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And another sign appeared in heaven: behold, a great, fiery red dragon having seven heads and ten horns, and seven diadems on his heads. Revelation 12:3
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CHAPTER 1
NAMING DRAGONS



It was deep into winter and the time of day just before evening when the shadows lengthened and grew blue against the snow that Khoa stood on the knoll. The sun was almost set, but the sky was clear, which made it colder. Breath was visible from the noses and mouths of the animals as they moved to and fro across the landscape.


The lake lay frozen over and coated with snow. Hundreds of footprints marked a path where animals had traversed across its surface to haul trees, supplies, and their households to the other side. Tracks from the wagons and carts were clearly discernable in the snow. Out on the point, a few holes had been cut in the ice to fish from, and a few animals were gathered to catch supper. That was Washer’s favorite spot, Khoa reflected. It gave him an odd feeling of emptiness to see strangers there.  The wild bunch had not come home yet. No one had heard from them, or the runners he had sent after them. The birds had not reported in about their whereabouts either, but all were hoping they would have news of the missing. Their absence had become another reminder of just how much things had changed.


In the snow, the burned out buildings created an even starker appearance to the town, and stood as a warning sentinel that their protection had been withdrawn. Animals that still lived in the town darted about with their heads down; only coming out during the day when the soldiers were present. More animals now lived on the other side of the lake. Khoa refused to go over to even scout the landscape for a new home. Behind him, and miles to the east lay the cave of his mother and father. When Khoa and Ani had settled in, the animals had already moved to this spot and away from the blackened forest. Now they were moving again, further west. He looked at his cave. He would not move his family. He would stay. Further, he felt they should reclaim the earlier boundaries of the Wilds to the east. In the several years since the Great War, the land had renewed itself. It was greener and more fertile than it had been when his parents had settled there. It was closer to the waterfall and the streams which they considered their sacred christening grounds. He would speak to Ani about it. He turned his attention back to the lake. Soon it would be blocked from view by the false front the beavers and the others had erected. It had been Tor’s idea to make it appear as a mountain front like the one in the Blackstone’s. 


If their enemies attacked, they would hide behind the façade of the mountain. Then the women and children would be rafted away to the other side where the new town was being built and where most of the refugee animals now elected to live. A great wall of protection was being built up around the new city which sat on the hill. Intruders would have to climb the high ground to reach them. He had listened to Tor describe the new city, but had not seen it up close. He could see the walls from where he stood. He wanted to tear them down. That was no way to live, he was thinking, in fear and walling themselves in.


The familiar beauty he had been accustomed to in the Wilds was gone, and it gave him a feeling of restlessness he found hard to contain. He turned to look in back of him towards the north and the Blackstone range. That’s where he should be. He should be taking it back and then sweeping across to the east to find their sons.


‘You’re not listening, Khoa. Your heart is not prepared for battle.’ Hearing the voice made the wolf snort and tromp his fore feet in the snow. Surely that wasn’t the Watcher speaking to him. She had told him to wipe out the black wolf. They were all in this mess because he hadn’t finished the job years ago. Then he had wanted peace and gotten war. Now the voice was telling him peace and he sought war. ‘There is a season for all things. Time holds the secret. Wait for it.’


His breath trailed out like puffs of smoke with each snort. He looked across at the remains of the buildings the dark wolves had destroyed. Their prayer house, which had been built in a circle, and the school were the first two buildings the dark wolves had set fire to. Those were the two systems the dark wolves feared most because they knew they couldn’t defeat them. Education taught animals to think for themselves, and faith gave them the strength and wisdom to fight against the enemy. As the Book declared, ‘No wolves that walked in the Way had ever been defeated.’ The Great Wolf had given victory against the enemy since the time of Alexander, the pack from which Khoa had descended.


Khoa took pride in knowing that he had come from the line of Alexander, and he had always admired the stories that were told about him. ‘Then be like him,’ the voice whispered. I am like him, Khoa told himself. I will fight for my home, my family, and for all those who walk in the Way. ‘These are not your Wilds, Khoa,’ the thought came to him. ‘I know they aren’t,’ he said inside, but quickly dismissed the thought as he searched over the half wall of the schoolhouse that was left standing. It stood jagged and gaping like some horrendous wound. It was a symbol that spoke loudly to him. It was a reminder that the dark wolves had been in their land. They had broken through the invisible hedge that Khoa once believed protected them.  


Khoa saw his brother come along side of him. “There’s one of the dragons,” he said to him. “What’s left of it, anyway.”


“What do you mean, brother? I thought you had let that go,” Tor said.


“The ruins of the building told me it is a sign of judgement from the Great Wolf.”


“For what?”


“The last five years we lived here in peace and bliss without a thought to teaching other towns and animals about the Way. We heard things now and again about the dark wolves gaining power, yet we did nothing. We saw the tiny box. The dragon was small then and fit into it, but we gave it darkness to grow in by not going out to teach the Way like the Great Wolf commanded. We thought it sprung out of the box like some surprise, but it was no surprise. We knew it was there in the box and thought, how bad can it be? It is such a tiny box. Now, who can tame it?” 


“I’m proud of you, Khoa. We did not do what we should have done. We did not bring light as we were taught. Dragons need darkness to grow. In the light is truth against which they cannot defend themselves. Truth makes us strong, but it shrinks the dragon’s size.”


Khoa looked at his brother. “You understand it right off.”


“There are many kinds of dragons on this second realm. Each of us has his own kind. They are a test to our faith.”


“What kind of dragons do you have?”


“I have had many dragons.”


“You, Tor?”


“You say it like you expect me to be as a rock that does not live or breath in this realm. Even the flowers and the tips of trees bow in respect when the Great Wolf passes if they have wisdom.”


“I find it difficult to believe that you have dragons.”


“I have been afraid. I have had doubts. I am not immune to those kinds of dragons. And to Khoa, who has been given much, what sorts of dragons follow you? Do you know?”


Khoa shook his head and said nothing and Tor warned, “Name them. Face them. Know who comes after your heart. That’s the prize the Great Dragon seeks,” he said bounding off the ridge.


“Where are you going?”


 ”I must go to meet the patrol. It’s time to change the guards.”


He watched his brother run to the sentry post. He was lucky to have Tor. He wished he was more like him. His brother seemed to be able to accept the trials he faced and overcome them without fighting himself. Tor simply named the enemy and met it head on, but he always weighed things in the balance to see if they made sense and struggled to find the answers. A whisper came to him. ’You fight because you do not trust. Surrender your heart.’ The voice reminded him of times past when old Tristian had chided him into following his directions. ’You listen Khoa, but with half your senses,’ he remembered the old wolf saying. Yes, that was one of his old dragons, he thought. His heart was only given to things at half measure.


Khoa looked over to the east where the small stand of trees was. Behind that, and to the north in the section of open land, was the new cemetery where they had buried all the animals who were killed in the attack last fall. The voice prompted him again to let go of his heart. ‘Surrender my heart in war?’ he asked in a tone that suggested the voice had asked him to do some crazy and implausible thing. I need to be strong right now, he thought. He tried to see the remembrance ground, as they called it, from where he stood, but couldn’t. A small stand of trees blocked the view. It had been planned that way because no one wanted to look on the mounds each day from the hills above the city. It was thought that by selecting the space behind the trees, the grounds would be kept out of sight and off their minds so to speak. 


Many animals he counted as friends were now gone. The safety of the Wilds was gone. The dark wolves had set foot in their home. He wanted to exact a price on the dark wolves for taking the serenity he had once felt here. Now patrols roamed the boundaries of the Wilds and the young were kept near home. They were becoming a walled city with gates. To the left he saw Washer’s old log which beckoned to him like some ghost, but below he saw Ani and the cubs coming across the lake. Ani was pulling two sleds in her mouth and the cubs were riding on them.


‘You are pulled in by shadows. Your heart is weak,’ the voice said as he watched Ani approach.


“No, Tristian told me to protect my heart above all things,” he said back to the voice. “I am.”


‘You close it off and harden it.’


“It’s war,” he told himself. “I have to. For them,” he said focusing his attention on Ani and the cubs in the distance to drown out the voice. Ani pulled the sleds easily across the snow, he thought.


“Up to the highest hill, mother,” he heard Savor say to her.


“Once, please. Before its dark,” Arro joined in.


“We’ve worked all day. Let us have some fun,” Savor pleaded.


His children’s words had worked their magic on her, and Khoa saw her change course and head for the ridge he stood on.


They greeted each other with licks and playful jumps before jumping back on to the sleds. “Come on Arro,” Anna called.


The pup was standing beside Khoa, and posing just the same way.  “No, I’m going to stay with father.”


“Mother, you ride with me since Arro won’t. I don’t want to go down by myself.”


“Alright, but only once.”


After the rest had headed down the hill, Arro looked around as he saw his father doing. He spotted the schoolhouse. “It looks lonely like that, doesn’t it, father?”


Khoa didn’t answer.


“Where do you think Serious and the others are?”


Khoa was aware that Arro was copying his movements, and peeked at him standing like a statue; his posture and his head straight and staring into the distance.


“You have many questions today, but let me ask you one. What do the things you see out there tell you?”


“I am not sure I know what you are asking,” the cub answered without changing his stance.


“You were on the right path, Arro. You ask me questions you your self can answer.”


His son turned to look at him. “You mean I know that Pieces and the wild bunch have fallen into harm’s way?”


“Yes. What would you do about it?”


“There are many things that could have happened, but there is only one way to know and that is to go after them.”


“You are a wolf of action,” Khoa said patting him on his back.


“I want to go with you. I am past nine months old. I am almost as high as you.”


“All legs like a little colt.”


“If he goes, I go,” Savor said jumping off the sled.


“You don’t even know what we were talking about, Savor,” Arro said.


“I can guess, and I’m going.”


Ani was giving Khoa a disapproving look. “No one is going anywhere tonight, except home to eat.”


Just then Tru and Fisher were coming back from the patrols with the change of sentries. Tor and his cubs were behind them.


“I’ll be along in a little while. I want to hear the report,” Khoa said to Ani.


“I’m staying. It’s time we’re allowed to go on the patrols. We’ve practiced long enough,” Arro said.


“You haven’t even been pledged as half warriors yet. You can go with me in the morning to change the sentries,” Khoa answered.


“No, I mean in an assignment with the other warrior wolves. Put us on the roster. Make us half warriors.”


“I hear your pups growling at you, brother. Mine have the same complaints,” Tor said turning to look at TJ and Hunter, who had joined him in changing the guards. “Maybe we are being too cautious with them. It is not well that the king’s sons do not share in the risks taken by the others.”


Khoa couldn’t argue with him on that point. He could never argue with anything Tor said.


“Let them stay for the round house discussion, then. There are things they will need to know.”


“If the boys are staying, then so am I,” Anna said to Ani.


“No, this is for males, not young girls,” Ani said dragging her pup away by the ear.


“You’re a tom boy, Anna,” Jenny said, running behind them.


“I am not. It’s just that the boys are always getting to do interesting things. There’s nothing for girls.”


“There’s plenty for girls to do, Anna. You just don’t like to do them,” her sister said.


“Why is it, mother, that boys always have other stuff to do and can stay out when girls are pulled home by their mothers on their ears?” Anna said trying to shake off her mother’s hold on her.


Ani let go of her daughter’s ear. “It’s the way of the world.”


“That may be true, mother, but I don’t have to like it.”


“In that case, you just might find that’s it going to be a long, hard go.”


“Why’s that?”


“Fighting the world is a daunting task.”


“Father does it,” Anna shot back, “and he seems to win.”


“Yeah, yeah, enough of this. You’re taking this in circles.”


“You sound like Grandma Sarah,” Anna said.


Her daughter was right. She had heard her mother’s voice as she had spoken, too. She was surprised that Anna had picked up on it. “You’re making me old.”


They had reached the cave entrance and Anna sat down in the snow and threw a backward glance towards the ridge. There was no one left standing there. Ani looked at her daughter. She had her father’s tenacity, alright. She was the one most like Khoa, she thought, always struggling to make sense of things and trying to put the world into some logical order that fit her own pattern of thinking. “Come in and help us make dinner, Anna. The boys will be along.”


“What’s making dinner compared to setting the world free? I want to do something in this world. Change it.”


“First, learn to live in it.” Ani said.


She had told Khoa many times that the world wasn’t a puzzle to be put together. Life was something to be accepted on its terms as it came. Her daughter needed to figure that out as well, she thought entering the cave.


Khoa and the wolves had gone to the cemetery after going over the reports from the outposts. They had taken thirty or more young animals to be pledged as half warriors with their sons.


“What you will be trained to do on your patrols over the next months is no game. If you don’t obey what we teach you, this is where you will find yourself.” It was Scout who talked to them. “You will be half warriors now and will live to be full warriors one day if you listen to your training. Now, kneel before your fallen brothers and repeat the prayer oath of the half warrior after me.”


 “I pray that the Great Wolf gives me strength in battle,” Scout began. “I will honor my fellow warriors above myself. I will keep the remembrance of those who have fallen.” The voices of the young that repeated the words after him sounded solemn in the early darkness. 


Tor went to the front of the young animals. “These were not just words you have spoken, but an oath and you must live by it. Not just tomorrow or next month, but all the days of your life. Any animal taking the oath that does not honor it, will find shame the rest of his days, and will lose his standing as a warrior of the Way.”


“Now call out the names of the fallen that you knew here,” Khoa ordered. At first the names came one at a time. “Taylor, father.” It was Cody who spoke.


“Kender, uncle.”


“Jord, brother.”


Each voice could be heard distinctly until all the voices spoke at once, blending into a single note of blessing. The silence that followed was pervasive and echoing.


“Half warriors, remember the oath you have spoken here. It is said in the darkness because no one can see your heart. It is seen only by the Great Wolf. Carry these words where no one can see them. Repeat them to no one.”


When Scout had finished talking, Khoa called to wolves. “Half warriors, right.” He could only hear the sound of feet obeying his command in the darkness. “Sergeant, call out the cadence.”


Tru called, “Slow march. Honor march.”


Khoa, Tor, and Scout marched in front of the procession until they reached the ridge overlooking the Wilds. There Khoa and Tor stepped out of line to watch as the new half warriors passed by them with Scout and Fisher leading the way. Arro wanted to break rank and run when he saw his father. He wanted to take back all he had pleaded for. This oath was too much. He wasn’t ready for it. He could never be that brave. He didn’t look back at his father, but glanced over to Savor, who was on his right. Savor was smiling and beaming. They marched to the parade ground on the side of town and were dismissed. Savor jumped up with a leap onto his hind legs, “We’re warrior wolves now! Bigger portions at supper. Warrior portions. The towns’ animals will take notice of us now.” The other half warriors were celebrating in the same wild manner.


“We’re half warriors,” Arro reminded him.


“How can you be a half of something? That oath we took was the warrior’s oath.”


“How do you know?”


“Because I read it in the book when father left it open one day.”


“Then you knew what we would be asked to say and give allegiance to. Why didn’t you tell me?”


“Well, I wasn’t to know. I was afraid you’d tell on me. Hey, I’m starved. I’m going to enjoy my warrior portion tonight,” he said running towards home.


“I’m going to wait for father,” Arro yelled after him.


“You’re not going to tell on me are you?” Savor said, and  stopped running to turn back towards his brother.


“No. I wasn’t even thinking about you, Savor.”


Arro watched as his brother ran back to him. “You’re always licking up to father, imitating him. That won’t make him love you any more than the rest of us. If you want to know, I think he loves Tristian best. I’ve seen the letters he writes to him. He writes one almost every day and tells him how much he loves him. He doesn’t do that for the rest of us, so stop trying to garner his favor all the time.”


“That isn’t why I try to imitate him. You misjudge me, Savor. I admire him. I want to be like him.”


“Oh,” his brother said and turned back the other way.


“That’s why you shouldn’t think you know why animals do what they do. You see it only from your side of the hill. It makes trouble and bad feelings that aren’t necessary.”


“Don’t lecture me, Arro. I know the Way says we are not to judge,” he called back without looking.


Arro sat in the snow and looked around in the darkness. No one was out. He felt alone and a little frightened right in the middle of his own town. What would he feel like on patrol far from home? Why did he follow the rules all the time? Why couldn’t he be more like Savor who broke the rules and gained insights the rest of them didn’t have? Warriors were expected to think and act on their own. He was no warrior. Now he found out he was a coward, afraid of his own shadow. Even the familiar noises he heard around him in the safety of his home frightened him. His heart was numb. How could he be expected to pledge his whole life already? He wasn’t even a year old. A whole lifetime was too long a time to be brave. Suddenly his thoughts turned to Tristian. His brother had to brave. Was he frightened where he was? He was far, far from home. How did he handle fear? And then there was Challenger. Were they still even alive? Or were they the ones who lay under the sign of the half fish in Vale Forest?


Quick footfalls fell on the other side of the rise and Arro’s heart jumped and held a beat. He rose quickly to his feet to see who was coming, but just as he was about to run, he saw his father’s familiar form standing on the hill and then leap downwards from the knoll. He turned and went to meet him.


“I waited for you, father. I wanted to talk to you about something.”


“It couldn’t wait until I got home?”


“No. It’s private.”


The two wolves walked slowly together; following the old path towards home.


“Have you lost your words?” Khoa finally asked when they were near the cave.


Arro nodded and sat down.


“Let’s go down by the lake. That’s where I go to think things through.”


They walked almost to the rocky point where Washer did most of his fishing before Arro spoke. “Why did you give in so easily when I asked to be put on patrol?”


“So you turn your problem on me. Come and get me when you can talk to me about what is really troubling you, Arro,” he said turning from his cub.


Seeing his father trot away, Arro cried out. “I’m a coward. I’m afraid I can’t keep the oath. I can’t live up to anything I said tonight.”


Khoa trotted back to him. “It’s a lot, isn’t it?”


Arro nodded timidly. ”How do you and, the warriors live up to it?”


Khoa didn’t answer and Arro said, “Are you ashamed of me now? The king’s son is a coward. Everyone will laugh. At you, at me, at our whole family.”


“You just showed me that you won’t fail when the time comes. You already know the warrior’s secret.”


“I do?”


“What you see in me, in all warrior’s, is the heart not to let the others down. The love for your companions will make you brave.”


“Were you ever afraid in battle?”


“Yes, but once you are in the fight you think of those around you, and you do your part. It happens by itself. Even before I knew the warriors creed and prayer, it happened naturally in me. The time I first heard the words in the warrior’s oath, I knew those words were true.”


“When were you given the oath?”


“I was almost three and a king.” Khoa looked at his cub and could see that his countenance had lightened. He would be alright now.


“I have put you and TJ in with Scout and myself, and Savor in with Winter, Hunter, and Tor. Now let’s get home. Warriors need their sleep.”


“I think I’m hungry now.”


Khoa trotted beside his son. Arro had found his own dragon today, he thought, and it was fear. Hopefully, it was a small dragon.


     The next morning the patrols set off in brutal cold. The sun had not yet come over the mountains in the distance. The meadows were solid white and stretched out endlessly before them like some giant sea. Both units traveled together until they reached the middle of the meadow and then Khoa swung his patrol to the north and Tor headed eastward. Since it had not snowed recently, the paths were clear and well-worn in both directions. 


The first sentries were replaced without incident, and the four overnight sentries fell in with the unit. The posts were stationed five miles apart, and the further away they got from the Wilds, the more wolves were left behind them. Nothing was reported at the second outpost, and they headed on to the third post. They had barely gone a mile when Scout shouted, ”Runner in the distance. Coming in at the gallop.”


“Black army advancing our way, sir,” the runner announced to Khoa when they met. ”They’ve over run the out posts from the fourth post on back.”


Khoa turned away from the panting wolf. “Sergeant, send a fresh runner back to the last out posts, then send one of the replacement sentries to the east to tell Tor. Last, post a runner to alert the Wilds. Have the units wait at the second outpost until the army from the Wilds gets there, but tell Tor to move forward with his units as fast as he is able.”


“Yes, sir. All units are to wait until the reinforcements come except Tor. He is to come as soon as he can.”


Khoa nodded and turned from the runner to Scout. “Set the cadence, captain.”


“Units, forward. At the gallop,” Scout commanded.


When they reached the outpost they could see that the sentries and the earlier patrol had been overrun by the number which lay dead. The black army was everywhere.


“Warriors, to the front. Half warriors, make a second line behind us. Winter, stay with the second line. Bring them in if you need to.”


Khoa caught a glimpse of Arro to the far right of the line that was forming. He was doing as he was ordered, and that was all Khoa could hope for now. He looked for signs of weakness in his son, but could see none. He was masking his fear well. Just like all wolves. Just like he had. He would be alright. 


He nodded at Scout who gave the order to charge and soon the white wolves were in the midst of the fighting. Their charge had forced the dark line back a few yards, but the surge in momentum gave way, and the enemy pushed back with renewed energy.


“Hold the line,” he heard Scout shout.


Khoa looked at the flag waving and saw that it was the southern army, the desert army of the diamond backs that they were fighting. It was not just the Blackstone wolves. He saw a wolf he took to be one of the leaders and headed for him. It would take the fight out of this army if he could cut the head off the snake, so to speak. Scout saw him and followed after him. This was a big wolf, and he had been tearing through the white wolves with fury. He was dropping them left and right.


Khoa saw Scout coming towards him and gave a knowing nod. The two warrior wolves seized hold of the large wolf simultaneously and he went down with a howl, his legs thrashing beneath him. Khoa had him by the scuff of the neck instead of underneath. He had over shot his aim. He saw the look of fear in the wolf’s eyes as he lay on his side. There was recognition that he was in a trouble, but there was also resolve not to go under. The big wolf tucked his head tightly and rolled forward and was up on his feet again. He came at Khoa with all his force and the white wolf was knocked off balance as his right foot folded underneath him. 


The two wolves were face to face now, but suddenly the head of the dark wolf whipped around to his flank and away from Khoa. Scout had him on the rear right flank and wasn’t letting go. The large wolf swayed his body back and forth like a rag cloth in an attempt to make Scout loosen his grip, but Scout kept his hold, moving with the wolf as best as he could. Khoa moved back a few feet and to the side of the wolf that was now exposed. He rushed forward and landed on the back of the wolf. Standing squarely on all four feet he leaned in and bit down hard on the side of his neck. The wolf didn’t seem to feel it, and kept twisting his body back and forth in Khoa’s grip, so Khoa bit harder and deeper until he felt the wolf stop his flailing and saw him stumble forward crazily. Khoa lost his hold on the dark wolf’s neck, but turned slightly to see where Scout was. He still held the massive wolf in his jaws by the right flank. The dark wolf dropped down and lay on his side. His front legs pawed at the ground a few more times as if running and then lay still.


“What do you think they feed them to make them grow so big?” Scout asked after letting go of the wolf.


Khoa unclenched his jaws and spit out the blood and fur from his mouth. “Something foul. They eat anything.”


“Yes, he left a bad taste in my mouth, too,” Scout said wiping his mouth. “He carried both of us on his back for quite some ways. That’s power.”


Without answering, Khoa turned to look around at the battlefield. White wolves trotted among the dead, their tails high. The battle was winding down. He went to the outpost and asked for a report. The sentry told him that when they had been attacked, a runner from the fourth outpost had just arrived to report that they were also being attacked. “Expect to find all the other sentry lines down the line taken by the black wolves, sir.”


“Scout, sound the formation,” Khoa ordered. He noticed the questioning look from his captain and said, “We’ve got them on the run. We’re going to take our outposts back.”


In the background he could hear the warriors being assembled. “Send Tor and the armies from the Wilds on to us when they report here,” he told the sentry. “Winter, have the half warriors fall in behind us, at the gallop.”


When they reached the fourth outpost, they could see the dark wolves were just starting to make camp. Khoa signaled the charge and the dark wolves swarmed out to meet them in a disorganized formation. Khoa turned briefly to see his warriors charging after him. This time the half warriors ran behind them. The young cubs’ presence would give them the numbers they needed to push the enemy back. Khoa tried to see where Arro was, but couldn’t spot him among all the others.


The white wolves slashed their way through the dark wolves until they heard the bugle from behind the enemies line. Khoa looked up to see fresh units of dark wolves running towards them. They were being overrun. Before he could withdraw his warriors, the black wolves were in the midst of them. He watched as his line was pushed back, but continued to fight. There was nothing else to do. They would be chased down if they tried to retreat. Where had they come from? They had not been there minutes ago.


They came out of nowhere, he thought, as two wolves were on him. He drove against the wolf who had bitten him the hardest. He had made the worst mistake a leader can make, he told himself. He had led his warriors into a trap. He had charged in without knowing all the positions of the enemy. Just when things were darkest, he heard the oryx call sound in back of him. Reinforcements. It must be Tor. He was the closest. Soon the bodies of white wolves started to over flow around them and help balance the sea of dark wolves. Renewed energy flowed into his body, and Khoa subdued the wolves that had attacked him. One of the dark wolves had looked up when he heard the trumpet sound and exposed his jugular to Khoa. He turned to the other wolf and met him head on. This wolf was slashing at him wildly with his teeth. Khoa did not want to be bitten in the mouth like he had been during one of his first battles as a pup, and moved to position himself to the side of the wolf. It was a better vantage point. The wolf still snapped his jaws wildly at him, but was unable to reach his face. Khoa backed up so he could get a run at the dark wolf. By throwing his weight forward, he knocked the wolf off balance and sent him tumbling. The wolf was down, and Khoa was at his throat.


The battle raged around him with no signs of winding down, but he saw the enemy was looking past him and into the distance. Khoa turned to see what the dark wolves were zeroing in on. In the distance, he could see more white wolves galloping. The dark wolves broke off the fight, scattering up the slopes to the mountains of the Blackstone’s.


Khoa then turned his attention to finding Arro. Right off, he spotted the half warriors gathered just beyond the field of battle under a few trees. He saw Winter standing in front of them watching the battle. He trotted quickly over to him, and saw TJ and then noticed Winter coming up to meet him. “Your sons are fine. Tors, too. When the reserves arrived, I called the half warriors back. We did not lose many.”


Khoa patted Winter on the shoulder to affirm his judgement. “I must apologize to you for leading them into a trap. They seemed to come out of nowhere.”


As he was talking Tor joined them. He turned to his brother. “I’m not fit to lead. The dark wolves overran us, and I didn’t see them coming.”


“Khoa, I didn’t see them, either. They appeared in a moment. Like magic,” Scout said joining them.


Tor, hearing both wolves had been surprised during the battle, said, “I’ll wager there is one of those camouflaged doors around here somewhere. I can see the dark stragglers trailing up the slope in plain sight.” He turned to Scout. “Set a line of warriors to attack in case we find the hiding spot and there are reserves inside waiting for us.” To Khoa Tor said, “You and I will look for the door. We’ll take the half warriors to make it look like we are chasing them over the hill.”


Tor’s plan was put into action and Scout lead the half warriors up the incline after the wolves. Khoa and Tor went along the rock and Tor thumped his paws on it. “Do this to see if it is solid or hollow,” he instructed Khoa. It took a while, but the wolves found the entrance. He motioned his warriors up by the door. He and Khoa stood on opposite ends of the entrance and swung each side of the door open from behind. It was a small enclosure, not meant to be a stronghold, and no dark wolves were inside. The cave did have provisions of food and water which Tor and his warriors helped themselves to. Still, there was enough room to hide a hundred or more wolves inside.


“Feel as bad now?” Tor asked his brother.


Khoa shook his head and sent a lone runner out after the dark wolves, and another runner to tell Scout to return with the half warriors. His brother continued, “This is a perfect place, just around the corner and out of sight of the outpost. They could enter without being seen and attack the same way. The next time the dark army comes to hide here they will find our wolves inside to welcome them.”


“We’ll hit them here on our ground, hard. We need to cripple their forces at the beginning. Surprise might give that to us. When we have the rest of the forces from the Wilds, we’ll go after them,” Khoa said. “This is where we draw the line.”


Just then a runner came into the cave. “Ambush on the slope of the hill, sir.”


“Have them retreat,” Tor said.


“They’re surrounded, sir.”


“Have Fisher mount the attack with me,” ordered Khoa.


“I’ll stay here with a few warriors. Drive them back down if you can,” Tor said.


Khoa nodded. “Don’t fight, Tor. I saw you limping.”


“The run over here reinjured my flank. I’ll get to the sentry post.”


The dark wolves began to break off the attack and flee over the ridge when they noticed Khoa and his army mix in the fray. Khoa decided to break off the attack. “Winter, have your men stand down,” he said halting abruptly beside the wolf. “This will defeat our plan if those dark wolves keep running away. We have set a trap, but we need to draw them back down.” 


The half warriors overheard Khoa. “See that path over there?” Savor said. “It’s a short cut. Let’s take it and get ahead of the black wolves.”


“Right. Maybe they’ll chase us back down,” Arro said.


“Cody, you wait here. After we’ve gone, tell my father what we have done. Tell them wait at the ambush site.”


“Why me?”


“Because your mother doesn’t need to lose you and Patches right now with your father newly dead.”


Savor took three quarters of the warriors and walked to the path leading to the east. None of his father’s warriors were paying any attention, and when they were far enough away from his father, Savor waved the half warriors on at the gallop. In minutes they reached the cut off above the black wolves, and let out yells of surprise. Then quickly they spun around as if fleeing in fright. They were within twenty yards of the dark wolves and the enemy came straight after them.


“They’re right on us. I swear I can feel their breath,” a white wolf cried. Savor looked ahead. “It seems a lot further back up this hill,” he said to Arro. 


“Yes, they’re closing on us.”


The two brothers did not speak again until they were almost at the crest of the hill. “I hope father listened to Cody,” Savor said.  


When the half warriors came over the crest of the hill, the trail before them was empty. “You’ve got your wish. Father obeyed your orders,” Arro said smiling.


Savor turned to look at the pursuing wolves. “They’re close, too close,” he said to his brother.  “At the double, triple gallop,” he roared to the half warriors as he started down wards.


Once on the downhill side of the slope, the half warriors were able to put some distance between themselves and their pursuers. When they reached the corner where the secret door was, Khoa was there and shouted as they passed by. “Head straight for the sentry posts. Don’t look towards me. Go straight ahead where Tor waits,” he repeated as the warriors ran past.


Khoa looked across at Scout on the other side of the path as the dark army fled past them and winked. When all the dark wolves had passed them, Khoa attacked them from the rear and Tor’s men came at them from behind the slope where they had been hiding. They had the dark wolves surrounded, but not out numbered.


“Get down below the embankment,” Tor ordered the half warriors as they came towards the sentry post. Immediately the young wolves obeyed and hunkered down behind the wall and the natural incline of the hill. The half warriors shot stones with their slingshots into the fray. “Look for warriors that need help,” TJ said, running up and down the line. “Brady, you and your brothers go gather more stones for us.”  Tor watched his son from a distance, trying not to be noticed. He was a leader.


The sun was past its three quarter arc in the sky before the battle fell silent. It was huge and red tonight. A halo of its redness radiated out into orange before fading into the soft blueness of the sky behind it to the east. In the early twilight the light faded quickly, and it was hard to see. Dark wolves used its cover to sneak away from the battlefield, but the white wolves tracked after them and brought them down.  Shooters picked them off from the distance with their slingshots and spears when they were spotted. 
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