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	Ruin, ruin, I will make it a ruin


	Even this will not be,
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	RIDDLE OF THE SPINX


	
M





	uch time had passed and the Wilds had changed in many ways. The animals themselves had changed. Worse, there had been a falling away of many from the Way. The dark days that were promised in the Book had come. Other religions flourished and were seen as more appealing to many of the animals who lived in the Wilds, and those of the Way seemed to be helpless to stop it. It was as if they had lost their voices. Some animals of the Way let others speak for them and deluded themselves that they still had freedom. There were a few among them who could see what was happening, but they had no will stop it. Apathy was the rule of the land.  Many of the feasts and festivals which had been honored were forbidden by the Lamsi’s simple twisting of the laws. Animals were the highest order in the land. Animal kind was at the top of the hierarchy. They had lead the world to this magnificent point hadn’t they?


	    Tor and some of those who had been committed to the Way since cub hood tried to bring vigor back to the tenets of the Way, but it was too late. Tristian, Challenger, and the older animals tried to persuade those who had fallen away to renew their faith by simply coming together with food and celebration, but they were also apathetic about that. They thought that the kings were stirring up religion again.  Didn’t they live among all animals in peace now? Weren’t they culturally diverse? The only custom they retained with any regularity was the first training of the young, but it had become a ritual, a mere rite of passage that their young passed through before becoming adults. It was a two-week camp where the young had fun in the wilderness, but the true search for the Great Wolf was secondary. Now all talk of finding the Great Wolf was taken with a grain of salt.


	    Tor and the four young kings often took their families and those who still participated in the first training to the ravines between the valleys of Jez and Misra. They now held their retreats there instead of in the Blackstone Mountains to the north. In the last years, the foothills of the Blackstone’s had dried up and become desolate. No white snow lay on top of the peaks so no cold water flowed down its side. Most inhabitants of the Wilds thought it was only a matter of weather. There just was not enough rain or snow lately to fill the streams. 


	    The new landscape was not as high or beautiful as the mountains in the north had been, but it was still lush and green and had natural springs where the water bubbled up. They hoped in time the cycle would change and they could then return to the Blackstone Mountains. They just had to wait it out. It was the same passive stance they took with everything else. Most accepted the rumors that the shining had fallen off their lands and that the hedge of protection was being broken down around them. Time would solve that, too, if they just had patience. Things had a way of turning around all by themselves.


	    When the younger animals were taking their first training, Pieces and the others went along with them to picnic and tried to infuse into this new generation a sense of recovering the true meaning of the feasts and customs. It was a time of honoring the past and the laws that the Great Wolf had given the House of Alexander they tried to tell the young families in the Wilds. If this generation felt the favor of the Great Wolf was turned away from them, that the shining had fallen off the land, then maybe returning to the Way was the answer. However, the new generation was not stirred. They had always observed the feasts and yet bad things still happened. Besides they had their work to take care of in the Wilds. They had their homes, families, and duties to take care of in these modern times. They wanted to serve their two weeks and get back to their fields and lives in the city. Some did not even come and see their young confirmed into the Way; they hired others to take their place. They could not afford the losses in their businesses. It was harvest time and the crops and fruits were ripe. Why did they have this ritual in the fall? Couldn’t they do it at a more opportune time?


	    Today Pieces and the wild bunch were back at camp talking among themselves and waiting with the older adults to see whose child found the Great Wolf first. Some adults had even bet on it. Tor had forbidden the practice, but everyone knew it went on. It was a poorly kept secret. Serious was looking at a white wolf who kept circling about camp and looking into the forest. “I know he’s got a few cents riding on the outcome of this day. Tor should ban all animals from participating who don’t take this training seriously or arrest them at least. It sets a bad example for the young.”


	    “We’re trying to get more animals to participate, not less, old friend,” said Washer. “If Tor and the kings started arresting them, attendance would be nil.”


	    “Serious is right,” Scrounger said. “If they don’t believe, it could rub off on others.”


	    “That’s already happened. There’s almost no one left who hasn’t been infected by modern thinking,” Serious retorted.


	    “Well, I’ve been doing my part,” Pieces spoke out.


	    “We all have, but it doesn’t seem to have done much good,” Serious said.


	    “No, I mean above just being attending.”


	    “What’s that?”


	    “I’ve been talking with the Great Wolf.”


	    “Complaining, you mean,” the younger rabbit said.


	    “That’s your style. Speak for yourself.”


	    “Well, I can’t see that it’s done any good. Nothing’s changed,” Serious scoffed.


	    Pieces got up and jumped a few feet away. He sat very still the way only rabbits can and looked upwards. “What are you staring at?” Serious called after a long while.


	   “I’m waiting for something. I feel something is going to happen.”


	   “You expect it to just fall out of the sky?”


	    “Yeppers. Right on your head, and I don’t want to be under it.”


	    Just then squeals from one of the young sent the fathers and adults rushing to a cave on the side of the cliffs. It was one of Heaths’ grandsons who had let out the screams, and his family raced to the sounds before anyone else. Inside the cave, they saw Pier and called for him to come out, but he did not move. He stood pointing to the side of the cave wall. Heath and Free came closer and saw the large pots made of clay Pier was pointing at. Serpents nested on the top of the jars like lids. Heath picked up some loose rocks from the floor of the cave and began to throw them at the snakes, but they refused to move.


	    “Free, get Pier out of the cave. I’ll stay behind until you’re safe.”  Heath kept his eyes on the snakes in case they decided to strike or move, but they remained undisturbed and sat curled upon themselves. It was like they were protecting the jars, he thought backing away from the serpents until he was outside the cave. Tor and the young kings had arrived by now. Heath went up to them. “Snakes,” he said. “Guarding some ancient pots.”


	    “Guarding?” Tor said. “What makes you say that?”


	    “I don’t know. It was seeing them coiled like lids on the tops of the jars, I guess. We should see if there’s anything in the clay pots,” Heath answered while picking up his spear from the ground. “I’m going to uncork one of those jars by using my spear to remove one of those snakes. Stand back from the entrance.” Heath reentered the cave and was able to get the thin head of his spear underneath a serpent and carry him to the entrance and hurl it outside the cave. All watched as the snake was instantly sucked back into the cave like metal being drawn back to a magnet. It had disappeared by a force, and with a power that was visible to all, and the crowd moved back in respect and fear of it.  


	    The four young kings entered the cave with Tor, and at once the reptiles came to life. They began unwrapping themselves from the jars. Once on the ground, they sidled their way forward with a startling quickness that made the wolves turn and run.   “The sssson of the ssssson is come,” they said as they reached the entrance of the cave. The wolves raised their spears against the serpents, but instead of coming at the wolves, they raced to the right of the cave opening and to a pile of rocks. A giant boulder sat on the heap of stones and they disappeared under it. Before anyone could react, a lone serpent poked its head back out. “The sssseals are loossssed. The ssssignssss are sssshown.   Sssseee, Trisssstian,” it spoke before vanishing again. 


	    By this time many animals had gathered outside the caves. Much discussion was made before it was decided that they had no choice but to retrieve the jars. Heath was sent in with his sons. He took his spear and tipped over one of the clay pots.  When no snake came out, he rolled the decorated pot out into the open using the tip of his spear, and keeping a safe distance from it. 


	    “Bust it open in case there are more serpents inside,” Tor said.


	    When the jar was smashed, a viper was seen curled upon itself to give itself height and looked straight at them. “Ssssignssss count,” it said. “Ssssssequencccce matters.”  


	    “Can a serpent yield anything of spiritual value?” Arro asked his uncle.


	     To his surprise the snake answered. “Only the ssssacred sssserpentsssss,” it replied. “Lissssssen.”


	    “I have never heard of such a thing,” Arro answered stepping back.


	    “Lisssssssen,” the big reptile repeated. “Sssscrollsssss. It issss there. Ssssequencce matterssss.” Every word that had the ‘S’ sound rolled off the serpents tongue and was held for a moment. “Ssscrollsss. Ssssaved and sssealed by sssacred ssserpentsss. Sssequenccce, sssequenccce, sssequenccce,” it said holding each ‘S’ longer than the last and moving forward by twisting and turning its body in fluid motions towards the boulders where it suddenly disappeared just as the others had. 


	    Tristian looked over to the boulder, but did not go towards it because he had noticed a small rolled scroll in the shards of the broken pot. “There’s a book of some sort,” he said going to pick up the scroll.


	    Parents lost no time in telling Tor that they feared for their children who were still out on their quest. Tor decided to call an end to their quest early. It was the last day of training and he did not want any youngster to be harmed. The sound of the oryx was heard and all the parents cheered. “Seeking anymore might be dangerous alone,” he told them. “It has been an auspicious day. Make the evening meal into a feast. We will read the scroll then and see if the Great Wolf has spoken or something else.”


	    The other jars were rolled into the daylight and smashed. A scroll was found in each one, but no more vipers. Each scroll had been sealed with wax. None of the seals had been broken which told them their contents had not been read or tampered with since their sealing.  On closer examination, the scrolls were discovered to be numbered.


	    “There are seven scrolls,” Tristian said.


	    “Put them in order,” Tor advised, “and bring me the first one.”


	    Suddenly the snake reappeared on top of the boulder. “Only the ssssssson of the sssssson issssss to unssssseal.”


	    “Who’s the son of the son?” Tor asked the serpent, but it slid beneath the rock and was gone.


	    Many more questions were asked, but the serpent did not return. Finally, Heath and his sons went to move the boulder. When the rock was rolled aside there was no hole at all. Only solid earth stared back at them. A collective gasp was heard from the crowd that had gathered. “I swore I saw them crawl into a hole beneath that rock,” Washer said looking around on the ground as if expecting to find them at his feet, and jumped back. “Stay close together. Watch where you step, tonight.”


	    “Lay our heads down, you mean,” Serious shuddered.


	    “We’ll make a great ring of fire and all will sleep within it,” Tor said, handing the scroll to Arro who was beside him. ”See if you can open the seals, son.” Arro tried to break the seals of the scroll with his claws first, and then with his teeth.


	    “The serpent spoke Tristian’s name,” Challenger said. “I heard him clearly, father.”


	    ”Throw it to him,” Tor said.


	    Tristian sat looking at the scroll before he tried to unseal it. In the interim, a chorus of hisses rang out.  ”It mussst be done one by one. Under the ssssetting of the sssssun, Trissstian.” Everyone turned to the rock again, but all they glimpsed was the tail end of the serpent skim from sight like the flick of a tongue.


	    Everyone held their breath as Tristian turned the scroll over to where the seals had been attached. “It says one and sphinx on the outside,” he told the others looking at them. Next, he lifted his right paw and ran a claw across the seals and the bundle sprung apart. It hit the ground with a bouncing movement and unrolled. To everyone’s relief, the scroll was not more than a few inches long and no snakes were in it.


	    Tristian retrieved the scroll from the ground where it lay, read it, and looked up to the others. “It is a riddle of some sort.  It says, ‘Why does the sphinx have the head of a woman and the body and tail of a lion? After that it says, ‘Look to the sky, it knows why.’ ”


	    “Read the next one scroll. Maybe that will tell us more,” Tor directed.


	    The parchment was given to Tristian and he opened it. Again it was small when unraveled and contained just a few words. “It says, ‘There is an ancient path, return to it.’ ” As Tristian finished speaking both scrolls crumbled into dust. The round wax seals which had held them together lay on top of the ashes. 


	    “Serious, write down what was written before we forget,” Tor instructed. The rabbit obeyed and returned with paper and pen. “Dictate away.”


	    After the first two mysteries had been written down, Tor instructed Tristian not to open any more.  “It makes sense to find the answers to the questions already before us before we get overburdened by the task.”


	    “What shall we do with the scrolls until then?”


	    “Place them in the sacred triangle box along with the oryx horns.” 


	     Tristian went into the tent and over to the golden box. It was polished and the inside was lined with royal blue and purple velveteen. The wolf ran his paw over the soft fabric before he placed the scrolls beside the horns and closed the lid.


	    Before the feast was eaten it was the custom to welcome the new initiates into the Way and talk about their experiences of encountering the Great Wolf, but tonight much more discussion was given to the discovering of the scrolls than to individual experiences. Some of the faithful were disconcerted by this lapse in the traditional procedure which prompted Tor to rise and speak to them.  “Never have I seen or heard of an anointing like this on a generation of seekers of the Great Wolf. It is auspicious. He has spoken to all of us, not just the youth. We have been given a warning. We have heard words written and spoken by the Great Wolf thousands of years ago, words we have forgotten. He has showed himself to all.” 


	    Questions poured in from the animals and Tor held up his paws to silence them. “He has given us a quest, all of us. It was intended by the Great Wolf that we all are a part of this mystery.”


	   “What does the Book say about this?”


	    “I don’t remember that these things were foretold,” animals began to say.


	    “Why were we not taught this?”


	    “There is little in the Book about this thing which happened today, but hints are mentioned when it speaks about the mysterion, and the days of desolation and awe that should follow.”


	    “The mysterion?” voices began to mumble.


	    “Great and hidden things,” Tor answered.


	    “Read it to us,” they began to shout. “Tell us what the Book says.”


	    Tor got up and went to get the Book from the sacred box. He brought the book out and began to read: “Woe to those that should live in the Days of Desolation and Awe who are not followers for they will be afraid of the shadow of the sun because it moves so swiftly, and they do not know why. Days run and do not stretch themselves out. Water is poured into the earth and swallowed up for things have been turned upside down. Up is down, wrong is right. Minds will break under its reverses. Nothing will remain as it was. Mountains are swallowed up and drop away.”


	    “That has not happened yet,” someone shouted. “We cannot be in the days of desolation or in the days of awe.”


	   “Listen,” Tor told them and read louder. “But before that should happen, the mysterion would come. The start of the Days of Mysteries, the beginning of the end. So great are the reversals of laws that even believers should almost fall away. The days are dark even with the sun for not much light shines from hearts. In those days the mysteries will be shown to the elect for there is an ancient path that is right. Look to the stars where it has been written since the creation. Answers shall be found there. A prophet shall come. He knows of these great and hidden things.”


	    “Is the Book telling us the ancient path is in the sky?” Pieces said looking up. Every head turned upward. The black night sky was almost blue because the light from the stars was so brilliant. “It is so beautiful,” the rabbit said.


	    “But there are illions and illions of stars. How can one find the way?” Serious said. “What has any of this to do with the riddle of the sphinx that was given to us today?”


	    “I don’t know yet,” Tor said. “It is time to find the prophet for he has not come down on his own.”


	    A voice spoke from outside their circle. They turned to see an old wolf. He stood on a rock above them on his hind legs with a staff in his hand. “I am come down.”


	    “Who are you?” they all demanded.


	   “I am Kiri, the prophet come to tell of dark sayings. Read the passage, King Tor.”


	    Tor read the passage. “A prophet shall come who knows the logic of dark sentences. It is a sign. I tell you these things so that you will know it is I, the Great Wolf, that has sent him and no other. Many prophets shall rise up among you. Take wise counsel. Separate the deceivers from the believers.” When Tor had finished reading, the animals bowed down before the prophet.


	    “Get up,” Kiri instructed those that had bowed. “I am not the Great Wolf. No one is to bow to me. I am Kiri.” As the grayed wolf spoke he bounded down from the rock and stood in front of the multitude. “My name is pronounced so that it rhymes with ear and hear. Kiri of the word.”  


	    There was something strange about this wolf’s eyes, Washer thought when he looked into them. “How do we know you are a real prophet?” he asked going straight up to the wolf and staring at him eye to eye. He waved his paws back and forth in front of Kiri, but the old wolf did not twitch or blink.


	    “You waste your time, raccoon. I am blind. You will read nothing in my eyes.”


	    “Blind? How do you know I’m a raccoon then?”


	    “I see all things. I see from the next realm. I am blind in this world so you cannot see a reflection in my eyes lest I give away a thing before it’s time.”


	   “Being blind is no indication that he is a prophet,” Tristian said. “We must devise a test for him.”


	    “No, son of the son. It is I that shall test you. It is you I have come to see.”


	    “You have found me. Speak. Give us the answer of the sphinx if you are the prophet.”


	    “I cannot do that. I lead you through the mystery, Tristian, but you must come with me.”


	    “I will not go with you.”


	    “I cannot do it any other way. The Way is a process. One is led to understanding. It follows one thing onto another. If you will not come to me, there are no words to say.” A staff suddenly appeared on the ground in front of the old wolf and he picked it up, stood back on his hind legs, and walked away leaning on it. 


	    “You use magic to convince us,” Tristian shouted after him. “A shepherd’s crook that appears when you will it.”


	    “Magic? There is no magic in the Way. There is a testing,” Kiri said without looking back.


	    “He does not walk like a blind animal,” Serious shouted. “He is sure of foot and does not stumble.”


	    “I see in the next realm, but that helps me in this.” Kiri suddenly stopped and turned around. “I will be in the hills for the night. After that I am gone.”


	   “Where will I find you? Tell me and I will come after I have thought on it.”


	    “Seek me and you will find me,” Kiri said turning back and heading away. “I am here from this sunset to the next.”


	    “The space of a day? What can you teach me in that time?” Tristian demanded.


	    “You are more your father, Tristian, than you know.”   The wolf seemed to be laughing as he spoke, though it wasn’t a cruel laughter, but rather a laughter of understanding that can come only from an animal that knows you, Tristian thought. It was a shared laughter. The young wolf sensed a kindness in the prophet. He felt as though this old wolf knew not only his father, but him as well.


	    “I will talk with these animals, and if they decide I should come, I will find you.”


	    “They cannot lead your heart, son of the son. It is you who must decide.”


	    It was just after sunset and after the first three stars of the night appeared when the animals lost sight of Kiri as he past the crest of the hill and descended down the other side. Some of the animals ran out after him to see which way he would go, but when they reached the top of the rise they could not see him. “He’s gone. Disappeared like an apparition,” a wolf yelled back to the others.  


	    “No, it is just the night that hides him,” another wolf said as they came back into camp. “We lost him in the darkness.” The words reassured the animals and they settled around the fires to relax and sleep. Tristian was talking with Tor and Challenger about whether to go after the prophet when Pieces came up to them. “I have words from the Great Wolf, Tristian. Go,” he blurted out. He could see the young king was at loose ends. “He knew of your father’s heart. He knows of yours.” Tristian looked down at the rabbit in shock for a voice had just whispered to him also.  ‘Take the old rabbit and go. He will show you the way.’


	    Tristian stood up. “Tor, I have heard the words from the Alpha just as Pieces has spoken.” He found himself repeating what the voice had just told him. “I will take him and go. We will be back at sunset tomorrow.”


	    “You have no more questions in your heart or mind?” Tor asked him. “He is the prophet of the Book?”


	    “I am sure.”


	    “The Great Wolf has aided you mightily and quickly,” Tor said patting him on the shoulder as two canteens were passed to him by Challenger. “We will post guards until your return.”


	    The white wolf picked up Pieces with his teeth and placed him on his back. The rabbit settled in and put his paws around the wolf’s neck. They set off, and when the light of the fire could no longer be seen, Tristian stopped for he was aware that the grip of the old rabbit was tighter about his neck. “Are you afraid, Pieces?”


	    “It’s like old times, that’s what my stomach says.”


	    “I’m not Khoa.”


	    “You are more like him than you know,” the rabbit answered and released his grip. Tristian sensed that Pieces had just been reminded by his own words that they were protected by a force greater than themselves. The two traveled on in the darkness without talking. It was over an hour later that they came to a place of high rocks. The night sky was clear and the stars were easily seen.  The moon had not yet risen fully, but it was full and gave good light. Tristian had stopped to look upwards. “It’s bright moonlight. The stars twink on us like neon. It is beautiful, isn’t it, Pieces?”


	    “Yeppers, very.”


	    A loud voice came from in front of them. It was Kiri’s. “You look to the source. You look up. That is where all the answers lie.” 


	    The two animals looked for him, but could not see him. “I have always found beauty there,” Tristian answered still looking around. “Where are you? I can’t see you.” As he spoke, Kiri suddenly stood before them and a fire was blazing. “Better?” Kiri asked. “Sit down and warm yourselves.” 


	   Tristian did not move. The old wolf knew the reason for the young king’s reticence. “You’re thinking, where did the fire and the old wolf come from? They were not here a moment ago.”


	    “Yes.”


	    “I will explain. At first you saw with the eyes of the second realm. Now, you see with eyes of the third realm.” Kiri watched to see if there was acceptance in the wolf’s face yet. “You are thinking that you shouldn’t have come, that it may be some sort of trick or magic that lead you here.”


	    “You know my every thought and it is difficult to sort things out.”


	    “Yes, how do you know if I use it for good or evil?”


	    “Yeppers, that was my thought just now,” the old rabbit said.


	    “That is why you have been allowed to come, Pieces, so you could divine the right or wrong.”


	    “Me? I am no diviner,” he replied with a growing tension in his voice.


	    “You are, but don’t know you are. Let me ask you this, and I will prove you divine things. How did you feel around the Venger?”


	    “My fur prickled and I wanted to run.”


	    “How do you feel around me?”


	   “I have been trying to figure that out.”


	   “Divine between me and the Venger. Cut us in two. Who is the harmless one?”


	    The little rabbit sat up on his hind legs and watched the old wolf. Soon he patted Tristian. “I don’t feel the presence of the Venger with him.” As the rabbit spoke the sky lightened as if the sun were about to rise. 


	    “It’s almost day break,” Tristian commented in alarm. “It can’t be. We were just speaking of the stars and watching the moon begin to rise for the night.”


	    “Time moves faster when you see with your new eyes. In the Book things are written as if they had already happened. There is no past, no tomorrow. No time. You thought to yourself, ‘the matter is settled’ did you not?”


	    “Yes,” Tristian said.


	    “So they are settled. All things are well, and it is tomorrow. You have your answer.”


	    “But I don’t remember it,” the king said shaking his head.  Tristian was getter more irritated and grumbled mostly to Pieces. “Why didn’t they send the Watcher? Someone I was familiar with and know I can trust?”


	    “We can sit the day away or you can ask me about the path. I will go over with what we already settled and what is now the past.”


	    Both animals looked up at the sun as they saw a shadow pass over them. The sun was running across the sky. They could see time pass. The light was brighter than usual. A crackle came from the fire and Tristian turned to look at it. The logs on the fire were reduced to ashes as if they had spent the whole night with Kiri. It couldn’t be. They had just lit it. Tristian jumped to his feet. “I am not sure I trust you, but tell me about the sphinx and where the ancient path lies,” he said watching the sun. “The sun is supposed to stand still, yet it runs like a deer through the sky where I can see it. I have never seen the sun move.”  


	    Pieces heard the uneasiness in his friend’s voice and gave him a reassuring pat. “I do not feel the presence of the Venger.” 


	    Tristian licked at the space between the rabbit’s ear and Kiri could see that the young king was calmer, so he began to speak again. “Where do the constellations start? Where is the beginning of the story as you know it today?” he asked.


	    “In Aries, the ram, but what has that to do with the riddle of the sphinx?”


	    “Do not interrupt or time will be gone,” Kiri said. “Now tell me what the last sign is as you know it.”


	    “Pisces.”


	    “That is wrong. That is what has been taught, but that is not the right path. The way you know the constellations, there is no story.”


	    “We didn’t even know there was a story. Aren’t they just animals in the sky?”


	    “Now, sadly what you say is true. The glorious story of the creation has been lost,” Kiri said and looked up into the sky. Sunset was fast approaching. “We must get on with this. The sun runs quickly now. I will help you answer the riddle. Of what two forms is the sphinx made?”


	    “You tell me nothing, but ask the riddle again.”


	    “I tell you everything. The two questions you have been asked have one answer. When you answer the first riddle, you will be on the ancient path. That story is the real story, and not the one given you by those who changed it. The narrative today has hidden the path of the constellations, and the story of creation.”


	    “Riddles.”


	    “Patience. Answer the riddle and you will find the path. The riddle asks, what are the two forms of the sphinx?”


	    “It has the body of a lion,” Pieces blurted out. “That I’m sure of, but I don’t know what its face is. Some say it is a woman, but it could be something else.”


	    “You are right on the body being a lion. What of the face?”


	    “It’s not the face of an animal,” Tristian said. “So that rules out most of the twelve signs.”


	    “Yes, Tristian. It is a face, but whose?”


	    “There’s the water barer, the archer, and the woman left, I think. None of those make sense with the body of a lion, like Pieces said. We have always chalked it up to just being some belief from an ancient culture that mixed half human and animals and let it go at that.”


	    “And that’s precisely how the true story of the creation was lost. It was made to be confusing and lead away from the true story and purpose so animals would shake their heads and give up. The Book said it was given to animals to divine the mysteries by the Great Wolf. Sadly the world didn’t try and gave up easily like with the sphinx.” 


	    “Tristian, you can fully trust Kiri now. Those are your father’s words. Divine the mystery. I helped him do that with the spirit and nature thing I was trying to tell you about after he died,” the rabbit said jumping up and down and pulling on the wolf’s leg.  


	    “The head of the sphinx points to the beginning of the story and the body to the end. It points directly at it.”


	     “I’m trying to reason out whose head it is.”


	    “Let me help you reason. Where do all stories start in life?”


	    “What do you mean?”


	    “When did your life start?”


	   “On the day I was born, I suppose,” Tristian said.


	    “And who brought you into this life?”


	   Tristian looked up at Kiri with confidence. “So the story of creation in the sky starts with a woman.”


	    “And what sign is the woman in the sky?”


	    The young king thought and then said, “Virgo.”


	   “Yes. Now what sign is the lion?”


	    “Leo.”


	    “That is the answer to the riddle,” the prophet said and sat down with a sigh. “That is the true story of the zodiac put in the stars by the Great Wolf. The story was changed by ancient wolves who prayed to the sun gods and stone gods. As time went by, and as those of the Way were held captive in the land, they adopted the new beliefs and took them into the world when they were loosed from captivity. By that time the true story of the stars had already been forgotten. Because you lost the story, you have missed the signs. Now listen closely and I will tell you the story the Great Wolf put in the sky.”


	    The sun plunged below the mountains in the distance. The two animals watched as the sunset was painted before their eyes by the hand of an unseen artist. The colors were faded as though they had been applied with broad strokes of a watercolor brush, and too much water had washed them thin. Soon the colors vanished, and just as quickly the sun set; leaving a redness behind that spoke of danger. When they returned their attention to the old wolf, he was gone and so was the fire. 


	    Pieces crawled back up to the safety of his friend’s back. “I feel tired like we had gone for miles and been away a long time, but it was a matter of minutes,” he heard Tristian say.


	    “Yes. I’m thirsty as if I had talked for hours. You didn’t say much. Nobody said much. I am witness to that,” the old rabbit said.


	   Tristian took the canteen from the pouch on his shoulder bag and drank from it and then handed it back to Pieces who said, “Truth can be short, can it not? Like the prophet said, ‘let us reason.’ ”


	    “You are more than you look, old rabbit. Let’s go over what we know. Virgo is the beginning of the story and Leo is the end. The sphinx was left in the land our ancestors came out of. No foreign culture built it. White wolves built it during their captivity. They knew the truth, but as Kiri said, the story was changed by those of the Way who took up other gods. The Great Wolf knew this would happen and the sphinx was built in stone and left as a marker for future generations.” 


	    “The stars show us the way back to the ancient paths, back to the past, but what difference does it make which story comes first in the sky?” the old rabbit said.


	   “The woman, Virgo, gives birth to the One who is to come. All the other constellations come after her and fill in the prophecies.” 


	    “That makes sense,” the old rabbit says. “Birth is the beginning. Kiri said he had told you the whole story. Are you remembering it now?”


	    “I am beginning to see it.” 


	   ‘Give it time. You will hear the old story,’ the voice of Kiri said. 


	    “Where are you, Kiri?”


	    “Ahead of you, and behind you.”


	    “I don’t see you.”


	    “You see with the eyes of this realm. I see with eyes from the third heaven.”


	    “It is strange. You are blind in my realm and I am blinded from seeing yours.”


	    “You will see great and hidden things, young Tristian.”


	    “And me? What will I see?” Pieces asked.


	    “You have already seen much, old rabbit.”


	    “What have I seen? How could I have seen anything when I don’t know what it is that I have seen?  I mean if I had seen it, I would know wouldn’t I?” The rabbit stopped talking and scratched his good ear with his back kicker. “This is confusing. I don’t know what I am saying even now.”


	    “You say it right. You know many things. You see it with  the eyes of the soul,” the voice of Kiri said.


	    Suddenly the two friends found themselves back at the retreat camp. They could see the fires ahead and the sentries waved at them and Tristian heard them alerting the others of their return. Tor came out to meet them. Tristian was shaking his head. “Is that Tor who comes towards us, Pieces? I do not trust my eyes.”


	     “My heart tells me it is,” the rabbit said. He could feel the young king trembling beneath him and patted his head to steady him.


	    “Kiri was right, you see with the heart,” Tristian told the rabbit. Pieces sat up straighter. Tristian’s voice had regained its confidence and his body felt rock steady beneath him now which gave the rabbit greater assurance as Tor approached them.


	    “What did you learn?” Tor asked.


	    “I’m not quite sure. It has something to do with the twelve stories of the creation,” Tristian told his uncle. “Do you know what that means?”


	    “Lore says there was a different reading of the signs in the sky before the modern times, but we don’t know if that is true.  It was said to be almost opposite from the way it is now. It began towards the fall of the year rather than in the spring. I know only how the signs are read now. It follows from Aries to Pisces.”


	     “The prophet told us that the sphinx is the beginning and ending of the story as it was in the ancient times,” Pieces added.


	    “What does the story of the lion in the sky tell us?” Tristian asked as they reached the fire pit where the others were sitting.


	    “It is a sign of the lion and carries the qualities given to it on earth. The lion is the embodiment of strength and wisdom greater than all other animals. Beyond that I do not know,” Tor said.


	    “The lion in the sky tells of the return of the king,” a voice from outside the firelight said. Everyone turned to where the voice had come from came, but could see no one.


	   “Come into the light, Kiri,” Tristian said.


	   “Remember I see nothing in this realm. I see from the next. It is you who need to  see me. I will stand where I am.”


	    “If you wish,” Tor said. 


	    “The old story makes better sense,” said Pieces as if they had not been interrupted. “Kiri told us it starts with his birth and ends with his return. He said the twelve signs tell a story. Why did they change it?”


	    “How do all the other constellations tell a story, Kiri?” Tristian asked.


	    Kiri answered none of their questions but looked into the night sky and asked a question of his own. “What sign is above us now?” he said coming closer.


	    “It will be a while before the stars rise and we can tell, but I think it is just coming into Libra,” Tor said. “It is that time of the year.”


	    Just as he was talking, the moon appeared over the treetops of the forest in the distance. It was hazy and red. “Look, the moon is red like blood,” Arro said.


	    “Yes, and it makes the sky exceptionally black. The stars seem to flicker and stand out like jewels,” Challenger said. “Like you could just reach up and pick them off the path.”


	    “That is what you must do,” Kiri said. This time when the old wolf spoke they could see him standing in the distance with his staff. He was closer than he had been a moment earlier.  “Kiri. Come and sit by the fire,” Tor welcomed him again.


	    The old wolf shook his head and he did not move closer. “You reasoned well on the story of the ancients, but you don’t know the real story. You have left many things to lay in the dust among your ancestors bones.”


	    “Will you relate it to us?” Tor asked.


	    “It is too late for that,” Kiri said in a loud voice that made everyone tremble. “You have let the falling away come and did not bother to seek out knowledge of any kind. You accept lies as easily as you lap up water from the brooks.”


	    Tristian got up and humbled himself to the prophet by bowing. “How can we find the answers if you will not lead us? Tell us where the answers lie and we will seek them out. We will journey there.”


	    “I told you the answers lie in the dust with the bones of your ancestors. Do you think to wake the dead and make them talk?”


	    Tristian got up and went towards Kiri who stood beyond the circle of light of the fires. “You are no prophet to us. You bring doom. The Great Wolf would not send you if we were doomed. He has always saved us in the past and he will provide a way out for us now. Run back to your cave, but chastise us no more.”


	   Kiri stepped forward and the other animals could see in the shadows that his staff was raised towards Tristian. Before they could shout a warning to him, the prophet had touched his head with the stick and said something no one understood. The sound of shattering jewels and coins were heard. White stars were falling onto Tristian’s head and body. The young wolf was looking at himself as the stars exploded around his shoulders.


	    “The light will not hurt you, Tristian of Khoa. You have broken the barrier of ignorance, and have dared to risk your life in pursuit of knowledge. The Great Wolf has stopped his weeping. I will tell you some of what the old constellations told. Go back and sit with the other four kings.”


	    Tristian didn’t move. “Why didn’t you come earlier and tell us we were on the wrong path? Why did you wait until it was too late?”


	   “I said sit, fifth king.”


	    Tristian obeyed this time. When Kiri spoke again, his voice was gentle and full of tears. “I did not come because no one asked, no one sought knowledge.”


	    A profound silence echoed around the camp as the animals thought of what the prophet had said. Each one saw his own guilt. “You hang your heads in shame,” Kiri said with compassion. “That is a start. You have divined right. Now I will tell you that the old story started with the Virgin. It is the woman, Virgo, who gives birth to the One who is to come.”


	   “I’m remembering our first conversation,” the old rabbit whispered to Tristian. “The quick one that took all night.”


	   “Me too, Pieces. It’s coming back.”


	    Kiri looked sharply at the rabbit and the king, and then continued. “Next comes Libra, who is the great balancer of truth and justice. Her scales are evenly weighted with the price to be exacted. She speaks of Law as it was handed down. Her scales weigh out the cost of atonement to equalize the commitment of sin in the earth.” The listeners were silent as Kiri started to walk away. Suddenly he turned back to face them. “Remember, the story in the skies is the ancient path.”


	    Tristian could tell by the sound of Kiri’s voice that he was further away. “Can’t you tell us the rest of the story?”


	    The prophet spoke as he shook his head. “I will give you a warning that another prophet comes, but he is the destroyer.” 


	    “You give riddles and no answers,” Tristian said.


	    “You hold the answers in your hands. The beast tale scrolls that were found,” Kiri said and was gone.


	    The young wolf king looked over to where the triangle box sat. He got up and took one of the scrolls out. “We aren’t ready for another riddle,” Washer said. “We haven’t even figured this one out completely.”


	    Tristian wasn’t listening and broke the seal. This time the scroll was long and rolled and rolled past the king and the campfire and all the animals that were gathered around. Tristian ran after it and picked it up and began reading it to himself.


	    “What does it say?” Tor asked.


	    “It says it is the Book of the twelve stories of the sky.”


	    “Read it to us,” the king said.


	    “We know what the first two signs are, so I will start with the third sign as it came in the old zodiac.”


	     The animals were gathering and coming in closer as Tristian read over the contents of the scroll to himself. Finally he looked up. “According to the ancient text, the Scorpion rises after Libra. He is the Venger, the snake, and the Great Serpent in one. He shows the great wars being waged in the second and third realms in an attempt to erase the birth of the promised One, and the weighing out of grace which he brought to the world in the constellation Libra. It shows Venger’s anger because he was flung to this realm and lost his place in the third heaven.”


	    “I know the next two signs if they follow as the regular signs do,” said Challenger. “The archer, Sagittarius, and the Goat of Capricorn,”


	   “Yes, Challenger, the old path follows the same order. It seems the only rearranging of the constellations that happened was where they began and ended. The archer shows his watchfulness and power by keeping his arrow aimed at the dragon, the Venger. He is poised and waits for the moment to let his arrow fly and drop the dragon from his place in the sky.” Tristian held up the scroll to show the drawing of the archer to the crowd. 


	    “He is sure and carries only one arrow,” Tor said as he looked at the picture. “That is all he needs. That is a powerful sign.”


	    “The archer is a warrior like us. He waits until the command is given to let his one arrow fly,” Heath said. “He knows who the enemy is.”


	    “The archer tells us who the enemy is, too,” Tor said out loud. “His enemy is our enemy. Venger.”


	    “I’m beginning to see the truth,” animals began to say. “He tells us straight up who our enemy is. There is no guessing about it.”


	    “It is the same enemy we face now,” Pieces said jumping up. “He has been there since ancient times. He has not changed.”


	    “We have not changed, either. We animals are the same as those who came before us. We face the same battles.”


	    “This really is a story. Tell us the next sign,” Heath said. 


	    “The fourth constellation is the goat of Capricorn. It points to sacrifice and the separation of the goats from the redeemed lambs.”


	   “I don’t understand the part about the lamb and the goats. What does that mean?” Serious asked.


	   “The scrolls say that all animals will be divided into two groups. The lambs represent the saved animals and the goats are the unsaved.” 


	    A great murmuring was heard among the crowd. “The believers and the unbelievers,” came the nod from Serious. “Go on.”


	    “The next part of the story is the water bearer, Aquarius, who pours out the water of the spirit on all animals.”


	    “These are the signs we know, but they are just in a different order, and have a little different meaning to them.” Serious said.


	    “I remember the next constellations,” Challenger said. “The sign of Pisces the fish and the Ram of Aries comes after that.”


	    “Exactly. The sign of the fish shows how the seeds of our forefathers were multiplied on earth. As many as are the fish in the seas and the stars in the heaven shall be your generations on earth.”


	    “Us and all who have ever lived?” Scrounger said.


	    “And those not yet born.”


	    “Whoa, these constellations say a lot, don’t they?” the wolverine said.


	    “Let him go on,” Serious said with a slight kick at Scrounger’s butt.


	   “Then comes Aries as the eighth story of the world. He is the ram who represents the one who was slain.”


	    No one said a word or looked up. They didn’t need to for all their thoughts were the same and they remembered Khoa.


	    “Next comes Taurus the bull who shows that the One is unstoppable. Then the twins of Gemini take their place. They represent the two sides of the Great Wolf, and how the lion and lamb will one day lie down together. The Great Wolf will walk among all animals.”


	    “The crab comes next,” said Trapper. “I forget its name.”


	    “It is the sign of Cancer and tells how close the Alpha holds us with his pinchers, that he gives safe travel, and will never let us go.”


	    “Then the last sign of Leo when the warrior king returns,” shouted Pieces. “The stories in the sky make sense that way. The birth of the One and all he does until he returns.”


	    “It is one story. The story of the Great Wolf’s plan for us,” Tor said.


	    “Yes, the way we know them today starting with the ram in Aries and ending with the fish there is no story. The way we know them they are only signs and animals in the sky without meaning,” Heath said.


	    “Kiri told us that it was done on purpose so we could no longer hope in the promises left for us. So we would fall away and become lost and have no way back,” the old rabbit shouted.


	    “Who changed the order around?” someone called out.      


	    “That is not what matters now,” Tristian said. “What matters is to know what else has been lost to us. What else have we forgotten?”


	     Pieces gently tapped against the foreleg of Tristian with his paws to get his attention. “We made the Great Wolf weep. Tell them that, Tristian. Tell them what Kiri said.”
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	t had become the habit that the animals would prepare a feast and come together once a week to hear Tristian read from the Scrolls and tell them what he had learned.  Tonight they gathered by the christening stream. It was cool and the sun was nearing its nadir on the horizon. Tristian waited until all were settled with their young and then began to speak.  “I have been reading the Scrolls of Grey Dawn. It tells the times before him and of the world and how the animals lived and all that was contained in the earth. Before Grey Dawn became king, a Great Deluge drowned all living creatures from the earth except one family of white wolves. You all know that story, but this scroll picks up after the Deluge and speaks about how the animals tried to protect themselves from the Great Wolf in case he should send another disaster against them again. There was great fear among the animals.”


	    “Why were they afraid of the Great Wolf? He is the safest,” a cub yelled out.


	    “The kings of the north, south, and east didn’t trust in him any longer. They were afraid He would destroy the world again. These kings lived generations after the great waters and they had begun to blame the Great Wolf for erasing animal kind from the earth, so these kings came together and endeavored to build a tower that would reach to the sky. They thought if they could build a high enough tower no flood could destroy them again. If they all agreed and came together, they told themselves, they could defeat the Great Wolf.”


	     “That’s not a good idea,” one young beaver said.


	     “Everyone knows the Great Wolf sees all and knows all,” a small wolf cub said getting up and shouting. Then more stood up and cheered.


	     “Listen, and learn what the Great Wolf did,” Tristian directed the cubs, and put his right paw over his lips to signal for them to be quiet. The young animals raised their paws to their lips and sat back down. When all was quiet, he started the story again.


	   “A wolf named Grey Dawn was grieved by what the animals of Babilim were doing and tried to stop them, but his life and his family were threatened, and he was run off by the kings of the world. It was in his wanderings in the high mountain that the spirit of the Great Wolf set on him and guided him. ‘I have set you apart from the world, set you off from Babilim. You shall not be a part of her, but shall raise up an army and battle the kings of the world. I shall destroy the tower. I will scatter the animals to the far corners of the earth for coming against me.’ ”


	    “There’s just one word I have to say against trying to go against the Great Wolf,” Tor stood up to say.  “Don’t.”


	    The animals laughed and rolled on the ground. “That’s a cue for a change,” he said to his cousin Challenger. “Time for my dinner.” The animals began to clap and applaud as Challenger stepped up on the rock and began to read where Tristian left off. He read about all the wars and how Grey Dawn defeated the animals, the kings, and how the tower was destroyed. Challenger had thought to end the teaching there, but the animals complained and clamored for him to continue and he read up to the time when Grey Dawn became an old king, and how the animals of the Way had fallen away from the Great Wolf again. They were taken into captivity by another king named Joller for many generations. Many, many years later the sons of Grey Dawn mounted a rebellion against King Joller. Their names were Rollin, Tris, and Stead. Animals by the thousands joined these sons of Grey Dawn for they remembered how it was when goodness ruled in the land. They came against the animals who believed in the sun gods, the moon gods, and especially the river god, Elin. King Joller claimed that it was Elin who gave all life and not the Great Wolf. 


	    Now Grey Dawn was a wolf whose heart belonged to the Great Wolf and he hated all the false gods and he and his sons warred against them until he was too old to take part in the fighting. Then he sent his sons to raid all the valley towns and  all the mountain towns and tear down the stone images who could not talk, or heal, or love. He destroyed all the towers and the temples that were not of the One True Alpha. 


	    Tribes from near and far kept coming against Grey Dawn to kill him and there was no peace, so the Great Wolf led Grey Dawn’s pack out of the land and promised them a kingdom of their own which would be given to them forever.  The animals that went with Grey Dawn were attacked continuously. It was not until Grey Dawn was nearing death that the Great Wolf brought them near to the land that would one day be called the Wilds. It was just before they came into the Wilds that Grey Dawn’s last great battle was fought. It was the first battle in the Valley of Bones. Hundreds of thousands that came against Grey Dawn where slain by the Great Wolf. The mountains fell and were brought down next to Grey Dawn’s feet without harming him. Those enemies that were not killed by the falling mountain were killed by the hands of the mist in the morning and the animals of the Way traveled unharmed into the land of the Wilds. Grey Dawn died before entering the Wilds and his bones were placed in the tombs.”


	    “We know that part of the story. That’s in the Book itself,” Trapper said.


	    Challenger nodded and continued to read. “Many generations passed and there were many kings who came to power. Some lead the animals in the Way as Grey Dawn had done, but as time went by most did not. Many of the towns and cities were given to Mal, and once again the scent of incense rose every morning and was smelled each evening in the high mountains. The animals did as they pleased and the feasts of the Great Wolf were forgotten. The city of the Wilds became desolate and fell to ruin. Then arose a king, another white wolf whose heart was turned towards the Alpha, and who was destined to do mighty things. His name was Alexander. In his early years he built up his army and went into the mountains and tore down the ashra poles and altars to foreign gods. He sent teachers into the cities to turn animals back to the Way. The fall feasts, the first training, and the days of trumpets were honored as holy days of the Great Wolf and celebrated once more.


	    A flash of light appeared and Kiri stood before them. “You have read of towers and temples. You think them to be stories about the ancients. You do not see their significance. It is the foreshadowing of the present. First in nature, then in spirit. Come out of the New Babilim. She has her temples and her towers. They will not last. When you understand the past you will understand the present.” All eyes had been on him and then suddenly all they saw was the color of night. Kiri was gone. 


	    In the first years of Alexander’s reign many far tribes and packs came against him, but he conquered them all. It was said that the Great Wolf was with him and he could not fail.  He did not make slaves of those he captured, but set them to work to build up the conquered cities where animals could live in peace.  It is recounted that he fought over two hundred battles and took areas to the north, south, east and west. He made forts in those countries to keep the peace. Then from among the conquered cities he took a queen and the Great Wolf wept. He did not want the blood of those of the Way mingled with foreign gods. Though Esmonda was a white wolf and had once belonged to the Way, she had been taken as a slave when she was very young by one of the heathen northern packs. There she was introduced to other gods and she had taken up the gods of the ashra poles. Alexander had thought she had given up the false gods when her people had been freed to return to the Wilds, but her heart never remained faithful to the Way. During her first year of marriage to Alexander a son was born and was named after him. He took his queen, Esmonda, with him as he traveled because she did not like to be alone without the army. She scorned the lands that Alexander took her to, until they came to the north lands of ice and snow. She marveled at this lands beauty and found a new love, a wolf who was the king of the north. His name was Spur, and he was a giant wolf and dark. He had eyes of fire, she said, that melted her heart. She could not keep from looking at the contrast his black fur made against the snow and took delight in saying quite often that, ‘Seeing Spur move over the white snow was like seeing a shadow come to life.’ She was in love and she did not wish to return to the land of the turning seasons. So it was that Esmonda made a pact to betray Alexander when he set out to return to the Wilds. Spur and his army followed and attacked Alexander’s army during the night while they slept.  Many white wolves were killed, but Alexander and a few thousand escaped with their lives and returned to the Wilds. Many captains and soldiers wanted to return to the north and take back the lands and even the score. The queen needed to be killed and so did Spur, Alexander’s men said. Make them an example, the counsel told him. Alexander refused saying he feared Esmonda would kill his son. He put his trust in the Great Wolf that Alexander the second would return to him one day. The counsel said that the king was a fool and that his son was lost to this world and the next, but Alexander told them he had been given a dream by the Great Wolf that his son would return and he would believe in that dream. 


	    It was true that Esmonda did not have much love for her first son and renamed him Sojourner so she wouldn’t hear the name of Alexander. It happened that after she married Spur they had more cubs of their own. One was a male they named Stra after Spur’s own father.  Stra was a black mixed wolf with ‘those gold eyes that were alive with the dancing of fire,’ Esmonda was often heard to say. It was Stra that was chosen and trained up as king. On the day Stra was crowned, Esmonda set Sojourner free.  She told Sojourner he could not be her son because his heart was set on the Great Wolf. She said Sojourner he was like his estranged father, a vagabond, a drifter, a dreamer of kingdoms. “You chase after a dream you can never find,” she told him, but Sojourner set out alone convinced she was wrong. He believed his father and the Great Wolf were out there.  He had always been an outcast among these giant black wolves and he did not look back.


	    “These old scrolls recount the story of our past, but with more detail,” Tor said when Challenger put the book down. “There are stories we know and new ones like the tower and the time before our three great patriarchs. The finding of the scrolls brings us proof that the stories we have been handed down are true. They show us that the quest and the heart of Sojourner was taken in faith and guided by the Great Wolf more than we had ever dreamed.”


	     It was in the seventh week that they read about the history of the Lamsi and how Alexander had married a new queen who couldn’t bear him pups. The queen begged Alexander to take Raggah, their servant and have off spring with her. From this union came Malsa. It was through him that a new religion called the Malik’s would be born and would one day become known as the Lamsi. This son of Alexander, Malsa, would claim that the Great Wolf had spoken to him and told him to mend the errors in the Book. However, the Animals of the Book mocked Malsa’s claims and refused to merge the Way with his new religion. When they would not follow Malsa, he ordered them to be slaughtered. He swore to rid the earth of all who did not venerate him. They waged their war until Nosrefej raised an army and crossed the sea and defeated them. Then there was a time of peace between those of the Way and the Lamsi, but only for a time. 


	     Tor and the four kings continued to read the scrolls and hold feasts every week and they became known as the Festivals of Return. There were many new prophecies and stories, and the animals of the Way were inspired to reestablish the kingdom of the Wilds back to the paths of the ancients. They would walk in the Way again more truly than they had been doing. This new zeal was troublesome to animals of other faiths who thought the Way was becoming a religion of fanatics. Some animals quit coming to read and celebrate this so called return to truth. They wanted no part of starting a war with the Lamsi. They would leave the Wilds if they had to. They wanted no more war. “When you stir a hornet’s nest,” they told Tor. “You get nothing, not even honey from it.”


	    “We have been following the wrong path. The mingling of the Way with other religions must stop. We have ceded too much ground in the name of peace now. Many cultures live among us. The Wilds are no longer our own,” Tor told them. “The ancient stories in the scrolls are telling us that we are repeating the mistakes of our forefathers. The scrolls have been given to us as a warning. We must turn now, or face the wrath of the Alpha himself. We know the packs of Minsa were placed into slavery because they refused to take up the Way of the Great Wolf.”


	    “What is so bad about being ruled by the Lamsi? Do we still not live?”


	    “We will be given food by the Lamsi and land,” another white wolf said.


	   “I have no fight left in my heart. I do not wish to see my children killed.”


	    “You will be killed when the Lamsi take over,” Tor said.


	    “You don’t know that, Tor.”


	    “We have history that recounts what the Lamsi did to the white wolves before. I just read it to you. Have you not seen with your own eyes what they are doing now? They attack and kill all who will not bow to the Malsa.”


	    “The land is in ruins. It is the days of desolation and you ask us to give more.”


	   “It is the eternal we ask you to pledge yourselves to, not the temporal.”


	    “The Scrolls and the Book talked to us about the taking up. We have not seen it. The Great Wolf has not come for us.”


	    “So you would throw away your faith because the Great Wolf does not come when you think he should? The door way is almost found. The heavens will open.”


	   “What doorway? To war? To starvation? No, I will follow you no more. I am taking my family and leaving the Wilds.”


	   “It is the last oasis on earth. The Alpha has promised to make it that until the very end,” Tor said.


	   “Then let it rain. We have seen no rain over three full turnings of the four seasons.”


	   “Rain will come if we ask and believe,” an old woman got up to say.


	   “Can’t you see that this is a testing?” cried Tristian. “The Great Wolf cannot answer our complaints. We must ask for something.”


	    “He has tested us right out of faith,” another old wolf said turning away. “I will follow with my children and grandchildren when they leave. They are my life.”


	    “Why do you say that war is a test?” a young deer said. “I have seen enough death. I want to live out my days in peace.”


	    “You lean on your own counsel and not the Great Wolf’s.  He will lead us,” Tor said, but many of the animals still turned and left.


	    “You’ve come this far. Go the rest of the distance with us, Este,” Challenger pleaded with the old wolf. The grandmother put her paw on her son. He stopped and they both turned to face the kings. “We will hear the king out. We can still go if we choose.”


	    “It would be wise not to stay in the Wilds,” one of the others said as he ushered his family away. “It is time to run, not walk.”


	    “Go to the Valley of Bones if you must leave,” Tor told them. “Take refuge there. It is the appointed place.”


	    “It is the valley of death. Even the Book says all the wars from the time of our ancestors have been fought there.”


	    “Only those who do not believe in the Way will die there. Animals of the Book have nothing to fear,” Tor said. 


	     “It’s war we want to avoid, king,” the animals laughed. This time when they started out not one of the kings tried to stop them.


	    Tor went with the four young wolves as they walked to the christening falls where the evening feast was laid out. In silence they humbled themselves and Tor led them in words to the Great Wolf. Afterward, the animals that had stayed behind looked at each other in silence. No one touched the food. Mothers gathered their children in close to them.  Seeing their friends and neighbors depart had deepened their sorrow and fear. It was a further sign of the falling away.  “It’s time to end the festival. My heart in not in it any longer,” one of the mother’s said. “It is time to reflect on what was said here today.” As soon as she spoke, a great crack of thunder rolled in the distance.


	    “Dark clouds cover the sky over the mountains. Look! It rains upon the plains outside the Wilds. You can see it from here,” Washer exclaimed excitedly.


	    “A sign from the Great Wolf,” Pieces said in an awed and whispered tone that no one heard.


	    “I see it. It’s a wall of rain. A real down pour,” Serious said jumping up and down and grabbing Charity and dancing. “It will be here soon.”


	    “Hmmmph! Even the sky brings war. It is the way of the earth,” an old wolf grumbled.


	    Tor and the others rose and came into the crowd. “Were you praying for rain?” Pieces asked him excitedly.


	    “No. Direction,” the king answered. “Wisdom.”


	    “The Lamsi want peace,” one of the wolverines cried out to him.


	    “That lie started up in this generation. When have the Lamsi’s ever been at peace?” Arro said. 


	    Tor listened as the argument started again. He patted Arro on the back. The young king’s answer was the answer he had asked the Great Wolf to make clear. He would let the young speak.


	    “They are not the same as their ancestors. They seek peace. They are conveyors of multi culturalism. They generate peace and harmony among all animals. They have not come to conquer us.”


	    “It is the Great Wolf who reminds us what has always been in their hearts.”


	  “Then he leads us on the wrong path.”


	  “No, we should have questioned the Lamsi when they first told us they sought to live with us in peace, yet we saw them kill and behead those of other nations and our neighbors.” 


	   “What kind of a god would punish us for being misled?”


	 “What the beaver asks is a good point. Why should we be punished by the Great Wolf  for something that started generations ago?” a badger demanded.


	   “We are being set to the right path,” Challenger said. “Not punished.”


	   “By making war with those who are against the Way? We want peace and the Alpha wants us to fight.”


	    “We should have stood up to Lamsi in the first place. It is our fault for letting them attack our faith and the Great Wolf by not standing up for Him. That is what he reprimands us for, but he is just and gives us a chance to make it right if we have enough courage to return to the Way as it was in the days of Grey Dawn.”


	    “That won’t sit well with the One Tribunal,” Scout warned.


	   “It might be enough to start a war,” Heath told them.


	   “We have heard the true story of the Way again. The twelve stories of the world rise in the sky season after season. It was given at such a time that our faith might be strengthened. The way of the black wolf and the Lamsi seek to hide the truth. We must renounce whatever goes again the Great Wolf and return to the path followed by Alexander, Sojourner, and Grey Dawn,” Tristian said quietly.


	    His words brought the discussion to an end as many animals lifted their paws up and shouted, “So be it. So be it.”


	    “Even that might be enough to start a war,” Heath said.


	    “There will be reprisals,” Challenger said.


	    “We don’t have to make some big announce about our return to the ways of the Great Wolf,” Serious said. “We can just live it.”


	    “That would be hiding the Great Wolf and signal to him that we are ashamed of him again. We have lost the shining already for letting His truth be hidden. He would surely destroy us if we tried to hide his name from the presence of others.”


	    “The Lamsi have divided our land. The wall stands between the old and new Wilds.”


	    “We have no access to the mount of Khoa these days,” Pieces said.


	    “You say that only because of the wild clover you use to eat there,” Serious said.


	    “Scrounger planted a patch of clover in the back yard, so what you say is only partly true.”


	    “Pieces is right,” interrupted Tor. “They have taken over the knoll. It was the Holy Hill from ancient times. All kings stood there and that is where the ancient temple stood before it was destroyed in the seventieth year.”


	   “I had forgotten that,” Tristian said. “And then it was burned a second time by Deuce’s father just before the Great War to end all wars.”


	    “The flat top on the hill is where the foundation of the temple was,” Tor told them. “I have seen its stones.”


	   “The white stones which are worn flat and partly covered with the earth?” Heath said. “I have seen them.”


	    “The Lamsi build their new Quesom near that spot. They must not have known the stones were the foundation of our temple either, or they would have destroyed them,” Tor said.


	    “They keep all but Lamsi’s from entering the sacred ground.  They claim it is their Holy site where the Malsa ascended into the third realm,” Pieces said.


	    “Like I said,” Tor continued. “They did not build directly on the top of the old temple, but have leveled the hill behind it and to the other side.”


	    “Let’s petition to get our land back,” Challenger said.


	    “You make it sound easy,” the king said. “They will not give it back. They mean to expel us from the land.”


	    “Why did we let them have the old city after Khoa was killed?”


	    “That is a question that the Great Wolf himself is asking us. We have divided the city and the land. We thought it was peace we offered them and we had already resettled to the west, so giving them the old city was not much of a sacrifice then. We wanted peace, and in the name of peace we gave away the city and the holy hill. We forgot the warning in the Book that told us not to divide the land. We went against the Great Wolf.”


	    The animals sat reflecting on what Tor had said in silence. They knew what he had said was true, and now they knew all the heart ache it had brought.


	    “There were only hundreds of Lamsi then, now they out number us by the tens of thousands and they force us out. How could we know it would come to this?” Washer asked through his tears.


	    “The Book also tells us about the temples. Two would be destroyed, but three were to be built.”


	    “I thought the church that’s inside the old Wilds’ boundary  made three, and then we built another church in the section of the Wilds we’re currently living in, so aren’t were over the limit?” Scrounger said, scratching his head.


	    “Those are just what you said, churches, but they are not like the ancient temples,” the old rabbit said and sprung to his feet. “That means we win if we build the third temple, so let’s build it.”


	    “How? The Lamsi and the black wolves hold claim to the land. There is a wall being built around it as we speak. We cannot set foot on it,” Serious said looking to Tor and the four young kings for an answer.


	    “Serious is right. Besides it will take years to cut and gather the fine stone and wood that a temple requires,” Tor said.


	   “Mere trifles,” Pieces said. “It was Khoa’s hill, and like you said, Tor, two ancient temples once stood on it and were built by those of the Way. That makes it our hill in my book. Our mark is on it.”


	    “How do we get the mount back without starting a war? You’re promoting war, old rabbit,” Serious said.


	   Pieces turned to Tor and Challenger and went up to them. He sat up on his hind legs. “Is he right, Tor? What does the Book say of this?”


	   “You know. You all know. It just says there will be a temple in the days of desolation, and that the dragon will come to destroy it.”


	    “Think what you’re saying old rabbit,” Serious said swatting him. “If we rebuild the temple, it is the end of days. I say let’s not rush things.”


	   “I see no way of getting the mount back. I see no way the prophecy can be fulfilled at this time,” Tor said. “The days are not come. It will take years to assemble the materials.”


	    “See! We have time,” Serious said. “You can’t rush things.”


	    Pieces went over and patted the legs of Tristian. “Tell him about time and what happened while we were with Kiri,” he said looking up at the cub.


	    All faces turned to the young wolf. “It was strange. A day was a like blink, and a blink was like a day. Time ran like it had the legs of a deer.”


	    “What has all this got to do with building a temple or starting a war?” Serious said pounding his back kicker.


	    “Everything. Let us explain,” Pieces said. 


	    The young rabbit sat back down. “You tell us, young king,” Serious said coming up to Tristian. “Your words might make sense,” he said scowling back at Pieces.


	    “It is said in the Book that in the days of desolation the sun will seem to race through the sky. It will forget its path and move at will. We saw that. My conversation with the prophet Kiri took place in the space of a few short sentences.” 


	    “You were gone a full day from sunset to sunset. Everyone that was there knows that,” the young rabbit fumed, “so you cannot tell us otherwise.”


	   “When we traveled to the prophet and back to camp, time was as it is now, seeming to stand still, but when we were with him, it ran across the sky. It was dawn at the beginning of the conversation and near to setting when we finished talking.”


	    “It was a long conversation then. You just don’t remember,” Serious said.


	   “As usual you’re not listening,” butted in Washer. “Tristian already said the whole thing happened in a few short sentences.”


	    “How can this be?” the young rabbit said confounded. “We all would have noticed the sun running across the sky. It isn’t exactly small.”


	   “I don’t know, but it is as crazy to explain it as it was to experience,” Tristian told him.


	    “When we were on our way home, time slowed down and was like it is now,” Pieces added.


	    “I think we experienced the bending of time like it happens in the third realm,” the young king suggested.


	    “What has the racing of the sun got to do with building temples, anyway?” Serious said thumping faster. 


	    “Tor naturally thought the building of the temple could not be accomplished at a time in the near future, and Pieces said that would not be a problem because time could race,” Washer explained hurriedly.


	  “Huh! It’s clear as mud now,” Serious said stomping off.


	  “It should be,” Washer yelled after him and waited for the others to acknowledge his brilliant explanation, but only Pieces did. “Yeppers, the temple can be built in a day if we see with eyes of the third heaven.” 


	    “It is time to call it a night,” said Tor. “Everyone get some sleep.”


	    “Are we sleeping here or in the third realm?” Serious laughed. “Will I have time to even close my eyes?” he said poking his old friend.


	    “You’ve got the idea down. You just need to believe in it,” Pieces said turning away.


	    The next day the kings were awakened by throngs of animals shouting outside their caves. “Tor, the Lamsi’s are building the wall above the six foot height mark that they agreed to when we signed the agreement.” 


	    “Was a new law asked for and granted while we were on retreat weeks ago?” the king asked those who had stayed behind. The animals shook their heads. “I want to see the wall myself before I speak to you about it. Challenger, call out four units and have them wait for us at the training grounds.”


	    “We will all go with you,” shouted Washer.


	    “No, all of you go home. We need to see this wall without them knowing we are doing so. I take units with me only in the case of trouble.” Tor turned to his officers. “See that these animals go home and stay put. Winter, come with me.”  


	    The warriors began dispersing the animals that were left. When they caught up to Washer and Pieces, they made them stop. “You’re heading in the wrong direction, Washer,” a captain said.


	    “Climber and the rest of us are going over to Pieces’ yard,” the raccoon answered.


	    “Jace, see that the wild bunch gets home,” the captain called out.


	    “No need for that, Captain,” Ani spoke up. “Zen and I are heading that way. We will keep them going in the right direction.” Jace bowed before the she wolves and left. Heath and his fighters came along side of the women and the wild bunch. “May we attend your gathering, Pieces?”


	    “Yeppers. I haven’t seen those mixed grand cubs of yours for some time.”


	    Scrounger spoke up. “Trapper and I will run ahead and get the tea and crumpets ready.”


	    Tor and the four young kings took the path on the north side of the forest. From there, and in the cover of trees, they would be able to see the sacred knoll and the back of the old city.  The forest area that had once been so green lay dried and barren. Fallen tangles of small trees lay in their path and hundreds of thin saplings struggled to survive. The young trees were arched over in a weepy manner, and when the wolves so much as brushed against the frail trees, the roots pulled away from the earth and the saplings fell headlong in their path. The earth was too thin to support them. The dirt around their roots was dry and loose and fell away easily leaving the roots exposed. They were already shriveled Tor thought as he inspected them closer.  Bramble thorns pierced the sides of the wolves as they passed by the dead trees and bushes. The water and sap had been sucked out of them during the drought. The only bit of green he saw was in the small pond they used to drink from, but it was the consistency of porridge and smelled of rotting eggs. Vegetation near the banks of the water drooped limply; their leaves fallen away and stunted by the poison water. It is the shadow of what comes, he thought to himself. Not one warrior spoke as they held their noses and rushed past the rankness of rotting vegetation in water. The beaver dams had toppled into themselves and lay open and empty. The wind’s breath was so faint inside the maze of brush that the wolves could barely feel it. The last breath for this forest was not far away.


	   By the time they reached the edge of the forest, it was dark and hard to see the wall that was being built. What surprised Tor was the number of Lamsi and black wolves who were still working. Lanterns and lights were shining down from the wooden towers so the animals could continue the construction. “There must be thousands of workers,” Winter said.


	    “I can’t believe the amount of work they have done in the two weeks we were away at retreat,” Tor said. After he had spoken, a whistle sounded. The workers put down their tools and stones and marched off in a mechanical, but efficient manner. Before they were gone, another round of workers was already moving into their place. The whistle sounded twice and the replacements set to work. Their pace was even faster than the first brigade had been. Tor set out by himself to search out the length of the wall. It ran from the north of the city all the way to the shores of the Lake of the Wilds. When he returned, Arro asked him, “What do you think it means?”


	    “Walls are meant to keep some animals out and others safe within.”


	    “Look at how high the tower on the Quesom is now, father,” Challenger said pointing into the city.


	    “A line is being drawn,” the king said. “Let’s go back to our families. There’s nothing we can do tonight.” Tor posted sentries to keep watch on the progression of the walls and towers and headed back with his warriors to Pieces’ yard. Heath and his pack had not returned to the mountains, and it was decided they would stay longer in case of trouble with the Lamsi. A few empty caves remained on this side of the Wilds, so Heath could take shelter there without disturbing other families. Everyone in the Wilds was glad to have the bear pack near and told them so.


	    Every animal had seen the look on Tor’s face as he entered the backyard. They let him walk to the front of the assembly without trying to question him. “They have further divided the kingdom by constructing a defensive and protective wall. In some places the barrier is already ten feet high, much higher than the 3 foot wall they asked to build. It seems they mean to cut off the old city of the Wilds from the rest of the world. I have thought on this since Kiri spoke with Tristian. We are facing the judgement of the Great Wolf for accepting peace and dividing a land which he said should not be divided.”


	    “What are we to do?”


	   “You that want peace, know the Lamsi now prepares for war. We must prepare too, but we must do so with the favor of the Alpha on us.” Tor started away and no animal stopped him, but he turned around and said, “I am to blame. I am the king. I ask your forgiveness for leading you down this path.”


	    “We pushed you into it, Tor. We are all to blame,” Heath said. 


	    “The wall is against us all, not just you,” others cried. “The Great Wolf knows our hearts, and that we forced you to restore peace. We were tired of war.”


	   “I knew in my heart that the Lamsi would not honor the peace we gave them. I knew that they meant to make an end of us. It has been so since the beginning,” said Tor, “yet I let you dissuade me from my convictions.”


	    “But what do we do now?” Trapper said.


	   “Maybe we should read the third scroll. Maybe that will tell us what to do, father,” said Challenger.


	    “We have not understood what the ancient stories of the tower and the temples mean. Kiri told us that. I am going to humble myself before the Great Wolf and seek his counsel. I will meet with you again when I have a clear path to follow,” Tor said and left. When the cubs followed him, he sent them back. “Keep your mother’s here until I return. Stay with the gathering. I will keep sentries posted during the night watches.”


	    “What do you see that worries you, father?” Challenger asked.


	    “I’m just being cautious,” he answered patting his son. The king took only Scout and Winter with him and set out for the waterfalls and stream to the east. The land was not as fertile as it had been, Tor thought to himself as he surveyed the land around him. The grass was green, but not as green as it once was though it still smelled somewhat sweet. Areas of the grass were dried like hay. He should have noticed the changes sooner. It was with a heavy heart that Tor motioned for the others to stay behind while he walked to the falls and the christening waters alone. He took a drink. It was cold and refreshing. How long would this water remain safe to drink? He well knew that beyond the boundaries of the Wilds the earth was dying, and the water was so polluted that animals could no longer drink it. Hundreds had poured into the Wilds to drink and share the oasis that was left. 


	    ‘You have cultivated a garden in the Wilds. It will be a contention of war,’ a voice said to him. ‘It draws all to it.’ The white wolf lay in the grass beside the water with his head resting on his paws. He felt the presence of his two captains behind him in the darkness though they had not moved or spoken.  “So there is to be war,” he said to the voice which had spoken to him.


	    ‘It is the price of falling away. You cannot disobey and expect to be released from punishment, can you?’


	    “Can you just punish me?”


	   ‘You think to be noble, king, but justice is different in the eyes of the Great Wolf. You are a mortal wolf and know not the thoughts of the Alpha. It is for you to accept his wisdom, not question it.’
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