble. That's what Brambleberry had told him.
Butterfis futered in his belly but he ignored them.
Ho oo (o whatre i was part of s dest.
Padang to e urseyenrnce, 1 poa

ing rted, silered by mnonhgm
Croohed sid o of the roee don an padded
quietly across the clearing o the entrance tumnel.

“The sedge whispered around him as he headed
out of camp.




Chapter 6

Gentle rain began (o fal as Crookedkit folowed the
grassy path away from the camp. The river glitiered
beside him. | cross the river and head upstream to
the moors. Then I—He frowned, trying to remember
the rest of Brambleberry's words. His paws pricked
nevously. Fist, cross the river. He couldn't swim yet,
which left him just one option

The stepping-stones.

He fel sick as he remembered his fall smashing
his face_against the rock, the pain, the swiring
current, Then he remembered the orange-and-white
cat's amber gaze buming thiough the green water.
He had to make it o the Moonstone and talk to her
He had to find out if everything that had happened
since the accident—Halstar changing his name,
being left in the nursery on his own—was part of his
greal destiny. How could it be? Nothing had been
great. Everything had been terrible. But, if it nas part
of his destiny, he would bear it He could bear
anyhing to be truly great.

Pushing through the bushes, he sithered down the
bank onto the muddy shore. The river was shallow
and siuggish, ightly dappled by raindrops. k looked
harmiess now, lapping at the stones, but Crookedkit
knew its power. t had washed away his Clan's
home. kthad nearly killed him.

‘Ahead, the stepping-stones shone, wet with rain,
An ow sfiieked in the trees beyond Sunningrocks.
Crookedkit snifled the air, searching for  fresh
‘ThunderClan scert, but smelled only his Clanmates.
Timberfur had passed this way recently, leading the
dusk patrol home. Fallowtail must have been with
him; the tang of her paw steps was stil fresh on the

ss.

Crookedkit paused. Very fresh. Was she stil
here? Ducking, he scanned the shore and hoped his
pale brown tabby peft wouldnt show in the dark; but
he couid ot hide his scent, especially now that it
was tinged with fear. Ears stretched, he fistened, but
heard nothing beyond the river's murmuri
soft patter of rain on leaves. Crookedkit took a deep
breath and made a dash for the stepping-stones.
Tensing, he leaped and landed, sure-pawed, on the
first stone. The river flowed dizzyingly around him as
he jumped to the next. He was definilely bigger than
the last time he'd tried to cross the river. His paws.
gripped the stones more firmiy, and they didn't seem
50 far apart, He focused his gaze on the far shore
and crossed the rest of the stones without hesitating,
fncing on o ther id wih sighaf ol

Sumingrocks rose into the dark, drizzly sky.
Cloute me o moanant Croovedi rac 0 squint o
see his paws on the sandy shore beneath him. His
hackes lied as he smeled ThunderClan scent
drifing down from the new borderline. Was Hailstar
ever going to fightfor this land?

Flexing his claws, Crookedkit headed upstream.
He followed the shore, slinking into the bushes as he
passed the RiverClan camp on the other side of the
river. The path beganto ciimb steadily. He was deep
in ThunderClan terrtory now. Scent marked every
bush, and he closed his mouth so the foul stench
didt touch his tongue. His ears twitched. Beyond
the soft gurgiing of the river, he heard water
thundering. He must be nearing the falls where
Bramblebery collected coltsfoot. Crookedkit snffed,
tasting the zest of it in the air and the stone tang of
splashing water beyond.

The path grew steeper, climbing beside the river,
the shore now a rising cliff that grew higher and



higher with every paw step. Crookedkit peered over
the edge. Far below him, the river rushed past,
swiring in the mooniight through a deep rocky
channel. The thundering water grew louder, echoing
from the rock and, as Crookedkit rounded a comer,
he saw the fall for the first time. Higher than any
tree, throwing droplets up toward the moon, the river
plunged straight down where the land fell away,
hurting into the deep gorge.

Crookedkit_stiffened, suddenly aware of how
narrow the path had grown. Sheer rock rose on one
side and plummeted down on the other. He finched

paws and wind whipped rain across his m
‘smelled peaty and rich with the scent of polee
s roachod o o of o als, e roar u«wa«er
The pa fa flowed
mor, brimming 0 0. shore
e gamd across 1o swaln of land pat
stretched side se toward the moors.
20 beyord ot he. souq. soe. disant cifs
Highstones? He'd heard warriors and elders talk
‘about the jagged rocky peaks, and he knew that was
re the Moonstone
new scent hit his nose. ThunderClan markers
had been replaced by a different stench. A new
smell. This must be WindClan territory. Then | cross.

heather and gorse. Crookedkit weaved among their
stems, thankiul for the cover. Ears pricked and
‘mouth open, alert for WindClan patrols, he padded
on.

A familiar scent stopped him in his tracks.
RiverClan?

He sniffed again, unable 1o put a cat's name o the.
scent through the sirong smell of heather. But it was.
definitely RiverClan. Had Hailstar sent a patrol to find
him? That seemed unlikely. He'd been alone in the
nursery. Who would even know he was missing yet?
He frowned and kept going.

At the top of the siope, a smallpile of rocks jutted
from the heather. Crookedkit scrambled onto the
lowest rock and looked at the stones above him. If
he coud get higher he might be able to see
Highstones. He glanced up at the sky, wishing the
clouds would clear. He wanted (0 see Silverpelt and
know that StarClan was near. Rain spattered his

cod st make out the jagged shape of Highstores.

ind tugged is wet pelt. He tasted the
air. The RiverClan scent it his tongue again, clearer
ow.Ho coud recognize It ow.

Fallowtai

Ao sounded on the breeze. Croakedkt
sorabled wp oo o summit of the owtcrop and
crouched at the to

"Bid you heat someting?”

A deep mew sounded below. Clinging 10 the vt
stone with outstretched claws, Crookedkit crept
foward and peered over the edge. Two pelts
gleamed in the heather below. Crookedkit gasped.
Grit showered from beneath his claws.

Fallowlail's light brown pelt glowed in he halfigh.
A tabby tom stood with her. Crookedkit shot
backward and pressed his belly against the rock.

s someone up there?” Fallowtail's mew sounded
frightened.




“Tlllook,” the tom growled.

Crookedkit froze. The stench wafting up alongside
Fallowtail's fear-scent smelled like the markers he'd
passed at the border. WindClan! As claws scraped
rock, Crookedkit sithered taikfirst over the edge of
the bouider. He landed clumsily on the ledge below
and pressed himself into the shadow, thankful he
was small enough o hide in the shallow crevice
where the boulders met. Drawing his tail close, he
waited, trembiing,
can't see anyting,” a voice called above him.
“Letme look.

Crookedkit heard another pelt brush stone.

I can smell RiverClan!” Fallowtail gasped.

“But no one’s here,” the fom soothed. “There's.
nowhere for a warrior 1o hide.”

“| smel RiverClan” Falowtails _breathing
quickened. “Some cat must have followed me. Let's

g0.
Crookedkit pressed himself harder into the crack
as Fallowtail and the other cat siid down past him.
Paws damp with fear, he stared from his hiding
place as the warriors slipped into the heather and
bounded away across the moor. When his breathing
had slowed, he crept out of the crevice and siithered
jown the rock. He padded around the otcrop,
skirting the trail of mixed WindClan and RiverClan
scent, and pressed on toward Highstones.
His mind whirled as he folowed a track through
gorse, ears pricked and pelt bristing. What was
Fallowtail doing here? Had Hailstar sent her on a
secret mission? But why was she with a WindClan
tom? Was he helping her? Why woud any warrior
betray his Clan ke that?
“The rain eased and the clouds drified away until
the moon was a claw-scratch of silver against a
crow-black sky. Crookedkit crested a short, steep

sharply etched against the sky but no closer than
they had been before. Crookedkit gazed in dismay
at the wide space between the mooriand and the
Moonstone. It was broken by hedges and stretches.
of meadow and dark shapes he guessed must be
‘Twoleg nests.

How would he ever travel that far? His belly
growed. i only he knew how o hunt! | couidn't be
that hard. Echomist was always complaining about
kittypets hunting on the edges of their territory. ff a
kittypet could do it, then so could he. And imagine
Rainflower's face when he told her he'd traveled to
the Moonstone and back! He tasted the air, hoping
to scent prey, but smelled nothing more than heather
and WindCian stink. Sighing, he padded down the
rise. At least the edge of the moor was close. He
could see where it ipped down toward the meadows
beyond. He'd be out of WindClan territory by
‘moonhigh

Bushes rustled behind him. Crookedkit whipped
around and glimpsed a pair of eyes flashing in the

heather.

StarClan, help me!

Heartlurching, he ran. His claws sprayed peat as.
he hurtled through a swath of gorse. The sharp twigs
snagged his pelt but he hardly fel the pain. Paws
thrummed the ground befind him. Crookedkit didn't
dare look back as he skidded over the crest at the
edge of the moor and raced down the siope toward
the meadowtand.

steps were gaining on him, thumping
closer. Crookedkit charged through a wall of

strong it had 1o be the edge of WindCian terriory.
Their warriors wouldt chase him here, surely? But
the paws kept coming,



e,
he glanced back and saw a rabbit charging after
i
A rabbit!
Astounded, he stumbled to a hat The rabbit
im, its eyes gleaming with panic.

the hill, their eyes shining in the moonight. Were they.
watching the rabbit? Or him?

growi made him fum. Two giant eyes it the
stone path. A monster was storming straight toward

jed
crea(\.us ih b stiny pots and yolow beams
ir eyes. k paws.
et of buring stone, and the fosrlemiatinid
noise even before they appeared. But monsters

were afaid of verturing on to soft grass or nto trees.
A cat could outwit them by holding his or her nerve
and geting out of the way.

Crookedkit backed away from the Thunderpath as
the monster screamed by. Wind howled as it passed
and its stench bathed his pel. Fur on end, heart
bursting, Crookedkit ciung 1o the earth.

then twas gone.

Thank StarClan, it didnt see me!

Crookedkit opened his eyes. The rabbit lay n front
of him, flat, on the hard black stone. Blood pooled
around from its motth and Crookedkit shivered. The
monster had Kiled it without even siowing down to
take a bite or snap ts neck. He looked back up the:
slope. The warriors had gone.

His breath shallow, Crookedkit padded shakily
across the Thunderpath. He paused beside the
rabbit, wondering whether (0 drag it o the grass at
the edge. Itwas, ater al, fresh-kill now. But ts dead,
open eyes made him shudder and he huried past it
and dodged inlo the safety of the hedge on the far
side. Trembiing, he crouched down and let hs terror
slowly ebb away.

Highstones was ahead of him, sl distant beyond
roling fields.  Crookedkit straightened up and
followed the hedgerow. Keeping to the edges of the
open meadows, where he couldr't be seen by any
passing foxes or badgers, he pushed on, his belly
growing and jaw aching. The moon climbed over
Highstones and slid down behind them. Crookedkit
paused. The stars were disappearing as the edges
of the sky began to tum pale. He wasn't going to
make itto Highstones before dawn. He wasn't even
close.

‘Ahead, a stone wall marked the edge of another

ahead of him, four-sided with stips of black wood

vering the walls and a curved roof. s entrance.
was blocked by a smooth siab of paler wood, but a
tiny hole next fo it showed darkness inside, warm
and sweet-smeliing. t might be a safe place to rest.
Crookedkit tasted the air and inhaled the scent of
dry grass. More tired than he'd ever been in hs ife,
he padded up to the small opening. He could just
make out piles of dried stalks stacked high in the
giant space inside the nest. There was no sign of

ife. no warrior sce
Crookedi sithered inside and found a dark comer.
Too weary to figure out where he was, he curled into



a ball, tucked his nose under his paw, and gave into
sleep.



Chapter 7

“Crookedit

Crookedkit opened his eyes. The straw he'd
curled up in had vanished. Instead, he was standing
on damp earth. Trees crowded around him, their
trunks wet with moss, roots snaking into slimy soil.
Mist swirled and darkness pressed down through
their  branches, hiding the sky. Crookedkit
unsheathed his claws as sour scenls bathed his

tongue.

“Crookedkit” the voice called again. Amber eyes
gleamed from the shadows. “How could you leave
your Clan?”

“I—1 wanted 1o visit the Moonstone.” Crookedkit
biinked, his eyes adjusting to the gloom. The amber
eyes flashed and an orange-and-white she-cat
padded out of the trees. The StarClan cat! She’s
‘come back!Whatis tis piace?” he meowed.

a weaved around i, e pel v i the
chilled air. “You'e dreaming, it

“Dreaming?” Crookedkits pret Why woud
he dream of a place ke this?

“Why go all the way to the Moonstone to speak
with StarClan?” The orange-and-white cat stopped
in front of him. “You can ask me anyting, right here
inyour dreams.

I was rightl You are a StarClan cat'” Crookedkit
gasped

The cat dipped her head. My name
Mapleshade. Whatis it you want o know, lte one?"
“My destiny,” Crookedkit burst out.
“Evely\ ing that happens o you is part of your

desti

"8t the_accident? And rot becoming
apprentice?" The words rushed out. “Was al that
supposed to happen?”

Mapleshade weaved around him, her soft pelt
rushing his. “Oh, you poor thing,” she sighed. “Your
path is not an easy one. But StarClan would never
have given such a hard path to a cat who wasn't
strong and brave and loyal."

“Really?” Crookedkit shuffled his paws. “Then | am
special”

Mapleshade rested her muzze on his head. "Of
course you're special.”

‘Suddenly he remembered Rainflower's scet. She
used to speak to him like this. He puled away.
“How?" he demanded. *How am I special?”

Mapleshade shook her head. *| can't tell you that

-

Why not?”

*“First you must retum to your Clan-" Mapleshade’s.
eyes darkened. *A true warrior is loyal.”

| was only raveling to the Moonstone.”

“There's no need 1o go there now.”

I guess not” Crookedkit glanced at his paws.
He'd been looking forward to teling his Clanmates.
nstone. “What will | tell

sorry and you'l never leave agair
Mapleshade fiicked her tail beneath his chin. “They
must know you're loyal.”

Crookedkit straightened. “lam!”

“Then you'l go back?”

Crookedkit nodded. "Which way do | go?" He
glanced around the forest. 1. think Tm ost”

A pur umbled in Mapleshade’s throat. “Close
your eyes, ltle one.” She brushed her fluffy white tail
over his muzzle. *And when you wake, you'l know

togo”
Crookedkit closed his eyes and let darkness



faim him.
Cmokedklt rolle over and teched. The i was

play or
vt svghsd Whatf dontvant o go back?
‘Suddeny his belly growted. /m sta

Crookodkit pisea o cars Was ra squeak?
He dropped into a crouch and crept across the dusty
floor. Mouih open, he let the scents of the nest bathe
his tongue. A musky odor filed his nose. Mouse
Maybe. He'd never smelled mouse but he'd heard
aldars desariptons.  Padding. vl o skrk

rd the wall at the back of the nest. The dusty

staks twiched In e comer. Crookedkit bold s
by

lump beneath the straw, he prepared to leap.
“Oompht"

A great weight dropped on his back. Fear puised

Crookecadt Tated uncheated cows at e i

e anackev growled, tightening his grip. “Do you
surender?

Crookedkit growled. “Never!” Memories of play
fights with Oakpaw flashed in his mind. He pictured
Oakpaw’s favorite move and let himself go fmp.

‘The tom's grip slackened. “You do surender?”

Crookedkit shot backward, unhooking his pelt

stared into the face of a fat ginger tom, neary as big
as Hallstar.

“The tom's whiskers twitched. “Go on then.” He sat
back on his haunches and raised his forepaws to
reveal a fat white bell

Crookedkit namowed his eyes. Was this cat
mocking him? Il show hirm! He lunged at the tom's
exposed belly, paws chuming. Thick, soft fur filed his
nose and caughtin clumps beneath his ciaws untl he:
feltheavy paws push him genty away.

“Give itup, kit"

Crookedkit paused and shook the fiuff from his
eyes, then biinked at the tom.

“You're wasting your time," the tom purred. “By the
time you've finished shredding me, we'll both have
missed breakfast.”

“Breakfast?” Crookedkit tited his head. Whats
breakfast? His belly umbled again,

“Sounds like you need some.” The tom narrowed
his eyes. “And itlooks like you need some, t0o."

Crookedkit growled. Why did everyone have to
point out how skinny he was? He dropped into an
attack crouch.

“Whoal" The tom held up a paw. “Let's not go
through that again. You've got shap claws.” He
began to pad toward the back of the nest. ‘What's

ur name?” he called over his shouider.

“Crookedit

“Im Fleck.” The tom hatted and s
brings you to my bam, Crookedkit?” He staret
the pile of dusty staks that Crookedkit had been
watching. kwas stl quivering

“I'was on my way o the Moonstone.” Crookedkit




padded after the tom, trying to figure out if this cat
was an enemy. He wasn't a Clan cat, that was for
sure. “What are you looking at?”

Fleck dropped into a crouch, s tailficking. *| see.
breakfast.”

Crookedkit bristled. “Stop! That's my prey!”

efore he could finish Fleck dived across the floor

end asd with s paws oustreiched on e smsl
lump that Crookedkit had been eyeing. Defty, he
Hooked a mauss out of he Sk and Ked i s
nip to the back of the neck He glanced at
Crookedkit. “Here” He tossed the mouse and it
landed with a thud at Crookedkit's paws.

Even though it wasnit fish, the warm smell of it
‘made Crookedkit's moth waer.

“You look like you need it more than me." Fleck

mewed.

Crookedkit stared at the mouse. He was starving
But coukd he let another cat catch food for him?

Eat iL” Fleck ummaged deeper inlo the straw.
“There'llbe another one in the straw.”

Straw? Bam? This cat knew some funny words.

Crookedkit sniffed his wam prey, wondering
where 10 begin. “Tve never eaten mouse before,” he
admitted

Fleck padded over. “Are youa kittypet?”

Crookedkit stifened. “fm a warrior”

*Ah." Fleck nodded. “That explains the jaw. Got
hurt in a fight? Ive heard warror cats are always
fighting.”

Crookedi stared at the ginger tom. "No, were
not! I hurtitfaling inthe r

oug rvr"Flock reached fariher under tho
straw. | had Kin with a smashed jaw” He sneezed.
fell outof the bam loft.”

“The bam loft?” Crookedkit echoed.

Fleck jerked his muzzie upward. “Ths place is the
bam, and up there s the loft. Long way to fall*

here s he now?”

“Who? Domino?” Fleck stopped rummaging

Domino? Farm cats had strange names. “The cat
who broke his jaw.”

*He's dead now.”

“Dead?” Crookedkit's eyes widened. ‘Because
he broke his jaw

Fleck sat up. “No." he mewed quickly. He died of
old age. Last leat-bare. He looked a bit odd, like
you. He leamed o eat using one side of his mouth
Hunted that way, 100. He was one of the best
mousers on the farm.”

Crookedkil qckl scamed tho bam. Ao trere

v row Feck told i, “And Mitzi, my
littormate. But she's moved 10 the cornfiekd for her
iting.”

s that where the nursery i
“Nursery?” Fleck stared at him quizzically, then
shook his head. “Ks quieter there. No farm
nsters” He nodded foward the mouse at
Crookedit's paws. Are you going to eat that?”
Crookedit felt hot. *Are you going to hut some.
more?” He didrt want (0 be wa
“Oh, yes. You're ot the only cat that needs
feeding around here.” Fleck tumed back (o the heap
of sraw at the edge o the bam.
Crookeditcrouched down and bi il the mouse.
It tasted musky and meaty. He screwed up his nose.
Atleast it was food. A small chunk of meat cripped
m the side of his mouth where his twisted jaw

gaped

“Tip your head,” Fleck called

Crookedkit looked up sharply. Was the tom
watching him? Bul Fleck had his tail toward
Crookedkit, and his gaze was fixed firmy on the
traw. Feeling awkward, Crookedkit tipped his



stray mts with sharp jerks so maa he dropped only a
fow

"Gotonel Feck dropped a second mouse beside
Crookedkit ‘Do you want another?

Crookedkit shook s head, swallowing. A few
scraps of his mouse litered the floor where he'd
dropped them, but his bell was full already. He'd
managed to swallow more in one meal than he'd
eaten since ms accdont. And s Wisted o ardy

rred. “Tharks,
ot o6 Pk s s kr\gw into his moy
noThe freshdh Crookeckit mewed, “And fortaling

il gazﬁd at Grookedki, chowing 1 watchod
Doming eat | can srow you o
had a special way o
kasd a m« odd but it worked.
ut fve got to go home.” Crookedkit
began o wash is face. My Glamwil wonder whero

‘Don't they think you're at the Mewstone?”
foonstone.” Crookedkit licked a paw and wiped

italong his jaw.

“Whatever.” Fleck took another bite of mouse and

W four ki, And (promised o vl trem
she went for water.”
Crookedki paused fom wasting. "ou sound ke

ncat”
| don't know about that. But there’s no one else.
hunt for her.” Fleck swallowed. *And you can'tlet in

“Can | help?" Crookedkit suddenly wanled to find
2 way 1o thank this cat for his kindness. °| could look
after the kits with you"

Fleck purred. “They're a pawful” he warned

Crookedkit remembered fis denmates with a
pang.lan handie kits.”

‘Okay. Fleck swallowed the last of his mouse and
satup. “Let’s hunt irst”

Crookedkit followed the ginger tom behind a pile
of straw that was rolled and stacked high as a
mountain. Fleck didrt hesitate as he siid into the
gap between the packed straw and the stone wall of
the bam. Crookedkit padded after him, tasting the
air. The tang of bam prey was familiar now and he
smelled something warm as Fleck led him into a
space stk fom e st ofthe ba.

ye e here” Fleckts mevs cropped o
a whiper Someting was moing. ough
shadow at the bottom of the stone wall.“Can you see:
it?” he breathed.

A small brown creature was scutting along the
wall, pressing ts body to the sto

a
tree trunk, he shot forward, paws otstretched. Belly
brushing the ground, he skidded toward the mouse.
Crash! He hurtied into the stone wall as the mouse
dashed for the crack and disappeared into the
w. Frog dung! He sat wp and glanced
sheepishly a Fleck.
jed. “Mice are dumb but not that
dumb.”
“| attacked as fast as | couk
apologetically
peed isnit everyting,” Fleck warmed
mouse had seen, heard, and smelled you before you
jumped
“How?

* Crookedkit mewed

il was swishing over the straw,” Fleck told
him. “And you were panting like a badger with your



breath stinking of mouse meat.”

Crookedkit scowied. “ have (0 breathe.”

“Let me show you.” Fleck beckoned hir back with
a fick of his muze and Crookedkit huried and
crouched behind the ginger tom

“Breathe thiough your nose” Fleck ordered as
theywaited

Crookedkit ciosed his mouh. His tail longed to
wich, but he held it sil, copying Fleck. When a tiny

se twitched in the crack betwoen the stones,
Grookeditsifened

Fleck seemed as relaxed as a basking trout
beside him. Wat, the farm cat mumured.

Crookedkit swallowed the excitement rising in hs.
belly as Fleck padded forward, shouiders loose,
belly swinging. How was he going 1o catch a mouse
moving that slowly? Crookedkit unsheathed his
claws, preparing (o make the attack, but before he
could lunge, Fleck darted forward. The fat farm cat
Covered a taiklength fast as a kingfisher, scooping
the mouse from it hiding place with a rimble paw.
He tossed it to Crookedkit.

Its alivel Crookedkit stared at the stunned
creature trembling on the straw-sirewn stone.

il it before it comes to it senses!” Fleck

hissed

Crookedkit froze.

“Bite its spine wih the strong side of yourjaw.”

Crookedkit ducked, tipping his head sideways
and clamping his back teeth around the mouse’s
spine. He felt it go limp and tasted blood on his
tongue. He sat up. “I's a strar :

“I's a vole" Fleck padded over. “Mitzi will be
happy. Vole's her favorite.”

Crookedkit purred. He'd killed his first prey. Wait
il tell Oakpaw! His heart dropped. Oakpaw was so
far away. | should go back. With fis belly ful and the
sun stilliimbing, he coud be home by dark.

Fleck picked Up the vole. “Come on, let’s take this
0 Mitz."He bounded away, dlimbing out through the
hole Crookedkit had used last gt

“But—" Crookedkit scrambled after him.

*Keep your eyes open in the yard,” Fleck ordered
25 e umped doun on 0 he ard ear outside
“There are farm monsters everywhere. You'l hear
them nm s rotalvays easy o know where heyre

Cmokedklt pricked his ears. “1 dont hear

anything.

“We're early” Fleck darted through a gap in the
stone wal that circled the flat open space outside the
bam. Crookedkit huried afier him, alert for any
sudden monster oise. On the track beyond the wal,
Fleck slowed to a trot. Green meadows lay on either
side and blue sky stretched overhead. The track,
speckled with pebbles and fined with rus, wound
downhill toward a golden field. Crookedkit gazed at
1t ey wide. kshons le e sin and rpped Bhe
water

Thats Wit comfekd” Fleck's mew was muffed

the vole in his jaws. “She's made a nest in that
dip.” He ficked his tail toward the middie of the field
They folowed the rack down and, as it wol
around the edge of the comfield, Fleck veered on to
a tiny path that was almost invisible. Pushing through
lorg rass.the e cotiewpad & i and dicked

H

Crookeont siopped. He walched  Fleck
isappearing I he com beyore the hedge, N
orange tail merging into the golden stalks.

*Ate you coming?” Fleck called.

I should go home. Crookedkit opened his mouth
to explain. But | promised Id help Fleck. He nosed
through the long grass and peered into the ditch.
was wide and deep and water tickled alona the



bottom. Curiosity pricked his paws. / wonder what
farm kits are like? 1l just say hi. Taking a deep
breath, he sprang and at the same time grabbed for
a clump of grass on the other side. His hindquarters
swung down, his tail sweeping through the water
Scrabbling, he hauled himself up and squeezed
under the hedge. “Wait for me!"

He plunged into the forest of com, weaving among
the stems. The siiff stalks reminded him of the reed
bed. Their heavy heads ratied above him as the
wind tugged at them. Crookedkit followed Fleck's
scent through the com, noticing where the stalks
were bent from cats using the tiny path regularly. He
caught up to him where the field began to siope
down toward the di

“Take this" Fleck dropped the vole at
Crookedkits paws. *Mitzi's a bit protective of her
kits. She'll welcome a new face quicker if it's
g | food." Mewis sounded through the com as.

" o on” Feck usbed on
STkt picked w he vl rd vroted ater
im unil they emerged in a small clearing, enclosed
hya wall of usting yellow stalks. A black cat biinked
up at them from a scoop in the earth. Four tiny kits

setied on the vole in Crookedkit's jaws.

“Who are you?” Her eyes narrowed.

Crookedkit tossed the vole down to her.
“Crookedkit of RiverClan.

Mitz bristied. “What's a Clan cat doing here?” she.
hissed at Fleck, “There haven't been warriors around
here for as long as | can remember.” She glanced

rily around. “Where's his kin?"

He came alone.

Mitzi frowned. “Alone? Ain't he a bit young 10 be
S0 far from home? | thought warriors ived up on the

moors.
My Cian s by the e Crookedkt o e
Pastthe moor

Wi wrapped her il over her ki “And youve
come all this way by yourself?”

Fleck sniffed. *He’s heading for the Foodstone.”

“Moonstone!” Crookedkit corrected.

A black she-kit scrabbled to the edge of the
hollow. " that where the moon ives?" She stared at
Crookedkit with wide green eyes like her mother's.

“Now, now,” Mitzi chided. *I's rude to start asking
uestons befor you've been ntoduced.
“fm S¢

oes o moon e e Sool pressed.
foss he purred. “I's where we visit our ancestors.”
Wi mved hrsat o of o pokow s ahosk
ot el Gan you keop thom busy wle | eat?”
she asked
can Crookacit ferd.
Mic gl o hr st Ho's oy
reassure

leck

Vi shited h paws, "Hardly more than a kit
Himelt” She nodded o Crookedki. then cruched
‘and hungrily began eating
Cromatit mped down o e hollw. The iy
kits scattered, squeaking, out of his way, then trotied
hackam sniffed him gingerly.
Y lomkit Sared st Him. Whero's your

“Shss back ot camp! Crookedkit 1. i

“And Im Piper” . s.wmwem white she-kit
scrambled over her brother.

there a Foodstone as wel as a Moonstone?"
The last kit. a black-and-white tom. nosed between



his littermates. “Can we go there?’

“Dorit be dafl, Magpie” Mitz looked up from her
Vole. “You're far 100 young.” Magpie suddenly started
coughing, ears flat, body shuddering. Mitz sifiened
“That cough st getting beteer.” she told Fleck.

Crookedkit pricked his ears. “Brambleberry woud
give her colisfoot” When Mitz stared biarkly, he
added, "Brambleberry’s our medicine cal”

“Colifoot for coughing?” Mitzi rowned. * haven't
heard of that”

Crookedkit glanced at Magpie, who was sl
coughing. “Brambleberry says you chew the leaves
and swallow the uice, and then spit out the leaf bits”

“I's worth a try” Fleck's tail twitched. “There's
some by the fam track.” He headed into the com. T
fetcha few leaves.”

Mitz leaned into the hollow and plucked up
Magpie by his scruff. She nestied her spluttering kit
between her forepaws. ‘Are you okay, dear?"
Magpie caught his breath and nodded. Mitz licked
his head genty, then straightened. “There's o spit
leftin me,” she sighed.

Fleck said you'd be thirsty” Crookedkit hopped
up beside her. Do you want me to look after the kits
while you geta drink?”

Mz glanced at the com where Fleck had
disappeared. ‘Fleck said he'd watch the.

*I can teach them to play moss-ball" Crookedkit
offered. He suddenly realized how tired and ruffied
itz looked.

She icked hor dr Ips. | sppose Fleck wil bo

ok

" Koep her inhe olow i he does.” He picked
up Magpie by his scruff and lowered him gently back
inohenest

wing at the side ci the hollow. “Let

tim teachus hoss.pall s bo

Piper scrambed up beside per termate, "We'l
be good!” she promised.

Mitzi's whiskers twitched. “Okay, but stay out of

the comn’

“We promise!” Mist purred at his mother.

“| won't be long.” Mitzi headed through the com
where Fleck had disappeared

Magpie biinked. “What's moss-ball?" His mew
was croaky but he'd stopped coughing.

“What's moss?" Piper asked

Crookedkit glanced at the chumed soil and thick
com stems. No moss here. *How about comvball?"
He reached up with his forepaws and hauied down a
comstalk til he couid grab the head. “Here!" He
nipped itoff and tossed it down into the hollow.

Soot leaped on it and ficked it up into the air
Piper batled it away with an outstretched
com head sailed past Crookedkits muzze.
Retrieving it from among the stems, he flung it back
into the nest. Why go home today? He purred,
watching the kits play. He was far more useful here
than he could ever be back at camp.




Chapter 8

The forest loomed, dark and eerie, around
CrookedL He sivered a3 the damp ai seeped
into his pel

oive boan avay from your Cla for a moort”
Mapleshade glared at him, a whisker away from his
muzzie, and lashed her tail

Crookedkit met her stare. “Do you really think
they ve missed me?" Fog weaved around his paws.
“Dorit you think they were glad to get rd of such a
useless warror?"

“You're not useless!”

I know thatl” Crookedkit hunted on the farm every
day and helped look after Mitzi's kits. Fleck diant
care that he didn't have fis apprentice name yet. He
had taught Crookedkit how to stalk and catch mice,

t the Kits play fight without hurting
themselves, how to watch out for monsters that didn't
keep to Thunderpaths but stormed over grass and
‘mud faster than a cat could run. Crookedkit knew for
stre bt b wasn seless. “But | don' know if my
Clanmates would agres

Mapieshade's ejes biazed. “Tren prove youset

o

‘Wny should 17" Crookedkit hissed. “They stopped
believing in me!”

“Every warrior must prove himseff’ Mapleshade
argued. “You must go home! Your destny lies with
your Clan.

Crookedkit heard pleading in her mew. Tl go
back when ' big enough and strong enough to
become an pprente.

- big enough already!” Mapleshade
procuad. Vadve. sdn 3 mary mice. e
probably forgotten what fish tastes ike.”

Crookedkit licked his lips, remembering the taste.
of the river with a pang. Then he dug his ciaws into
the brown earth. He liked iving on the far. He lied
being needed. He liked how Magpie and Mist
looked up fo him. And what if Mapleshade was
wrong? His great destiny migh e here. “What f my
ver see past my twisted jaw?” he
hat if Hailstar never makes me an

stay away much longer, he wonit’
Waplothac growe. ~Youl b calld  lorer

Crookedkit flattened his ears. “fm a RiverClan
cat”

“Then go home and prove it Her amber gaze
held his while the forest faded around them. Then
Mapleshade biinked and Crookedkit woke up.

scrambled to his paws, relishing the warm
morming sunshine streaming into the bam. *| smell
mice.” He nudged Fleck.

“Just you wail” Fleck stied beside him. “I's
hanestime soon” He yawned. “Then you'l really

Cmokedku licked his Ips. I found a new mouse
nest yeste

Loy . Where?”

Crookedkit bounded out of his straw nest and
trotted across the stone floor. il show you” He
wanted to stop Mapleshade's words from ringing in
his ears. He wasn't a loner. He was a RiverClan cat.
And once he was big enough for his Clanmates to
take him seriot
‘Slow down!
‘Come onl” Crookedkit paused, swishing his tail
wantto show you before the monsters wake up."

. Fleck hutied after him, then stopped
suddenly and twisted to nibble at an itch on his




spine. *| haven't had a chance to pick my fleas out

o cando hat e Crookedkit mped trouoh
he opening, screwing p his eyes against the
aazznng light The sun blazed above the distant hils.
‘The farm monsters lay stil in their dens. Crookedkit
scooted across the open space and folowed
il
“Hury up!" he called as Fleck appeared around

water as he parted the stems with his forepaws.
Behind, a tiny hole was just visible under a juting-out
stone. “inthere, he whispered to Flec}

Fleck peered over his shouder. 'K a waiting
hole. Youl have o et e mouse come out ist”

meal
Fleck shook his head. “fve tied. The stones go
down,a taibergih. You wort g your vay past

Cmaksdklt let the nettles swish back into place.
“Miwait, then.

F\eckswwska-s ivered. “You? Wait?”

“What

o moowed. T 903 300 st cancakch behind
the wo

Cmokedkn shifed his paws as Fleck padded
‘away and disappeared around the comer. / can vait!
Groakeaki hcked s il He siared at e notles,
ears pricked, whiskers i, ready to detect any
‘movement, Nothing stirreq.

Ican vaita moon i | have to.

He curled and uncured his claws. Then he opened
his mouth and tasted for mouse scent. Nothing.

Theyl be out before I

An itch made his tail quiver. Crookedkit stared at
the netlies. The itch grew stronger til it was
unbearable. He twisted and ribbled at it, relived
whenit stopped.

Perhaps the hole's empty, he thought.Its dumb to

doing some proper hunting. He stared at the cormer
where Fleck had disappeared. The wood store was
probably aiive with mice. Fleck would need help.
Crookedkit glanced at the nettes. /il come back
later, e told imsel, when the mice are avake. Chin
high, he trotted back along the wall, around the

mer, and across the open space

“That didn' take you long," Fleck commented as.
Crookedkit reached the wood store. “Did you catch
‘many?" The ginger tom was crouching at the bottom
of a stack of chopped wood, staring at a gap
between ogs.

“They'd all gone,” Crookedkit told him.

Fleck didnt move his gaze. “You can help me
tran” He shufled coser o S Gap. 1 con o .

Crookoak poared info the darkness, hen
garcad w at o lop of e woodsie Tvo got an

beneat his weight and he heard a squeak below.
‘Scrabbling higher, he clawed his way o the top, then

looked down.
Fleck had caught a mouse and laid it behind hi
“Can you shift them again?" he called. “k looks like
You're scaring them out.”
Crookedkit jumped across the long siretch of logs.
He landed as heaviy as he could and heard the
wood creak beneath him. Another mouse shot out




from the bottom and Fleck caught it with a swift paw.
Crookedkit pricked his ears. Tiny paws scrabbled
behind the logs. He focused on the sound. Then, in
one swift movement, he pressed his bely to the
wood and reached down behind the pile. His
outstretched claws felt warm as he hooked a mouse:
fom the shadows and kille it expertly with a quick
ip from is back teeth

t onet” he called down to Fleck. “Should we
take it to Mits? I bet she’s hungry.”

“She will be.” Fleck lined up his catch. “And the
Kitsl be restiess.” They were growing fast and
exploring farther rom the nest ever

Il take them on an expedition to the ditch if Mitz
says s okay” Crookedkit picked up his catch and
jumped down from the woodpile.

Fleck was walching him. “Don't you miss your own
Kin?” he asked softy.

*Of course.” Crookedkit dropped his mouse and
met Fleck's gaze. “But they donit need me ke Mitz
and the kits do.”

I cantake care of—"

Crookedkit grabbed his mouse and ran out of the.
wood store before Fleck had finished. Fleck caught
up as Crookedkit was squeezing through the gap in
the wall. Crookedkit glanced at him anxiously. Was
the farm cat going to tell him he wasnit needed here:
anymore?

Fleck’s catch swung by their tais from his mouth.
He gazed at the distant meadows. ‘Fine day," was

toward the comfield. The crest of the hllcut o blue,
cloudless sky. The hedgerows spilled over the
verges, blousy with fading lushness, while the com
looked dul, its golden sheen dusty. Crookedkit's
eas iched, A siange oie sitd ihe ol it He
ropped his mouse and stared down the track

fisciives

Rumbiing sounded inthe distance.

Fleck hated, nose twitching. *Smels like a farm
monster is working already.”

“Butallthe monsters are in their dens.

Fleck dropped his mice. *Harvest” Panic edged

Crookedkit stared in suprise at Fleck's

His pads pricked nervously as he smelled fear-scent
in Fleck's wake.

“Theyre cutiing the com!” Fleck yowled back.

Horror gripped Crookedkit. He shot after his
fiiend, grit cracking beneath his paws.

Fleck stopped abrupty at the edge of the field
Crookedkit skidded 1o a halt beside the bristing tom
and stared, eyes wide, at the comfield. A huge
scarlet monster was trawiing through the com,
sucking p the golden stems and spewing lumps
from its hindquarters. Shom stumps lay in swaths
behind it

“Mitzl" Fleck's mew was filed with terror.

“The kits!" Crookedkit charged forward, peling
down

the path and clearing the ditch in one leap. He shot
through the hedge with Fleck on his tail and charged
into the com. The monster rumbled toward them,
esding siich for Mt nest. Crookect heard
wiing s he neared the hollow. He burst inlo the
smau  coarig, Wi sood. aves . Pipr darging
her jaws. Crookedkit looked in the nest.
Magp\e satin the midde, wailing. “The monster’s

comi
T exploded from the com. “Where are the
others?”

Mitzi tucked Piper between her forepaws. “Tve



“fil ind her.” Crookedkit glanced at the rumbling
morser. Ho coud e s booed head advancng

e Viagpie Fleok leaned ito the nest and
plucked out the mewiing kit
"Which way did Soot go? Crookedkit demanded.
I didn't see!” Mitzi gasped.
Magpie stabbed his paw toward the com. “That

Crokedpaw dived among

nceomi 55 ol s mosls. T

sarch o the monserswiied aroud i, s rmble
it pounded down the field.

yow ricked his ears, then

m as the roaring of the monster biasted

folowed, heart pounding. |t was leading straight

s scent was stronger now, laced with fear.
cmukaumweaved onward, following the bent com
rtor v howing 5. louly

Crookedht cout only feel the blood roaring in his
car. Ho g\ancsd wp, gasping, as he saw the great
rely a tree-length from him. Gigantic

c\aws wid at s cest, tearing up th o and

oping itinto its gaping m

e Soots squeal e against the roar. The.
kit's black fur was just visible through the golden
com. She was thvee taiklengths away, the monster
bearing down on her with a roar.

Breathing fast, pelt bushed up, Crookedit leaped
into the air. Landing beside Soot, he grabbed her
scruff and pelted omward through the com. The stalks
whipped his face. He tasted his own blood as it
welled on his muzze. Pain jarred his jaw as he

leaped again, Soot pressing against his chest as he
flung himself ciear of the monster’s path. Tumbing to
a halt,he felt its wind tug his fur and the ground
shook beneath them as it passed.

He lay trembling a moment before he let go of
Soot. She crouched quivering beside him. AS the
monster rumbled away, paw steps crunched the
bitten staks.

*Are you okay?" Fleck ducked down beside them.
“The fam cat's eyes were wide.

“Yeah," Crookedkit panted. “Lets get her to the
ditch before the monster comes back.”

Fleck picked p Soot and e for Crookedki
o stagger to his paws. “Did it hurt

i ek e oo, hora i s Dt
touch us,” e breathed.

Soot wriggled in Fleck's jaws. ‘Crookedkit saved

" she squeaked.

Crookedkit frowned at her. “Next time, stay with
your mother.” He folowed Fleck back across the
paththe monster had cut and through the com to the:
edge of the field. Squeezing undemeath the hedge,
he_padded trembling out the other side and saw
itz huddiing her ks close to her. A purr shook her
as she saw Sootin Fleck's jaws.

mm cat placed the kit at her mother's paws,
“Crookedkit reached her ustin time.”

Nizi stared at him, eyes glowing. “You saved my
kit she whispered.

Crookedkitwas shaking too hard to reply.

“You reallyare a warrior. Mitzleaned forward and
licked the blood from his muzzle.

"You coukd've been kiled.” Fleck grunted.

Crookedkit glanced over his shouder at the




monster still prowiing across the comfield. What if
something like that threatened fis Clan? ‘I need to
o home,” he murmured.

"Bt youre safe now,” Fleck reassured him. “The
‘monster won't come on this side of the hedge.”

#I1m not runing away.” Crookedkit swallowed “Tve.
firished ruming away.”He knew he had to go back
and become a warrior. This ife wasrt is destiny. k
couldnt be. He was glad he'd saved Soot. But that
was just the beginning. He was destined 10 be great
—nol a great farm cat but a great varior Maybe the
greatest warrior ever. He didn't care if fis Clan
thought he was too smallor 100 ugly. He would make
them see that his heart was stil as brave as any of
them. And as loyal. He dipped his head.

“Til never forget you he promised. He was finding
it difficut to.swallow, especially with Soot, Mist,
Magpie, and Piper gazng al him with enomous
oy, "uieh | coud siay forevr, bl | dor't bokong

Id see Fleck and Mz sigging to
umels'am “Ima Clan cal, he whispered. ‘| ave to
0 hom




Chapter 9

As the path sloped beneath his paws, Crookedkit
heard the roar of the waterfall. He had waked all
night, crossing the Thunderpath and sipping through
WindClan terrtory undetected. The sky was growing
light beyond the trees. The camp would be stirting
s00n. He hurried down the path beside the gorge. I
seemed narrower than last time he'd passed this
way. He had grown. He was also more sure-pawed
and he didnt peer nenvously over the edge, but kept
his gaze fixed ahead where he coukd just make out
the river snaking into RiverClan teritory below.
ndered if Mist, Soot, Magpie, and Piper
were awake yet. Perhaps Fleck had offered to watch
them while Mitzi went hunting. Were the Kits asking
abot him, wanting to know where he had gone and
when he would be back? Crookedkit's hearl twisted
He missed them already. But he was going home.

As the path flttened out along the bark and the
bushes grew lush, he smelled the familiar scents of
RiverClan and strained to see the reed bed
bordering the camp. But mist shrouded the river,
betraying the coming of leaf-all. R wove around him
as he skirted the shore below Sunningrocks. By the
ThunderClan stench lingering there, Crookedkit
quessed with a prickle of iitation that Hailstar stll
had not reclaimed RiverClan's land

The stepping-stones were hardly visible in the
mist, each stone only appearing when he'd reached
the one before. He landed on the pebbly shore and
scrambled up e shor step bark.Th grassy

softon s tired

" Crookedkitr A vbics aled fom th mistad the
dark shape of Mudfur emerged on the path ahead.
Rippleciaw and Echomist flanked him, the sier of
their pets as familiar as thir scent

oo aiel” Ecromsts oyl mew rang in the
dawnai

Mudiur swished His il ‘Im going o get
Shelle:

Sotos. Crockodit coud spoak. Modtr had
darted back toward camp and Echormist had run to
him and was licking him fiercely between the ears.
“Where were you? We've been worried sick. We
thoughta fox had taken you:"

Her warm, familiar scent enfolded him. Crookedkit
stared at his paws, hot with shame. She thought |
vas dead. ‘T sorry.”

Rippleciaw stifiened, his gaze narrow. “Then you
did run away. Cedarpelt was right "

Crookedit nodded. ‘But | came back

“Why?" Rippleciaw curied his ip. “Couldrit you
make itas a loner?”

Crookedkit finched. “I never stopped being a
RiverClan cat”

Riplacaw tstd te s " dorit sl ke 3
RiverClan cat

Ehomst Nssed at tho biackand-siver warrr
“You should be pleased he's sae!”

“RiverClan doesnt need warriors who run—"

Rippleciaw was cut short by the pounding of paws.
and Shelleart slowed to a_halt beside him. The
RiverClan deputy stared at Crookedkit. ~You'e
grown.” His eyes shore.

Oakpaw pelted past his father and brushed
around Crookedkit, puring loudly. ~ou look great!

have you been?

I went to find the Moonstone,” Crookedkit began
o explain.

Did you getlost?” Oakpaw mewed.

“Come on,” Shelheart interupted. *Hailstar wil




want o see you." He pressed against Crookedkit as
e escortd im back o camp, a ow pur rumbing
through his pelt
rookeah ot buterics inis el when he s
the wall of reeds that surounded the camp. ‘ls
“She's fine," he reassured. *Everyone's fine.” He
ducked through the sedge tumel. Crookedkit
folowed, Gakpaw on ie el and Ecoms: puting

iarvas a\madymme c\eanﬂg Mudfur paced
beside him, Toudon
Tanglowhisker,and Birdsong wers mm down the
slope from he oders'don Bngmsky and Lakesmne
paced the edge aring,
whispers. Cmukeﬂklt pncked ms ot as Falowian
hurried from her den

Can you bolove s back?” o rard o brown

wari
Piketooh and Shimmerpel sat fogether, ais

*Softwing! Wake up!” The white-and-ginger she-
cot sarod n et a1 Crookedhs eiong!
Come and seel”

Crookedkit watched them pad sleepily fom their
dens. The two appreniices must have been given
their warior names while he was away. He glanced
atthe apprentices’ den. Who else had been made a
warrior? He coudnit help feeling a prick of elief as
Volepaw, Beetlepaw, and Petaipaw scrambled ou.

“Crookedkit's back!” Petalpaw raced to greet him,
Volepaw onher all.

“You'e bigger” Volepaw purred.

eetiepaw narrowed his eyes. 'He's fater” He

“Im o kittypet” Crookedkit growled.
“Who's been feeding you then?” Beetienose

challenged.

Crookedkit lifled his chin. “Tve been hunting for
It

mysel

*Really?" Hailstar padded toward him, broad
shouiders specked wih dew from the morning mist
“Not bad for a kit not yet out of the nursery” His voice:
betrayed surprise.

Crookedkit warily searched the RiverClan leader's
gaze, relieved to see warmth brimming in fis amber
eyes

“Youve had everyone very worried,” Hailstar
growled. ‘Butit's good 1o have you home.”

Rippleciaw padded into camp. “Are you going to
take him back that easily?” he mutered.

Tanglewhisker snorted. ‘Of couse he is!

Birdsong leaned against her mate. “That's right.
We are warriors, not rogues,” she rasped. “We don't
tumon our own Clanmates!”

Cedarpelt g from the dirplace tumel. s he st
our Clanmate?” His brown-stiped il snaked
behind him and he narmowed his gaze.

‘Shellnearts hackles lited. "Of course he is!”

“Where has he been?” Beetiepaw called
Ho smels like heather’ Lakeshine sniffed.
“Perhaps he was seeing what fe was like in another
Clan”

Crookedkit glanced atFallowail. Had she
reported that she'd scenied a RiverClan cat on
WindClan tritory? She was staring at her paws.

d never join another Clan.” Crookedkit puffed out
his chest. ‘T RiverClan.”

Hailsar padded around him, fis gaze sweeping
the Clan. “He was bom n RiverClan and that's where
he belongs”

Codarpeltexchanged a look with Rippleciaw.
“How can we trust him ot to leave anytime fife gets




tough?” he challenged Hailstar.
“Yeah!" Beetlepaw scowled. “While he's been
away geting fat, some of us have been busy

‘Il start my taining whenever you like!"
Crookedkit looked hopefully up at Hailstar.

Before the RiverClan leader coud answer,
Brambleberry huried from the medicine den. She
stopped beside Crookedkit and sniffed along his
flank. “Are you okay?" she asked anxiously. “You

“Imfine,” Crookedkit told her.

A pur rumbled in her throat. “Thark StarCian
you'e home safef

Hailstar narrowed his eyes. "Where have you
been?"

*“Iwentlooking for the Moonstone,” Crookedkit told
hi

im.

“The Moonstone!” Shellheart gasped. “That's so
far away!”

Paw steps scuffed the clearing behind them. "He
was always too adventurous for his own good.’
Rainflower's mew made Crookedkit shiver. He
tumed and faced his mother, tying o read her
expression. Her taikip was ficking. Was she
pleased to see him or sorry he'd come back? Her
eyes reflected his gaze, giving nothi

StarClaniifitwas my destiny to be a kit forever.”

Hailstar narmowed his amber eyes. “And what did
StarClan say?”

| never reached the Moonstone.” Crookedkit
confessed. “But | found my answer” He raised his
chin. “My destiny is to be a RiverCian warrior no
matter how long | have to wait

Brambleberry frowned. “How did you find your
answer if you didn't reach the Moonstone?” she
asked. ‘Did StarClan visit you?"

Crookedkit hesitated. Shouid he tellHailstar about
Mapleshade? But he had disobeyed her when st
told him to retum to RiverClan. He shook fis head. I
helped a loner save her kits and | realized | shouid
be helping my Clan.” He tumed back to Hailstar. Tm
sorry | ran away. It was dumb and | won't ever run
away again. | want to be the best warror in

Hailstar's eyes flashed. ‘Better than Shellveart?”

Crookedkit glanced at his father. Shellheart's
gaze didnit waver. ‘One day.”

The RiverClan leader dipped his head.
RiverClan will aiways need sirong warriors."

“Welcome back, Crookedkitl” Petalpaw rushed to
congratulate  him. Echomist, Birdsong, and

jewhisker weaved around him, purring.
Crookedkit breathed in their warmih.

‘Can | welcome back my kit”" Rainflower was
waiting behind Birdsong. The elder scutled out of
the way. “Welcome home.” The pale gray she-cat
touched her muzzle ighty to Crookedkit's head. “fm
glad you're safe.”

Crookedkit swallowed. “Th-thank you" His gaze
reached for hers but she'd tumed and was padding
toward the sedge enirance tunel

‘Can | join your patrof?” she called to Rippleciaw.

“Of course.” Rippleciaw signaled to Echomist and
Mudfur with his tail. “We shoud be checking the
borders by now.” He flashed an accusing look at
Crookedkit.

“I cant believe you went all the way to the
Moonstone by yourselt” Petalpaw pured.

Notal e vay. Crookedlit comacted.

“I bet you didnt even make it to WindClan
territory,” Beetiepaw scoffed.

Volepaw plucked at the ground. “How far did you

“Good




e M e el
lepaw, come with us. Mudfur wanfed to assess
yml uning oy We might as welldo it now”
the clearing and nosed
Beeueo come. on" e meaued. Were
pracicing huriing i the beech. copse. Th carler v
getthere the more prey there'l b
"Can Gakpon. come, 1007 Bectepaw's eyes
iashed. * aways leam more when there's someone
o compelewin”
n compete with your litermates.”
Oterspiach o A
“They, .
“That's not true!” Volepaw snapped.
Crookedkit watched his former denmates follow
their mertors ot of camp, then tumed ° Oakpaw.
0 you have o train, 007" He glanced at
Shelheart.
“With leat-all coring
sr-ane mevwed b Nou can e s abot

iventures

P aovadmoased b d cased e Clngrouh
disruption for one day. “Okay." he mewed. ‘Tl see
youlater.

“Why dorit you clean out the elders’ nests?"
Shellneart suggested as he padded away with
Oakpaw.

Tanglewhisker rubbed a grizzied paw over his
ragged ear. “They could do with new moss. The old
stuffs ful of fleas.”

Crookedkit stifled a sigh. He'd leamed so much
and traveled farther than any apprentice, but he had
to stay in camp and clean out nests. Suddenly

tunks that  disappeared inlo darkness above.
Mapleshade sid out from behind a turk, mist
g sroung h paws*So ey ok youback™

Crookedkit swished his tail. “Tm a

RuerCiancate

“Iwas worried you'd forgoten.”

Crookedkit narrowed his eyes. *| came back,” he

rowled. “You don't have 10 go on about ™

Mapleshade sat down. "Youve got guls,” she
mutiered. Tl give you that"

“What do you want with me?" Crookedkit
wondered why she was back in his dreams. He'd
‘come home. What more did she need?

“lwant to help you fulfl your destiny” Mapleshade
padded closer. Her tail sid across Crookedkit's
n

a
Crookedit fidgeted with impatience. “What is my
desti

“f you obey me and train hard, one day you will
lead your Clan”

Il be leader?” Crookedkit coukdn't believe his
ears. "But fm not even an apprentce yet!”

Mapleshade sat down. “Were you hoping that
Hailstar would be so impressed by your adventure
he'd make you an apprentice right away?”

Crookedkit fiinched. She was close 1o the truth.
can hnt;” he insisted, straightening p. “And fm big

i

*Hailstar can't reward disobedience,” Mapleshade.
pointed out. He'll make you an apprentice soon”

‘s dumb not to tain me Crookedkit
‘complained. “| couid be much more use to my Clanif
Iwas rained.

Mapleshade's green eyes flashed in the half-ight.
| could rain you offered. "But youd have to
keep ita secret”

Crookedkitleaned forward. “Coukd you?"
s been a while since I've had an apprentice.”

make me your apprenice [l work hard, I

do anything you tell me.” Crookedkit paced around




Mapleshade. ‘Tl meet you every night and you can
show me how to hunt and fight like a RiverClan
wartior” I he was going to be leader, he'd need o
know every move, “Please make me your apprentice
—iike a proper ‘paw!”

Mapleshade’s tail swung slowly from side (o side.
“The first thing you're going (o have to leam is
patience,” she mumured.

Crookedkit sat down and curled his tail over s
paws. *| know:” He remembered Fleck's teasing. 1
promise Ml try. But I've had to wait so long!"

“The best prey is the prey longest waited for”
Mapleshade gazed at him thoughtuly.

Please make me your apprentice! Crookedkit
swallowed back the piea

“Will you make me one promise?” Mapleshade’s
muzzie was a whisker from his.

Crookedkit nodded vigorously. “Anything!”

*I can do more than make you leader.

You everything yourve ever dreamed of” she went
on. “Power over your Clanmates. Power over all the:
Clans”

Crookedkit's eyes widened. “| promise!”

“Wait” Mapleshade tipped her head. “You dorit
Know what you're promising yet”

“You must promise me,” Mapleshade lowered her
voice, ‘that you will be loyal to your Clan above all
other things. What you want for yourself is nothing
compared 1o the needs of your Clan. Nothing,
remermber?” Her green gaze bore into his. ‘Do you
make that promise?"

Crookedkits hearl quickened. "es!" He
unsheathed fis claws. “Yes., | do!”



Chapter 10

“Nol No!” Mapleshade snapped. “Keep both hind
paws on the ground or your enemy wil unbalance
you with nothing more than a hiss!” She nosed
Crookedit's hindquarters unil s paws were firmiy
planted. “Try it agair

Concentrating hard, Crookedkit reared up and
slashed again at the’ slick that Mapleshade had
stuck into the slimy soil. With both hind paws steady,
he found his biow was fiercer and stronger and the
stick tumbled with the third hit.

“Much beter” Mapleshade pushed th fallen sick
with a paw. “Now, try the move on me.

Crookedkit biked at her. “What f 1 hurt you?”

Maplestude arctied. " can 1" She fusd
him, her thick peltike a mane around her ne

Crookedkit imagined that he was vsc.ng a
LionClan warrior. Only the bravest survivel As his
thoughis whirled with excitement, he reared up and
struck at Mapleshade. But she'd disappeared. He
stared, confused, then fel fur beneath his belly and a
weight pushing im up. With a yowl of surprise, he
was tossed into the air. He ficked his tail, paws
flaling, and tried to tum. But the ground rushed at
him and he landed heavily on his side. Winded, he
struggled to hs paws.

Mapieshade was siting o lakengh avey. ‘A
wartior doesnt daydream,.” she grow
“How did you know?”

You lost your focus a moment before you reared,”
She told him. "I could see it in your eyes. Your
houghts were on a batte in your head. You must
fight the battle you're in, not e one you could be in”

Crookedkit biinked. “Can | try again?”

Pain gripped his shouders. He coud stil feel
Mapleshade’s ciaws as he opened his eyes. Dawn
light fitered through the nursery roof. Falowtail was

a moon sleeping alone in the nursery,
Crookedkit had at first resented Falowtaifs arival.
e varor was a gueon now bea wih Kis. B
after a night istening to her gente snore, watchi
Rerwic belyise and fllwhis h warn o the
den, he felt happy to share again.

He longed to ask her what she'd been doing on
the moorland, three moons ago. But ft was a secret
mission for Hailstar he didn't dare. That was warrior
business and he was pairfuly awars he was st just
a kit. He woke every moring hoping Hailstar woud
make him an apprentice that day. But he knew he
had 1o prove his loyally to his Clan. Al least his
Clanmates weren't treating him lke a useless
fledging anymore. He cleaned the eklers’ nests,
helped patch the warriors' dens to get them ready for
leaf-bare, and Piketooth had taught him to swim and

o catch minnows among the reeds. k needed
far more skil han he’d thought; he had (o have paws
as fast as lightning to grasp them as they fickered in

the stems. He ate with his Clanmates—
ot as neally as some cats, but neater than before
he left and he didnt really care much anymore. Just
as long as he kept growing.

“Hallstar has got to make you a ‘paw soon”
Brambleberry had commented while checking his
Jaw. “Youl be 00 big (o it in the nursery at this rate.”

rediction was close o the tnth after
Fallowtal kied Wilowkit and Graykit. Crookedkit
:dded reeds 1o her nest, making it big enough to
accommodate the two fidgeting bals of gray flfl,
and cleared away the training wall to make room for
a bigger nest for himself. He wondered when the
Kits' father would visit, but no tom made an




appearance in the nursery and Fallowtail never
mentioned a mat

Snow came eaw when Graykit and Wilowkit
were only two

“Camwo o and playin " Wikowit bogged

Fallowtail looked imploringly at Crookedkit, who
was tossing stale moss out of his nest. “Would you
take them outside, please?” she begged. ‘| want to
get ths nest clean and they won't stay out of the

“We're just trying to collect the old moss for you!"
Graykit objece

“Colocing? Falowailsnifled. & that why you've
been kimping round the den o fogs ovry tme |

oy pmd remembering, Mist, Sool
Magpie, and Piper. ‘Il take them.” He sal

through the nursery emancs smkmg o «m heuy-
high snow outside. Thic
more. W cat siey outlng: o ol Wilow o
Graitas oy scrambied ot afor im. "eul m

Wﬂlvwkw valowsd trough 1o sron toward Hm
“Car he squeaked.
roovet e o Gimy an”
waled, incing as th o Kis cimbed s petwin
cas. “Hang onl” Staigteng. e
pluﬂded through the sr
Wy 216 you Sl 3 kit when youre 5o big?”
w:l\ewk:\asked
Graykit hissed. *Fallowtail said we weren't
alowedto s
Crookedkit's fur rufled. Wilowkit dug in her ciaws.
“Watch oull” she squeaked. “I nearly fel off."
“Wel, don't ask stupid questions,’ Crookedkit
snapped.
X3 rot sl she mewed. ‘Oakgew's bosn an
‘apprentice for moons. What's wrong wi
“Ihad an accident and broke my. jaw Crookedkit
pushed through the snowy clearing. Beetiepaw and

*He ran away and Hailstar's punishing him,”
‘Graykit whispered to her ittermate.

Crookedkit pretended not o hear. “Where do you
want me to go?" he called over his shouider.

“To the reed bed,” Graykit mewed. "Petalpaw told
12 stergot rd I stbars an yucan ek

“omy if a warrior has tested it first” Crookedkit
wamed. ‘Il can break under your weight’ He
bounded over the snow where it had piled beside
the apprentices' den and headed o the
stricken reeds.

Rippleclaw and Brightsky were clearing a space
to drop the mice they'd caught. With the river so
cold, the hunting patrols were scouring the wilow

ey
“There." Crookedkit tipped the kits off at the edge.
of the river. A tin frosting of ice coated the water.
Wilowkit peered over the bank. “Can we go on
it
5 t00 thin.”
Then lets play warriors!” Willowkit bounded
away, 50 light she barely broke the surface of the
frosthardened drift Graykit chased _after her,
Scooping a pawul of sriow and huring it at her sister.
Crookedkit purred. He warted 1o join in. but
Rippleciaw was close by. k was bad enough being
called a kit without acting fike one. A shadow fitted
over the clearing. Crookedkit looked up. A heron
was circling. i great wings flapped, white against
the gray sky. s beak was long and sharp like a
newleaf reed spear. His heart lurched when he saw
its beady eye fix on the camp. The kits were still
small enouah to be easy picking for a big, areedy




bird.

“oure WindClan,” Graykit called to Wilowkit,
“And Tm RiverClan Try and invade my camp.
Graykit was inthe center of the clearing. She'd piled
walls of snow around her and was ducking behind
them

Squeaking a batle cry, Wilowkit rushed one and
struggled over the top. “Invasion!” she mewed,
throwing herselfon top of Graykit

heron drew into a tighter circle over the

clearing

Crookedkit stiflened. “Graykit” He tied o keep
his voice calm. He didn't want to panic them and
send them running in opposite directions. He had to
keep them together. “Willowkit, come here.”

“Get away, you WindClan fleabag!” Willowkit had
Graykit in a shoulder-ock and was pummeling her
with churing hind legs.

- nt take the campl’ Graykit squealed,
struggiing (o free herself.

“Wilowkit"® Crookedkit pushed his way toward
them thmngh the snow. "Graykitl Let's get back to
the nu

Wiy Wilowki et go of e iser and birked at
him.

“We're not cold!” Graykit complained.

Suddeny the heron stalled mic-air and dived. fs
piercing cry spitthe air as it aimed for the kits.

StarClan, help us!

Crookedkitleaped.

*Heron!" His warming cry rang around the camp as.
he dived on top of Wilowkit, pushing her deep into
the snow. Reaching out a paw, he grabbed Graykit
and dragged her undemeath him.

air whisted above him as the heron
screeched down.

He held on to the kits and tensed the muscies
along his back

Whatabout my destiny?

Closing his eyes, he prepared for sharp talons fo
fip his pelt

Mapleshade! You told me Id be leader!

He pictured the beak spearing his flesh. He was.
oing to die for sure.

Suddenly Oteersplash's shriek wailed over im.
“Youmangy river ratl”

The heron's cry tumed o a screech of fury and
pain._ Crookedkit looked up. Ottersplash  was

Rippleclaw reared at the edge of Crookedkit's
vision, claws unsheathed, ready to attack.

The great bird struggled, flapping against the.
snow as Oteersplash released it

Rippleclaw dropped on (o all four paws.

“Letit go!" Ottersplash called to Beetiepaw.

Tre broadshoudered appronice g on, ko
s fora moon!

Growiing, Beetlepaw let go and
floundered on 1o its spindly feet, then heaved itself
outof the cleari

“Why doritwo oat horor?” Boctopaw founed a3
he watched the great bird es:

Rioplecaw padded forwrd F youd cver lsied
heron, you'd know.” He looked at Crookedkit. “That
s s ikl

Otterspiash nodded. “Well spotte

Bty dared towaed ham, Nea good thing
yousaw it

The nursery shook as Fallowtail burst out of the
o

Terbirg wih e, Crookonki st 1p. lting
Wilow st Gl sl vt o urcier b
They snacsed and shook Srow fom thlr ears



“What did you do that for?” Willowkit snorted.
oot soved 1 fal oside om. What
"

Ky, they o safe” Otersplash reassured .
Vialiarappeared fom
“Crookedki st saved e i Oterspash od
the RiverClaniea
eron e o fako tram” Rpplecaw shook
snon i paws. “Crookedkit grabbed them just
intime.”
*He nearly crushed us!” Graykit complained.
Oterspiash ficked the KI's ear ithfor ai.
tisked his own pelt o protect o
nks for fighting it off” Crookedt rodded to
s and

rspla Beetiepaw. | thought | was going to

lose my ear
Falowtaily urappec bor il arourdpor i, “Thark
you, Crooked

aar orid them, tail high. *How big was the
her

H

iuge!” Ottersplash gasped.
Gidn't see it” Graykit complaine

Willowkitsnified. “Trat's ebmms Grookediitwas
smng onus.”

yone can sit on a Kit” Beetiepaw huffed. */
elpod gt tof-

Hailtar his head 10 the black warrior
Wl dona" . tumed 1 Grookedkit But you
soppod o harmig s ki s 300 lowed. 1

have done this a long tme ago, but your Clan
reeded & se0 Yo coursge and. oty or
themselves. Today you risked your lfe for your
Clanmates.” He raised his muzze. “I's time | gave
your apprentice name.” He lifted his voice to the
sky. "Lt all cats old enough to swim gather o hear
words,”he called

Crookedkit's heart soared. At last! His destiny
was _begiming to come tuel He glanced al
Beetlepaw, who was scowing beside him. You wont
justbe competing with Oakpawanymore.

‘The elders were already hurying from their den,
disturbed by the commotion. Shellheart, padding into
camp, paused. “What's going on?" He stared at his
Clanmates who were gathering at the edge of the
clearing. Crookedkit proudly met his gaze and
nodded. He knew his father would figure out what
was happening.

His brother guessed first. Oakpaw raced across
the snow. “We can train together at lastt” He ran his
muzle along Crookedkit's twisted jaw. “We'l be
warriors soon. | can't wait! | promise as soon as fm
leader, 1l make you deputy.

Tharks! Crookedkit purred. But | plan on being
RiverClan's leader first.

Haistar glanced around his Clan. His gaze
lopped at ecarpll Grookeckits hart sank.Had

brown-striped warrior forgiven him for running
ovys Cedmpet e, catod ou S
Crookedkit when he retumed. You will demand more

of him than any other warrior.”
more than Mapleshade? Crookedkit

the fine warror | know he can be. One day 1 hope his
honor and bravery will match yours.” Hailstar's gaze
fiiked to Crookedkit. ‘From this moment on, you
shall be known as Crookedpaw.

Crookedpaw broke into a pur so srong that it
shook the snow from his whiskers. Oakpaw circled
Shellneart excitedly while the RiverClan depuy
pawed the ground.

Brambleberry raised her muzze. “Crookedpaw!
Crookedpaw!” The medicine cat's eyes shone with

pride.
Beetiepaw, Volepaw, and Petalpaw joined in and
Troutclaw's rasping call made the cold air shudder.



As his Clanmates called his new name,
Crookedpaw looked for Rainflower. Had she seen
him become an apprenice? This was just the
beginning of his destiny. Where are you? His gaze
darted among his Clanmates’ cheering faces.

‘There she was! Beside Shimmerpel.

“Crookedpaw! Crookedpaw!” ~Shellheart ~ and
Oakpaw yowled to the darkening sky.

Crookedpaw stared at his mother, his heart
quickening as she stood stil and silent. Then, with a
rush of relief, he watched her lft her muzzle and cal
his new narme.

“Crookedpaw!”



Chapter 11

“Tuck in your tail"Mapleshade.

Crookedpaw twined his tail around (A legs
as he reared up, siashing with his forepaws.
Unbalanced, he staggered, his tail catching between
Hs paves. “Comph” Ha e i 8 ud 1o th dark
ea

o ot two mentors and you can't even stay
on your paws.” Mapleshade growied. “Get up.”

Crookedpaw was already scrambling to his paws.
“What's the point of tucking in my tail?" he mewed
sl

you give your enemy 1o grab hold of, the
el opoanac xplaned

"Bl I can't balance.”

~oul just have to keep practicing uniil you can.”
Mapleshade paced around him."Now ry again”

Concentrating, Crookedpaw shifled his_paws,
then heaved himself into the air once more. Tucking
his tail around his hind legs, he siashed again. His
‘muscles bumed. He tried o balance, but the swing
of is forepaws sent him staggering forward.

Frog dung!” He dropped on o four paws before
hefel

“You're getiing close.” Mapleshade encouraged.

Not close enough.” Crookedpaw grunted through
clenched teeth. He tied again and again, each time
staying up a moment longer unti, aching, he stopped
and let his tail droop.

*Keep going!" Mapleshade ordered.

“Donit forget  train all day with Cedarpet too,” he.
grumbled

“You wart 1o be the best warrior in RiverCian,
dontyou”apeshade cred himmpatienty

2. couso. Grockedpaw srapped Bt | necd 2

Vo Garod i tho shadowy fros, Why don't

o o o aroed Sl ooy Ho ke
hopefuly at Mapleshade. “Cedarpelt showed me
around RoerCla toriory on my frst day as an
apprer

Norsiyouve otis move igh”

up. "I want o see what's beyond the trees.” Ho
padded forward. “There must be more to StarClan's
hunting grounds than tis smelly old orest”

Mapleshade shot in front of him, her orange-and-
il palbooing s view:

He peered over her, straining 10 see through the
mist. “Come on.” he pleaded. Just take me to the
edge of the trees 0 | can see what's befind them.”

"Nol" Mapleshade’s command was sharp. She
Wove around fim, steering him back into the dingy
clearing. “You'e notready.”

Crookedpaw growled. ‘s not fair”

Mapleshade's claws stung fis ear.

“What was that for?” he gasped. She'd drawn
blood. He could feel it warm and we, on his ear tp.
He rubbed t with his paw.

She glared at him. ‘Remermber your promise!” she.
hissed. "You must be prepared to do anything for the
sake of the Clan.”

“What's thal got to do with exploring StarClan
terriory?” Crookedpaw retorted.

Mapleshade narrowed her eyes. "You're ot here
o ask questions. You'e here to leam. Or you'l have

Crookedpaw felt a rough tongue lick the wound
Mapleshade had left. He biinked open his eyes. "Get
off, Oakpaw.” Ducking away from his brother, he sat
up. His muscles ached, strained and tired.



Crockadpon s crly a1 Dvobab?y
did itin my sleep. Scratching a flea.” Sometimes he
d he could tell Oakpaw about his StarCian

she'd swom him to secrecy. How could he argue
with StarClan?
in trunmed on te den roof. Bostea,
Volepaw, and Petalpaw were stil cured in their
nose iy Crookadpaw Sepped o of o pesL
*Has the dawn patrol lft?”
Oakpaw shook hs head. ‘They'rein the clearing.”
Crookedpaw pricked his ears. He coud hear
Godamet' dosp v beror o den Tl
we leave markers below
Sumpgrodts
Lakeshine answered. I hope not, she sighed. "I
B scmiting wosgree wit b chrged border
rockedpaw Isered o Mudr's Bty
“All tis ighting over a lumy
Xs ou o Cormo sapped, We can

"G aokedpan ferad s achingclows a winod

*Ate you okay?” Oakpaw fretied. “Maybe you
shoud go and see Bramblobery. Atleast sh o
put some oiniment on your ear.”

“Im fine,” Crookedpaw insisted. It hardly stung.
Besides, warriors aways had nicks in their ears
licked a paw and rubbed offthe dried blood. The cut
feltstaight and shallow ndemeath.

Beetlopaw stretched, his black pelt no more than
s shadow in the watery dawn ight. “‘Who's coming

o e st up illtars lading -

el Pelaba hopped out of et nest. What
about you?" She glanced at Crookedpaw as
Beetlepaw pushed past her 10 the entrance.
“Cedarpelts going”

I hope so.” Crookedpaw mewed. If Beetiepaw
was patroling, he didn't want 1o be stuck in camp.
He glanced at Oakpaw. “What are you doing today?"

“Shellneart's taking me fishing with Volepaw and
Rippleciaw.”

Volepaw sieepily fled his head. i it keeps
raining like this, the fish will come to us.”

"In your dreams!” Puring, Crookedpaw flicked
Volepaws flank with his tail and nosed his way out of
the den. Through a haze of rain he saw Shellneart
assigning patrols beneath a branch of the falen tree.
Echomist, Timberfur, Brightsky, and Owfur custered
around him, beads of rain streaming from their
glossy coats like water off duck feathers. | want you
1o lead the hunting patrol, Echomist” Shellheart
ordered

Cedarpett paced the sedge wall while Lakestine
and Mudfur huddied next to each other, their gaze
fixed on Hailstar's den. s draping moss quivered as
the RiverClan leader padded out. "Petalpaw!”

he was nosing through the soggy pile of prey.
She looked up eagerl.
on'tkeep us waiting,” Hailstar wamed

Lakeshine snorted. “Waiting indeed! He's the one
siting in his den keeping his ears dry” she muttered
as Petalpaw fel in beside Mudfur

" mel” Crookedpaw raced after Cedarpelt
as Hailstar ed the way out of camp.

Cedarpett paused in the entrance. “Next time.”

Crookedpaw sithered 1o a halt. “Why not this
time?

et hecking o borders” Codarel o i
“We might meet a ol and | haven't
assessed your| et sl yor

fine!” This could be his chance to use
some of the moves Mapleshade had taught him.

Cedarpet narrowed his eyes. ‘Tl be the one o
decide that!"




“hro.you coming?” Lakeshine caled from the
tunnel
M assoss you this aftemoon-” Cedarpelt tumed
‘and headed through the sedge. “| promise.”
Crookedpaw's tail drooped, slapping into a
puddle. He heard a squeak behind him.
“Watch outl”
He tumed and saw Willowkit rubbing water from
her nose. *Somy!" he mewed. “Did | splash you?"
Graykit _stood beside her sister, whiskers
quivering. “She was trying to stalk you."
| nearly got youl” Wilowkit puffed out her rain-
spiked fur.
Crookedpaw stifled a purr. “Shouldrit you be in
the nursery keeping dry?”
Graykit lifted her muzzle. “We're RiverClan cats.’
Sho sl We' sipposed o gt vl
There's  wet there's drownea!”
Brambleberry's stem mew mace Graykit jump. The.
medicine cat was padding from her den. "I don't
think Fallowtail wil thark you for traipsing a puddieful
of rain into the nursery” The medicine cat halled
beside Crookedpaw. "I you've nothing better to do,"
u could felch me some

“From the waterfall?

“ou  remembered!” Brambleberry sounded
pleased. “We're going to need some fresh stock.
She glanced up into the streaming rain. I this
weather keeps up, there'll be coughs spreading
through allthe dens. Do you remember what it looks
ike?”

Tl know it when | see it” Crookedpaw promised.

“Canwe come, too?” Willowkit asked.

Crookedpaw shook his head sympathetically,
remembering altoo clearly what it fel like to be a kit
trapped in camp. ‘Sory," he mewed

“We won't getin your way." Graykit promised.

Brambleberry cleared her throat. “That's because
youll be safe and dry in your nest” Fallowail was at
e nursery entrance, staring anxiously through the
rain at her soggy kits. Brambleberry shook the rain

her whiskers. ‘Be careful by the fals,
Crookedpaw,"she warmed as she began to shoo the
kit toward their mother. “The path gets slippery and
the river will be raging.”

I won't let you down!” Crookedpaw raced for the
camp entrance. Brambleberry was depending on
him. His paws pricked with exciterment.

e was itte shelter on the riverbark now that
the greenleat bushes had died back. But the rain
was easing by the time the path began o siope up to

head of the falls. Unsheathing his claws to
get a better grip, he climbed the wet stone track,
flatiening his ears against the roar of the swollen
waters below. Tasting the air, Crookedpaw smelied
the first tang of coltsfoot. He shook out fis fur
glancing up as the sky brightened. The clouds were
thinning, stretching to show patches of blue. He
stopped beside a fragrant green clump that clung at
the edge of the path. Beyond, the ciif dropped away
and Crookedpaw could just see the water swirling

“The coltsfoot hiad died back, browned by frost, but
re of richly scented leaves curled at the cenler.

Crookedpew phrged his pews I e wel esies.

Hooking a bunch with his claws, he hauied o

awful of spngs and laid them on the path oo
turning back for more.

“Are you Brambleberrys apprentice?”

A husky mew made Crookedpaw jump. Heart
lurching, he spun around and saw three WindClan
wariors standing beside the top of the falk.
Crookedpaw backed away, puling his coltsfoot
stems with him. His pelt bristied, embarrassed at



being caught off guard. The scent of the coltsfoot
and the roar of the water had hidden the WindClan
palrol's approach.

The thvee

advanced down the path

toward him. Crookedpaw arched his back. “You'e
on RiverClan teritony” He tried to remember
Mapleshade’s training. There was o way he was
going totry tucking his tal around his hind paws here:
on the edge of the gorge. Perhaps he shoud run
back o wam the Clar? He eyed e WindCln cals
usly. Their hackles were smooth. The biggest
o, & brown tom, sared & him kel whi o
Clarmales-—a tabby she-cat and a snal. motied

e brown tom dioped s head. 1 Resdfeatrer
‘and Iwishto speak with Hailstar

Crookedpaw!

Reedfeather nodded to his Clanmates. “Go back
to camp,” he told them. Tl be okay.

The indClan warrors iomed and darted
back along the path, disappearing over the crest of
the falls

Reedfeather dipped his head. “Whats your

“Brambleberry's apprenice?”

Crookedpaw shook his head. “Cedarpelts.”

*Awarrior apprentice?” Reedfeather narmwad his

eyes. Ihaven't seen you at a Gathering

it o . apprenicn rame-. Crookedoaw
stifted his paws. Was he supposed 1o take an
enemy warfor into camp just because he'd been
asked

“You'lead” Reedfeather instructed as if he'd
guessed what Crookedpaw was thinking. “l follow.”

Crookedpaw stared uncertaily at the WindClan
warior.

“Dorit worry” Reedfeather reassured him. *| only
want to talk with Hailstar” He tumed his head. "As
you can see, m alone.

Cronkedpaw garcad o e colsoot he'dpckas.

“Take it” Reedeather advised
Brambleberry will be pleased to have it"

Crookedpaw snatched it up in his jaws. Ears
titching, he led Reedfeather down the path. s this a
tick? The path flatiened as the river setted down
after its rush through the gorge and began to lap
laziy at the shore. Crookedpaw glanced over his
shouder. Reedfeather’s gaze was fixed firmly on the:
distant reed bed where the RiverClan camp
sheftered. As the river narrowed and deepened,
Crookedpaw jumped down on to the shore. He
began to wade irto the water. The current here was
gente and it would be easy to swim across.

“Arent there  stepping-stones?”  Reedfeather
called.

Crookedpaw hated, water tugging his bely fur
“They'e farther downsiream.” The cotsfoot muffied
tis mew: Howdoos a WindClancat knowatou he

pping-stones?
“Can we cross there?” Reedfeather asked. *l donit

swi

Crookedpaw backed awkwardy ot of th her,
the coflsioot sour on his fongue. He fook
Reedeather (o the stepping-stones and stood back
wiile the WindClan warrior crossed. Swollen by rain,
the river ran fast arowd the bouiders, and
Reedfeather's pelt bristed, but he was sure-pawed
and didn' hesitate. Crookedpaw bounded atter him,
paws slapping the wet sand as he landed on the
shore. He darted past Reedeather and led the way
through the bushes on o the grassy pah.

As he neared camp, hs bely tghtened. He was
leading an enemy warrior info the heart of the Clan
Whatif all the warriors were out hunting or patrolling?
Who would defend the elders, or Fallowtail and her



kits? He stiffened. / will! Fluffing out his wet fur, he
ducked through the sedge tunnel

“Crookedpaw!” Volepaw’s call surprised him.

He dropped the colisfoot. *I thought you were.

mmi

“Shelheart wanted to wait il after the rai
Volepaw rotted across the clearing. I don't know
why—it's probably drier in the riv—" He stared past
Crookedpaw, eyes widening. “You caplured a
WindClan warrior!”

Crookedpaw shifted his paws. I didnit exaclly
capture him,” he mumbled. °| sort of found him and
he asked to see Hailstar.”

“WindClan!” Shimmerpelt charged from her den,
nose twiching, fur spiked in alarm. She halted when
she saw Reedfeather. ‘What's he doing here?”

Reedfeather padded calmiy to the center of the
clearing and looked around. Troutclaw, Birdsong,
and Tanglewhisker crowded out of their den and
stood bristing at the top of the slope. Ottersplash

hopped over the dlearing and plopped o the safety
of the river.

*Reedfeather?” Shellheart had been lying in the
shefter of the willow. He scrambled to his paws and
padded toward the n warior. “Why in
StarClanare you here?”

Reedfeather dipped his head to the RiverCian
deputy.'Ineed to speak with Halstar."

“Hailstar's patroling,” Shellheart told him

Reedfeather sat down. “Then Il wait”

“Oh, 1o, you won't” Birdsong busted down the
slope, peftruffied. “You'l go home to your own camp
where you belong." She glanced anxiously at the
nursery where Fallowtal peered out, her eyes dark.

Does Reedfeather's visit have something to do
vith what she vas doing in WindClan? Crookedpaw
suddenly wondered. He studied Reedfeather more
closely. There was sometfing familiar about the
shape of hs head and the tone of hs voice. Had he
been the cat with Fallowiail on the pile of WindClan
focks all those moons ago?

The sedge rustied and Rippleciaw raced into
camp. He skidded to a halt in front of Reedfeather.
hackles raised and snaring. I knew | smeled
WindClan!" he hissed as Hailstar pounded into the
clearing. Cedarpelt followed, ~Petalpaw and
Beetiepaw on his tail

Shellneart nodded to_his leader. “Crookedpaw
found him at the border,” he reported. “He wanis to
speak with you."

Reedfeather stood up. “Tve come to ask for what
s mine.”

Wilowkit and Graykit tumbled out of the nursery.
Fallowtail reached after them but they escaped her
paws and bounded into the clearing,

oo mever seon 3 Winddlan cat” Wilowi
gasped.

Graykit screwed up her face. “He smels weird!"

*Hushi* Birdsong wrapped her tail around them
st pu\led them close as Fallowtail sid from the

" Cedamet rossed th dearig and tood beside
the queen a growl rumbling in his thvoal
Crookedpa Ifed i chin proud that 1 meror
was 50 protective of i litermate and her kits.

Reodfette dpped s esd. ve o o take
mykits

Cocame afened “Hiskis7

Crookedpaw stared. How could a WindClan cat



‘have kits in RiverClan?
“You can't” Fallowlails cry was desperate.

seen Fallowail in WindClan territory with a tom two
moons  before  the bom.  Coud

o
Rippleclaw tumed his snarl from the WindClan

o and g at Fallontal,who ooked 25 i her
world were ending. “You're not even going to d

it? Have you forgotien the meaning of loyaity?”
Fallowtail pushed Birdsong out of the way

gathered her kits close to her belly. I am \uya\‘“

Fallowtail's eyes sparked with grief. | haven't seen

Reedieator in moons. love my ks maro tran my

wn lfe and | planned to

RiverClan wariors" Sho. sared at Reccloatber

“How can you even suggest taking them away fom

e WirdClan varror rotumed her gaze. “They
are as much mine as yours.

Wikt tared 3% at her mother: Ho can'tbe our
father,” she whimpered. “He doesn't smelllike us.

Vaitar paddod scross e dlearing and sipped
beside the queen. s thi

Fatowial sared at oo ground, puliing her kits
closer with her ail

Shelleart sighed. “These kits have a right to be.
with heir father ~

Crookedpaw watched, his heart twisting

Shimmerpelt crossed the clearing and pressed
against Fallowtail. “You canit make her give up her
Kits.”

is.
Piketooth lashed his tail *Kits should be with their
mother!”

“We can't give them up!”

“They were bom in RiverClan!”

“How can we let strangers raise them?"

A snarl cut dead the Clan's mumuring. “How can
we trust them, knowing they are half WindClan?”
Rippleciaw’s eyes shoe.

Tanglewhisker shook his head. "He's right the
elder mumured. “We'll never truy know where their
loyaltes lie.”

Graykit squimed free of her mother. “We're
RiverClan!” she cried. “We'll always be RiverClan”

“Youre WindClan, 100." Reedfeather spoke up.
“They will be wel cared for” he promised. “We have
plenty of prey” He scamed the clearing, his gaze
lingering on the dens crowding the fallen tree. “You

e enough mouths to feed. What if there's another
flood? O the river freezes? I's happened before.”
His gaze retumed to the kits. “They Il grow stronger
on WindClan prey.

"No- Hallta pacded between Recdleather and
Falowtail

dieather's gaze hardened
WindClan il ight for them.”

Hailstar unsheathed his ciaws. “RiverClan isn't
scared by threas!”

“You should be,” Reedfeather meowed. “Don't
think the other Clans haven't seen how you gave up
‘Sunningrocks without a fight. RiverClan is weak. My
Clanmates will join me to take back what is mine.
You should fear us, od cat.”

Tension spiked the air. Then Fallowtail's mew
broke the silence. “Tve caused enot he
uhisered. " con'wanttoodshod. Nathirg is worth

it comes to war,

Cmoksdpaw felt sick. Dont give up! Fight for
thom! Ho sared i disbele a5 Falovtail backed
‘away from her ki

o Wowitbinked at er mother.



Graykit spun around. "What's happening?”
Hailstar stared at the queen. *Are you sure?"
She nodded. "Reedfeather is right. Our kits will
fare better in WindClan. And we cannot risk war over
‘my mistake.
Graykit scrambled after her mother, but Hailstar
nudged the kit away with his muzzle. “You're going to

“He smells horidl" Graykit finched away as
Reedfeather sriffed each kit genty.

“Youll be wel taken care of” he told them
“WindClan s looking forward to meeting you”

Wilowkit searched desperately for her mother's
gaze bu Falowail stared at the ground
Crookedpaw wanted to race from where his paws
were rooted and beg the queen not to let them go.
But, ke his Clanmates, he sat in silence as Hallstar
nudged the kits toward their father.

“Nol” Graykit yelped in terror as Reedfeather
scooped her up. “Fallowtaill”

He padded toward the camp entrance.

Wilowkit stared wildly around the Clan. “Arerit you
going to stop him?"

“Willowkit® Graykit stuggled. “Don't leave mel”

Stumbling, Wilowkit ~folowed. “Tm  corming,
Graykit! 1m coming!”

As they disappeared through the tunnel, Hailstar
padded siowyto his den.

Birdsong pressed against Falowtail. “They won't
forgetyou”

Stimmerpelt rubbed her muze against the
queen’s cheek. “oull see them again. They'l

Fallowtail tore away from her Clanmates and
staggered toward the nurser

Rippleciaw snorted. “What does she want o go
there for?"

Ottersplash spun around and hissed at the silver
warrior. “Shut up! Just shut up!”

Crookedpaw darted after the grief-stricken queen
and squeezed into the nusery afier her. He
searched for words to comfort her as she collapsed
into her nest,

How could anyone let a queen be separated from
her kits? His heart ached for Wilowkit and Graykit
‘They'd be terrified without their mother. He crouched
down beside Falowtail and pressed against her
trembling flank. *1 wouldn't have let him take them,”
he whispered. ‘I /was leader.”



Chapter 12

“No, no, nol" Cedampelts frustrated yow made
Crookedpaw stop.

He straightened up and birked at s menfor
“Whatam | doing wrong?"

A lump of snow dropped from an icy branch
overhead and landed on his back. He shook it off.
He could see across the meadow and beyond the
fiver 1o the snow-whitened moortands. The frosted
beeches behind them were stark against the gray
leaf-bare sky; the marsh meadow stretching below
them sparkied, smoothed by snow, and the smal
clearing beside the beech copse, where they'd been
practicing batte moves al aftemoon, was. icy
underpaw.

Cedarpett sighed. “How many times do | have to
tell you? When you'e attacking, bush out your furl
StarClan gave RiverClan thick pels for a reason.
Bush it out and you'l look twice as big as your
enemy. And a fiightened enemy is aleady haf-
beaten”

Crookedpaw ficked his tail. “The other Clans
know thatt” Mapleshade was always teling him to
slick down his fur and fool his opponent ito thinking
he looked weaker than he was. "I's just fur, and fur
never hurt anyone.”

i the middle of batte, there’s no time o thi
Cedarpett insisted. I you see a big warrior, you
don't wonder how much is fur and how much is
sce” Hisbreah bilowed in the icy it ou st

“Okay okay!" Crookedpaw snapped. " you want
bushed-out fur, you can have bushed-out fur" He
fuffed up his pett. ‘Big enough?” He couldnt wait for
his first battle S0 he could find out for himself which
mentor was right.

Cedarpelts whiskers twitched.

“What?" Crookedpaw snoried.

A purr rumbled in his mentor's throat. “You never
do things by halves.” He shook his head. “You look
like a pinecone.”

Crookedpaw's initation dissolved. “Make up your
mind," he mewed. As he shook his pelt back into
place, a sound made his ears prick.

fat s 07 Cedarpol dared boside him.
hackes twitching as he scanned the mar

"Look" Crookedpaw ficked e tal oward the
dark pelts moving toward them across the snow. He
tasted the freezing air. RiverClan.

*Piketooth!” Cedarpett hailed the snaggle-toothed

reached the beech copse first. “How's training,
Crookedpaw?” he called. “Getting the hang of t?"

Crookedpaw scowled. Youre only a moon older
than me! Beetienose was acting as though he'd
been made depuly instead of a warrior. At least it
meant that he'd moved out of the apprentices’ den.
Crookedpaw wasn't going to miss his boasting,
though he missed Voleclaw’s fish-brained jokes and
Petaldust's quiel encouragement. At least he stil
had Oakpaw for company.

Crookedpaw sat down. What would happen when
Oakpaw became a warior? He'd be alone again,
and now that Wilowkit and Graykit were in
WindClan, there weren't even new 'paws 1o look
forward to. He'd have to rain by himself.

“How's hunting?” Cedarpelt asked Piketooth.

“River’s frozen.” Piketooth tasted the air."Any sign
of birds up here?”

Cedarpelt shook his head.




news.

Cedarpot's oars picked. How are e kis?”

‘Doing  wel’ Piketooth was frowni
Crookedpaw tensed as oo warior vk on o
wamed us o watch outfor ThunderClan. They raided
WindClaris camp

camp?” Cedarpett binked.
Crookedpaw gasped. ‘Did they attack the

nurse

Piketooth shook s head. “They were trying to
steal

“Ayone " edarpeltasked

“ThunderClan a  warior—Moonfower”
Piatoon fored s o,

Beatenoso growd.‘Sorvs hem fght-

Cedarpelt scowled at the young tom. “No warrior
desamas foder o mod e Pratoon v

med Hailstar

¥ was with ketoot meowed “He's gone
back fo camp 1o wam Bramtiebeny o ide ner

Pl

“They wor't attack our camp.” Beetlenose paced
throughthe frost. lashing his tail. They don't have the

beckoned Beetenose with his tail. "Wl you practice
some batle moves il Crookedpaw? He knows m
moves to
Crookedpaw roled his eyes. Vihat makes you
think I don'tknow Beetlenose’s moves, (007"
Beollenose flattencd s ears, ready for a figh.
“We only trained together twice.

“Lets act lke Clanmates’ He glanced at
Crookedpaw. “You stil have plenty to leam. Stop
complaining. Beetlenose  might teach you
something.”

Cedarpelt shrugged. “Crookedpaw thinks he’s
leamed enough He nodded to Beetenose. “Can he:
ry s front paw swipe on you?"

“He can try” Beetlenose dropped into a crouch

fiog-face! Crookedpaw ducked down and
fufled out his pet. Energy surged in his muscles. He
unsheathed his hind claws, digging them deep into

wrapped his tail around s hind legs, and swiped at
Beetlenose. He biinked with surprise as Beetlenose
dropped and darted behind him

Tuming on his hind paws, Crookedpaw saw
Beetlenose’s jaws snapping where his tail should ve
been. “You missed!” With a rush of satisfaction he
slammed down on the young warrior, knocking him
flatonto his bely.

“Ow!" Beetlenose wriggled from under him as
Crookedpaw shifted his weight. “My chinl” He
rubbed atit with a paw.

“Crookedpaw!” Cedarpelt's mew was sharp. “This
is justpractice!

I had my foreclaws sheathed!” Crookedpaw
rolsted. A we wero supposed 1 50 pracion
the front paw swipe! He was going for my tail”

*S07" Beetienose squared up to Crookedpaw. "A
wartior shouid be ready for anything!”

“Then why werent you ready for my
counterattack?” Crookedpaw spat back.

“You hid your ail” Beetlenose hissed. “That's not
fairt No cat hides his tail”

Cedarpel's gaze darkened. “ThunderClan cats
do.” he meowed. "Where did you leam to do that

Crookedpaw puffed out hs ches. ‘Great, is' it?
Did you see how | balanced even without my taif?"




StarClan warriors must know the moves of every
Clan.

Codarpol rarowed s oyos. " st fai (0 150
tric

y— Crookedpaw flashed a ook at
Piketooth, I taught im a new move.”

some respect!” Cedarpelt snapped.
“Beetenose is a warrior. You've been an apprertice
less than a moon. You've never even been 1o a
Gathering”

Beellenose’s tailip was twitching _angrily.
“Crookedpa/s aluays rought he wes betr then
any RiverClan

L adarpeh marchad pastth black warir. Lot
getback to camp,” he growled. °Is freezing "

Crookedpaw wached his mentor bound down the.
slope, following the snow-covered tail back to
camp. Guilt tugged in his belly. He hadn't meant to
show off. Beetienose was just so annoying. | know
stufthey dont Why do | have to hide it?

Spoke as they trekked back 1o camp.
Crookedpaw flufled out his pelt for warmth, pads
frozen, breath bilowing. The sedge tunnel was haif-
squashed with snow and Crookedpaw had to duck
1o'squeeze through. Inside, the camp glowed purple:
in the setting sun. Snow draped the walls and the
dens. It had been swept from the clearing but had
difted by the shore. The fallen tree was crisscrossed
by trails o the warriors' dens and frosted reeds
spiked the frozen river.

Cedamelt headed for Hailstar's _den.
Crookedpaw's heart sank. His mentor was probably

Beetlenose barged past him. “Serves you right”

Petaldust and Echomist were already nosing through
the fish. Crookedpaw's belly growied. The fish
smelled delcious.

't worry.” Piketooth paused at Crookedpaw's
shouider. “You won't be the first ‘paw in trouble, or
the last’ He bounded across the clearing and
touched muzzies with Shimmerpel, his mate, who
was sitting in a holow dug out of the snow sharing a
fat pike with Brightsky and Mudfur. She stood to
greet him, then nodded toward the freshil pile.
Sighing, Crookedpaw watched Piketooth clamber

rd the heap of fish.

Crookedpaw!” Cedarpelt called from ouside
Hailstar's den. He beckoned with a fick of his tail
“Hailstar wans o tak o you.

Crookedpaw followed Cedarpelt's snow-ail with
heavy paws. "I sony." He reached Cedarpelt. ‘But

Cedarpelt cut him off. “We'll start over tomorrow.”
‘The stout brown-striped tom tipped his head toward
Hailstar's den as the moss shivered and the
RiverClan oador paddd o "Ho jst varés (0 tak

Yy Cedarpelt headed away, Crookedpaw tumed
toward Halstar, shrinking beneath his pelt. I didr't

hurt Beetenose on purpose.” he began.
Hailstar sat down. “fm sure he'll recover” His
el

Crookedpaw cut him off, then stumbled into silence
as he realized he'd interrupted his leader. He shifled
his paws. “So

“Don't rush,” Hallstar began again. “Take your
time. Learn what you need to learm, and leam it well.”

“Youll be a warior soon emuqn The old cat



G e . e o rod (e and
Siherel. vas begiming 1o “Enjoy_your
omeonbeors e rsporatios of
B ot sopped.

The distant sfiieking of Twoleg kits shatered the
air. Mudfur darted out of the snowy hollow and
seambed on o e fozsn e, Tilosing carsuly

 the ice, he headed out past the reeds and
Daeved dong the charmel
you see anyihing?” Brightsky gingerty
folowed ber mate, whle 0 rotof e Gl vetcned
insilence.

X a Tuoleg il Mot caled back. “Upstea.

Its fallen through t
cromst nshed {0 Brighiskys side and starod
werier. "t dro

mmatos with it Mucr repored.
'They‘rs puling 1 out And here's 3 fuirou

dul:kms among the reeds. “The kit's out of the

Echomist sighod. Lots fopo trats tho last wo
see of Twolegs this leaf-bare.
Crookedpaw pnd«ed his ears. Paws were

Pikelooth dropped inlo  crouch and stared at the
camp ertrance. Crookedpaw tasted the air
Shellhear,

RiverClan deputy thundered into camp, eyes
bright,tail bushed. Oakpaw and Owfur raced in after
i Softwng onther i

oftwing's white pelt was bristing with exm(emem
“Oakpaw saved us!” She skidded (o a halt, sendi
snow spatiering over her Clanmates.
“Shelheart?” Hailstar pricked his ears.
Pikelooth straightened. "What happened?”
Shelleart lifted his tail. “We were altacked by a
dogt

‘A dog!" Brightsky bristied. “Where?”
Softwing paced in front of Hailstar. “We were
patroling beyond the marsh, near the Twoleg place.”
she panted_ "I came out from under the fence and
went straight for us.”
*How big was it?" Hailstar asked.
Shellhearts ears twitched. “Three times my size.”
Brambleberry stuck her head out from her den.
Anyinjuries?”

“None." Shellheart ficked his tail. *Oakpaw was
toofast”

“He was 50 brave.” Softwing circled him

Rainflower crossed the clearing and nudged
ing out of the way. *Are you sure you'e not
o S o Oakpaw's ears.

Oakpaw ducked away. Tm fine.

Brambebery was weaving among he patol
sniffing their petts.

“k nearly got me!” Softwing’s eyes were round

r brushed agamsl the white warrior, curing
his tail protectively over her back. “it was a whisker
away from her tail’

Shellneart pucked at the icy ground. “But Oakpaw
tumed around and distracted it” He gazed proudly at
his son

Owfur nodded. *He raced right at it

*.". . then reared up and siashed its muzze,
Softwing finished.

*I don'tknow whether the dog was more surprised
or hurt” Shelleart wound around Oakpaw. “But
while it was howing and whining, we had time to get
watee”

Oakpaw looked at s paws. | decided my claws
were sharper than ts teeth.

Rainflower's eyes glowed. “You saved your
Clanmates.”

Oakpaw shruaged. “ff | hadn't. Shellheart would




have done it.” He glanced at the others. “Or Owifur or
Softwing. ljust got there frst.

Hailstar flufed out is fur. “You did wel, Oakpaw”
He paced the dlearing. “But if a dog has started
targeting warriors, we must be wary” He raised his
muzze. “Let all cats old enough to swim gather to
hear my words.”

He$s going fo vam everyone about the dog.
Crookedpaw nosed his way between Oakpaw and
Shellneart. "Welldone,” he whispered.

Shelineart was puring. "You'd have been proud i
youd seen him, Crookedpaw.

Jm proud even though | didnt see him!
Crookedpaw shot a warm glance at his brother.

Brambleberry brushed against him. “Courage
must unin the farmify” she murmured.

infower touched Oakpaw's muzze with her
own.“Tm just glad youre not hurt”

Touciaw padded sty down the siope. “Wrats

fiwing called.
Tar@\emwsker 2 out of e elders’ den with
itaong benind i “Dog?” Hs eyes wdened

By me Tuolegpace;” Oullr xpsined. ‘Oakpaw
fought

lowiasid cut ofhevartors den. e moon
since Reedfeather took her Kits, she’d grown thin
and_unkempt. “Did it folow them home?" She
scanned the snow-covered reeds.

Echomist hurried to her side. "No, its gone. We're
safe.” she soothed.

A the Clan gathered, Hailstar padded 1o the
middie of the clearing. “Oakpaw showed bravery
toright that has made him worthy of his warrior
name.”

Oakpaw gasped. Crookedpaw stared at him in
astonishment. He was going to be made a warrior!
Right now! What if he makes itto leader before me,

'Go on, Oakpaw.” Shellheart nudged im forward.
*Oakpaw” Hailstar dipped his wide gray head.
Oakpaw's glossy pelt glinted red under the round,

wel
pressed his muzzle to Oakheart's head. “Serve your
Clanwell”

Crookedpaw felt a surge of pride as his
Clanmates raised their voices to call Oakheart's new
name. But as he joined in, his voice caught in his
throat. Why has it been so easy for you? The
thought stung. He pushed it away. Who cares why?
1 be a vartior soon and vell hunt and fight side by
side!

“Oakheartl Oakhearti” He raised his voice to the.
darkening sky

uriing, Oakheart padded from the clearing and
stopped_beside Crookedpaw. “Wow!" His eyes
shone. *| idn't think it wouid feel ths goo

“Well done, Oakheart” Shelheart touched his.
nose 1o Oakheart’s ear.

Rainfower pressed against her warrior kit.*Im so
proud of you”

Oakheart's gaze caught Crookedpaws. "I's your
tum next,”he purred.

Relnower iked her g5, Does tatmater gt

he m
You Hor words Sicad trough Crookedpawa heart
Tike claws.

Shellnearts head snapped around and he glared
at his former mate. Rage blazed in his eyes. “Can't
You keep your thoughs to yoursef,just once?”

Why did she have to spoil it? Crookedpaw fought



the anger tightening his throat.

“gnore her”  Oal ed,  steering
Crookedpaw away. His eyes grew bright. “Look!" He
glanced up at the round moon. “You know what right
itis?”

Full moon?”
“The Gathering!”
O course! Crookedpaw felta surge of excitement,
He was an apprentice now. He coud go! He glanced
anously atHaistar. Court
him. “Hailstar has 1o let you
coran o promised. Yo an apprerice and 1
awarrior. Only a frog-brain woukd stop us from going
tothe Gathering tonight!”



Chapter 13

Crookedpawss breath billowed in the cold air and

bank toward the river. His pelt pricked with
excitement. His first Gathering! He pressed against
Oakneart

“Will we use the Twoleg bridge?”

Hailstar was leading the patrol along the shore
toward the wooden crossing. The frozen iver shone
silver below as it snaked Up into the gorge.

“I's the safest way to cross tonight” Oakheart
whispered.

Warriors never made use of Twoleg paths if they
could help it but the frozen river was untested, and
the stepping-stones were too icy to risk. Hallstar
jumped over the low fence on 1o the bridge and
landed in chumed snow. Brightsky followed, her
pas sithering on h fosy rall. Petaist dicked
under it as Beetlenose scrambled o

"Furty v, you " Cecameh called over s
shouider.

Crookedpaw bounded forward, Oakheart's pelt
brushing his s they skidded down the bark. Owiur
and Oteersplash sipped on to the bridge just ahead
of them, thir pelts sharply outined against the white:
ground. Brambleberry, her pelt pale as the snow,
followed iike a ghost behind the.

Shelheart paused beside Cedarpelt and et
Crookedpaw and Oakheart pass. ‘I hope its a
peaceful Gathering.” he mewed.

Cedamell snifes. ‘Suely ewen ThunderClan
wouldn'tbreak the ful moon truc

< o e o 1o n vin, Crookedpaw
dancod over e shouder. “WindGlan T, ne
predicted.

“Theyl stil be angry that ThunderClan attacked
their camp.” Oakheart agreed.

Shellheart padded on to the bridge. “We're angry
they took Graykit and Willowkit” e pointed out. ‘But
we won't ight over thern toright.”

Crookedpaw pricked s ears. “When wil we fight
over them?”

Shellheart glanced at Hailstar. *Probably never.”

ttered.

Crookedpaw peered over the side of the bridge.
Mooniight glared on the ice. He looked up, blinking,
and saw his Clanmates streaming up the siope
toward ThunderClan territory. “Arenit we going to
follow the path beside the waterfall?"

Oakheart shook his head. “There's a truce,” he.
reminded him. “We can cross ThunderClan tertitory.
straight o the hollow tonight”

Crookedpaw was out of breath by the time he
reached the top of the short, steep rise. Oakheart
had already disappeared inlo the trees crowding on
i side. Ho gazed up ot 1o looming ks,
wrinkling hi

"Don you ke 16" Brambleberry had weitd for
him.

“I smells horrible.” Crookedpaw shivered. The
bushes growing around the trunks were drenched

"Are you excited about the Gathering?"

“Im very proud of you,” she mummured. “After you
broke your jaw | thought youd never become an
apprentice.” She glanced at him. “But you've grown
50 strong, | hardly recognize you” A purt roled in her
throat as she quickened her pace and caught up with



the rest of the patrol

Crookadban wakhed teirpets flashing through
the undergrowth. Drifts of snow hemmed the trail
ever

imss
see the sun in here.” He was relieved when they
Broke ot of e forest and wind swept he sk of
“ThunderClan from his pelt

As his Clanmates hatted, Cmokedpaw flffed out
his pett. The land sloped away at his paw tips,
apering o a wide vatey,In e middle, for reat
oaks quarded a clearing. s.

Brighisky paced the crost of the siope. ‘We're the
lastto arive.”

Mudfur tasted the air 'Thunderc\am\m gothere.”

awarmod batween e four ok, shoelg ke o
around a huge boder. That mus be the Great
R

A mwl nued in Halstar's troat. “Treyve
stared wlthu rClan leader plunged

Shetmean olosss. Boctesoes and s on b
tail
‘Como o Oakheart bounded afer o
Crookedpaw hesitat
Cocarplts rged nm e youre
7o be announced as a RiverClan apprermoe" T
meet the other Clans as an equal? Ye
Eroroy f3sed berath 1o pot s go”
Crookedpaw leaped over the edge and streamed
jown the siope with hs Clanmates. Mooniight it their
glossy pells as they raced for the clearing
Crookedpaw pushed harder, catching up with them
as they skidded (0 a halt beneath a gigantic oak. He
stared up through the branches, is eyes wide. t was
bigger than any tree in RiverClan temitory. | was
even bigger than ThunderClan's trees. He fel dizzy.
Did the top branches touch the stars?
“Come on. Hailstar ficked his tail and pushed into
the crowd
Crookedpaw scanned the sea of pels, corfsed
by jumbled scents. Oakheart sid among the
gathered cats and disappeared as Hailstar jumped
onto the Great Rock, where three other cats waited
starlight ginting in their e
Crookedpaw looked at his merlor. Which way do
1go?"
“Follow me.” Cedarpelt nudged his way between
o abbytoms
toms leaned aside to let him pass and
Cvookedpew followed, keeping his nose to

wasnt. He tumed on the spol, staring. He'd never
seen so many cats. Where were his Clanmates? His
heart lurched as he spotted Reedfeather. The
WindClan warror sat among his Clanmates, staring
up atthe Great Rock, ears flattened against the cold.
Crookedpaw siretched up, balancing on his hind

“Don't stare” Cedarpelt nudged him and he
stumbled forward.

“Watch out” A pale gray she-cat with ThunderClan
scent tumed and hissed at him as he fellagainst her.
Her long fur quivered with annoyance. “You nearly
knocked me over!” She stopped and stared at him.

For the first time in moons, Crookedpaw
remembered his twisted jaw. He shrank beneath his

deep breath. Hi," he mewed. ‘fm Crookedpaw.”
“Crookedpaw?”



Her eyes were round and blue and hid nothing. He:
could see her thoughts. She knows ifs not my paws
that are crooked. “Tm guessing my warrior name will
be Crookedjaw.” he joked haif-heartedly.

She was stil staring at him.

He swalowed back imitation Were all

:s5'—he flcked his ail under her nose—'my
tall goes the same way. Then Halstar migh have to
etk
The gray cat stied tr pavs. Crockedpa
trownsd. key. ThinderClon cats are e
uid have guessed cats would stare at me.”

i somi Ul apaked in e gave. "oy
surprised me, that's all”

Crookedpaw lifted his chin. *Id better get used to
it he mewed. “Unti everyone gets used to me." Why
bother being upset over someting he couldn't
change? “At least no one forgets my name,” he
peinedaut “Whats rs?”

“Bluey

Crookeapaw sat back on His haunches and
looked at her. Youire ot very blue.”

Bluepaw purred. *llook more biue in daylight

Crookedpaw glanced around at the Clans. " this
your first Gathering?”

Bluepaw shook her head

- what's going on?" he asked.
“What do the leaders talk about?’

“f you listened you might find out” Cedarpelt
hissed sharpl

Crookedpaw ducked forward and whispered in
Bluepaw’s ear. ‘Which one is Pinestar?”

Bluepaw fiicked_her tail toward a reddish-brown
tom on the rock. O, yes! Crookedpaw recognized
him from Sunningrocks. The ThunderClan leader's
eyes shone green in the moonlight, his powerful
shouiders rippiing as he moved to give Hailstar more
space,

Why haven't you come before?" Bluepaw was
looking at him curiously. “You must have been an
apprentice for moons.”

I was apprenticed late,” Crookedpaw whispered.
“| was a_pretty sickly kit” Why bother giing the
details? *Not anymore though.” He puffed out his
chest. think | surprised my Clanmates by growing
this big”

B\uspaw's whiskers twitched. Warmh it her blue

s & proty tortoiseshall warrior saned over.
“The leaders are speaking.

*Sorry” Crookedpaw waited for her to tum away,
then whispered in Bluepaw's ear, “Which one’
Heatherstar?" He wanted to know what Wilowkit's
new leader looked lke.

“The smal one. Cedarstar's next 1o her
‘ShadouClans leader. Bluepaw nodded toward a
small knot of cats gathered at the side of the Great
Rock. Brambleberry was siting with them and
Crookedpaw guessed they must be the Clans'
medicine cats. “That's Goosefeather, our medicine

Crookedpaw binked. t was the cat who'd chased
him on the stepping-stones, when he'd fallen in. He
scowled. If that fleabag hacint chased me, | wouldnt

vo broken my jaw 11 be Skompawrow | might
even be a varior—

Scpan mierupled Hs oughts. * the
white o4 Sagawisker, e ShadouCian medicing

cat’ She shuddered as she pointed out a tom
beside Sagewhisker. “That's Hawkheart" There was
a snar in her mew.

Tontyoubka

“He killed my mot

Crotkedom swatonsc Atleast Ranfover' sl



alive. Without thinking, he touched Bluepaw's cheek
with is tail, whisking it away as he remembered she
was from another Clan. “Where are the deputies?”
he asked quick.

A bright ginger tom tumed his sharp yellow gaze
on them. “The ThunderClan deputy is right in front of
you, and he'll pul out your whiskers if you don't o as
Youre tokd and be quiet”

Crookedpaw rolled his eyes at Bluepaw. Were all
senior wartiors bossy? She stifled a pur as she
tumed to watch the leaders. Crookedpaw followed
her gaze. The Great Rock was sunk deep inlo the
earth, as though dropped from  Silverpelt by
StarClan.

Heatherstar stood at the edge. “We have
restocked our medicine supplies.” Her eyes flashed
toward the ThunderCian cats. “And all our elders and
kits_have finally recovered from the unprovoked
attack by ThunderClan."

A ThunderClan tom growled. “We fought only
warors! No kitor elder was attacked.”

- len.’_Crookedpaw heard Ottersplash's
bitter mew. The white-and. she-cat was
staring at Reedeather.

The WindClan warrior tumed. “They weren't
stolen;” he growled. “They were taken home.”

WingClan tom beside him snapped his head
around and glared at Ottersplash. She didn't finch,
meeting the gaze, chin high. Owifr pushed through
the crowd and lined up beside Ottersplash.

“Calm down,” Cedarpelt wamed through gritted
teets Tt oot o "

his eyes. “Like Hailstar’s
forgoton Wilowki nd Graylo”

“Im glad Falowtails not here.* Beetlenose hissed
over the heads of a knot of ThunderClan warriors.

Reecleatier whipped aroud and siared at e

tom. “Let her come next time,” he snarle
“Then I can tell her how much our kits prefer eanng
rabbitto fish!”

Crookedpaw unsheathed his claws. Pefts were
bristing around him. Growls rumbled ominously.

shifted their paws, as though each was mwmmg [
be the frstto cal for cal
tarClan I's cold!” Crookedpaw pressed
agaistBluepav, boing o disact . She frched
athis touch, then
Pinestar stewed forwerd, ThunderClanis tving
despl e
lenose was pushing through the crowd toward
Roocantor N ot wina dro of FverCln oo
coud enjoy rabbit, he snarled. Reedfeather's
hackles . Ho showed hs teoh as Beerose
nea
ectenesel” Sralboart sl trough the crowd,
blocking the young warrior's path. “What in the name

H
S
B
Ed
H
3
H
@

“RiverCian has been free from ch\ags since the.
snows came.

‘Excaptrose Tuolg st Oterspash caled

Owfur answered his Clanmate. “They won't be.
back for a while!”

Crookedpaw pured. “That'l teach them o side
onthe i

Blopawgasped. Did oy fln?”

“They only got their pal " Crookedpaw
roastros v “Motisaraner Ho o pleased he'd
used a ThunderClan word. “Every RiverClan kit
s 1o Sty o e uese o arora teatod 1



tar ficked his tail. “Fishing is good despite
the ice.” His gaze scanned his Clan. Crookedpaw
lsoned frvend, exced, a3 It sl on Cehesn

And have one new warior. Welcome,
Oaeart

WindClan cheered, ShadowClan's voices joining
them in weicoming the Clan's newest warrio.

rookedpaw told Bluepaw.

Who?"

“Oakheart” Crookedpaw explained. ‘He's my
litermate.”

Bluepaw stretched up 1o get a better view.

“He's great” Crookedpaw purred proudly. “He
caught a fish on his first day as an apprentice.” The
day | ran avay. He pushed the memory away. "He
says that when he becomes leader, he'l make me
deputy.” Should | wem him 1 plan on being leader
fist?

“Ihave a sister;” Biuepaw shot back. She nodded
toward a snowy she-cat sitting a taiklength away.

Bluepaw frowned. "Deputy? | want to be leader”

Yeah! Me, too!

shell Clanmate ficked her ear
warrior sounded cross.

*How many times do you have to be told?”

*Sorry." Bluepaw dipped her head.

Crookedpaw tumed back to the Great Rock.
Cedarstar was speaking. "I is with sadness that |
‘must announce our depuy, Stonetooth, is moving to
the elders' den.”

A thin gray tabby, standing at the foot of the rock,
nodded solemriy as his Clan called his name.

*He doesn't ook so old,” Bluepaw whispered

“The gray tom's teeth curled from under his li like.
claws. Crookedpaw choked back a pur. “Justa bit
long in the toof

Blopaw ruiged Crookedpan puring, oo, Ho
can'thel

“Raggsdpah will take his place.” Cedarstar went

i dar brown arfor stalked rom the cowd of
‘ShadowClan cats into a pool of moonight below the
rock. Crookedpaw noticed the fur lfing along
Bluspaw's spine as Raggedpells Clanmates
yowled his name. She was walching the
ShadowClan cats gathered at the foot of the rock
through narrowed eyes. She dossn? rust them at
all. Was it just because they were ShadowClan?
Maybe there woud be time to ask e ater.

As the leaders jumped down fom the Great Rock,
he watched the Clans meling inlo their separate
groups. He tasted the air, collecting scents as he
memorized as many pells as he could.

“Come on.” Cedarpel nudged him. “Lets go. Its
100 cold 1o hang around and share tongues.” He
threw a look at WindClan as they climbed the other
side of the hallow, heading up 1o the moors. "And |
dont thnk any Clan would want to share tongues
tonight, evenif it was greenleal”

Crookedpaw folowed his mentor. "Are the Clans
always 50 angry with one another?”

Cedarpelt twiched his ears. "Leafbare makes
belles hungry and tempers short”

heart's mew made Crookedpaw jump. “What
did you tink?"

Grookedpaw pured as his brother fell in beside
him. “t was great,” he replied. *| met a ThunderClan
apprentice. She's so much like us.” He lowered his

“Doesnt every apprentice want to be leader one
day?” Oakheart answered airiy.



“Does that mean you've changed your mind about
wanting to be leader now that you're a wartior?”
Crookedpaw teased.

“Never.” eyes flashed
quickened his pace, skimming the snow with \nng
strides as he folowed his Clanmates up the siope.
“Come on, I race you back to camp!”

Crookedpaw biinked open his eyes. He stared

o dark forest, suprised o fird himsol
dreaming. After the Gathering, to
d S o g trough s crack I
wall atthe mooniight sparkling on the snowy clearing
His mind was whiring with new pels and scents and
possibilties.

*So youve moved among the other Clans.”
Mapleshade's mew sounded through the mist. She
sl rom heshadows and faced hm. Wt id you

Cmokeﬂpaw svished s al L uas grat” His
paws _itched tement. o a
ThunderClan apprantcn. 1 was.lko kg © 3
Clanmate.

Mapleshade's eyes blazed. “Dont ever say that!"

“But she was justlike me.” Crookedpaw tipped i
e 1o ono side.“yrder st e o e in s
forestand eat

Waploshad's roah bathed s rose. Hor muzde
was a whisker ffom his as she snarled, ‘RiverClan is
the only Clan that should concem you! The other
Clans are no more than dust and beeties. Did you
forget your promise?”

Crookedpaw shook his head, startied by her fury.

course not,” he mewed. Tl aways put my Clan
above everything.”

“Then start practicing your moves!” She backed
away and watched as Crookedpaw reared and
began o swipe at the air.

“Reach!"Mapleshade calied

Crookedpaw staggered as he stretched farther
with each swipe.

“Stay up!" Mapleshade growied as he started to
falter, hs legs aching with effort.

Crookedpaw grited his teeth and swiped again at
thin air. Through the.pain, he el himself growing
stronger, perfecty balanced and more powerful than
ever before. This was the taining he needed 1o
become a leader! He wondered if Bluepaw was
being trained in StarClan as wel. What about
Oakheart? Would he meet them here one night? Or
was_this his destiny alone? His promise 1o
Mapleshade rang in his ears

1ill be loyal to my Clan above everything. What
I vant doesnt matter: The Clan must always come
first



Chapter 14

“Let all cats old enough o swim gather to hear my
words!”

Crookedpaw straightened at Hailstar's call. He
dragged his numb paw from the water, hooking out
the minnow he’d been groping for and dropping it
beside two others that he'd caught He'd been
fishing through a narmow ice hole among the reeds.
With the river frozen, prey was growing scarce, and
he'd promised Cedarpelt he'd find some minnows
before he setled down to share tongues with his
Clanmates. Leaving his catch, he scrambled,
skidding, for the shore. Snow flumped down from the
bulnushes as he pushed among the thawing stems.

What did Hailstar want? The sun was sinking,
tuming the pale sky pink. Crookedpaw ached all
over, sore from a night's training with Mapleshade
and siif from spending the day hunting birds in the:
wilow copse with Cedarpel. At least it looked as
thoughthe cold weather was loosening its grip. n the:
two nights since the Gathering, the air had lost its
aching chill The river would be flowing again soon.
He siithered from the reeds and huried over the
softening snow o the edge of he clearing.

Oakheart otted to meet him, “There you arel”

“Whats up?" Crookedpaw glanced at Hallstar.
The RiverClan leader paced the head of the
clearing, hackles high. His eyes giitered. Shellneart
stood behind him,tal ficking stiffy.

Oakheart ducked close to Crookedpaw. *I dorit
know. Hailstar's_been meeting with Shellweart,
Rippleciaw, and Timberfur al atemoon”

Rippleciaw and Timberfur sat like rocks at the
side of the clearing. Timberfur biinked, his gaze
unreadable. Rippleciaw was coolly watching a
blackbird ftting from bush to bush on the far bark.

“They even caled for Brambleberry” Oakheart
whispered.

“s someone sick?”

Oakheart shrugged. “Birdsong’s got a cough and
Brighisky's been sneezing since the Gathering, but
thatsall”

Beetlenose padded laziy from the fallen tree.
Petaldust raced past him and stopped beside
Crookedpaw. “What's happening?”

Beotlenose caught wp. “Maybe he's going to
change Crookedpaw's name again” he suggested.
“To Scarpaw” He stared at Crookedpaw's muzzle.
“You seem to have a fresh scratch every day.”

Crookedpaw shrugged. ‘I train hard.”

Voleclaw darted fom the dirplace tumel. “What
did 1 miss?” he panted.

“Nothing yet Petaldust reassured him. “The
Clan's sl gathering”

Troutciaw and Tanglewhisker had reached the
clearing. Birdsong peered from the ekders’ den, her
eyes bright with fever. Dens ratted around the fallen
tree s Rainfower, Echomist, and Mudfur sid out
Lakeshine, Softwing, and Shimmerpelt clustered
together at the edge of the clearing, ears pricked
Piketooth, Owifur, and Ottersplash paced beside
them. Cedarpelt i from the sedges, his fur ruffed.
padded across the clearing, and sat beside
Whitefang

Brambleberry crouched outside Fallowtail's den.
“Come on,” she coaxed. ‘RiverClan needs all its
wariors *

Fallowtail poked her head out “What's going on?”

“Come and hear” Brambleberry guided her o the
edge of the clearing and nodded to Hailstar

“We saw ThunderClan at the Gathering," the




around the clearing. “They look weak," Hailstar
continued, “wille we are strong, At sunset, we take
back Sunningrocks!”
r twitched his ears. “How? Are we just going
to move the markers agai
Hailstar lashed his tail. “We'll do more than tha
only markers we'll leave will be ThunderClan's
od”
“About time!" Ottersplash caled.
Whietang, hardy bl against
showed Hs leeh. T shvd ary nderCin ot
getmy claws:
Ha\\starmdded o the white warrior. “ThunderClan
won'tforget this
3 o plart>- Lakesino asked
A bt parl vl occupy Sumingrocks and vat

for Thunder
“What mey dorit come?” Shimmerpelt meowed
ome.” Rippleclaw stepped forward.
'ThurvderC\an always acts strong when they're

l'mbsrf\l plucked at the ground. “Ill be an easy
victor

“One we deserve!” Hailstar's eyes blazed. “We've
put up i TudeClon's arogance. for lorg

Glans. hoer sont Fipplecaws blackbird
panicking into the sky.

Beetenose reared and swiped at the air. “fm
going to bring home some ThunderClan fur."

Petaldust bristied. “We've never fought before.”
she mewed.

Crookedpaw dged her. Bt we'vs eined” e
reminded her. "We know what to

Petsidust iad herctin. 1 [ghl o the death if |

el med s head. Dont be sily” he
meowed sharpy. "We're fighting to defend teritory,
notour Clan.”

‘Whitefang purred.  remember my frst battie” he
sighed. I was ready to take on every cal in
WindCian

“Were you scared?” Petaldusts eyes widened

*Of course!” Whitefang wrapped his tail over his.
paws. ‘Tm not tupid. Battes are dangerous.”

Cedarpelt nodded. “Just remember the warrior

Beetlenose  sniffed. “Let's hope ThunderClan
s the warrior code,” he meowed. “They

didn't et it stop them from attacking WindClan in
their nests.*

“Shellneart” Hailstar nodded to his deputy. “Call
the names of the cats who wil jin the batte patrol”

Shellheart fft his chin. “Timberfur, Rippleciaw,
Owlu, The warriors padded to the
head of the clearing. Crookedpaw leaned forward as
his father went on.

“Oakheart, Beetlenose, Petaldust, Whitefang,
‘Shimmerpett, Softwing.”

Crookedpaw watched his brother pad away.

“Plelooh, Rainfower, Voleciaw, Cedarpel, and
Crookedpa

Crookeapam ashed His til exctdly and cared
after Cedarpelt

“Waitl” Brambleberry blocked his path. ‘Please
stay here!” The medicine cat's eyes were dark with

worry.

“Why?" Crookedpaw stared at her, bewikdered
“tm stror d it yourself. Bigger than
Beetenose! And myjaw s as sirong as a pike's!”

She shook her head. *Please stay in camp.”

*And miss my first batie?" Beetlenose and
Oakheart were already heading out of camp. He had
1o catch up!




Brambleberry looked away, her fur spiking.
Crookedpaw narrowed his eyes. “You dor't have
worry about me anymore. Tm ready for this. m not
staying behind,” he growled. He had to go. He'd
promised Mapleshade he'd fight for his Clan above
everything. This was his first chance to prove he had
the makings of a great leader. He marched past
Brambleberry and ducked through the sedge tunel

Ouside camp, the patrol was pounding along the.
shore. As Crookedpaw jumped down the bark he
saw them head out on to the ice. He caught up with
them as they crossed the frozen fiver, his claws
throwing up a shower of sparking crystals, and
stopped beside them at the foot of Sunningrocks,
where snow drifled against the stone.
Ready?” Hailstar surveyed the paol, eyes dark.
“Ready.” Shelleart answered for ther
Crookedpaw’s belly tightened. He flexed his claws.
as his Clanmates started to climb the rock face.

Cedarpettran his tail along Cmokedpaw s spine.
“Be careful and remember what | aught

"ang ovarting Mopioshade. Bught mel Ho
hoped she was watching. He'd show her what a
great leader he was going 1o be.

“Good luck " Cedarpelt swarmed up the rock

Crookedpaw reached up and hooked his claws
o a crack. Pushing offwith his hind legs, he swung
himself up, catching the next clawhold and the next
unil he'd reached the top of the rock. The fiery glare:

another, their grows echoing onthe ro

Rainflower caugh is eye. ‘Tve .
keep an eye on o

"N nevd.” roskedpaw tumed away, avoiding
her gaze, frightened at the coldness he might find
there. Then he sfifened. A bush trembled between
the trees below the rocks. Had they been spotted?

Hailstar nodded to Shelheart “Prepare the bate
line.” His gaze swept over Beetlenose, Petaldust,
and Voleciaw. “This is your fist batte.” He glanced
at Oakheart and Crookedpaw. “This won't be the
oy apportnty you ge lo prowe you aro grat
warriors. Don'ttake any chances and goor

Sheiraan cked e e an RoCin presd ot
along the rock. Crookedpaw backed ito_place
between Oakheart and Shimmerpelt. He glanced
down the line, pride rising in his chest The
RiverClan warriors stood, pelts bushed, the seting
sun firing their fur il they shone ke StarClan
warriors.  Hailstar walked along the iine, which
straightened as he passed. Then he took his place
in the middle and glared into the shadowy tees.
Crookedpaw pricked fis ears. Paws were
thrumming the forest floor.

Oakheart's claws scratched the stone. “Good luck,
Crookedpaw, he breathed.

Shimmerpelt's pelt spiked. “They're coming.”

ming grew louder, like wind roaring

through branches. Crookedpaw swalowed as the
ThunderClan patrol_broke from the trees. Eyes
blazing, fur spiked, they pulsed rage.

In the middle of battl, there’s no time to think.

hi
in his thoat as the ThunderClan patrol faced

Hailstar stepped forward. "An ancient wrong has.
been put right!” he yowled. “These rocks are ours
again”

Pinestar padded up the sioping rock, his eyes no
more than sits. “Never. He drew back his lips.
“ThunderClan, attacki”



/As ThunderClan surged forward, Pinestar lunged
for Hallstar and he o leaders el rolin, scross
the Oakheart plunged into the snaring,
5 wnng mass of wariors, breaking trough and
tuming on a black-and-white tom, a yowl of fury
piercing the battle cries. Crookedpaw pressed his

merged. He spun around as fis Clanmates fell
tumbing il combat Confsed and scaed, e had
o idea wher to sta

Tron pows sormmed o tim, serding i oling
Tuisting, is olaws scraped o rock Ho found s
paws, but only for a moment. A vicious blow 10 t
cheek sent him spinning. Rage flared in his bely.
Mapleshade's mew sounded in his ear.

Fight!

He tumed ard roarod up. A giger tom spat at
him, back arched, paw raised, ready to deal another
‘mighty blow. Cmoksdpaw knocked his paw aside

ind swiped the tom's muzzle with such force it sent
horm bat roaing backward: S1aggeing on Hs hnd
paws, Crookedpaw felt the rock disappear from
undemeath him. With a yelp, he fel, stone scraping
his pelt as he tmbled down the side of
Sunningrocks and landed in the snow beneath. St
with shock, he fought for breath.

Frog dung/

Anger puised in his paws. He looked up the sheer

skidding around the comer (0 where he knew he'd
find enough paw holds to haul himself up. A biue-
gray pelt blocked his way. ThunderClan stench
bathed his tongue,

An enemy wartior! He stumbled to a halt as the
ThunderClan cat whirled to face him. Bluepaw Was
that refiefin her eyes?

“Thank StarClan,” she sighed.

What woud Mapleshade say? The other Clans
are o more than dust and beetles! This was his
chance 1o prove he was loyal to RiverCian above
everything. So what if he'd spoken to this cat at a
Gathering? There was no truce now. “You're on our
teritoryl” Crookedpaw dropped inlo a crouch, eyes
narmowed to sits. ‘We're enemies now,” he hissed

Bluepaw blinked. She was surprised! Dumb cat!

Crookedpaw sprang forward and knocked her nto
the snow. Before she could move, he grabbed her
shouiders and chumed his hind paws against her
spine. Yowiing, she twisted her head back, clamping
her jaws around his forepaw. She bit down hard.
Crookedpaw yelped. He kicked her away, pain
searing his paw. Bluepaw tumbled screeching down
the shore toward the icy river. Crookedpaw licked at
his wound, th fierce sting of it making him feel sick.
Then he eard snow swish and sa 2 fash ofbue

"Slopaw crashed ino Him wih a howi of rage
Shacked, he staggered, and Bluepaw spun around
and nipped his hind leg. She tumed again and
nipped his forepaw, then reared up and lunged at
him, sinking her teeth deep into his scruf

You snake-heart! Eneray shot like lighining
through Crookedpaw. She was tying to drag him
backward. Stupid furball! He dug in his claws and
thrashed his head from side to side. Flinging her of,

tumed and spat. “Dont expect mercy from me!”

Panic it her eyes and she reared up again,
swiping biindly. He had her! Lifing his forepaws, he

her blow for blow. She staggered, tying to

balance, while he kept swiping steadily. using the
move he'd practiced over and over unii it seemed
as easy as fishing. She caught his muzzle with a
claw but he hit back, sicing her ear, feeiing it tear
beneath his claws,



Run avay!

He knew he could beat her back to ThunderClan
ifhe wanted. A yowt sounded behind them,
‘Snowpaw!” Bluepaw's eyes sparked as her sister
darted beside ber.

Crookedpaw growled as Snowpaw_plunged
forward and began swiping alongside her Clanmate.
Fielding blows ffom two pairs of paws, Crookedpaw
fought harder. But he blows kept corming, relentess
and fast His hind legs began to weaken. His
muscles screarmed to siop. Claws raked his muzze,
then his ears, then his check The flury of paws was
100 fast to match. He started to back away, his hind

aws siipping on the snow. Then Snowpaw ducked
and bit his hind leg.  collapsed bengath him.

“Frog-dungl” Crookedpaw dropped on (o al fours,
growing, and lunged for the two cats, trying 1o get
between them and spll their attack. Bul Snowpaw
darted undemeath him. Pain ripped his bely as she
raked him with thomn-sharp claws. More claws sank
into his shouders. Bluepaw was on his back. Panic
fising, he tied to shake her off while scrambling
away flom Snowpaw. But Snowpaw rolled and
knocked out his hind legs. Tumbling, Crookedpaw
yowled with rage. Bluepaw was ciinging on like a
bur. He felt his pelt shredding beneath her churming
paws as he rolled down the bank. Agony gripped
him, blood roaring in hs ears. Fiinging Bluepaw of,
he dived for the frozen river and hurlled across the
ice. Racing for the bank he exploded though the
bushes, refieved to smel RiverClan scent bathe his
or

lay

ngue
A yowi spitthe air. “Forward, ThunderClan”
Bluepaw and Srowpaw were staring up at
‘Sunningrocks, ears pricked with excitement. They
ducked against the rock as RiverClan warriors
began to plunge down the ciff and charge across the
fiver. Crookedpaw watched in shock as Hailstar
hutled past him, leaving blood in his trail
Ottersplash and Shimmerpelt thundered after him,
the rest of the patrol at their heels.

RiverClan s retreating?

Shellheart, Rippleciaw, and Timberfur were
pounding the ice on the far side of the river,
smashing it with their hind paws. As Crookedpaw
stared, they broke open a channel of icy water and
‘swam hard for the far shore. ThunderClan streamed
down the rocks in pursut, sithering to a clumsy halt
at the edge of the racing water. The broken ice
meant there was no way for the 1o follow.

“Mouse-hearts!” a motted warrior growled as
Shelnoar dived trogh the bushes on RiverClais
side of the i

“Cmuksdpav/’“ Shellheart pulled up sharply. “Are
you okay?”
 CrooKedpan staighened and ifed s chin

I elbear fowred, You st have fought like a
warior” He leaned forward and licked
Crookedpaw's blood-soaked cheek. Crookedpaw
ducked away, winci

“Come on” Shellneart nudged him toward camp.
“Youre going to need some herbs on those
scratches.”

“You ordered us to retreat!” Rippleciaw stared,
dumbfounded, at Shelineart. “How coud you do
that?

Sheltuart wss peding smong s Clsnnats,
checking  injries, doling  out and
encouragement to the battered wantos, Dawn
celord e sk ond birds were begkring n g n
the bushes outside camp. Ci
eside Oekbeart, i pein easmg as Brambleberry's
herbs soaked into his.

"We had o Chlce,” Shefheart meowed



ts of her
Whitefang s Ton [
up witha second
e pplecan ct s

hy didn't Hailstar think of

P Fets ot mind raader Shothoart sappod

Timberfur growled. “But he's a leader. Leaders

i know how 1o win baties” Ho glared foward
the medicine den.

ilstar's wounds had been deep. When

Brambleberry couidn't stop the bleeding in the

clearing, Shellneart and Owifur had carried the haif-

r den.

cdsts Eyss flred. A log scrtch
vaced o
oiaeshel pok s Eumped i Do, Halier
coukd be losing a lfe!”

Crookedpaw got o his paws. His wounds bumed
ke fire.

Oakheartlooked up. “Where are you going?”

I want to take freshkil to Brambleberry” He
glnced at his paws. Truthfuly, he was more
interested in finding out how Halstar was so he
o ressure Potadst nd Volecn: Ty vere
clearly worred abou their father. Even Beetlenose
wasn't beasmg for a change. “She’s been busy all

night. She must be hungry:

“But the frestill pile’s empty” Oakheart pointed

out

“| know where there are some minnows." He
padded carefull through the reed bed. The ice
creaked beneath his paws. I would be gone in a day.
o so. He quickly caught a few minnows in his jaws.
Back on shore, he crossed the dlear

Rainfiower was icking her wounds. She looked up.
as he passed. “Wel done, Crookedpaw,’ she

. and retumed to her washi

Crookedpaw's fur prickled  with _surprise.
Rainflower had praised him! His heart fted. Ducking
through the sedge tumnelinlo Brambleberry's den, he
dropped the fish at the medicine cat's paws. How is
he?

Hailstar lay cured in a nest beside the wallof the.
den. Echomist sat beside him, lapping his pelt. The
RiverClan leader's ur was dulland mated, hs flanks
hardly moving

“He's  stopped  bleeding  Brambleberry
murmured. ‘But he lost a lotof blood."

Echomist sifiened. *He's not breathing!”

Brambleberry darted to the nest and pressed her
ear to Hailstar's fank. She sat wp siowy.
Crookedpaw shivered as silence gripped the den.
Brambleberry broke it with a sigh as Hailstar took a
sucden shudderng gasp. He st e, she mevied

Ecmm\sls oyes gistened. “Then s on s
ninth,”

Srambebery eiched e she-cat's cheek with
her muzle. “Tm afraid s’ She glanced at
Crookedpaw. “Youd better go.”

Crookedpaw nodded and headed for the

entrance.
“Thanks for the fish." Brambleberry called after
him,

i

Crookedpaw squeezed into the clearing.
Rainfower was padding st to her den. Oakheart
rested his nose on his paws, his eyes closed
Tanglewhisker was camying a lump of snow in his
jaws. He dropped it beside Shimmerpett who began
lapping at it thirstily. None of them knew that their
leader had lost a life in the failed batte for
Sumningrocks, just as Petaldust feared. i wasn't



R o e Brambjebery
woud do that, or Hailstar himself, once he had

covores

If only Id fought better! Mapleshade wil never
believe i worthy of being Clan leader now
Crookedpaw felt a rush of frustration. Next time /1l
fightike a SterClan varrior. Next i, | von fet my
Clan down!



Chapter 15

“Stopl* Mapleshade yowled.

“But | haven't done it perfectly yet!” Crookedpaw
lunged forward again, his bely brushing the ground.
He twisted, thiusting out his hind paws with a gruntof
effort. I the days since the battle he'd practiced
harder than ever

Mapleshade ignored him. “Stop!”

“I have to get this right” Crookedpaw scrambled
o his paws. Tm never going (o be beaten again!”

“You must wake up, Crookedpan!” Mapleshade
hissed. “Something’s happening.”

Crookedpaw siared at he in alam. s the Clan in
trouble?”

“Wake up!

Cmokedpaw blinked open his eyes. He
scrambled o his . heart raci
apprentices’ den was dark. He coud hardly see the
walls. Paws pricking, he sipped into the clearing
and looked up at the sky. The moon was no more
then a claw scratch. Dawn was lighting the distant
moortand. The thaw, which had followed the defeat
at Sunmingrocks, had left the camp muddy. The
reeds drooped, feigning death. The snow had
mefted, revealing moss once more. k squelched
underpaw as Crookedpaw padded toward the reed
bed. He peered through the stiff stems, tasting the
air. Hailstar's scent hung there, Timberfur's, too.
Crookedpaw folowed their ral, picking out the fresh
scent of Otterspiash, Owfur, and Rippleciaw as "
reared agap n e sedge. Theyd et ca

" Grookedpaw ducked, raclyfo follw. st thon @
screech tore the air. Bristing, Crookedpaw spun
‘around. I had come from the other side of the river.
A yowl followed it

lash!

Crookedpaw darted across the clearing and
leaped onto the fallen tree. Weaving past the dens,
he headed along the juting branch untl he was
above the reeds. His gaze followed the siiding river
far wpstream to the distant bank. Ottersplash and
Owiur were peing down the slope from WindClan
teritory. They skimmed the low bushes with long
strides. Rippleclaw and Timberfur folowed. Dark
bundles swung from their jaws. Crookedpaw's heart
skipped a beat as he heard mewiing.

The kits! They had the kits!

Hailstar pounded after them, a WindClan warior
spiting at his heels. Reedfeather! Crookedpaw
recognized the bristing pelt. Four snariing
Clanmates sped alongside him. Timberfur and
Rippleclaw were nearing the river. Crookedpaw
gripped the bark under his claws, as the camp
stimed behind him.

“What's happening?”

“Who's yowing?"

Dens rustled and paws hurried over wet moss.
Oakheart scutlled along the branch and crouched
behind him. “Whatis it2"

“Just watch!” Crookedpaw kept his gaze fixed on
the fleeing patol.

“Getinto the river!” Hailstar's yow rang loud in the
dawn air. Timberfur and Rippleclaw sprang off the
shore and plunged into the shallows.

‘Willowkit squealed. I's cold!”

*Help!” Graykit was shriekir

Hailstar slowed and tumed 1o face Reedfeather.
The WindClan warrior stopped a whisker from
Hailstar's nose. His Clanmates charged past him to
the river's edge. "You can't steal my kits!"



the waler. His eyes L wih amph. “We abeacy

smmng. Reedfeather struck the RiverClan leader
with a blow so fierce it sent him crasting against a
rock. Crookedpaw's breath stopped. Haistar lay
. Gotup!Gotup! Had e RuerGian acer iven
his final e to save the

abor cherges for e shore, olowing s
Clanmates. He paused at the river's edge a
ators wadod i raring. Otorspash ana Owlr

Wit weling or a ansver e whed around ard
leaped o o river. “Gue.bom back”

* Gehing him, Hallstar moved. He siggled to his
paws and pelied after Reedfeather. With a grunt of
effort, he jumped onto the WindClan deputy's back,
sending him flaling forward into the river.

edleather surfaced, spiutering, Hailstar

backed away up the siope, their eyes as round as
owis'

Bubbles rose around  Hailstar's paws
Rasdleathor s fghing fortis i,
im gol_Crookedpaw leaned forward,

mmbur\g ‘Dont kill him! The kits are safe!

“Hailstar? Hailstar! Stop!” Owlur splashed 1o his
leader's side. ~You'e kiling him."

Haistar gazed at his Clanmates, dazed. He
released his grip and staggered backward. Owifur
tugged at Reedfeather’s pelt. ‘Help me get him out”

Haistar darted foward and  grabbed
Reedfeather's scrufl, Together they dragged him to
the shore on WindClan's side. Weak with relief,
Crookedpaw huried toward the kits.

Rippleciaw pressed against Willowkit while
Timberfur lapped at Graykit’s dripping fur. The Kits’
gaze was fixed on the far shore where Halstar and
Owfurleaned over their father's iimp body.

s he dead?” Wilowkit wailed

Owfur began to rub Reedfeather's chest

“Shoud | get Bramblebemy?" Crookedpaw

offered.
Rippleclaw looked up, his eyes dark. “Kd be oo
late.”

Suddenly Reedfeather coughed, twisting and
vomiting river water.

“He's alivel” Wilowkit's eyes shone. Then she.
tumed and stared at Crookedpaw. ‘Is he going o
take us home now?"

“This is your home!" Fallowtail exploded out of the.
reeds. She skidded 10 a stoy
eyed, at her kits. “You've grown,
“You've grown so big." Her mew cracked.

*Fallowtaill” Graykit ducked away from Timberfur
and raced to her mother, rubbing her muzzle along




Fallowtail's jaw and purring loud enough to wake the
birds. Wilowkit rushed 1o join her, tucking herself
under Fallowtail's belly. On the far shore, the
WindClan warriors were helping Reedfeather up the
slope. His drenched fur clung to his bony shape, and

Halstar followed. Crookedpaw shivered. Just for a
morment, Hailstar had wanted to kil Reedfeather. Not
for his own sake—Reedfeather had done nothing to
him personally—but for the sake of his Clan,
because Hailtar truly believed the Kits belonged to
RiverClan. Will | ever fight ke that?

A voice breathed in Crookedpaw's ear.

Mapleshade!

Her mew was fierce. One day it will be your tum
to show your Clan you are vorthy of being their
leader, Crookedpaw | have faith in you, young
varrior



Chapter 16

“Willowpaw! Graypaw!

‘The cheers of the Clan rang in the golden morming
air as they welcomed their newest apprentices.
Fallowtail called loudest of al, her blue eyes misting.
Crookedpaw purred. Atlast he'd have denmates!

Wilowpaw Stood in the center of the clearing; her
‘amber eyes shone and her pale tabby coat reflected
the rising sun. Her mentor, Owilu, touched his white-
splashed muzde to Wilowpaws head whie
Brightsky padded proudly around her first
spprence, Graypa.

Hailstar stepped back, chin high. “WindClan's loss.
s our gain!

I the two moons since the RiverClan leader had

the wilows with soft green buds. The reeds had ited
their snow-crushed fronds and were thick with new
growth. And the river was beginning 1o ose its biting
chil

“What are we going to do first?” As the Clan
began to retum 10 its duties, Wilowpaw stared
excitedly at Owifur.

Owfur glanced conspiratorially at Cedarpet.

"What?” Crookedpaw knew when his mentor was
keeping a secret. Cedarpelt's pelt was_pricking
Puring, the brown wartior padded toward Owfur.

Crookedpaw scampered after him. *ls something

“We're_going 1o the Moonstone to share with
StarClan; Cedarpelt told him. “l wanted to take you
there before, but | thought you'd prefer to share the
experience with denmates.”

I have denmates! Crookedpaw circled his mertor
excitedly. And wee going to the Moonstone!

Graypaw pricked her ears. “We'e going, t00?"

Cedarpett nodded. “Yes."

“Realy?” Wilowpaw's gaze gittered anxiously. Kl
mean traveling through WindClan tertitory” she

. “What i they steal us back?”

Crookedpaw cocked s head, surprised. “Woud
Youlet them?"

*Of course not” Willowpaw lashed her tail.

Graypaw flufed ot her fur. “WindCian follows the
wartor code, okay?" she reminded her sister.
“They

glance and Crookedpaw wondered what memories
they were sharing. They'd seemed happy to return to
their mother's Clan, but they never  criticized
WindClan, who had cared for and nurtured them for
awhole moon.

“I must have been disgusting,” Beetlenose had
goaded them, more than once. “Eating rabbit”

Even Voleclaw had joined in. “Weren't you cold?"
he wondered. *How could a heather den keep out
the iz Especialy up on the mootrc. & nevr
stops up ther

Bt Graypaw and Wilowpaw had jst shmgged
“They treated us well, but we're glad to be home,
was all they d ever say.

Crookedpaw respected thei careful ilence.

nore him, he toid them. ‘Beetlenose likes to get
under other cas’ pelts.”

He'd setlled down beside Willowkit one evening,

pelt was sil spiked. "When | was on the farm, |
hunted mice,” he told her quiety. I
taste itwas hard eating fish again”




know that he understood what it felt like to come
back, o have her loyalty questoned “Even Oakheart
eig more e @ TunderClanct

Sho ik trim “Really?”
*Really” He purred and touched his muzzle to her
ear ‘Dontwory Theyllgtover ”
emmat s lastmoon. Now e was st gad rey
only because he'd have denmates
e caune oy Tave 5 hons 1 show it
oyl o el o Clan
are we leaving?” He paced around
cm ot
E T — Cedamen ordered. *She
s taveing horsrcy o
w screwed up
You'lbe ks for oo by, sumwgn Owfur told
e Wo Favo alorg vy to go”
okedpaw acsd ot Bramblbery's den, but
w-ncwpaw darted ahead of him and siipped through
the entrance first. Three piles of herbs were laid out
floor.

was puling stale supplies from a
gop In he teeds. m gad newlears boro. she

red. “There's hardly any goodness left in th
w\rs«om, and we'h o nocaing poppy seeds befors

Crookedpaw sniffed at one of the herb piles she'd
prepared. It smelied sour. ‘Do we have to chew them
organ o s ualow hem whole?.
rombiabory dropped o pawtd of shrivolod
n the floor. “Swalow them whole,
voad X1 sow dour et ot Tourealy recd
it
Closing his eyes, Crookedpaw guped down the.
herbs. He shuddered. Even without chewing they left
a bittertaste on his tor
“Yuck!” Graypaw made a face as she swalowed

‘Willowpaw winced but didn't complain. “How far is
itto the Moonstone?” she asked Brambleberry when
she'd licked her lips.

“You'l be there by nightfalif you keep up a good
pace. Brambieberry shrugged. ‘The Joumey's
nothing once you get used to it” She traveled it every.
half-moon with the other medicine cats to share
tongues  with  StarClan. “The worst bit is
Mothermouth.” Her pelt rippled. “Il's very dark, and

10 trust StarClan to guide your paws.” She
biinked at the three apprentices. “Stay close to your
e

Wilowpaw wrapped her fail fight around her

foonstone is_ beautiful.’  Brambleberry
sighed. *And StarClan is wise." Her gaze fixed on
Crookedpaw. “Listen carefull to what they tell you."
she wamed. “Let them guide your paws onto the
fight path

Crookedpaw swallowed. Why had she singled him
out? Did she think his paws were on the wrong path?

*Hury up." Brambleberry began to_herd them
toward the entrance. “You need 1o get there by
moonhigh”

“Why?" Graypaw mewed as Brambleberry nosed
herfrom the den.

Brambleberry tumed back to her supplies. “You'l

see.
Cedarpot, Bighsky, ar Owir woro vt by
the entrance. Crookedpaw huried to. join them.
“D mynu need herbs?
“We had some earlier” Brightsky explained.
Owifur nodded to Willowpaw. “Are you ready?”
“Yes." Her oice sudderly sounded very small
Was she overwhelmed, traveling all the way to the




Moonstone on her first day as an appretice?

Crookedpaw felt a surge of excitoment. He'd
traveled part of this joumey before, but now he
wasn't alone. He was with his Clanmates. And if he
had a chance to dream at the Moonstone, he'd
probably meet the whole of StarClan and ot just
Mapleshade.

The cats kept o the edge of WindClan teritory,
wary of patrols

El jindClan has _honorable  warrio
Cedamelt told Graypaw. “But there’s no need to stir
up memories by marching you right past their camp.”

Crookedpaw coudrit help wondering f it was.

Jan's memories o Graypaw's that Cedarpelt

was frightened of stiing up. He was relieved when
they reached the WindClan scent line. Beyond it, the:
world seemed to open like a water lily. The wide
valley between the moors and Highstones was green

“Crookedpaw!” Cedarpelt’s cal startied him
He suddeny realized that he'd veered off the track
they'd been following and was staring through a
oeceh rdge into a furrowed field of mud.
*Keep upl” Cedarpelt ordered
Crookegpam fased afer e Clanmtes Was trat
Mita's comfield? He glanced sideways through the

ge a
the golden com? Then he remembered the giant
com-eating monster and bristied.

Wiowpaw looked L im. ‘Ao you oKaY’ K must
e, coming back here afe so

d her pace and they fell behind the
Phid ’Voumtmmng ‘about Fleck, aren't you?"
“Weren't you thinking about WindClan when you

were traveling through the moorland?” he countered.
iver gazo fcked away. s there anjting wrong

le to care about

Cmokedpaw sighed. “I's pos:
cats ou Clan and be loyal.”
i
“Crookedkitl” A loud mew made them both tum.
/ablack cat lood fow aengts bohind tom

“Sccl”'CmnkadPawgawsd
The ~cat ran toward him. She was as.
g 25 Wilewpiw now 1 AT ik youd come
back”

“We're going 1o the Moonstone,” Crookedpaw
explained

Cedarpelts grow! rumbled behind them. “What's
going on?”

Crookedpaw whirled around, heart lurching. Was
Codarpet going o chaso Soot
a cat | knew when . . ” He stammered to
a ha\(as  Cedarpel glowsred at i

Soot breathed. A real warrior” She
sared at Codarpel Yo s0 big - Hor reon oyos
were wide.

Cedarpelt growied softy.

Crookedpaw stood between his mentor and Soot
and met Cedarpel's gaze. "She’s hardly more than
a kiL" There was a waring in his mew. "She’s not
doing any harm."

Cedarpelt narrowed his eyes. “Don't be long,” he.
mutiered, and_staked back to where Owir,
Brightsky, and Graypaw were waiting farther up the
track. “Leave them alone, Willowpaw!” he called. "I's
bad enough having one apprentice hanging out with
fam cats.”

Crookedpaw ignored the jibe. “How are you?" he.




purred to Soot. *How are Fleck and Mitzi? And Piper
and Magpie and Mist?"
“Flck' el Soot wound round Crookedpan,
brushing agaist i and puring “So are i and
Piper” Tron ave paueed. | hink Vit and Magpio
are okay. S Some Twolegs came and took them away.
catch mice on another

o
aotiogo. Cmukedpawfeha tugin his chest.
“Tltel Fleck and Mitzi | saw you,” Soot promised.
“Thylibe pleased yoir okay

“Toll them | said . . " He reached for the right
v, someting at woud Bt fhem know
missed them and he was grateful but he was also
Fappy o bo back with s Cian.

Soot's eyes glowed. *I understand,” she mewed.
“Mitell
Cedarpelt was lashing his tail. ‘Come on!*

Crookedpaw bagan to back away from Soot.
realy g lsaw
ool" The.vowg cat waved her til as
Grookedpaw tumed and sprte o caich up ith e
Clanmates.

rything okay?” Wilowpaw asked in a whisper
as e fol inbeside her.

Crookedpaw nodded, one eye on his mentor's
king tl 5 o p b Cedrpat o tll mo who |
can be fiiends feel
anied when my Clarmates it tm oever going
toforget that.

Highstones reared above them, the setting sun

monst
trembiing from the mad dash across the sippery
stone. Crookedpaw forced his pelt (o lie flat even
though his heart was siil racing. Brightsky led them
quickly away from the bitter stench up toward the foot
of Highstones. The earth was darker here, the grass
coarser underpaw, giving way to bare, rocky soil
dotted with patches of ciinging heather.

“Look!" Willowpaw tited her chin.

Crookedpaw screwed up his eyes against the sun
sliding down behind the peaks. As it disappeared,
the shadowed slope lightened and he could make
out a square black hole yawning darkly beneath a
stone archway.

aw gasped. s that Mothermouth?

“Yes.” Owfur cimbed onto a wide, smooth stone
and sat down. "But we have to wait til nearly
‘moonhigh before we go in”

“Im hungry, Wilowpaw complained.

Brighisky shook her head. “No fish or birds here,”
she meowed sympathetically.

Crookedpaw pricked s ears. “There may be
mice.” He tasted the air. There was defintely a
‘musky scent worth investigating

Cedarpetttumed. “Mice?"

“They're easyto hunt,” Crookedpaw ethused.

“Not as nice as fish Brightsky meowed. “But |
suppose they I fil your neny

*F you can catch one,” Cedarpett snorted.

s that a challenge? Crookedpaw huied away
across the slope, ears scanning the gravelly earth for
the scrabbiing of tiny paws. He ducked befind a
patch of heather and waited. The sky darkened and
strs began o prick the sky. Crookecpaw's ose

tche

Noose?
He peered through the shadows. Something was.
shifing the pebbles farther along the slope. I



smelled musky but was making a lot of noise for a
mouse. Suddenly a pale tabby shape sped past and
leaped skidding over the shale, sending pebbles
cracking across the siope. Crookedpaw darted out
from behind the heather and stared round-eyed as
Wilowpaw tumed and lited her head. A dead rabbit
hung from her jaws. She carried it back 1o her
Clanmates.

Crookedpaw siflened. What would Owlfur say?
RiverClan cats didnt catch rabbits! He folowed
Willowpaw and climbed up onto the rock where his
Clanmates had settied. They sat staring at the dead
rabbit, their fr twitching.

Wilowpaw shrugged. “I's frestrkil”

Graypaw's nostils flared as she breathed in its
warm scent

Brightsky mewed, “ guess.”

Owlur wrapped s tail tighter around his paws. “f
we'te going to eat it, we shoud do it now” He
looked up at the moon rising, fat and white, in the
sky. s neary time.”

shared the rabbit between them, though no
one commented on the taste. Crookedpaw secretly
enjoyed the rich meaty flavor but he wasnit going to
admitit. Graypaw inished eating first

must have been hungry.” Brightsky pushed
her share toward her apprentice. "You might as wel
have mine.”

aw guiped it down, Cedarpelt stood and

stretched. "Let's go.” He began (o pad up the siope
toward Mothermouth, Owifur ellin befind

Brighisky got o her paws. ‘Come on” She
nudged Graypaw, who followed her, noisily chewing
er st moud_“Dossnanyling run your
appeite?” Brightsky purred, shaking her hez
do realize you're about o meet StarCian, dumynu?‘

Wilowpaw's eyes sparkled _ with _starlight.
Crookedpaw ficked i al down ber”spine
“Excite

WHlowDaw nodded and bounded up the steep,
stony slope. Crookedpaw's heart quickened as he
trotted_after her. As_he neared the shadowy

ritrance, he shivered. Cold air iced with the tang of
stone rolied from the mouth of the tunnel.

Cedarpet had paused and the others clustered
around him. “Ready?" He gazed at his Clanmates.
‘They nodded but no one spoke. *Stay close.” He siid
o the night-black shadow.

Crookedpaw trotted after him. The tumnel sloped
down into_the darkness and the cold reached
through his thick fur and into his bones. This air had
never felt the sun. Crookedpaw gave up strairing to
see anything. He could hear Brightsky's paw steps

slope under his paws steeper

Suddenly the dank air freshened. Crookedpaw
sniffed, relieved to smellthe familiar worid above. He
could scent earth and grass and heather. There must
be a hole in the roof of the tumel. He looked up,
searching for a patch of starfight in the blackness.
“Where are we?"

“We're in the Moonstone cave.” Cedarpelt halted
ahead of him and guided Crookedpaw forward with
a fick of his tail. A distant drip echoed against the
rock and he could hear his Clanmates breathing.
Wilwpew's pek brshed Ho and Gmypaw‘s pads
orazed h sona s ey scad

“Where is the Mnevslnne'r'wﬂcwpaw whispered

Suddenty,ina fach more biding than he 4eting
sun, the cave Iit up. Crookedpaw closed his eyes in
supiss, Wikowpaw recoled sl

“Wow!

ypaw
Cmokedpaw s\ow\y uper\ed his eyes. A huge rock



loomed over him, gunemg as though it were made
of countiess dew
The Moonst

stone!
n the cold light reflecting from the stone, he coud
make out e shadowy edges of a Hvrooled
up from the middle of
e oo, ree et ign. Far above it an
openirgint the roof revealed a smalltiangle of night
moon was casting a beam of light through
e o, down orio s Moorstone, making. i
ranaio s s
Cedarpett padded forward, his pelt bleached by
the Moonstone's glow. He crouched down beside
the rock and touched it with hs nose. Brightsky did

same.
“Come on" Owiur beckoned the three
appreniices forward

Crookedpaw went first. Wilowpaw's breath
trombled behind him. Il be okay.” he whispered to
her. He lay down beside Cedarpelt and touched his
nose 1o the stone,

shifted undemeath his paws.
Crookedpaw let out a cry as he found himself

were more tighlly packed, but it was lit by the same

eerie light that came from neither stars nor moon.

Crookedpaw srained to see through th shadows.
lcome.” Mapleshade stepped out ofthe trees.

“Where are the other StarClan cals?’ Hope
futered in Crookedpaw’s chest. He tumed his head,
scanning the forest.

“Why dorit you look for them?" Mapleshade
inited smoolt

Crookedpaw snapped his gaze back. Do you
mean| can explore now?

Mapleshade nodded. ‘But stay close to me.”

Crookedpaw followed the  orange-and-white
warrior, s eyes wide. Is tis really StarClan's
hunting grounds?” He frowned. What did they hunt?
There was no scent of prey, only the smell o decay.

- e the grealest cats come afer they
die” Mapleshade padded up the siope. “And if you
keep your promise, this is where youll come one
day”

Crookedpaw birked. ‘Once Im RiverClan's
leader?”

“Not just RiverClar's leader.” Mapleshade tumed
o face him. “The greatest leader the Clans have
ever known. But only f you keep your promise.”

A shadow moved between the trees at the comer
of Crookedpaw's vision. He whipped his head
around and saw a pet moving through the halfight
Then he saw another, and another. Siowly
realized the forest was filed with cats padding
silenty through the gloom. Crookedpaw narrowed
his eyes. This wasn't exacty how he'd imagined
StarClan. Then he recognized a shaggy gray et
shambling toward Mapleshade.

“Leave us alone.” Mapleshade padded in front of
the tom, brushing him away with her tai

Its Goosefeather! Crookedpaw blinked in suprise
as he recognized the chewed whiskers and ragged
ears of the ThunderClan medicine cat. Whats he
doing here? He's il allve.

Goosefeather siood his ground. s this the
newcomer?” His growl was rasping and deep.

Crookedpaw _stared at ~Mapleshade. ‘s
Gooseeather doad?”

“Are you?” Mapleshade replied.

"I guess not." Crookedpaw peered past her but
the okd medicine cat had disappeared.

“You must go back to your Clanmates now,”
Mapleshade told him. “Theyll be waking fom their
dreams.”



Is that it?" Wasn't he supposed to share tongues
with his ancestors? Leam all kinds of wise stuff
about being a warrior, and how to achieve his
destiny? “Im not ready!” He fought (o stay, digging
his claws into the slimy earth as the forest began o
fade around him. “No!" He woke, bristing with
frustration. The cave was black. The moon had
passed and the Moonstone had faded to dul stone.
Crookedpaw stood up, surprised 1o find that his.
muscles felt stifi. Had he been lying here all night?
Was that dawn light seeping through the hole in the.
r00f? Graypaw and Brighisky were getiing to their
paws beside him. Cedarpelt was stretchi
Owifur paced back and forth as if he couldn't wait to

leave.
“Wilowpaw?” Crookedpaw mewed.
young apprentice was snoring, her head

WindClan ancestors? He shrugged. Even If
Wilowpaw had met every warrior in StarClan, he
a one of them had told her she'd be the
areatest leader RiverClan had ever known.



Chapter 17

“Howwas your rp o the Moonstone?

Crookedpaw looked up from his meal as Hallstar
stopped beside him. He scrambled to his paws.

0d night's sleep though his pads

were stil sore. *R was great” If only he knew! fm

Halstar cut ilo his thoughts. “Wak with me.” He
led Crookedpaw out of camp and into the wilow

growe.

“What is it?" Did Hailstar want to know about his
vision

I just thought we should talk.” Halstar stopped
beside a mossy log. Soft_evening fight fitered
through the rusting leaves. Bees hummed sleepily
among the wildfiowers and a blackbird was caling
from the branches above their heads. "Are you
enjoying your apprenticeship?” he asked.

Crookedpaw nodded. "Il's greatl” He guessed the.
RiverClan leader must have asked Oakhear,
Beetienose, Voleciaw, and Petaldust the same
question when they were stil paws.

“Your joumey 1o becoming a warrior has taken
longer than most”
*Four seasons," Crookedpaw reminded him.

¢

Ao wu jealous that your brother's aready a
wari

A Crookedpaw biinked. “No. Oakhearts
a great warrior. And Il pe 2 et warior, o He
ffed out his fur.“One o

78 tat il ou war haistar asked sty o
become a great war

et ok is ore?” Grookedpaw wordered

re these questions were leading. Was Hailstar
about to make him a warrior? Excitemert pricked
beneath his pelt. | wnt to look after my Clan. That's
the mostimportant thing in the world.”

*Realy?” Hailstar hated and stared hard at
Crookedpaw.

Crookedpaw shifted his paws. “Of coursel” Did
Hallstar Goubt m? He' tained harder an any
apprentice!

Hailstar looked away. ‘Brambleberry's worred.”

hat's she worried about?” What did she have to
do with his apprenticeship? She mixed herbs. She
didn't rain warriors! Crookedpaw swallowed back
his anger. Tl do any task you want, any assessmert,
fightary batl o show you can be  great varor
sure you would.” Halstar narrowed fis eyes.
Wit dou. Bul boing & waror a1 kst abodk
cowage and skil and being ready to fight
battles. ..” His mew tailed away.

What s it about then? Crookedpaw stared at his
leader, but the old gray cat was padding away.
“What can | do to prove myself?” Crookedpaw calied
after him.

Hailstar didn't answer. He was slowly shaking his
head, lostin his own thoughs.

What did Bramblebery tell him? Crookedpaw
raced back to carny

“Whoa!" Shelheart ducked out of his way as he
henged tough th sadgs vl “Whats 67

* Crookedpaw stormed into the medicine

den.
Brambleberry looked up from the herbs she was.
‘mixing. "Crookedpaw? Is something wrong?”
“Hallstar doubts | can be a warrior!” Crookedpaw
snapped. “Youtold him there's something wrong with



mel s it because of my jaw?"

Brambleberry dusted Ihe  rers fom ber pavs.
has nothing to do with you

e why a6 you el Hailstar you were woried
aboutme?”

‘The medicine cat glanced at her paws. ‘| worry
aboutallthe apprentices,” she mumbled.

‘Realy? Crookecpaws i lashed. °s Haisiar
qoing 10 ask Willowpawif she’s jealous of Grayp:
or w she tinks there's more to being a warrior e

fing?"

Brampieboryditanswor.

‘it ik so” Crockedpaw grovid. S0 wat
i it? What's different about me? | always trusted
youl | thought we were friends!" His belly ightened.

i

o wodis oo s - arsweled ikl
“¥you have the chance 1o be a great
Sho.was searenng for words. ‘Lo a1 RverCian
cals Youjusthavo o folow o fghtpath”

“And m not following it now?” He stared at her.
Bt I aining svey dayt And every gnt im
being taught by StarClan! ~ou  dont know
oyl 1 srapped T youdid soe an omen you
must have misread it lam going to be a great
wearort”

He tumed and stalked out of the den. He barged
past Grayoool who was dageing  fsh scoss the
clearing, and raced away from the camp, hurting
biindly along the shore. Why did he bother training so
hard for his Clan when they doubted him? He'd
prove them wo

A moon passed and the days grew longer and

warmer. The river had begun 1o teem wilh fresh prey
and the Clan feasted in the rosy glow of the seting
sun. Shimmerpelt and Piketooth were sharing
tongues beside the reed bed, grooming each other's
fur on the back of their necks. Whitefang was tucking
into a fat camp beside them while Cedarpelt lay
beside Lakeshine, his tail wrapped protectively
across her swollen bely. She was expecting his kits
and had given up warrior duties and moved 1o the
nursery.
Birdsong stretched. “This woud be a perfect
evening for warming my bones on Sunringrocks.
The old she-cat looked wistiuly out over the reed
bed

Oakheart rolled on 1o his back. “You can have
what's eftif you like.” He pushed the remains of his
fishtoward Crookedpaw.

“Im not hungry” Crookedpaw sat hunched,
watching his Clanmates share tongues in the late-
aftemoon g

Softwing was stripping flesh fom a bony trout.
She called to Brambleberry, who was padding from
her den. ‘Do you want some?"

Fresh herb scent watted around the medicine cat
as she crossed the clearing. “Thanks." She setied
beside Softwing. ‘Let me wash this water-mint off my
paws first” She began ribbing at the green-tinged
fur between her claws.

Crookedpaw sconied Halstar was bing beside
Echomist, eyes hafl closed. Neither
Bramblabery rad merioned the omon agam, but
Crookedpaw guessed they were keeping an eye on
him. He had to make them trust him. He had to prove:
he was loyal to RiverClan.

Adog barked in the distance. k was geing to be
a familiar sound in the RiverClan camp. The doq




lived on the farm beside the meadow where Twolegs
came in greenieaf to live in lite pelt dens, and it
seemed to know that the cats were close by, almost
within reach of its snapping jaws.

Crookedpaw’s whiskers twitched. "Are Wilowpaw
and Graypaw back from trining?"

"Not yet.” Fallowtail padded to the enirance and
peered through. Do you think theyre okay?"

Shellnear, siting beside his den, fipped over s
carp. “Theyre training by the beech copse.

Qakheart sat up. “The dog won't stray that far from
its Twoleg nest”

“Brightsky and Owlfur are with them.” Timberfur
was sharing freshill with Rippleclaw beneath the
villow. “They I be fine.”

Crookedpaw scrambed to his paws. “Why don't
we chase the dog away?"

Hailstar sat up.

Crookedpaw padded across the clearing. “We
could scare it He lashed his tail. “Shimmerpelts
fastt” His mind was whiring. “So's Softwing. They
could lure it from Twolegplace into the marsh
meadow. We'd be wailing for it We'd giv It shack
thatitwon'tforgetina

The diftplace tunnel rustied and Beetienose
padded out.

“Saving the whole Cian on your own'?” he muttered
as he passed Crookedpaw.

“Yeah," Crookedpaw shot back. “Whatve yo
been doing?" He ignored Beetienose's growl. I think
it could work *

*So do " Whitefang jumped to s paws.

Halstarpushed avay s fishand sa p. Lot do
itno

‘an Codarpetspot fued

. rClan leader tasted the  air.
Betons dan He wamen 1 Shimmerpet. *Are you
quick enough to lure the dog toward the atiack line
without being caught?”

Shimmerpelt nodded. Softwing sprang to. her
paws. ‘lam, too.”

“Good Haistr ganced around i Cln. T head
the atack patrol. Shelheart, you
‘Shimmerpet and Softw

Shelheart showed his tecth, f the dog gets within
‘awhisker of them, I clawts eyes out,

Haistar  nodded. ‘Cedarpek, Whitefang,
Rippleciaw, Beetlenose, Oakheart, Ottersplash,
Raiflower, and Piketooth, youl join Crookedpaw in
my patrol”

Fallowtail stood up. ‘I want to come, 100.”

*Fine.” Hailstar swished his tai as his Clanmates.
gathered by the entrance; then, with a nod, he pelted
ot of camy

Crookedpaw's heart was racing as they pounded
along the track through the reeds. Halstar led them
up the slope and around the camp, doubling back
toward the marsh meadow. They skirted the beech
copse, which topped a hillock arching from the
meadow like a pike's spine. Brighisky was caling
instructions 1o Graypaw, and Crookedpaw coud just
see Wilowpaw's ears as she peered over the top of
the slope.

“Where are you going?" Her cal faded behind
them as they crossed the meadow. weavi
between the clumps of marsh grass and sedge, their
paws splashing over the boggy ground.

Cronkedpaw ok Oekaarts pok brish s, Nos
plan,  Crool " he puffed, matching
Crookedpaw paw step for paw sfep as they raced
afler Hailstar

*I just hope it works.” Crookedpaw saw Hailstar
ol 15 20 suered 1 0 et baind i A Taoeg
fence, separating two meadows, was a few tail-
o v, Boyon e do ot Tohed gt




the bright. ot it darted from side to side,
barking excited
Foneir wetvedbetwsen. Srimmo
oftwing. “Are you sure you're p o this?"
Sofving fcked er il "Of cotrsel
Shimmerpe: no
Shellear padded aound them. 1 rn dongsice,
keeping up as much | can,” he promised.
Halstar umod o Crookedpan. Have you rought

It and

s his plan” Vet shonaed o young tom

with a gro

And f it works, | wont be an apprentice for long.
Crookedpaw poinied o a thicket of young wilow
trees benind e, “We caud cims  bose.

ide > Bocterase rarowed hs eyes
“Do you Ihmk we're squi
“I won' r long.” vakadvaw rged. “And

managed o bang on nd h ush eaves T s dark
tabby pet. K1l work!” he c:
Fatowtailand Cedarpok e atertim
‘Give us time to get ready” Hailstar told
Shimmerpelt and Softwing. “Then lure the dog
rd us.”

Crookedpaw raced o the thicket and scrambled
up a willow. He sark his claws into the trembling
branch. Through the leaves, he coud just see the
Twoleg fence. As Hailstar scrambled into place,
Oakheart toetered along a wobbly branch and
lssped acros the smal gap into Crookedpaws

" hope tis works he mutered, swaying o keep
his balance.

Crookedpaw dug his claws in harder. “Xl work "
Heartin his throat, he stared at the Twoleg fence and
waited for Shimmerpeft and Softwing to begin.

Stimmerpelt sk forward and slid under the
lowest bar of the fence. Softwing's white fur flashed
beside her. Keeping low, the two warriors crept up
the field. Beyond them, the dog charged back and
forth. Slowing to  halt, Shimmerpelt rested her tail
on Softwing’s spine and gave an earspliting yowl.

Crookedpaw leaned forward, energy bursting
beneatn his pel, as the dog skidded to a halt and
stared down the field. s bark faltered, then tumed to
2 menacing growi

Run!

The dog hurtied down the field. Shimmerpeit spun
on her haunches and raced away, Softwing at her
side, fiing over the grass, their paws hardly touching
the ground. Ducking, they shot nder the fence and
petted for the willow thicke.

Come on!

The wilows shivered s the attack patrol tensed.
The dog squeezed under the fence and exploded
o the meadow. Shimmerpet and Softwing ran like
rabbits ahead of it. Crookedpaw gimpsed his
father's gray pett sipping like a shadow through the
long_grass, keeping pace alongside. A growl
rumbled in Rippleciaw's troat.

*Hush” Hailstar ordered.

Shimmerpelt and Sofing cosod on th ticket,
their paws thrumming the grot

ko im" Soing v 2 oy ot bereath
the waiting pat

Ready!" e issed 25 the dog neared.
“Attack!”

Crookedpaw dropped and landed on his toes,

back arched, pelt bushed, lips drawn back as he



hissed at the dog. His Clanmates lined up beside
him, a wall of spiting rage. The dog yelped and
stumbled 10 a hall.  stared at the cats for a moment.
‘Then, with a yelp of terror, it hurtled away, streaking
across the meadow.

Fallowail shrieked, ‘I heading for the beech

Crookedpaw broke away from the wartiors and
pelted after the dog. k was taking a line straight for
the beeches. Why wasn't it barking? Crookedpaw
willed it o give some warming to Wilowpaw and the
others. What if they didn't hear its paw steps? He

Crookedpaw’s pads hit the siope. “Wilowpaw!”

“Dog!” Owlur’s panicked yow! sounded from the
top. Paws scrabbled on leaves and the copse
exploded wih shrieks and hisses.

Crookedpaw crested the siope. Graypaw, Owfur,
and Brighisky clung helfway up the beech trunks,
staring helplessly down. With a jolt of horror,
Crookedpaw spotted Willowpaw. The dog had her
cormered, backed up against the roots of a tree. Her
eyes were wild as she flailed with her forepaws,
hissing in paric.

Crookedpaw dived at the dog. He landed square
on its back and sank hs teeth deep into its fur. AS
the dog bucked, howiing, beneath him, he leaped off
and growied. The dog tumed on him, it eyes blazing
with fury. Crookedpaw backed away, pelt bushed up.
Come on, you fish-brain. Follow me! He swiped at
its muz, then tumed and rar

The dog peted after him, barking with rage.
Crookedpaw sped down the slope. He could see
Cedarpet and Piketooth racing toward the beech

breath bathed his heels. Puling at the ground with
his claws, Crookedpaw pushed harder, his mind
blank as he hurtled biindly on. Suddenly he broke
through a wall of fear scent. He'd reached his
Clanmates!

*Keep running!” Hailstar screeched.

As Crookedpaw shot past them, the patrol closed
ranks behind him and met the dog with a frenzy of
claws and teeth. Crookedpaw pulled up, his lungs
screaming as he fought to get his breath. Tuming, he
saw the dog fiee. Oakneart led the charge afr it
‘The patrol was driving it toward the fence, back (o ts
home. Yelping in alarm, the dog scrabbled under the
lowest bar and fied whimpering up the feld.

“You saved my fife!” Wilowpaw's yow made
Crookedpaw spin around.

pale tabby was racing toward him with
Graypaw at her heels. She stopped in front of him,
purring loudl. “| thought that dog was going o kil
mel” Eyes shining, she rubbed her cheek along his
twisted jaw.

Crookedpaw's  pelt pricked, hot  with
embarassment. “Thhal's okay.” he stammered.

Suddenly Oakheart, Hailstar, and the others were
crowding around.

“He saved mel” Wilowpaw toid them.

Her mentor Owlfur was stil wide-eyed with shock.
“Itall happened so quickly.” he explained. ‘I thought
Wilowpaw bed made 1 p 8 rse and thn | ioked

shawas. .. * Ho Usled of st n
(hmnghts of what might have happenet

“Ive never seen anything braver,” Engh‘sky autin
“Crookedpaw actually jumped onits back!”

Falowtail pushed past her Clanmates and
pressed her muzze against Crookedpaws. “Thank
you, she breathed. “Id die if ot her again.”



Overwhelmed, Crookedpaw stared at his paws.
“Any warior would have done the same,’ he
insisted. He stole a look at Hailstar. Surely he'd
managed o mpress the RverClan eader s me?

O cou ve. Mapleshade's mew sounded
in o oar Lok Wt happans wen you pu your
Clan frst

‘Are you sure you don't need more oinment for
your paws?" Oakheart mimicked Wilowpaw's mew
s he followed Crookedpaw along the shore.

*Shut up." Crookedpaw fiuffed out his pel, hoping
itwould cool him down. The newleaf sun was hot.

Oakheart took no notice. ‘But they must be
500000 sore after chasing that dog and rescuing
me.

Crookedpaw waded into the river, ignoring his
brother.
“Graypaw says she’s going to move her nest next

Cool water flooded his ears as Crookedpaw
dived under the surface. He swam strongly, ollowing
the dip of the riverbed, using his tail o balance him
against the bufeting current. Eyes open, he coud
see a fat rout basking on the botlom. With a kick of
his hind legs he shot forward, snapping s teeth
around the trout and pushing upward toward daylight
He broke the surface with a splash, the trout flapping
between his jaws. With a fick of his head, he
snapped ts spine and the fish drooped instartly.

*Nice catch Oakheart was siting on the shore,
washing his face.

Crookedpaw climbed ou and cropped the fsh
besids Hs beoter At you Tt

Td et you get the et ot st

Oalearoased

Crookedpaw nudged him playfuly, unbalancing
him. Tumbling on to his side, Oakheart purred, “I's
not really serious between you and Wilowpaw, is
i

“Who said it was?" Crookedpaw stared at him in
surprise.

“The whole Clan's been gossiping since sunfigh
Oakheart told him.
Crookedpaw snorted. “They're ke @ bunch of
iders” He shook out the water from his. fur.

“Nol* Wilowpaw was rice. And there was
someting special about her But it was
embarrassing to talk about it. *Ijust ik her as a
denmate! That's not against the warrior code, is t?”

Oakpaw padded o the water. I guess not.

Crookedpaw watched his brother dive in and
disappear. He frowned. Even if he did like
Wilowpaw, why would she like him? He had a
twisted jaw that made other cats stare. Growing
iritably, Crookedpaw dived back into the river. Who
cares? Learning 1o be a great warrior was far more
important



Chapter 18

“Hey, you tol” Cedapelt called to Crookedpaw
and Wilowpaw a5 ey padded alorg e su-
dorched herbark. Sew
't have 1o keep. up i s Cruckedpew

caled ove e shouder “Wo
going and we know how to fishi”

Owlur sighed. “Let them be."

“Why did I have 1o get an apprentice who thirks he.
knows everything?” Cedarpelt grumbled loud enough
for Crookadpew o hear ovr the chaterng of the

f— nsted ageint Crookadpau. ‘grors

B Cromvepa s tre of being treated like a
bothersome kit. He trained as hard as any cat and if
he argued with Cedarpelt over some of the moves, it
was only because Mapleshade had shown him a
better way. And she, after al, was a StarClan

Ima fish-brain?" he called back.
“Don't answer him,” Owifur advised Cedarpeit

“We can'tleave them betind,” Wilowpaw fretted.

“Why not?” Crookedpaw was bristing

Wilowpaw looked back. “I's okay,” she me
“They sat down” She padded info the wetor Lets
fish here.

“There's a deep pool in the river just
stepping-sones. Crookedpaw ok her. Xl be lof
carp hiding from

Wiowpawtoked bor i, “Sounds good”

They padded downstream, side by side.
Didyouear th rews?” Wilowpaw mewed

Shimmorelts moved o o nsory”

‘Stimmerpelt” Crockedpaw near ped overa
stone. “Bu she agreed to chase the dog

Wilowpem withod her . 1 know Wrat if tho
dog had got her? She swore she didn't know then.
Brambleberry's furous.”

“Ibet Piketoolh's prety cross."

He'dnever be cross with Shimmerpel”
Wilowpaw pured. *He sill car't believe a cat i
her woud look twice at an ol snaggletooth ike him
She brushed her muzzi against Crookedpaw's aw:
“Have you seen Lakeshine’s kits yot?” The gray-and-
white queen had Kitted inthe night.

What?” Crookedpaw was sillostin her scert.

“Lakeshine’s kits.” Wilowpaw nudged him. “Have
you seen them?”

Crookedpaw shook e hesd. Has she ramed
them

St and Frogh Wilowpaw pured. “They're
so e Seletme wash one

Crookedpaw leaped over a shallow pool among
e pobies, s aood news for al of 5. RiverClan
always needs new warriors.”

“Theye stl Kits”

- e warrors soon enough” Crookedpaw
pointed out. “Just ke us.”

Wilowpaw rolied her eyes. “k thatall you think
about?” She bounded ahead and raced along the
shore, her paws splasting in and out of the shallows
as she veered past chumps of water-mint and mossy

rocks.
Crookedpaw chased after her.
s this the pool?” Wilowpaw leaped over the first
stepping-stone, splashing down i the shallows, and



pointed her nose to where the water dipped into a
smoot roling curent

“That's it" Crookedpaw waded toward it. “You
v 10 b0 caana- e warmed 1 socks you down
near the bottom.”

“Ima strong swimmer," Wilowpaw reassured im.

I know.” Crookedpaw glanced at her smooth,
strong shouders and purred. “But if it does grab you,
don't ight it Just go limp. The river will wash you
downstream where its shialower

relieved when her ears bmks the surface and she.
popped up holding a jicy car

Fhero's lads down terer she mewed happil.
“And they're too dumb to swim away!”

Crookedpaw dived in, feeling the waer suck aths
fur, puling him down into the school of car
arabbod on, Swam up, g 1 t e bank. a

nother

| want
up forthe. p
Crockedpaw oésed tho frosh car on fo the
shore. “Dive in with me!"
Wilowpaw plunged in and swam down beside

Willowpaw called as he came

dragged it to her mouth for a kiling bite before o
tumed and began to pull herself up 1o the surface.
Crookedpaw watched, impressed by her grace,
before realizing that his lungs were aching. Quickly

ed down, grabbed a carp, and swam for the.
surface.

Jeering mews welcomed him back 1o the ai. A
patrol of ThunderClan warriors was strutting on the
edge of Sunningrocks,

“What's the diffierence between a RiverClan
warrior and a fish?” one

*Afishis hard to catch!” his Clanmate answered.

Another warrior, his fur thick and white, leaned
over the edge. “Enjoy the river while t's stil yours.”

Wilowpaw's pelt bushed, her eyes blazing. "How
dare they

Crookedpaw tossed his fish 1o the shore and
bounded on 1o the stepping-stones. Spiting with
rage, he leaped halfway across the river. ‘Come
o re and say that, you worm-ridden fish-

“We just might” the white warrior yowied. “Why
tyou run home before we do?”

“Come on then!” Crookedpaw unsheathed his
claws. Tl ip your ears offl

“You coukdn't cimb down if you tried!” Wilowpaw
piped up behind him. “The only way ThunderClan
can get down from Sunningrocks is to fall down! Go
on! Try il | wouldn't mind if a few of you broke your
flea-bitien necks!”

“Crookedpa!” Oakhearts mew made them both
jump. “Come here.

Prickling with frustration, Crookedpaw tumed and
leaped back (o shore.

nderClan  warriors  yowled  with

‘amusement. “Go back to the nursery, Wetkit”

Crookedpaw growed.
s pacing with excitement. “Save it for

he meowet

your next_batk d. “Hailstar wanis
veryone back at camp.”
hat for?”
“Come on'” Oakheart charged avay.

Willowpaw stared. “What's going on?
Crookedpaw shrugged. ‘Let's find ot
They each scooped a carp from the pile theyd

made and raced for camp. The fish tail flapped in




Crookedpaw’s face as he ran.

He skidded through the sedge tunnel, Wilowpaw
athis heels. Their Clanmates were already gathered
in the clearing. Oakheart stood panting beside
Shellneart whie Hailstar paced in the middie, tail
swishing.

Crookedpaw dropped s fish on the freshil pile
beside Wilowpaws. She'd aready sid in beside
Graypaw.

Crookedpaw nosed His way between Shelheart
and Oakheart.“What's going on?”

“Listen!” Shellheart silenced him

Hailstar was mid-speech.*. .. 50 on the darkest
night of the moon we will reciaim Sunningrocks!”

‘At last! Oakheart lashed his tail and Shellheart
clawed the ground as the whole Clan cheered.

“What if we lose again?” Rippleclaw's question
was almost lost in the noise but he repeated it
louder. “Whatif we lose again?”

“The cheers faltered and faded.

“There wil be no batle this time,’ Hailstar
announced. He looked up at the fat, waxing moon.
“Next claw-moon, when it's no more than a scratch
on the sky, we'l reset the boundaries.”

Timberfur leaned forward. “Won't ThunderClan just
setthem back again?

Wortied murmurs rippled thvough the Cian.

“We'll keep resetling them until ThunderClan gets
the message, Hailstar answered. “And i it comes to

atle— The RiverClan leader glanced at
Crookedpaw, We'fightitand, s e, el irt”

As broke into _another _cheer,
Croskedpan ipped He a1 one s Why had
Hailstar looked at fim? Didn'the trust him 1o fight?

- n apprentice saved the fife of a
Clanmate.” Hailstar silenced the cheers.

Crookedpaw straightened.

beckoned Crookedpaw forward with a flick of his
tail. “This apprentice has not yet completed his six
‘moons of warrior raining.”

Heart racing, Crookedpaw padded ino the
clearing. Bramblebery watched him, her eyes dark.
Rainflower wrapped her ail tightly over her paws.
Beetlenose whispered something in Voleclaw's ear.

Hailstar padded to meet him. “But | see no point in
delaying his warrior ceremony any longer

Crookedpaw's ~ heart ~ jumped. My  varmior

mony

cere
| want Crookedpaw 1o be in the patrol that resets.
the borders beyond Sunningrocks.” Hailstar paused.
“No," he meowed. “|want Crookedjaw"
Clan took up the cal: “Crookedjaw!
Crookedjaw!”

Crookedjaw stared at his leader. Joy fizzed like
stars beneath his pelt “Well done!” Cedarpelt
walked foward and touched his muze to
Crookedjaw's head.

Crookedjaw detected relief in his mew. “Glad to
getrid of me?" he mumured, halfjoking

“I's hard work teaching a cat who already knows.
everything,” Cedarpelt answered.

Crookecgew sepped back. T somy” He starsd
athis p:

Codarpel broke into a pur I like to believe |
taught you somethi

You taught me so much!” Crookedjaw insisted.

“And Im sure you stil have plenly to leam”
Shellnearts voice made Crookedjaw tum. His father
was gazing at him proudly.

Oakheart dashed past the RiverClan deputy and

round Crookedjaw. "We're warriors together
o lstl VAl you shure ry cen? Wniekang ot
“There's room for an extra nest”



“Congr nose  crossed  the.
meznng Iallﬁ\cklr\g You ﬁna//yma e it
edjaw met fis gaze. "Now you've got more
mmpenuon then just Oakheart” As he spoke, he
potted a familiar pett moving i the shadows by the
leeds Mapleshade vas waling or gazs sted
iged his shouider. Wilowpaw
s puing foudy in his ear. fm going to miss
sleeping beside yot
Crookedjaw twined his tail around hers. “Then
pamyup and become 3 varort
Rainflower hadn't moved. She sat as stil as a
I

Tuming away, he saw Oakheart and Wilowpaw
staring at him.

Oakheart dashed over and ran the tip of his tail
along his brother's spine. “Good for you,
Crookedau’ He gamed past Crookedian s
gaze hardoning a5 I roached Rainover. ¥ o
‘mother canit be pr A

"We ballowe I you: Wilbwpaw's eyes shore at
him, reflecting stariight.

Feeling as f the bubble of happiness inside him
might explode, Crookedjaw pressed his muzze to
hers and purred,




Chapter 19

A ight heron called from the far bark, its wings
pulsing as it ifted into the air. Crookedjaw saw the
flash of its belly as it flew over the reed bed and
disappeared upstream. He'd been listening to the
bird fishing—the plop as it dived, the spiash as it
dragged a fish struggling from the river. He tucked
his tail tighter over his paws and gazed around the
Siting vigil on his first night as a warrior,
Crookedjaw felt the weight of responsibiy for his
sleeping Clanmates. He glanced up at Silverpell
Thank you for helping me to become a warrior.
Thank you for helping me to keep my Clan safe.

“Crookedjaw”

Crookedjaw twisted his head. Who's that?”

A pale shape twined around him. He barely fel the
wraithike peltas it brushed his. *Have you forgotten
me so quickly?”

Maplshacel Crookedw binked in supise
"What do you war

v been wamng for you to come and train,
arowed "But I you wort eome 1o e, 1 coms 1o
you"
can't tain torightt fm siting vigil”

D0 you ik you've leamed al there is to leam?”

Nol Im siting vigil" The fur ruffled along his
Spine. He was a warror now. Just ike Mapleshade.
She had to respect that. She couldn' boss him
around ke an

Suddenly he was alone. He glanced over his
shouider, just to make sure, then shifted his weight
‘and went on with his vigil

Crookedjaw was shivering by the time dawn
began pushing back the darkness. The apprentices'
den rustied and Willowpaw siipped out. She crossed
the misty clearing and sat beside Crookedjaw.
“You're cold.” She pressed against him, warm a
ot from sleep. Crookedjaw fol s eyes bogin to

“Hey“ Wilowpaw poked him. “The Clan will be
waking any momer

Crookedjaw snapped awake, his heart lurching.
He pulled away from Wilowpaw. He needed the
fresh dawn chill to keep him alert.

“Long!” Crookedjaw stood up, shaking each numb,
pawintum. “And chl”

“You should try doing it in leaf-bare,” Oakheart
oked.

Hailstar padded from s den. "How's our newest
warror?” he calld.

*Ready for patroll” Crookedjaw stretched his stif
musces

Shelheart ducked ou of his den. “Owiir!
Brighisky! Are youready?”

Wilowpaw ficked her tai. ‘On, fd forgotient” She
cirded Crookedjaw excitedly. “We're going on dawn
patroll Then Owifu’s going (o show me a new move
and we're going 1o ry a mock batte.” She darted to
the apprentices'den, caling for Graypaw. “Wake upl
We're leavingl”

Graypaw stuck her head out of the den and
yawned. “Alieady?”

Wilowpaw rolled her eyes. “I's called the dawn
patrol for a reason.” She led a sleepy Graypaw to
where Brightsky was stretching beside Shellheart
Owir was picking thvough the remains of the fresh-

“Take something to Lakeshine” Shelheart



ordered. "She'll be hungry.”
*And thirsty.” Brambiebery padded from her den

She signaled to Echomist, who'd followed Hailstar
cuto e leader' den Wi ou st e Kis whe
she goes for a dri

Ecmm\slwned “Idlove to

me on, Graypaw!” Brightsky called 1o her
aomonie, ¥ho was laping vt ot s sdge of
the

fiver. “Those borders wonit mark themselves.”
Shellneart was  already leading O
Wil out of camp. Graypaw scampere

ring
she ducked out of the tunnel.
Crookedjaw felt a tug of disappointment as he
apprenices leave, but suddenly

By tro end of tho day the frosiil pie would bo

catoh, Crook it Shimmerpot caled
across the clearing, her mouth full. The setiing sun
made her pelt glow as she oaned doun for another
bite of the fat «mu\ghsvanmg ather pa
Pelheart pured. | dont koo fho e ay fihin

o for for omorrow” Tho Rnercian deputy st
i Tmbery and Whictong, sharing
Crookediaw garced provdy a\ he sl pie.
He'd caught nearly every fis

Brightsky rolled on to o back. The restof s
might as well move to the elders’ den, now that
Crookedjaw's a warrior,” she tease

Crookedjaw stretched, his muscles aching from
hunting. “Newleaf fishing s fun.”

Wilowpaw nudged him. “Even without me?” she.

whisper

“I's better,” he teased. “You steal all the best fish."

“You snake-heartl” She pushed him with her head
‘and he fell back, pretending to be beaten.

“No more, pleasel”

“That's just the startt” She leaped on him and they
tumbled_across the mossy ground. Wilowpaw's
claws tickled his ibs.

“Hey!” he yelped, squirming. Thal's nol fairl”

She paused. “Really?" She biinked down at him
innocenty, then tickled him again. "You should have
thought of that before you started teasing me!”

Birdsong padded down the slope toward the
fresfrill pile. She glanced at the two young cats, her
whiskers twitching. “They start younger every year”
She began to rummage through the fish, puling a
plump gray perch from the bottom. “Tanglewhisker!”
She called up to the elders’ den. *Are you coming or
are you going 1o spend the evening puling ticks?”
She shook her head, muttering half to hersefl, *He
can'teven reach most of them.”

Wilowpaw leaped to her paws. “1ll help hi
nuzzted Crookedjaw's ear and headed up the siope.

Crookedjaw straightened and yawned. The sun
had disappeared behind the willow, and the camp
was tuming blue in the twilight,

our nestisreacy” Oakheart nodded towerd s
den.“K's the one with fresh m

Tranks.. Orookocim was looking forvard fo a
jood_night's sleep. He padded to his den and

Oakheart's. He padded past them and climbed into
his own, grateful for the soft, clean moss that fined
the carefull threaded reeds. Oakheart must have
been working on this for ages. Crookedjaw felt a joit
of affection for his brother: Oakheart had never lost
faith in him. A purr umbled in his throat as he cured
down into his nest and closed his eyes.



“Wake up!" A snarl wrenched him from sleep.

Crookedjaw leaped 10 His paws. He was in the
shadowy forest

Mapleshade's eyes blazed in the gloom. “Have
you forgotten your promise?”

Crookedjaw, st half asiesp, stared at her.
“What?"

“Your promise!”
"I this because | didn't come raining last night?”
He struggled against the tiredness fogging his
thoughis.
mouse-brain! | heard you taking to
Wikowpaw e sce1 you. acting ke mates-or-fe.
What did | ask you'to do

“To ook afler my . Crookedjaw backed
away. Mapleshade's breath was rank

She lunged for him, swiping his twisted jaw so
viciously that he staggered, pain shoofing through
his face. “I asked you 1o put your Clan before
everything!” She stood over him as he crouched
down, stiff with shock. “That includes any feelings
you might have for that pathetic bal of fur you've
beenmooning over!”

He stared up at her. “Do you mean Wilowpaw?”

“Youwant to be a great warrior, don't you?"

“Of coursel” Crookedjaw could scent rage puising
from her, hot and shrg

“Then forget about love and fiiendship and what
‘youwant, you selfish mouse-brain, and put your Clan
firslike you promised”

“I have put my Clan first” Anger surged beneath
his peft “Don't tell me that | haven't” He squared up
against her. Mapleshade stared back as vicious as
a fox. Why was she suddenly so mean? StarClan
cats weren't supposed to be mean! Crookedjaw had
become a warrior. She should be proud. Corfused,
he tumed and fled

ning between the dark trees, he raced
through the tangled, slippery undergrowth. Mist
swirled around im and he sipped and staggered as
he ran, fighting to keep his balance as trunks loomed
from the fog, and the undergrowth seemed to grab
for his paws. Heart pounding, he siowed. He was
tired and he didn't want to be here. He wanted to
sleep. He wanted to be back in his nest He
stumbled to a halt, hanging his head as he caught

“The croaking mew made him jump. Crookedjaw
squinted and made out a shape in the shadows up
ahead. It shambled toward him and he recognized
the pelt“Goosefeather?" The ThunderClan medicine
cat was here again. He must share his dreams with
StarClana lot

efeather dipped his head. “Mapleshade’s

apprenice.” He padded closer and sniffed

Crookedjaw's pelt. “Tve been hearing rumors about
o

Crookedjaw backed away. “From who?"
‘Don'tforget  share with StarClan."
“s that why you'e here?” Crookedjaw's paws.
piked. Wers e o cats hiskers iching?
*Isuppose you could say that”
What s o means What doos. SarClan say
about me?"
Goosefeather circled Crookedjaw slowly. “That
you couid be a great warior.”
rookedjaw sensed the old tom's gaze fiicking
ouerha ok Resly” Ho bighiensd,
notice of that old fool”

Goosefeather glanced at her, amusement lighting
his gaze. ‘| may be an old fool” he rasped. ‘But at



ast my heart is true.” He padded past Crookedjaw
and stopped in font of Mapleshade. “My heart isnit
soured by bitterness or guided by revenge.”
Crookedjaw padded closer. “What do you mean’
ather ignored him. “You should tread the
path youre folowing vith care, Mapleshade. A
destiny shouidn't be played with ike prey.
Mapleshade barged past the old ThunderCian
medicine cat. “ignore him, Crookedjaw. His mind
s boen addled by oo mary visiors
edjaw met her gaze. “Atleast he speaks o
mo ko an el he chakenged
aplshade broke 1o a pur 6o ot upset
becates | Feminded you of yos promis, s YouT
‘She pressed against him, quiding him forward, away
fror ther.

"Vs'y G000 Mapleshade sopped im wiha fick

oferal “Tratis al | sk She padded on o he
trailing after her. “Everything | do,

Crockediaw, 140 wihyou best mirosts atheart”



Chapter 20

A viam wind set the four great oaks whispering
above the Clans. Thick with foliage now, theyd lost
their leat-bare starkness. After moons of going o
Gatherings, Crookedjaw had leamed the names and
pels of most of the other Clans and, with the truce,
e ok cororabe movng morg e Besides,
warmer weather had smoothed tempers. He
olowed s Clrmtes o clearing where they
melted into the chatiering flock of cats. Owifur and
Brightsky joined a group of warrors who were
comparing apprentices loudy.

“I's been a good batch in ThunderClan this year,”
Adderfang boasted.

Crookedjaw watched as Brambleberry hailed the
medicine cals gathered below the Great Rock.
“Featherwhisker” She greeted Goosefeather's
apprentice first, touching her muzze to his head
before turming 1o the others

Ottersplash headed straight for Patchpett, a
‘ThunderClan warior. *Has Leopardfoot kitted yet?"
she asked.

Seeing Ottersplashis round_bely, Crookedjaw
wondered if she woudr't beat Leopardfoot to it She:
hadn't moved o the nursery yet but surely she had to
be expecting kits? Even in newiea, no RiverClan cat
got that fat. He stopped beside Oakheart. “Why do
she-cats aiways put off going to the nursery il the
last minue?” Both Shimmerpet and Lakeshine had
waited amoon.

Oakheart shrugged. “You'd think theyd iike lying
around all day having fresh-kill brought to them.”

Paws scuffed the ground befind him. Crookedjaw
smelled Rairflower's scent. “Has it occurred 10 you
trat oy might enfy boing o Clar?” shoported

out. “Woudrit you find it hard to give up being a
warior?

Oakheart snifled. “m just glad | donit have o
sleep in the nursery.” he meowed. ° had t0 stick my
paws in my ears last night. Sukit and Frogkit were
mewing their ears off”

“Hi, Poppydawn.” Crookedjaw nodded to a dark

red ThunderClan she<at as she passed. “Are
Seotpan. Rosepav., and Thistiepaw here?”

“No." Popy d. “Thistlepaw’s in trouble.
ith Smalla agai.

Windfight, her mate, shook his head. “Sweatpaw
‘and Rosepaw stayed behind to cheer him up,

Crookedjaw pured. “They sound loyal"

Poppydawn dipped her head as Crookedjaw
praised her kits. They are,” she meowed proudly.

Tanglewhisker trotied past them. “Mumblefoot!” he
called o the ThunderClan elder.

“Wait for me!” Birdsong huried afler him as her
male_greeted Mumblefoot and Whiteberry, a
WindClan eider.

Oakheart walched the old cats. “Theyd tak the
night away if they could” he joked. He caught
Crookedjaw's eye. “So, how does it feel 1o be a
warior instead of an apprentice at the Gathering?"

Crookedjaw flicked his tail happiy. He was the
equal of any cat here. “R feels great”

Wilowpaw broke away from a knot of apprentices
demonstrating their latest moves. “Graypaw can be
such a show-offi” She glanced sharply back at her
sister, who was twisting inthe air like a salmon trying
o cimb a aterfal

Crookedjaw fizzed with mischiel. Why don't you
g0 and show them how she snores?

“Im not sure they're ready for that” Wilowpaw
retumed, purring




Rainflower beckoned Oakheart. “Have you met
Taltail yet? He'llbe WindClan's leader one day. You
shouidget to know him” As she led him away,
Crookedjaw spotted Bluspaw. He hadnit seen her
since the batte. His ose stung as he remembered
the wounds she'd inficted. Not bad for a
TuderClan . H padde tovard et "eu aught

" S fatned hor ears. “Ifight even better now that
Tm a varior. My name is Blue
Ho broke into a pur. “Tve got my wartor rame.

“Cmok
rod. How did youguoss?”
bt use your ail's sl straight *
As she joked with him, he felt a prick of guit. She.
ha

Sunr
pushed away the thought. She was a rival, pure and
sl

sounded fom the Great Rock. “Let the
Gamanng beain.

Pinestar stood at the edge of the stone, moonlight

leaming s pol. Halstar was shoueted beind
rim with Heatorsar ang Codarstr. Crookedw
was swept forward beside Bluefur as the Clans
Ceowded arcund he rock. Pinesar stpped back
and Cecarsar took o plca.

s brought prey and warmih, but al
more kmyve\s traying across the borders,” the
‘ShadowClan leader announced.

Ottersplash lited her muzzie. “They hide in their
cozy nests al leaf-bare and forget that the woods are:
ours.” she agree

Just like Twolegs. Crookedjaw sighed. The field
downiver was already filing up wih their pelt-dens.

Clan leader stepped forward. “We
intend to increase patrols” He glared at Hailstar. “To
warn off any intruders!”

Did he know about RiverClan's plan to reset the.
ounsres? Gauds Raiad sty g the
RiverCian

nggedpeh. ShadowClan's deputy, responded
st hadowClan cat has crossed your border
inmoons.”

Havkheart called from the cluster of medicine
cats. “WindClan hes stayed to our side of
Fourtrees!”

Hailsar's hackles lited. “Are_you accusing
RiverClan of crossing your scent line?”

Crookedjaw lashed s tail. I less than a moon it
would be RiverClan's scentfine!

Pinestar shrugged. *Tm not accusing any cat of
anyting. But ThunderClan will be stepping up
parols from now on." He flexed his claws. ‘Better
sae than sor

Why was Pinestar siiting up trouble al such a
peaceful Gathering? Crookedjaw felt Bluefur stiflen
beside him. “Why start accusing the Clans of
trespassing?” he called. “We were talking about
Kitypes

Oakhearts growl sounded behind _him.
“ThunderClan cafs aways were a bunch of kitypet
friends!”

Adderfang whipped his head around, eyes
blazing. "Who are you calling kttypet fiends?"

Oakheart met the ThunderClan warrior's gaze
steadily. “Have you got something o say, fish-
breath?”

Heatherstar caled from tho Great Rock. *n te
name of StarClan, stop!” She looked up at the wisps
of dlouds streaking s.mmen Some of the stars
were already idden. Muttering, the Clans fell into a
prickly silence.

The WindClan leader raised her muzzl. Kittypets
rarely reach our borders.




Taltail called from below. “Theyre too slow to
chase rabbits anyway.”

*And squirrels,” Smallear added.

Murmurs of agreement rippled through the Clans
but pelts were still ruffed. Crookedjaw fet Bluefur
shift her paws. ThunderClan must suspect that
were planning something.

He was relieved when Hailstar padded 1o the front
of Great Rock again. “Enough of kittypets.
yowled. RiverClan has a new warrior.” He nodded to
his Clan.“Crookedjaw!"

Crookedjaw looked up. He'd forgotten he was.
going to be introduced formally to the Clans. He
puffed out his chest as the Clans chanted his warrior
name, and Joined i to welcome Bluefur as Pinestar
called out hers. But the cheers were halfhearted. The
warmih of the Gathering had evaporated and it
broke up in frosty silence.

Crookedjaw joined his Clanmates milling at the
botiom of the slope. He paced around his brother
while Tanglewhisker and Birdsong caught up. ‘Do
youthink Plesiarspectswe's gong o ke bk
Sunningrocks?"

oo rarowsd s ot o was acig
sirange, but how coud he know

*Perhaps Goosefeather's rada sign?”

crossed his borders. He's just stirting up trouble for
his own reasons.

“What did Bluefur say?” Oakheart asked.

“Bluefur?* Why did he vant to know about
Bluefur?

"You were talking to her” Oakheart shrugged.
justwondered if she gave anything away.

No.

“Didn't you feel weird taking to her, knowing we're
planning an attack?” Oakheart prompted.

“My loyalty’s to RiverClan, not Bluefur.”

I guess." Oakheart's eyes darkened. "But kind of
felt oy for her.”

Crookedjaw bristied. “Don't be soft on our
enemies!” He fek a rush of pride./ hope
Mapleshades istening.

As they approached camp, Crookedjaw guessed
that something was wrong. They usually retumed
from Gatherings 1o a sleeping camp. But tonight

A shadow moved on the path. “Have you seen
Beetlenose and Voleclaw?" Petaldust was pacing
outside the camp.

7 Winats wong?” Haistr puled w sharply
the parol stumbiing to a halt aro

Petaldust looked frantic. “They ents foch your"

Hailstar shook his head. “We came back by the
waterfall” He tumed and nodded to Shelleart and

*Go and find them before they un into a
‘ThunderClan patrol. After tonight’s speech, Pinestar
will shred them if he catches them on ThunderClan
teritory, ruce or no truce.”

Shellheart and  Owifur dashed ~away,
Brambleberry pushed through the entrance 1o the.
clearing. s it the kits?" she called.

Crookedjaw acod e bor Mudf wos pacing n
front of the nursery. Echomist and Softi
huddled near him in urgent, whispered mnvelsalmn

“You'e back!” Echomist leaped to her

Trouicaw sal blearyoyed al the boom of the
slope. “So much fuss over a kiting.”

Brambleberrys ears twiched. “Shimmerpels
Kiting alread

Echomist circled the medicine cat. "She st
it botors mooniigh, Lakesine and Plksboh s

‘The pale she-cat shaok her head. ‘I's too
eany‘ Tentit



Brambleberry didn't answer. *Has there been any
bleeding?” she asked calmy.

“Gcod Brambleberry padded past her toward the
nurs
"o Youneed perbs?”Echorist e after her.
Brambieber “Only StarClan can
el . [ aFa10+ % nopped o e oo 6e8

den.
I hope she's all ight” Wilowpaw was pacing
around Sof
Lakoshine poppod fer hoad out of he rursery

i ge« o Wilowpaw dashed o the roed bed.
Brightsky raced to join her and together they pulled
up a clump of dripping moss from the river's edge.
Tney cated [t back o he ursery and passed Lo
Lakeshino vaitng ot

d honey!” B-ammahsny called from the

eyt Birdsong headed forhe mecicine den
rookedjaw exchanged g\ancss with Oakheart as

w-ncwpaw passed him, her jaws dripping with
rmwwulufmuss Horey
o give her ene
Diopas oW was 80 mufled he coud pardy

her rookedjaw _tuned
Coen Tocho ropioss We co st cuuecnng
bulnshes to make a raining wall for the kits?"
suggested.

Qakheart purred. It a bit eartyfor that.”

“There must be something we can dol"

Timberfur caught his eye. “The warrior
doesn't cover kiting,” he meowed sympatheticaly.
“We can just wait and hope.

“Unless you want 1o go in and help.” Rippleciaw
muttered

Crookedjaw shuddered. “No tharks.

Paws sounded outside camp and Shelleart
ducked rough e enrerce, lssng Outx
Beetenose, and Voledaw. “They made it to
Fouress and back iioul mesting aryone.

Crookedjaw's whiskers twitched. You should
work on your tracking skills, Beetlenose.”

“Finding cats s different from finding prey.”
Beetlenose sniffed. “Cats are smarter than prey—at
least some are.”

“How's she doing?’ Echomist called into the
nursery.

A low groan answere

“She'l be fine,” ammmenm yowled. “Where’s
that honey?”

“Coming!" Birdsong was troting stifly across the
clearing, a lump of honeycomb oozing between her
ws.

a

Beetlenose ficked his tal. ‘Hey, Crookedjaw, why
don't you help Brambleberry deiiver the Kits? You
always like to be the center of attention.”

“Why don't you?” Crookedjaw retorted,

Beetlenose wrinkled his nose. “fm a wartor, nota
medicine cat”

Wilowpaw wove between them. “Why are you so
squeamish?” she chided. ‘Every cat has kits

time.”

Voleclaw stared at her. ‘I won't”
Beetenose walked in a circle around Wilowpaw.
ou st want o bave K wih Grookedaw” o

c.uokea;aw rudged tho biack vartor avay
indignantly. “That's

et scueiod som nursery. Lakeshine slid
out. “Two kits!” Her eyes shone in the moonlight. “A
tom and a she-kit”

“Come on, Crookedjaw!” Willowpaw raced for the.
nursery.  Reluctantly e  folowed, sensi
Beetlenose's mocking gaze. Brambleberry's face



‘showed in the entrance.
“Can we see them?” Wilowpaw begged
“Okay. bt you can' sy long and con' ik thom
Theyto sl gaing used o heir
Willowpaw squeezed ins
‘oo on’” Brambeborty motioned Crockediaw

She rolled her eyes. “Toms!" she sighed. “I's o
scarier than a batle, | promise.”

Crookedjaw heaved himself through the enirance,
suddenly aware of how much he'd grown. t was hard
to believe he was ever small enough to hop in and
out of the nursery without effor. Inside it was stifing.
‘The air was dark and heavy with a strange scent. He
could hardly see Shimmerpel's crow-black pelt in
the shadows, but the mewiing of tiny ks filed his

ears.

“Lookl” Pikelooth was  crouching  beside

‘Shimmerpel, s eyes shini
Theyre our new denmaes!" Frogkit was peering
proudly over the side of his nest

“We'e going to be the first ones to play with them
ever,” Sunkit squeaked beside him

Wilowpaw was staring into Shimmerpelts nest
Crookedjaw peered i nervously. Two tiny kits
wiiggled against Shimmerpelt’s bell. One was as
brown as her father. The other had a black pelt as
smoky as mist on the iver a

re are Blackkit and Skykit” Shimmerpelt
murmured.

Skykit raised her muzzl, eyes closed, pink mouth
opening o cry. She looked 50 tiny and helpless,
Crookedjaw wanted to wrap fis tail around her.

him, ** puring.

Crookedjaw stifted his paws. “They are kind of
cute,” he mutered grudgingly. Wil | have my own
one day? Is that part of my destiny? No. He sighed.
Mapleshade would tell me I putting myself ahead
ofmy Clan.

Crookedjaw curled wearily into his nest. Witefang
was already snoring. Oakheart was giving his paws
a final wash. Crookedjaw tucked his paw under his
nose and closed his eyes. He was desperate for
sleep but he couldn' relax. What if Mapleshade had

w
should be out hunting for his Clan, not huddled in the
nursery imagining what itd be fike to sit next to
Willowpaw as she cared for thir kits.

He pushed away the thought. /m doing it again!
The Clan comes first. The Clan comes firstl But
why did that mean he coudn't dream of having a
‘mate and kits? The Clan needed kis. Kits became
warriors and his kits would be strong and brave. Why.
couldr't he like Willowpaw? /m alloved to be friends
with my Clanmates. More than friends, if | vant! It
cant hurt the Clan! His pelt shivered with
indignation. How dare Mapleshade tell him how to

feell
“Are you okay?" Oakheart prodded him with a
Crookedjaw kept his nose tucked under his paw.
“Fine.”

‘Stop fidgeting then,” Oakheart complained
“Some of s are ty .

‘Slowing his thoughis, Crookedjaw felt himself drift
toward sleep.

hen he biinked open his eyes, sunshine was.

streaming through the entrance 1o the den. He hadn't
dreamed of Mapleshade! He sat up, a pur fising in
his throat

“What are you so cheerful about?” Oakheart was.



stretching in his nest. “Have you been dreaming
about Wilowpaw?”
Crookedjaw hopped out of his nest, fiicking

Oalgarscar wit s tai s e passed 'Amml\y\
didnt _dream at_all”

Mapleshade by teling her off before e v
sleep. It felt good to wake up with no scratches or
o

) en T
Brigtsky. Owhr and Cedarpol wero fdgeirg.
eager to be out on such a fine udfur was
il yawning i Volooaw "icked mid fom
between his claws. Beetienose was waching the ip
of Petaldust's tail fick back and forth, his eyes
bright. Crookedjaw could tell he was fighting back
the urge to pounce on it. He scanned the camp for
Willowpaw, pricking his ears. Gentle snoring was
coming fom tho appronices don. Graypaw ad

bably wor
Gamanng 'and thon o oxcemantof smmmerpeus

 ersplash moved to ho musary this morring
Shellheart announced. “Which means we're another
wartor doun. Bt he thers Wof T, and st dosp
anough okesp o oher Clans

ks thoje ated ' Vaeeiaw

PetacustAfoda pur. WindClan s mor kel o
learm how 1o fly than o swim. They hate water more
than ThunderClan!”

“Crookedjaw” Shelheart nodded at his son. “Take.
‘Oakheart, Mudu, Brightsky. and Voleciaw upstream
and check the Twoleg bridge for WindClan scert.
Timberur will be leading a patrol to check
stapping-sonss for ary ¥mce of TareClan I
leacing a patrol! Crookedjaw ciawed al the ground.
“And Crookedjaw?

Cronkedjew snspped © stenion as Shelhear

"Gheck e Tuoleg once on your way back.See i
that dog's been straying again”

As Crookedjaw headed away, Shelleart calied
after him. ‘Be careful. I we didn't manage to scare
him last time, the dog may be out for revenge.”

Crookedjaw poked his head into his den
Oakheart was cleaning stale moss from his nest
“Corme on. We've got a mission” He glanced at
Whitefang. The warrior was stil sound asleep in his
nest; his whiskers were twitching furiously and he
was chirtuping like a nervous moorhen. “Should we
wake him?”

“And uin his dream?” Oakheart shook his head.
‘What's the mission?’ He folowed Crookedjaw
outside.

“We're checking the bridge.” Mudfr, Voleciaw,
and Brightsky were already waiting by the entra
“And the Twoleg fence.” Graypaw was there, t0o,
flcking her ta

“Can Graypaw come with us?”" Brightsky caled.

“Of course.” Crookedjaw fiufed out s fur with
importance. He ducked through the gap in the reeds
and set a fast pace along the grass path. The sound
of paws thrumming behind him filed him with joy.
The sun was shiring and a warm breeze wafted
across the sparkling rver. Crookediaw had to fightto
keep himself from purting ot loud. He veered off the:
path, following the trail up through the alders and
doubling back around the camp, keeping W the
pace unti the patrol swerved back down to meet the
fiver again. The shore was sandy on the edge of the
marsh and soft on his paws. His pads sprayed dirt
behind im as he slowed and the patrol fanned out
around him. Walking now, Crookediaw led the way




upstream.

Graypaw scampered through the shallows. “Can
we fish?”

Oakheart shrugged. “f you war to carry what you
catch for the rest of the morming

Graypaw sighed. "We could eat it now’ she
‘mewed hopefully. “Just a lte minnow wouldn't be
breaking the warrior code, woud it?”

“Yes, it would.” Mudur answered sternly. ‘Besides,
we should check the bridge. Then look for the dog.”

gimpsed the Twoleg bridge. Trees crowded the
bank beyond it Their leaves whispered in the
breeze. They could fish from there and eat, shaded
from the ot sun.

“Wait” He signaled to the patrol wih his tail and
called Graypaw back. They were approaching the
palh that crossed the bridge. “Can anyone detect
Twolegs?"

sy s syt o i The vin's
blowing upstre

Vi pricked s ears “ carithear anying

Crookedjaw stalked forward, keeping low. “Follow
me" He crept up the bank where the legs of the
bridge dug into the shore and padded on 1o the
wooden pattway. The river spiashed beneath as he
sniffed the warm timber. His Clanmates crept after
him, padding from side to side of the bridge and
checking for scents.

“Come backl” Brightsky's alarmed call made
Crookedjaw look up. Graypaw had crossed the
bridge and was sniffing the bank on the far side.

“But t’s our teritory!” Graypaw called back. “Right
o the waterfal

‘Agrow rumbled in Brightsky's thoat. ‘| don't know
why Falowtail didn't raise that kit to do as she’s
toldl”

ludfur purred. “Apprentices never do as theye
His eyes sparkied as he glanced at
Crookedjaw. Do they?"

Crookedjaw whisked his tail. “Only fishbrains
follow res without question” With a lurch, he
suddenly vea\lzm et Oakhear\ had dropped into a
crouch and v

“What?" Cmokeﬂlaw Tollowed his brother's gaze
‘and folths hacides it

Aflash of white showed between the trees on the
other shore. Then a flash of red. Then green and
bive.

“Twolegs!” Crookedjaw froze, heart racing
Twoleg kits were scampering between the trees on
the other side of the bridge, only a few tailiengths
from Graypaw.

Brghisy had aready dared forward, issing ©©
her apprenice. ‘Rur!

Graypaw was s(anl\g at the Twoleg ki, her fur
bushed o, oes ftering

“Run!” M

Tro ki sared. i & whoop, they. spotted
Gra

Crookedjaw's heartrose in s throat. ‘Runt”

dumb ‘paw was rooted o the spot
Crookedjaw charged forward, darting past
Brightsky. “Come onl”

The bridge trembled as she dashed afer him.
One of the Twoleg kits was hoiding out a paw.
Graypaw stared at it, stff with terror. Crookedjaw
raced between the Twoleg its paws, spiting with
ey The il yelped o hopped sy, Biihiky
raced past Graypaw, grasping her scruff
dragging her s\or\g unl the apprentice squealed i
struggled frec
“Runl” Brightsky yowled.

Shaken from her moment of terror, Graypaw




slipped_on- the as he hit the bridge.

Unsheathing his claws, he dug them deep and

pushed hard. He crossed the bridge in two breats.
“Come on!" he called 1o his patrol as he raced

past e, Gancing ver s shouder ho ad e
his Clanmates were following, then leaped on to the
shoro. Ho sowed b et hem pass and e in beh‘m
as they raced downsre:
was going to let any of mem um 5t o s i oy
were back in the safety of car

s ofhe Twcleg ks aded as hey noared

Bnghﬁsky watched her go. “Don't wory," she
mer.”

Crookedjaw nodded, too winded to speak
heart was stil bristing and Mudfur paced,
catching his breath and leting his peft smooth. As
trey slowly reconered paw siops sounded beside
rookedjaw looked up the bank as

Gvayvaw led Hailstar and Echomist out of the marsh

& Hstr's ur was prcking. “Graypaw tod s what
ened”

Fallowtail pressed her cheek to Crookedjaw’s.
“Thank you for saving my kit” she whispere

Crookedjaw twitched. “She could have done more.
1o save herself” he mutered as he followed the she-
catinlo the clear

looked like the whole Clan was waiting for them,
their eyes bright with worry. Graypaw had clearly told
them about her near-capture.

“Why can't Twolegs stay on their own territory?"
Troutdlaw protested. “When | was a Kit, we hardly
v amw ove. Now By e every grsrint
making a nuisance of themselves.”

Hoitar ook He hed. s s he way it he
sighed. “We must be more cautious.”

Echomist wiapped her ftail over Graypaw.
“Perhaps we shouid shrink our borders, just whie the:
Twolegs are around?”

“Shrink our borders!” Whitefang was awake now
and spiting with anger. “Why shoud we? We're not
scared of Twolegs!”

Crookedjaw paced beside the reed bed lashing
his tail. Im ot scared of anything that threatens my
Clan!



Chapter 21

Brambbery” Mudtr yowed o8 he humied past
the re
crmkea,sw hauled himself out of the river, water
streaming from his pel. He tiped his head on one
side. The brown warrior's call had been edged with

worry.

Brambleberry poked her head out of her den.
Brightsky stlluncomfortable?”

Mudfur's tail trembled. “She keeps saying she's
thirsty and then she won't drink.”

Brambleberry ducked back inlo her den. “Wait
there”

Crookedjaw knew they were worried aboul
Brightsky. She'd moved 1o the nursery half a moon
ago, expecting Mudiur's Kits. But fever had struck
and 'she'd been sick for days. Crookedjaw picked
his way across camp. The clearing was littered with
his Clanmates stretched out in the bright sunshine,
100 sleepy to move. I was pointess hunting with the
sun so high. Itwas 0o hot to eat and any fish caught

appreniice was huddled in the shade of the fallen
ree. "Where's Wilowpaw?

*She's out traning with Owfur” Graypaw gazed
wistully at the nursery. | shouldnt have crossed the
bridge.” She tucked her tail tighter. “Then Brightsky
wouldn'thave had to rescue me.”

“Tat didn't make her ill” Crookedjaw reassured
her. “She knew she was expecting Kits. |t was her
choice to carry on with her warror duties as long as
possible.

Why it sh e me?” Graypaw sighad. voud
have come back when she tokd m

W you surs? Grookedian. bit tis torgue,
remembering his own days as an apprentce. “When
are her kits due?"

odjaw was suprised. Rt was
onlya few days away. ‘She'lbe fine.” he meowed.

Rippleciaw lfted his head and looked at Graypaw,
sympathy lighing s gaze. "Are you stil worrying
about Brightsky?” He got sleepily to his paws. “Can't
Piketooth take you trining?" Piketooth had been
made Graypaw's mertor when Brightsky had moved
to the nursery. Xl take your mind off things."
Rippleciaw glanced across the clearing to where
Piketooth and Voleclaw were playing moss-bal with
Sunkit and Frogkit. | could teach you some moves
while he's busy.”

Gropaw binkad skt o o biackand-see
warior. “Yes, ple

Ripplecov 160 Craypav o shadd spot at tho
edge of the clearing and started showing her a battie
crouch. The sedge rustid as Brambleberry nosed
her way from her den. With a bundie of herbs
clasped in her jaws, she led Mudfur across the
clearing and into the nursery.

Crookedjaw closed his eyes. Please, StarClan,
make Brightsky healthy again. A bundle of dark
gray fur darted between his paws and pressed
against his belly.

“Hide mel” Blackkit squeaked. “Dorit tell them

re lam.”

Crookedjaw stifled a pur and drew fis forepaws.
closer together. Skykit was leading the search party.
Ottersplash's ki, less than half a moon old, were
following her as though she were Clan leader.




“Can you see him?" Loudkit mewed, his dark
brown pelt prick

“Whatif he fellin the river?” Reedit fretted.

“Dorit be sy Sedgakit roled er eyes at er

rother. would be_rsting around
fappirg ke mmns e ifhe'd falln nihe vt

“He' * Skykit sniffed her way around the

“Wam ankmasled the air. ‘I can smell him.”

7" Reedkit flufled out his long, siff tail. He.
dard past Skykit, nose to the ground, and sniffed
his way between the lounging warriors, heading for
Crookedjaw.

“Watch out” Crookediaw whispered to the
wrigging bundie bancath n boly. 1 ik thoye
found you.” He jumped out of the way as the kit patrol
launched itself at r-m They dived onto Blackii,
squeaking with trium

"Found youl Found your Loudkt oo

the moss_bal high over Sunkits and
Frogits heade: They leaped. 1o reach 1. bt
Voleciaw raised a paw and plucked it flom the air. |
want (o play that” Skykit scampered away, her patrol
folowing

Whitefang grumbled as they clambered over im,
and Troutclaw opened an eye and ficked fis tail oul
of the ay.

*StarClan bless them” Birdsong dragged her
gaze fiom the kits and called to Crookedaw. ‘i
Shelheart back yet?”

Shelheart s leading Beetienose, Petaldust,
Cedarpell, and Timberfur on border patrol. They'd
been outsince sunfigh.

“Not yet” Grookedjaw shrugged. “They i be back
So0n urless they ve found somewhere shad o rest”

1 don't know why they bother.” Troutdaw sat Up.
“There’s hardly any border left for them 1o patol.”

Whitefang heaved himself to his paws and shook
outhis white pelt.“Has Hailstar decided when we will
re-mark Sumingrocks?” He. glanced toward the
leader's den, hidden in shade under the roofs of the
willow:

Lakeshine lited her gray-and-white head. She
was lying nursery with Shimmerpelt and
Otterspiash. “I's oo hot to talk about bttes.”

Wilow leaves flutered as Oakheart jumped down
from the lowest branch. “I's never 100 hot o talk
bout battes” He padded across the clearing

Rainflower stretched. “He isn't planning a batte,”
she reminded them. “He just wans 10 restore the
proper boundar

Crookedjaw scratched an itch behind his ear. “m
ready whenever Hailstar decides.”

Piketooth looked up from his game with the kits. 1
hope fm in the patrol,” he meowed. Every warrior
wanted a chance to leave his o her scert.

*Me too!" Rippleciaw was adjusting Graypaw'
crouch with a paw. “Just reach a fte farther” he
advised. *And you'l have it perfect

Pietoah garced a s apprenice. Sor, is.
Game's over. | have o train Graypaw o

Sunkits tail drooy

Frogiteapad anto Plketoot' il Doritgo

Sedgekitraced around him. “Can we com

Loudkteapod on s siser, mbing rorto b
ground. “You caniteven s

Neither can you!" Ssdgskw pushed him off.

*Stay away from the water!” Piketooth leaped over
the squabbling kits, beckoning Graypaw with his tal.
“Do you want to practice fishina?" he asked her as




she followed him out of the camp.

Crookedjaw leaned down to wash his damp bely.
Tiny paws scurried toward him.

“Altack!” A flurry of tais, paws, and noses battered
his flank. Crookedjaw staggered dramatically and
fell on (0 his side. “Youve kiled me!” he groaned as
e Kkits swarmed over him

Paw steps padded inlo carmp.

“The patrof's backl” Skykit squeaked.

Crookedjaw looked wp to see Shelheart,
Cedarpett Beetenose, and Petaldust staring at him,
whiskers twitching with amusermen.

*Has Lakeshine made you leader of the nursery?”
Shellhear teased

Crookedjaw jumped to his paws, wincing as
‘Skykit and Frogkit stuck in their claws and hung on
ke burrs

*Sorry, Grookedjaw;” Cedarpel purred. *| forgot to
teach you how to fight of kits!”

“Let me help.” Beetlenose rolled a clump of moss.
between his paws and tossed it across the clearing
“The kits squeaked with delight and darted after it like:
shoal of minnows,

“Thanks.” As Crookedjaw folowed Shellheart into
the shade of the willow, the branches at the entrance
o Hailstar's den shivered.

"ou're back.” Hailstar padded inlo the clearing,
his peltshiring in the sun. “Let all cats old enough to
‘swim gather to hear my words.

"Loukitl Sedgekit Reedkil” Otersplash caled to
her kits. “Come ot of the way." Dragging their paws,
the kits headed toward their mother.

*And you two!" Shimmerpelt calied to Skykit and
Blackiit.

Frogkit and Surkit ducked behind Beetenose, but
the black warrior nosed them toward the nursery.
“Butwe can swim!” Frogkit complained,

*Realy?" Beetlenose picked Frogkit up by his
scruffand dangled him over the edge of the river.

Lakeshine jumped to her paws. "No!” she shriled.
“Puthim down! He'l drown!”

Beetlenose purred. “Dont paric.” He dropped the
wiggling kit at his mother's paws. “l teach you to
swim as 5000 as your mother says you're ready.” he
promised.

“Id rather be taught to swim by a snake.’
Crookedjaw muttered as Oakheartjoined him at the
edge of the cleari

Oakheart didnt answer. His attention was fixed on
Hailsta. “| bet he's going to announce the retaking of
‘Sunningrocks.”

Crookedjaw flexed his claws. “Goo

Timberfur paced the edge of the c\sam‘s “Atleast
you already know youll be part o the pai

el oo o o Gl Sl bon i N
muzzla “We re-mark the Sunningrocks boundary

orsion prcad to it Okt aned forward.
Tinbera sopped
o are you ahing? Ripplecaw demanded
“Shelineart, Owifr, Echomist, Timberfu, Sofwing,
and Rippleclaw .. * the RiverClan leader began
07 Crookedjaw's heart quickened.  Surely
Hailstar woud keep his promise? Oakheart tensed
beside him
“Whitefang and Crookedjaw
Grookedjaw swallowed a pur of rfef.
“Oakheart,” Halstar went on. “And Voleciaw.” He
sat down and curled hs tal over s paws.
i that if?" Beetlenose lashed his tail
Hailstar tumed his gaze on the young warrior. The
new boundary will need re-marking for many moons
o come;” e remided Him. oul ge your o
leave your scent soon enor
Retiing. an 04 moamianys ol e same s




rookedjaw leaped forward, bristing. * climbed
Sunningrocks when | was stll an apprentice.” he

growled.
Shelleart stepped between them. “Not every
warrior can be on every parol, he soothed.
Bocterase daned ‘around Sheliheart and squared
up to Crook
Shtheartlaned cose. “t might be bt foryou
to meet Beetlenose’s disappointment with wor
raher hn daws.” e whispered n Crookedows

“Crookediaw rarowed N eyes. You must put
your Clan first. Mapleshade’s words rang in his
m

Piketooth and Cedarpelt. “You taught me everything |

w." His paws pricked. He wasn't used to making
‘speeches. But if he was going to be leader one day,
he'd better to get used to it He met Beetlenose’s
gaze. “And lleamed lots just watching you train. Your
corage gave me courage and your skill sharpened

desperately that his words had soothed his
Clanmates’ uffied pels.

Beetienose’s eyes glttered, “Okay.” he conceded.

Oakheart padded past Crookedjaw and halted.
“That's right, Crookedjaw,” he purred. "We are a
Clan and when one cat ights, he fights for the whole
Clan”

“Well said, son,” Shellveart meowed.

Crookedjaw felt a suge of pride. Was that a
glimmer of respect lashing in Rainflower's narrowed

)

Hailstar ficked his tail. “We leave at moorhigh”

He called o the kits, suking behind their mothers.
"Who wants a game of hunt the frog?”

The right heron spiraled up and whirled away
downstream as the patrol padded on to the shore.
Crookedjaw paused at the water's edge. The river
flowed black and smooth past his paws, it only by
stars and the thimest scratch of moon. Suningrocks
stood on the far bark, dark against a dark sky,
timeless s Highstones.

Hailstar sid into the river. As the water closed
silenty over his back, his Clanmates folowed im in.
Crookedjaw let the cool water wrap itself around
him, relshing the chil after @ long day's wait. Quieter
than trout, the patrol swarm the river, hardly disturbing
the surface of the water. No ThunderClan lookout
would have seen or heard them. They probably
would be watching the stepping-stones, alert for a
flash of peitor the sound of paws on stone.

Crookedjaw pushed ahead with long, smooth
kicks and reached the shore first, Here the river's
edge was litle more than a rock shelf uting out
below Sunringrocks and dropping straight down to
the botom of th . Crookedaw puled hmsel
noiselessly from the water, hopping up onto the
Torer Onkhomn cimbed. o sosde. i e
Hailstar and Whitefang waded on to the bank a tail-




length downstream. Voleclaw flung a paw over the
edge of the rock shelf and hauled himself out with
Rippleclaw and Softwing on his tail. Echomist and
Owifur followed and Shellheart brought up the rear.
They stood dripping on the bank while Hailstar
launched himself up the rock.

“Wait here, he hissed down. “l check for patrols.”

Crookedjaw gazed up at the starit sky. He
remembered last lime he was here, fighiing Bluepaw
and Snowpaw. This lime he wasnit going (o be
chased from his own territory.

Halstar's head appeared over the top. “All clear.”

With a nod Shellheart leaped up the sheer rack
face. His Clanmates swarmed after him.
Crookedjaw folowed, hooking himself up one
clawhold at a time, and landing easily on the smooth,
fat stone. The rock sparkled with starlight.

Hailstar waved his tail toward the trees crowdi
the far edge of Sumningrocks. ThunderClan's
territory, every last branch and twig. "You begin that
side, Shellveart” He nodded toward the top of the
cliff. “Owlfur, Softwing, Voleclaw, and Rippleciaw,
join him.” He glanced at the others. "You come with
me.

As Crookedjaw followed the RiverClan leader
over the_rock, he let the cool night air bathe his
tongue. ThunderClan scent His pelt pricked.

Stale.

They hadnit been here for days. He guessed
glaring sunwas too hot for cats used to forest shade.

Haistar sprayed the fist tree they reached.
Crookedjaw winced at the stench. t was strong
enough for ThunderClan to smell long before they
reached the tree iine.

I want every bush and tree sprayed,” Hailstar
ordered.

Crookedjaw crossed the narrow stip of grass and
stopped beside a bramble. He marked it, growing
Smell that, ThunderClan By the time they met back
athe ciff top, the forest was drenched in RiverClan
scent

| want four warriors to stay." Hailstar announced.
“f a ThunderClan patrol comes, challenge them.
there’s a fight, we'll hear from the camp and send
reinforcements.”

Timberfur stepped forward. Tl stay.”

“Me too." Crookedjaw ined up with him.

Hailstar nudged him away. ‘I want my most
experienced warriors to take the first watch" He
glanced at Shellheart. “ou stay with Timberfur,
Echomist, and Owfur.”

Crookedjiaw's itched with frustration as he

himself paw hold by paw hold uniil he fet the ground
brush his taik-tip. Then he let himself drop and landed
lighty beside Whitefar

white wartior's eyes shone. “That was as easy
as swallowing a minnow.”

Hailstar nodded. “Let's go and tell the Clan."

Their Clanmates were waiting in the stariit
dlearing. Beetlenose paced beside the reed bed
Lilystem stared expectanty from beneath the wilow.
Even the queens had slid from the nursery and were
lined up, their eyes filed with hope.

Did you do it?” Lakeshine called.

‘Sumingrocks belongs to RiverClan again!”
Hailstar announced.

Clan's cheers sent roosting birds flapping into
the stil right ar.

‘Wilowpaw hurried over to Crookedjaw. “Did you
have to fight?"

“Il was easy." he told her. “There wasnt a single
patrol.”

Beetlenose  snorted. “That's because all of
ThunderClan is asleep!”




“They hadnt been there for days’ Voleclaw

Crookedion ockod around at His jubilant
Clanmates. Was he the only cat who fel that this
victory hed been too easy

“I can't believe they haven't tred to fight for
Qakneat e el oo o opmostboucer of
‘Sunningrocks. “Is been two days. We'll be

teloome. Beotnose sielched wile Mo ied

“Bnghlskys doing fine," Crookedjaw told the
brown warrior. Had Hailstar hoped to distract Mudfur
from Brighisky's ilness by sending him for guard
ty2 Cloar 1 hadt workoa, Mudr ws o

as o disappeared over o odgo of o ock. fast s
a fish, and splashed into the river. Why hadn
StarClan healed Brightsky by now?

Fallowtail and Whitefang clambered orto_the
rocks a5 Bealnose, Gedarpell, and  Pelaldist
beganto cimb dowr

P ——
Fallowtail sighed. I just hope Brighisky's fever

eetienose yowled from the foot of the ciif face.
“Callif you need help.”

Crookedjaw tumed away. “We won't need help.”
Not one marker had been replaced by ThunderClan
scent in the two days since theyd set them.
ThunderClan seemed to have given in ithot a fight
Crookedjaw padded across the rock and lay down
onits hot, smooth surface.

Oakheart sat beside him, staring into the woods.
while Fallowtail and Whitefang snified along the rim
of the rock plateau. White clouds drifled across the
sun, sending shadows over the rocks. Crookedjaw
strelched, enjoying the sunshine and shade
sweepng s ell Gakheart began washing

cant believe it was so easy’ Whitefang
ot as e wartod bt

Crookedjaw rolled over. “They may still make us
fight for them.*

Below them, bushes rustied at the tree line.

Crookedjaw sat up, bristing. “Did you hear that?"

Falowtail tasted the air. “ThunderClan” she
whispered.

The patrol was on its paws in a moment, hackies
up, staring into the trees. Crookedjaw took a long
bresth, kg o aif wash i lorgue There were
defintely ThunderClan cats moving among
undergrowth, but ot enough to make an Suack
patrol.He detected one familar scert.

“Blicta” Oakhoar was aleady bouding down

the rocks.

“Careful” Fallowtail wamed,

Crookedjaw shook his head. “They won't attack,"
he reassured her. I's just a border patrol.

Oakheart was peering through the trees. His ears.
pricked as though he'd spotted prey. Then
Crookedjaw heard a vicious hiss and the yowl of a
ThunderClan warrior caling to her Clanmate.
“Bluefurl”

Oakheart tumed away, pelt smooth, ~eyes
qlittering.




Whitefang jumped down the rocks to meet him.
“Did you see anything?" he called.

“Just a young ThunderClan warrior being nosy”"
‘Oakheart cimbed back up the rocks and sat down o
lick his paws.

“Justa young warrior?” Crookedjaw remenmbered
Oakheart taking about Bluefur at the Gathering. “t
was Bluefur, wasn't it?"

Oakheartran his wet paw over his ear. "S0?"

“Was she upset about losing Sunningrocks?"

| guess so." Oakheart sniffed. I didn't ask. Why
would I wantto speak {0 a ThunderClan cat?”

“You seemed like you were really interested in
finding out all about her after the last Gathering.”

His brother stopped washing. “I's not me who

ns over she-cats!” Oakheart shot back. “You
folow Wilowpaw around fike a kit following its
mother.”

Crookedjaw flushed. 1 do nott”

Oakheart nodded. “Yeah, right” He sounded
unconvinced.

Crookedjaw narmowed his eyes and leaped on his
brother. “Tm just helping her with her training!”

Oakheart grabbed his shouders and rolled him
over."Thats ane vayof putg 1

ed, squawking, on the warm rock.

“Hew“ el grabbed Crookedjaw's <o and
pulld him off. ‘We're supposed o be guarding our
tertitory” she growled. “Not showing ThunderCian
how we piay fightt”

Crookedjaw sat up, his fur rffled. “Sorry.”

“Fallowtail’ Whitefang was_caling from  the
forest's_edge. “More ThunderClan warriors. ar
coming!” He dropped into a crouch as Fallowtail,
Oakheart, and Crookedjaw leaped  down
‘Sunningrocks to join him.

Crookedjaw squinted into the green shadows. He
could see pelts flashing between the trunks. Anger
flared in his chest. No ThunderClan cat was going to

a paw on his teritory. Now that RiverClan had
reclaimed it, he'd fight o the death to keep it. He
curled is lip and hissed into the forest
undergrowth swished and the pelts metted away.

Fox-hearts!

Crookedjaw felt power pulsing in his paws. He
was ready {0 beat any cat who threatened his Cian.
Mapleshade was right Being loyal o s Clan fet
better than anyihing else in the whole worid!



Chapter 22

K ur_taildown!” Crookedjaw _pressed
Wilowpaw's e to e ground ard mdged. et
forepaws forward. “Reach as far as you car

Gomph T broath pufled ot o Wikowpaw s
he adjusted her ibs, flatening them to the grol

“Now, leap!” Crookedjaw ordered.

“Leap?” Wilowpaw was splayed like a dead frog
She twisted her head around and stared at him. -1
canhardly move.”

Crookedjaw sat up. “Im only tying 1o help.” The.
sun was rising over the rees on the far side of the
fiver. Wilowpaw's assessment was due to start any
momer

She struggled to her paws. “Thanks.” she mewed,
shaking out her legs. “But m not sure if you'e cut
outto be a mentor”

“Donit say thatt” Crookedjaw’s pelt rippled with
dismay. He really wanled to help her pass the first
time. T just rying to make you see how important it
i to stay low f you're stalking birds ~

“Owifur won't make us stalk birds,” Wilowpaw
argued. ‘I trining to be a RiverClan warrior, ot
‘ThunderClan”

When e er feeass, irds aro ol we can
catch,” Crookedjaw reminded

"Bui Ive nover caugt 2 i Wikowpaws eyes
sparked with sudden panic. ~You donit think he’ll
actually test me on that? Owfur only covered basic
land-hunting techniques. He doesn’t ke catching
leat-bare prey when the river's ful of fish! He said it
was a waste.” She dropped back info a crouch.
“Let's try again!” She flattened her tail and pressed
her muzzl into the grass, then sat up wailing, | can't
doitt Im going to fail

e nott” Crookedjaw circled her, tying to
remember what Mapleshade had taught him. His
pads itched with frustration. Mapleshade had
concertrated on batle moves. He thought harder.
Hag h caughtbircswih Cecarel?

Oh, yes

ot Ho relzd in a fash what was wrong
with her crouch. “Your forepaws shouid be tucked
under your shoulders, not stretched out. That way
youll geta better jump.”

Willowpaw dropped again, drawing her paws.
beneath her, “That feels better” With a sharp push,
she shot forward and stretched up, skimming a
clump of marsh grass.

“Excellent” Crookedjaw purred

“Wilowpaw!” Graypaw's mew sounded from the.
other side of the reeds. “Owlfur's ready!”

Wilowpavs eyes seihod wide. “Oh, StarCiant
Worry clouded her gaze. I hope | pas;

Farry oo Graypaw Uged. “Peloots sirted
myassessment”

“Youll be greati’ Crookedpaw promised, but
Willowpaw was already dashing away. “Good luckl”
he called afer her.

she disappeared into the ratting staks, he
headed for the river, oo restless o go back to
camp. It was 10 eary to fish, but he could swim. I'd
ool him down. He sid into the water and let it carry
him downstream, rolling on o his back as he drifted
past the camp. Through the reeds he coud see
flashes of pelt and hear squeals as the kits charged
across the clearing. He felt a prick of sadness. He
remembered playing with Oakkit and Beetlekit
Volekit and Petakit. Things had changed so much
since then,

He pushed away the thought. He was a warrior




possibly want? He struck out and swar for the bank.
Clting ou rear e sieppingsiones, he coud
hear  Birdsong's mew  diifing
Strvingrocks. Haistr rad o i wos st o
the ekders to start visiting them again

15 50 500 0 el he varmth of e stone on my

rasped.
Targlownioker _ answersd, puring. “There's
nothing like it for reaching every acl

Crookedaw padded up tho shore and olowed 3
narrow trail into the spindly tre
Siring bt he could tade & change n fiSett
was scented with heather from the moors. Rain was
onthe way.
The grass swished ahead of him. Crookedjaw
froze. A pelt was moving between the trees, keeping

c.wksd;aw grouched and bld i broat as o
brown-and-white warriorpassed. st
assessing Willowpaw! Was she naarbw DamW
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himself up the tree, siraining o see over the grass.
There! Wilowpaw's pale tabby pelt was pushing
through a ciump of fems. The feathery green fronds
curled over and trailed along her spine. Her eyes
were fixed on the ground. She must be stalking
something,

A biackbird!

She padded dloser as the bird struggled (o pul a
worm from the ground.

Pouncel Crookedjaw wiled her on but Wilowpaw
was taking her ime. She dropped into a crouch,
fattering her tail, tucking her forepaws under her
shoulders, and pressing her belly against the ground.
Crookedjaw fell a icker of pride. | taught her that
He tensed as the blackbird plucked the worm free.

Nowl

Wilowpaw leaped as the blackbird ifted Into the
air. With a deft paw she hooked it and brough it
plummeting 10 the ground. She held it futtering
beneath her forepaws and looked around hopefuly.

Owifur's head appeared from behind a bush.
“Very good,” he meowed. “You canet it go.”

Eyes shining, Wilowpaw released the blackbird
and it fled, squawking, ino the branches above her

Well done! Crookedjaws heart soared.

“What in the name of StarClan are you doing?’ A
voice sounded from the bottom of the tree.

Guilt flooded his fur. Mapleshade! She'd caught
him watching Wilowpaw again. Crookedjaw whired
around, ready with an excuse, and saw Shellheart
staring up at him, puzzied.

“Why are you hiding in a ree?” Shellneart asked.

Crookedjaw sithered headirst down the trunk. °1
was jusi—er—iust watching—er—just seeing if the
assessments were ggoing okay. He
stammered to a hatt

Shellhearts ears twitched. ‘Realy?” He didn't
sound convinced.

Crookedjaw strugged. | wanted to see how
Willowpaw was o

Shellheart looked at him with amusement. |
d." He purred. “And howis Wilowpaw

Crookedjaw coukint il i pur. ‘Grat
“Good." Shellheart nosed him away from the tree.
“Why don't you come back to camp with me? We



don't want to distract her when she’s doing so well."
He steered Crookediaw on 10 a trail that led away
from the apprentices.

n the Clearing, Mudfur was pacing ouside the
nursery. Something’s wong!

Ottersplash trotted afer the brown warrior caling,
“m sure she'l be fine. Theyl albe fine.”

Crookedjaw _stopped and looked around.
Echomist crouched beneath the willow, her amsious
gaze fixed on the nursery. Rainflower growled sof
o herself as she padded along the edge of the
reeds.

Crookedjaw blocked her path. “What's wrong?”

Rainflower closed her eyes. ‘Brightsky's kitting ™

“Why cant we go to the nursery?’ Sunkit
complained.

“We just can't” mewed Shimmerpel, who was.
helping Lakeshine shoo the kits up the siope toward
the eiders’ den.

But why not?”

‘Come on, dears!" Birdsong called from the top.
‘Come and explore our nesis. Have you been inside:
the eiders’ den before, Reedkit?

I donit want 1o go in there.” Reedki stopped at the.
entrance. “I's sinky.”

Stimmerpelt nudged him forward with her nose.
“Dont be rude.”

Loudkit scowled. “Its 100 hot to be inside!” he
complained. “Canit we practice swimming in the
reed bed?”

Lakeshine shook her head. *Later, ltle one. We
just need to be quiet for a while.”

A shriek sounded from the nursery.

Sunkit bistied. “What was that?”

Shimmerpelt nudged her  inside. “Brightsky’s

kiting.
Crookedjaw stared at Rainflower. "When did she
start?”

“Just after dawn” Rainflower's gaze was dark.
\Brambiebeny’ voried. Bighky's sl weak fom

Bt she's a tough wartio” Crookedjaw poired

out

“Sometimes that's not enough,’ Rainflower
warned over her shouider s she padded away.

Crookedjaw joined Oftersplash and Mudfur. ‘Does
Brambleberry need anything? Water? Honey?"

Ottersplash halted. "She's tied all that, and
raspbery leaf, 100" She lowered her woice as
Mudfur carried on walking. “Nothing's working.”

Another long, desperate moan sounded in the.
nurser

“She’s exhausted,” Ottersplash murmured.

Birdsong dashed down the siope. “Troutclaw's
keeping the kits busy playing hunt the tick.” Her eyes
tumed to the nursery. “How is she?”

Otiersplash just shook her head.

“Im going inside.’ Birdsong heaved her wide
white belly through the nursery entrance and
disappeared.

Oakheart padded, yawning, from his nest. s it
over yet?” He caught Oftersplash's gaze and
stopped.

Birdsong slid out again. Her amber eyes were
round and misted with grief. “Three kits." Her mew
was husky. “Alldead.”

r was at her side in an instant. “And
Brighisky?"

Birdsong stared at him blarkly. You'd betier go
in”

Mudfur lowered his head and tumed toward the
nursery. He stepped siowly inside, as if he had
suddenly grown very old. A moment later a low moan
drifted through the reed wall

Crookedjaw stared at Birdsong. °s she dead?”



Birdsong nodded. Crookedjaw stared at the
ground, not knowing what o say o do. Then a thin

Brambleberry poked her head out. “There was a
fourth” she mewed quickl. “She's weak, but she's
breathing.” She ducked back inside.

Hailstar pushed fis way out of his den and stood
beside Echomis. Ho dipped s head. “Trark

"Got Shimmemet Evﬂsnm told Crookedjaw.
“The kit will need warmth and mik.

Crookedjaw dashed up the slope and called info
the olders don. Shimmorpot” Sho darted o at
" Crookedjiaw escorted her
kit sunived. Il need your

smmmerpeus«opped “Survived?”

!
How's Brightsky?" Shimmerpelts gaze pierced

him
Crookedjaw's paws froze. He stared at her.
s she dead?"

Tm somy!”he burstout. "l should have wamed you
o]

Shimmerpelt padded past him, sencing him with
: mck of her tail. “I's okay” she mumured. “I's

Cmoked;aw watched her pad 10 the nursery and
disappear inside. A moment later Mudfur squeezed
ou He staggered bindly across the clearing
Timberfur hurried to his side and propped him up as
he guided his denmate 10 a shady space under the
willow. The griefsticken wartior collapsed, muzze
on paws, staring into the distance. Timberfur
crouched beside him as though siting vigil, and
Rippleciaw crossed the clearing o join them.
Crookedjaw's heart twisted in his chest
kits were streaming out of the elders’ den,
squealing as they chased one another down the
slope. The reeds swished as Graypaw and
Wilowpaw charged ino camp.

e passed!” Wiloupaw's eyes shone. “We
passed our assessment!

Grayoaw paced around her sister, tail high
“Wilowpaw caught a blackbird!”

“And Graypaw caught the biggest trout Owlur’s
ever seen!” Wilowpaw cherged across the clearing
to Crookedjaw. “Thank you, thark youl” She licked
his cheek. "l did everything you told me. You should
have seen me!” She paused and tied her head to
one side. “What's wrong?” She stepped away from
Crookedjaw. “What's happened?”

Rainflower looked up from the bottom of the slope.
“Brightsky died," she meowed. *And three of her
newbom kits.* Crookedjaw was surprised by the
griefin his mother's gaze.

He pressed his muzze against Wilowpaw's

cheek. “Tm proud of you,”he whispered.

“Letall cats old enough to swim gather to hear my
words,” Hailstar called from outside his den.
Brambleberry stood beside the RiverClan leader,
back staight, fur smooth. Wilowpaw's eyes
giistened.

“You'l be getting your warrior rame,
murmured

Wilowpaw sighed. * never imagined it wouid be
like this." She padded into the clearing as the Clan
gathered. Mudfur seemed unaware of what was
happening and stayed beneath the wilow. Timberfur
‘and Rippleciaw didn't move from his side.

its hung back beside the reed bed, quiet
now. Even they realized something temible had
happened.

"Brightsky is dead,” Hailstar announced. “And
three of her kits.” He waited for murmurs of arief to

rookedjaw



pass through the Clan before he went on. “But one
kithas sunived.” He glanced at Mudr. “She has not
been named yet, but she will always be treasured by
the Clan—a reminder of a waror worthy of
StarClan. We will make sure Brightsky's kit grows up
to honor and love her mother's memory.” He lited his
muzze, his eyes fiing on Falowtail. “RiverClan
never forgets the sacrifice of its queens. Fallowtail
once sacrificed her kits 5o that the Clan could ive in
peace. We are lucky to have them back and |
consider it a blessing from StarClan that they have
grown into such fine warriors.” He dipped s head.
“Willowpaw, Graypaw, come forward.

As the apprentices padded into the clearing,
Hailstar went on. “Willowpaw, you have the swiftness
of a WindClan cat but the heart of a RiverClan

covered the sun and were quickly darkening as
Hailstar went on. “Graypaw, you have your mother's

As Crookedaw lited his muzze to join in, a
raindrop splashed on his nose. i a few momens,
the storm broke and rain pounded the camp as
though StarCian itseff was mouring for Brightsky
and her lost kits.



Chapter 23
Crookedjaw padded, yawning, from his nest. Dawn
i iver

the other dens as he nosed his way inlo the clearing
He'd noticed the Clan had been sleeping more since
the death of Brightsky and her kits. They crawied
later from their dens, their ol enthusiasm for the
day's duties drooping like sedge beneath a heavy
t
A squeak made him pause.
“You'e treading on my taill
sedge was rusting on the far side of camp.

Crookedjaw strained to see through the halfight A
tiny tail was disappearing among the green fronds.
He padded noiselessly across the clearing, pricking
his ears.

Whihay are e gong?”

I dont knoy

He reoogmzed the squabbling mews of Frogkit
and Skykit

“Why didn'twe just go out the entrance?”

“We might have been caught”

Crookedjaw plunged his head into the sedge and
grabbed Frogkit by his scruff. Dragging him out, he
dropped him on the ground and reached in for

Skykit

“Hey!" She stuggled as he pulled her out of the
stalks.

R are you going?” he asked stemy,
doposting Skyit bosid het denmete.

The two kits exchanged glances. Crookedjaw
quessed they were working out whether 1o tel the
st or not. Fur brushed the sedge wall behind him,

Brambleberry.

ing. 'l was just heading out o fetch
herbs.” she mewed sieepily.

“fm glad you'e here.” Crookedjaw greeted her. |
caughtthese two tying to sneak out of camp.”

Brambleberry's whiskers twitched. “What? Kits!
Trying to sneak out? That's never happened before!"
She stared in mock surprise at Crookedjaw.

Crookedjaw swallowed back a pur. He was trying
1o stay stem for the kits' sake. Besides, he knew
beter than any cat the dangers waiting beyond the
camp wall for adverturous kits. “Where were you
going?” he asked them again.

Frogkit glanced at Brambleberry, then at hs pawis.
nted 1o see where Brightsky's kits were
buried.” he mumbled.

Brambleberry frowned. “Why in the name of
‘StarClan would you want o o that?”

Skykit shuffed her paws. “We wanted 1o see if it
was true they were dea

Crookedjaw leaned closer. "Why wouldn't it be

‘StarClan doesn't really let kits die, does 2" The
Kits pale brown fur rippled.

Frogkit twitched his striped tail. “Ottersplash
wouldritlet us see the vig

Crookedjaw tucked his tail ight over his paws as.
he remembered the long, heartbreaking night, less
than half a moon ago, when Mudfur had chased his
Clanmates away from Brighisky’s body and cradied
his three dead kits against his mate’s stif flank.

‘StarClan does take kits." Brambleberry told them.
‘And keeps them safe.” She crouched beside the
wide-eyed kits. “Theyll be aliowed (o hunt
StarClan has the clearest rivers and fastest fish. And
they I be with Brightsky."




Frogkit stuck out his tail. *Birdsong says StarClan

took them as an omer

“Rainfower and Ecmm\sl 2y tat more ba
things are going to ” Skykitac

Frogkit went on. oot e Sarcin is
angry with us.

K uclaw says that's why you couldrit save
the kits or Brightsk

Brambleberry finched. “ wasn't an omen." Her
' steady. “Sometimes bad things happen. |
Bri

did everything | could, isky was 100 sick and
itmade her ks sick,
Crookedjaw drew closer to the medicine cat. “f

StrClan was angry i us. why did ey leave us
pardkit?” he reminded the kits. M
named his daughter after the ot D\an‘ mmm it
voud givo e iy kit al e strongih uid need
to sunive without her mot
o guess oy wantus 1 look afer her” Skyki

T —
they leave her with us f they thought we were bad o
tra bad ngs wero going 0 happor?

Frogkit flexed his claws. “Can we go and see
where they/re buried anyway?”

o Clookediaw posed e toward the ursery.
Shmmerpol s Lakeshne W be wonderng

Skt o “Shimmerpelts aways (0o busy
feeding Leopardkit

Brambleberry smoothed the kits ruffled fur with
her taikip. “Why don't you take your mother some
wet moss?” she suggested. ‘Feeding Leopardkit will
make her tirsty. She'llbe so proud of you for being
helpful o Brightsky's kit

Skykit's eyes brightened. “Okayl” She dashed
away toward the reed bed.

“Donit fall in" Crookedjaw wamed as Frogkit
hurted afler her. He tumed back o Brambiebery,
hesitating. Are you sure it wasn't an omen?”

“Im sure.”

Cronkedjew ramoued 1 oy, “How can you e
what's an omen and what it

“An omen feels different” ammmenenymu tim

“Can omens change things or do they just tell you
what's going to happen?” He knew Brambleberry
would understand that he wasn' just taking about
the kits gossip

Brambleberry met his gaze. “Sometimes they tell
youuhats aeady bappenig.

o that you can change it?”
tyou're prepared for it

Frustiation ciawed at Crookedjaw's bely. She
wasn't giving anything away. “Why don't you just tell
ied you?"

“What' u to me?" Crookedjaw couldn't keep the
sowom s vice

choose is in your paws,
Bramblebe"‘/ meowed. “Only you can know your
own heart, and that will decide whether you choose
the righ path or the wrong path.”
My heart is as true and loyal as any RiverClan
"

How?”
Crookediaw searched desperately for ideas. |
don't know! Let me help you gather herbs!” Perhaps
if he spent time with her, he'd be able to persuade
“Ive already asked Beetienose to help me."
Croakodaw swishod Wi . Ok he srapped.
“But don't blame me if | choose the wrona path.



You're the medicine cat! You're supposed to help
your Clanmates, not make them suffer because you
won't tell them everything.” Ears hot with fury, he
staked away.

The first light of dawn was showing behind the
willow tree. Beetienose padded from his den and
greeted Brambleberry with a yawn. “Tm ready” he
mutiered. He brightened as Hailstar ducked out of
his den. “Can't you get Willowbreeze 1o help you?"
he begged Brambleberry. “This is an apprenice’s
o she's the closest o an spprencs ve've

got

Brambleberry scowed back. “Siop fussing and

hurry up.”
eetienose sighed and, casting a final, ruefullook
at Hailstr, folowed her o of camp.

“Let all cats old enough to swim gather to hear my
words.” The RiverClan leader padded 1o the center
ofthe clearing

Crookedjaw frowned. What was the leader
planning now? Whatever it was, he hoped it woud
cheer up the Clan. The Kits weren't the oniy ones
who believed StarClan was punishing them.

Dens rustied and paws scuffed the ground as his
Clanmates cimbed from their nests and padded to
hear what Hailstar wanted

Rippleciaws fur was ruffled and unwashed.
Pikelooth sat askew, his whiskers crumpled. Even
Shellheart's shouiders drooy

Oakheart squeezed next to Crookedjaw, his gaze
bleary with sleep. “What's going on?” He sighed. "X's
hardly dawn.”

Hailstar tumed slowly, eyeing his Clan. “We took
Sunningrocks back and ThunderClan didn't even
retaliate. Today we will take more of their teritory:

More? Crookedjaw looked past Hailstar to his
father, who was siting befind the RiverClan leader.
He tied to read Shelheart's gaze, but it was clear
and nbiinking.

Codarpot i slepped forvard. Do v need moreof
their territory?” he.

We mecd o ver” Halliar coutored, Wo
shoud control both banks beyond Sunningrocks.
hic il e foret iat s along th far side
of the river.”

Omfur ioped tis head. “ou wart o capture
fore:

i A—

Troutcaw shook fis graying head. “What woud
RiverClan do with trees’

Rippleclaw revrad the ader vith 3 grow. “It
means we'l be able to fish the river above
‘Sunningrocks without fear of attack.”

Willowbreeze was looking puzzled. “ThunderClan
would never attack us in the water.” she pointed out
“Theyre terrified of it

Ottersplash padded forward, her kits trotting after
her. “But what if they leamed to swim?" She shooed
them away with her tail. “I'd give them prey all year
round. As long as they control that siretch of river,
there's a chance they may leam o use it like we do."

Troutclaw snorted. “ThunderClan is more likely to
learn how to fiy”

Birdsong nodded. “RiverClan has never owned
that piece of territoryl™

“Patroling it woud be hard work Fallowtail

added
Timserr lshod s tll ' youscare of hard

Fa\lwnau fitened or cars, Ofcauss no”
ThunderClan we're  strong,
Wm(elsng pmm
“They wouldn't try taking Sunningrocks agair
Piketooth growled. “Theyd be tao busy trying to hold
o what's leftof their forest”




on leadr, pett
o we atlack?

Crookedjaw stared at Halktar n asonishment
Whitefang's ~ gaze _shone
Ropoemuis, oo Trmbartr caved at . gmum
impatiently. But Cedarpelt watched _through
rowed eyes. Fallowtail was frowning and Owifur
tumed his head away, sighing.
tisfled with  Sunningrocks?
How

roliced Oterspash wisperng o har ks "Bu e
bt isky and we dontnood

1o be in the alvack e Otersplashs
mswraﬂs across the

Shimmerpet gasped. Wihataboutyour kis?”

“Will you look after then il | returm?" Otiersplash
digpod e head to bordenmate

course,” Shimmerpelt stuttered. *But what if

Onersplash cut her off. “Timberfur takes that isk,”
she answered sharply. “‘Why shouldn't 2*

Hailstar padded across the clearing. *Td be proud
to have you fight beside me.” His eyes glowed as he
sunveyed the rest of his Clan. “Timberfur, Rippleclaw,
Shellhear, Piketooth, and Whitefang." He nodded to
eachwarrior. "You'l join us.”

For once, Crookedjaw was relieved he hadnt
been chosen. ‘An impressive patrol” he
commented.

Oakheart snffed. “They believe in this battie.”

*Al least someone does.’ Crookedjaw growied
under his breath. He felt a flash of guit. “Can I lead a
border patrol on this side of the river?” he called to
Hailstar. "We haven't checked the bridge or fence in

e

s,

Haistar was already leading his Clanmates
toward the reeds. He glanced back. "Okay,’ he
answered. “Take anyone you ike.

Loudkit was chasing after Ottersplash. “When are
You corming back?” he whimpered.

She stopped and leaned down. | tod you,” she.
murmured softy. il be back before sunhigh-

“Promise?”

Oterspiash pressed hr muzde o Lowditshead
“StarClan wiling,” she bre

Coudit sircd aer ner 28 Otersplash folowed
the patrol out of camp. “Will StarClan want her like:
they wanted Brightsky?" he whispered.

Crookedjaw opened his mouth to reasstre him,
but Stimmerpet had already darted forward and
was sweeping him away with a softswish of her tal

Crookedjaw skirted the Twoleg bridge and
headed away from the fiver, into a line of wilow
trees. He glanced over his shouder. Voleclaw,
Oakheart, Petaldust, Willowbreeze, and Graypool
were folowing him thvough the stragaly grass,
ducking behind the sim gray trunks at the edge of
the meadow.

"I don't see why we coudrt hunt Voleciaw
grumbled

“We're patroling, not hunting,” Crookedjaw told
him.

“Just because you suggested the patrol doesn't
‘make you Clan leader.” Voleclaw sriffed.




Petaldust nudged her brother. ‘k does make him
patrol leader, though.” she pointed ou.

*Ssshi” Crookedjaw paused and glanced through
the willow trees. The sun was lifing into the sky, and
all around the meadow Twolegs were beginning to
st from their peft-dens. The field was dotted with the
brightly colored mounds. They rustled and flapped in
the breeze.

“Get down!” Crookedjaw wamed as a Twoleg
crawled out of his den and padded, coughing, up the
field. A Twoleg it tottered out after him, carrying a
bright yellow ball. I tossed the ball and stood
watching as it rolled across the grass and bumped
into another den.

“We're_befler get past here before theyre all
awake,” Oakheart whispered.

Crookedjaw glanced at the knotted gray fence that
bounded the field beyond the trees. Theyd have to
creep up through the wilows and ai
the field to reach the dog fence. *
began 1o pad forward, tail down. Sunlight streamed
through the shivering leaves and dappled the grass.
Crookedjaw trod lighty, keeping one eye on the pelt-

ders.

Suddenly a shadow flashed between them.
Crookedjaw paused. The shadow flashed again and

th a joit he recognized the shape. A cat. With
shoulders and tail that were familiar.

Mapleshade? He hadn't trained with her for a

Oakheart halted beside him and tasted the air.
“What's up?"

“Can you see that cat?" Crookedjaw nodded to
the gap between peltdens where Mapleshade’s
outine was showing clear as day.

What cat?” Oakheart frowned at him. “Do you
think the Twolegs have started taking their kitypets
outwith them?”

“I's not a kittypet,” Crookedjaw whispered. *K's a

warrior
Oakheart twitched. “Where?"
“There."

Mapleshade retumed his gaze, then fitted behind
a peliden as the Twoleg kit toddled past.

| can't see anylhi

“What's holding us up?" Voleclaw hissed from
behind.

Wieutroezo croptpast mm and stopped beside
Crookedjaw. *ls anything

Crookedjan shook s e o 1m seeing things."
he joked. As he began to move off, Mapleshade
appeared again, padding around the edge of the
pelt-den. What is she doing? He kept walking. His
patrol was depending on him 1o get them away fror

“Defintely” Oakheart ficked his tail over
Crookedjaw's spine. I think you shoud get

ThunderClan and we're staking a dog and an
invisible catl”

“Wail”"  Crookedjaw  interrupted, his heart
tighteni

Mapleshade was nudging the yellow bal toward

Go auay! Pani flared in i The Tuolegs wil
see us!

Oakheart bristied beside him. “s the wind making
thet ball move?" His gaze was fixed on the siowly
roling ball

"No’  Crookediaw stared  pleadingly  at



Mapleshade as she tapped the ball closer. She held
his gaze but did nothing to stop the ball from trickiing
within a reed-ength of the wariors,

“Twoleg!” Wilowbreeze's hiss_snapped his
attention from Mapleshade. The Twoleg kit was
running after the ball, mewling

ol siffened,  grow umbirg i her troat
s heading stagntio

ik downl Crookedjaw ordered. And say il

ot see us trough e long gass s st a kit
palrolcrouched, far sparig o

Crookedjaw peered through the green stems.

Mapleshade's eyes glitiered as e v th o

closer. With a final push she sert it spinning toward

the edge of the meadow. The Twoleg kit stumbled

after it, paws outstretched. With a thump, the kit fell

over and started to il

o Ahuge Tucley darted fom  peeden s rscad

the kit, yowiing. | scooped it up and held it

|t5  gaze g toward the bal and e o wilow

" StarCian. help ust” Wikowtroeze's hiss barcly
‘made it trough her gritted teeth
Twoleg let ot a yelp of surprise.

beneath an arching strand of bramble and Oakheart
ducked behind a rock. Crookedjaw scanned the
rees. Where was Wilowbreeze?

The Twoleg was wading through the long grass

. ducking under a low branch. Willowbreeze!
Crookedjaws heart luched as he spotted her
backed against the gray knotted fence where it
extended into the trees. The Twoleg was leaning
down toward her. With a grun, it reached out with
one pink hairless paw and grabbed her scruf

Crookedjaw swalowed back a cry of rage and
fear and watched heplessly as the Twoleg carried
Wilowbreeze back toward its peltden. ks kit
followed, yelping happily.

rt was beside Crookedjaw in an instant.
“What happens now?"

Crookedjaw stared at Wilowbreeze, her paws
chuming the air as she dangled in the Twoleg’s grip.
We've got (o rescue herl”

" Voleclaw stared at him, eyes blazing.
"Why did you bring us here, you ish-brain?”

Petadstieaped o berticing place and circied
her Clanmates. “What are we going to

“We've got to get out of here iy mey find the
restof us," Voleclaw hissed

Crookedjaw noticed Graypool staring after her
sister in horror. “We'll rescue her, | promise.

“Not now, though Oakheart nodded to the
Twolegs, who were crowding to see their catch.
‘Some of them tumed and pointed to the wilow rees.

Crookedjaw straightened up. "Let's get back to
camp and organize a rescue patrol. We'l take the
quickest route. Just make sure no one siows down
enough to get caught as well” He raced out of the
trees and pelted across the meadow. The Twolegs
stared in surprise as the patrol streamed past the.

“Wilowbreeza!" Crookedjaw yowled (o her as he
passed. “Don'tfight them! Stay caim! 1l come back
to_rescue you'" He pounded into the marshes,
twisting his ears to make sure he coud hear his
patrol at his heels, Weaving among the tussocks of
spiky grass, he hutled toward camp. He
through the entrance 5o fast that reeds whipped his
back. “They've got Wilowbreeze!"

words froze on his tonque. The clearing was




lttered with injured cats. Ottersplash lay panting, her
ear tom, her pelt cumped with blood. Her kits
pressed against her, wailng with fear as
Brambleberry draped cobwebs over her wounds.
Whitefang crouched beside her, his muzzie
bleeding, whie Piketooth imped back and forth,
growing under his breath. Hailstar sat huddied in
comversation  with ~Shelheart, Timberur, and
Rippleciaw

Crookedjaw stared in dismay.

They fost the batte!

But what about Wilowbreeze? He had (o get her

back
StarClan help me!



Chapter 24

Petaldust and Graypool skidded (0 a hat behind
Crookedjaw.

“They lost” Petaldust gasped.

Volecaw 'siopped  beside e, What
happene

We'l wnm/ about that later!” Crookedjaw raced
toward Hailstar. “Twolegs took Wilowbreeze!”

Shellheartlooked up, his eyes dark. Hailstar's pelt
bushed up.

Timbert flvad s boodssind cvs, Whars?”

“When?” Rippleciaw leaned forw

n the pelt-den field Just now.”

Did they hurt her?” Hailstar demanded.
Crookedjaw shook his head. “They justcarred her
totheirden”

“They didn't ham her at all?" Hailstar pressed.
Did they seem angry?”

Crookedjaw frowned. What difference did that
make? Theyd taken her. She'd be terrified and
alore.

Hailstar sighed. “This has been a bad day” He
called to Brambleberry. ‘How's Ottersplash?”

Brambleberry peeled another cobweb from the
wad beside her. ‘No deep wounds," she reported.
‘Shefllbe okay."

Timberfur strugged. “The brambles did more
damage than ThunderClan.

Rippleciaw's peft was smeared with blood. “They
knew what they were doing when they drove us
deeperinto the forest”

Crookedjaw leaned forward. “What about

Hailstar shifted his paws. “From what you say, it
seems like the Twolegs don't want to hurt her. She'll
be okay unil tomorrow. We'll send a rescue party
then.”

“Tomorrow might be too late! What f they leave in
the nightand take her with them?” Donl you care?
Shellart ran his tail down Crookedjaw's spine.
“We've taken quite a beaing today,”he explained.
Crookedjaw ducked awa
Fallowail pounded foward them. “Graypool says.
Wilowbreeze has been taken!” Her blue eyes darted
franticaly from one warrior to another. “We have o
¢
“We'll rescue her tomorrow” Hailstar meowed
ety Oncow've rocoered o ourwourds
ing her there?” Falowtail stared at
i et sl Wi
Hailstar shook his head. “That has nothing to do

thit”
*Really?” Fallowtai cured her . “You gave her up.

easily last tme. Are you giving her up again?”

You gave her up last ime.” Hailstar corrected.

“And you et me!”

“Irescued her from WindClan Hailstar reminded

her

"

“You just wanted to win your Clan's respect!”
Fallowtail hissed.

Hailstar's eyes giitered. "l warted your kits o be
with their true Clan.”

Timberur stood and nudged Fallowtail away.
“Hailstar will rescue her.” He steered her toward the
cleari

Crookedjaw followed. “She'llbe okay.” He nodded
to Timberfur. " ook after her.”

‘As Timberfur retumed to Hailstar and Shellheart,
Crookedjaw felt Fallowai tremble beside him. “You
have 1o save herl” Her biue eyes were clouded with
fear. "l can'tlose her again!




Graypool joined them. “We can't leave her there,”
she agreed. She leaned against her mother. ‘Who
Knows what he Twolegs will 4o wih her

Crookedjaw rodded. “fll rescue her’ he
promised.
raypool prompted.

Al dar” Crookediaw was feady laning is
mission. He'd never get past the Twolegs whie it
was light, but they slept at mgm He'd be able to find
Witz inhe dark by olovig her scert

“Can| come?” Graypool asked.

Fatoutailbristed. Nl
Crookediaw gazed sympathetically at the gray
warior. You stay with Fallowail” e ordered. ‘| can
do this alone.
Why had Maploshade pulled such a stupid ick?
Did she hate Willowbreeze that much? Where was
her loyalty (o the Clan?

‘The day dragged on. As the sun slowly eased
toward the horizon, Crookedjaw's heart seemed to
beat his chest hollow. Fallowtail paced along the
edge of the reeds, mutering to hersef;, while
Graypool trotted after her. Brambleberry moved from
injured warrior o injured warrior, reating wounds,
while the ki raced around the clearing acting out
the battle.

“I's your tum to be ThunderClant” Sunkit poked
Frogkitwith her paw.

“I dorit want o be stinky ThunderClan!" Frogkit
growled.

Owlfur and Cedarpelt had restocked the freshkil
pile, but Crookedjaw wasn't hungry. As the river siid

ast, the air pressed hot against his pel.
Crookedjaw longed for a breeze. He glanced at the
horizon, hoping for clouds to signal a change in the
weather. But the sky was dlear, blossoming stars as
it darkened around a pale half-moon.

Brambleberry got (o her paws. It was ime for her
meeting at the Moonstone with the medicine cats
from the other Clans. Crookedjaw watched her head
out of the camp, wondering how Goosefeather would
welcome her after today's batte.

Htwas time he left oo,

"Arent you eating?’ Shelheart called as
Crookedjaw padded past e fesiil pie

rookedjaw headed for the entrance. ‘I
vania smmm he mumbled. s hot” He ducked
mmugn the entrance and hurried along the grassy

P ow vhers youire going " Brambleberry's mew
surprised him. She bounded down the bank
blocked his path

o

The medicine cat's eyes were wild, as though
something had started her.

7Are you okay?” Crookedjaw shited his pavs
What was wrong wi

Sramobary G108 s question.
o get Wilowbreeze.” She circled i, 'aM\ckvv;

“Someone has to.

“Yes, yes." she agreed distractedly. “And that
someone must be you. You must do itk is part of
your destiny."

Crookedjaw pricked His ears. My destiny! That
must be why Mapleshade had been in the fiek.
“What do you know about my destiny?”

*I know what | need to know. This i it This is part
of it” Brambleberry paused and stared at him.
“You're going to rescue Wilowbreeze? s that the
path youre choosing

s that the path I should choose?” Crookedjaw's
bely twisted at the alternative: to let Willowbreeze
stay with the Twolegs.

"You know your own heart” Brambleberry started
pacing around him again. I ust hope StarClan is




" Rigntabout whatr”
Before he had finished speaking, Brambleberry
darted back up the bank and disappeared into
shadow. Crookedjaw swallowed. Am | doing the
right thing? He pushed away the thought. Of course |
am! | cant abandon Wilowbroeze. She's my
Clanmate
the  bank, following
Bramblebe"‘/s trail around the camp and into
rshes.

?

the right horon swoopod low across o water

way.

ckeclion woerad away from th hver ard
(olowed s pastthe first msadaw skirting the
‘Twoleg field ight up to the bridge. He paused there,

forward. He ducked beneath the longest grass and
creptelong e arore,
fow skirted the water. Crookedjaw flexed
it cov ot et down, ready o attack.
“Crookedjaw?"

He straightened up. “What are you doing here?"

She dashed forward to greet him. “I's spooky out
here at night!” Her eyes were gitering.

I thought | told you to stay behind and look after
Fallowtail.”

“Echomist's with her.” Graypool mewed.

Crookedjaw's paws pricked with iritaion. “I's
bad enough that | lost Willowbreezel he growled. ‘I
donftwant to lose you, too!"

“You won'l" Graypool's claws scraped the
pebbles. “Tm here to help get her back!”

“Go home!”

NP

Crookedjaw hissed with frustration. “Fine. Follow
me.

Graypool jumped up the bark o the willow trees.
“What did | just say?” Crookedjaw yanked her
back down by her tail.“Follow me! And stay close.”
He padded quiety back o the bridge, leaped up
onto the shadowy timbers, and tasted the air. The
peltdens were noisy with Twolegs mumbiing and

yowiing.

Graypool snorted. “Don't they ever go to sieep?”

Crookedjaw beckoned her on with a fick of his
muzzle. “Atleast they'e inside," he whispered. "Let's
see if we can figure out which one Willowbreeze is
in’

Heart pounding, Crookedjaw padded across the

on the grass. They halted beside the nearest pe-
den and began sniffing the edge. Ducking down,
Crookedjaw caught a gimpse inside.  was chaotic,
with brightly colored piles heaped everywhere and
Twolegs squatting in the small space between
Countless scents bathed his nose, stong and
starting.

“Here!” Graypool hissed from the next pelt-den.

“I thought | told you to stay close!” He darted over



to her and sniffed the edge of the den. Hope flared in
his bell. Willowbreeze! Her scent was thickly laced
withfear, but t was fresh.

Suddenly a Twoleg moved in the den, its shadow

ufing them as it swept over the grass.
Crookedjaw _froze, feeling Graypool trembiing
against him. Then the shadow swooped away as the
Twoleg setled down.

“We've got to go in there.” Graypool whispered
shaky
“Yes." Crookedjaw poked his head under the
stretched pelt and peered inside. & was more
chaotic than the last den, the colorful piles bigger
and brighter. Good. Theyd be able to hide easily.
He squeezed under the pelt and crouched befind a
heap of Twoleg cluter. Graypool sld in after him.
Her breath was fast, her hackles high.

“Iwonit et them catch you” Crookedjaw prormised.
He nosed his way around the edge of the den,
squeezing through the narmow channel between the
cluter and the den wal. The Twolegs were chattering

uched around something in the
middle of the den. Crookedjaw stretched up and
peered over the nearest pile, his ears flat, eyes

vide

“The Twolegs were dangling a thread into a square
brown nest. Familiar pale tabby paws flapped
frantically at the thread, rying to catch it as the
Twolegs twitched it and pulled it ot of each.

I can see herl” Crookedjaw dropped down and
whispered in Graypool's ear. “Theyve got her in
s0me sortof trap and they're teasing her.”

Graypool lexed her claws. °l she okay?"

“Ithink she's playing along,” Crookedjaw guessed

Graypool opened her mouth. | don't smellblood.”

“They havenit harmed her, then.” Crookedjaw felta
rush of relief. “Now we have to wait"

“Here?"

Crookediaw nodded. Now that he had
Willowbreeze in sight, he didn't want o lose her
again. He fatiened his bely against the floor.
Graypool settled beside him

“Klibe okay,"he promised her.

She swallowed and nodded.

Crookedjaw began to grow siiff as the Twolegs
played with Wilowbreeze. He glanced over the pile
again and again, itching with frustration, unti
sudderly the Twolegs started moving clumsil
‘around the den, rummaging in the muddled pelts that
were scattered on the floor.

Crookediaw tensed. "Look oul” Twoleg paws
plunged into the heap they were sheltering befind.

disappeared from the peflden. Murmuring and
rusting, the Twolegs gradually settied down.

iCan wo g0 back in?” Grapocls rourd eyes
reflected the mor

Tots wait & bt longer,” Crookedjaw whisperod
“Uniil they re asleep.”

On the other side of the willow trees, the river
glided past, roling pebbles along the shore, and an
ol screeched far away. One by one, the pelt-dens
grew dark and silent

“Now” Crookedjaw slid under the strelched pelt
once more. Ears pricked, he listened for movement.
The Twolegs were stil, lying under pelts at the far
side of the den. He sensed rather than saw Graypaol
beside him as he crept over a heap of pells and
padde acoss tha dsn. He cou kst make ou e

rown trap the Twolegs’ hind paws.
swnshed eido . Claws scrabiled auiety aganst e



e e e

toward [ sing “We're hre, Wilowtreeze. We'

come to getyou

Aow par of ol sodog ide the box. I can't
the fo

i reachod up and saw te top of the
v o, ap over o, Ho w903 at e, bt
itwoudn'tshift

“Let me help.” Graypool stretched up beside him
and hooked her ciaws under a flap. Together they
g, but the strange hard substance wouldn't

“Fush" Crookediaw issed to Wilowbroeze
ack

‘Tugether' Cmokeﬂ‘aw gave a fierce he:
1 rocked widy and umed over on 0 is
sido, Graypoetsauawked 26 Lol on op o b Tha
‘Twolegs sat up, yelping, as Graypool struggled to
escape. Crookedjaw whipped his head around. The
Tuolegs wore faling n tho dark Thoy hadrit

ts yet, but it wouldnt be long
Pamc ‘surging ineide fim, Grockediaw ack

g

Wikbwiraezs's pav wers st e
Pull” he yowled to Graypool. He didrt care if the
Tiwolegs heard. They were thasting around in their
pelts, slapping the darkness with lumbering paws.
brushed Crookedjaw's tai, he yanked
desperately at the tap. K gave way and
Wilowbreeze shot out ke a rabbit from a foxhole.

A ot eshed v e, Crookeciw cau e
ful glare and staggered, blinded. The Twol
screecher

“This way!" Graypool pushed him forvard.

Grookedjaw hurlied headiong into a heap of pels,
his paws tangling with StarClan knew what. Terror
claved at him as he struggled free. Blured shapes
moved around him as he adjusted o the Tght
Wilowbreeze was disappearing over the wall of
pelts with Graypool on her tail. Crookedjaw shot after
them, Twolegs shrieking behind him. He dived under
e stretched pelt and out nto th fied.

Wilowbreeze was standing in the grass staring at
him. "That was closel”

Graypool grabbed her scff and dragged her
forward. Run, you fish-brainl”

Trey pelted away trough the dewy grass.
Crookedjaw glanced over his shouder. Twolegs
were bursting oLt of the dens all over the meadow,
flashing lights and howing. Crookedjaw stretched
his claws and dug them deeper with every stide,
racing after his Clanmates with the blood roaring in
his ears.



Chapter 25

Postl”
Atiss stopped Crookedjaw in his tracks.
ed bed was in view, pale under the moon,
the Twoleg peltdens far behind, Wilowbreeze
scrambled to a halt and tumed. “What's wrong’
Crookedjaw whipped his head around, tasting the.

air.

Psstl”

A cat was signaling from the riverbank. Siraining
fo seo in e lgh f i alimoon, Crookedaw
spotted an orange-and-white

“Go on without me!” he cn\led o Wilowbreeze. °
want o check someting oLt

Graypool had doubled back and was pacing
around her sster. "What's the holdup?”

“Crookedjaw's seen something” Wilowbreeze
gazed at him curiously

“Notring important, he assured them. “Get back
o camp. Fallowtail wil be wating."

Graypool frowned. “Are you sure you don't need
help?”

i
Crookedjaw fiicked his tail impatiently. “Just get
Wilowbreeze safely back. She's gone through a
inone day.
Graypuul nodded and steered her sister down the.

P et do you vart Mapleshade?” Cmukemaw
padded angrily toward the clump of sedge she was
Fiting betind. Hovertt you causad onough vouble?™

shecat flew at him, spiting. Shocked,
Crookedjaw rolled on to his back and heaved her off
with a sharp kick of his hind legs. Scrambiing to his
paws he faced her, bisting,

Her eyes blazed. “You mouse-bra nared.

Wirats Ho coddnt belve e ears, ou betay
510 the Twolegs and then youre angry?”

“| was testing you, idiot!” A sneer curled her lp.
Knew you were weak. | knew you woudn't keep your
promisel When your mate was stolen, you shoud
have lft her!”

“She’s not my mate!”

*She will be.” Mapleshade staked around him. °|
cansee tinthe way you look at

Crookedjaw growled. “So what?

*S0 what?” Mapleshade echoed with a sneer. °f
she can't keep herself safe then she’s of no use to
youl Your loyatty shoud be to your Clan, not her Your
Clanmates are lying injured in camp yet you sneak
off and risk your ife to save a warrior who can't even
outrun a Twoleg! She should be ashamed that she
caused s0 much trouble. You should be ashamed
that you deserted your Clan on a fishbrained
mission! Did Hailsar say you could go? She didn't
wait for an answer. 10ld you to wait. Your
disloyalty makes me sick. Cats who betray their Clan

houid be barished. They shoud live as rogues and

loners because thats al they arel” Hissing, she
reared and slashed at Crookedjaw's muzze with
both paws,

He knocked her away, suddenly aware that he
was bigger than her and stronger. “Who are you?"
He swiped at her, his paw catching her cheek and
sending her tumbiing to the ground. He was on her in
an instant, digging his ciaws into her shoulders and
pinning her down. “No StarClan warrior would tum on
its Clanmate. You mentored me and now you aftack
me:

Mapleshade went imp in his grip. Crookedjaw
recolled, suddenly afraid he had hurt her. The she-
cat struggled to her paws, shrinking into a huddied



crouch. She looked elderly and frail. Guilt seared
Crookedjaw. Her blood was wet on his claws.
Beating an old cat ke that was o measure of

strength.
Groaning with the effor, Map\eshade e e

muzzle. “I saw gveamess in

were bom,” she cr o ot eromoer e

roared at your birth” She dropped on 1o her belly
panting. “You have a wonderful destiny, Crookedjaw.
You're notjust going to be the greatest leader of your
Clanyoue going to b o grealest eadsr ofany
Clan” She stopped to catch her breath. “But yo
have to keep your promise to

He crouched beside her, pity sweeping over him.
“Of course Iwill”

“Youl have to make sacrifices,” she warmed. “Your
lfe is not your own; it belongs to your Clan. Dorit be
distacied fom all he wondertl tings you can

oy groalost eader of any Clan? Exiomont
flashed though Crookedjaw as Mapleshade went
A you il achevs so muct As ong s you {41
me to guide you" She seemed to be gaining
strength with each word. *I have chosen (o help you.
No one efse. Just you. Never forget that the Clan is
greater than its cats. Even if you sacifice every cat
Who ever oved you i be o more thn shedding
your fur because, even if they go, the
C\an wil S5 bs tore and robig on you. 5o you

She lited her gaze to meet his. I sparked with

Sacnos svey cat who loved me? Crookediaw
frowned. Why would | have (07 “But
sarind o o i adon vas. Swalonivg
Mapleshade as a cloud swept across the moon. Fat
raindrops splashed on Grookedjaw's pell. Wind
tugged the branches above fis head.

“Don't go yel!” he begged. “Tell me more!” With a
Jab of disappointment, he found himself staring at

Im going to be the greatest leader any Clan has
ever known!

“The words sang in Crookedjaw's heart. He broke
o a run, heading for home. Strength puised in his
paws. He'd saved Wilowbreeze from Twolegs. He'd
been chosen by StarClan.

Ican do anything!



Chapter 26

Leaffall had reddened the willowand darkened the

ing "paws now that they were
five moons old—padded disdainfull around him

Skt anife. We ventioleam et mowes

may be invaded by Twolegs any
moment Readt iked e long, o6 Sialght

Crookedjaw purred. I donit think a patrol of kits
doing forepaw slashes is going to drive them off."

Blackkit growled. “Just you waitl”

“We'l stred them!” Frogkit barged past his
denmate and squared up to Crookedjaw. “Show me
that move youtaked about the forepaw siash”

Crookedjaw started to feel trapped. He glanced
toward the nursery where Shimmerpelt and
Lakeshine were busy clearing out their greenleaf
nests. Ottersplash had just defivered a bundle of
fresh reeds from the river to weave into sturdier leat-
bare nests that would keep out the cold wind.

“Hey, Otersplash,| coud fech reeds f you kel
Crookedjaw called. And you can watch your ki

“Thanks, Crookedjaw” Ottersplash dmpped rer
bundle and tumed back for more. “But they'd much
raber ang o i a wamior than vith their

Cmokea,aw scanned the entrance 1o the camp,

hoping Cedarpet, Piketooth, or Timberfur woud

retum and take over kit duty. Wilowbreeze was

taking them on a hunting patrol—her first as patrol

leader. They were fisfing below Sunningrocks where

the fish lurked in the cool siadows. He wondered
s doing.

“Go on!” Sunkitintemupted his thoughis. “Show us
aforepaw sash
sfine says you'e 00 young to leam batte
moves,” Crookedjaw told her.

Sunkit glowered at her mother, who was puling
wisps of stale moss out of the nursery.*Ottersplash
doesntthink we're too your

Ottersplash caled from the reed bed. “They're
never 100 young 1o start training!”

Lakeshine reproached her with a sharp look. °|
it want them 1o get hurt~

“You can't wrap them up in feathers.” Otersplash
argued.

Shimmerpelt sat back from her work and shook
her head. “There's no hury. They l be "paws soon.”
she reminded both queens. “t won't be long tll they
canlearn al the batlle moves they want.”

Loudkit flexed his claws. “What if the Twolegs do
invade the camp?”

Crookedjaw sat down. “They won't” There had
been plenty of peltdens in the fiekd this greenleal,
but as the colder weather set in, fower Twolegs
came. “Hey, Oakheart” He caled across the
clearing o his brother, who was orgarizing a fresh
border patrol. “The Twolegs won't invade the camp,
willthey?”

Oakheart shook his head. “We've kept a close
eye onthem for moons.” he reassured the kits. “They
rarely siray as far as the marsh meadow.” Oakheart
had taken on responsibilty for patroling the Twoleg
field in the moons since Wilowbreeze hed been
stolen. He made a dally check on the peltdens,
moritoring their amrival and_ disappearance, he'd
invented pairol strategies for distracting Twolegs
shouid they ever wander near the camp, and he
could get a patrol of wariors fight around the field




without being spotted.
Leopardkit brushed against Crookedjaw. Younger

up at Crookedjaw with round, dark eyes.
His whiskers twitched. The whole Clan had

spoiled the motheriess kit, especially her father
coud wrap

o on” Sk bonced aroec i ol s

ol"

“We coud stak Oakheart” Crookedjaw
proposed. First one 1o creep up on him wins.”

Oakheart ficked his tail. “Sorry, Crookedjaw.
We're leaving.” He headed for the gap in the reeds
il Potadustand Witcfang a s hols

Blackkit clawed the gi iy donit we stalk
you. insead? Ho. ‘sprang and landed on
Crookedjaw's back.

Crookedjaw staggered dramaticall, wincing as
the other kits joined in. Collapsing under a storm of
chuming, flailing paws, he sank grunting
ground and writhed like a captured pike. The kits
squealed as he flung them back and forth, tugging
his furin an effort to ci

“Lookl” Skykit's excited squeak caused a fresh
flurry of paws.

Frogkit yowled with delight. “The hunting patrof's
back!

its scrambled off Crookedjaw and charged
for the fresh-kil pile.

| want cap!” Leopardkit pattered on the ground
as she raced 1o keep up.

Crookedjaw sat up, sighing. “Thenk StarClan "

Wilowbreeze, Cedarpell, and Timberfur were
stacking their calch beside the reed bed. Piketooth
dropped his trout and tumed in surprise as the Kits
surged past him, knocking the pile of fish flying.

“Carefull” Cedarpelt yelped, grabbing for a trout
as it skidded toward the river. “We just got them out
Don't put them back!”

Wilowbreeze crossed the clearing, eyes shining
as she neared Crookedjaw. I looks like | got back
just in time,” she purred. ~You were about o be
devoured by a school of stanving kits.” She touched
her muzzie to hs affectionately

Crookedjaw ducked away.

“What?” Willowbreeze's eyes flashed with hurt

here”

He coud feel Shimmerpelts and Lakeshine's
eyes on them—storing up gossip. He'd grown closer
and closer to Willowbreeze since he'd rescued her
from the Twolegs, but he hated the way the Clan
watched them. He knew they were wating for them
to announce they were mates. He coud picture
Hailstar yowing the news from the Great Rock next
Gathering. He snorted crossly. Why couldn't his
Clanmates min their own business?

*Okay” Willowbreeze brisky smoothed his fur with
Fer ailand sfed
flaw shrugged apologeticaly. ‘Let’s go for

i suggested. Now that Cedarpelt and
Bikerooth were back, hero was o need 1 watoh
the kits.

Wilowbreeze fiicked her tail past his nose and
tumed and headed for the entrance. They padded in
silence along the grassy path

*| don't see why you have 1o be 5o embarrassed.”
Willowbreeze meowed.




Crookedjaw stared at his paws. ‘I don't want my
Clanmates o think fm soft”

“I's ot soft to have feelings for another cati"
Willowbreeze challenged. “Do you think Hailstar's.
soft? Or Cedarpelt? Or Timberfur? They all have
mates!”

“Im sormy” Crookedjaw murmured. He ducked
under a hawthom bush and padded into the alder
grove. It was bright under the trees now that leaf-
bare had begun (0 stip the leaves.

Do you remember your assessment?"
Crookedjow ctarged e aioct

* Willowbreeze nosed her way after
iy Noovataned e coon 8 Dok v
softened.

I could have watched you all day
mewed

“And now you can't?”

He looked at her,birking. “O, | sl could, But 1d

t nothing useful done.” He ficked her muzze
playlullywith the tip o hs tail. “That would get us both
inlo. troublel” Crookedjaw _darted forward and
scrambled up an aider tunk. Digging In his claws, he
hauled himselfonto the lowest branch."Come onl”

Wilowbreeze narrowed her eyes. She cimbed the.
alder beside his, scooted along a low branch, and
leaped into the next tree. The bough swayed under
her weight. Crookedjaw purred. If she coukd cimb
ik a squirel, 50 could he! He flag himselfinto the
branches of the next aider, clinging tight with his
claws as t shivered beneath him. Wilowbreeze lifed

" Crookedjaw

Crookedjaw matched her tree for tree unil theyd
crossed the whole grove without touching the
ground,

“Can you do this?" Crookedjaw jumped onto a
Higher branch,hen ighr, i h was at e spncy
top ofthe.

wuummeem gasped. ‘Watch out!

The branches siumped under his weight. Bark
splintered_and wood_cracked. Squawking with
surprise, Crookedjaw sithered through the tree like
a stone dropping through water. Heart lurching, he
stretched out fis dlaws and grabbed hold of a
branch. He hung for a moment, his hind paws
chuming the air before finding a hold on the trunk.
Catching his breath, he lowered himself carefully and
dropped to the ground.

“You frog-brain!” Wilowbreeze jumped down and
Qlarsd at him. it you were going to hurt

“h\Wsslb\s Crookedjaw whisked his tai,
in You be 5o sure?” Her eyes glitered with

worry.
She really cares! ‘Im sorry | scared you. he
meowed softy. ‘But you don't have to worry about
- every moment you'e out of my sight”
Willowbreeze confessed.
Crookedjaw touched his nose to her cheek. She.
was trembiing. *Please dorit” he begged. Tl be
i

Siop saing bt Sho iried i, bisig. "
don'tknow that for
Crookedjaw socked er path. He wondered for a
ment whether 1o tell her about Mapleshade and
Hs dasty No. Sl tin i crzy. Wy ol bar
just show her by becoming the
ot Leacor aty Clan had evr Kboun
fight” He pressed against her flark. “I
conthonow o ure. Bk 50 ey st being it
you e Bk noing on et

Reaw he promised. “Everything wil be fine. |



T e oo o
great e together.” he mumured. “Surounded

ur Clanmates.” He pulled away and looked ueep
eyes. "And our kits.

rumbled in her throat. ‘I love
Crookodan She ouched nermase fo s oo Her
warm breath made him weak

Suddorty & cod breews lted fis . For a
moment, Mapleshade's scent drifted in the air and
her veice ochoed arourd hm.Dont orget your
promise!

Cmokea;aw closed his eyes and let the soft scent

o
distract fim from tis loyly fo the Clan or e
readiness for
Whats bt Wilovbreezo jerked away, ears
pricking.
A dog was yapping upstream. Hisses and yowis
‘exploded nearby. k sounded like it had encountered

apatrol

Il go and help!” Crookedjaw raced down the

slop:

"Be caretu Wikowbroeze cale afe im

Diving through the hawthorns, Crookedjaw spotied
Whitefang and Petaldust at ful pet: chasing a small
e dog. Ho harged aer . Ster i past e

camp!”he yowled.

Whitefang veered away, outfanking the dog and
driving it omward, away from the camp enfrance.
They chased it up the slope and around the 10p of
the camp. Crookedjaw's heart thudded with
excitement as he whipped around bushes and
ducked under branches, keeping the dog in sight
Ahead, Whitefang and Petaldust matched each
other step for step, steering it toward the mrsh. As
they broke from the trees the dog glanced over its
shouder. Is eyes gleamed white around the edges.
It was terrified. Pounding the earth with desperate
paws, it fled past the beech copse and hurlied into
the long grass.

Keep going!” Crookedjaw caled

Whitefang leaped over a clump of sedge as
Petaldust swerved around it The ground flashed
beneath Crookedjaw's paws as he hared after then.
They crossed the marsh and drove the dog down
onto the shore. Petaldust splashed into the shallows,
keeping pace with the dog as it hurtied forward
sending stones cracking from under her paws.
Whitefang peted along the bank, hissing every time
the dog tred to swerve up onto the grass.

Crookedjaw stayed at the rear, blocking the dog
ith a s 1 i to . T

e on the bridge. He puled up,
ol clattering beneath his feet.

Whitefang and Petakdust slewed to a halt as the
dog flng tseff on to the bridge and bounded around
he Twoleg, yapping with elef.

Crookedjaw il is Clarmales as ey fopped
down on the shore. "Nice chase,” he

arke: Pt sombersd o s oo
she had caught her breath

Whitefang iifted his head. “We'd better carmy on
with our patrol”He stood up and shook ot his pert

“Where's Oakheart?’  Crookedjaw suddenly
realized fis brother was missi

“Didr't you see him?" Petaldust biinked at him in
surprise. *He was heading your way. He thought he
saw ThunderClan warriors on the shore below
‘Sunningrocks. He wert to investigate.”

Crookedjaw frowned. *Alone?”

“That's what he wanted." Whitefang strugged. "He
1ld s 1 check th Tuole fok and tat h'd catch




“Tll check on him.” Crookedjaw flattened his ears.
X was risky o chock for inndors single-pawed
Whatwas his brother thinking'

o o Oatbemnoms o - alders, emerging from
long grass. "What are you doing her

S kbearooked siaed. HE petwas wet.

“Aro you okay?” Crookedjaw meowed. “Whitefang

a5 he padded past heading for o canp. "l hased

Cro nked,aw picked up a trace of familiar scent on
his brother's pelt. ‘Was it Bluefur?”

Oakheart whipped around. “How did you krow?”

*I recogrized her scent” Crookedjaw searched
Oakneart's gaze. Was he hiding something? Was
Bluefur causing trouble? ‘Did you fight? Did she
beat you?" He remembered with a shudder what a
ferce opponent Bluefur could be.

heart umed toward camp. *| drove her back
o the forest” He shrugged. “t wasn't much of a
fight. Nothing worth mentioning. Why start a battie
over something so small?”

Crookedjaw watched his brother pad away. “What
about your patrol? They chased a dog as far as the
bridge. Theyre waiting for you”

Oakheart paused. “The patroll” He swened to
head upriver.

Crookedjaw tipped his head on one side. R wasn't
like Oakheart to be 5o reserved, especially about an
encounter with another Clan. Perhaps the fight had
been tougher than he wanted to adrit. But he didn't
seem to have any njures.

Crookedjaw shrugged. Oakheart was a great
wartior. He'd be fine. He tasted the air, wondering if
Wilowbreeze was stil near or if she'd given up
waiting for fim and retumed to camp. He wanted to
‘spend as much time with her as he could



Chapter 27

“Mapleshade!”

Dreaming, Crookedjaw raced through the forest
Dark earth sprayed behind him as he barged
throughthe tangled undergrowth

“Mapleshade?"

ere is she? He had so much to ask her.
Questions that had been chuming in his belly for
days, nagging and nagging til he had to have
answers. Why had she pul Wilowbreeze's ffe at
risk? Why had she clawed him for saving a
Clanmate? What about his destiny? When was he
going 10 get his first apprentice? How long till he
became deputy? Woud he follow Hailstar? O

Crookedjaw stumibled 1o a hait. Who, if he
became leader, would have 1o die over and over
before Crookedjaw took his place? Crookedjaw felt
sick. It was bad enough wailing for Hailstar (o lose:
his last ife. He didnt want to count off his own
father's deaths while he waited for his destiny to
come tre.

“Hiigher!”

A sharp grow siced through the mist.

“Faster! Do you want to die at the paws of a
common warior?

Crookedjaw heard a grunt and the thud of hard
muscle hiting earth. Did Mapleshade have another
pupil? He crept forward, ears pricked. Ducking
behind a thombush, he saw two shapes moving in a
narrow clearing. As the mist swirled away, two pelts
showed: one ragged, one sleek.

The ragged mentor wasn't Mapleshade. K was a
cat he'd never seen before. But who was the sleek
tom? Crookedjaw searched his memory. There was
something familiar in the wide, muscled shouiders
and the dark tabby pel

‘Do it again!” the ragged cat snarled. ‘Do it
better!

The sleek tom took a short run up and leaped,
higher than Crookedjaw had seen any cat jump. With
a fick of hs tail. he twisted in the air, Kicking out his
hind legs, claws splayed while he punched the air
with his forepaw. He i the ground with a thump,
landing on his side. Crookedjaw fel the jol., gasping
as though the breath had been knocked from i
instead of rom the tom.

ragged cat was on his apprentice in an
instant, battering his head with a flury of swipes.
Crookedjaw finched as blood sprayed from the tom
fur. The tom struggled free and met his mentor's
blows with vicious, slcing jabs.

The ragged cat ducked away. “That was better!”

Blood welled on both cals' muzzes and, as
Crookedjaw peered closer, he coud see the tom's
peltwas laced with siash marks

“Let me try it again, Shredtail” the tom growied.

Again? Crookedjaw swallowed. He thought his
raining sessions with Mapleshade had been brutal,
but they were never this violent, These cals acled as
though shedding blood meant nothing

flash,  Crookedjaw recognized _him.
Thistleclaw He'd seen the ThunderClan wartior at
Gatherings.

‘Thistieclaw took another run up, leaping once
more and twisting. This time he finished the move
before landing on his paws. Yowing wih triumph, he
reared and siashed the air. “This is it” He faced his
‘mentor. My ime is coming.

Shredtail nodded. “You've worked hard for it,




Thistieclaw.”
*And Im going to get il be deputy before the
nex\MI moon”
E sure Sunstar won't soften and choose
Blotr etoad?” Strdtasrare
Thistieclaw namrowed his eyes. *He'd be a fool if
he did,” he growied ‘Bluefuv is weak. | bet she's
whimpering for Si
et con g et Shodta v
Bt St pecy 1 ordy 20 Thsteciaw
porad ou. Boir il be broaking Fer heat for
will give me make
Suer see mm 10" oty ‘e capabl o
following him.
s vou ate? Shredii raroved s
eyes, “Aren't you grieving, o
 Olcouser et o at moss.coalod
. “Snowlur shouidn't have died! I shouid've been
Bitrontre Thorierat rtoad:
“Winat about your ki7" Stredail pressed. “Your
son?”

Thistieclaw curled his lip. *He takes afler his

mother,” he spat. “There's o fire in his belly, no
hunger for battle.” He swung his gaze around to his
‘mentor, "Why are we talking?" he snarled. I came to
train, not 1o talk.” Rearing up, he strode forward on
his hind paws, slicing the air with his tail tucked in

tight,

Crookedjaw backed away, cold to his bones. He'd
never seen a hunger for blood like this, not in the
battle for Sunningrocks, not even when Hailstar
nearly Kiled Reedfeather. He tumed and ran,

s as they flashed by, hoping o
catch a gimpse of Mapleshade. He skimmed
bushes and swened around trees, ruming faster
and faster, praying he found her.

“Crookedjaw!” Paws shook him awake.

“What?" He lited his head.

Wilowbreeze sat beside him, her pelt il ruffied
by sleep. “You kicked me!” she mewed. Were
having a bad dream?”

*Kind of " He siretched in his nest. The small den
they had woven inlo the crook of the tree was warm
and co:

Wilowbreeze leaned down and touched her
muzzie to his. “Well, you're awake now.” She padded
out of the den and Crookedjaw sat up. Why couidn't
he find Mapleshade? He flexed his claws. Had
something happened to her? This was StarClan!
Cats lived forever there, didn't they? He ducked out
of the den, looking around the clearing, relieved
when he saw Oakheart picking sieepily through the
frosty remains of the frest-kil pie. Poor Bluefur.
Losing a litermate must be heartbreaking

Shellheart was beneath the willow, organizing the
day’s patrols. Cedarpet, Timberfur, Mudfur, and
Petaidust crowded around him. Beetenose was
washing, but his ears pricked when he heard his
name. Voleclaw was staring wistfuly at the fresfil
pile while Rippleclaw murmured in Graypool's ear.

Crookedjaw called across the clearing. “Can | hunt
this moming?” His breat bilowed in e ai. He
wondered if there’d be ice on th i

Sholnear nodded. Take s and Potaust
He waved the two warriors toward Crookedjaw with
aflick of his tail

‘Canakteartcome, oo?” Crockedjaw asked
art looked Up. “Come where

‘Great!” Oakheart picked up a fish and headed for
the rursery. i just deliver ths.”

Wilowbreeze ducked out of the elders' den and
padded down the siope. Her paws suddenly slid on
the frost and she skidded clumsily 1o the bottom.
“The kits will be happy” She joined Crookedjaw:
“They've qot an ice slide to play on.



“lee?" Frogkit was already tearing across the.
clearing. He bounded up the siope, then half-ran,
haltslid down t, squealing with delight

Crookedjaw purred at Wilowbreeze. “fm taking
Oakheart, Petaldust, and Mudfur hunting,” he told
her. Do you want to come?”

She shook her head. "l promised Birdsong d help
her find moss for her nest. She nearly froze last
night”

“Come on, Crookedjaw!” Mudfur was pacing the
entrance ina cloud of his own breath.

‘See you later” Crookedjaw brushed muzzies with
Wilowbreeze and huried after Petaldust and
Oakheart as they made for the gap in the reeds.
Outside camp, the air was even colder.

“I hope this is just a snap.” Petaldust sighed. “K's
stlleaffall”

“They passed the stepping-stones and followed the-
shore downstream, past the alder grove and along
the bank where fems and hawthorns grew right up to
the water's edge. Splasting through the shallows,
Crookedjawled the way to a focky outcrop that jutted
out into the river. The rocks smoothed into a flat
stretch of stone only a whisker higher than the water.

Crookedjaw sat ciose 1o the edge and peered
down into the river as it swirled past Deep and
clear, he coud see thvough the brown water right
down to the weed streaming on the riverbed. A fish
slid past, 100 deep to reach, but he waited and
another followed soon after, closer to the surface.
Excitement flashed in his belly as he darted a paw
ito the water, gasping at the chill He hooked out the:
fish and ficked it on to the stone. With a quick lunge:
he gave it a kiling bite and tumed back for another,
antcipation tingling in his paws.

“Nice catch” Oakheart crouched beside him,
ready for his own. He stared at the water speeding
below his nose, muscles bunched in anticipation.
‘Then, with a mew of satisfaction, he plunged in a
lightring-fast paw and snatched outa trout

Mudfur leaned over the water. I wart to catch a
carp for Leopardi he mumred, eyes fred onthe

. K’ her favorite.

B porged i both her fort
Crookedjaw turmed in time to see her it a struggiing
pike from the water. k was a taikength long and
thrashing widly. He sprang over o help but as he
grasped the fish, Petaldust lost her balance. With a
yelp of suprise she tumbled into the water. As she

in Crookedjaw’s paws. He pinned it to the stone and
killd itwitha bite.

Petaldust swam for shore. Padding on to the
bank, she shook out her dripping pelt. Did you get
it?" she called
s reshrkil now.” Crookedjaw assured her.

Oakheart's whiskers twitched. I didn't know you

a swim," he teased.

Petaldust paced the shore, tiying to get warm. °|
didn't realize it was s0 big!”

Mudfur gave a triumphant mew as he fished a
carp from the water.

i e Wene back 1o camp” Crookeciew
suggeste o cancamo ond calh mor

o sored
ThunderClan's frest. | wnndervmy(hey rovercaten
fish like us?’

Mudfur shrugged. “They re scared of water. They'd
drownif they fell in.

Oakheart tasted the air. "No fresh markers on their
ordr? Ho lssned rwerd. " ondor whara ey ara

today? There's usually a warrior or o yowing at us

Crookedjaws dream fashed back o him.
“Theyre probably mourning Snowur:



Oakheart snapped his head around, eyes
gittering. "What?”

Crookedjaw stk bensath s el Fis-rai!
"Howan I going to explain this?

e you urd? Pt birked.

Crookedjaw’s tho

Mudfur snified his carp absenty. “Who told you?"

"1 heard a border patrol the other day when |
was  guarding  Sumingrocks  Crookedaw
stammered

Oakheart tipped his head. “Why didn't you
mention it?

Crookedjaw glanced at Mudfur. “#—it seemed too

" There was atleast ruth in

“How did she die?”
Crookediaw glanced at his paws. ‘On the
‘Thunderpath, | thirk
“The Thunderpath?” Oakheart echoed.
Crookedjaw looked up. His_brother's
seemed to have drifted into the forest. “K's okay." he
reassured him. “There's no Thunderpath on our
territory.”

Oakheart watched a fallen leaf swirling downiver.
“Im sy for Bluefur,”he murmured. “She must be so

Crookedjaw sighed. “Yeah." He picked up his fish
inhis jaws and clambered over the rocks. Beckoning
the patrol with hs tail, he headed toward the camp.

dream and Crookedjaw was surprised 1o see that
Bluefur had come to the.

I hear fishing is stil good.” Holyflower's mew
snapped him back to the conversation. He'd been
g s i grapof i Cianwriocs

Fogesrt shivered. Fs bad enough getting wet,
butin this weather?"

"I guess.” Goldenfiower, ThunderClan's newest
warrior, didrit seem 10 be listening. She was staring
across the clearing, her eyes dark. Crookedjaw
followed her gaze. She was walching Bluefur. The
gray warrior was talking to Oakheart. He must be
offering his sympahies.

Goldenflower stood up. “Tll just make sure
Blela's okay” She weated trough th gahered

“c;ooxeqzw Hailstar  was _ approaching
“Where's Oakheart? | want him to tell the Gathering
abot the pelt-dens. Some of his tactics are worth
sharing. The Twolegs may start buiding dens on the
other Clans' teritory” He dipped his head to

197
Crookedjaw felt a flash of worry. Was Hailstar
grooming his brother to be RiverClan's next deputy?
Hes owr tere” He ficied s il lovard
Oakne

hanke Hlitar padded away. Td bter wam
him’

s o leaders mado o epors, Crookedjan

“RiverClan, too, has enjoyed plenty of frestrcl
recenty” Hailstar began his report. “The river has
been ful of fish and its banks stocked with prey” The
RiverClan leader glanced down at Oakheart. “Only
one loud has darkoned our horzon” Ho beckoned
with a nod. “Oakheart has more informa
e o e s 2



Oakheart bounded onto the Great Rock.
Great Rock's forleaders, growled a
‘ShadowClan warrior. “Not junior wariors”

Crookedjaw stuck out his chin, suddenly defensive
of his brother. “Listen to him!” he snarled. “He has
important news to share.”

The ShadowClan warrior’s claws scraped the
frosty earth. Crookedjaw flexed his own. No one
criticized Oakheart

I am sory," Oakheart began, his voice carmying
clearly across the hollow. “I do not belong here, but
with 50 many cats | was afraid you wouldn't be able
to hear me from down there.” He nodded to the
shadowy base of the rock. “l hope you will forgive my
boldness. I do not mean to offend.” Crookedjaw felt a
glow of pride as the murmuring ceased. The cats
were pricking their ears and raising their muzzies,
eager to hear what Oakheart was about to share. He
glanced around, basking in his brother’s success.

n he spotted Bluefur, nuffled and scowing
Beside her, a pretty Clanmate was staring at
Oakheart, her eyes shining as though she were
watching a StarClan warrior speak

He did look fike a leader up there among the other
cats. Crookedjaw sifted s paws, worry rushing
back. But m the one vith the great destiny

The joumey home seemed to take much longer
than usual,

Petaldust was bouncing around  Oakheart.
Everyone was listening 10 youl" Her eyes shone.
“Werent you scared?"

Voleclaw snorted. “What was there 1o be scared
of?” he muttered. “There's a truce.”

“But he had to speak to 50 many cats!” Petaldust
shuddered. “fd hate it"

Crookedjaw slowed his pace, faling befind his
Clanmates as they crossed the tree line into
‘ThunderClan forest. He didnt want to hear how great
Oakheart had been.

Apeltbrushed beside him.

Brambleber

“You wish it had been you on the Great Rock,” she

urmured.

Crookedjaw bristied. ‘No, | don't

She snorted. “Don't worry. kil be your fum soon
enough and there's plerty to keep you busy unti
then.” There was an edge in her mew.

“How do you know?" Crookedjaw narrowed his

5. “Have you had another omen?” Why did he.
bother asking? Even if she had, he wouldn't tell im
what it was. But curiosity kept pricking, sharper and
sharper. Brambleberry was silent as a fish. There
was clearly somatting on her mind,

you know itl be my tum soon?"
Crookedjaw repeated.

Brambleberry junped onto a fallen tree that
blocked the trail. She paused on top and stared
down at him. “Nothing’s for certain.” Her eyes were
darker than the shadows surounding her. “The
power is within you (o be a fine warrior” She slid
down the other side and Crookedjaw followed, heart
quickening. She went on as he fell in beside her
“Every cat knows that you're going to be great, ust
from watching you.” Her gaze flashed up through the
overlapping branches. “The stars dont have to

Bramblebery knew noting! Toen by am 50
tained by StarClan



Chapter 28

Fine snow difted down from a wide gray sky and
settled on the camp. Crookedjaw winced. His
twisted jaw was aching with cold. But he didn't care.
Excitement sparked in his pell. He sat with his
Clanmates, lining the edge of the clearing, pelts
dusty with Snow as Hailstar called forward the next
apprentice. Crookedjaw swished his tal

“Sedgekit” The RiverClan leader beckoned the
brown tabby she-kit forward with a nod. Blackpaw,
Skypaw, Loudpaw, and Reedpaw fidgeted behind
him, eyes shining, their apprentice names stl fresh
on the tongues of their Clanmates.  Hailstar's
decision 1o wait until Leopardkit had reached six
moons before he made any new apprenices had
been welcomed by the Clan. The young cals had
been bom so close together that they'd formed a
strong bond.

“Why spiit them up?’ Shellveart had argued.
Hailstar agreed. Crookedjaw was just pleased that
Leopardkil woukdrit be alone in the nursery—even
for @ moon. He knew how pairful it was to be left
behind. Then he reminded himsef that Leopardkit
would have had Shimmerpeltto keep her company.
Even though the nightblack queen wanted 1o retum
o her warrior duties, Crookedjaw knew she wouldn't
abandon Leopardkit. She loved the golder-spotted
Kitto0 much.

Sifting his paws, he scowled at Rainflower. She
sat apart in a chilly cloud of her own breath. I only
she'd been able to see past his broken jaw and

member how much she had loved him at irs. His
accident had changed nothing about him except the
way he looked—but for Rainflower, that had been
everything. Crookedjaw pushed away the thought.
The past couldrit be changed. His own kits—if he
had any—would be loved. The mate he'd chosen
would never desertthen, no matter what they did.

Ho pressed coser o Wilowbreezs. “Tharks. he
whisper

she Qlanced athim, suprised, Whator?

v tbocause .. Ho sared at her fondl ost for

e pured and brushed the snow fom his pelt
vith a paw. “Go on." she whispered. “Hailstar's
caling you."

Crookedjaw realized the eyes of the Clan were on
him. Hailstar beckoned him forward with  nod. “May
you share with Sedgepaw your courage, skil, and

oyatty.

Crookedjaw padded into the clearing and pressed
his nose to_his new apprentice’s head. She was
trembling. “Don't worry." he whispered. “Youll be

He looked up and saw Oakheart standing beside
his apprentice, Loudpaw. The young tom was
fidgeting, tail up, clearly desperate for the ceremor
1o finish so he could star training. Oakheart whisked
his tail over his restless appreniice’s ear and
twitched one ear at Crookedjaw.

‘They were mentors at last

Hailstar cleared his throat. “We have one more kit
to welcome inlo RiverClan as an apprenice,” he
announced.

At the edge of the clearing, Mudiur licked
Leopardkit's head, holding her back with a paw
while she struggled

*Stop t, Mudfur!” she squeaked. “I's my tum!”

Eyes misting, he let her go, and she dashed inlo
the clearing before Hailstar had even called her



ook Falstar pured as she siitered to
haltat is paws

She ke up atim. Yes7”

“Uniil you' eam your warior name, you will be

She stared eagerly around the clearing as Hailstar
werkon “our merorwil b Whisfag”

Leopardpaw's eyes widened huge white
o padeed towars ot e proseed s T o
her head

“Ihope. \gmwas big as you,” she breathed.
Whitefang purred. “Perhaps not quite as big "
Hallsar foked i tal Wiicfag, sharo wihher

your courage, discipline, and compass

wit paw. Leopardpaw raced straight to
Modir, nazing s chook wih b muzde
Mudfur's eyes were dark with worry. I pr
or Tave 1o fgt i o batle” He ks e
protectively aro
“Don't be swly" ‘She skipped away.  cant uat to
fightinmy first batte!”
Crookedjaw backed away from the mayhen.
Willowbreeze nudged him. “Scared?” she teased
over.

pavis a bigresporibity. Horgaze sdersy
clouded. “lwish
a2 A tor o paw’?

She shoved him hard. “An apprentice, of coursel”

“You'l get one soon,” e promise

Owlfur was teasing Softwing about her  ney
apprenice, Skypaw. "She’ll wear out your whiskers.”
he joked.

Softwing sriffed. I can handle her.

Owfur glanced at the it brown tabby running
tiogs arour Cadrpel.You k-

we go out now?" Sedgepaw’s mew made
Grookadion . Tre young shercat was saning.
tail high, pel flufled against the snow. Crookedjaw
felt a surge of excitement “Sure! Tl Show you our
teritory”

Sedgepaw bounced back to her denmates. */in
going out!” she boasted.

I want o gol” Froy

“Me tool” Blackpaw stared mpenl\y athis mentor,
Hailstar.

Sunpaw ficked her tal.
cross the stepping-stones!”

“Try getting there before mel” Skypaw dared.

Loudpaw barged past both of them. “fm going to
be firstto cimb Sumingrocks!”

Reedpaw purred. We are totally going to rule this

Clan”
Beetlenose padded toward Reedpaw. “ou'l rue
every Clan when fve finshed taini " He
glanced at Crookedjaw. “Do you think Sedgepaw
will make itto warrior?”

Crookedjaw rolled his eyes. “ you wart to
compete, Beetlenose, go ahead. fm just going to
make Sedgepaw irto the best warior she can be.”

Sedgepaw ficked her tail d | check the
elders for ticks before we go?"

Crookedjaw shook his head. I think the ticks will
b there when we get back.” He called to Oakheart
“Do you warnt to come, (007"

s, yes, yes!' Loudpaw skidded toward
Crookedjaw. “Can we, please?” He  looked

m going o be the firstto

Reedpaw was gazng hopefuly at Beetienose.
“You're not qoing 1o let them go without me, are



you?” he mewed wistfully.

“Do you want to come, t00?" Crookedjaw asked
Beetienose.

Beetienose sniffed. ‘I suppose s0.”

Otlersplash sat down, eyes shining as_she
watched her kits pelt toward the sedge tunnel. “Youll
look after them, won't you?” she meowed.

“As if they were my own." Crookedjaw promised.
He hurried to catch up before the young cats made it
o the stepping-stones. Oakheart puffed beside him
as they raced along the grassy path, Beetlenose at

Sumningrocks white on the far shore. But there was
noice on the fiver yet

“Can we swim?" Loudpaw asked. “We've only
swum around the reed bed before. Never in the
proper river.”

“I's much too cold!” Crookedjaw snorted. *I don't
thirk your mother would thank us for bringing you
home with whitecor

Secigepaw bounded on 1 the firs stepping-sione.
*Are e going 1o cross?

Oakheart shook s head. “Lets stick to the shore.
locay” e decided We'lake you owrsiream and
then through the willows to the marsh.”

Recapan Skipped around Bostienose. Wil we
see peltdens?”

*And Twolegs?’ Sedgepaw's eyes were huge.

“Let's find out” Beetlnose headed along the
shore, flicking snow from each paw as he went
Loudpaw, Sedgepaw, and Reedpaw bounded after
him.

“Were we fike that?” Oakheart fell in beside
Crookedjaw.
Sedgepaw tumed, ears twitching. “Like what?”
“Like excited squirrels,” Crookedjaw teased.
Sedgepaw's attenton fitted 1o the trees. A bird

5.
“What else do we huni?” Sedgepaw didn't wait for
an answer. ‘Do we hunt mice like ThunderClan or
rabbits like WindClan? Have you eaten rabbit? What
does it taste like? Did Wilowbreeze eat it when—"

Oakheart cut her off. “Lookl” He nodded at her
littormates, who were disappearing after Beetienose
around a bend in the river. "You'd better catch up.
You don't want o miss anyihing."

“Ohl" Sedgepaw tore away after Loudpaw and
Reedpaw.

Crookedjaw’s whiskers twitched “We're not going
to be bored for a while” He folowed Oakheart
downstream. Sedgepaw was going (o be fun to
mertor.

s this how | stalk?” Sedgepaw was waiting just
past the bend, crouching on the grassy bark, her tail
‘down and her legs bent. She looked like a frog.

“Not bad,” Crookedjaw meowed.

Oakheart headed on to catch up with Loudpaw,
who was racing Reedpaw up and down the shore
while Beetlenose padded steadly on.

“When will | learn to caich a fish?" Sedgepaw
hopped down the bank and joined Crookedjaw.
“What's the best fish to catch? What was your first
fish?”

Cronkediaw's hesd wes spieing. “Sow doun
he m

S Sedgegaw flattened her ears. *I know |
tak too much but | just want to be the best
apprentice. Im so glad you're my menlor. You're the
strongest cal in RiverClan, except Rippleciaw, but

s old—not an elder or anything—but you're



younger and you remember what it's like to be a
“paw. And I going to listen o everything you ell me:

Crookedjaw feit  twinge of guit He'd never been
this enthusiastic with Cedarpeh. He'd valved his
mentor's training; it had been useful. But it was
Nopleshade, whod taught him the. most abod
courage and skil n batte. He gazed at Sedgepaw.
She was sl chattering ke a blackbird. Would she
have a StarClan mertor, too?
No. Surely there wasnt room in the Clan for more.
=

s
Hailstar's entrance twitched befind him as the

Ottersplash, Lakeshine, and Shimmerpeft were
shaking e dusty moss fom o ness The oiders
were murmuring in thir

The wie e aready cropped and te right was
silentand il

Wilowbreaze nudged him toward ther don. Let's
g0 tosleep.

Curled in their nest, Crookedjaw closed his eyes.
Wilowbreeze wriggled closer, ucking her nose into
his fur. Crookedjaw sighed happily. /m a mentor.
Thete was nothing to stop him from becoming
deputy now. Puring, he drified into sleep.

*So you're a menlor.” Mapleshade’s rasping mew
woke fim into a dream. The forest loomed dark
around him

He puffed out his chest. Yes.”

“With an apprentice of your own.” Her amber eyes.
glowed. “Do you think you've got nothing left to
leam?"

“Not” Crookedjaw gasped. “l know fm ot ready to
be leader. I not even ready 1o be deputy!” Didn't
she realize how relieved he was to see her again?
had been such a long time since he'd dreamed of
her. He was worried he was losing his edge over the
other wariors in the Clan. Beetenose had caught
‘more fish than him yesterday. ‘I want you to teach me
evenytiing you know. | want to become the best
leader | can. My Clan deserves that”

Mapleshade namowed her eyes. ‘Good.” she
murmured. ~You'e stil worthy of my teaching” She
circled him, her gaze unwavering

“Look!” Crookedjaw ran, leaped, and tisted in
the air,Kicking out with his hind legs and jabbing with
his forepaws. He landed skilfully on al four paws.
He'd been pracicing the move since he'd seen
‘Thistieclaw do it He was sure he'd gotten it right.

“Notbad, I suppose,” she conceded.

Not bad?” He stared at her. It vas briliart.

“Tell me your promise,” she demanded.

ain?”
Tell me that there's nothing as important as
looking after your Clan, no matter what it Gosts you"
Her eyes burmed,

Crookedjaw frowned. “Okay. He grited his teeth

*Say it like you really mean it” Mapleshade thrust
herface into his.

Straightening, Crookedjaw tried again. “There's
nothing as important s looking after my Clan, no
matter what it costs me!” he meowed louly.

“Promise?”

*I promise.” His ear twitched. Why did she keep
insisting he promised over and over again? And was
this promise the reason Mapleshade had led the
Twolegs to Wilowbreeze?




Chapter 29

Greenleaf had taken hold. The sun shone from a
wide blue sky and the beech copse swayed in the
breeze. Sedgepaw crouched n ath  the
whispering leaves, chest pressed (o the

“Quiet * Crookedjon droppedt & oaf a i
length in front of her. “Pretend this is a bird. I has
better hearing than you. s faster than you" He
leaned closer. "And ifs much more frightened than

you"

Sedgepaw narrowed her eyes. She puled hersel
forward, silent as a snake. Good. Crookedjaw wilkd
her on. One paw at a time, she crept up on the lea.

n,in a sudden flury of paws, she jumped.

“Did I getit? Did | get t?” she squeaked.

Crookedjaw’s heart sank. She'd landed half a tail-
length pastit

Oakheart shrugged. “t was a good

“You couid do betler, though.” Beetlenose padded
from the trees, while Reedpaw and Loudpaw
snuffled with amusement behind him. He silenced
them with a fick of his tai. ‘Sedgepaw:” he meowed
genty. “You've gota ot of strength in your hind legs ~
He glanced at Crookedjaw, making sure that it was
okayto offer advice to his apprentice.

Crookedjaw nodded. “Go ahead.” He coud use all
the help he could get with Sedgepaw. She had so
much enthusiasm; it was painful watching her fail at
everytask by a whisker.

Beetlenose hooked the leaf n fis paw. “You need
to_ adjust your jump to take all that strength into
account” He dropped the leaf in front of her. “Don't
push 50 hard and keep your eye on your target.”

edgepaw crouched again. il get it this time.”

“fit doesnit get youfirst” Reedpaw teased.

Sedgepaw wriggled her hindquarters and jumped.
She landed square on top of the leaf and sat up,
ears twitching as she stared at the ground around
her. “Where did it go? Did | miss it again?”

Reedpaw rolled his eyes. “Can we go fishing
now?” he mewed. s getting hot”

"You need 10 leam how to hunt birds as well as
fish” Crookedjaw reminded him,

Loudpaw sniffed. “|want o lear battle moves. We.
need to win back Sunningrocks!” ThunderClan had
resat the scent markers, making Sumningrocks theirs
again just after leaffal, and Hailstar had refused to
fisk lives seizing it back during the hardest moors.

Oakheart sighed. “Perhaps we shouid just
ThunderClan leafbare huting rights_there,” he
suggested. “That's ahays when they take it They
must need the prey.”

“What?” Beetlenose stared at him. “Theyl take
over our whole teritory if we start making promises
ke that”

“Yeah!" Reedpaw fined up beside his mentor
“Theyve got a whole forest! If they can't find enough
prey they must be bad hunters.”

Crookedjaw ficked the end of his tail
“Shellneart’s been tying to persuade Hailstar to
reclaim Sumingrocks for a moon. | dorrt know why
he's hesitating. twas easy last time.~

Loudpaw ripped at the grass. “Are we going to
leam battle moves or not?”

Sedgepaw flattened her ears. "My shouider’s stll
sore from last time e tied.”

You should move quicker,” Reedpaw snapped

o quirkerthan o Sedgepew ettsd

Yes, alvays in the direction
Grookediow swallowe beck & sigh e paddcd 10
the edge of the beech copse and looked across the

jve.




meadow. “Let's try some of the moves Oakheart
invented for distracting Twolegs.” Sedgepaw could
practice her hunting skills later, when Loudpaw and
Reedpaw weren'taround to tease her.

collapsed into a comvincing limp, moaning ke an
inrd Kiet and dragged s i lege over o
. Help e hlp mo.fm
O Great Cakbeat piried ot Loudpaw. Nov,
i srou s G
Loudpa hestated
1 know! | know!” Sedgepaw was bouncing with
ciemn. We face back o carp as fast 35 wo
cannd e th okirsa i in e rcs o cary
them down
Eaci Oakhean { ganced o sender bech

imbing?"

v how
Twulsgs inging ol dog trough b arh
Sedgspaw bristled. “it was the first dog Id ever
e

Crookedjaw smoothed her fur with his ail. 't coud
have found the camp if Echomist hadrit spotted it
and lured it away.”

“Okay” Beetienose padded to the base of a runk.
“We'll practice tree cimbing” He _beckoned
Reedpaw closer. “You go up first. 1l be on your tail~

Reedpaw raced o the tree and squatted between
its roots. With a grunt he jumped and grabbed hold
of the trunk, then hauled imseff up tll e reached the:
lowest branch. He wobbled and clng on as it
shivered beneath him.

“Your tum.” Crookedjaw picked out another beech
and nudged Sedgepaw forv

She stared up at him, wide-eyed. ‘Really?”

"o cen s - Crockedjew enooursged. *eop
your claws out and you'l be.

St aped and hung on ot bark

“Go on'” Crookedjaw Lrged. ‘Remember how you
ould ciimb up my back in three hops when you were:
aKit?” He remembered her spiky claws with a wince.

Sedgepaw puled hersef up, gaining confidence
with each jump untl she was scoofing up the tree like:
asquire

“That's greatl” Crookedjaw ciimbed afer her, his
claws siking easily into the soft greenlea bark. He
paused and leaned back. Peering up thvough the
futtering leaves, he could just make out Sedgepaw’s
tabby pelt among the branches. “Stop on the next
branch;” he caled

“Okay.” Her mew sounded a long way off

I hope she hasnit gone too high” Crookedjaw

muttere
“I's okay." Beetienose called from a branch of the
next ree. °I can see her. There's plenty of branch for
herto hang onto.”
w crouched next to his mentor. “Can |
climb that high?”
o

Oakheart was sl on the ground, trying to
persuade Loudpaw {o cimb.

“But fm a RiverClan cat” Loudpaw complained.
“We're not supposed to climb; we're supposed to
swim'

“We need 1o leam new skills," Oakheart coaxed.
“You've got claws strong enough to fight. Theyll be
strong enoughto cimb.”

“Crookedjaw!” Sedgepaw suddenly wailed from
above.

He looked up, pelt pricking. “Are you okay?"

“Crookediaw!” she wailed again.



Oh, StarClan! Paricking, Crookedjaw scrambled
higher. “Tm coming!” Had she climbed 100 high and
lost her nerve? Perhaps she'd found a bee's nest
and got stung? Please dont fall! The ground was
hidden below leaves and branches, far below.

“Ican see a dog!” Sedgepaw’s wail was suddenly
clear. ¥ hugel” Leaves flutered down around
Crookedjaw.“I's heading tis way.”

Crookedjaws fur bushed up. The camp! He
peered out thiough the branches. The meadow
stretched far below them. Then he saw it. A wide
brown shape swerving through the sedge like a fish
slipping through river weed. He opened his mouth
Dog-scent bathed his tongue. He glanced back
toward the camp. It was well hidden by wilow and
reeds, but if the dog kept charging this way, he'd
burst staight through it Thinking fast, Crookedjaw
scrambled down the tree.

“Stay up there!” he yowled 1o Sedgepaw. “Donit
come down il Itell you!”

“Did you see it?” Beetienose was flat against the.
branch of his tree, ears pricked.

s Crookedjaw 1 i o iy
We have to ure him away from the c:

“What about the apprentices?

“Tell Reedpaw to stay n the tree.”

Reedpaw was clinging 1o the next branch. “Can't
we help?”

Crookedjaw hissed. “Youire 100 small” There was
0 time for argument. He dropped to the ground.

Oakheart was stil ring 1o persuade Loudpaw to
make his firstjump.

“Get him up there,” Crookedjaw ordered. “Fast!
There's a dog heading this way. I's a big one, 100
fas o apprertces 1 ouun. We need (o sier i

way from the car

Coudpaw scrabbled t the bark e Oakieart
nudged him from behind. With a yelp of triumph, the:
brown apprentice hooked in his ciaws and began to
qrapple his way up the siippery trunk.

*Keep going!” Oakheart urged.

Loudpaw fought his way up tll he reached a thick
branch. With a grunt he threw himself on o it and
clung with his forepaws.

Kheart faced Crookedjaw. “Which way do we
g7

*nto the meadow to get ts attention” Crookedjaw
flexed hs ciaws.

Beetlenose was beside them. “Then?"

“We lead it uphil, away fom the
Crookedjaw decidod. ‘ight out of our frony” Ho
stiffened. “One of us needs to get to the camp and

mthem!”

*Ill go!” Reedpaw sithered down the tree.

Beetlenose spun around. I told you to stay where.

u were!”

But Reedpaw had already hared away, thiowing
< daut of gras i s vake
cetenose mutered. “He'll make it”

oot Croakedou scamod e mondow. The
dog was pounding closer. “Come on” He pelted
down the siope and dived through the long grass.
The dog’s position was fixed in his mind. He raced
toward it, seeing nothing but marsh grass. Oakheart
was on his tail, Beellenose at the rear. Swening
through the narow chamels between tussocks,
Crookedjaw hurtied biindly on. He opened his mouth,
his breath fast, and tasted dog-scent. It bathed his
tongue. Heavy paws pounded ahead.

*Ready?" he called to his Clanmates.

As he skidded around a soid clump of grass,
dog-stench filed his nose. The dog flashed biack
and bristing at the edge of fis vision. He swerved

 back loward the beeches. Oakheart’s
pelt fickered thvough the grass beside him. He'd




tumed and was keeping pace. As Crookedjaw
scanned the sedge for Beetienose, a black pelt burst
ouan & cmp of spiefuch a1 shot past A
iking o o T gyl wih xctomers
‘Lets take i around of the beech
copse. Bectenose o
*is he following?" c.unkemawscyeecnea
“Look behind you
Crookedjaw glnced ovr s shouder and saw
hind. |t was huge, jaws

dog. Fur spiked, he rounded the top of the beech

stayed put and that itto camp.
‘The ground hardened underpaw as marsh gave way
lo wilow ees, Bursing fom rass,
Crookedjaw _saw already  zigzagging

cmkamaw dug his claws against the springy earth
‘and pushed harder. The dog tore the air with a how
as it charged out of the long grass.
*Split up!” Crookedjaw yowied.
Koot veered up 1o sope, Beelerose shot
straight ahead. Crookedjaw

Flying past the camp, he skimmed a patch of
Wirod biobets, Baed roared m Ns soe a6 he
weaved between the bluring tees. The dog
thundered_behind him, saliva ficking from his
muzzie. Crookedjaw skidded on wet moss and
lurched sideways, fighting to keep fis footing. He
could feel the dog’s sharp, hot breath on his tail. His
lungs screamed, but teror drove him on.

The camp was behind them now. Crookedjaw
swung sideways and headed downfill, hoping to
gain speed. The dog tried to follow, but ts clumsy
paws sid on the grass and it crashed on 10 ts side.
Crookedjaw bounded down the siope. The river
gittered through the wilows. I he could just make it
1o the water, he could catch his breath. The dog was
back on its paws and pounding after him. With a
grunt, Crookedjaw broke through the swath of fems
dging the bank and burst onto the shore.

inflower was standing among the rocks at the
water's edge, diinking from the river. She spun
around, her eyes wide, and stared at i in horror

“Dog!” Crookedjaw tumed and raced back up the
slope. The dog couldn' be allowed to reach the
shore. He spotted it hurting toward the ferns and
screeched 1o get its attention. The dog tried to tum
when it saw him, but its weight carried it down
through a long, skidding arc that crashed through the
bushes onto the shore. A terrified striek spit the air.

Rainflover!

Crookedjaw whipped around, claws throwing up.
earth as he ran for the shore. He shot through the
ferns in time to see his mother hit the water. The dog
stopped, its eyes glittering with suprise, and
glanced back at the cat thrashing among the rocky
shallows. ls gaze it up.

Crookedjaw growied and leaped for the dog.
Slashing its nose, he tumed and ran. The dog
howled, atting stones as t gave chase. Crookedjaw
qulped for air as he hauied himself up the . He felt
the ground shake beneath fis paws. The dog was
gaining on him.

Oskreart st rom the hawhom shesd. Go and
save Rainflower



Beetlenose skidded out beside him. “We'll take.
the dog!”

Crookedjaw dived into the prickly branches and
crouched, trembling, as paws pounded away through
the willows. Gasping, he struggled out of the bush
and bounded downill. He scrambled through the
ferns and scanned the shore.

Rainflover?

His mother lay in the water, pressed by the current
against a jagged rock while the fiver sid silently
around her, tugging at her soft gray fur. Crookedjaw
darted down the bank and splashed into the
shallows. Leaning forward, he grabbed her scuff
‘and dragged her from the water.

Leave her! Mapleshade’s scent enveloped him.
Save your Clanmates!

The water drenching Rainflower’s pelt tasted of
blood. She must have hit a rock when the d
knocked her into the river. With a jolt of horror,
Crookedjaw reaiized her eyes were open and blark.
He let her body fall o (o the pebbles and backed
away. | have to fetch Brambleberry!

Mapleshade’s outine appeared in front of i, her
orange-and-aite fur amost ransparent so that he
could see the reeds and water behind. “Get back to
the chase! You have 1o be therel Remember your
promisel”

Crookedjaw hesitated

Mapleshade hissed in his face. “You want to be
great, donit you?

Crookedjaw glanced once more at his mother
Her body lay limp and stil with water strearming from

1 pelt, What else coud he do for her now? Taking
a deep breath, he tumed and ran up the bank. He
caught up with is Clanmates on the other side of the:
hawthom bushes. The dog wastiring, tongue
hanging, lumbering clumsily trough the undergrowth
Crookedjaw pelted past him and fell in beside
Oakheart. Oakheart glanced at him out of the comer
of his eye and kept unning

The trees were thinning and the land flattened out

territory. A wooden fence loomed ahead and they
squeezed under it, racing into a wide field. Cows
moved slowly across the grass. The dog yelped
betind o, kcouki'got under he force and was

snars.

Tnumph flared in Crookedjaw’s belly. “We did iti”
He came to a halt beside his Clanmates. They
tumed, panting, and stared at the dog. fs eyes
bumed with rage as it scrabbled at the dirt beneath
the fence.

Crookedjaw arched his back and hissed. “Dumb.
dog!”

Oakheart circled him, bristing. Beetlenose was.
panting, white rims showing around his eyes.

u rang through the willows. Crookedjaw
crouched in the grass as a Twoleg strode up behind
the dog and grabbed it by the neck. Cursing and
yelping, the Twoleg dragged it away. Relief flooded
Crookedjaw.

75 Ralnfovor okay?" Oakhearts queston i him
ke a
crmkea,sw stared at his brother. “lwas 100 late,"

Sna's doac” Oakbe
the dog? Did it bite her?”

“Itknocked her in the water.” Crookedjaw lowered
his gaze. “She must have hit her head on a rock as

he fel.”

Oakheart stiflened. ‘Maybe she was just stunned.
DI you gt Brabiabeny? St might b swsle by
now.” Hope edged his

“i—lefther by the river."

s eyes giitered. “Was it



“You left her?” Oakheart biinked at him. “You didn't
get Brambleber

“There wasn'ttime. | had to stop the dog.

Oakheart bristied. “We were taking care of the
dog. et youto ke cae of Rainover

iness in his brother's mew tumed

Cmoxsmaws lood o Had e made bo wong
decision? He ciosed his ey
save my Clan, and thas v.hsl et Rone vae
dead. Sh was dfinoy doa

Cmokea;aw blked opon i eyos. Oakheartwas
away under the fence and into the willows.
Crockodion oaded afer hvm‘ , skidding down e
slope and bursting onto
Gakoar was crouoing bosd Rairfower, Hor
eres had clouled. Blood stainod o ocks around
e Sho's doat- Onkoat anad and sored
2 Crookediaw. 0w mothe is doad-



Chapter 30

Rainflower’s body lay siffin the moonlight. Oakheart
had dragged it o the clearing, warning Crookedjaw
away with a snar each time he'd tied to help.
Crookedjaw crouched outside his den and watched
his Clanmates file past his mother.

Echomist touched her nose to Rainflower's pel.
“Youwere a loyal warrior

Piketooth leaned down o her ear. “We'l miss

you"
| Crookadians eyes shrg, Now hed nver ave 8
nce to make Reinfower proud of him. Pain
abbed e et ks home.
heart sat on the far side of the clearing
Petaidust and Voleclaw pressing close. Oakheart
stared ahead as Shimmerpelt padded away from
Rainflower's body and murmured something to him.
Timberfur dipped his head in respect to the grief-
stricken wartior.

Anger flashed thvough Crookedjaw. Rainfower
loved Oakheart more than she had ever loved
Crookedjaw. Well, let them fuss. Crookedjaw tumed
his head away. | dont care. His heart twisted in his
chest

“I's okay" Wilowbreeze walked away from the
body and settied beside Crookedjaw. She leaned
ito him genty. “She'l be watching over you from
StarClan”

Crookedjaw swallowed back a wail of grief.
Would she care that much?

“You were very brave,” Wilowbreeze told him
“Facing that dog and leading him out of the teritory.”

1 should have been saving my mother. The
thought pounded in his head but he couidn't bring
himselfto share it, even with Wilowbreeze.

As the Clan metted into the edges of the camp,
Shellheart emerged from beneath the wilow. His
eyes glazed as he stared at the mate he'd tumed his
back on. Crookedjaw couid see the pain in them,
and realized that Shellheart had never stopped
oving her. The RiverClan deputy setted stiffy beside
Rainflower and diosed his eyes. He looked old
Crookedjaw birked. He'd never noticed that his
father's pelt was growing ragged and gray whiskers
had begun to speckle his muzze.

Oakheart siid out from between Petaldust and
Voleclaw and joined his father. He touched
Shellheart's head with his cheek, then setlied beside
him and pressed his nose into Rainflower's matied
pelt. Clouds covered the moon, draping the three
silent figures in shadow. Crookedjaw tucked his
paws tighter beneath him and closed his eyes.

sory. Was Rainflower in StarClan by now,
listening o him? I shouldnt have lefl you on the
shore. I should have fough the dog and saved you.
Would Mapleshade explain it o her? He felta rush of
hope, but grief washed it away instanty. /m sony for
everything, Rainflower—for sneaking out of camp
and breaking my jaw for letting you die. [ve missed
you so much. | vish | could have gotten you to
He snapped open his eyes and stared

p at Sikverpelt *Please forgive me,” he whispered.

Wilowbreeze tumed her head and licked his
cheek. They slept curled up together in the warm
greenieaf breeze, at the edge of the clearing. The
sound of paws scuffing the suhardened ground
woke Crookedjaw. Dawn it the camp. The elders

taking away Rainflower's body for  burial,
Shellheart and Oakheart watched, their eyes bleary
with tiredness and grief. As Birdsong and Troutclaw
lited the body onto Tanglewhisker's wide, graying



bz
inside. Shelleart ducked in beside Tanglewhisker,

sharing the weight o the body.
Brambleberry slipped from her den, dipping her
head as the bural pary passed. She cr the

o his paws, careful not to disturb Willowbreeze, who
was sill dozing beside him.
S it sufer” Brambeborry mumurod
to woud have knocked her
unconscious, She woukint have krou what
happening”

. Srookediaw hung s head. oo st tg to

ol Brambloborry steppod back "okt ie!
Crookedjaw winced. Now he'd hurt her feelings.
Why couldn' he say or do amm-w right? “H—Im just

Brambleberry stopped him. “We need to talk,
Crool :
‘Letall cats ld enough o swim gater o hear my
vorda? Haistrscal mempt

lowbroozo scrabbled o hot paws. “What's
gum on?’

“Idon't know” Brambleberry ducked away, leaving
Crookedjaw staring after her, puzzled. What was she
going to tell im?

Dens rustied and whispers murmured around the.
camp as the Clan collected to listen o their leader.
Crookedjaw folowed Wilowbreeze to the back of
the crou

Mudfur moved aside to make room for them. He.
cipped i hoad to Crookediav: m soryfor your

harks Grookedjaw mumbled

“We have been united in grief” Hailstar began.
“Now let us unile in victory. There is a piece of
tertitory that rightfull belongs to RiverClan. It brings

biings us shade. Now its time to let
those mangy squirrel-eaters knowtis ours!”

“Sunningrocks!” Timberfur yowled. “Yes!”

Crookedjaw scanned the clearing for Shelleart
and Oakheart. Wouldn'tthey want 1o be part of this?
They were nowhere to be seen. Crookedjaw's tail

ped. Weariness ate at his bones.

“Crookedjaw!” Hailstar called. *Id like you 1o be in
the patrol to re-mark Sunningrocks” He scanned the
rest of the Clan. “Voleciaw and Mudfur, | want you to
corme, oo,

Crookedjaw felt Mudfur stiffen beside him as the
RiverClan leader called his_name. Crookedjaw
glanced at his Clanmate. Mudfur’s forehead was
furrowed ina scowl

Sedgepaw scrambled forward. “Aren't any
apprentices going? she mewed.

Hailstar shook his head. *| want my strongest,
most experienced warriors. | hope we can re-mark
the borders without resistance, but if we meet a
ThunderClan patrol, | wart them to_feel the
sharpness of our teeth and see the giint of our

laws."

Blackpaw whisked his ail.l have sharp teeth”

“We need batte practice!” Sunpaw called from
beside Voleclaw. “f my mentor's going, why canit 17"

Hailstar dipped his head. “There will be other
batiles,” he meowed. “This one will be clean and
quick. Not a place for training.” He tumed his head.

, Softwing, Piketoothl” he called. “You'l form
a second pairol. Mine will swim across. | wan you o
cross by the stepping-stones. Wait at the base of the.
rocks. i we meet resistance, we'll lead ThunderClan
o fight there.

Crookediaw's interest pricked. I they fought the
batlle on the ledge below Sumningrocks, the river
would give them an advantage. While ThunderClan
was strugaling not to fall in, RiverClan could take




Digger risks and faht ar moro earissy

Hailstar went on. “I pray there wil be no
bioodshed, We have already lost a brave and noble
wartior in Rainflower.”

Whispers of agreement spread through the Clan.
Then Mudfur stepped forward. He lfed his voice
above the murmuring. *s it worth risking our lives yet
again for these rocks?"

Hallstar's gaze snapped to the old wartior, shock
clear in his eyes. “Mudiu?" He didn seem (o
always been at the frot of the fight~

Crookedjaw rarowed his eyes. Mudiur was
known for his strength and bravery. He could hoid a
warfor underwater til he surendered. The other
Clans whispered 1o their apprentices at Gatherings
not o take him onin batte.

Mudiur dipped his head. I don't know if it worth
fighting the same battle over and over again’ His
voice was steady and he met the gaze of his
Clanmates without finching

Rippleclaw hissed. “Lis a matter of honor that we.
don't let ThunderClan take rocks that were given to
us atthe dawn of the Clans.”

Haiistar tipped his head. "Does this mean you
refse o ointhepaol, W7

11 join fur rasped. " you give me the
order, i g

Crookedjaw fled his muzte. When do we
leave?”

“Now: Hailstar headed for the entrance. Voleclaw
raced after him. Crookedjaw fell in beside Mudfur.
He wanted to ask the old wartor why he was fighting
ifhe thought ta waste of time.

Mudfur glanced_sideways. “Don't worry” he

growled softy. *fl fight as hard as anyone. Im 1o
minow-heart and Hailstar is still my leader, just as
heis yours.
At the shore, Softwing, Owliur, and_Piketooth
hurried away to the stepping-stones. Hailstar waded
into the water and started swimming across the river.
The sun was hardy over the wilow tees.
‘Sunningrocks looked rosy in the eariy-morning light,
dew already dying fast on the top stones.
Crookedjaw padded irto the river, refreshed by its
0ol tug as he swam to the far bank. He pulled
himselfout and shook his el then followed Hailstar,
Voloclaw, and Mudiur up the rock face.

His heart quickened as he reached the summit
and saw the sweep of smooth stone and the dark
forest beyond. Energy pulsed beneath his pel,
pushing away his grief. He had a chance 1o fight for
his Clan. Was Rainfower watching him  from
StarClan? This could be his chance to make her
proud

Halstar signaled toward the forest's edge.
Crookedjaw knew what to do. He bounded down the
far side of the rocks and followed the path Shelheart
had taken st ime. While Hailsar led Voleclaw o
the other end of the Sunningrocks boundary,
Crookedjaw headed for the first oak towering at the
cliff edge and lef his mark. Mudfur marked the bush
beside it and they folowed the border along the foot
of the stones, taking tums to mark untl they met
Hailstar at the middle.

s that it?" Voleclaw stared inlo the shack
trees. “Why does ThunderClan want Suningrocks
anyway? They're used to the dark”

*Pethaps that's why they want Sunningrocks, to

smelled ThunderClan. He backed away from the
border, hissing. Hailstar's tail bushed. Mudiur held
his ground, baring his teeth. Voleclaw's hackies
lifted.



‘Don't forget” Hailstar whispered. “If they
challerge s, e lead them 0 he shor ard figh
beside the i
Suddony Adderang burst, bristirg, from the
forest. Crookedjaw tersed, eady (o race for he
edge of e o
We knew nd take them  agai
Adderfang curled his lip as Swiftbreeze, Smallear,
and Speckitllbarge out of e bishes behid e
dari tabby. *How many times do we have to beat
Youbolor yousop g o ke what s o™
b /'l beat you this

ddertang' yolow gazo sarpored wih rorest
Svifbroezs gancod uneasi at rr Clan

To has been shed alveaﬂy over

e s(nnas, M docired
witroozs flatanod hor ear. That sounds e
surrer

"o Mud's gaze fcked ovor the ThndorClan
warriors. Crookedjaw could see Hailstar's muscles.
tightening, but the RiverClan leader held his ground
as Mudfur went on. “These rocks belong to
RiverClan and always will"

Adderfang lashed his tail. “Never!” He crouched
down, ready to spring. Crookedjaw unsheathed his
claws.

“Wail”" Mudfur stepped between them. “We'll
settle this now” He glared at Adderfang. ¥ you have
the courage.”

‘Adderfang thrust his face, growing, inlo Mudfur’s.
O e he coursger

“Then fight Mudfur moved his muze a
whisker coser o the bisting ThderClan warior
“Alone.

Adderfang drew back, eyes wide. “Just you and
me?”

“We will each stand for the rest of our Clans”
Adderfang snorted. He glanced back at his
Clanmates. “This is too easy” His gaze ficked o
Hailstar. "Are you happy with this?" There was
disbelef in his mew, as though Mudfur had just
dropped a freshly caught mouse at his paws.

Hailstar shifted his paws and glanced at Mudfur
‘Then he stepped forward. “Yes.” he growled. ‘Do you
want to check with Sunstar before we do this?

“Im acting as deputy now and | say it's fine." The
‘ThunderClan warrior's yellow eyes glowed as though
victory was already his

Mudfur backed into the middie of the tumbled
rocks. Adderfang paced after him, his muscies
ippling under his motted brown peft. Swiftbreeze,
Smalear, and_ Speckletail spread out o watch.
Crookedjaw joined Hailstar and Voleclaw as they
lined up befind Mudfur. Fear fickered beneath

battle because he couid only watch. What if every
batlle vas fought this way? He pushed away the
thought. This was no way to ight, He felt helpless, his
heart pounding, his paws uncomfortably st

Mudfur circled Adderfang. Adderfang folded his
ears flat and let out a hiss. He reared and slammed
his paws down on Mudfu’s spine. Mudfur rolled
over, heaving the ThunderClan warrior t the ground.
Wresting him close, he sank his teeth into
Adderfang's shoukders. Adderfang screeched and
struggled free, tuming ke a snake and darting
forward. Mudfur sprang on to his paws. Adderfang
snapped at his forelegs. Mudfur reared up, batting
him away, but Adderfang had glimpsed his enemy's
pale belly He lunged, claws swiping. Mudfur



‘shrieked and fell back.
ftoreeze and Smallear hopped out of the
way, Mudfur landed with a grunt. Adderfang lunged
again, but Mudfur was on his paws and rearing to
meet the tabby warior. I a flury of claws they
slashed at each other. Blood sprayed the rock.
Shrieks filed the air and sent a fight of starlings
futering up from the forest
Claws scraped against stone at the top of the.
rocks. Crookedjaw looked up 1o see Softwing,
th swarm over the edge.
he wamed before they could plunge

into the

Piketooth biked at him.

*Adderfang’s fighting Mudfur alone,” Crookedjaw
explained

‘Adderfang was on his hind paws now, striking out
fiercely, one swipe after another, driving Mudfur

RiverClan warrior’s face welled with blood
that ran o his eyes.

Howcan he see? Stop!

‘Adderfang drove forward, forcing Mudfur toward
the edge of the space. Crookedjaw had 1o force
himself to stay stil. Every muscle screamed to
attack. Then Mudiur struck back. With a yowl he
plunged forward, rearing up at the last moment and
meeling Adderfang head on. He sank his teeth into
Adderfang's shouder and pushed him down, his
wide shoulders _rippling. ~Adderfang _squitmed
beneath him, shrieking, but he couldn't fight free.
Mudfur pressed his paws to the ThunderClan
wartior's throat, pinning Adderfang to the rock as
thoughhe were a trout.

“Give in?” Mudfur growied.

‘Adderfang stared up at him, eyes blazing.

Give in?” Mudfur repeated, louder.

“Yes.” Adderfang's gasp was barely audible.

Mudfur let go and staggered back, parting. Blood
ran off his pett. Adderfang crouched on the sandy
ground, his fur hanging in clumps.

Hailstar ffted his muzzie to the sky. ‘Sunningrocks
s ours!” he yowled.

underClan warriors _gathered _around
Adderfang and steered their wounded Clanmate
trees. Crookedjaw watched them
disappear into the undergrowth, feeling a prickle of
satisfaction. Adderfang had underestimated Mudfur.
He glanced at the old RiverCian warrior, expecting to
see tiumph light his gaze. But Mudfur just tumed
‘away and beganto fmp slowy home.



Chapter 31

y did you fight alone?” Rippleciaw hissed at
Mudfur as Brambleberry busted around the injured
warior, trying to smoofh ointment nto his wounds.

Mudfur shook Brambleberry away. “Why risk
hurting more warriors? Too much biood has been
spilled for those rocks already.” He glanced across
the clearing to Leopardpaw. ‘Battes only seem o
lead to more batles. I is bad enough we fight, but
we teach our kits to fight and then we watch then get
hurt”

Crookedjaw watched his Clanmates _through
narowed eyes. Theyd huried to hear Hailstar's
battle report, clustering beneath the willow, faces
puzzled, paws shifting. Crookedjaw was relieved that
he wasn't he only one worried by the idea of a single:
wartor fighting a battee for a whole Cian. Mudfur
refused 10 go to the medicine caf’s den so
Brambleberry was treating him out here, muttering
as she tried to close up the deeper scralches.

Timberur scowed at Hailstar. Why did you let
him?*

Hailstar met his gaze. *I tust him the same way
that | rust all my warriors.

“He did win Sumingrocks for us Softwing
pointed out.

Tanglewhisker sank his claws into the dust
ground. “But RiverClan has never fought that way."

“And we shouidn't start now, Troutclaw putin.

Crookedjaw lashed his tal. “t's cowardly."

Mudfur snapped his head around.
not a coward,” Crookedjaw added quickly.
“But | felt like a coward watching a Clanmate fight
without helping him."

Shellheart stepped forward. His paws were muddy
from burying Rainflower. *No warrior wants to feel
iike he can't help his Clan”

Hailstar gazed uneasily at Mudfur. “Did you doubt
the courage of your Clanmates?

“Never!” Mudfur bristled. “But Id rather spill my
‘own blood than theirs.”

"k mustn't happen again” Cedarpelt shoukdered
his way to the front of the crowd. “We're a Clan. We
mustfightas a Clan."

“Cedarpelts right” Hailstar dipped fis head.
“Fighting beside our Clanmates gives us al
strength”

Ottersplash pushed forward, “Letting one warrior
fight makes the rest of us ook weak!”

Hailstar signaled for silence with a fick of hs tail
“Mudfur showed great courage today, and RiverClan
thanks him. He retumed Sumningrocks (o us. But
from now on, we fight as a Clan. No warrior will go
batlle alone. Where one fighis, we all fight!"
RiverClan!_RiverClan®” The Clan burst into
cheers. Relief washed Crookedjaws pe. Mudfur
closed his eyes, leting Brambleberry tend to his
wounds

“Can we go to Sunningrocks now?" Reedpaw
begged Beetienose

Skypaw excitedly circled Softwing. “Tve never
been theret”

“Later” Softwing told her. “When you've cleared
ouBirdsong's st

Sunpaw crouched behind Frogpaw. “Watch o,
ThunderClan!” She leaped on her fittermate. “No one:
takes Sunningrocks and gets away with i They fell,
tumbiing, to the ground

Crookedjaw padded to Shellweart's side. “Are
okay?” He glanced at his father's tom and dirtfiled
claws




Shellheart nodded. “Im fine.”
Crookedjaw glanced at Oakheart's den. I don't
know if Oakheart will speak o me again” His
brother was still sleeping, obivious to the victory at
‘Sunningrocks.
helheart ran his tail along Crookedjaws flank.
“He's just angry. Rl pass with the grief” His eyes
lisened. "1 probably dort remember how g
she cou
o i bbed Grookeciaw as,for  momert.
was a kit again, with Rainfower watching him
ey prideightng e oo
liheart went on. “She-
Tl Mo ol éerepted o
Brambieborry was wrapping cobwebs.
i warmor s i og. el sl Do you vt 1
faapartrext mo yougo o batle?”
“Trat won't happen,” Mudfur meowed calmiy.
donlmmm be a warrior amymore.

Tanglowhisker and Troutclaw med back fom the
botiom of the slope, ears pricking. Timberfur paused
from sorting through the fresh-ill pile and glanced
over. He beckoned Rippleciaw and Owifur with his
tail,

Hailstar biinked. He was stil sitiing under the
wilow tree, watching his Clanmates drift back to
their duties. “Realy, Mudfur? But youre too yourg to
move 1o the elders' den. You didnt become a ‘paw

“Idon'twant o become an

tudfur dipped his head. “F you're willng to train

me.

Brambleberry stood. ‘I was hoping one of the
‘paws would take an interest she admitied.
“There's aways so much to do, | coud use an
apprentice.”

Halstar stared at his old friend. "Are you sure
about this?” The fur twitched along his spine.

Mudur held his gaze. “Ive lost the taste for batte.
Tm no use to my Clan as a warrior now.”

But you fought for the whole Clan this morming.”

“I fought to save them from fighting,” Mudfur

“But they vant to fight” He sighed. “Tve

unsheathed my claws too many times.” He tumed to
Brambleberry. I want to save lives, not destroy
them.”

Brightsky. Crookedjaw guessed the warrior was
still mourning His mate. Watching her die, he must
ve felt as powertess as | did on Sunningrocks
today.
Softwing leaned toward Timberfur. “Can he do
that? Change his mind about what he wants to be?"
Timberfur shrugged. ‘I dont know. R hasn't
happened in RiverClan before, as far as | know.”
"He trained as a waror!” Beetlenose was
frowni
Hailstar et the young tom's gaze. *And he's
served his Clan well. Now, if he wishes, he can train
as a medicine cat and serve s Clan in a different

way.
“Thark you" Mudfur nodded and began to pad

away.
“Wait” Shelheart stopped him. I have an
announcement to make, too."
Crookedjaw tensed. What now?
“Iwish to move 1o the elders' den.”
Hailstar biinked, startied
Rippleclaw darted forward. “What in the name of
StarClan is going on? ks every warrior deserting us?"
ludfur weaved around Shellheart. “We're ot
desering anyone. Hailstar will choose another
deputy, as brave and loval as Shellheart. RiverClan



is like the river. Atways flowing, yet never changing.”

Hailstar st down, sudderly _looking _old
*Shelleart, | respect your decision. You have spent
‘many seasons serving your Clan. Of course you may.
join the elders.”

Wasn't the RiverClan leader going 1o argue?
Crookedjaw stared at his father. Why hadn't
Shellneart warned him? Did Oakheart know?

Shellneart dipped his head. “Thark you, Hailstar,"
he mewed formally. *A younger deputy will make
RiverClan stronger.”

Wilowbreeze brushed against Crookedjaw. “our
feher has o dowhat e trks s

Butwhatifhe's

“He's been looking A while,” she
wenton.

Has he?

I thought you'd noticed.” Wilowbreeze wrapped
her tail around him.

Crookedjaw feltsick. ‘s he 2"

o Micutroezn strugged. Protably pet skuing

O entisker padded fovard and modged
Shelheart. “There's plenty of room in the den,” he
croaked

Troutciaw beckoned the old deputy with his tail
Come and see” He imped lovard the sope his
hind leg refusing to bend propery as usual,
g0ig 1 hav i get tsa 1o Brdeong snonng, mind

you

“I think | can cope with that” Shelleart purred as.
he followed his new denmates.

“Timberfur, Rippleciaw, Owfur, ~ Oftersplash,
Piketooth, Cedarpelt” Hailstar caled to his senior

rs. “Corme. | need to hear your advice before |
decide who's 1o be the next deputy.” He tumed and
headed to his den.

“Crookedjaw! Cvookemaw" Sedgepaw was
hurting across the cleari

Crookodwmpea o s paws

“Troutclaw says there’s going to be a new deputy!
And Mudfur's going to be a medicine cat”
Sedgopaw roled her eyes. Why does al the good
stuff happen when fm in di

Voleclaw padded past. *I ot cal i good
Stuff” he mutered,

“Oh- Sedgepaw sat down.

Wilowbreeze touched the young.she-cat

r muzzle. *Change is difficul” she meowed.
“But itll be okay.” She gazed at Crookedjaw and he
guessed the words were meant more for him than
Sedgepaw.

Reedpaw and Loudpaw were bundiing toward
their litermate. “Has he told you yet?” Loudpaw
demanded.
haven't asked,” Sedgepaw mewes

“Then | wil" Reedpaw plucked o o ground.
“What was the fight with Adderfang fie?"

“Did Mudfur totaly shved him?” Loudpaw couldnit
keep still. “Tm going (o ight ke that one day

Voleclaw stilld him with a fick of his tail. ‘No cat
wil fight ke that, he told the young tom. *I's not part
it warorcod, and Halilr s oridonit”

Sedgepaw was nodding. Td rather fight beside
my Clanmates,” she announced.

*Can we practice some battle moves?” Reedpaw
begged. “We didnt get a chance yesterday because
ofthe dog.”

ighty

Loudpaw scamned the clearing. "Where's
Oakheart?"

Wilowbreeze pointed to his den with her nose.
“Resting,” she told him. "He sat vigil for Rainflower.”
ki

s’ He glanced at Cmakedlaw Do you



Beetlenose  want to bring Sedgepaw
Reedpaw?”

Bectierose was woting owr (o o them and
overheard. “Yes, please.” He glanced at the warriors
udded aroud Vaikiars dan. “Evenoncs 5o

ey picking a new deputy; Crookediaw
reminded him

Sedgepan peered around Boetenose. | worder
who they l choos

Beetlenose Shuggod. Prabably ono of o sarior
wamors” Ho headed tovard o gap i |

Vaton code sas s go 0 decis by

moonkigh, which gives them ages. We might as well
Goron i ining.

The wilows smelad of dog. Though the stonch

Rippleclaw’s 100 0ld. He'll pick Ottersplash”
Beetlenose stopped in the middle of the glade.
“Why don't you et Hailstar decide and concenirate
on your huting skilk?
Grookedjaw shifted his paws. Did the new deputy
definitely have to be a senior warrior
Volciawfcked i all at Surpaw and Lougpav.
on,let's see if we can find some bird:
“amsv” Loudpaw flatened his ears. “I's not leaf-

“Niich means theyl be easy o . Voleckaw
ounded sy, eapig & mossy kg roting st e top
of the glac

Surpew shrugged and flowed her merior
“We've got to be able to catch land prey as well as
fiver prey.” she called over her shoulder.

Loudpaw charged after her, Beetlenose
nudged_ Reedpaw toward the roots of a gnaried
willow, “Lets praciice cimbing, “The
rees here should be easier then the beeches.”

Wilow branches were thinner and felt a lot less
stable, but dipped closer to the ground, making it
easier o start and less frightening if a cat el off.

“Okay” Reedpaw scrambled up the trunk and
started 1o pick fis way along one of the thickest
brrcbes.

“Are
Crookedjan

now” Crookedjaw rubbed his nose with a
o Wit o o apprentices busy, this woud be
a great time to help Sedgepaw with her stalking
Beckoning her with his tail,he led her to a gap in the
trees, dappled by sunshine fitering through the
slender, silvery leaves. He halted and pricked his
ears.

“What are we istering for?" Sedgepaw asked.

Birds."

“Cant you hear them afready?” Birdsong

we going to climb?’ Sedgepaw asked

*“Im listening for one we can stalk.” Crookedjaw
crouched. “Get down!” He ficked his tail. A finch was
hopping from branch to branch above them. He
could hear its wings flutering between the leaves.
He backed under a fer. “Hide.”

Sedgepaw scooted in beside him and peered out
from under the fronds. "How do you know its going
o come down from the tree?" she whispered.

- some  blueberries over _there
Crookedjaw nodded toward a shrub of soft leaves
hung with dark, round berries. “The bird has its eye
on them.” As he spoke, wings fluered and the finch
anded among the berries, making the twig dip under
its weight.



Sedgepaw gasped. "How did you know?"

“Cedarpelt taught me.” And Fleck. He wondered
how his old friends were doing. / bet Soof is as big
as a warrior by now Crookedjaw watched the finch
hop among the leaves for a moment before nudging
‘Sedgepaw forward. “Go on."

“You want me to catch t?” He felt er pelt briste.

“Justgive ita ty.” he encouraged

Her breath quickened as she stalked forward,
pressing her belly o the ground

“Slow down.” he whispered. "You'l be okay."

She paused and steadied her breathing.
Crookedjaw saw her flanks relax. Then she moved

twitched but she stiled it. Her gaze was fixed on the
finch. Crookedjaw held his breath.

‘Then Sedgepaw leaped, smooth as a fish, and
grabbed the finch between her paws. I flutiered in
panic but she leaned forward and nipped its neck.
Mewi umph, ~she tumed  and faced
Crookedjaw, the finch limp in her jaws.

“Well donel” Pride surged through Crookedjaw as
he padded to congratuiate her. “Great catch.” As he
spoke, someting gray sl across h dearg

Squire!

Cmoked;aw hared after it. Squirrels rarely strayed
this side of the river. It raced fast as lightning over
the grass. Crookedjaw jumped, soaring through the
air,and landed on top of the squirrel. With a bite, he
g

edgepaw came pufing up behind him. “You got
w She'd dropped. her finch. “Ive never tasted
squirell”

"' not bad for land prey.” Crookedjaw snified it,
enjoying the warm, musky scent; it coudn't be more
different from fish and he wasnit sure the older
wartiors woukd approve. But thinking about his time
with the famm cats had reminded him of the squirels
they had caught in the hedges, and he wanted to
baskin his memories for a it longer.

As slender reed shadows lengthened across the
clearing, Wilowbreeze stretched. “They must have
decided by now” She glanced at the huddie of
senior warriors below the willow. *The sun's nearly

st
Crookedjaw shrugged. “They ve got tll moorhigh”
He'd been trying not to think about who would
replace his father. He wanted o be deputy more
than anyihing in the world, but surely it was 100 s00n
for him? He hadn't even finished training Sedgepaw
and there were plenty of wariors with more
experience. Even Oakheart had more experience.
Aniety flared in his belly. Hailstar wouldn't choose
Oakheart, would he? He had asked him o speak at
the Gathering. He pushed away the thought
Wilowbreeze purred.

Wha

*Sedgepaw’s been staring at her inch for ages.”

Sedgepaw sat ouside the apprentices’ den, eyes
fixed on the fresh-il pie.

Crookediaw's  whiskers  twitched.  “She's.
‘wondering who'll choose it”

“Doesn't she want o eat it?"

11k she ks o Bought of fescg er Clan®

le moved closer o Wilowbreeze. s her first

cal
“Youtold me.
Clwas svamng to thirk she'd never get the hang of

preya res sesy’ Wikoutroazs yauned
Your squwe\ looks impres
Tt Gvet . il of o ht Shimmerpel and




e i covahl. Crookediaw shrugged. °|
don'tkno

“Ithink Glaypzmls gm her eye onit”

Crookedjaw didn't reply. Hailstar was walking into
the middle of the camp. Rippleclaw and Timberfur
followed, with Ottersplash, Owfur, and Cedarpett at
their hees. Crookedjaw sat up. Dens rustied and fur
brushed the ground as the Clan padded from dens
and eating piaces to hear their leader.

Halsiar shook e head, foresalrg ary
questions. “We haven' decided yet.” he meowed
He sounded tired.

Echomist swished her tail. “You must be hungry”
‘She nodded at the frestrill pile. “There’s plerty to

(Good Hllsar ke s ips. We'ldecido afr
we've all had a chance to eat”

, 1o oaded onrd e o pile. As he neared

lied along his _spine.
‘Eramblebsrw" he yowled, keeping his eyes fixed
onthe pile of prey.

Crookedjaw darted across the learing. For a wild
‘moment he wondered if the sight of a squirrel among
th fieh had strted o old leader. Bramtiabory

t from her den and skidded to a halt beside
Fonkio o chowed s s gaze.herpolt piking v

“What does this mean?” Hailstar

Crookodaw sired at e prey on e Foshil
pile. The jaws of the squirrel had been wrenched
wide and hung open, dangling by sinews so that its
mouth gaped unnaturally. ks broken, twisted face
seemed to stare out at the horrified cats

That wes Crockedews prey’ Echomist
breathec

Y sl st e pile, then looked up. “I's an
omen!” he_growled, his eyes flashing. His gaze
swung to Crookedjaw. “I's you!" he growled. “You
are the new RiverClan deputy!”



Chapter 32

Birdsong pushed her vy through the stumed cats.
“He's oo young!”

“He's been a warrior for moons!” Wilowbreeze
retorted

Hailstar silenced them with a look. “StarClan
knows best” He dipped his head to Crookedjaw.
His voice was flat. "l cannot change the will of our
ancestors”

Crookedjaw feft ghosty fur slide around fis flariks.
The scent of Mapleshade hung in the air. Had she
left the omen? His heart soared. I tny vas an omen
o SiaeCln.

fo  Hailstar” Wilowbreeze
meeam forward. “Go and accept! Tell g you
want o be deputy.

Sedgepaw blocked his path. “Tm going (o be the
depty's apprentice.” She puffed out her chest.

Voleciaw nodded to Crookedjaw. “Well donet”

Beetlenose sniffed. “Who'd believe you were once.
the smallest kitin the nurser

g the biggest cat in the Clan; Cedarpelt
purred. *Congratuiations, Crookedjaw. You deserve
it

Do 7 Crookedjaw stared numbly at his
Clanmates.

“He doesnit have any experienc
whispered to Birdsong

Tmberﬁlsta\lwas twitching. *He's only fought in
one real batte.

Shimmerpelt was staring at the frestil pile. “Are
we allowed o eat an omen or shoukd we catch more
fish?"

Graypool siid past her. “Why not ask our new
deputy?” Her eyes giinted. “Congratulations.”

“Crookedjaw!” Oakheart's mew made him tum.
His brother weaved through his Clanmates. "You wil
make a fine deputy and a great leader.” He touched
his muzzie to Crookedjaw's cheek. ~You will aways

Troutclaw

Crookediaw's numbness melted. There was real
warmth in Oakheart's gaze. He's forgiven me for
Rainflover’ death! Thank StarClan! “Thank you." he

pere
Shelleart padded forward. “fm proud of you.”
Crookediaw looked up at Silverpelt. Are you
proud of me, 100, Rainflower?
A sharp paw prodded him. “You have (o tell
Hailstar that you accept” Wilowbreeze reminded
im.
Crookedjaw padded into the shiadow of the willow.
‘The moss at the entrance 1o Halstar's den quivered
in the breeze. Crookedjaw paused, steadying his

paws.

“You don't understand!” Brambleberry's urgent
‘mew sounded from inside the den.

Halsiar answered. Wha s tere 0 undersiand?”

“wasn'tan omen from StarClan!

Crookedjaw's heart seemed to st hp

“Who else would send omens?" Hailstar rasped

Brambleberry's mew was frightened. “Just let me.
o to the Moonstone,” she pleaded.

“The Moonstone?" Hailstar sounded puzzied. “An
omen is an omen, wherever it comes from. s there

Crookedjaw burst through the moss. He stared
accusingly at Brambleberry. “What is it? What's
wrong? Don'tyou want me to be deputy?”
Brambleberry’s eyes glstened. “Of course | dol”
She was trembiing. I's ust .. ” She trailed off.
“Just what, Brambleberry?” Hailstar was siting at



e ey ooty Vble
Youlve heard someting from Starian el me~

glanced at Crookedjaw. Tell u
1" Sho cosed ht oyes. Everyting might
be all right” She biinked them open and stared at
Crookedjaw. “ou'e as strong and s skiled as any
other warior. you make the right choices,
it might still be okay slipped out of the den
before Hailstar couid speak. Crookedjaw warted to
follow e He wanted to make her tell him what was
her, what had been worning e for o ong.

Do Jouaccopt, ert?

foputy?” naus«ar s mew
snapped Cmukedlaw veck o
6 shited s paws. Do you sl want me?” Had

wart
"Wt " Orockedaw birked ot hws leader. “Of
course Iwantit. More «mnany\m else.

Hailstar narrowed his

Crockediaw umed on My Clen msans s

than anything in the world. | know m young, but |

Tromise o loam | promise 1o grow wies and
stronger and do everyting | can (o help my Clan-
His promise to Mapleshade rang in his ears. / il be
loyal to my Clan above everything. What | want
doesnt matter. The Clan must always come first
Excitement surged under his pell as Halstar
brushed past him and nosed his way outside.

“Come on The RiverClan leader beckoned him
with a fick of his tail

“The green reeds glowed almost blue beneath the
fising moon, and the willow branches whispered
verhead. The air was warm and Crookedjaw coud
taste the river. His Clanmates lined the clearing,
watching silently as Halstar led hir to the middie of

camy

“Shellhearti” The RiverClan leader called the
former depuy forward.

Shellheart padded 1o join them. His spine showed
beneatn his ragged pelt as he stood before Hailstar.

Haistar dipped his head low. ‘Shellneart,
RiverClan thanks you for your loyalty and wisdom
You have never flinched from your duty or shown
anyting but courage. You've served your Clan well
and we wish you peace and comort in the elders'
den. You have eamed a long rest”

Sedgepaw bounded forward. *I promise Tl keep
Your nest clean and pullout al your ticks.

Timberfur tugged his daughter back by her tail
“shhh

Crookedjaw stified a pur as Hailstar went on
solemnly. *1hope you wilshare your stories with al of
us and with the Kits yet o be bom. We stil have
muchto lean from you”

“Shellneart! Shellneart!” As the Clan called his
name, Crookedjaw cheered loudest of all for his
father and mentor.

“Crookedjaw” Hailstar touched Crookedjaw's
shouiders with his taikip. “From ths day forward you
will be RiverClan's deputy. StarClan has given you
its blessing, and | pray you ive up to ts hopes and to
ours.”

Crookedjaw glanced at Brambleberry, siting in
shadnw outside her den. She was staring at her

P alistars eyes darkenod. | am on my rirh ife.
You are young to be so close to leadership. | pray



that StarClan gives you all the strength and wisdom
you'l need inthe corming moons”

“Crookedjaw! Crookedjaw!” He heard warmth in
his Clanmate’s cheers, in Oakhearts above all.
There was no_hint of jealousy. nothing but pride.
Wilowbreeze watched him from the edge of the
clearing, her eyes reflecting the wide, stary sky.
Breathing deeply, Crookedjaw tasted the sces of
the river and the reeds and the wilows. These were
all s now, more than ever before. Straightening his
back he looked wp al the stars. Thank you,
StarClan. | promise | von fet you down.

“The long day had left Crookedjaw bone-tired. After
the ceremony, his Clanmates had crowded around
i, sraig oages e moonose ighin e

we build you a bigger den now?
Petate: caled 20 Crookedjaw padded wearly to
i et
it swallowed the last of his meal and
nckea his lips. “Perhaps | shoud fine your nest with
thers?” he teased

" Groakeraw pured wih amusemert, but ho was

reieved o creep il e darkness of i den and
o i et beside Wiowbre

“Go e mumurcd 2% Wilowbresze
snuggled n_He dosed s eyes. Ho was oked
‘awake almost at once by paw jabbing his side.

“Maplshade?”Ho staggered o i et

-and-white_cat paced acrossthe
gkwmy Goarhe, soning mitswiie as he ashed
her tail.“See?” Her eyes glowed with triumph. I told
you Id keep my promisel You didn't let the death of

your mother distract you from your loyalty o the Cian.
You chose to save your Clanmates over herl And
now you're deputy.”

Crookedjaw narrowed his eyes. / didnt choose
anything. His mother's death had nothing to do with
him becoming depuiy. He opened his muu\h o
gue bt Maplshade was (o busycron

Jou T roward you Never underesimate my
e

P50, youcid eave tho omen?”

Sho it ansver “Coe on! There's somecne |

wantyouto

Ramnowaﬂ s boan pricked with oxiomert

hunting grounds.

mist. She led him to another clearing, litte more than
agap between the slimy gray trees.
“Where is she?"

“She?"Mapleshade snorted. “What are you talking
about?” She nodded toward two toms who were
emerging from the withered fens on the far side of
the space. Crookedjaw recognized one of them at

once.

Thistleclaw!

The ThunderClan warrior stopped beside his.
mentor—the same ragged, pale gray tabby who'd
been taining him last time—and stared at
Crookedjaw.

s this him?” the ragged tom grunted.

“Just gel on with your training session,
Silverhawk,” Mapleshade ordered.

| Stookeciaw dared i ko of her. Wy sre they

"G s, o help you leam, of coursel” She
whipped her tail across his ears. "Watch!”

Silverhawk crouched, growling at Thistleclaw.
Thistieclaw strelched his claws and hissed. They
circled each other, eyes like sits. Suddenly
Silverhawk darted forward. Thistieclaw ducked away
from his mentor’s jaws and Silverhawk's teeth
snapped aliina

you think youd get me that easiy?



Thistieclaw hiss

Silverhawk cvouched lower. “Say that again.”

“Did you thi
Batos Tisiocw coud rish, Siverbai eaped
on him and dug his ciaws deep into Tistlecaw's
shouiders. Crookedjaw gasped when he saw the
blood weling up in the spiky gray-and-white fur.
‘Thistieclaw yowled, scrabbling at the ground, trying
1o get 2 grp, b Sikerhavk reaved im en o e
back and kicked his chuming hi way.
Grockedaws e sopped n e roat 26
Silverhawik lunged for Thistleciaw's neck. Opening
his jaws wide, he gripped his apprentice’s troat in
his teeth.

No! going to give a kiling bite.
Crookedaw startd o rush fovard, bt Mapeshade

nocked him back with a vicious blow.

St o o

Sihorhauk o go of Tstocaw

e fan warror leaped to
ignoring \hedwpsu Yood nan Tow e P
oty atonyoul e begged. Ik ko whato

Crocksdiaw sared i horo, "o teaching him
how o kill? But that's against the warrior code!”
Trisiecas gazefashod at . Cortempl s
eyes. “ff you want to be more than just a warior,” he
snarled, you rave o be prapared ok bevors he
warrior code!”
Stk padded coser. Victry is veryting”

he hissed. “There's no glory in surrender.”
Thistleclaw (\pped his head to one side. “Do you
want me to show you how the kiling bite's done?”

Crookedn recoed Nor

“No?" Thisteclaw namowed his eyes. “What do
mean, n0? Why wouldnt you want to leam such a
powerul move?” He looked puzzled.

Crookedjaw took two steps back. The fur along
his spine was standing on end. ‘I didnt know
StarClan was like this!”

“StarClan?” Thistleclaw blinked. "You mouse-
brain! This isnt StarClan! Those smug, toothiess
fools won'tteach you anything as useful as this.”

“This isnit StarClan?” Crookedjaw's mind whiied.

Then

Siverhawk pushed past Thistieciaw. “This is the
Dark Forest” he snarled. *This is where you go if
StarClan won't take you.

Crookedjaw whipped around. Trees loomed over
him on every side, mist swiried, and the shadows
moved as though they were alive. Voices sounded
from the darkness, cries and whispers that he didn't
understand. Breathing fast, the blood roaring in his
ears, he tumed back and stared at the three
warors. Their eyes were fixed on him, glitering with
menace. Crookedjaw stiflered, rage giving him
caage. You ed o mel"ho spatatMapleade

*I never told you this was StarClan,” she meowed
ooty S foak a Step foward hm. Wiy are you
50 angry? Youire the deputy of RiverClan. You have.
everything you want. And you got it because | rined
you and encouraged you. 1did more for you than your

bt

okedjaw unsheathed his claws.

Mapleshade circled him, pelt smooth, tail swishing
behind her. “Your mother never sent an omen teling
your Clan to make you deputy, did she?"

*Soit was you!"

Of course it wa Mapleshade's mew
sharpened. ‘Do you think Hailstar woud make you
deputy without an omen? You've never even won a

fight”

Thistieclaw hissed. “He's deputy already?" He
glared at Silverhawk. “Are you going to o the same
for me?"

Silverhawk clouted his apprentice with a lightning-




swift forepaw, sending him staggering back. As
Thistleciaw stuggled 1o keep his balance,
Silverhawk thrust his muzzle in his face. “You stil
have much to leam!” he spat. “Your time will come
when say so, apprentice!”

Crookedjaw shook his head. “I don't war to leam
how o kill” he whispered.

Mapleshade’s gaze blazed on his fur. “But you
promised to do as | say," she reminded him softy.
“You promised o sacifice everyting to be the
greatest warrior in RiverClan”

“I know, and | wil aways put my Clan first"
Crookedstar knew he had to get away from here.
“Thark you for making me deputy” His pelt brushed
a slippery tree tunk as he backed out of the
clearing. “But | think ' okay now. | don't need any
more training.”

Mapleshade's eyes darkened to empty hollows.
“What do mean, you donit need more training? You
can't break free, Crookedjaw. I's too late for that.
Youve made me a promise and l make sure you
keepit”




Chapter 33

The hollow around Fourtrees brimmed _with
mooniight. I silvered the Clans and bathed the Great
Rock. Crookedjaw shifted his paws as he stood
between the other depuies, his shadow huge on the
stone behind him.

“Why did Hailstar make you deputy?” Adderfang
hissed in his ear. ~You'e not even ready 1o fight for
your Clan”

Crookedjaw swallowed back fury. He didn't want
his first Gathering as deputy to begin with a fight
Stonetooth, ShadowClars deputy, glanced at him

m the comer of his eye. Reedfeather tumed his
back. Clearly the WindClan deputy stil had not
forgiven RiverClan for the theftof his daughers.

Crookedjaw scanned the crowd, looking for
Oakheart. Where was he? He'd seemed so eager o
come. Didn't he want to see his brother named
depy in front of the other Clans? Disappointment
satin'his belly like a stone. Wilowbreeze had stayed
in camp, uneble to make the joumey o Fourtiees
because of a deep cut on one of her pads. She'd
sloped offa ook whie shg oranoerszed ot

was heaiing well, thanks to
Bramhlebeny, but she wouidn't have been able to
wak all the way 1o the Gathering. Shellheart hadn't
come, either. He was confined 10 the elders’ den,
sick with a sweling in his bely. He'd begged
Brambleberry to give him strengthering herbs so he
coud atlend, but she had insisted he rest
Crookedjaw glanced up at Siterpelt Perhaps
Rairflower was watching.
Hailstar raised his voice above the swishing of the

Clans mumured as the RiverClan leader paused
Crookedjaw lited his ctin, his heart racing
“Crookedjaw is RiverClan's new deputy.”

“Crookedjaw! Crookedjaw!”

As fis Clanmates called his name, Crookedjaw
pricked his ears, praying the other Clans would join
in. Relief washed over him as he heard ShadowClan
Jointhe cheer, WindClan and ThunderClan folowing,

*Crookedjaw!”

Joy fizzed beneath his pel. They were cheering for
him!

A pair of amber eyes flashed in the crowd
Thistieclaw was staring silently at him. Crookedjaw
stiffened. He hadn't been back to the Dark Forest
since he'd realized it wasn't StarClan's hunting
grounds, waking cold with horror every time he
difted close 1o a dream. How couid he have been so
dumb? He'd never go there again. He'd never talk to
Mapleshade.

Why did she help me become deputy? The
question had bumed in his mind since that night
She cant make me do anything | dont vant o do.
He dug his claws into the warm earth./im going o
be the best deputy RiverClan’s ever known. il
protect my Clan with my lfeif have to.

Thistleclaw's gaze stil bumed into his. He knous |
ues there. Thistleciaw nodded as if he knew what
Crookedjaw was  thinking. Does he. think vere
allies?

Never!
Crookedjaw tumed to  Adderfang. Did
ThunderClan's acting deputy know that one of his
wariors was_training in the Dark Forest? Did
Sunstar know? Perhaps the whole of ThunderClan
was leaming how o kill
s the cheering died away, the leaders scrambled



down from the Great Rock.
“Well done.” Hailstar landed beside Crookedjaw.
He beckoned with a fick of his tail.‘Come and meet

Cmokedpw interrupted him. 1 want to find
Oakheart

Hailstar cocked his head. s everyting okay?"
“Everything's fine. 1 join you when Ive found him."
Crookedjaw pushed through the cats lingering at
the oot of o Grat Rack The mgm was wam and
the C\ars seemod|

\Mkmer “fom ShadowCian

ducked ey o fom 2 knt o wariore “One momen
2 'paw, the next you're a depuy.

P Falowtl siopped beside Grookadaw. 1 guess

StrClan knows best”mumised he RierCian she-

“olytowsr pricked hor cars. Was oro an
ons

ewas quite—

“Not really” Crookedjaw interrupted _sharpt
slencig Fakwti Ho didrt vare SarClon bmughl
into

et tis sbout omers’?” Tals of WindClan
Dmed Hollyflower

Falowtal rarowsd her eyes, “Crookediaw’s so

young, everyone’s gossiping about StarClan and

e him." She glanced at Crookedjaw,

clarty picking up his hir. " don't see what the uss:
s about. He's our strongest warior.”

Adcararg d fom e cond. ReayT He
sniffed. Ithought he'd never fought a batt

Holyfower ficked her tail. “Yue stil smarling
after being beaten by a medicine cat.

Adderfang scowled. “He wasnit a medicine cat
then” He shot a furious glance at Mudr.

Brambleberry was introducing her new apprentice
o the other medicine cats. He'd been working hard
i the half-moon since starting his training, padding
around camp muttering herb names nder his breath
as he tried to memorize them al

“The ShadowClan warriors Crowail and Archeye
stoppedbeside  Crookedjaw. *Congratuiations.”
Archeye dipped his head.

s good o see Such a young cat geting on so
wel” Crowtail added

“Thanks”  Crookedjaw looked  past
searching the crowd for Oakheart. I really need 1o
find someone.” He excused himself and shouldered
his way nto the crowd.

Oakheart was pacing the edge of the clearing

“There you are!” Crookedjaw hailed him with a
flck of hs tail.

Oakheart biinked at him. “Where else wouid |be?"

I couldn' see you in the crowd." Crookedjaw
noticed his brother's rufled fur. *Are you okay?"

“Im fine. Why wouldn't 1 be?”

Is he jealous that Im deputy? Crookedjaw had
been keaping that thought at bay since the ceremony
in the camp. Oakheart had seemed happy for him,
bu loright e v defitely avoding Crookedaws
gaze, DId you see Halktar amource
Roverclas tow dopuy?" Ho waichos Oakhoan
closely

Oakheart glanced back at the bushes that lined
the hollow. “Yeah! kwias great.”

Crookedjaw wasn't convinced. *Are you jealous of
me?" he blurted,

Oakheart twiched his tail. “Jealous? No!" He
straightened up. “fm proud of you, Crookediaw. You
wanted this 50 much. You deserve it. You're going to
e, groat dopuyand  groatioader”

Really?”
“Raa\ry' Oakheart purred. I never warted o be

foputy.’
dopty you said you wanted to be leader one day!”



Il apprentices say they want to be leader one

el fooded Crookedian

“The others are leaving,” Oakheart commented.
The RiverClan prol was heading for the slopo. 1
catch up.” he promised. “There's something | have to
dofirst”

Crookedjaw hurried to join his Clanmates, faling
in beside Brambleberry and Mudur as they reached
the top of the hollow.

“That was an interesting night” Mudfur meowed.
“RiverClan now has the youngest depuly and the
oldest medicine cat apprentice.”

urred. "What did you think of the

t Goosefeather, the previous
ThunderClan medicine cat?” Brambleberry asked
/s moved o the elders’ den now.”

“Oh yes. | aways thought he looked like he'd just
been puled through a bramble.”

“Mudur!” Fallowtail was caling him from the head
of the patrol. “Come and test out your new skils on
Beetenose. He's got hiccups.”

Mudiur hurried away, leaving Brambleberry and
Crookedjaw alone. Silence waked between them
ke a thrd wartior. He could see her peltbristing as
they headed into the shadow of ThunderClan's

tertified of asking Brambleberry abot the omens.
What if she knewhe'd been meeting a warrior from
the Dark Forest?

But m loyal to my Clan! Ive got nothing to hide!
Then why did his pelt prick with shame at the
thought? Crookedjaw broke the silence, unable to
bear it. *Are there any other herbs that might help
Shellneart?" k was a dumb question. He knew she'd
tried everything already.

“Im going 1o start giving him more poppy seed:
Bramblebenry meowed. ‘He's in more pain than he'll
admitto.

“How long before he gets better?"

She didn't answer.
Crookedjaw i o smal hrd kimp gatrer in is
bl 2 i h'd svallowed a store. He's ot gong

et bettr, is he?"

e rambleberry's mew was as soft as the
breeze. “Tve seen lumps like this before. The cat
never sunvives. A lump like this brings pain and
thers a warrior like frost withers a

flower.
Where's Oakheart? Part of Crookedjaw warted to
share his grief, part wanted o protect his brother

He felt Brambleberry's pelt brush his. “Tm sorry
youhave to go through his,” she mumured.

For a moment it felt as if there had never been
distance between them. Then Crookedjaw pictured
the squirel with the broken mouth, an omen sent not
by StarClan but by a cat from the Dark Forest. i
there was any way he could stop Brambleberry from
leaming the truth—if she didn't already know—he
had 10 find it. He stepped away from her, suddenly
vorted she gt pick up sigrls trough i e

Croakedam squeezeﬂ through mp
enirance, weary from the Gathering. Seﬂgepaw and
‘Sunpaw were wailing in the shadows.
“What happened?” Sedgepaw squeaked.
“Can we come nex! ime?” Sunpaw begged
Crookedjaw brushed past them. “Ask Hailstar."
Wilowbreeze padded from their den. “Did it go
okay?” She yawned.



"Go back to sleep,” he called. “Tll tell you in the
S urtied acros feari

he
streamlng through the woven roof. “Shelleart?" he
whi

“Crookedjaw” Birdsong heaved herself to_her
paws. “He'l be 50 glad you came. He's been
wondering how you got on at the Gathering.
Brushing against him, she guided him past
Troutciaw's nest.

Perhaps he'll stop taking and go o sieep now

' seenyol e o om mutered

[Take o oco of im- Bircsong uhisered. He
ovos isfoning o Shellearts sion

Sholneartifed s read -c"mkemawv“

‘s come I you the Gather
Birds od Cmukea,aws ek bolors
pading back o er e

Sholhomt oaked amal i s moorit nest, s
fla s s showing rough is polt.“Come fo
lome. e croaked

he nleal breeze?

Crookediow bt oo i ators st avied
has\da him. “Hailstar told them | was deputy” he

" elhear boke o a ating pur. T 50 provs
of you. Rainflower would have been proud, too.”

No, she wouldnt. She'd have found some reason
he'd failed her.

Ho et s fatrar' breth on s chesk. T sony
she judged you'so harshly, Crookedial

v her son, or SarCian’s ok Bitemess rose
inns troat "

s wiong” Shelheart's mew was soft

“Ever since Ive known her, she’s always found it
hard to admit when she was wrong” He paused, as
though remembering old_arguments, in the days
when they were both stil young and headstrong
“She will come to see that. | bet she's watching you
now from StarClan, regreting how much  she
missed”

A chill ran along Crookedjaw's spine. Rainflower
may be vetching me from StarClan, but who is
vetching me from the Dark Forest?



Chapter 34

The willows flailed their branches helplessly while
the wind stripped their leaves. Reeds ratted and
swayed as the river raged past. skidding up the
banks and snatching pebbles from the shore.
Crookedjaw walched the water race past his paws.
Behind him, the wind moaned through the cracks
and hollows of Suningrocks. Ducking back against
the ciff, outof the rain, he shivered and pulled his tail
ighter ‘around him. He spotted a head bobbing
toward him through the swirling iver

Willowbreeze.

She hauled herself out ofthe water and shook out
her pelt. “There you are.” She touched her muzzie to
his. “|was worried about you”

“Im okay." Crookedjaw binked. “He liked to sit
here and watch the river, you

Shalatz

nodded, fresh grief piercing his heart
Patnape is sprt st comes et g £ boen
three moons since he'd lain beside his father in the:
elders’ den. Two since he'd died.

“Even when he's got the wam rivers of StarClan?”

Crookedjaw swallowed. ‘But he’ll miss his old
fiver, surely?"

Wilowbreeze setlied beside him and leaned into
him.“Tm sure he’s always watching from StarCla
She fiicked the tip of her tail. “He'll it to see what
his sons are upto.”

A pur rumbled in Crookedjaw's thoat.

Wilowbreeze stiflened against him, “Ottersplash?”

“ThunderClan warriors are crossing the stepping-
stones!”

“Now?" Crookedjaw strained to see around the.
bend inthe river.

“Theyl be in the camp any moment.” Ottersplash
urged. "Hailstar wants you.

Crookedjaw was already diving into the water. He
swam expertly, navigating the swiring current with
ease, and climbed out. Looking back to make sure
Ottersplash and Wilowbreeze were okay, he raced
for camp. Through the drizzle, he coud taste
‘ThunderClan scent. They were headed this way. He
swerved along the grassy path and raced into camp.

Hailstar was pacing the clearing, his pelt spiked.
Sedgecreek and Frogleap puffed out their chests,
clearly eager to prove themselves worthy of teir new
warrior names. Softwing stood wide-eyed ouiside
the nursery, her tail wrapped around her two young
kits. Her mate Owlfur crouched beside her, his eyes
‘merely siits as he watched the enlrance, then stood
25 Wiloubrocas and Otersplash dasred in. “Did
you see them? How many?"

“Wrere ar trey? | aittar asked Oterspiash.

“Headed thi

Echomist Noseh, How dare they invade our
terito

Rippleclaw lashed his tail. “l want to be in the
batte patrol

“Me tool” Timberfur hurried forward with Cedarpelt
on his tail. Sedgecreek and Frogleap darted afler
them, their eyes shining,

Hailstar waved them back. “Wail." he growied

‘might not invasion.”

X et be” Falowtsl cltied o lades. “Thoy
wouldn'tinvade in broad dayfigh

“Then why yammeynemv-nmnem growled.

Crookedjaw glanced at the entrance. ‘Tl ty to
head them off before they reach camp.”




Hailstar flattened his ears. “Take Rippleclaw and
Ottersplash with you”
o inares Oakheart?” Crookedjaw scanned the

g, Echorist told fim. *He wert out wih
Lakeshine and Shimmerpelt just afier davn.”
“Find_him and tell him whats going on’

Crookedjaw ordered.
Echomistradd and baded for o entance
“Not that way!" he_hissed. ‘I don't want you

bumping inio o G ok through the reed
Ecm-msn sid o the waler and dsappeared
the signal

Sterspash and | R\pplec\aw prigelfic oy go

invaders were
chating as though they were visiting Clanmates! He
growled and darted around the comer with hi
Tackios up.Ho skidded 1o a al n ot of Srster
ferClan leader signaled o his patrol with

gk

Crookedjaw unsheathed his claws. “What are you
dobg on RverCln oy

Bluefur, Whitestorm, Thrushpel, and Lionheart
armed o boind e leader, ot Crooked;aw kept
his gaze fixed on Sunstar.

“We want to talk with Hailstar” The ThunderClan
leader sounded as though he were asking a
Clanmate for a piece of fresh-kil

“About what?” Offersplash thrust her muzze

ward.
Sunstar narmowed his eyes. “You expect me o
share words thet are meant for your leader?”
Ottersplash  snarled. Keep  calm. Crookedjaw
waved the she-cat back with is tail. “You expect me
o lead you straightnto our camp?” he countered
“Do we look ke  bate patrol?” Sunstar glanced
back at his warrors. Their pelts were smooth, their
gaze curious. Bluefur was whispering to Whitestorm.
Crookedjaw tited his head. *It would take more

| Sinstar fed i chin "We oy vish fo share

Cvnoked;aw nodded. His Clan was prepared.
Folow me” He tumed and headed toward the
camp, uncomfortable with ThunderCian warriors at
his tail, but forcing his hackles down. The rain
pattered around them as they folowed the path
through the reeds. Crookedjaw entered the clearing
first, leaving Ottersplash and Rippleciaw 1o escort
the patrol behind him.

Timberfur and Owliur were prowiing beside the
reed bed, their hackles raised. Cedarpelt stood
guard by the elders' den. Loudbely, Sunfish,
Sedgecreek, and Reedtail custered proteciively
around the nursery. Softwing huddled between them
with her kits.

Lionheart stared around the camp as though it
were filed with walking ish. “Why do they live in such
uncomfortable-looking dens'

Crookedjaw growled. “They float if it floods.”
Where's Hailstar? He tasted the air. The RiverClan
leader's scent pooled in his den. Crookedjaw
understood. Hailtar clearly did't want ThunderClan
1o think they were worried. "Wait here.” he told




Sunstar. He padded to the willow and ducked into
Hailstar's den.

Hallstar was si
the gloom. “Well?”

“Theyre here. Only a pawful of warriors. No sign of
another patrol”

*Good.” Halstar nodded. “Come on-" He led the
way into the clearing and stood beneath the wilow
looking at Sunstar, his gaze more cuious than
amdous. Sunstar watched him and, when Hailstar
didnit speak, dipped his head.

“Sunningrocks belong to ThunderClan. We are
taking them back.”

‘Sunningrocks belong to RiverClan! Crookedjaw

ught to keep his pelt_smooth, praying his
Clanmates would stay calm. The camp was no place
for a batte.

Hailstar nsheathed his ciaws. “You'l have to fight
for them.”

"We'll ight if we have to.” Sunstar meowed. ‘But
we thought we'd give you fa

Timberfur padded forward, pelt bristing. *Are you
threatening us in our own camp?” he growled.

“We're ot threatening you,” Sunstar answered
caimly.

Crookedjaw steadied his breathing. This was a
contest of nerves, not claws

“We're giving you a choice,” Sunstar went on. “f
youkeep off Sunningrocks, we'l eave you alone. But
any cat who sets paw there will be shredded.”

Hailstar took a step forward. *Do you really think
we'l give up the rocks so easily?”

“f you prefer a batte, then we'll fight” Sunstar
repeated. “But are the rocks worth it?” He tipped his
head on one side. "You have the river o fish n. Your
paws are 100 big to reach far into the cracks of
‘Sunningrocks; your pets are 100 clearly marked to
stalk prey there. & is o use for RiverClan's ways of
hunting. s it worth ighting for?”

iudfr's brown pett fickered at the edge of
Crookedjaw's vision. k was what the medicine cat
apprentice had argued al along, that Sunningrocks
were not worth the number of RiverClan lives that
had beenlost. But woud Hailstar agree this time?

The RiverCian leader opened his mouth to scent
the air. I smell fear,”he

n it comes from your own warriors,” Sunstar
snapped.
“You actually expect us 1o give up Sumningrocks?”
Hailstar hissed.

Sunstr shook s head. L oxpect you o gt or
owed. “Even though you will waste
warriors and blood. You will lose, and it will be

ing in his nest, his eyes sharp in

Hailstar took a step toward the ThunderClan
leader. ‘RiverClan warriors fight with claws, not
words.”

“Very well" Sunstar nodded. “Sunningrocks are
ours. We will set the new markers tomorrow. After
that, any RiverClan cat found there il face a fight
that he will not win." He gazed around the camp and
raised s voico Lot llof Ruerlan foow tra e
has been given. Any biood spilled now will
be on Holltars paws. He tmod d neaded for
the entrance.
Crookedjaw stared after them, stunned by their
arrogance.
Terkerke shot foverd. “How dars tey?” Ho
oroled st h disappestio perl
“Make sure they leave Lemlmy" Hailstar
nodded at Oftersplash and Timberfur. "Escort them
to the border.
The o wariors o out ot cam,
we going o fight?" Sedgecreek
aDDeNed Seside Crookediaw, dencing Tom paw



paw.
Frogleap trotted up behind her. "Il be our first
batiel”

and Sunfish crowded around, with

still
needed a batle strategy. With 5o many eager young
wartiors, victory would be easy. He looked at
Haisiar, We shoud foht wih two patros. ho
meowed, his fist  batte at
Smingrocks. ot res.

Wit The RiverClan eader s\uMy sw\shsd his
tl, “hi may ot b a et wor

hat?” St

Ot aocso nawn i fightng!” Frogleap gasped.
Qu et! c-uakemaw ficked his tail. “Your leader's

PN discuss tis in my den, Crookedaw”
Haistr cast 2 thoughil gazo ovr o youg
warriors, then he headed

“wnysmnssnamww.mheuya wied

Crookedjaw silenced him with a look. *He's had
eight lives of experience to quide him.” He folowed
Halsarbencat o wilow and ccked I his don

jood is Sunningrocks o s in leaf-bare?"

it siting in the shadowy recess at the
ack of e den. “Surslar was g ey can fird
prey there that we can't re:

"o that a1 the moe reason to keep them
fromit,” Crookedjaw reasoned.

Hailstar bilnked at him. ‘Do you wan o starve

“F we it have o batle over Sumingrodks,
would we care ifthey were weak or stror

“What if we gave them Smmngrm:ks and they
ried to take more teritory?”

“Do you really thirk thats what Sunstar wants?"
Hailstar's gaze was steadly.

Perhaps v should just give them leaf-bare
hunting rights there. Crookedjaw remermbered what
Oakheart had said after the latest border challenge.
That's alvays when they take it They must need the

jed. *| quess Sunstar just wanis 10 be
able to feed his Clan during leaf-bare.

“We have the river and the
he pointed out. “They have only the forest”
Crookedjaw hesitated. “Theyl tink theyve won.
The fur rippled along his spine. He didn't want any
Clan o think RiverClan was weak.

“They'l think we prefer peace over war,” Hailstar
murmured. “Some will see that as a sign of
weakness, others willsee it as a sign of strength.”

Crookediaw thought  of Rippleciaw  and
Ottersplash. And Sedgecreek and the other new
wartiors. How would they see it? He dug his ciaws
ito the soft earthen floor of the den. “ThunderClan
will think they can change borders any time they
iike!”

aistars hiskes iched. "t at what vs've

ne?"

Iats diferert Sumingrocks is ours! t was
given o us by StarClan.

Hailstar tucked his tail over his paws. *| admire

ur loyalty” he meowed. “StarClan chose wel in
‘making you deputy.”

Crookediaw shified his paws uncomfortably as.
Hailstar went on

“You'l make a great leader."

The moss twitched at the entrance to the den.
Timberfur poked his head_through. “Have you
decided ona battie plan yet? The Clan i restiess.

Hailstar nodded. As Timberfur ducked ou, the
RiverCian eader glanced at rookedjav. T wart you
1o tell thex



“That we're giving up Sunningrocks?"

Halstar nodded. “The young warriors are an
excitable bunch. You might as well leam how to
handle them sooner rather than later.”

Crookedjaw steadied himself with a deep breath.
“Okay” He pushed his way out of the den and
padded to the center of the clearing. Hailstar halted
beside fim.

The Clan grew quiet as Crookedjaw lfted his chin
and gazed around the camp. “We won't be fighting,”
he amounced. “We'l let ThunderClan  have
‘Sunningrocks tl newleaf.”

Mudfur was the first o speak. “Thank StarClan”

*But we have (o fight” Timberdur growied.

Loudbely paced aound fis denmates. How can
we not?

“We'd beat them!” Owfur snaried.

“Theyl thirk we're weak!” Cedarpelt warned with
aflick of his tail

diail flexed his claws. "We'll go anyway.” he
muttered.

“We can't et them win,” Sunish agreed.

*“f you won't defend our terrtory, we'll do it for you!
Loudbelly yowled.

Crookedjaw bared his teeth at him. “No patrol il
cross the fiver” He glared at the bristing young
wariors. “f any one of you sets paw on
‘Sunningrocks, you neednt worry about ThunderClan
because /Il shred you" He gaze ficked back to
Loudbely. ‘Got t?"

el flattened his ears. “Yes, Crookedjaw,”
he muttere

Crookedjaw snapped his head around to suvey
the rest of the Clan. Rippleciaw was watching him
through narmowed eyes but didnt speak. Owlfur
stared at his paws. Timberfur sheathed his claws.
Crookedjaw felt a surge of iumph but pushed it
away. These were his Clanmates; he was leading
them, not fighting them. “We dont need
Sunningrocks until newleaf,” he tokd them. “Let
‘ThunderClan scavenge for mice in the cracks. We
have the river and as much fish as we can eat™

Cedarpell stopped fnvard 1 can ke ou &
huniing party now if you ke e offere

Yo" Crostedim dippod s head o is
old mentor, “Take Sunfish, Frogleap, and Loudbely”
twould keep them busy. As the Clan diified back to
it duties, Crookedjaw scamned the camp for
Oakheart. His brother sil wast back.

“Crookedjaw?" Ottersplash heaved herself out of
the water beside the reed bed. Her eyes gltiered as
she huried over and leaned close. “Can | speak with
You?” She beckoned him toward the sedge wall and
Grouched beneath the arching fronds. Puzzied.
Crookedjaw ducked beside her.

*Have you noticed at the Gatherings if Oakheart is
fiendly with any of the ThunderClan warriors?"
Otersplash whispered.

Crookedjaw shrugged. “No cat in particular.”

*Not even Bluefur?” Ottersplash glanced at him
uneasil

*He's spoken (0 her one or two times.”

Otersplash frowned

“Why?" Crookedjaw stiffened

Whie we wers scorig e TrnderCanpatl, |
sawhim .. * She flou

Crookedjaw leaned forwar. “Sawhimubat?

‘Saw him taking to Bluefur.”

“They were alone,” Ottersplash reported. “She
cropped back rom the pairol and he came fom the
the Hed boen fahirg. Ho coud heve o
what they were doi 3

“That's probably why he stopped her.” Crookedjaw
wondered why Otersplach we making Such & g



deal out of it. *He just wanted to know what she was
dang on RverClan erory”

rsplash nodded. “Of course’ She
stra\gmened up. “Somy, | shouidn't have troubled

Crookedjaw ran e tp of s tll over por flrk.
“No problem.” he meowed. His pett rippled uneasily.
Ivonderifsho oloves ahat it sar T ot oo

T by the next day. Crookedjaw
siretched, yawning in the chiy leaf-fall sunshine. The
river slid past, deceptively quiet, as if it was just

Oakheart to his favorite pool, hoping there'd be car
Ho waitd on tho bark who Onkheartdived for e
firstcatcl
His brother's tawny head broke the surface, a fish
betwoen fis jaus, He fopped erio the bark and
dropped it beside Crookedjaw. “Your

Ao toro mary down ters

c-vuksa;aw ‘waded into the shallows as Oakheart
snifled his carp. “Oakheart?” Whatever the truth is, |
‘have fo know He kept his tone casual. “Did you see
the ThunderClan patrol yesterday while you were out
fishing?"

Oakheart fipped the carp over. ‘I saw Timberfur
and Otersplah escoring them over e stappig:

wn vouidnt he mention talking to Bluefur?

Was e far on s spine tlhing? Cmokea,aw
shifted his paws onthe stone:

Winats wih a1 he questons?” Oakbeart waded

I youre not going to catch anything, then |

i He ded no e walar s disppasred

Crookedjaw narrowed his eyes. We
for e ressort Parhaps Oakear ddnt ik taking
1o Bluefur was important enough to mention. Any
loyal warrior would have stopped to question an
intruder. Besides, he wouldnt keep secrets fiom
me, would he? Crookedjaw padded 10 a flat gray
rock and lay down 1o wait for Oakheart's retum. He
wasn't the only cat who was loyal to his Clanmates.
There was no way his brother woud betray
RiverCian




Chapter 35

ey rain_ofipped through the roof of the den
Grookedjaw shivered. His nest was damp.

Beside him, Wilowbreeze rolled over and
stretched. " itleaking again?” A large drop thudded

Cold leaf-bare squalls had been battering the camp
for day

Crookedjaw licked her  cheel ask
Bramtiabeny & eve 2 word wih Sarcian: o
heaved himself (o his paws,

ey ot Wilbreers ealld s he squeszed
outof the den

‘The dawn was dul, the sky gray as a squirrers
pelt. Petaldust, Leopardfur, and Sedgecreek were
outside, stuffing the nursery walls and roof with
leaves 10 keep out the weather. Their pelts were
Spiked with rain, their ears flat against the wind

Hailstar stood in the clearing, staring at the river.

Crookedjaw stopped beside him. " it any
higher?”

Water was already lapping over the shore beside
the reed bed. Dawnkit and Malowkit had been
forbidden to go near the river. A swell might sweep
through the reed bed at any moment and wash away
an unsuspecting kit

“The banks are holding,” Halstar mumured. “But
we need to keep checking

Oakheart peered from s den, then darted out to
o them, Trere's ot a dryspotn camp.”Ho eyed
the iver. “Looks higher

Soyord e baier of reeds th vatar swird,
brown and fast It was too dangerous for ishing.

*Should we move Softwing and Graypool up (o the.
elders'den?” Oakheart suggested.

Hailstar glanced at the nursery. “Not yet”

Softwing’s. kits, Dawnkit and Malowkit, were
peering out of the entrance, biinking at the rain.
Thrse moons old, they looked more fike 'paws every

“ows Graypoor Haistar meower,

Crookedjaw shook his head. “Stil sick.”

Graypool had recently moved from her den to the.
nursery, expecting Rippleclaw's kits. Brambleberry
had been treating her nausea for days but the queen
had litle appeite.

“We'll need to move them if the water comes any
higher,” Crookedjaw advised.

“Ive got an idea.” Oakheart tugged a reed from
the apprentices’ den and stuck it into the muddy
earth, marking where the water had reached. “Now
we'll be able o see how quickly it rising.” He sat
back on his haunches. “ll check it regulary and et

Sppronices. and Crockedjaw bad pushed away
worries.

Mudir trotted toward the elders’ den with a bundle.
ofleaves in his jaws.

Crookedjaw hailed him. *Are those for Birdsong?"
“The old she-cat had been coughing for days.

Mudfur nodded. Crookedjaw huried afler him. As
they reached the den, Crookedjaw waited for Mudfur
to squeeze inside, then followed

“Brambleberry” He greeted the medicine cat



crouching beside Birdsong. “How is she?"
Birdsong scowled through the shadows.
il goter earingand 2 orgue iner read
ol wmsker roled i eyes. “Sho's deiitoly

Tvouk:\aw i Sorcn | mougm Id gel some

Crookedjaw picked his way past the two empty
nests beside the entrance. They sil carried the very
faint scents of Shelleart and Troutclaw. He setlied
oy besido theadory abby ard wio she<at

Brambleberry was shredding some herbs on the.
dark carion foor T nest 1 demp.” she Hssed:
*Evenything's damp.”

Birdsong  started coughing.  Tanglewhisker
i his ears. “f shes mt laking ten sho's
giving me earache wi ing!"

Birisong svaloved palnﬁl\y "Cout miss me
whenimgone. e 3

ot going anwmere Brambleberry

frished fiping u g heroe and tust o ueler

M tpped s head. ‘Portaps TundorClan
would give " he suggested. “There are
enty of shetered spots e fomst and they owe.

Targlewhisker roned. We cant
‘ThunderClan for anything! They already think we're
weak And if this damp gets into all our bones, we
vori b able i fight ffa mimovs et lone Bose
mangy we

Brdsong munched her berbs. When | was
younger, we used fo hunt in the big nest by the
Twoleg meadow.”

Crookedjaw looked amously at Brambleberry.
“The old cat was rambling. Was it a sign that she was.
getiing a fever?

“Before there were so many dogs." Birdsong’s
eyes misted as she went on. “There was a black-
and-white mutt” She purred at Tanglewhisker. ‘Do
yousemerber i The srappy one, Sy baring
Rattacked me

“remamber Tanglewhisker's whiskers tilched
It looked very surprised when you tumed and
wiped it on the muzze.

"I kept its distance the next time we went hunting
there!"” There was amusement in Birdsong’s wheezy

mew.

Tanglewhisker tucked his paws tighter under him
and fiffed out his damp fur. “What made you think
about the Twoleg nest? Do you wan to go and hunt
mice?

“No, frog-brain!” She fiicked her tail at him. “The
Twolegs used 1o store dry grass there. That would
keep our nests dry. No use putting in more moss; it
just soaks up the wet from the ground.”

Tanglewhisker's eyes gleamed.

Brambleberry was on her paws. ‘Do you think you

fetch some?" She stared hopefuly at
Crookedjaw. ‘Birdsong's cough won't got any better

nt fizzed in his paws.
Perhaps Birdsong’s mind wasn't so addled after al.
I was a briliant idea. ‘Il go ask Hailstar" He
squeezed out of the den and hurried down the slope.

Hailstar was crouching beneath the wilow. He
stood up o reot rookedian: “Youlook choerf”

“Birdsong teling me about a Twoleg nest
where dry grass is store

“The bam!" Hailstar lited his tail. “Of course. She.
took me hunting there when Iwas just a‘paw.”

am’
Crookediaw instantly pictured Fleck's home. He



B e e
he ok wartors ovcusl weren'lking about
Flock and Mo bam. which wht moch 100 o o1
regular hunting patrols.

"Beyond the dog fence.” Hailstar told him. “Past
the field there’s a huge nest. No Twolegs in it just
dry grass and mice.” He lited his muzzle. Even in the
old rain, his peft sodden, he looked as strong as a
warior hall his age. ‘Petaldust, Sedgecreek,
Leopardiurl" He caled 1o the tivee cats weaving
leaves into the nursery walls. "You can finish that
later. We have a special mission.

54 usring i reed ook . What s

Cmokeﬂ)aw cked e rain from s . “We're
going to fetch dry bed

“Where from- Pkt dropped her burdie of
Jeaves and raced across the cloanng. Sedgocroek
leaped down from the nursery roof and followed,
Leopardfur on her tail

“There’s a barn just past the dog fence,” Hailstar
explained, his eyes shining. *I used to hunt there
when |was a 'paw. | haven't been there for years.

Crookedjaw paced around the RiverClan leader.
*We can calch some mice while we're there.”

‘Sunfish darted out of her nest, ears pricking. "Did
‘someone say hunling?”

“Hunling?” Softwing peered from the nursery. sn't

ice.” Hailstar tod her.
I want to comel” Dawnkit tumbled out of the
nursery and raced clear of her mother's front paws.
Her ginger-and-white fur was drenched in an instant.
“Dawki” Softwing called crossly.
's alowed out and m not?"
Mallowkit squeaked indignantly from between her
mother's paws.
Hailstar headed for the gap in the reeds. “We'd
re we have the whole Clan

after him with Petaidust,
Leopardiur, and Sedgecreek pounding at his heels.
Rain rattled the beech copse and splattered on to
the marsh. Crookedjaw screwed up his eyes against
the downpou, relieved when he spotied the dog
fence looming ahead of them. “Wait" He signaled
o

patrol back with a fiick of his tail while he sriffed

along
the botiom of the fence. “No fresh dog-scent” he
called back to his Clanmates. “f must hate rain more
than we do.”

He siid under the fence. The sour tang of mud and
wet grass bathed his tongue as the patrol crept past

horse, munching grass at the edge of the field
Crookedjaw felt exposed in the short grass and
quickened the pace. Peering through the rain he saw
a huge nest at the far side of the field. It rose

warely from behind a low gray wall its black
wooden sides dark and forbidding against the rain-
filed sky. "s that it2" he asked Hailstar.

Hailstar nodded. Crookedjaw darted forward,
racing for the shelter of the low wall. As the patrol
caught up, Petaldust tasted the air. “No fresh
scens,”she reported.

Leopardfur sniffed. “| can't taste anything but rain.”

“Wait there.” Hailstar jumped onto the wall and,
keeping low, scanned the open space on the other
side.

Crookedjaw sprang up beside him. Bare cream
stone stretched from the wall o the bam, just ike the
yard at Fleck's farm. “All clear?”

Hailstar nodded. Crookedjaw glanced down at
Petaldust. “Come on.”

Sedgecreek was first over the wall



dropped (o the ground below him. He. jown
st e, chacing e yad warly as Haiiar g
them over the knobbly stone. There was a smal

123304  rle n the botomn of e hugo. wooden
barrier that blocked the entrance to the bam.
Hailstar siid through first. Al clear.” he whispered.
Leopardiur followed, Sedgecreek and Petaldust
on his tail. Crookedjaw ducked in after them. Inside,
gosred 25 high as Sikerpel. Dim gt
ped in through siits in the walls and great
Shatows silcned across e smoh sione foor
Loommg  pils of golden dry grass wero siackod at

“We u couecl gass ot Havlslar aacmea hen
hunt, wed
umm one mmle s ot peidorae Lsovavdiur

Ry Gsty” Sedgecreekwhispered.
gaaed 1 a h far oo her frpricking akorg i
spine. Then she snee:

Crookedjaws whiskers e, ‘Come on” Ho
led her to one of the huge grass bundles. Reaching
up. he ripped out a clawful and rolled it around his
paws before dropping it on the floor. Sedgecreek
‘copied him and they worked quietly unti they'd made
a pile of fat, prickly bundles, smeling strongly of
sunshine and dried leaves.

Crookedjaw dusted grass seed from his ears with
a paw and peered info the shadows at the back of
the bam. His pelt ingled. The smell of grass and
‘mouse was stiring old memories. He dropped into a
crouch. “Follow me." he hissed to Sedgecreek.

Together they staked past Hailstar, Petaldust, and
Leopardfur, who were stil busy bundiing dried grass,
and slipped into the shadows. Crookedjaw stiled
‘Sedgecreek with a fick of his tail and pricked his
ears. Tiny feet were scrabbiing at the bottom of the
wall. He nodded toward the sound but Sedgecreek
was already creeping across the stones, her tail
lifled a whisker off the ground, her belly taut.

Crookedjaw selected a wider angle of approach,
‘coming in from the side as Sedgecreek closed in on
her prey. Suddenly she pounced, springing forward
with her forepaws outstretched. She missed—but
the plump brown mouse fled straight toward
Crookedjaw. He scooped it up as it shot past and
gave ita quick kiling bite

“Very Hailstar was siting back on his
haunches, with grass hanging from his paws. He
rolled a final bundle and padded across the bam.

edgecreek was already crouching down, ready
for her next catch,

Hailstar pricked his ears. A big onel” His eyes
widened with delight and he dropped down beside

.

Crookedjaw tasted the air

He stiffened. That wasn't mouse. That was rat!
Fleck had taught him to be wary of rat-scent. One rat
was okay. A swarm could be deadly. “Watch out”

As he yowied a waming, four huge rats raced
squealing from the shadows. Sedgecreek squawked
with suprise. “They're attacking us!” She hopped
ito the air as a rat hurtled at her, but it grabbed her
hind paw with s teeth and held on

w pounced squarely on the rat's back,
kiling it with  bite to its neck. “Are you okay?”

Sedgecreek whimpered with pain as blood welled
thick and scarlet from her hind paw. Leopardfur
raced over to help. She dlawed another rat and sent
itsquealing away.

“There's more!” Sedgecreek gasped.

Countless rats were streaming from the side of the
bam. Their eyes bumed and their sharp teeth glinted
inthe halfight.

“Get help!” Crookediaw yowled at Petaldust.



. Petaldustbegan o argue.

Ao o oriseshet wartr o out of e bam,
Crookedjaw braced himsefl. Trapped by her
wounded hind leg, Sedgecreek was batiing at the
flood of rats with her front paws. Hailstar lunged
wildly ats on every side of him. Leopardiur shricked
as one bit her tail. She tumed and sunk her teeth nto
its neck. Instantly another rat leaped on her back.
“Helpt”

Crookedjaw darted forward and hooked it off.
Leopardfur wailed as it ipped out ur.

“Hallstarl”  Sedgecreek's  screech  made
Crookedjaw whir around.

Two rals were atacking the RiverClan leader, one
clinging to fis spine, the other dragging at his hind
legs withits teeth. Crookedjaw hauled offthe biggest
rat and flung it 0 the edge of the ban.

“Wait!"A snarl came from the shadows.

Mapleshade! Crookedjaw recoiled. “What are you
doing here?” he growed

“This is your chance.” Her voice rang inside his
head. “Leave him to the rats. You can be the leader
of RiverClan today, ifyou have the courage!”

1" Crookedjaw lunged at the rat clinging on o
Hailstar’s peltand clawed it away from the RiverClan
leader. “l won't let you kil my leaderl” Crookedjaw
hooked another rat and slapped it to th floor.

Mapleshade hissed. ‘But this is your destiny!

Crookedjaw growled under his breath. *| decide
my destiny, Mapleshade. Not you" As Hailstar
staggered 10 his paws, Crookedjaw knocked away
another rat. Behind him, Sedgecreek had made it to
herfeet, leaning on Leopardiur. Crookedjaw glanced
at the injured she-cat. She looked as if she coud
stand on her own for a short whie.

Rtwas too dangerous to race for the entrance. The.
moment they stopped fighting, the rats would
overwhelm them. Their only hope was to work
together.

“Wartiors! Taiko-ail” he ordered.

The patrol backed toward one another and
pressed their spines together. Rearing up on their
hind paws and swiping with their front legs, they met
the rats with a circle of flashing claws. Hailstar was
gasping for breath, but he jabbed mercilessly at the
flood of brown creatures. Leopardfur_yowled in
triumph at each rat she sent fling. Sedgecreek
slammed her paws down again and again on
withing, squealing bodies. Crookedjaw's nose and
mouth filed with the musky tang of blood. Panic
started to ise in his chest. Sedgecreek was starting
o wobble on hernjured leg, and Leopardfur sagged
against his flank. They couidn't hold out much longer.
“Try and get to the entrance!” he yowled. As they
edged back toward o bol. el fashed at e
cormer of Crookedjaw's Vi

"Tee brovgh hea” Petakust yelld across the
bam.

Rippleciaw and Timberfur streaked toward them.
Sunfish, Blackclaw, and Owifur folowed. They dived
on 1o the sea of rats, hooking them wilh their claws
‘and hurling them across the bam. Timberfur cracked
a spine in his jaws. Rippleciaw grabbed a rat with
each forepaw and smashed them both against the
hard stone floor. The rats Scattered, shrieking. to the
g ofhe bem and R back il the shecous
and disappear

Cmoked)aw ﬂmpged on 1 all fours. Leopardur

rouched beside him. She was panting, her pelt

Croaked ros,buther syes were brght. e did 1"
she gasped.
Cronkedjew sppad Hood o bebesen et e,
“Yes, we di

‘X weak groan sourvied beside them



“"Sedgecreek!” Crookedjaw ran to her side and
searched her gittering eyes. "How badly are you

She groaned. Paws pounded across stone and a
uhle pol knocked Crookedaw avay. ‘Give me

col
she ordered. Rippleciaw and Timberfur streaked
away and leaped orto the huge piles of grass,
stretching up o sratch cobwebs from the wall

bei
“Hailstarl”  Owliur's  shocked mew made
Crookedjaw freeze.
Hailstar? Horror dropped like a stone in his belly

w yowle
“Hold onl" she called back. ‘Sedgecreeks

Crookedjaw dropped down beside Hailsar and
et for the wound in his neck. He found the tear in the
skin and prossed his paw agains! i, desporatoly
wnsms«opmeblm “Im somry.” he whispered.

R you didit” Hallstardrew in a rattig breath
“You fought as bravely as | expected. Now you must

Crookedaw gasped a5 bo. fol Mapleshado
charge into his flank and knock him
Hasir. The Dark Forest warrors. pell was It
more than a faint gleam in the haif-ight but her eyes
bured fierce and yellow.

“Nol" Crookedjaw shoved past her and raced
back to Hailstar, reaching again for the wound. No
blood puised beneath his paw. I stillseeped out, but
o lfe force throbbed behind it. Hailstar's head had
rolled to one side and his eyes were glassy and dul.
Crookedjaw el something snap inside his heart.

“Brambleberry, Crookedjaw mewed hoarsely.
*He's dead.”

Colapsing 1o the cold earth floor, Crookedjaw
rested his head on Hailstar's matted pelt and closed
his eyes.



Chapter 36

“Crookedjaw” Bramblebeny uas whispering in his
ear.

Crookedjaw forced his eyes to open. I hadn't
been a dream. He was stil in the ba, stil covered
in Halstar's blood, his claws stil clogged wih rat fur
Trembiing with shock, he pushed himself to his
paws. ‘How's Sedgecreek?”

Brambleberry resled her tail on hs flank. “Shellbe.
okay” She stared down al Haister, her eyes
gisten

“Itried 1o stop the bleeding,” Crookedjaw told her.
Maybe | coud heve i Moploshads hecht soppod
me. Guilt scorched through i

Sramblebary checked the wourd on Halara

meowed

Crookedjaw looked around. The bam seemed
very sl and empty. s Leopardir al ight?”

“Im fine.” Leopardfur limped 1o his side and
touched her nose o Hailstar's pel.

Crookedjaw padded to where Sedgecreek was

cheek with his. “Are you going to be able to make it
home?"

Sedgecreek nodded. Her eyes were dul.

Crookedjaw signaled to Timberfur,“Help her.”

brown tom pressed against Sedgecreek and
began to guide her toward the etrance. Surfish
darted over and propped her up on the other side.

Rippleciaw dipped his head. ‘Shouid | camy
Hailstar back o camp?”

Crookedjaw shook his head. 1 wil”

Brambleberry raised one paw (o siop him. “You
can't Youre hurt”

s only a few nips.” Crookedjaw was 00 numb to
feel anything. He crouched down while Rippleciaw
and Owlur dragged the RiverClan leader orto his
back, then forced his legs (o straighten to begin
Hailstar's final joumey home.

Crookedjaw hated dragging Hailstar's _body
through the hole. He finched as the leader's fur
snagged on the spiintering wood but he refused to
pause for breath. All he coud think of was the grief
thatlay in wait or the Clan.

“Let me carmy him a while,” Rippleciaw begged as
they crossed the rain-soaked meadow.

Crookedjaw was panting beneath the weigh, the.
pain from s wounds beginning 1o bite. “No. fm

okay”

As they passed the beech copse and neared the.
camp he became dimly aware of Rippleclaw
pressing against him, shouldering some of Hailstar's.
weight He staggered into the clearing and stood
long enough for Owlfur 1o slide Hailstar from his
back. Then he sank on to his side in the mud, feeling
it seep into his fur.

‘Crookedjaw!” Wilowbreeze frantically licked his
cheek. “Are you okay?"

Exhausted, Crookedjaw closed his eyes where he
layand et darkness enfold him.

He woke in his nest, his wounds stinging.

Wilowbreeze ducked down beside him. “ou'e
awake?"

Crookedjaw scrambled to his paws. “The vigil for
Hailstar!

“I's okay, you haven't missed iL” Wilowbreeze's
woice was hoarse with sadness. “He's in the
clear

aring.!
Crookedjaw hurried out of the den.



e e e e
e Cmoked;aw stared past his brother at
tiswrtened, ndorias Chmotee
irdsong was pacing the edge to the clearing,
wailing in distress. “Why did | suggest going to the
bam? I sent him to hs deathl”

Tanglewhisker padded after her. “How could you
Kow ahat U appen? You cat i yourse
frog-brain.”

Beetlenose sat, hunched, undemeath the wilow
with Petaldust and Voleclaw beside fim. The three
wartiors stared blankly across the clearing at their
fatrer's body The ainrad siopped and o cloudls

of late-aftemoon light
Thamiraled e cearng, paking on Harir's o
drenched pe.

Echomist huddled beside him. She looked up as
Crookedjaw approached. I should never have ot
him

Crookediaw touched his muzzle to her head. “He

fought ke a StarClan warrior right o the end.”
entrance to Bramblebery’s den swished and

the mawcme catpadded ou.

“How Sedgecreek and  Leopardfur?”
Cmnkadpaw cal

Resting”  Bramblobery reported. “Tve put
cintment on their wounds 1o siop them  geting
infected” She 'studied Crookedjaw's ~ matted,
Sodstaned ot o oatous 0o

growied Tve sat vigil for
i

Brambleberry shook her head. “You have 10 travel
1o the Moonslone with me,” she reminded him.

He binked at her.

“To receive your ine lives.

Nine lives. He was the leader of RiverClan! The
realization hit him ke a wave of cold waer.

“We should leave now Brambleberry prompled
“Mudur can ook after Sedgecreek and Leopardiur.”

Crookedjaw ganced al Echomist. Wil you be
okay

“Ihave my Clanmates,” she mumured.

Grookedjaw dipped his head. His pelt bumed and
he looked p 10 see Timbertur staring at him.
Graypool peered from the nursery, her eyes wide.
Frogleap and Loudbelly padded beside the reed
bed, splashing through the shallows overlowing the
bank. Their pels were spiked, their ears fla. They
were depending on him now. His hearl ached. He'd
never folt less like a leader. He'd only just become

fept.

He felt Wilowbreeze's warm pelt brush against
him. “You shoud go.” Her gaze ficked toward
Brambleberry waiting at the enrance. “Youl be fine,”
Wiovbreeze whspored. Halstr mace e rgt
choice when he chose you

N no ciam. Crookedio ok sk Mapleshade
decided my destiny—a cat from the Dark Forest!
Panic futered in his chest. What have | done?

“Let's go." Brambleberry’s call from the other side
of the clearing was gentle but urgent.

“Im coming”

Brambleberry kept a litte way ahead as they
leaped the stepping-stones and followed the path
beside the waterfall. Crossing the WindClan scent
line, Crookedjaw caught up to her. He didn'twant her
o walk into a WindClan patrol without him at her
side. Was she going to say anything about him
becoming leader? She had been worried about
Hailstar making him deputy; she must be horiied
that he was o be RiverClan's leader. He haited.

Brambleberry tumed and stared at him in surprise.
‘The heather swayed around her, touched with a pink
glow as the evening sun bled into the pale blue sky.
“Are you coming?”

“You have to tell me!” Crookediaw dug his claws



into the peaty earth. “l can't face StarClan uniil | know
what you know” A StarClan omen had warned her
that he was not to be trusted. I she knew about
Mapleshade, so must StarClan. What f they refused
10 give him his rine fives?

Brambleberry biinked. What | know?”

“Donit pretend youire not worred they worit make
me leader” Crookedjaw growled. “Or is that what
youre hoping for?”

“Why would I hope for something ike that?”

“Because of the omen! The omen that warned you
ot o trust me. What was it? You've hidden it long
enough. You have to tell me what you've seen!”

Brambleberrys shouiders drooped. “¥es. ¥es, |
do_ But its ot what you're thinking.” She sat down
o ek N gaze wit hr skycobred eyes. e
seen you with

Cmoked}aws pelt bumed. "Do you mean
Mapleshade?

that her name?” Brambleberry’s ears twitched.
didn't know. | just knew she was training you in @
place that was dark and cold and smelled of death.”
Her fur pricked. *| watched you choose to walk with
cats who would never be loyal to you or your Clan”

“| didn't_know she was bad Crookedjaw
whispered. ‘1 was so dumb. | thought she was a
StarClan cat”

Brambleberry ficked the tip of her tail. *StarClan?

thought that?" Her pelt smoothed. Now |
understand! When it came to your Clanmates, you've:
always been so brave and loyal—so determined to
do your best. | couldn't understand why you were
training with that monster.”

I thought she was on my side Crookedjaw
looked at his paws. "l wanted to be the best warrior |
ould be, and she said she’d help me.”

Bramblebery shook her head. “You woud aiways
e been a greatvarior”

*How could | have known that?” His mew caughtin
tis troat. “Afr 1 broke my jaw o ca soamed 0
want me. Everyone treated me fike Iwas useless.”

Brambleberry's eyes clouded. “We let you down”

“Not” Crookedjaw shook his head. “The past is
over. Evenything llove is in RiverClan

“But you have walked with a dark warrior.”

“I tokd her | didn't want her help amymore.”
Crookedjaw flexed his caws. s that enough to
make StarClan trust me’

“StarCian sos al” Bramblebery ooked down ot
her paws for a moment. *Far more than me." She
e and bogan o pa rough e heather eyt
decide for themselves.”

Crookedjaw's bely chumed. What if his warrior
ancestors refused to give him his nine lives as
punishment for training in the Dark Forest? He
trotted after Brambleberry, his wounds aching as
they cimbed the siope onto the high moor.

Night fell as they followed tiny trails through the.
heather. The wind whistled around their ears, and
Crookedjaw didn't hear the approaching patrol

“What are you doing here?" Reedfeather’s eyes
blazed on the shadowy path.

traveling to the Moonstone,” Crookedjaw

told him.
Dawnstripe and Taltail flanked the WindClan
deputy. Dawnstripe padded forward and pushed
past Brambleber
Cronkedjew rowled. =tu st ot 15 pass.

s tail. "Lel them pass." The WindClan palrol siood
ssid e Grokede ad ranbisbery e
the moors, the Thunderpath was silet.



crossed it and headed along the tracks and
paths of Twoleg teritory. Beneath the glitering stars,
they trekked on. Crookedjaw fought the ache in his
ounds, pishig hmsellon toigh s legs were
shaking with tiredness. They gave Fleck's fam a
wide berth. Crookedjaw had seen enough barms for
one day, and they reached Highstones s the moon
was stilisi

“We've mado good time! Bramtiabery pared

as they trudged up the slope toward
lease give me my lives, cmokemaw e a5
he folowed her into the crow-black tumel. He'd

forgotin now cold t was. The icy tang of sone

bathed his tongue. Last time he was here Wilowpaw

had been with him; it had been an adventure. This
ho

voice, o be sure that t was her he was following and
ot some ottr catsontby Maplashade.

ngmﬁared inthe tunnel ahead.
“Humy!” she urged. “The moon's already it the
stonel”

racing, Crookedjaw dashed after her,
biinking against the glare as they burst into the
Moonstone chamber. He'd forgoten how high the
ro0f soared above the floor and how beautiful the
Moonstone was. It glitered with th light of countess.
st

n, touch your nose against it” Brambleberry
dged him onvard,

Fear gripped his heart. “But who will be waiting for

me?”

‘She blinked at him. “I dont know,” she admilted
quietl. She ducked away, leaving him alone in the

cave

Padding slowly forward, Crookedjaw closed his
eyes. He crouched down and leaned forward il the
1ip of his muzzle touched the stone. He waited for
light to flood through him, to be swept into the stars
ina dazzing dream. Please!

He blinked open his eyes. He was standing in a
huge, empty hollow: Shadows pressed at the edge
of his vision. His heart tightened. The Dark Forest!
They! me. His breathing
quickened. He backed away, shaking his head,
desperately trying to ind a way out of the drearm.

Silvery light began to spread from the top of the.
hollow, gathering speed as it spiraled down around
him it faces and pels that sparkled with stars unti
the siopes were filed with countiess cats staring
down at him. Crookedjaw spun around, watching
‘more and more faces light around him. He smeled
the river and the forest and heather and pines—all

to gloat? A gray pelt stred from the mass and
padded forvard
failstar!

Weloome to StrCin® Haiiar dipped his head
He looked young and strong, his peltsieck, his eyes
bright.“fm proud of you, Crookedjaw” he meowed.
“ousaved wuc\anmaﬁes from the rats.”

“But

" was my e o e The ol RverClan leacr
leaned toward him. “Now t's your time to five.”

Crookedjaw bent his head, mouth dry. This wasnit
the Dark Forest, not if Hailtar was here. But woud
he receive StarClan's blessing?

“With this life | give you Hallsta
whispered. “When you el doubt ot yourhear lead
you forward, not back.”

As Hailstar's muzze touched his head, agony




blazed through Crookedjaw. He tried to fiinch away
but his paws were rooted 1o the ground. Hailstar's
memories flared in his mind. Batte flashed around
him, claws  slashed. teeth snapped. enemies
soreeched. Crookedjaw found himself _faling,
plummeting flom Sunningrocks, splashing down into
the river, bubbles exploding around him

gasped as Hallstar stepped back and the
‘memories faded. He swayed on his paws, weak with
relef. “Thark you he croaked

‘Another cat stepped from the rarks of StarClan.

Dusknater. Her name flashed in his mind, though
he'd never met her: she’d died in the flood on the
night he was kitted. Yet Crookedjaw knew her as
though he'd been born knowing her—as though he'd
been bom knowing all s ancestors.

I died in the storm that gave birth to you’
Duskwater mewed. “With this ffe | give you a
mother's love.” She stretched up to rest her nose on
his head. Shock pierced Crookedjaw s love, fierce
as tigers, dazzled thvough him, hardening his heart
until he Knew o fear. Was a mother's love for her
kit really ths ferocious?

Duskwater stepped away and Crookedjaw found
himself blinking into the eyes of a long-haired tabby:
“Troutciaw!” Crookedjaw greeted him with delight

Troutclaws pelt rippled like moonit water. “With
this ffe | give you justice.” His mew had lost its
rasping croak; he sounded young and confident. As
he leaned close, Crookedjaw felt certainty flow over
his heart like water over stone. He would always
Know what was right, though seasons changed and
moons_passed. Time may smooth the stone, but

Troutclaw moved aside and another took his

place.

“Im Mossleaf.” The anciert RiverClan cat had the
bright eyes of a young warrior. “With this I, | give
you trust” He touched his muzze to Crookediaw's
head and Crookedjaw felt e peace of a wide blue
sky move through him.

He heard another name. Lilyflower. He nodded his
tharks s the RiverClan queen padded forward. Her
blue eyes sparkled with starlight. “With this e | give
you compassion.” Warmth swept him as her muzzle
touched his head love for his Clanmates, for cats
who were injured or fightened or displaced, flooded
him unti he fel his heart wouid burst,

She tumed away and a young tom appeared in
front of Crookedjaw. “Tm Lightningpaw.” He nodded
o Grookedjaw. “With this Ife | ive you huriity” As
the RiverClan apprenice touched Crookediaw with
his muzzle, the world stifted around him, widening tll
he could only see RiverClan's teritory at the edge of
his vision, a tiny speck in a spreading ocean of
meadows, rivers, and forest. The world is so big!
What we do matters to us, but there is alvays
something more happening in a diflerent place.

As Lighiningpaw pulled away, Crookedjaw stared
excitedly at the cat who replaced him. Brighisky! He

nized her pelt with a surge of joy. Peeking
behind her he saw three tiny kis, thei eyes round
and shining. Brightsky gazed at him with happiness
glowing in her eyes. “With this ife | give you hoy

Crookedjaw el himself skimming over meadows,
running fike the wind, hardly touching the ground, the:
horizon ahead of him it by a rosy dawn.

gl ks ot sroun ha,cking ucee
her softbely, as she took her place among the re
of StarClan.

“With ths life | give you patience.” Crookedjaw
biinked as a tom touched his head. Spamoweather.
‘The name flashed in Crookedjaw's mind as though



he'd spokenit all his life. Peace seeped into his pelt,
slowing his heart untl the present existed only as a

eat
Sparrowfeather ducked away, the morment of

qive you oyalty, to your Clan and to the cats who loy

Crookedjaw shuffied his paws. He's waming me
o um my back on Mepleshade.  walk alore now.”

vowe

“No, not alone.” Shellneart gazed down at him.
“Your ancestors walk alongside you, always. Travel
el Orookedstar ol make  greatooder”

Crookedstar closed his eye: cal
Starcian ifed thlr heacs (o he sy and caled "
new name. He would be a great leader. He coud
{eelthe coraint of inging in s paws. Ho count
wai 1o get back to his Clan. As StarClan spun away,
Crookedstar biinked open his eyes. Where!
Moon:

“We did it" A famiiar hiss sounded in his ear.

Mapleshade!

She stood beside him, her eyes glowing. “You
kept your promise and | kept minel You've proved
that nothing is more important than leading your
Clan. Are you going to thark me for the sacifices |
made for you?”

Crookedstar stared at her. Sacrifices? Did she
mean Rainflower? Hailstar? Did she really think
shed, mede. N lader by persisdig him o
abandon the cas he lo

promiscd o be el o RvrClan, but ot he
cost of my Clanmates!” he snarled. “Leave me
alone! That's the only thing you can do for me. The
promise | made you means nothing!”

As he tumed away, she curied back her fip,
revealing sharp yellow teeth. "You can't walk away
from me,” she hissed. Crookedstar felt her ciaws
snag against his pelt, even though she was several
paces away. “This will never be over!”



Chapter 37

Crookedstar sat back on his haunches, pressing a
hollow into the snow, and let Loudbelly and Piketooth

pass.
“Al least we know why you'e called Loudbelly”
Plksoon teased. s boan nnbing sice we et

mp.”

“Loudbely scoope up Dok o s otk
it at his Clanmate. “Ive had half a sparrow in two
days!” he reminded him. “Of course it's rumbiing!”

“We'l caich something before we go home,
Crookedstar mewed hopefully as they trudged into
the wilows above the camp. He tried to sound
cheerfu, but he hated watching his Clan grow so
scrawny

“We've been out since dawn and we haven't

ing yet,” Loudbelly mutered. The sun
was already siiding toward the horizon.

“The river had been frozen for half a moon, the ice.
100 thick 1o break. Without fish, they'd had 1o rely on
meager pickings from the woodiand. Crookedstar
had forgotten what a ful belly fellike.

“You must eat and stay strong for your Clan
Wilowbreeze begged him every night  But
Crookedstar coud not take food from his
Clanmates. He'd rather starve.

Loudbelly squawked as he disappeared into the
snow. He struggled back 1o the surface, cursing.
Why do Ifind every dip and hollow?”

Let me go first” Crookedstar bounded ahead,
throwing up snow s walke.

“Thanks a lot”" Piketooth ducked as his leader
sprayed him. *| wasn't quite cold enough.” A growl
edged his mew.

rs were as short as the days. “Hungry
belies make angry hearts," as Birdsong liked to say.

Tanglewhisker had snapped at her the last fime
she'd said it.“Can't you think of something helpful to
sayfora change?”

For once Birdsong had no quick reply. She simply
stared at her mate, her eyes dark with pain. Like the
rest of her Clan, she was stil mouring the death of
Graypools kits. The whole Clan moved quietly
around the camp now, not knowing how to comfort
the grieving queen. The two_kits, Splashkit and
Moringkit, had been bom sickly, and had never
grown strong, dying less than a moon after theyd
been kitted.

Graypool had been very ill afterward. Mudfur and
Brambleberry had taken tums 10 sit with the aling
queen and now she was finally strong enough to
leave the camp from time 1o time, ranging out over
the frozen river and yowiing her heartbreak out loud.

“She’s caling 1o them,” Crookedstar had heard
Simmerpelt whisper (0 Pikeooth. “She knows they
wonit be coming back but | tink she believes they
canhear her from StarClan."

Crookedstar had paused from his washing and
pricked his ears, his heart twisting as he heard
Graypool's heartbroken cry echo eerily across the
iver.

He shook away the memory. “Come on!" He
scrambled up the slope to a clearing inged by
rowan and wilow. Piketooth struggled afler him,
through the chumed snow.

Loudbelly tasted the air. “Squirrell” The young
wartior dropped into a crouch. A gray squirel was
scampering between the wilows, its tail rippiing
behind it As it sittered up a trunk, Loudbely sprang
after it, wallowing through the snow. He jumped up
the tree and chased the squimel along a slender



ey C1mps of snow on to Crookedstar
and Piketoot

i Pikeioon crossy shook srow fom
his pelt as Loudbelly leaped from one tree to

leaving Loudbely hanging from a narrow branch with
his hind legs chuming empy air.

*Frog-dung!” Loudbely let go and dropped into the.
snow. He sat up, shaking it rom his ears,

Crookedstar shook his head. “Tough luck,” he
meowed. If only Oakheart were with them. He was
festand g onoughon i paw b ross be srow
Viho broaking e 1ot G, B Oakhear was
Teding. Ao et win Thstaciaw 100 moore
ago had left him with a wrenched leg that stil ached

d
his brother o' raned e Dark Fovon, 1. ard

Tawnyspols was dying; ThunderClan would need a
new deputy soon, and even though Adderfang had
been camying out Tawnyspot's duties duing his
illness, Thistleclaw’s name was the one whispered at
the Gatherings. Crookedstar closed his eyes,
dreading the thought of a Dark Forest cat becoming
leader of a Clan. A shower of snow splattering
against his muzze jerked him back (o the present
“Mouse!" Loudbelly squealed as Piketooth shot

“Let's get back to camp,” Crookedstar meowed. It

was getting colder and allthe cals were shivering.
But we've only got a mouse,” Loudbely argued.

Il have to do,” Crookedstar told him. "We've

been out all day. s freezing. We don't want to get

sick” He knew Brambleberry's supply of herbs was

dangerously low.

As they padded into camp, Piketooth carried his
mouse (o the fresh-kill pile and dropped it nex to a
dead frog, which was already SHff with frost.
Wilowbreeze was humying toward the nursery,
feathers trembiing in her jaws.

Crookedstar crossed the clearing and stopped
beside her. "Who needs feathers?”

Wilowbreeze’s eyes shone. She beckoned him

ezing in afler his mate,
Crookedstar felt his mouth fall open in astonishment.
Graypool was cured in her nest with two. kits
squirming at her bely.
el

Wilowbreeze quickly tucked the feathers around
the kits and sat back, purting. “I's a blessing from
StarClan”

Crookedstar closed his mouth, speechless.

“l found them” Graypool antcipated his first
question as she genty nuzzled the kits, encouraging
them closer.

*A tom and a she-it” Wilowbreeze anounced
proudly. The tom was pale gray and mewiing; the
Gark aray she kit sared around e o, nr e
bright with fear.

Crookedstar leaned forward and touched the she-
kit's ear with his muzzle. ‘Don't worry, litle one.
Youre safe here” He namowed his eyes at
Graypool. “What do you mean, you found them?
Where?"

*At the border” Graypool wrapped her tail ighter
around the kits. *A loner mustve abandoned them.
It a blessing | discovered them before they fro
‘She looked up with a gleam of defiance in her yellow
yes, “Tm going to keep them and raise them as my
own”




Wilowbreeze pressed against ~Crookedstar.
*StarClan must have led Graypool 1o them.”
Fallowtail squeezed through the enirance. “Can |
see them?"
Lakeshine peered in, Softwing crowding behind
her

"

“Come on” Wilowbreeze began shooing away
her Clanmates. “These kits need rest” She guided
Fallowtail out of the nursery. “They re still weak from
their ordeal”

Crookedstar hopped out afler them, glancing back
at Graypool. The gray queen was staring at the kits
as if they were the only things that matiered in the
world. Outside the nursery, Willowbreeze fended off
questions from her Clanmates.

“Theye strong and healthy, just rightened.”

“I expect you'l be able lo see them in the

morming,
“Graypool's smitten with them, and | thirk they like.
her

"

Voleclaw nudged Crookedstar. “Wilowbreeze
seems to have everything under control,” he purred.
“She'llmake a good mother hersef one day.”

Crookedstar hardly heard him. What if the loner
‘comes back? Graypool's heart would break to give
them up. Would a loner be prepared to fightfor her
kits? Would it be fair to make her fight?

What would Hailstar have done?

Distracted, Crookedstar padded toward the
willow.

“Have you seen them?” Oakheart imped through
the snow and stopped beside him,

“Seen them?" Crookedstar was st st in though,
bt he noticed the limp. *Are you all ight? | thought

u were restng that eg.

Kl be fine.” Oakheart shrugged away his conce.
“What about the kits? Aren't they great? Just what
Graypool needed. k really is a blessing from
StarClan”

“Then you think we shoud keep them?"
Crookedstar searched his brother's bright gaze.

“Donit you?" Oakheart frowned. “Are you worried
the mother might come and claim therm?”

Crookedstar nodded. “They're not our kits. Can
we really decide their fate

“What else can we do?" Oakheart pointed o,
with a hint of anger in his mew. “Take them back and
leave them where Graypool found them? They'd die
before moonrise.”

Crookedstar looked up at the clear evening sky.
The setting sun had stained it pink. A frost was
seting in. Oakheart was right The  kits wouldn't
sunive long outside. ‘| suppose we need new kits.
They had lost so many. First Brightskys. then
Softwing’s, and finaly Graypool's

“Why don't | go and guard the place Graypool
found them, and if a loner tums up Tl bring her back
1o camp?” Oakheart offered. He sounded tense, as if
he was furious at the idea of these kits b
claimed by the cat that had abandoned them.

Crookedstar pricked his ears. *Good idea.” He
glanced at Oakheart's wrenched leg. “fl send
Codarpetoafeve you sl moortihy he proised.

“And if no loner comes, we can keep them?"
akhear laned forward. § ms b6 cod. He was
trembli

Was that relief flashing in his eyes’? Crookadsie
swallowed back a pur. Perhay ime
Oakheart got a mate of his own.



A moon passed. The snows melted and new buds
softened the stark willow. As the sun sid toward the
distant forest, Crookedstar sat at the edge of the
clarng, s el . and walched Wiloubreez
a buirush along the ground for the kits to

e Sorekt acompered sori e Ty tail
sticking straight up. He was a stock e kit

rookedstar could imagine him diving for ish
already. Mistykit was slender and pretty.
watched the buirush twitch, her clear blue eyes
narrowing, before she pounced, aning right on top

of it
*Hey!" Stonekit complained as his littermate sat
proudly on her catch. *Graypool!” He caled to
queen watching fondly from otside the nursery.
“Ste's doing tagaint

v" Graypool padded over and nos
M\slykvl genty avay fom o buush. Lot Storant

Wioworeezo lf tho game and padded across
the loaring, Sho sat bosido rookedstar W‘!Yrs
going to make good hune
already hook their claws e oo s rovgh
trero calcing a o, Anjoe would thnk they
lant

"o reod bod tromblod and Oakeart climbed
from the river, a fat carp in his jaws. He carried it
over (o the kits. Graypoa\s eyes it up. "Look what
Oakheart's caught

Wiyl rearcd u, reacmng for the fish with her
tiny front paws. When Oakheart dropped it, she
started gnawing at t hungril

Stonekitwinkled his nose. It smelsfis

lknow; dose” Crayeoolapped bebwsen s ears
“That's because it's

Stonoli nifed at 1 lenatvely before taing a
bile. "Can't we have mouse instead?” he asked, his
mouth ul

“Another time, precious,” Graypool promised.

FoxI” Sedgecreek skidded into camp, her pelt
bushed u

Crookedstar leaped to his paws. “Where?"

“Downsiream, by the hawthoms!” Sedgecreek
ol okl 1couk amed 1

1t o ol sne 7 Crockedstar's hockien

smoobed may have passed through al

Tombere et o boresih ewilon.-Shoud
lorganize a patrol?”

Crookedstar had made him deputy when he'd

wartior a reward for his long loyaly and courage.
Crookedstar knew Oakheart wouldn't mind waiting
his tum,

*Ill go and check,” Crookedstartold him
‘Alone? Timberfur's eyes darkened. ‘Is  that
wise?"

I 1 pick up fresh scents, Tl come back for help,’

fiver ice had metted. The scent had probably drifted
across the border and startied Sedgecreek.

He padded out of camp, following the grassy path
for a fow paces before hopping through the bushes
on to the shore. The river washed the pebbles, low
now that the snowmelt had gone. The wooded barks
were bright with new growth. Crookedstar breathed
in the familiar scent of fresh leaves and soft earth
Fish stirred the surface of the river and there were
Spiky claw prints in the mud where a moorhen had
walked.

Crookedstar followed the river along the border of
his teritory. Reaching the hawthorms, he cimbed the
bank and tasted the air. There was o sign of fox.
just the smell of primroses on the wam evening
breeze. And something else. Crookedstar froze.



Mapleshade!

He snapped his head around, scanning the
fiverbank, hackles high. His heart lurched as a
hawthom bush quivered and Mapleshade stepped
out

Her eyes were dark, her orange-and-white pelt
sleek. “You fool” she hissed. “Where is your loyalty
10your Clan now?”

Crookedstar tumed and began to walk away. He
didn't want to fight her. He just wanted to get away
from her. She darted in front of him, blocking his
path

He unsheathed his claws.

*Someone has to warn you!

“Warn me about what?” He stared at her.

“You st what any cat tells youl" she spat
“Mouse-brain”

Crookedstar growk

She eyed him malevolemy “Those kits!”

“What about thern

“Do you realy A —
Is itjust a coincidence they look lie RiverCian cats?
“That they pounce like RiverClan cats?”

“What are yourying to say?”

“Are you stupid or blind or both?" The fur lited
along her spine. “Why do you think your brother
spends all day hunting for them? Weatching them s if
they're his next meal? He's more atlentive than most
farers—butthene i raising e wihout beir e
mother

“Anaer s beneath Crookedstar'spef T ot
going tolsten to any more of your ies! Oakheart has
He's never even had a mate!”

Mapleshade's eyes glnted. “Not in RiverClan”
She jerked her head toward the far bark. “Look
across th river, you ool

Crookedstar stared at the trees lined along
ThunderClan's bank. He suddenly feft cold. “What
are you saying?" He snapped his gaze back to
Mapleshade but the Dark Forest warrior had gone.

Crookedstar whirled around and raced back along
the_shore. Dont be dumb! He leaped on to the
grassy path. I just more of her lies! There’s no way
these kits have anything to o with Oakheart! He
skidded into the dlearing out of breath, scanning the
camp. “Oakheart!”

“What's going on?" Oakheart darted, bristing,
‘away from the nursery.

Crookedstar lowered his voice, suddenly aware
that he was frightening the kits. “Come with me." he
ordered quietly.

Oakheart folowed him through the reeds to the
shore below the camp. “What s it?” He climbed orto
a smooth rock and sat down, wiapping his thick,
tawny tail over his paws. “Something's wrong.” Worry
sharpened his amber gaze.

Crookedstar was aware of the river slicing past
and the birds chatiering in the trees behind them. A
Kingfisher was siting in the branch of an
overhanging willow, studying the water for the tinest
ficker of a fish tal. Crookedstar took a deep breath
“Are they your kits?”

Oakheart stared at . There was no twitch of s
whiskers. No fick of his ear. His pelt was as smooth
as fish scales. “Yes.”

“And Bluefur's?” Who else can it be?

“Yes.” Pain flashed in Oakheart's eyes. “She gave
them up to become ThunderClan's deputy” His
voice dropped to a pained whisper. “She couldn't et
Thistleclaw take over.” He srugged. “She didnt say
why, just that her Clan needed her. She was so

i bt she was dong e rght g,

eave me alone!”

Souta | hve s Sonstar wpat | fnow about
Thistleclaw? Crookedstar scraped his claws throuah



the pebbles. It would have helped Bluefur. She
might have kept her kits. Instead I left her to stop
Thistleclawby herself.

The secrets he'd been camying suddenly felt like.
stones in his belly. f he dived in the river now, they'd
drag him to the botiom.

Oakheart leaned forward. “What are you going to
do?" A challenge edged his mew, the challenge of a
father willng to do anything to protect his kits.

Noting

Oakheart biinked.

“We're going to raise them as RiverClar
Crookedstar went on. “They are our kin, afer all” He
looked down at his paws. ‘But | wish you had
confided in me. You know you can trust me with

anything.”
Oakheart sighed. ‘I guess we all have our
secrets.”

Crookedstar lifled his gaze and stared into his.
brother's clear amber eyes. ifonly you knew



Chapter 38

Crookedstar tossed another trout to Timberfur ying
by the reed bed. A good day's hunting had given the
Clan all it needed for the feast The past four
seasons had treated them kindly and they were well
fe and seok. The sun wss sl sigpig loward
the river and a cool greenleaf breeze wafted ol

Stonefur rolled on to his back. ‘T stufled.” He
lapped awkwardly at his bloated bely. For a young
; s solid as his senior Clanmates
and longer-egged.

Malowtail poked him with a paw. "You desee it
she purred. “Ive never seen anyone chase off @
Twoleg before.”

Graypools ears titched. ‘I wish you wouldn't take.
S0 many chances, Stonefur” she chided. ‘I wasn't

long ago you were an appreriice”

"It wasn't just me,” Stonefur reminded her. i was
the whole patrol”

Mistfot geny ucged Graypool. Yo wory
aboutus too

raypontsnoried. "Wel, someon st

Timberr sished sl ou i ot a it cose,

nefr.”

g shoudrit e come o rear e camp!
Stonef

Atackng Twolegs can orly lead fo touble”
Echomist fretted.

“He didnt attack it” Mistyfoot defended her
brother. “He just issed at it”

*And now its gone off yowiing to its Clanmates
about you.” Echomist shook her head. “Theyl be
invading the camp, just you wait and see.

Rippleciaw yawned. “Twolegs are 100 dumb to
orgarnize an attack.”

Crookedstar sat up and stretched. “We'l send out
xtra patrols justin case.” He glanced at the fresh-Kill
pile, wondering whether to_offer another carp to
Willowbreeze. She was always hungry these days.

Fallowtail got o her paws and stretched. “fm
sleepy.” She nodded to Birdsong. “Are you ready for
your nest?” Fallowtail had moved to the elders' den
fast leat-bare, after Tanglewhisker had died. She'd
been feeling her age for moons, and keeping
Birdsong company had been a good reason to give
up her den to Mallowtail and Dawnbright.

Birdsong shook her head.  had a long sleep this
aftemoon,”she rasped. Tl ustlie here a ltle longer
and listen 1o the warriors boast.”

We don't boast” Dawnbright puffed as Fallowtail
headed up the siope.

Loudbelly purred. “Doesnt teling us you caught
three fishinthree dives count as boasting?"

“twas fruel” Dawnbright siffed.

Crookedstar licked a paw. *I sUPpOSe you never
boast, Loudbely” He wiped his muzzie ciean.

Frogleap's whiskers twitched. “He collets a reed
for every wartir hes fough and weaves it o is
nest

“I have to keep count” Loudbelly meowed. “We've.
won so many battes these past moons, its hard to
remermber them ail”

Crookedstar began to wash his ears. He loved to
listen as his Clan shared tongues, proud of his
strong, loyal warriors. No other Cian had dared
threaten their borders since newleaf. And theyd
taken back Sunningrocks. Sunstar’s mission (0 the
RiverClan camp had only given ThunderClan the
rocks for a few moons.

“Crookedstar?” Wilowbreeze called softy to him.




o vas on her paws, beckoning i away ffom the
cle

“Wirstis " Ho olowed heroward the enrance

*I thought you might wart 1o go for @ walk.” Her
amber eyes glowed in the fading light. “There’s
something | need to tell you, away from prying ears.

Crookedstar tipped fis head on one side. His
mate was definitely acting a itle strange. *Are you
allight?”

Ofcours” She ficked is oar wih the tp ofher
tail as she ducked out of camp. The stones on the
shoro were s wam fom e sun s ey vardered
down

567 Crookedstar glanoed at her expecianty.
“Whatis it that can't be said in camp?

*“Im going to have kis."

Crookedstar_halted, his heart pounding with
delight.‘Realy?"

Wilowbreeze purred. ‘Really.”
“When?"

“About three moons.”
Sho sorted i amusoment. " dorit Anow’
to the nursery at once
Grookedstar waer’ aking any chances. To0 many
RiverClan queens had lost their kits.
“Don't be sill.” Wilowbreeze argued. *| can carry
onvith patrols for ages yet.”
n'tcatch anything heavier than a minnow.”
She looked at him, the tip of her tail twitching
impatiently.

Y- Crookedsar ralzed e was fssing cver
fish-brained details. Wilowbreeze was having
K Ho pressed e mucze sganaters,Hapoire
sparkied pelt. e ateart”

meowed. | have o (ol evenyone.” He charged
away, skidding to a stop as he hit the grassy path.
“I's okay, isn't it?” he asked, looking back. "I | tel

Crookedstar raced inio camp. “Willwbreeze is
expecting kits!”
*Congratulations!” Owliur was on his paws at

once.
Oakheart stopped washing. “At lastl” He trotted
across the claring and  weaved around

Softwing nodded. “I's about time.”

“Did someone say kits?" Fallowtail ducked ot of
the elders’ den, ear pricked

Birdsong's whiskers twilched. “Wilowbreeze is

expecting”
Faloutall ruria sty down e sioge. 1 Fope
she'll be moving to the nurser mewed,
sounding fretful Satere o ane? e scarmed 1
camp as _Wilowbreeze padded through the
entrance. *Come and rest, dear.” Fallowtail hurried
over to her and guided her beneath the willow.

‘Shimmerpel:srifled. "Stop fussing. She'llbe fine.”

Crookedstar nodded to Timberfur. *| wart her
taken off border patrols.”

Wilowbreeze bristied. “You'l do o such thing,
she told Timberfur. She looked at Bramblebery.
don'thave to ie around like a helpless kit do 17"

Brambleberry shook her head. *Of course not”
She glanced at Crookedstar. But et im fuss a ltte.
It not every day a warrior hears that he's going o
be afather.”

*“Im not fussing!” Crookedstar puffed out his chest,
Above him, the sky was darkening. t was getting
fate. ‘Perhaps you shoud bo resting though,
Wilowbreeze. Il see you'o your nest.

Wilowbreeze pured as he nudged her toward
their den in the roots of the wilow. "Aren't you going
10 sleep, (007" she meowed as he began to nose his
‘way out through the mos




“Later,” he replied. “fm too excited to sleep.” He
padded into the clearing.

His Clanmates were heading for their dens.
Cedarpelt nodded to him as he passed
“Congratulations, Crookedstar.”

- * The' moon was rising and stars were
beginning to prick the sky. The camp suddenly felt
‘small and stuffy. Crookedstar headed out through the
reeds and followed the trail toward the willows. The
sky was as dark as moleskin as he wove between
the slender trunks. Wildflowers scented the air. His

Memories stired behind his eyes, crowding inlo
his vision even though he tried 1o force them back.
He could see Rainflower lying on the shore, her eyes.
clouded. He felt the weight of Halstar's body on his.
back

“Wilowbreeze is mine, Mapleshade!” he yowied
into the trees. "Do you hear? She isnt part of my
promise, whatever you thirk! Don't you dare hurt one:
hair on her pelt”

He stared around the clearing, alert for any paw
step, tasting the air for the familiar bitter scent But
only the wilows answered, with the rustiing of their

s

Crookedstar sniffed the air. The flowery scents of
greenieaf had deepened into a musty ichness; leat-
fall was closing in. Timberfur, Sunfish, and Stonefur
streamed past him into camp. They'd patrolled the:
Sunningrocks border, re-marking the- scent line.
Crookedstar padded through the reeds and stopped
in the clearing. He checked the fresh-il pie. It was
well stocked with fish

“Wilowbreeze!" He gasped when he saw her,
vastbelied and tottering as she tied to drag @
bundle of reeds from the shore. “What in the name of
StarClan are you doing?" She was far 100 close to
kiting o be doing such heavy work. Crookedstar

7
| can make my own nest, thank you!" She glared
athim, a challenge in her eyes.

Crookedstar swallowed his frustration. “Then at
least et me help you” he meowed. He picked up the
bundle before she coud argue and carried it to the
nursery. Hauling the reeds inside, he dropped them
beside her nest.

Sunfish looked up from the edge of the den. She.
was expecting Beetenose's kits and woud be
kiting soon after Wilowbreeze. “Itold her she should
ask for help.”

Willowbreeze squeezed, pufing, into the nursery.
“I don't need any help,” she mutered through gritted

th

“Who needs help?” Brambleberry sid in after her.

Crookedstar ficked his tail. “Wilowbreeze thinks.
she shoud be dragging reeds around camp!”

Brambleberry shugged. “Of course she wans to
fixher nest before she kits. I's perfectly natural” She
glanced at the bundle Wilowbreeze had collected.
Il ask Shimmerpelt to give you a paw weaving
those in.

Tharia: Wikowbroezs vas ol glowsrg ot
Crookedstar

Cmnkedsur govered beck. 1 sil Wk you
shouldnt b stopped as Wilowbreeze star

Coualing. A chil r\ppled slorgisspine

Brambleberry nar eyes. "When did you
sar cougling She. psﬂded 1o Willowbreeze and
pressed an ear against the queen's flark.

“This morning,” Willowbreeze spluttered. “K's justa
tickle. | must have swallowed a feather in my sieep.”

“I's probably nothing," Brambleberry meowed




‘breezily. “But Il get you some catmint and marigold
pevwsest

Crookedstar watched the medicine cat carefully.

crouch.
Crookedstar froze. Wilowbreeze was scowling
th p

Brambleberry touched Wilowbreeze's belly with a
pan. sm looked a ltle surprised. “Well The kits are.

© Croskedstarsared at or i shock. ‘Now?”
Bvamb\sberw Jodded. Foen, Mudir and
reed ot Sufsh. ibe your um
oomenoioh Do
Sunﬁshs aves. glmsmd “Yes. please,” she

d nervor
Bmbibery  whisked bor i tovrd
Crookedstar. “Hurry up!”

Crooked:

medicine cal's apprertice was _sorting
through herbs. He looked up, ears pricking. “Okay.
Tm coming.” He grabbed a pawful of leaves.

rookedstar ducked out and headed for the
elders’ den. “Falowtail?”

The old queen looked Up ffom her nest. “Has she.
started?”

*How did you guess?”

“You look as scared as a kit dropped in the river
forthe frsttime.” Fallowtail got stify to her paws and
headed for the entrance.

Crookedstar followed her down the siope and
watched as she disappeared into the nursery.
Mudfur trtted across the clearing with a bunde of
herbs between fis teeth and followed her inside.
Crookedstar's pelt pricked with frustration. He
paced the clearing, trying to block out memories of
Brightsky's kitting

Oakheart padded into camp, a fish in his jaws.
e giance at Crookedstar and he dropped the fish
and raced across the clearing. “Wilowbreeze?"

“She’s just Started kiting." Crookedstar kept

pacing, Bramblebery’s with her”

'She'll be fine.” Oakheart fel in beside him, genty
slowing the pace. “She's a strong wartior. [ve seen
her beat a ThunderClan tom with a single swipe. A
Kitor two won'tbe any bother.”

Crookedstar's heart was raci

*And what a hunterl She can hoid her breath
undenwater even longer than Rippleciaw,” Oakheart
went on. *And everyone knows Rippleciaws haff-cat,
hatfish.”

Ottersplash padded out of her den. “What's going
on?" The old warrior squinted across the clearing
Timberfur had been trying to persuade her to move
1o the elders' den for moons, but she insisted she
ould carry on with her warrior duties for as long as
he did. They d been mates for moons and the whole
Clan knew she'd be lonely away from the graying
Clan deputy.

Oakheart padded to her side and guided her to
the edge of the clearing, “Wilowbreeze is kiting."

“| thought | smelled fear.” Ottersplash sat down.
s, ot ers.Dorft oy, Crookedstr. She'l be.

e berte ot over an sat beside et ik
he's forgotten that its Willowbreeze doing al the
work”

It was sunhigh by the time Mudfur sid out of the.
nursery. ‘Tree kits!” he yowled triumphanty.
Crookedstar blinked. “How's Willowbreeze?"



“Doing fine." Mudfur beckoned him toward the.
entrance. “Come and meet your daughters. They're
allsheits!

Crookedstar squeezed inside, excitement fizzing
in his paws. Willowbreeze was ying in her nest, her
eyes dark. Falowiail crouched beside her. Sunfish
was sitting up in her nest, straining to see the new
ki

Brambleberry nudged Crookedstar ~forward.
“She’s very tired.” she warned.

Wilowbree:

“She'l feel beter afer a long sleep.” Fallowtail
‘murmured. “Why don't you welcome your Kits to the:
Clan, Crookedstar?”

Crookedstar dragged his gaze from Wilowbreeze
1o the three tiny, damp bundles lying at her belly.
They looked perfect. He leaned into the nest and
sniffed them one at a time. The biggest was dark
gray, the. middle-sized one almost black, and the
smallest a silver-gray tabby justlike her mother

Crookedstar’s heart ached with love for them. He
pressed his muzzie against Wilowbreeze's cheek. It
feltwarm.

Ty bosulha e wtiaparad

sped

Prie ted . blossoming ke a flower.

Brambleberry leaned closer and whispered in his
ear. "You shoukd let her rest.” Gently she ushered him
toward the entrance. Crookedstar felt a wave of
gratitude toward the medicine cat She  had
delivered the most beaiful kits i allthe Clans. And
thank you, StarClan, for forgiving me. Nothing couid
compare with the blessing of Wilowbreeze and their
daughers.

Crookedstar woke early. The sun had just broken
the horizon as he padded outof his den and crossed

was asleep with the three kits curied peacefuly
beside her. Crookedstar quessed she'd be hungry
when she woke. He slipped into the clearing and
headed out of camp. He'd caugh a fat carp by the
time the rest of the Clan was stiring.

s that for Willowbreeze?" Oakheart called from
his den as Crookedstar pushed through the reeds
with the carp dangiing from his jaws. Crookedstar
nodded, slowing as he saw Mudfur standing outside
the nursery. He dropped the fish at the medicine cat
appreniice’s paws. “ls everything okay?” he asked.

something about Mudfur's expression

Crookedstar bristled. “What do you mean | can't
9oin?" He heard Wilowbreeze coughing inside. The
kits were mewing,
hungry!” Crookedstar protested. “And
Willowbreeze will be starving. 'm taking this fist
15 o leaned down 1 pick it . Mod moved in
front of the entra

Crookodstr gared at i, ear ising inis ol
He spat out the fish. “Let m

s met” Crookedsirs gaze steadily.
“Brambleberry says she mustnt be disturbed.” He
glanced over his shoulder. “By an

“is Brambleberry in there?” Crookedstar's heart

“What's wrong? Why cant | see
267"

Mo explined ‘Bt e ks
are fine, and I keeping a close eye on ther

Crookadsir rowied Lot me i He ned o psih
past Mudfur, but Mudfur pushed back. He'd lost none
of his warrior st

Bramblabery id out of e dor " righ I neard
you she meowed cheerfuly. "Nothing to worry
Lo Wowiseess 155 s 3 e coug e Liomt



g ! fave 10 stay
outside il Itell you t's okay to go

Crookedsar ook’ believs i cars. He was tho
leader of these cats, for StarClan's sake! “How
come youle allowed in? And Mudfur! Its not fair
He was arguing fike a scared kit ‘Even Sunfishis in
o

Sunfish has  moved .
Brambleberry tipped her oo o ons dee. g
we were going to catch it, we'd have caught it by

“But | was in there yesterday and | didn't catch
Crookedsiar argued
only  there
Bramblebs"y vl i gazn ¥ many beter wwu
stay ouside. Youre our leader. We can' risk you
getiing sick, too.”
Cmokeds'ar opened his mouth.
say The Clan noadod o e
Wiwbreero noedod ol
“Get betier uckM“ o e rough tho wall of
the nursery. “llove you! And our daughers!



Chapter 39

Crookedstar jumped to his paus as Bramblebery
$kd outof e rursery, St fetch mere hone

he of

o arammenenys eyes were dull and the end
of hertailtrailed on the ground.

A soft drizzle soaked the camp. In the days since
her kiting, Willowbreeze's cough had grown steadily
worse. Two of the kits had begun coughing, too.
Brambleberry had kept Crookedstar out of the
nursery but he stayed close, pacing the clearing, one
moment praying to StarClan, cursing them the next.
Allthe hope, courage, trust, and patience bestowed
on him by his ancestors meant nothing to him now.
Where was their loyalty 1o him? How could they let
him sufer like this? Make them well! Please make

“Crookedstar” Brambiebery's mew jerked him
backto the present.“She has greenco

“Then [l fetch some catminti® Crookedstar
headed for the reeds.

iTve gen ber catrint aeady’ Branbiebery
called him back. “K's notwo

e nrsary shook as Wilbwbresze burst info
another hacking fit Tiny coughs splutered alongside
hers. Crookedstar flatiened his ears. “What can |
do?”

- o in and see her” Brambleberry
stepped aside. “She wants to name the kits.”

Why now? Crookedstar stared into the shadowy
den, s paws suddeniy rooted 1o the ground.

“Go on," Brambleberry prompted.

Crookedstar steadied his breath and climbed
inside. The nursery was dark, the air sour and stuffy.
He blirked, leting his eyes adjust o the haltight.

Wiowereezs?

curled in her nest, their three kits huddied
againe hr el She e o head a0 Crookecsiar
called her narme. “You came.

He crouched beside the nest, brushing her cheek
with his muzzle. “Brambleberry wouidnt let me in
before now. But I've been oside all the time.”

*Has it been long?” Wilowbreeze's eyes were
streaming. Her muzde was damp. She coughed
weakly, making her whole body shudder.

“No," Crookedstar whispered. “Not long.”

Wilowbreeze gazed into his eyes. T 3

He tipped his head on one side. “Why?

“Forleaingyouto eise our daghers

“oure ot going anywhere!” Crookedstar
prosso i cheok hard gainet rrs. won' o you
leave me.”

“Youlll be a wonderful father.” A pur rumbled in her
throat, making her cough again. This time she
siruggled (0 get her breath. “Im so happy Hallstar
brought me back from WindClan. Ive loved being

th you and with RiverClan.”

“Donit talk like thati” Crookedstar fought to keep.
the panic from his mew. The kits were fiing their
heads, tuming their muzzies toward him, straining to
open their eyes. “You can't leave the kits. They need
you” I need you.

“Oh, my precious love.” Wilowbreeze brushed her
muzzie along his twisted jaw. ‘Be brave for me,
please.”

“You're going to be finel”

“Help me name our daughers.

Numbress crept beneath Crookedstar's pel,
deadening his heart, slowing his thoughts.
Wilowbreeze was right Their daughters needed
names. He reached a paw into the nest and touched




lowkit” Crookedstar siroked the smoky
black kit “lwant her to have your name.”

lowtit mevied and caugt bod of s pa
chuming her hind legs against his pad. Puring,
ook e of genty and touched the palest S

o isis Siverit”
“Siher” Wikowbreezo rolsed agalrt i, ber

cheek resting on his. “They are lovely na

broaing oased. Cring horsol around her ks, g

rested her nose on her paws and closed her eyes.
Crookedstar buried s muze in or polt ou

s
Crookedsar? Tro don usled a3 B-ammabeny
crept in. She leaned into the ne: touched his.
el heard e rames you uave Jour ki, They'e
uiful”
e o i head. Howlong have | boen here?
Brambberrys mow was po more an a breath
“1m so sory. Willowbret
"Ner Crookedsta sat o with a . reatag ot

ar
“Not” His yow ripped thiough the camp. “I never
promised you this!” Shocked gazes flashed from his
Clarmtos Ho raced ot of o camp, pouning e

st patad Mo e wiows
Niplokmadol” n regred Where are you? s B
another of you sacnfces? 5 g a6 1 ean be the
greatest warrior ever? | dorit vant 1o be the greatest
waror! |take it back! take back my promise!  this
s what | must suffer, | dont want it

“Crookedstar!” Oakheart's yowl rang through the
tees.

Crookedstar colapsed, panting.

His brother's pelt brushed his. “What are you
talking about?” Oakheart pressed against him.
What did you promise?”

Crookedstar shook him away. *I canit tell you!"
Guiltraged through him. I canit sayl”

rt smoothed his pelt with his tail. “Come
back 1o the camp, Crookedstar. Our Clanmates are
wortied ”

Crookedstar pushed himself to fis paws. He
padded biindly after Oakheart, back 1o the camp,
ito the clearing. Sunfish was squeezing out of the
nursery, Silverkit dangling in e aws.

edstar ran toward her. “Wnere are you
taking her?"

Sunfish finched away, her eyes wide.
Brambleberry darted between them. *She's taking
Silverkit o the elders’ den where she'll be safe from

“They're asleep inthe nursery.
*And . .. and Wilowbreeze?" Her name stuck in
e troa. choking him. Brambleberrys gaze ficked
Crookedstar tumed and  saw
Wilowbroose's body aready lid o Inthe deanng,
rain drenching her pet. With an agonized moan, he
barged into the nursery. “Tm going to stay with my
kits,” he growied.

He culed into the nest with Minnowkit and
Wilowkit. They were trembling with fever and
coughing as he tucked himself around them and held
them tight“Hush, itte ones. lltake care of you.

Amious mews erupted ouside.

‘s all right” Brambleberry soothed her
Clanmates. “He's arieving.”



Crookedstar flattened his ears and held on to his.
kits. They coughed, jerking against him, fragile as
prey, mewiing and squinming as the nursery grew
darker. Night fell and Crookedstar heard paws scuff
the clearing and soft whispers stir the air as his
Clanmates sat vigil for Wilowbreeze. Crookedstar
lapped genty at his daughters' pelts until they grew
quiet Relieved, Crookedstar closed his eyes.

“Crookedstar.”

He woke up, biinking against the dawn  light
fitering through the roof. Mudfur's dark pelt moved
beside the nest. Craokedstar sat up. Minnowkit and
Wilowkit tumbled away from him. Crookedstar
sekhed ou 8 paw & uige tham beck ino e

" rhe touched Crookedstar lightly with his
muzze. “Theyre dead, Crookedstar” He stared
down at ety bosies. Treye wih Wilureezs

" Croakedstar hardlyheard what b was saing. Ho
pushed past him, out of the nest, out of the nursery.
He stumbled bindly across the camp, ignoring the
griefstricken mews of his Clanmates, seeing
nothing but a biured sea of pels as he staggered
toward his den

im0 sory” Fallowais cry aled afer i

“Not he kits,to

Crockadater nocked ot Graypool's desperate
wail as he burst into his den. Collapsing in his nest,
he buried his nose in the moss. k smelled fainty of
Wilowbreeze. Swallowing back a yowl, he screwed
his eyes shut. Whatever he did, he coukdn't escape
his promisel He couldnt take it back. /m destined to
Jose every cat | care about! Memories swirled—
tragedy afer tragedy. Wilowbreeze; his  kits;
Rainflower; Hailstar, Oakheart's betrayal; Bluefur’s
sacrifice. Mistyfoot and Stonefur dont even know
their real mothert His promise was a stone flung into
the e, sending reveending rpls ot et
through fis ffe but through i
cventing! Allbocause of Maploshadel

Mapleshade! A growl rumbled deep in his throat.
Im coming for you, Mapleshade. He dived into
sleep, wiling it, warting it, and woke in the Dark

Forest.

Mapleshade was watching him. ‘Crookedstar:"
Her mew oozed with satisfaction.

ge s vough him. With a roar, he
leaped at her. Silverhawk's death bite was seared in
his memory. Swiping the old she-cat sideways witha
hefty blow, Crookedstar lunged for her throat.

She ducked away, growing. Pleasure lit her eyes.
“You thirk you're stronger than me?” she hissed. She
darted forward and reared up at him, slamming her
forepaws against his cheek.

He staggered, lited by the force of her blow, and
stumbled o the ground. He spun away in time to
knock aside another strike. Claws outstretched, he
hooked Mapleshade’s pelt and flung her backward.
She scrabbled at the dark earth with her hind legs,

covering her balance in a heartbeat and throwr
herself at him, forepaws stretched out, claws glinting
like pike teeth. Crookedstar ducked and siid
undemeath her, swiping her hind legs away. Then he
tumed and leaped, twisting in the air, kicking out his
hind legs, swiping with his fore, landing on her back
as she stuggled to find her paws. Mapleshade

roaned beneath him but he held her hard and

snopped s st round her sine.

he pushed up with a force that shocked him.
Croocetaan oa Ma grip. Flying backward, he
turned, reaching for the ground. It ht him before he
found it knocking the breath from him. He grunted as
he felt her weight on his back. Her claws pierced his
peltas she pinned himto the earth.



"Go on then, kill me!” Crookedstar hissed. “Ive got
rotig o o
" Mapleshade’s honeyed mew ippedin
o Loting you e s o b reveng
“Rever "qe

7" Crookedstar twiched et did 1
everdoto
Mapleshade foked rim backward and stared into
jaze flamed wit

-Fammar o Oatvont s o only traitor you
She gave Crookedstar a vicious shake, her

o hooking deeper into his flesh. “Our kits were.

porioa! Hr eyos biazod hardor -But hey crowne

snalx:hsd them from my grasp and carried

Crookodsiar red o wiggle
no!" Mapleshade wmed i back 1o foco

et o muSt oo ot whae story” Her rar
reatspaed Hie s, Thor aber bared mé!
And RiverClan cast me o, too. Can you imagine
what that feels ike? To be rejected twice? To be a
foner when all you tred to o was to love? But don't
worry, | made them pay. | looked for revenge
wherever | could! Why do you think fm here?" Her
gaze ficked around the clearing, *| éamed my place
inthe Dark Forest But what made it worse was that
the father of my drowned kits took a RiverClan mate!
He promised he would only love mel They had a
daughter, and she had a son, and do you know who
that son was?"

Crookedstar shook s head, rying to keep up.

“Shellneart” Mapleshade snaried. “Your father”
Her paws were rembing. ‘Do you see now? Do you
understand?”

“Understand what?”
u mouse-brain! My kin shoud have been the
leader of RiverClan, not his! I ThunderClan hadn't
driven me across the river, my kits would never have
died. If RiverCian hadn't rejected me, /4 be their
father's mate, not some fishhearted RiverClan

wanted 1o see if you'd betray me like they did.” She
circled him, her lip peeled back. “Do you remember
what | 52id? Do you remember my exact words? /
can give you everything you ever dreamed of,
power over all your Clanmates, ifyou promise to be
loyal to your Clan above al other things. Do you
make that promise? And you did! You promisect

Youchose o sacrifco ovrycal youaver ved, Your

mather, your brother, your mae,

Kie From iatone promies, loou fake fomall
"You'e crazy!” Crookedstar whispered.
Mapleshade thrust her muzzle close. “But fm also

dead.” Her gaze glitiered willy. Which means you

cant hut me! She

Crookedstar woke in his nest with blood weling on

his pelt




Chapter 40

Crookedstar nosed_his vey through the moss
draping his den. Dawn was flooding the sky:
Timberfur was already beside the reed bed
organizing the patrols. Frogleap, Echomist, Owfur,
and Lakeshine clustered around him. Reedtail and
‘Skyheart hurried from their den, closely followed by
Blackclaw and Loudbely. Crookedstar watched
them listen to Timberfur's orders. Al of RiverClan's
wartiors, keen and ready for duty loyal 1o their Clan
a1 expacing nohing bt e sama from el

you take Skyheart and Reedtail
rur meowed. “Head upstream. We've
been overishing beside the stepping-stones.
Owfur, you take—" He glanced up as Crookedstar
waked into the clearing. His expression was
somber, clouded, as he studied his leader.
Crookedstar tried ot to finch as, one by one, the
wartiors snatched a look at him before turning away,
pels pricking with unease. Suddenly Crookedstar
felt like a kit again, leaving the medicine den for the:
first time afer hed broken his jaw. But this was
worse

“They dont know how to comfort
Bramolebemy's maw snapped Him back o e
present. She stopped beside him, smeling of herbs
and dew, and dropped a bunde of fresh leaves on
the ground.
“There’s nothing they can do’ Crookedstar
rasped. It was his first dawn without Wilowbreeze.
He could hardly believe the sun had risen. “How's
Silverkit?” he asked quiety.

“She’s fine. [l tell her you asked afler her"
Bramblebery glanced at her herb-stained paws.
“Ive been collecting marigold for her, ust o be safe.
‘She doesn't have any symptoms but | don' think we
canbe too careful”

Crookedstar cut her off. I have to talk to you" His
ears twitched. “Alone.” He led her ot of camp and
down to the shore, padding on 10 a wide, flat stone
that jutted at the water's edge. The wilows were
starting to brown. Crookedstar watched a leaf fluter
o the . The waler swied it and cared
gent

“Wel? Brambleberry prompied.

I didn't tell you everything.” Crookedstar searched
the medicine cat's gaze. frightened of what he'd find.
‘She might never trust him again.

She biinked. ‘Go on."

I wasn't just trained by a cat from the Dark
Forest.” Crookedstar felt hot. | made a promise o
her. She told me she'd give me everything | ever

things.” He wailed for Brambleberry (o comment but
she just watched him. “& seemed fike such a small
promise,” he went on. “Of course Id be loyal to my
Clan. Id always be loyal to my Clan. But she wanted
me to promise loyalty above all other things.” The

shoulders sagged. *| didnt realize she meant | had to
sacrifice every cat lever loved.”
Toumesn Wikowbrseas?”Brsiabany ssked.

Bl you Gt sactfce. thom” Brambiebery
stared at him in dismay. I was their time to die. It
had nothing o do with

“But it dic” Crookedstar lashed his tail. “Theyd



it was e ok et RiverClan st s0 much,

make StarClan take back his lives. Crookedstar
hung his head and stared at the fiat gray stone

in
gaze. “Do you? Are you realy so powerful that you
G20 old 0 s, of cals in your claws? Even when
StarClan can'?”

Crookodsir sifd Hs paws, his fur crawiing with

contusi
“Oh,  Crookedstar”  Bramblebery's eyes
giistened. “You've had to walk a dark and terrible

path alone.” She cimbed orto the stone beside him
and leaned against his flank. “None of

are your faut. | doubt if they're Mapleshade’s faul,
either. Sometimes bad things happen for no reason,
or for reasons we can't begin to understand.” She
stepped back and held s gaze. “Please never feel
like you need to suffer alone again. | will always be
on your side. I your medicine cat. You can trust me
with anyhing

“Really?" Crookedstar swalowed the emotions.
that bubbled in his throat

“Really” Brambleberry licked him on the cheek.
“And hopefull Mapleshade has had her revenge and
willleave you in peace.”

For the first time since he was a kit, Crookedstar
feltfree. He'd shared his secret. Completely. He felt
light, relief wasting his pell “Let's get back to
camp.” He hopped off the stone. “Timberfur may
need help with the patrols.” He'd faced the Cian afler
he'd broken his jaw. He couid face them now. They
were his Clanmates; he was their leader. They
needed him as much as he needed them.

“What about Silverkit?" Brambleberry’s question
took him by surpris

“Sunfish is looking after her, isnit she?"

Tm sure she'd like o see her father.”

Later” Crookedstar leaped up the bark. *I have
patrols to organize.”
nose swam through the reeds and hopped
oo e shoe. Watr sreamed o s crow-lack
et A minnow dangled from hi

o A —
take tto her?”

Beetlenose shook his head and headed for the
nursery. Crookedstar watched from the shade of the

low. He guessed Beetlenose warted to_see
Vixenkit and_ Grasskit. The black tom had been
pading proudy aroun he camp ever sivce i ks

been bom, making excuses to visit the nursery.
vy chanc o cou

‘Stimmerpett crossed the clearing and sat beside
Crookedstar. “Why don't you go visit Silverkit?” she

o

Wil be too crowded” Crookedstar watched
Beetienose disappear into the den.

A quarter moon had passed since Wilowbreeze
had died. The Clan siill trod quietly around him,
careful of his grief. But he was determined to prove
that Hailstar had made the right choice, and that he
could lead the Clan whatever happened. He was
happy Sunfish had kitted, providing litermates for



his motherless daughter. Silverkit had a family of her
own now. She didn't need him. And with leaf-bare
just around the next bend, there was so much to do.
He was far 100 busy (o visit the nursery. He signaled
to Petaldust and Frogleap with his tail. They were
weaving reeds into the elders' den to strengthen it
for the corming cold moons.

“What s it?" Frogleap huried down the siope and
crossed the clearing. Petaldust finished tucking in
the end of a stray reed before trtiing after him.

“The fresh-kill pile's looking a bit bare”
Crookedstar meowed to Frogleap. ‘Take Reedail,
Leopardiur, and Blackclaw hunting” He tumed
Petaldust. “Td like you (o take Cedarpe, Softwing,

leclaw 1o check the Sunningrocks

indary”
petatst shifted her paws. “Timberfur checked it
this morming.”

“Then check it again!” Crookedstar snapped.

Stimmerpelt got (o her paws and headed toward
the eiders’ den. Td better finish weaving those
reeds’ she meowed. There was a trace of
disapproval in her tone but Crookedstar ignored it
Warriors shouldn't question his orders.

He crossed the clearing, kicking thiough the wilow
leaves litering the ground. He slowed as he passed
the nursery.

Beetlenose hopped out. “Silerkit is quite a
pawful, but so cutel” Puring, he dived into the reeds
atthe edge of the clearing.

Crookedstar pricked s ears, leaning closer to
the nursery wall. He could hear tiny paws scrabbiing
across the reed nest.

“Im the biggest! I getto go first”

That must be Sifverkit. He wondered how much
shed grown Were her markings like
Wilowbreeze's?

Sunfish! She wort et me info the nest.”

“Hush, Vixenkit” Sunfish soothed. ‘She'llet you in
i you ask icely.

Silverkit piped up again. “Tm just trying to make
you grow” she squeaked. “Oh, hury up and get
bigger! Iwant o go outand explore the camp!”

Crookedstar heard paws scuff on the ground
behind him. He tumed, surprised to see Oakheart.

“Why don't you go in and see her?” Oakheart
meowed.

Tve got ther things to worry about.”

“Realy?” Oakhearts ear twitched. “You can't
avoid her forever, you know. She’s going to be
racing around camp playing hunt the frog before you
know it” He narrowed his eyes. “Dorit you want her
o know who her father is?*

Crookedstar scowled. “What? Like your kits knew
who their father was?”

Oakheart finched. “That was_different. | was
always ther for them, huniing for them, playing with
them. Silverkit hardly knows you exist”

“Leave me alone.” Crookedstar tumed away. "t's
none of your business.

Oakheart ducked in front of him. “Actually itis my
business.” He thust his muzze closer. “Youe my
litermate! Silvrkit is my kin, too! You'e being a
fishvbrain and every cat knows it fm just the only cat
brave enough 1o tell you”

“Brave? You?" Crookedstar snorted. “You couldnt
even tell me that Bluefur was expecting your its. I
she hadn't dumped them on you so she couid be
depy, itd st be a secret”

“Realy?”

“Really” Crookedstar flexed his ciaws. “Don't
pretend you understand how | feel, because you
dont”

“No, I doriti” Oakheart spat back. ‘But | do
understand there’s a kit in there whose father




“Like Tve done!” Oakheart glared at him. “| don't
Know how you can let her grow up thinking you don't
love her.” He tumed away. shaking his head. ~ou,
more than anyone, shoid know how terrible that
feels. But youire doing itto your own kit

Fury exploded inside Crookedstar. “How dare you
acuse me of that?” Hissing, he lunged at Oakheart
and fng him to the ground. Oakheart yowed in rage

fror

Oalearts crest. Dakhsar\ grnod and oled e

springing to

Crookedstar Mm el swihing, syes ke sis,
m!" Shimmerpelt raced across the

c\sa

Timoarr shot ou fom e wariors den ard
circled them, bristing.

Lot them fight” Mudfur called his Clanmates.
away. “Sometimes it's the only way

Crookedstar glared at his brother and growled,
“im nothing lie Rainfiower. m doing what's bestfor
Silverkit!”

*I bet Rainflower thought she was doing the right
thing, tool" Oakheart hissed. I bet she made
ercuses st ke you

ot true!” Crookedstar sprang, Kicking out
tis i oge, Sashing with s rapans In & move
he had seen being practiced over and over, in a
forest where the trees were gray and slimy and
starlight never broke through the leaves

Idoing?

Hortor seized him s he realized he was about to
use Thistieclaw's kiling move on his brother. He
withed in the air, twisting just in time, and thumped
clumsity on o the ground.

Oakheart stood over him. “Finished?” he snarled.

Crookedstar looked up at him. Grief ightened his
throat. “How can | love.her when every cat | love
dies?"

Oakheart's eyes clouded. /i st here.

Crookedstar got slowly to his paws. “You're here
for now”

Oakheart stared at him. “K's a risk every cat has to
take. Would you rather have o feelings at ail? Do
you wish you'd never loved Willowbreeze?” His mew
rembled. “Where's your courage, Crookedstar?”

eak sounded from the nursery. *Sunfish!
‘Sunfishi” Sitverkit was staring from the enrance, her
eyes stretched wide. “The big warriors are fighting!”

Oakheart nudged Crookedstar. ‘Go on’ he
whispered.

Taking a deep breath, Crookedstar forced himself
to walk toward the nursery. When you feel doubt, fet
your heart lead you forvard, not back. Hailstar's
words echoed in his ears. StarClan had trusted him
1o give him rine lives; Crookedstar had to prove that
he was worth it. He leaned foward and touched
Silverkits ear with his muzze. *K's okay. Nobody's
hurt”

“The lite cat finched away, trembling.

“Don't be frightened.”  Crookedstar soothed.
“We're ot realy fighting" She smells like
Willowbreeze! Her fur was just as soft and the
‘markings on her head matched her mother's exactly.

“We're training, that's all. Everything's fine.

clearing, watching them. Then she stared up at
Crookedstar, her bright biue eyes shimmering. She
was o like her mother—and like him, 100, in the



shape of her ears and the length of her tail.
Crookedstar gazed down at her, feeling a lfetime of
hope open up in front of him. For the first time that
day he felt the warmth of me sun. Watch over us,
Willowbreeze. We still need

ot realy oo g Sverkit mowe.
youpromise?”

| promise.” Crookedstar ached with joy. ‘I your
foher, Sk, and ot mears il aveys kp my
promises
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