
[image: image]



Contents



Cover

Pebbleshine’s Kits

Dedication

Allegiances

Maps

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Books by Erin Hunter

Copyright

About the Publisher





[image: image]






Dedication

Special thanks to Cherith Baldry





Allegiances




	
	SKYCLAN



	LEADER
	LEAFSTAR—brown-and-cream tabby she-cat with amber eyes



	DEPUTY
	WASPWHISKER—gray-and-white tom



	MEDICINE CATS
	ECHOSONG—silver-gray tabby she-cat with green eyes



	
	APPRENTICE, FIDGETPAW (black-and-white tom)



	WARRIORS
	(toms and she-cats without kits)



	
	SPARROWPELT—dark brown tabby tom



	
	HAWKWING—dark gray tom



	
	APPRENTICE, CURLYPAW (long-haired gray she-cat)



	
	MACGYVER—black-and-white tom



	
	BLOSSOMHEART—ginger-and-white she-cat



	
	BIRDWING—black she-cat



	
	TINYCLOUD—small white she-cat



	
	BELLALEAF—pale orange she-cat with green eyes



	
	SAGENOSE—pale gray tom



	
	RILEYPOOL—pale gray tabby tom with dark gray stripes and blue eyes



	
	RABBITLEAP—brown tom



	
	PARSLEYSEED—dark brown tabby tom



	
	FIREFERN—ginger she-cat



	
	HARRYBROOK—gray tom



	QUEENS
	(she-cats expecting or nursing kits)



	
	PEBBLESHINE—brown-speckled white she-cat



	
	PLUMWILLOW—dark gray she-cat



	ELDERS
	(former warriors and queens, now retired)



	
	CLOVERTAIL—light brown she-cat with white belly and legs
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Chapter 1
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Thorns raked Pebbleshine’s back as she pushed through the line of bushes, but the ache of hunger in her belly drove her forward until she emerged on the other side. It had been nearly two moons since SkyClan had left their home at the gorge, and all the warriors were hungry and tired. Pebbleshine felt even more so than the others, since she was heavy with kits. She knew that her Clanmates on the other side of the bushes were nearly ready to give up the hunt. Gazing downward, she froze in shock, digging her claws into the earth.

In front of her lay a wide stretch of ground, covered with the same hard, black stuff as a Thunderpath. Several Twoleg monsters were crouched there, and beyond them rose the gray walls of a Twoleg den. Through a gap in the wall, a narrow Thunderpath led away into the distance.

Pebbleshine began easing herself back into the shelter of the bushes. All her instincts were warning her to get out of sight before the monsters noticed her. But before she had moved more than a couple of paw steps, she became aware of a delicious scent drifting between her jaws. She halted, tasting the air to pinpoint where the smell was coming from. Her eyes widened in surprise as she realized it was rising from one of the Twoleg monsters.

It’s prey! There’s prey trapped on the back of that monster. Imagine what we could bring back to our Clanmates!

Pebbleshine could see that none of the huge creatures was moving. Maybe they were all asleep. Her heart began beating faster at the thought of the risk she and her Clanmates would have to take, to steal prey out of the very jaws of a monster. Then her belly growled, reminding her of how hungry she was. How long had it been since she and the other cats of SkyClan had been full-fed?

“Let’s take our chance!” she muttered to herself.

Pebbleshine let the Clan deputy, Waspwhisker, take the lead as they ventured into the open to investigate the prey-smelling monster. Her mate, Hawkwing, padded along at her side, while Curlypaw and Blossomheart, the remaining members of the patrol, brought up the rear.

As she and her Clanmates drew closer, Pebbleshine began to hear clucking noises coming from the back of the monster, from inside shiny boxes that looked like weird nests.

“There are birds in there!” Hawkwing exclaimed.

“And they’re trapped,” Pebbleshine added. “They must be some kind of Twoleg prey.”

Waspwhisker nodded. “That’s exactly what they are. They’re called chickens. Some Twolegs near the gorge used to keep them.”

Pebbleshine stared up at the shiny nests, close enough now to see the mass of feathers pressed against the sides, and a few heads poking out with sharp beaks and beady eyes. The tempting smell was even stronger here, and hunger sliced through her belly like a badger’s claws.

Pebbleshine twitched her ears impatiently as Hawkwing and Waspwhisker started to debate whether the risk was worth taking. “You know,” Pebbleshine meowed, glancing warily around, “the monster is asleep, and there aren’t any Twolegs around. Why don’t we . . .” She turned her gaze back to the deputy, silently pleading for him to see it her way. We can do this. I know we can!

Finally, Waspwhisker nodded. “Let’s go for it. Hawkwing, you and Curlypaw keep watch. The rest of you, follow me.”

“I can climb up, too,” Hawkwing meowed.

“No, I can tell your leg is hurting,” Waspwhisker responded. “You’re more use here on the ground.”

Pebbleshine glanced back at her mate with sympathy. She knew he was frustrated by the lingering effects of the leg injury he’d suffered a moon before, falling out of a tree while hunting a squirrel. Hawkwing looked pointedly at her expanding belly.

“Then Pebbleshine should stay here, too,” Hawkwing put in.

“Yes, Pebbleshine, you have to be careful,” Blossomheart agreed. Waspwhisker nodded.

Pebbleshine glared at her Clanmates with rising exasperation. She knew they were concerned for her because she was carrying Hawkwing’s kits, but they didn’t have to treat her as though she were ill. “I’m not big enough yet for it to make any difference,” she protested, twitching the tip of her tail. “I can still run just as fast as the rest of you. And it was my idea.”

Waspwhisker narrowed his eyes at her, then relaxed with a sigh. “Okay. Let’s just get on with it before we all die of starvation.”

Before she approached the monster, Pebbleshine paused, seeing Hawkwing’s worried look, and brushed her tail along his side. Then, alongside Waspwhisker and Blossomheart, she clambered up onto the back of the monster, startled by the unfamiliar sensation of her claws scraping against its hard pelt.

They reached a ledge atop the rear of the monster where they could look down and see the countless tiny dens filled with birds. All three cats leaped down from the monster’s back, halted, and stared. There are so many of these weird nests! Pebbleshine thought. And there’s a chicken in each of them. She called down excitedly to Hawkwing and Curlypaw, letting them know what she was seeing.

As Waspwhisker and Blossomheart advanced, the clucking of the chickens rose to panic-stricken squawks. Her hunting instincts kicking in, Pebbleshine followed her Clanmates, prowling toward their nests. Pebbleshine swiped through one of the holes in the shiny lattice, trying to hook a chicken with her claws, but the bird flapped its wings furiously, and she couldn’t get a grip. Waspwhisker and Blossomheart were having trouble, too: Blossomheart snatched her paw back with a hiss of frustration as her chicken stabbed at her with its blunt beak, while Waspwhisker only managed to snatch a pawful of feathers.

Water flooded Pebbleshine’s mouth as the delicious prey-scent wreathed around her. It was maddening to be so close to the prey they needed so desperately, yet be unable to make a kill.

And even if we do manage to catch one of the stupid creatures, there’s no way we can drag it out through these tiny holes, Pebbleshine realized. Doubt flickered through her mind as she wondered if she had been wrong to suggest this patrol in the first place. Determinedly, she thrust it away. There must be a way to get the nests open.

Drawing back a pace, Pebbleshine studied the interwoven tendrils that made up the nest. She and her Clanmates wove branches and vines together to make dens all the time, but these tendrils were shiny, hard, and evenly spaced, and they didn’t bend to her touch. She tried biting them, but that only hurt her teeth. What am I supposed to do here? she wondered. Surely the Twolegs have a way to open these. For a few heartbeats she was completely bewildered. Then she noticed a kind of shiny twig that rested in a curly frond at one corner of the nest.

She batted it with her paw and it moved slightly. Pushing it gently from one side, she made it move even more, and suddenly Pebbleshine understood how it was supposed to work. If I can push that end down, she thought, the other end should move up, and the whole side should swing open.

She slammed down one paw on the twig, but it was stiff and didn’t move. Hissing furiously through her teeth, Pebbleshine pressed down even harder, using all her strength. “Move, for StarClan’s sake!” she muttered.

She was so focused on her task that she was only vaguely aware of yowling coming from Hawkwing and Curlypaw, who were keeping watch on the ground below. Then she heard Waspwhisker’s voice. “Fox dung!”

Pebbleshine glanced over her shoulder to see Waspwhisker and Blossomheart with their forepaws resting on the ledge they’d jumped down from.

“The Twoleg!” Waspwhisker exclaimed. “Come on!”

He and Blossomheart scrabbled up the wall with their hind paws, stood poised for a heartbeat on the top, then disappeared. “Come on, Pebbleshine!” Waspwhisker yowled as he jumped.

“I’m coming!” Pebbleshine responded, but instead of following her Clanmates, she turned back to the nest. I’ve almost got it. . . .

Once again she pushed down on the twig, and this time it gave way, flicking up and out of the curly frond that held it. The side of the nest swung out, just as Pebbleshine had imagined it would. “Yes!” she meowed.

Then the chicken turned to her, its beady eyes mad with fear, and she realized that opening the nest might have been the easy part. This was unfamiliar prey. She crouched and hissed at the creature before diving inside and grabbing at the chicken with teeth and claws.

At the same moment, she heard Hawkwing’s voice. “Where’s Pebbleshine?”

“I’m still here!” she called back, letting go of a mouthful of feathers to make herself heard. “I’ve managed to open one of the nests. I’ve got a chicken!”

“Then get down here, fast!” Hawkwing yowled.

Pebbleshine tried to drag her prey to the side of the platform, but the chicken, squawking frantically, was flailing at her with its wings and swiping at her with taloned feet. It was almost as big as her, and its feathers were so thick and soft they almost choked her. Bits of red flesh sprouted from the top of its head and dangled under its chin; even while she fought with it, Pebbleshine couldn’t help thinking how ridiculous it looked. For a few moments she was afraid it was too strong for her. But I’m not about to give up! she told herself, struggling to fasten her teeth in the chicken’s neck.

Waspwhisker’s screech came from below. “Pebbleshine, now!”

“I’m coming!” Pebbleshine repeated, letting out all her frustration in her yowl. “But this stupid bird is fighting!”

“Then let it go!” Hawkwing’s voice was panicked.

“But the Clan needs it!” Pebbleshine protested.

A deep, throaty growl came from the monster, and beneath Pebbleshine’s paws, its back began to vibrate. Fox dung! It’s waking up, Pebbleshine thought, furious at the thought that the monster might notice her before she could escape with her prey.

With a last desperate effort, she lunged forward and dug her teeth into the chicken’s throat. Its squawk was abruptly cut off, and Pebbleshine felt the warm gush of blood over her jaws. The bird’s body convulsed once, then lay still.

Forgetting the danger for a moment in her surge of triumph, Pebbleshine scrambled to her paws and dragged the chicken toward the side of the platform. But before she reached it, the monster began to move, edging backward with a steady, determined purr.

Suddenly afraid, Pebbleshine dropped the chicken and sprang up to rest her paws on the side of the monster’s body. “Jump, Pebbleshine! Jump!” Blossomheart shrieked, backing away as the monster bore down on her and their Clanmates.

As it moved closer, the patrol scattered to avoid the monster’s huge black paws. Only Hawkwing stood his ground, pushing Curlypaw out of the way and then running toward the monster.

Hawkwing, no! Pebbleshine opened her jaws to screech a warning, but just then the monster halted, barely a tail-length away from her mate. He dropped into a crouch, gathering himself to leap up beside her.

“Don’t! I’m coming!” Pebbleshine panted, not sure if he heard her, scrabbling frantically to reach the top of the wall and spring off toward the ground below.

But before either cat could leap, the monster lurched into motion again, roaring louder still and belching out a stinking cloud from its hindquarters. It moved forward, heading for the gap in the wall of the monster camp. Beyond the wall, Pebbleshine caught a glimpse of more monsters speeding past along a wider Thunderpath. Her heart pounded. It felt like her whole body was gripped in ice. She tried to jump, but her legs wouldn’t move; her mind was filled with a vision of herself flattened under those crushing black paws.

“Pebbleshine!” Hawkwing screeched.

Pebbleshine saw him push off in a massive leap, stretching out his forelegs to grab the back of the monster. But he was too late, falling short and landing with a thump on the hard surface. Pebbleshine winced, knowing how the fall must have jarred his injured leg.

She made one last, despairing effort to clamber over the wall, only to lose her balance as the monster lurched again and picked up speed. By the time she managed to spring back to her paws, it was moving far too fast for her to jump off safely.

Pebbleshine watched the trees begin to blur together as the monster picked up speed. She felt sick, and wasn’t sure whether it was the movement or the creeping dread that threatened to overtake her. What if I never . . . But I can’t think that way, she stopped herself. Whatever happens next, I have to believe I’ll find my Clan again. Because I’m a SkyClan warrior . . . and I will!

Resting her paws against its side, she stared back at Hawkwing. “I’ll find my way back to you!” she yowled.

Hawkwing hurled himself forward, racing after the monster, but Pebbleshine could see that his attempt was hopeless. The monster was giving out a full-throated roar, speeding even faster as it joined the wider Thunderpath.

Pebbleshine was frozen in disbelief. All she could do was keep her gaze fixed on Hawkwing’s sturdy gray figure as it dwindled into a tiny dot and was lost to her sight.

When she couldn’t see her mate anymore, Pebbleshine dropped down onto the platform. She wanted to wail like an abandoned kit, but she knew that wouldn’t do any good. She would have to keep up her strength and stay alert if she was to get back to Hawkwing and the rest of her Clan.

What’s going to happen to me when the monster stops? she asked herself. Would it try to make her its prey? No! she thought, giving her pelt a determined shake. My kits and I aren’t going to end up as monster food.

At least she had prey of her own. Crouching beside the chicken she had killed, Pebbleshine tore aside the feathers and began to eat. The flesh was just as delicious as Waspwhisker had promised, but she couldn’t enjoy it; she might as well have been eating rotten leaves. To make things even more awkward, the living chickens seemed to watch her from their nests, clucking accusingly. I’m not sure I like chickens, she thought.

At the same time, she tried to peer over the wall beside her, watching carefully where the monster was going, searching for landmarks that could help her find her way back. A dead tree there . . . and three Twoleg dens close together . . . and here the Thunderpath crosses a stream . . .

But as the monster sped on and on, taking Pebbleshine farther and farther away from her Clan, her brain began to whirl with the effort of observing. Her muscles ached from her struggle with the chicken, and her belly was full of its flesh.

For a little while Pebbleshine fought off exhaustion, but at last she had to give in, letting out a long sigh as the chickens’ clucking eased her into a cloud of soft darkness.
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Chapter 2
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The monster had stopped. Pebbleshine blinked awake and raised her head to look around. A moment later the vibration beneath her paws and belly stilled and the monster’s throaty growl was abruptly cut off. Her muscles tensing, Pebbleshine shook off the last vestiges of sleep and braced herself. She glanced at the chickens, looking for signs of panic. What happens now? she asked them silently. Is this where the Twolegs try to eat us? Or do they feed us to the monster? She flexed her legs, preparing to run.

A bang from the front of the monster made Pebbleshine jump. Crouching low again, not daring even to twitch a whisker, she caught a glimpse of the Twoleg’s head, then heard the thump of its huge paws dying away into silence. The monster didn’t move at all, and gradually Pebbleshine began to relax as she guessed it must have fallen asleep again. Thank StarClan! I’ll have another chance to escape.

The chickens were clucking quietly in their shiny nests. Pebbleshine tore a few last bites from the one she had killed. Then she got up and rested her paws on the side of the platform while she looked around.

The monster had come to a halt on a narrow Thunderpath that cut through wide stretches of tall, rustling grass. Not far away, a big Twoleg den rose up among a cluster of smaller dens. The sun was low in the sky, casting long shadows; Pebbleshine could see that she must have been traveling on the monster’s back for most of the day.

With a last cautious glance around, Pebbleshine leaped down from the monster. She almost expected it to rumble to life and pursue her, but it didn’t move. She let out a sigh of relief and began to head away from it, stealthily at first but then at a fast lope.

The Thunderpath was made of earth, and the monster’s huge black paws had churned the surface up into deep tracks. Hope fluttered in Pebbleshine’s chest; maybe all she had to do was follow the tracks backward until she found Hawkwing and her Clan again.

For a while she padded along beside the monster tracks, trying to spot some of the landmarks she had noticed on her outward journey. Then she realized that for the last part she had been asleep; anything she might recognize would be farther away. She began to grow discouraged when she hadn’t seen anything familiar by the time the Thunderpath came to an end, melting into a wider one. Glittering monsters whizzed back and forth along the hard, black surface. Where the earth met the edge of this Thunderpath, the chicken-hunting monster’s tracks vanished.

Half choking on the acrid stink of the passing monsters, Pebbleshine eased back from the edge of the Thunderpath and sat down to think. There was no hope of following the monster’s trail anymore. She could tell the general direction she should travel, from the position of the sun, but she knew that wasn’t enough to reunite her with her Clan. The monster had carried her too far away. There weren’t even any familiar scents for her to follow.

And once it gets dark, I won’t even have the sun to help me.

When she looked around for some kind of guidance, Pebbleshine spotted a Twoleg den in the distance, surrounded by a straggling copse of trees; it reminded her of Barley’s barn, where her Clan had stopped about a moon before to rest and feast on the mice that lived among the straw there.

“Maybe there’ll be friendly cats in this barn,” she murmured hopefully to herself.

As she set out toward the distant den, Pebbleshine let herself hope that the cats might be able to point the way to the monster camp where she had lost her Clanmates, or maybe even to the lake where the other Clans lived, the cats SkyClan was looking for.

The thought quickened her paw steps. How much fun would that be—I’d be there to greet Hawkwing when he and the others arrived!

Then Pebbleshine realized it wouldn’t be fun at all. She shook her head as she thought of how worried Hawkwing would be, through every paw step of the long, weary journey.

No. I have to find SkyClan first.

The sun had disappeared, leaving only a few last streaks of red in the sky, by the time Pebbleshine reached the barn. She hurried through the twilight, her jaws watering as she anticipated sinking her teeth into a juicy mouse, just like the ones in Barley’s barn.

Pebbleshine was skirting the trees, bounding across the last stretch of open ground, when a sudden spate of barking burst out behind her. Whirling around, she spotted a huge brown dog charging at her, its tongue lolling and its plumy tail waving.

For a heartbeat, Pebbleshine froze. The dog was between her and the trees. Should she try to dodge around it and hope to scramble to safety in the branches, or should she head for the barn? In the end she did neither, crouching down instead, her fur bristling as she let out a defiant hiss.

“Hey, knock it off, idiot!”

A loud meow sounded from the direction of the barn. To Pebbleshine’s surprise, the dog skidded to a halt and sat back on its haunches, panting and twitching its ears in what looked like embarrassment. A small black cat strolled out from behind Pebbleshine, glancing from her to the dog and back again with amused green eyes.

“Hi. My name’s Bug,” the newcomer announced. “Don’t worry about Bunny. He’s harmless.”

For a moment all Pebbleshine could do was stare in astonishment. Dogs have names? And this one is called Bunny?

“I’m Pebbleshine,” she choked out at last.

“That’s a bit of a mouthful,” Bug commented. “Don’t your housefolk call you anything for short?”

It’s a warrior name! Pebbleshine thought, her fur beginning to bristle. I’m proud of it! But then she had a horrible realization. Had she traveled so far from Clan territory that these cats hadn’t ever heard a Clan name? I’d better not act offended, she thought. Not when I need her help.

“I don’t have any Twolegs—I mean housefolk,” she responded mildly.

Bug blinked in surprise but said nothing more. Instead she padded up to Bunny and gave him a friendly shove with one paw. His tail thumped on the ground, but he stayed sitting.

It looks like Bug and this dog are friends. I can’t imagine any cat wanting that. What’s going on here?

Pebbleshine still didn’t trust him, and she kept her gaze fixed on him.

“Do you want to come into the barn?” Bug mewed to Pebbleshine with a welcoming swish of her tail.

Pebbleshine looked away from the dog and dipped her head gratefully. “Thanks.”

“Is it okay if I let Bunny get up?” Bug asked. “I promise he won’t hurt you.”

For a few heartbeats Pebbleshine hesitated. The dog was big enough to swallow her and Bug in one gulp, and she only had the word of a strange cat that he wasn’t dangerous. He doesn’t look like he’s going to attack . . . , she thought warily. She remembered the crazy eyes, drooling jaws, and vicious snarling of dogs she had encountered before. In contrast, Bunny just looked goofy. Even so, all of Pebbleshine’s muscles were tense and she was ready to flee at the first sign of a threat.

At last she gave a small, reluctant nod. Bug turned and looked up into Bunny’s liquid brown eyes. “Okay, you can get up,” she meowed. “But stay out of the barn for a while, all right?”

Bunny let out a short bark, then heaved himself to his paws and lolloped off toward the trees. Pebbleshine stared after him in amazement. “How does he know what you’re saying?” she asked Bug.

The small black cat gave a tiny shrug. “Oh, we’ve both lived on this farm since we were born,” she replied. “We just understand each other. Come on.” She turned and headed toward the barn.

Pebbleshine followed, still bemused. I was right. They are friends. . . . Wait until I tell Hawkwing! Then a hollow place opened up inside her as she remembered that she couldn’t tell Hawkwing, maybe not for a long time.

Her bewilderment faded as she slipped into the barn through the half-open door and breathed in the succulent scent of mouse that surged out from piles of sweet-smelling grass. Pebbleshine almost leaped forward to hunt before she remembered that she didn’t have permission. She halted, giving her chest fur a couple of embarrassed licks.

“Help yourself,” Bug invited her. “There are plenty of mice here—and they’re really fat.”

There was little light in the barn as darkness fell outside, but Pebbleshine could make out piles of hay just like the ones in Barley’s barn. High-pitched squeaking filled the air. Pebbleshine crept forward until she spotted blades of grass twitching at the edge of the pile and heard the scuffle of tiny claws. She launched herself forward and slammed her paw down on a plump mouse. It was the easiest catch she had ever made.

Bug settled down to keep Pebbleshine company as she ate. “I haven’t seen you around here,” she remarked.

Pebbleshine shook her head, hastily swallowing a mouthful of prey. “No, I come from a long way away,” she told the black she-cat. “I’m looking for my Clan—the cats I live with. I last saw them in a big monster camp in the middle of some Twoleg dens. Do you know anywhere like that?”

Bug was looking at Pebbleshine as if she had no idea what she was meowing about. “A monster camp?” she asked. “What’s that?”

Pebbleshine’s heart sank. Not only have you not heard of the Clans . . . you don’t even know about monsters? “You know monsters, right?” she asked hopefully. “Big noisy smelly things with round black paws?”

“Oh, them!” Bug nodded. “I know what you mean. But a camp . . . ?”

“A whole lot of them sleeping together,” Pebbleshine explained, trying not to let her tail-tip quiver with impatience.

Slowly Bug shook her head. “I’ve never seen more than one or two monsters together. I don’t think this ‘camp’ of yours can be near here,” she added with a doubtful twitch of her whiskers.

Cold dread crept through Pebbleshine. How far had she come since she’d lost Hawkwing and the others? I felt like I’d traveled a long way in the monster, but it must be even farther than I thought if this cat has hardly ever seen monsters. “Then do you know of any other Clans—I mean groups of cats?” she asked, struggling to keep her voice steady. “They live beside a big stretch of water.”

This time Bug’s denial was more certain. “I haven’t seen any ‘Clans’ around here,” she asserted. “I don’t see many other cats, and the ones I have seen have been other farm cats or housecats. And there aren’t any big stretches of water nearby.”

Pebbleshine dug her claws hard into the earth floor of the barn. “I must find my Clan!” she meowed desperately.

Bug brushed her tail-tip down Pebbleshine’s side, a comforting gesture. “Finish your prey,” she suggested, “and then have a good sleep. You’ll feel better in the morning, and you can start fresh.”

Pebbleshine let out a long sigh. “Thanks. That’s kind of you, Bug.”

When she had eaten and groomed herself, Pebbleshine made a nest in the fragrant hay and curled up in it. Bug settled down at her side. Pebbleshine had believed that her anxieties would keep her awake, but she was so exhausted that her eyes closed at once.

I never used to get this tired, before I was expecting kits, she thought muzzily, drifting into a dream where she was searching for Hawkwing in a forest, but finding nothing except a faint trace of his scent, or a glimpse of a whisking tail among the undergrowth.

The next thing she knew, light was slanting into the barn from the open door and from gaps set high in the walls. Eager yapping from outside had woken her. Pebbleshine sprang to her paws, shaking clinging hayseeds from her pelt as she looked around. There was no sign of Bug. After padding to the door and poking her head outside, Pebbleshine saw the black she-cat wrestling with Bunny. The huge dog had her pinned down beneath one massive paw, while Bug’s legs waved helplessly.

Pebbleshine let out a hiss, tensing her muscles to come to her new friend’s rescue. I was right not to trust that dog! she told herself. Dogs and cats can’t be friends!

But before Pebbleshine could move, Bug wriggled out from under Bunny’s paw. Bunny bent his head, and the two of them nuzzled each other like kits before Bug hurled herself onto the dog’s back. Bunny let himself go limp, rolling over, and Bug sprang away before she was squashed.

They’re . . . play-fighting? Weird . . . , Pebbleshine thought, shaking her head. Maybe some dogs and cats could be friends, but all the same, she had no intention of getting closer to Bunny.

Spotting Pebbleshine, Bug left the dog and raced over to her. “Hi,” she mewed. “Are you okay? Do you want to hunt again? We could do it together.”

“Thanks. That’s a great idea.”

With Bug at her side, Pebbleshine plunged back into the hay. At a signal from the black she-cat, Pebbleshine began circling around, moving gradually toward the edge of the pile. Bug circled in the opposite direction. Working together, they steadily drove their prey out of shelter; it wasn’t long before frightened squeaks and scurrying told Pebbleshine that their strategy was working. Finally, almost in the same heartbeat, two mice popped out into the open. Pebbleshine pounced on the nearest one, while Bug dispatched the other with one swipe of her paw.

“Great catch!” Bug exclaimed.

A pang of loss pierced Pebbleshine as she crouched down to eat beside the black she-cat; for a moment she had almost felt as if she were hunting with her Clan again.

“I’m really grateful to you for letting me spend the night here,” she sighed when she had gulped down the last mouthful of prey. “But I have to go.”

“Maybe you should stay,” Bug suggested, concern in her green eyes. “You’re welcome for as long as you want. I can see you’re expecting kits, and it worries me to think of you traveling by yourself.”

Pebbleshine felt a jolt of surprise that another cat could tell she was carrying kits just by looking at her. When she had insisted on climbing onto the monster with the chickens, she had thought she wasn’t far enough along for it to be obvious. A pang of guilt shook her.

Maybe I did take a risk that I shouldn’t have.

For a heartbeat she was tempted to stay here, in shelter, with food and Bug’s friendship, a place where her kits could be born safely. But she knew how impossible that was. I can’t give birth to our kits without Hawkwing there. Not when I still have enough time and energy to find him, and my Clan! That was more important than anything.

“No, I have to go,” she repeated. “Thanks, Bug, but my kits are the reason I can’t delay any longer. I’m determined that my kits will be Clan cats, and come into the world surrounded by their kin. I have a plan,” she added. “I have to find my way back to my mate. I’m sure he’ll be looking for me.”

Bug padded alongside Pebbleshine as they headed back toward the Thunderpath, with Bunny trotting behind them at a distance.

“Good-bye, then,” Bug mewed when they stood close to the edge of the black, reeking surface. She touched her nose briefly to Pebbleshine’s shoulder. “I hope you find your Clan.”

“Good-bye,” Pebbleshine responded. “Thanks for everything, Bug. And may StarClan light your path.”

Bug looked confused by Pebbleshine’s last words, but Pebbleshine didn’t wait to explain. That would take far too long!

Checking the position of the sun to make sure she would be traveling in the right direction, Pebbleshine set out. She looked back once, waving her tail in farewell, to see Bug’s neat black shape sitting beside the Thunderpath, with Bunny’s huge figure looming beside her.

A monster zoomed by in the opposite direction, the wind of its passing buffeting Pebbleshine’s fur. Flattening her ears, Pebbleshine swallowed in apprehension.

They move so fast, she thought. And I was on that monster for so long—long enough to sleep and wake up. How far have I come?

Pebbleshine was beginning to realize what a huge task lay before her. It could take her moons to walk back to the place where she had left her Clan, even if she was moving in the right direction.

That meant there was only one way for her to get back to SkyClan in time for her kits to be born with them.

I’ll have to get onto another monster.
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Chapter 3
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Pebbleshine padded alongside the Thunderpath, her shoulders hunched and her fur fluffed up against a thin, drizzling rain. She was thankful for her SkyClan paws, toughened from leaping up and down the rocks of the gorge. Her muscles were stronger now, she thought happily; in fact, the whole of the Clan had grown stronger. They had lost so much when they were driven out of the gorge, but they had gained, too.

And I’ve gained more than strength, she told herself, thinking of the kits she carried. So has Plumwillow. She must be close to kitting by now. Pebbleshine was sure that their kits were StarClan’s promise that SkyClan would survive.

The realization made Pebbleshine more determined than ever to return to her Clan before her kits were born. I have to climb onto another monster. But how can I?

Monsters raced past her on the Thunderpath, some of them going in the right direction, but they were all moving too fast for her to jump onto. All around her was open territory, with no more monster camps or dens where they might go to sleep.

Pebbleshine was beginning to despair when she made out a cluster of Twoleg dens in the distance. New energy flowed into her paws, and she picked up her pace until she reached the outskirts of the Twolegplace.

Padding alongside the dens, Pebbleshine passed several monsters, but they were all asleep, some tucked away in little nests beside their Twolegs’ dens. Every one of them was closed up, with no way that she could see of climbing inside.

“Mouse dung,” she muttered. “These monsters are a lazy bunch. They do nothing but sleep!”

Finally, Pebbleshine spotted a monster sitting beside the Thunderpath, pointing in the direction she wanted to go. It looked nothing like the one she had traveled on, with the chickens, but its back was open to the air.

When Pebbleshine glanced around, she couldn’t see any Twolegs inside the monster or near the den. Warily, she stalked toward it. Hoping the monster was asleep, Pebbleshine sneaked closer and, with a last cautious glance around, leaped lightly into its belly.

Inside, the monster was full of weird shapes and scents: huge, odd-shaped rocks and brightly colored scraps of Twoleg debris. Pebbleshine squeezed into a space under one of the rocks and curled up, grooming her wet pelt with rapid strokes of her tongue. She hoped that when the monster’s Twolegs came, they wouldn’t notice her.

Her whole body tingled with apprehension, but at the same time she felt a trace of the same thrill she had felt when she’d leaped onto the other monster to hunt chickens.

We’re on our way, kits! she thought, then added, I really hope this works.

Pebbleshine’s muscles tensed as she heard the thump of Twoleg paw steps outside the monster. Suddenly a shadow loomed up at its back and the opening slammed shut. She almost gave herself away with a screech of alarm, but managed to choke down the sound.

I’m trapped inside a monster!

Her fear spiked into panic as two adult Twolegs and a Twoleg kit clambered into the monster, meowing to one another. The kit sat on top of the rock where Pebbleshine was hiding, so close that if Pebbleshine had stretched out a paw, she could have touched it.

The monster woke up with a cough and a rumble and began to move off. Pebbleshine pressed herself as low as she could and kept still, not even twitching a whisker. At least, as far as she could tell, they were moving in the right direction.

But after a few moments, the Twoleg kit let out a loud noise. Pebbleshine started, but forced herself to stay quiet. For a moment she couldn’t work out what the sound was, until the kit did it again, and she realized that it was sneezing. Poor thing, it must be sick, Pebbleshine thought. Maybe it needs to see a medicine Twoleg.

A heartbeat later she slid, her claws scrabbling at the hard floor as the monster suddenly swerved and began speeding off in a different direction. No! Let me out! Pebbleshine wanted to yowl the words aloud, but she knew the Twolegs wouldn’t understand her. I’ll only be in more trouble if they find me here. I just have to figure out a way of escaping.

But the monster sped on and on. There was no opening for Pebbleshine to squeeze through, and even if she had found one, it would have been too dangerous to leap out.

The kit kept sneezing, and the male Twoleg turned around to speak to it. Pebbleshine didn’t understand what he was saying, but he sounded puzzled. The kit’s only reply was another sneeze, and now it seemed as if it couldn’t stop.

The adult Twolegs began speaking to each other, their voices agitated. Then the monster shuddered and drew to a halt. The Twolegs pushed out openings on the monster’s flank and scrambled out. The female Twoleg peered under Pebbleshine’s rock; the Twoleg was blocking her escape path, so Pebbleshine tried to hunch herself up into an even smaller space, but it was no use. The female let out a squawk of surprise, pointing at her. Pebbleshine glanced toward the other opening the Twoleg kit had escaped from, but it was just swinging closed.

Oh, StarClan, no! They’ve spotted me . . . and I’m trapped!

The male Twoleg walked around to the back of the monster. Pebbleshine guessed he was going to open it up. She felt every hair on her pelt bristling with fear, but she bunched her muscles, ready to leap out. She had no idea what the Twolegs would do to her if they caught her, but she was sure it couldn’t be good.

The back section of the monster swung up; the male Twoleg reached for Pebbleshine, but she was too fast for him. She leaped past him, feeling his outstretched paw brush her pelt, and fled.

Pebbleshine’s legs were cramped from spending so long tightly curled up, but she forced herself into a run, heading away from the Thunderpath and into the scatter of unfamiliar Twoleg dens that bordered it. She was certain that the Twoleg was chasing her, but when she finally had to halt, panting for breath, there was no sign of him.

Trembling with relief, Pebbleshine tried to work out where she was. Then, somehow, she would find her way to where she wanted to be. She stood on a stretch of grass outside a Twoleg nest, with other Twoleg nests all around her, as far as she could see. None of the sights or scents were familiar to her.

What is this place?

Pebbleshine realized that she wasn’t even sure how to get back to the Thunderpath, much less discover the direction she needed to take to rejoin her Clan. The rain had stopped, but clouds still covered the sky, so she couldn’t work out a route from the position of the sun. For a moment despair threatened to overwhelm her. She didn’t recognize anything here.

What if I’ve only made things worse? What if that monster carried me even farther away? She felt herself sinking. It seemed clear now that she’d never be able to get back to SkyClan by riding a monster, because there was no way to predict where they would go. But then how will I ever get back all that way?

Pebbleshine summoned her courage, determined not to give in to these dark fears. It’s all right. I can make it. I’m a warrior! Her chest still heaving after her frantic dash for safety, she sat down on the grass to think.

It had already been a couple of days since she had been carried away from Hawkwing and her Clanmates. Pebbleshine knew that they would be waiting for her to come back, but she knew too that they couldn’t wait forever. They had to go on searching for the place beside the water where the other Clans lived. It was SkyClan’s only hope of survival.

My kits have to be born in a Clan, Pebbleshine thought with a growl of frustration.

At that moment, an angry hiss broke out from the nearest Twoleg nest. Pebbleshine whipped her head around to see a fluffy gray she-cat burst out of a small opening near the ground and head toward her, stiff-legged and snarling.

“This is my place,” she hissed. She was a big cat, and her bristling fur made her look bigger still. “You don’t belong here. Keep moving—or else.”

Pebbleshine rose to her paws. Normally, she fought alongside her Clanmates, but she knew she could handle a kittypet alone, no matter how fierce. Still, as tired and worried as she was, a fight was the last thing she needed.

“I’m just passing through,” she mewed, turning and beginning to pad away.

“Yeah, keep moving, coward!” the gray kittypet spat.

Pebbleshine spun around, her decision not to fight flying out of her head. I’m a warrior of SkyClan! No kittypet is going to talk to me like that!

Letting out a growl from deep in her throat, Pebbleshine stalked toward the kittypet. She slid out her claws and let her neck fur bush up defiantly. I’ll show her what a warrior is—and how a warrior fights!

The kittypet’s eyes suddenly widened in alarm, and she took a pace back, as if she hadn’t expected Pebbleshine to stand up for herself. Pebbleshine was almost close enough to take a swipe at her when another voice broke in.

“Leave her alone, Coco! Can’t you see she’s expecting kits?”

Pebbleshine glanced over her shoulder to see two young kittypets—a thin black-and-white she-cat and an orange tom—come racing across the grass and thrust themselves between Pebbleshine and Coco, scolding the gray she-cat as they approached.

“What’s wrong with you?”

“Can’t you be friendly for a change?”

Coco let out a furious hiss. “Like I’d want to be friends with you flea-pelts!” she exclaimed. She backed away a few paces, then turned and flounced off toward her Twoleg den, disappearing again inside the small door.

The black-and-white she-cat ducked her head to Pebbleshine. “Sorry about that,” she meowed.

“Yeah,” the orange tom added. “We hope Coco didn’t scare you. I’m Milo, by the way, and she’s Olive.”

Pebbleshine stifled amusement at the thought that the two kittypets were trying to protect her, a fully trained Clan warrior. But she thought they were quite cute—hardly more than kits—and she didn’t want to hurt their feelings.

“I’m Pebbleshine,” she responded, dipping her head politely. “Thanks for your help, but I’m fine, really. What is that cat’s problem?”

“Oh, Coco!” Olive twitched her ears dismissively. “She always has her tail in a twist. Are you sure you’re okay?” she added, brushing her tail along Pebbleshine’s side. “Are you hungry? You could come and eat with us.”

“Our housefolk have plenty,” Milo agreed. “Water, too. And it’s not far.”

Pebbleshine shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I really don’t want to go into a Twoleg nest.”

Olive and Milo exchanged a bewildered glance, as if they couldn’t imagine why Pebbleshine would object to entering their den. “Twoleg?” Olive sounded puzzled. “Do you mean housefolk? Don’t you have a den of your own?”

I had one once . . . a beautiful den, in the gorge. Pebbleshine thrust the pang of homesickness aside and forced herself not to think about the past. In any case, that wasn’t what Olive had meant. “No,” she replied. “I’m a Clan cat. We don’t live with Twolegs.”

The two kittypets looked at each other again, still clearly confused. Pebbleshine felt the same dread return: How far must I be, if no cat seems to know what a Clan is?

Eventually Milo shrugged. “Okay,” he mewed, “would you at least like us to show you where you can get water out here?”

At his question, Pebbleshine suddenly realized how thirsty she was, as if her mouth were full of sand. If I must be surrounded by kittypets who don’t even know about the Clans, she thought, at least they can be helpful! “Oh, yes, please!”

“Follow us,” Olive told her.

The two kittypets set off across the grass, strolled down the Thunderpath a little way, and then wriggled under a Twoleg fence. Squeezing through after them, Pebbleshine found herself on the edge of a wilder area, where the grass was longer and rougher, and narrow paths wound among clumps of bushes. The clouds were breaking up; weak sunlight glittered on the wet foliage. In the distance Pebbleshine could hear the shouts of playing Twoleg kits.

“This way.” Milo took the lead down a slope to where a small stream trickled between stones. With a gasp of relief Pebbleshine crouched down beside it and gratefully lapped at the cool water.

“Thanks,” she meowed at last, sitting up and shaking drops of water from her whiskers. “That was exactly what I needed.”

“Is there anything else we can do to help you?” Olive asked, her blue eyes wide with anxiety.

“No, I—” Pebbleshine broke off. She had been feeling hopeless, realizing how far she had traveled from her Clan—so far that she wasn’t sure of the direction anymore. But these kittypets clearly knew their way around. They probably don’t ever wander that far from their nests. She remembered Bug’s reaction when she’d asked about the monster camp. These kittypets probably won’t know, either. But it has to be worth asking. “I’m looking for a monster camp,” she began. “A big space covered with that black Thunderpath stuff. There are Twoleg dens around part of it, and bushes along one side. Is there anywhere like that around here?”

“Hey, we know a place like that!” Milo exclaimed.

Olive nodded vigorously. “It’s not far from the Cutter’s—that’s where our housefolk take us when we’re sick,” she explained to Pebbleshine. “And for . . . well, other stuff.”

Shock jolted through Pebbleshine as if a rock had fallen on her head out of a clear sky. “Really?” she responded, her heart lifting. Maybe soon I’ll see Hawkwing again. “Can you tell me how to get there?”

The two young cats exchanged a doubtful glance. “It might be easier to show you,” Olive mewed. “But it’s a long way. We’d have to be gone overnight.”

Milo scrabbled in the grass with his forepaws. “Our housefolk will be really scared if we’re missing.”

“Please,” Pebbleshine begged. “It’s so important for me to get back there. My Clanmates—my friends, I mean—will be waiting for me.”

“Well . . . our housefolk could probably survive one night without us,” Olive responded, looking hopefully at Milo. “I mean, at least we have housefolk to keep us safe. You don’t have anyone—and you’re expecting kits!”

Thank . . . you? Pebbleshine thought, not sure what to make of that. I’d rather have Clanmates than housefolk any day. But the kittypet seemed determined to help her, so Pebbleshine tried to look encouraging.

“Come on, Milo,” Olive mewed to her friend. “We have so much . . . helping Pebbleshine is the least we can do! Besides, it’ll be an adventure!”

The orange tom hesitated for a moment longer. Then his eyes widened and he let out an excited purr. “Okay. We’ll go with you,” he promised.
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Chapter 4
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“We ought to eat first,” Olive meowed. “As much as we can, so we don’t get too hungry on the way.”

“I’m always up for that!” Milo purred, swiping his tongue around his jaws. “And we ought to say good-bye to our housefolk, too.”

“Are you sure you won’t eat with us?” Olive asked Pebbleshine, twitching her whiskers anxiously. “How will you manage overnight, if you don’t?”

Pebbleshine hid her amusement at the younger cat’s attempt to care for her. “No, thanks. I’ll hunt on the way,” she replied.

“Really?” Milo sounded impressed, but there was a doubtful look in his eyes. “Are you sure?”

“Quite sure.”

Though they still looked reluctant to accept Pebbleshine’s decision, the two kittypets bounded back up the slope and wriggled under the fence. Pebbleshine followed more slowly, in time to see them vanish into the nearest den, through a small opening like Coco’s.

She settled herself under a bush to wait, but she was so excited that she couldn’t stay still for more than a couple of heartbeats. She paced back and forth along the edge of the grass, wondering if she was really about to find her Clanmates again.

At last I’ve got an idea where to go. I just hope these kittypets really do know where to find the monster camp.

The sun was slipping down the sky by the time the two kittypets returned. Pebbleshine felt as if she had been waiting forever; she had begun to wonder if they had changed their minds. Finally the main door of the Twoleg den opened; Milo and Olive appeared with a female Twoleg. Pebbleshine quickly ducked back into the shelter of the bush and watched while the Twoleg crossed the garden and began to pick some of the brightly colored flowers that grew around the edge of the grass.

Maybe those are Twoleg herbs, Pebbleshine thought, interested. Could she be a medicine Twoleg?

Milo and Olive twined themselves affectionately around the legs of the Twoleg until she bent down and gave each of them a stroke. Cold shudders crept through Pebbleshine at the sight of them. I’d never want to get that close to a Twoleg! Not if I could help it!

Finally the Twoleg went back inside the den. The two kittypets waited until she was gone, then raced across the garden and joined Pebbleshine under the bushes. “Okay, we’re ready to go now,” Milo mewed. He looked around thoughtfully, then pointed with his tail. “It’s this way.”

He started to weave a path through the bushes, but Olive didn’t follow. “Are you sure?” she asked, with a doubtful glance in the other direction.

Milo halted and let out an exaggerated sigh. “It’s the way we go to the Cutter, fur-for-brains!”

Olive hesitated for a moment, then twitched her ears. “Okay. Have it your way.”

Pebbleshine felt her heart sink. Do they really know where to go, if they can’t even agree between themselves? But following the kittypets was the only choice she had, so she tried to crush down her doubts. It has to be worth a try.

Once they decided on a direction, the kittypets led the way confidently through the long grass on the edge of the Thunderpath that wound through the Twolegplace. Pebbleshine’s nose wrinkled at the acrid scent of monsters.

“Do we have to follow Thunderpaths all the way?” she asked.

“Sorry, we do,” Milo replied. “Almost, at least. This is the only way we know, because our Twolegs take us this way to the Cutter.”

Pebbleshine nodded, accepting his explanation. At least, she thought, the kittypets were young and strong, keeping a steady pace without getting scared about being away from their nest, or demanding a rest because they were tired.

Not all kittypets are weak, she reminded herself, thinking of the daylight warriors of SkyClan. But she was still surprised that cats with no Clan training had so much stamina. They even relaxed enough to chase butterflies and have a friendly scuffle along the way, Olive rolling with Milo among the roots of a tree. Pebbleshine’s spirits lifted as she watched their teasing and fun.

“So do you live in the . . . monster camp, was it?” Olive asked Pebbleshine after a while, shaking debris from her pelt. “It sounds a little scary.”

“Monsters can be scary, but I don’t live in their camp.” Pebbleshine sighed, struggling with another pang of homesickness for her den among the rocks. “My Clanmates and I are traveling. I used to live in a gorge, beside a stream, with the rest of my Clan.”

“What’s a Clan?” Milo asked.

Pebbleshine explained how she and her Clanmates lived together, how they trained to fight and hunt, and took care of one another. “My Clan is called SkyClan,” she finished.

“That sounds great!” Milo exclaimed.

“And what about your kits’ father?” Olive asked. “Is he part of your Clan, too?”

Pebbleshine nodded. “Yes, and that’s partly why it’s so important that I get back to them.”

“What’s his name? What is he like?” Olive’s questions were tumbling out of her.

“He’s called Hawkwing,” Pebbleshine replied. Her voice grew warm with memory, even though the pain of missing her mate felt like thorns piercing her heart. “He’s the best cat in the Clan.”

“Is he your leader?” Milo asked.

“Not yet,” Pebbleshine told him. “Maybe one day . . .”

Olive blinked, looking a bit wistful. “I wish we could be part of a Clan.”

“It’s not always easy. In fact, recently, SkyClan has had a very hard time.” Pebbleshine paused, feeling a prick in her heart as she remembered the troubles with Darktail, and leaving the gorge.

“I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?” Milo asked, his ears tipped curiously toward her.

“A very bad cat came along pretending to be our friend, but he stole our home,” Pebbleshine began slowly. She didn’t want to get into details these kittypets wouldn’t understand . . . and she didn’t want to think too hard about it herself. Memories of life at the gorge still hurt too much. “It was difficult, and we had to leave some Clanmates behind. Now we’re looking for a new home.”

Olive’s eyes filled with sympathy. “Don’t you have anywhere to go? Maybe you could come live by us. There’s a lady a few houses down who has lots of cats! I bet she’d take you in. . . .”

Pebbleshine looked at her warmly. “That’s kind, Olive, but Clan cats don’t usually live with Twolegs. We like to be in charge of ourselves. Sometimes it can be a hard life,” Pebbleshine warned her. “But I think you and Milo would make fine warriors.”

“But we couldn’t leave our housefolk,” Milo insisted. “What would they do without us?”

“When we lived in the gorge,” Pebbleshine meowed, “some of our Clan members were daylight warriors. They lived in the gorge in the daytime, and hunted and trained with the rest of us, but at night they went back to their Twolegs.”

Milo gave an enthusiastic swish of his tail. “That would be perfect!”

“Where is SkyClan going now?” Olive asked. “I mean, if you can’t go back to the gorge.”

“Well, we’re headed to a lake,” Pebbleshine explained, struggling to think of a way to explain Echosong’s vision in a way these kittypets would understand. “We have cats in the Clan who are very wise, who communicate with our ancestors. One of those cats had a vision that told her we should live by a lake.”

She had been expecting more questions, but Olive and Milo looked satisfied. Olive gave her an earnest look. “I hope you find it,” she said softly.

“Thank you.” Pebbleshine nodded. “I do too.” More than you know.

While they’d been talking, the cats had continued to travel, and Pebbleshine realized that the sun had sunk below the horizon, casting long shadows over their route. “Is it much farther?” she asked.

At the same moment, Milo exclaimed. “We’re almost there!”

A narrow path led upward between two Twoleg dens. Milo bounded along it, while Pebbleshine and Olive followed. “It’s just over this hill,” Olive panted.

Leaving the Twoleg nests behind them, the cats burst out onto an open, grassy slope, leading to a ridge outlined against the sky. Pebbleshine’s heart was pounding so hard she thought it would break out of her chest. Maybe my Clan will still be waiting for me! Maybe I’ll see Hawkwing again, right now!

Pebbleshine raced up the slope, outstripping the two kittypets. Cresting the hill, she halted as if she had slammed into a wall of rock.

She was looking down at the monster camp—but it wasn’t the right one. It was bigger than the one where she had lost her Clan, the walls that surrounded it were red, not gray, and where the line of bushes should have been was a tangle of brambles and a few stunted trees. She felt farther from her Clan than ever.

“Are they here?” Olive gasped as she climbed the hill to stand beside Pebbleshine. “Are your friends here?”

Pebbleshine shook her head. She wanted to wail her desolation, but she made her voice remain steady as she replied, “No. This isn’t the right place after all.”

“Are you serious?” Milo exclaimed, reaching the top in time to hear Pebbleshine’s words. “But it sounded so much like what you described! Take a good look. Are you sure?”

Pebbleshine looked downhill again, then looked him in the eye. “I’m sure, Milo. It is what I described to you. It’s just not the one where I left my friends.”

Milo looked at the ground, but Olive bounded up to Pebbleshine, leaning in to nuzzle her cheek sympathetically.

“I’m so sorry, Pebbleshine!

“I can’t blame you,” Pebbleshine responded. “I asked you to show me a monster camp, and that’s what you’ve done. It’s not your fault that it isn’t the right one.”

Milo stepped forward, and the two young cats pressed themselves against Pebbleshine, one on each side, trying to comfort her. Pebbleshine just felt empty. She had no idea what she should do next.

“Maybe we should sleep,” Olive suggested after a few heartbeats. “It’s going to be dark soon. Probably things will look brighter in the morning.”

Pebbleshine murmured agreement. I could sleep for moons and nothing would look brighter, but I don’t want to upset Olive.

“I wish my housefolk were here to give us some food right now,” Milo meowed. “My belly’s growling so hard!”

“I’ll hunt for you,” Pebbleshine offered immediately.

“Oh, no, you don’t have to,” Olive objected. “You’ve had an awful shock, and you need to rest.”

“Hunting will take my mind off my worries,” Pebbleshine insisted. She wasn’t sure that was true, but she knew that she had to get away by herself for a while, to come to terms with how all this effort had been for nothing. She was in danger of breaking down completely in front of two kittypets.

And that’s the last thing I want, when they’ve gone to all this trouble to help me. They can’t possibly understand how hopeless I feel right now.

The slope leading down to the monster camp was shallower than the one they had already climbed, dotted with bushes and the occasional outcrop of rock. Pebbleshine left the kittypets in a sheltered spot beside a gorse thicket and prowled off to look for prey.

The sun had set and twilight was gathering. At first all Pebbleshine could scent was the acrid tang of monsters, but as she worked her way around toward the brambles and trees that edged the camp, she began to pick up definite traces of mouse and squirrel.

She realized too that the discipline of hunting was helping to dispel the fog of misery that surrounded her. She felt the familiar tingle in her paws as she spotted a plump squirrel scuffling around in the debris at the edge of a bramble thicket and dropped into the hunter’s crouch, focusing on her prey as she crept up on it.

A breeze sprang up as Pebbleshine was almost within pouncing distance, carrying her scent toward the squirrel. It sat up, then leaped away; Pebbleshine hurled herself toward it, but her outstretched forepaws slammed down on empty ground.

The squirrel raced away toward the nearest of the stunted trees. Pebbleshine pelted after it, but she couldn’t catch it before it swarmed up the trunk and crouched on a low branch, chittering angrily at her as if challenging her to a fight.

Good luck with that! Pebbleshine thought. I’m a SkyClan cat!

Launching herself upward in a tremendous leap, she snagged her claws into the squirrel’s tail and dragged it down off the branch. The squirrel struggled briefly, until Pebbleshine killed it with a swift bite to the neck.

Breathing hard, she stood over the limp body. “Thank you, StarClan, for this prey,” she mewed. But then the thought struck her: Can they even hear me? She was so far from home, so far from SkyClan; she didn’t even know where she was. Does StarClan?

She shuddered. For a few heartbeats she had forgotten her troubles, but now they returned in full force. Back in the gorge she would have carried the squirrel to the fresh-kill pile, but there was no more camp in the gorge now, and she would eat her prey alone, not even knowing how far she was from her Clanmates.

I wish Hawkwing had seen that catch, and I could share it with him.

Forcing her grief to the back of her mind, Pebbleshine headed back to where she had left the kittypets. Their eyes gleamed in the gathering darkness as they spotted the prey she was carrying.

“Wow, that’s huge!” Milo exclaimed. “You really just caught that?”

“You must be a brilliant hunter,” Olive added.

Not bad, Pebbleshine thought, a bit ashamed of herself for enjoying the kittypets’ praise. “Let’s share it,” she meowed, dropping her prey at her friends’ paws.

Both Olive and Milo sniffed dubiously at the squirrel; Pebbleshine had to encourage them by tearing off a mouthful of the flesh. “Try it; it’s really good,” she mumbled as she gulped the prey down. Imagine, not wanting to eat fresh-kill!

First Milo, then Olive, tasted the squirrel and took a few tiny bites. “It’s . . . er . . . very nice,” Olive murmured politely.

“I don’t think you like it,” Pebbleshine responded, hiding her surprise. I’ve never met a cat who didn’t like a nice, juicy squirrel! She suddenly felt very alone again . . . just as she’d felt while hunting. She was the only Clan cat here. Possibly she was the only Clan cat anywhere around here. “I’m sorry.”

“We’re sorry, too,” Milo told her. “Especially after you went to all the trouble of catching it. But we really prefer the food pellets our housefolk give us. They’re not quite so . . . furry.”

When they had eaten what they could, the two kittypets curled up together in the shelter of the bushes and went to sleep. Pebbleshine stayed awake for a long time, staring up at the warriors of StarClan glittering above her. If I can see them, they can see me, she decided. They were the same stars that she had always known, ever since she was a kit in the gorge.

As long as they’re there, I’m not alone. Surely StarClan will help me and my kits find SkyClan again.

Pebbleshine slept at last, and woke at sunrise to find Olive and Milo grooming themselves beside her.

“We have to head home now,” Milo meowed. “You can come with us if you like.”

“I’m sure our housefolk would welcome you,” Olive added.

Pebbleshine shook her head. “Thank you, but no. I have to go on looking for my Clan.”

“Then just come for a little while,” Olive urged her, reaching out to touch the tip of her tail to Pebbleshine’s shoulder. “So that your kits will be born somewhere safe.”

For a heartbeat Pebbleshine was tempted. Olive and Milo would make good daylight warriors someday. Perhaps she could stay with them, only until her kits were born, like they said, and then she could seek out SkyClan. . . . They could even come with me. But then she realized how impossible that would be. She was so far from the Clans—Milo and Olive would never leave their housefolk to travel that far. And her kits, if they were born as kittypets, might not want to leave. If she was even allowed to stay with her kits. She remembered tales the daylight warriors had told, of Twolegs taking kits away from their mothers, who never saw them again. No. My kits will be Clan cats, she vowed.

“I can’t,” she mewed firmly. “It’s kind of you, but I need my kits to be born in a Clan. I’m more grateful than I can say for everything you’ve done.”

The two young cats were clearly reluctant to leave her, but finally they said good-bye, inviting her to visit them if she ever returned this way. Pebbleshine stood at the crest of the hill, watching them race down the slope. At the edge of the Twolegplace they turned back, waving their tails in a last farewell, then vanished among the Twoleg dens. Pebbleshine let out a little sigh as she saw them go.

When they were gone, Pebbleshine finished up the remains of the squirrel and sat for a while as the sun rose above the Twolegplace. She knew she would have to move on, but first she had to decide where to go. While she sat there, she felt a strange stirring in her belly, and drew in a wondering breath as she realized her kits were moving for the first time.

From out of nowhere, a strong feeling swept over her: the certainty that her kits would be all right. They are the future of SkyClan. They have a destiny, and StarClan will make sure they will find their way to their Clan.

But Pebbleshine realized that her chances of finding SkyClan now were next to none. Even if she could somehow find her way back to the place where she had lost them, they wouldn’t still be there. Leafstar would have made the decision to move on, for the good of the entire Clan.

Pebbleshine knew that she had only one choice. She didn’t know where SkyClan was now, but she knew where they were going to be.

I have to find the water—the place where the other Clans live.

Exhaustion overwhelmed her at the thought. But as she drew to her feet, she glanced up at the sky, knowing that her ancestors were still there, watching her from behind the brightness of daylight.

I’ve made it this far on my own, she thought. I’m stronger than I ever knew. And I will find them!





[image: image]

Chapter 5
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Pebbleshine halted and opened her jaws to taste the air. She stood in a copse of thin trees, on the edge of another Twolegplace, and though her senses were almost swamped by the scents of Twolegs and monsters, she could just make out the smell of nearby birds.

Almost a moon had passed since Pebbleshine had said good-bye to Olive and Milo, and her belly was heavy with her kits. Their weight made hunting harder, but at the same time she had gotten more practiced at hunting alone.

Determined now, she dropped into the hunter’s crouch and began to slink in the direction of the scent. Soon she spotted a plump pigeon sitting at the end of a branch, seemingly unaware that Pebbleshine was creeping up on it. Pebbleshine paused to test the breeze and realized it was blowing in the right direction, keeping her downwind of the pigeon.

If I time this just right, and keep quiet, my kits and I should have a good meal.

The squirrel she had caught near the second monster camp had been the last time Pebbleshine had felt full-fed. Since then she had kept going on mice and shrews, but she desperately needed something more substantial.

If I were still with SkyClan, Hawkwing and the other warriors would make sure I had enough to eat. But they aren’t here, so I have to depend on myself. I can do this!

Pebbleshine reached the foot of the tree without alerting the pigeon. She knew that her days of amazing leaps were over until after her kits were born. Instead she began to climb up the trunk of the tree, careful to stay on the opposite side from the pigeon. When she reached the level of the branch where the pigeon was sitting, she realized that it might be too thin. If she landed on it, weighed down as she was by her kits, the branch could easily break before she had the chance to pounce.

Glancing upward, Pebbleshine spotted a branch above that was sturdier. She clambered up and ventured out onto it, planning to leap down to strike at her prey. But just as she reached the spot above her quarry, the branch dipped under her weight, and the shadows of the leaves swept across the pigeon.

With a cry of alarm, the pigeon unfolded its wings. Pebbleshine instinctively leaped after it as it took off, sailing over the roof of a small Twoleg den nearby. Her claws brushed the pigeon’s wing feathers, but before she could get a grip she and the bird thumped down together onto the roof. The impact drove the breath out of Pebbleshine. She rolled over, grasping for her prey, only to feel the roof give way under her weight. She let out a yowl of dismay, paws flailing, as she crashed through the flimsy covering and fell.

For a few heartbeats, Pebbleshine was too stunned to be sure of what had happened or where she had ended up. She crouched where she had fallen, her eyes tight shut and her breath coming in shallow gasps.

Eventually, still trembling with shock, she opened her eyes to see that she had fallen onto a pile of straw and some kind of soft Twoleg pelts. Her heart pounded with fear for her kits, and she curled herself around her swollen belly until she felt them shifting inside her. Letting out a long sigh of relief, she whispered, “Thank you, StarClan.”

Determined to pull herself together, Pebbleshine scrambled to her paws and looked around. The pigeon was long gone. Light pouring through the hole in the roof showed her walls made of rough strips of wood with one small window. Unfamiliar shapes were stacked around the walls—some kind of Twoleg stuff stored there, Pebbleshine supposed.

Right . . . How do I get out of here?

Pebbleshine padded over to the door and reared up to press on it with her forepaws, but it didn’t give way. The hole in the roof was too high for her to leap up and escape that way. She tried two or three times to jump up at the window, but her heavy belly made her clumsy, and there was less power behind her leaps than she was used to. She couldn’t break the clearstone even though there was a crack in it. And there was no other way out, not even a mouse hole.

The little den was full of dust and cobwebs, telling Pebbleshine that the Twolegs didn’t visit it very often. By the time anyone came to let her out, it would be too late. A shudder passed through Pebbleshine from ears to tail-tip at the thought that she might give birth to her kits while she was trapped here, and all of them would starve together.

She was alone. She couldn’t even see StarClan from here, or feel their guidance. Suddenly she felt more hopeless than she ever had.

If Hawkwing or any of my Clanmates were here, they would know I was missing and come to look for me, Pebbleshine thought, utterly miserable. I wouldn’t be in this mess. But as long as I’m alone, there’s no chance for me, or for my kits.

Tired and discouraged, Pebbleshine curled up in the straw and fell asleep. It didn’t seem long before she felt a warm sensation rousing her: some cat was licking her ears. Startled, she opened her eyes to see Hawkwing standing over her.

But he can’t . . . he can’t be real, can he?

“You have to get up,” he mewed, nudging her to help her stand.

If I can feel him, he must be . . . Pebbleshine pressed herself against her mate, twining her tail with his and purring so hard she thought she would never stop. For a few heartbeats Hawkwing leaned closer and his scent wreathed around her, so that she felt it was soaking into her pelt, carrying a flood of strength with it. Is he dead, and communicating with me from StarClan? The terrible thought squeezed her chest. But he’s not sparkling with starlight . . . he looks just like when I left him! What’s happening?

Hawkwing stood back. “Pebbleshine, there are things you must do,” he told her. Pebbleshine looked around and was relieved to see that others of her Clan were there, too: the deputy, Waspwhisker; Echosong the medicine cat; Tinycloud and Macgyver; and more behind them, vanishing into a blur. At their head stood the Clan leader, Leafstar, gazing at Pebbleshine with joy and affection in her amber eyes. A weird light surrounded them, flowing from the cats until it filled every cranny of the den.

“I’m dreaming, aren’t I?” Pebbleshine asked, her voice cracking with disappointment. Even Hawkwing’s touch and scent—they must have been part of the dream! For a few moments she had believed that Hawkwing and her Clan had really come to rescue her.

Hawkwing nodded, curling his tail around her shoulders. “I’m sorry,” he meowed. “I wish I could really be with you.”

“I’ve been trying to get back to you, ever since I was carried off on the back of that monster!” The words burst out of Pebbleshine, filled with all her fears and bitter regret for her useless striving. “But I can’t do it alone—I can’t!”

“You can.” Hawkwing’s voice was strong and encouraging. “Pebbleshine, you must. Our kits have important destinies, and right now they’re in your paws. You can do what needs to be done.”

“But how?” Pebbleshine wailed.

“You must keep calm,” Hawkwing meowed. “Think the problem through, and remember that StarClan is always with you.” Bending his head, he gave her ears another lick. “Walk toward the setting sun,” he murmured. “Come back to me.”

Then the light began to fade. “No, don’t leave me!” Pebbleshine gasped. “Not yet!”

But it was no use. The dream slipped from Pebbleshine as if she were trying to catch mist in her paws. Hawkwing and the rest of the Clan were gone. Pebbleshine woke and found herself still alone in the dusty little den.

Her heart ached with renewed loss. What was that?

A communication? A vision? Pebbleshine knew she didn’t have those powers; she wasn’t a medicine cat. Besides, she thought darkly, something truly terrible would have to have happened if all the cats she’d seen were now in StarClan.

It was just a dream.

Still, Hawkwing’s words about their kits’ destinies echoed in her mind. I want to believe my kits will be important to the Clan. . . . Is that why I dreamed Hawkwing saying it?

It didn’t matter, she decided. What mattered was that before her dream, she’d felt sure she was going to die . . . but now she believed she could find her way out on her own. I have to. For my kits . . . and for me. There has to be a way of escaping. I have to escape. And I can figure it out all by myself.

Looking more carefully around the den, Pebbleshine spotted a long stick leaning against the wall. A second stick with lots of protruding teeth was fixed across it at one end. Pebbleshine had no idea what Twolegs might use it for, but it looked like it might be just what she needed. She began pushing it carefully along the wall until the upper end was propped against the cracked window.

Pebbleshine crouched, staring at the stick for a long time while she worked out what to do. She tried pouncing on the bottom of the stick, where the teeth were; when she did that, the other end lifted a little way from the window, and when she let go, it fell back, hitting the hard clearstone.

Yes!

At first, Pebbleshine could only make the stick tap lightly, but as she tried with stronger and stronger pounces, the taps became harder. Finally, one tap made a tiny crack. And when she pounced again and again, wearing herself out, the crack got bigger and bigger, spreading in all directions. Finally, when she was sure she couldn’t keep going much longer, a tiny shard of transparent stuff fell out. She pounced one more time, and this time, when the stick struck the window, some of the transparent stuff fell out to make a hole big enough for her to fit through.

“I did it!” she yowled aloud.

Even better, the long stick remained leaning against the window, so Pebbleshine could run up it as if it were a tree branch. When she reached the window, she squeezed herself carefully through the gap, avoiding the sharp shards that still clung to the sides. More of the glittering fragments lay on the ground outside; Pebbleshine had to brace her muscles and push off in a strong leap that carried her beyond them.

As she landed safely on the soft grass, confidence flowed through her like a drink of cool, clear water. “My kits and I are going to make it,” she meowed. “I can do this alone. I’m strong enough!”

Thank you, Dream Hawkwing, for reminding me to believe in myself, she added silently. Now I know that I’ll find my Clan again.
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Chapter 6
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Pebbleshine hauled herself to the top of a hill and flopped down in the long grass to rest. Several days had passed since she’d escaped from the little Twoleg den, and she had been traveling ever since.

Relaxing in a patch of sunlight, Pebbleshine let her thoughts drift back to the day before, when she had met a strange yellow tom named Tree.

Because she was expecting kits, Tree had stayed close to her during the night, helping her keep watch for predators. And it was a good thing he did—a hunting fox had disturbed them, and it had taken all their strength and fighting skill to drive it off.

That morning, Pebbleshine had invited Tree to come with her and search for SkyClan, assuring him that he would be welcome. But Tree had refused. He had insisted that he was a loner, and however hard Pebbleshine had tried to convince him that it was good to have other cats to rely on, Tree wouldn’t change his mind.

Regretfully, Pebbleshine had said good-bye to Tree, but she couldn’t shake off the feeling that somehow their destinies were intertwined. “Maybe I will see him again,” she mewed softly to herself. “But that’s in the paws of StarClan.”

Ever since the dream, Pebbleshine had been following the setting sun, just as Hawkwing had told her in her dream. She still wasn’t sure where exactly his message had come from, but it had gotten her out of that tiny den, and so she trusted it. She had made good progress since that day, but now that her belly was heavier, it made her awkward and slow, and she grew tired quickly.

It can’t be long before my kits come, she thought.

Not for the first time, Pebbleshine wished that Echosong and Frecklewish could be with her, to tell her whether she was headed in the right direction and how close she was to kitting. A cold claw of fear touched her when she thought of giving birth without a medicine cat. All she could do was have faith that seeing Hawkwing and the others hadn’t been just a dream, and that StarClan really was helping her.

Ready to go on, Pebbleshine raised her head and looked around. From her vantage point on the hill, the landscape ahead stretched out in front of her. Pebbleshine drew in a gasp of excitement as, far in the distance, she spotted a gleam of water. She felt an odd flutter in her belly, but she tried not to get too optimistic. This wasn’t the first time she had seen water in her journeying, but she still hadn’t found any Clans.

Then a breeze picked up, blowing toward Pebbleshine from the direction of the water. Tasting the air, she could discern the faint scent of a cat. She blinked, puzzled. It wasn’t SkyClan scent, and she was much too far away from the water to pick up any cat’s scent from there.

Besides, this scent was different. It was icy, the scent of cats who walked with the night wind and the stars. Stars! Yes!

“StarClan, is that you?” Pebbleshine asked, her voice quivering. She was so far from her Clan, and she knew she wasn’t a medicine cat. But perhaps—now and with her dream—StarClan was finding new ways to send her messages? “Are you really here?”

There was no reply, no vision of a starry warrior. The strange scent wreathed around her for a moment longer and then faded. But Pebbleshine wasn’t in any doubt about what she should do now.

Pebbleshine rose to her paws and set off down the hill, heading toward the water. Although she soon lost sight of it, she kept the direction fixed in her mind. Her paws urged her on, as quickly as she could with the weight of her kits, but finally she had to make herself stop and hunt.

I have to keep my strength up for my kits, she thought, even though she felt restless. She wanted to reach the water as fast as possible.

She had halted beside one of the gorse bushes that dotted the hillside. Angling her ears toward it, Pebbleshine picked up the faint sound of scuffling, along with a strong scent of mouse. She swiped her tongue around her jaws in anticipation of the juicy prey.

Creeping forward cautiously, remembering that a mouse would feel the vibration of her paw steps before it heard or smelled her, Pebbleshine ducked under the outer branches of the bush and spotted her prey nibbling on a seed. She pushed off with her hind paws in a long, low pounce and brought both forepaws down hard on the mouse. It didn’t even have time to squeal.

“Thank you, StarClan, for this prey,” Pebbleshine mewed aloud before bending her head to take a bite. And thank you for guiding me on my way, she added silently.

Setting out again after she had eaten, Pebbleshine felt a sudden pain shoot through her belly. She had to halt and catch her breath before walking on again, more slowly. But the pain came again, and again, and finally Pebbleshine realized what it meant.

My kits are coming!

Everything in Pebbleshine fought against the knowledge. She had been so desperate to reach home and Hawkwing before their kits were born. And now that StarClan had sent her a sign and directed her toward the place where she would find the other Clans, all she wanted was to keep moving until she reached the water.

But it seems my kits have other ideas, she thought dryly.

Pebbleshine padded onward for as long as she could, but the pains were coming closer and closer together, and at last she had to accept that she couldn’t go any farther. She had to find somewhere safe for her kitting.

She was heading toward a Thunderpath, and for a few moments the roaring and the harsh tang of the monsters, their speed and their glittering colors, bewildered her so that she couldn’t think what to do next.

Oh, StarClan, this can’t be what you meant!

Then Pebbleshine noticed that the Thunderpath was raised on a steeply sloping bank, a few tail-lengths above its surroundings, and that not far away from where she was standing a dark hole gaped at the foot of the slope. A dip in the grass led down to it. As she padded cautiously nearer, Pebbleshine could see that it was the mouth of some kind of tunnel. A damp, musty smell flowed out of it to meet her, but there was no scent of other creatures inside. Bars of harsh Twoleg stuff covered the opening, though they were set wide enough apart that she could slip between them.

“Do I really want to go in there?” Pebbleshine asked herself.

At the same moment another wave of pain came, so overwhelming that Pebbleshine realized she didn’t have any choice. There was no time left to look for somewhere else. At least she could hope that the tunnel would be sheltered and safe.

Pebbleshine padded down to the bottom of the bank and slipped between the bars at the entrance to the tunnel. The musty scent was all around her, and the stones of the tunnel floor were slick with water. Damp cold struck up through Pebbleshine’s paws as she splashed her way farther into the tunnel.

She was beginning to despair of finding anywhere safe for her kits when in the dim light she made out a raised area at one side of the tunnel, and managed to drag herself onto it. The stones were uneven and covered with debris, but at least they were dry.

“That’s it!” she gasped as she flopped onto one side. “Kits, this is as far as we go.”

Pain after pain rippled through Pebbleshine’s belly. She could feel her muscles bunching and stretching as her body tried to push the kits out into the world, but nothing happened. She lost count of how long she had been lying in the tunnel, but the dim light that filtered in from the entrance eventually faded, leaving her in the dark. And still her kits didn’t come.

“Oh, StarClan, give me strength!” she choked out through gritted teeth.

“Here.” Pebbleshine felt a paw on her shoulder, and looked up to see a pale yellow tom standing over her, pushing a stick toward her. “Bite down on the stick when the pain comes,” he meowed.

“But who—” Pebbleshine began, but then the pain swept her up again and overwhelmed her, and she bit down hard on the stick until the agony ebbed away.

“Who are you?” she asked when she could speak again. She blinked up at the yellow tom, who was stroking her flank with the tip of his long tail. “You can’t be a medicine cat, not here.”

“That doesn’t matter,” the tom replied. His voice was warm and gentle. “Come on now, push hard, and you’ll soon have your kits here with you.”

“I’m trying my best . . .” Pebbleshine’s voice trailed off as she wondered for the first time how she could see the yellow tom when the tunnel was so dark. Then she noticed the frosty glimmer on the tom’s paws and the ends of his whiskers. “Oh . . .”

The pain came again, so intense that Pebbleshine thought her belly would burst open. She gripped the stick in her jaws, and through the chaos she heard the tom’s voice again. “Well done, Pebbleshine! A little she-cat.”

Pride and love flooded through Pebbleshine as the tom nudged the wriggling bundle toward her. She bent her head to lick the kit’s wet fur, when pain pulsed through her once again, and she felt a second kit slip from her onto the gritty floor of the tunnel.

“Another she-cat,” the tom announced. “And that’s all. You’ve done it, Pebbleshine.”

“They’re so beautiful . . . ,” Pebbleshine whispered.

She pulled both kits into the curve of her belly and licked them vigorously until their fur was soft and fluffy. One of them was black-and-white, while the other had a gray pelt just like Hawkwing’s.

“Thank you for—” she began, raising her head to speak to the tom, only to realize that the mysterious cat had left her. Maybe I imagined him, she thought, even though she knew deep inside that he had been too real, and she had needed him too much, for that.

But Pebbleshine was too absorbed in her kits to think for long about the StarClan cat who had come to help her. She was exhausted, and still in pain, but she was so full of joy and love that she felt it would spill out of her like a pool flooding in newleaf.

The kits squirmed closer to Pebbleshine’s belly and began sucking strongly. Tiny squeaking noises came from them as they pummeled her with soft paws. Pebbleshine felt that her heart would burst, it was so full of love. She knew that she would willingly give her life for these two precious little creatures.

“I wish your father could be here, little kits,” Pebbleshine murmured. “But I know that when Hawkwing sees you, he’ll love you just as much as I do.”
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Chapter 7

[image: image]

Pebbleshine bent her head and gently licked her two daughters as they suckled at her belly. Almost a day had passed since she gave birth; they were still in the tunnel, but she had ventured out while her kits were sleeping and collected enough moss and leaves to make a cozy nest.

They are so beautiful. . . . Pebbleshine marveled that after all the danger and heartache she had suffered, her kits had been born strong and healthy. I promise I’ll get you to SkyClan, she told herself silently. You will grow up to be Clan cats. I don’t know how I’ll do it, but somehow, I will make it happen.

Pebbleshine couldn’t remember when she had last eaten, and her belly was rumbling with hunger. She knew that she had to keep her strength up now to care for her kits and provide enough milk for them. So when the kits were full-fed and had fallen asleep, curled around each other in a furry bundle, she rose to her paws, careful not to disturb them. She hated to leave them, glancing back over her shoulder as she padded reluctantly toward the tunnel entrance.

“That’s another problem with being a loner,” she muttered to herself. “You have to catch your own prey, even when you have tiny kits.”

When Pebbleshine emerged from the tunnel, she saw the sky still streaked with scarlet where the sun had just set. Dusk was already gathering in the hollows beneath the Thunderpath. Now and then the glaring light from the eyes of a monster swept over Pebbleshine as she stood at the foot of the bank and tasted the air.

Soon Pebbleshine picked up the scent of shrew. She tasted the air and pinpointed it in a clump of long grass a few tail-lengths away. She stalked forward until she spotted the small creature; then, with a bound and a swipe from one forepaw, she killed it and devoured it in two massive gulps.

The shrew was too small to have satisfied her hunger, but Pebbleshine didn’t want to spend any longer away from her kits. She would hope for more filling prey later.

But as she was making her way back to the tunnel, Pebbleshine picked up another scent, strong enough to swamp even the harsh tang of the Thunderpath.

Badger!

Pebbleshine froze, only her head moving as she tried to spot the intruder. The scent was fresh; the creature must be close by. Eventually she made out the clumsy dark body, the white stripe on the badger’s head seeming to glimmer in the twilight.

The badger was lumbering toward her, alongside the bank, thrusting its snout into clumps of grass as it approached. Pebbleshine guessed that it was hunting for slugs or beetles, but it wouldn’t turn its snout up at larger prey. She crouched down, trying to make herself as small as possible, while still keeping her gaze fixed on the fierce creature.

At first she thought that the badger would ignore the tunnel entrance and go harmlessly on its way. But as the badger was passing the tunnel, one of the kits inside sent up a thin wail.

Pebbleshine felt her heart begin to pound with terror. Oh, no! My precious kits! Why did you have to wake up now? She knew how strong and vicious badgers were—if it got in and found the nest, it would attack her kits and probably eat them.

The badger halted and turned back, its head raised alertly to sniff the air. It was too big to slip between the bars over the tunnel entrance. Pebbleshine waited for a moment, hoping they would be strong enough to keep it out. But as the wailing broke out again, louder now, the badger hurled itself forward, thumping against the bars. Pebbleshine heard a crack, as if the barrier was about to give way.

“No!” she screeched.

She raced toward the badger and flung herself at it, raking her claws down its side, then darting away. The badger turned toward her, startled, and Pebbleshine leaped at it again and clawed its shoulder.

The badger let out an angry growl. Seeming to forget the kit crying in the tunnel, it lumbered toward Pebbleshine. She let it get almost close enough to strike at her with its blunt, powerful claws, then turned and dashed away, up the bank to the edge of the Thunderpath.

Her heart pounded in a mixture of fear and exhilaration as she waited for the badger to follow her. She exulted in her own strength and speed, the warrior skills that gave her the power to save her daughters.

It’s so keen to catch me, it won’t think any more about my kits!

Pebbleshine glanced over her shoulder as she raced out onto the Thunderpath. The huge beast was hard on her paws, its jaws open to show a mouthful of strong teeth. “Come on, slow mole!” she taunted it. “You can’t—”

Pebbleshine broke off as a flash of light swept over her. Roaring filled her ears. A hard blow landed on her side, and she felt herself flying through the air. She barely had time to let out a choking cry before the whole world turned black.
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Pebbleshine opened her eyes to find herself lying on the hard surface of the Thunderpath. Harsh light surrounded her, and she could hear the sound of a monster, its roaring diminished to a throaty purr. When she tried to raise her head, every muscle in her body shrieked in agony.

Twoleg voices sounded somewhere close by; Pebbleshine wanted to get up and run away, but her legs wouldn’t obey her. The next moment a Twoleg was standing over her. Pebbleshine renewed her weak struggles, but she couldn’t fight back when the Twoleg stooped and gently picked her up, then wrapped her in something soft and carried her toward the nearby monster.

“No!” Pebbleshine yowled desperately. “I have to get back to my kits! Put me down! I have to get back to my kits!”

But the Twoleg didn’t understand a word.

Pebbleshine wanted to claw at the Twoleg’s restraining paws, but she was caught up in the soft wrapping, and she couldn’t control her legs. The Twoleg carried her into the monster’s belly; Pebbleshine made a last massive effort to struggle, but pain washed over her again and she had to give way to the darkness. This whole adventure started with a monster carrying me away, she realized. Then, it pulled me away from Hawkwing and my Clan; now, it’s my kits.

Her last sensation was of the monster beginning to move off.

Pebbleshine felt the warmth of sun on her fur. Her nose twitched at the scents of fresh growing things all around her. She wasn’t in pain anymore. It should have been a relief, but she couldn’t help feeling alarmed.

This isn’t right. . . . What happened to me?

Blinking her eyes open, Pebbleshine was dazzled by sunlight. When her vision cleared, she found that she was lying in lush meadow grass. A cat was bending over her; Pebbleshine let out a gasp as she recognized the pale yellow tom who had helped her give birth to her kits.

“It’s you!” she exclaimed. “I thought I’d imagined you.”

Amusement glimmered in the tom’s eyes. “No, I’m real,” he responded. “My name is Micah. I was the first SkyClan medicine cat. I’m glad I was able to help you when you needed it.”

The first . . . Pebbleshine caught her breath in wonder. He came from so long ago . . . for me?

“There are some friends waiting to greet you,” Micah told her.

He moved aside. Sitting up, Pebbleshine saw a group of cats standing a few tail-lengths away from her. A handsome ginger-and-white tom stepped forward and dipped his head. “Welcome, Pebbleshine,” he mewed.

“Billystorm!” Pebbleshine gasped out his name as she sprang to her paws. Her former mentor looked strong and healthy, not ripped apart by a badger’s claws as she had last seen him. “But you’re—”

“Dead, yes.” Billystorm let out an affectionate purr. “This is the territory of StarClan.”

For the first time Pebbleshine noticed the frosty glitter on Billystorm’s pelt, and the pelts of the other cats who still waited to greet her.

“Then am I dead too?” she asked. Glancing down at her paws, she couldn’t see any trace of the glimmer of starshine there.

“Yes,” a tom with a dark ginger pelt replied, his sharp green eyes focused on Pebbleshine. “But you haven’t yet entered StarClan. We’ve come to welcome you.”

“Sharpclaw!” Pebbleshine whispered as she recognized the SkyClan deputy who had died fighting against Darktail and his rogues in the gorge. “And Duskpaw, you’re here too,” she added, turning to a young ginger tabby tom. “Oh, Duskpaw, you look great! I’m so sorry we couldn’t rescue you from the fire. And Bouncefire, and Snipkit . . . I thought I’d lost you all forever!”

For a few heartbeats, Pebbleshine felt nothing but joy at seeing her dead Clanmates, safe and happy now in StarClan. But then the terrible sights and sounds crowded back into her mind: the badger’s blunt, destructive claws; the harsh light and acrid scents of the monsters on the Thunderpath; worst of all, the heartbreaking wails of her abandoned kits. Anxiety gnawed at her belly, sharp as a fox’s fangs.

She turned back to Micah. “My kits!” she exclaimed. “I have to get back to my kits. They’re not safe alone.”

“Your kits will be well,” Micah reassured her. “Come here, and I’ll show you.”

“But—”

Micah interrupted her with a wave of his tail. “Come.”

Not sure if she believed the medicine cat’s reassurance, Pebbleshine followed Micah across the grass until they came to a dip with a pool at the bottom of it. Micah bounded down to the water’s edge and waved his tail once again, beckoning Pebbleshine to join him.

“Look into the water,” he instructed Pebbleshine when she had reached his side.

Pebbleshine gazed into the depths of the pool. At first all she could see was waterweed, and the silver flashes of tiny minnows darting to and fro among the fronds. Then her vision blurred, and when she could see clearly again, she found that she was gazing at the Thunderpath and the entrance to the tunnel where she had left her kits.

The sun was shining. Every hair on Pebbleshine’s pelt bristled with apprehension at the thought that her kits had been alone for at least one night, and maybe more.

For a moment she felt that she could leap into the pool and get back to her kits that way, but Micah extended his tail across her chest, blocking her.

“No,” he mewed gently. “Watch.”

As Pebbleshine gazed into the water, she spotted movement on the grassy slope that led down to the Thunderpath. Two young cats were padding slowly downward: one of them was a dark ginger tom, and the other a she-cat with a silver-gray pelt. Pebbleshine caught her breath in a gasp of relief as she recognized the thin, muscular bodies and familiar patrolling movements of Clan cats. She guessed from their age that they must be apprentices.

“Who are they?” she asked. “They’re not SkyClan, but they are Clan cats, aren’t they?”

Micah nodded. “Yes, they are. They will find your kits and take them to the Clans. One day, your daughters will be able to rejoin SkyClan, and they will meet their father, Hawkwing.”

Pebbleshine was glad to hear that, though she felt that her heart would break as she realized for the first time that she would never make it back to Hawkwing.

She tried to comfort herself with the thought that her kits would know their father, but she still wasn’t sure that she believed Micah was right. “I still have to watch over them,” she protested. “They have a special destiny, I was told in a dream. And they’re my kits. I’m not ready to trust strange cats to look after them.”

Micah looked down at her, his eyes deep pools of understanding. “There is a way to go back,” he told her at last.

“How?” Pebbleshine felt her fur bristling with eagerness. For a few heartbeats the medicine cat seemed reluctant to speak. “Tell me what I have to do! I’ll risk anything!”

Micah blinked, still looking indecisive. “You’ll only be an observer,” he meowed at last. “Your kits won’t be able to see you, or know that you’re near them. And neither will any other cat you care about. It’s a lonely way to be. Are you sure that’s what you want?”

Pebbleshine felt a sudden pang of desolation at the thought that she would never be able to nurse her kits again, never lick their soft fur or teach them the warrior code. And she shuddered at the thought that even if she saw her kits in danger, she wouldn’t be able to help them. But that wasn’t enough to make her change her mind.

“Of course I’m sure!” she insisted, digging her claws into the ground with impatience. Maybe I will be able to help them somehow, like Micah when he brought me that stick. “Let’s get on with it!”

“If you leave now, you might not be able to get back to StarClan for a long time,” Micah warned her. “Perhaps you should do what all your warrior ancestors have done, and watch over your kits from StarClan.”

“I’m sure,” Pebbleshine repeated. “I’ve lived as a loner for many days now. I can stand it for as long as I need to, to take care of my daughters. And I don’t need to be in StarClan to watch over them. Besides,” she added, “my warrior ancestors knew that their loved ones would be safe in their Clan—in SkyClan. But the other Clans drove SkyClan from the forest. Why should I trust those Clans now? I hope they’ll treat my kits fairly, but there’s no way I can know that. I want to stay at least until SkyClan finds them—until they reach the end of their journey to the lake.”

Micah sighed, then nodded, accepting her decision at last. “You’re a brave cat, Pebbleshine,” he meowed.

Pebbleshine dipped her head in thanks for his praise. She remembered watching Milo and Olive walk away, and then striking out on her own . . . she remembered hitting the window over and over in the tiny den, and the satisfaction she felt when her paws touched grass again. “If I’ve learned anything on this journey, it’s that I can rely on myself to do what has to be done. I hope my daughters can learn that lesson too—either on their own or because I’ll be watching over them. Being part of a Clan is a wonderful thing, but so is knowing that you can depend on yourself.”

She straightened, head and tail erect. “So, Micah, what do I have to do?”
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Chapter 9
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Micah brushed his cheek against Pebbleshine’s. From behind him, Billystorm called out, “Good luck!” The rest of Pebbleshine’s former Clanmates echoed his good wishes, while Duskpaw bounded forward to twine his tail briefly with hers and give her ear an affectionate lick.

“You’ll make it back here in the end,” he assured her. “I know you will.”

Her friend’s promise warmed Pebbleshine’s heart, convincing her that she wasn’t doomed to loneliness between life and death forever. “Thanks, Duskpaw,” she murmured.

As Duskpaw retreated to join his Clanmates, Micah gestured with his tail. “Step forward into the pool,” he meowed.

Determinedly Pebbleshine slid from the grassy bank. For a heartbeat she shivered at the touch of cool water splashing around her paws, and then she began swimming through a whirl of green and silver. The colors faded before Pebbleshine could lose consciousness, and she spotted an exit and began swimming toward it. She left behind a blue sky covered by a thin drift of cloud. At the next moment she reached dry ground and climbed onto it. When she got out, she realized her paws weren’t even wet.

Blinking, Pebbleshine looked around. She was standing on a grassy slope close to the Thunderpath, and not many fox-lengths away she could see the bank that held the dark gap of the tunnel entrance.

Her paws itched to carry her down the slope and into the tunnel to find her kits, but before she could move, she began to hear the voices of two cats somewhere behind her, farther up the slope. They were too far away for Pebbleshine to make out the words, but they sounded as if they were having an argument.

If only one of them were Hawkwing! she thought. Maybe my Clanmates have found me after all.

Pebbleshine turned and swallowed a cry of disappointment as she recognized the ginger tom and the silver-gray she-cat Micah had shown her in the pool. They were coming down the slope toward her. She began to duck down behind a thick tussock of grass before she remembered that the living cats couldn’t see her. The two unfamiliar apprentices halted so close to her that if she had stretched out her tail she could have touched them. Pebbleshine found it hard to believe that she was so close to them and yet they had no idea that she was there.

“Mouse-brain,” she muttered to herself, and pricked her ears to listen to what the cats were saying.

“I don’t think Sandstorm meant a literal different path,” the ginger tom was meowing. “Just . . .”

Excitement welled up inside Pebbleshine at hearing the name Sandstorm. That’s a warrior name! They really are Clan cats!

Preoccupied by the discovery, she missed the ginger tom’s next few words, though she realized that the two cats still seemed to be in the middle of some kind of squabble. Pebbleshine could tell that the argument wasn’t serious. They looked like friends, so surely they would act together to rescue her kits.

Pebbleshine let out a purr at the thought that help for her daughters was so close. A heartbeat later, every hair on her pelt tingled with shock as the gray she-cat turned toward her, a puzzled look on her face. Can she hear me? Pebbleshine asked herself. That’s not what Micah said!

Pebbleshine padded closer to the silver-gray cat. “This way,” she whispered into her ear. “Down into the grassy dip, where you can see that dark hole.”

At first the she-cat didn’t react. I have to get her attention! Pebbleshine thought, agonized. Somehow I have to lead her to my kits. Maybe if I just think hard enough . . .

She concentrated on the tunnel, imagining herself slipping through the bars and padding along in the dim light until she found the nest. She called up an image in her mind of the two tiny kits, gray and black-and-white, huddled together and wailing for help.

Come on! Pebbleshine directed her thoughts toward the gray she-cat. They need you!

The she-cat gave her pelt a shake, looking as uncomfortable as if she felt ants crawling through her fur. She couldn’t see Pebbleshine, but clearly she was picking up something. Her paws shifted and she glanced down the slope.

“Look!” she yowled. Without waiting for her companion to respond, she pelted downward to where the tunnel entrance gaped in the bank.

“What are you doing?” the ginger tom called after her, fluffing up his pelt in irritation as he trailed along in her paw steps. “That looks dangerous.”

Pebbleshine watched as the gray she-cat turned back, rolling her eyes at her friend. “Have you got bees in your brain, or what?” she demanded. “Look, we came over the Thunderpath, and now here’s a ‘different path’ that leads under it. Plus it’s all in shadow! We can go this way!”

The ginger tom still looked reluctant. Pebbleshine wanted to give him a shove, but she knew that he wouldn’t feel anything if she tried. Fear cramped her belly as she wondered whether he would be able to persuade his friend not to enter the tunnel.

But though the tom still argued, the she-cat wasn’t listening. Hope sprang up inside Pebbleshine as with a flip of her tail the silver-gray cat wriggled through the bars at the tunnel entrance and disappeared. The ginger tom hesitated, letting out a sigh, then followed.

Pebbleshine raced down the slope and entered the tunnel after them. At first she couldn’t hear anything except for the voices of the two Clan cats, and renewed fear gripped her.

Does time pass differently in StarClan? How long have I been away?

Pebbleshine knew that her kits were too young to survive for long without their mother. They could be lying dead in the nest at this very moment, and all her struggles would have been for nothing.

Then a vast relief swamped her as from somewhere up ahead Pebbleshine heard the soft cry of a kit. The she-cat had hurried past without noticing the nest, and it was the tom who heard the cry; he halted with his ears pricked. Then he set off again, padding forward until he reached the kits.

“Oh, my darlings! You’re alive!” Pebbleshine whispered. But as she gazed over the tom’s shoulder, she saw how thin and frail her two daughters looked. Though their eyes still weren’t open, they seemed to sense the tom’s presence, and they stretched their necks toward him, letting out tiny wails of distress.

The she-cat came bounding back down the tunnel to join her friend. “What’s the matter?” she asked. “Why are you—” She broke off, skidding to a halt as she spotted the nest. “They’re kits!” she exclaimed. “Where’s their mother?”

Pebbleshine shivered. “I’m right here,” she mewed. “I wouldn’t leave them.”

The gray she-cat glanced around, and for a heartbeat Pebbleshine thought she might have heard. But the she-cat’s gaze swept right over her. “Their eyes aren’t even open yet,” she continued. “They can only be a few days old.”

“And they’re so thin,” the tom added. “I can tell they haven’t eaten in a while.”

“I’ll go and look for their mother.” The gray she-cat bounded off along the tunnel and out the entrance at the far end. Pebbleshine could hear her calling outside.

Once she was gone, the ginger tom bent over the two kits and examined them more closely, letting his paws run over their tiny bodies and bending his head to give them a thorough sniff. His paws were gentle and seemed to move with sure knowledge.

He’s too young to be a medicine cat, Pebbleshine thought. But he seems experienced. . . . Maybe he’s a medicine-cat apprentice.

Eventually the tom straightened up. “Hey, Needlepaw!” he yowled. “Forget their mother for now. These kits need to eat. Catch something, right away!”

Thank StarClan! Pebbleshine was relieved that the young cat was intelligent enough to see what her kits needed and take care of them at once. There had been authority in his voice as he called out to his friend. My kits need another she-cat to nurse them, but they can’t have that until they reach the Clans. Some chewed-up prey will keep them going until then. Maybe everything will be all right.

Pebbleshine padded past the tom and curled herself around her kits in their nest. Though she knew they couldn’t feel or scent her, they seemed to sense her presence in some way, because they stopped wailing and settled down. Pebbleshine bent her head and nuzzled them gently.

If only Hawkwing were here to keep you warm . . .

Beneath her anxiety about her kits, Puddleshine’s heart ached at the thought that she would never return to him, never be close to him again, never share tongues with him or feel the warmth of his fur.

Even now she could picture Hawkwing still near the monster camp, vainly waiting for her to return with their kits, or frantically searching wide stretches of territory, through Twolegplaces and along Thunderpaths, still hoping that he might find her.

She had always believed that she and Hawkwing would grow old together, proudly watching their kits grow up and raise kits of their own. Now she had to let go of that dream, or part of it, anyway. She would never again be with Hawkwing in the way that she wanted to, but nothing would stop her from watching over her newborns. She remembered what Micah had said, that she wasn’t following the path of her warrior ancestors . . . no, she was striking out on her own path, just as she had on the journey that began with the chicken monster. But now, as then, she knew she was on the right path: close to her kits, and close to these two young cats who must be deeply connected to her destiny and the destiny of her Clan.

I may never see my former home again. I’ll never live at the gorge, and I’ll never sleep surrounded by my Clanmates, she thought. And yet . . . I am home. This is my home now—wherever they are.

“I’m right here,” she whispered again to her kits. “I promise, I’ll stay with you.”
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