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  CHAPTER 1


  FROM THE PLACE OF THUNDER




  




  In the east, the first brightening of dawn was seen on the horizon. It seemed to roll back the darkness like some giant canopy and replace it with lighter shades of gray. Khoa and his army were in enemy territory. They had fought a great battle the day before. Warrior’s pack, and another foreign pack of giant dark wolves, had attacked and pursued them through Vale Forest into the mountains where they were now. Khoa stood on a high crag surveying the battlefield and the distant mountains around him.




  He was close to territory he had never wanted to be in again. The Lair was not far away, and he recognized the landscape. The mountain range continued eastward for some two hundred miles; its jutting, erose slopes rising from the small valleys and lakebeds below having gnawed their gray shadows into the skyline itself; somehow taking its light. Their irregular and sharp features rose proudly, boasting how unforgiving, cold, and harsh the land was. It was like the dark wolves that lived there, he thought.




  Was it nature that influenced animals, or did animals shape nature? It was a question that had been debated among the educated since the enlightenment. Khoa knew what the animalists were doing in creating such questions. They were looking for loopholes by which they could find scapegoats to blame so they would not have to live virtuous lives. Animalists had taken their cue from the great dragon himself to plant that ever so tiny seed of doubt into the minds of animal kind. It was all that was needed to make Rome fall. It was this quagmire of thought which reminded Khoa that he was moving closer to the destiny he was born to. He had been conscious his entire life that this moment was coming, but Khoa was now filled with a sense of urgency he could no longer ignore.




  He looked around at his army lying wounded and in defeat on the rocky grounds of the battlefield. He didn’t want to be king. He didn’t want any of this. Why had he gone to find the Watcher? He hadn’t even believed in the Way. Now it was more real than he could handle, and the weight of the world was waiting to unburden itself upon him. The flight instinct was strong. He had given into it on the night his grandfather lay dying. He had seen this moment then. Khoa knew now that he had run away from his future more than he had run away from Deuce and the dark wolves. He had lived his life denying his destiny as if that could simply make it vanish. He was like all warrior wolves who think of dying before the battle, but then pushes it to the back of his mind until the actual moment of death when he can deny it no more. A small tight laugh escaped from his throat as he understood the irony of his situation. In actuality, all his running had moved him closer to his destiny. All the decisions, all the choices he had made had led him directly to this moment, to this place in time just as surely as if an arrow had been shot from a bow and hit its mark. He looked up at the sky. Clouds were forming, huddling against each other like gathering bands of frightened animals. The clouds moved in mass, streaming by with the wild momentum of a stampeding herd.




  The thin light of dawn cast an eerie shadow on the bodies left on the battlefield. A few warriors moved slowly about restocking the fires with wood, but most of them sat staring fixedly into it. Not many had been able to sleep after the battle. No one talked of the things they had seen for not one animal there had ever seen them before. It left them with a feeling of unreality as if they had moved into another world and could not find their way back. The legends of the Book were suddenly becoming truth for all the white wolves, Khoa thought, not just him. They were no longer just stories.




  The white wolves had been on the verge of losing the battle the night before, and had already lost hundreds of their warriors when the showering of stars began. They fell unnoticed at first, instant flashes of white that exploded here and there across the sky, but at the height of the battle they had fallen like rain. The whole sky was full of shooting white neon tails that lit the earth up beneath them. The wolves could see that the trees and bushes were green, that the mountains were purple and white in the distance, and that the streams were a strange bluish black. It was day/night in quick succession. The bursts of stars that careened into the earth erased the darkness in brief blinks of shattering light. Day shine was upon them. It was odd because there was no sound to their falling. The wolves stopped the battle to look at the thousands of streaming lights. It seemed to them that when the stars hit solid ground they should explode with some death rattle, or make the earth cry out, but the stars struck with an awful quiescence, and the earth absorbed them without a whimper. The quiet was absolute and maddening.




  The dark wolves bolted in every direction; some ran over the side of the mountain. The white wolves stood like statues until they were able to breathe. They made neither noises of alarm or cheers of victory. It was like they couldn’t break the profound silence that had come to the earth. They took part in it like a ritual they were ordained to, a sanctification of sorts, a baptism of fire which the foundering stars gave to the second realm.




  When they had stilled the earth to submission, the cascade of shooting stars ended like it had started with just a few stars dropping here and there. Thousands still shone in the sky and winked like they always had, but they gave no light. The blackness was deep and forever. There was nothing else.




  It seemed the earth should have been consumed with the heat and light of stars that had bombarded it, but it was given to an utter blackness that could not be seen through. It could only be felt as a heavy, suffocating presence. Gradually the darkness faded as groans from the dying wolves broke the spell of eternity, and the wolves moved from their places by feel alone until they were able to make campfires. They stoked the fires to keep them lit against the darkness. A few wolves looked up into the sky and were amazed to find that stars still crowded the heavens. It was like removing tons of sand from the beach. One could not tell that millions of grains had been lost because there was still so many left. The warriors were able to delude themselves into believing that it all had been a dream. It couldn’t have happened; there were too many stars left.




  Not one wolf spoke. They sat by the fire all night, moving only to get comfortable, and not daring to look into one another’s eyes.




  It was this scene that Khoa looked on in the approaching dawn. His warriors were still and somber, staring into the distance. They watched with tenseness as the scant light spread across the sky, waiting to see if the sun would come up from its place below the mountains.




  It was getting lighter. The forms of the wolves were strewn and heaped across the plain of battle. There were many dead wolves, but the dark wolves looked huge next to the bodies of his white warriors. What manner of dark wolf was this? What sort of force moved with them? They had nearly wiped his army out. Clearly, they were no match for this pack of giants. Khoa stared at the mountains as he waited for the sun to rise. Day was coming. In the light they would have their first real look at the enemy.




  He had not wanted to fight these wolves, if indeed that’s what they were, but they had pursed them, forced them to change their course. These giant wolves had intended to drive them off the precipices and had brought them to these cliffs on purpose. First they had managed to turn him eastward by pushing him from behind while flanking him on both sides. This had left him trapped, and with only one direction in which to move. Khoa knew he should have turned and fought them, but his army was too small so he let them force him into unknown territory. He had thought to keep moving ahead of them and turn back when the opportunity presented itself. He had not expected to be cornered and then attacked on a bluff where his only option was to fight or jump.




  A shout broke out from his warriors as the sun rose above the rim of the Resashaw Mountains. The sky was a stunning blue, and the world looked as it had yesterday, but an unmistakable line of demarcation had been crossed. Khoa knew that none of his wolves would ever see the terrain of this world in the same way again. “Fisher,” he called. “Let’s look at the battlefield.” The two wolves were followed by several other wolves as they made their way through the bodies of the enemy and their own dead. Close up the black wolves were giants. “I fought one of these massive wolves with Scout last spring. We thought he was one of a kind, but here are a whole army of them,” said Khoa.




  “Do you have any idea where they may have come from, or who they are?” Fisher asked.




  “I’d guess from the far north,” Khoa replied.




  A dark wolf, who lay next to the dead wolf, spoke. “Water. Please, I’m dying. I want one more taste.”




  Khoa leaned down to the wolf. “We’re going to get you some water. Hold on.” Then he turned to Fisher. “Get Ossie and the other healers up here. See what they can do for him.”




  Next, the king stood back up to address the rest of his warriors. “Can the rest of you bury the fallen?” The warriors knew what he meant. Could they push past their fear of the night before? Jace nodded back. “This ground is nothing but rocks. We’ll have to pile them in a cave and seal it up.”




  “Do the best you can. We can’t leave them here.”




  Ossie and the other healers came up to tend the dark wolf Khoa was standing by. He had bite marks all over his body and one spear in his right shoulder. It was broken off, but it had gone clean through and was pinning him to the ground. With a quick pull, Ossie removed the spear and the dark wolf moved to sit up. “You should just kill me,” he said before falling back down. His eyes were closed and he had let out a gasp which sounded final. Ossie felt for a heartbeat. ”He’s just fainted. He might be alright once we get this shoulder wound stabilized.”




  “Good,” said Khoa. “I want him to be able to talk.”




  The warriors worked all day carrying the dead to a cave, yet by nightfall it was hard to tell they had made any headway. They quit before the darkness came and lit the campfires. Then they waited with their eyes fixed on the sky. Khoa sat by one of the fires where the bodies of the wounded wolves had been brought. There were hundreds of them lying on the rough terrain. Warriors who weren’t even healers had been asked to help care for them. “There’s a bunch more that won’t see the morning,” Ossie said trying to relieve his conscience over the suffering he could do nothing about.




  “If the sun comes up again,” another warrior added, looking up into the darkening sky.




  It was the first mention of what they had witnessed the night before. Khoa let the words of his warriors go. It was good that a talk should come, he thought. He was anxious to calm them, but before he could say anything, the dark wolf stirred. “Water. I need water.” When Ossie had given him a drink, the dark wolf stared at them. “Why do you help an enemy?”




  It was a question that always came from the dark wolves, but without waiting for an answer the enemy’s paws pulled the water canteen close to his mouth again. Khoa watched as the dark wolf drank and drank. “I will read the Book to all of you. It has been given to me to do. Please listen,” he said looking into the eyes of the dark wolf. As Khoa spoke, the voices of his warriors rose above him. ”Read louder, Khoa. We all want to hear.”




  “He speaks as if reading, but he holds no book,” a dark wolf marveled.




  “He has the words written on his heart,” a white warrior told him.




  Khoa rose from his spot and went to a rock and stood on it. With the natural backdrop of the red rock on three sides, his voice carried out over the crowd. He spoke about the commandments to love all animals and then quickly stepped down from the rock, but his warriors called out for him to say more, so he told about the times of the dragons to come, the place of thunder, and the signs of the dying stars. “These signs were given by the Great Wolf so animals of the Way would know the Book was truth. Here are the words spoken of by the Great Wolf. Listen closely. ‘Do not fear. It is not the ending of time, but the beginning of time. Let your eyes look skyward. It is written there that you should know by whose design it has been wrought. Let your heart take courage. I am near.’ “




  “I feel the strength of the Great Wolf move in me. I am not afraid, but hungry,” one of the white warriors said. “Khoa’s voice has calmed me.”




  “Yes, Khoa stands firm and is not afraid. I see it in him.”




  “I saw him move the chasm together when he was young,” a wolf commented.




  “I was there, too,” another wolf said, and he told more stories of the king’s life and recounted deeds he had seen Khoa do during his lifetime. “He fought the Venger and defeated him,” the warrior boasted in closing.




  The wolves sat quiet until one wolf stood up. “Let’s fish. They bite better at night sometimes.” Suddenly the oppressive trance which had made them heavy and fearful was pulled away. The night became like any other night after a battle. Khoa came back to sit down with Ossie by the wounded dark wolf’s side. He was aware that the giant wolf watched his every move.




  “You have power in your speech, white wolf king. Your warriors have settled in and are unafraid. They move as if everything is normal.”




  “It is the words that have power in them.”




  “You believe the Great Wolf wrote them?”




  “Yes. You saw what happened just now. I am a mortal wolf. I can do nothing without the help of the Father of all wolves.”




  “Even I am unafraid,” the dark wolf said.




  “The Great Wolf gives promises,” another giant wolf said.




  “When did he write of the stars falling?” another dark wolf asked.




  “At the moment he created everything,” Khoa answered. “He knows the end from the beginning.”




  “Tell us how to follow him.”




  “Yes, tell us,” said the giant wolves.




  Khoa was surprised when he saw the army of dark wolves sitting on the rocks and near the bushes outside their camp begin to move in closer. They carried no weapons. A dark wolf approached Khoa. “We felt pulled in by the words we heard in the darkness,” the dark wolf confessed.




  “I gave them the sign that the battle was over,” the dark wolf, who sat beside Khoa said. “We will not fight against you any longer, white wolf.”




  Khoa stared at all of them. He got in the humbling position, and those wolves who weren’t injured followed his actions. He led them in the words of the Way. He ended his prayer with the words of the pledge. ”Now you have given your hearts in full measure to the Great Wolf,” he said getting up. The wounded dark wolf touched his paw. “The Great Wolf holds the sun in the sky today. Do you think he will hold the stars tonight, white wolf king?”




  “Call me by my name and not king,” Khoa said. “Who speaks to me?”




  “I am Heath. Will the stars rain on us?”




  “No, they have finished. It is a sign of things to come,” Khoa said absently, but thinking of his own future. “Now, you could answer a question of mine.”




  “You want to know where we came from.”




  “Yes,” answered Khoa.




  “We are from the far north where it is almost always winter,” Heath began. “We are the pack of the white bears.”




  “White bears?”




  “I see by the look on your face that you doubt that we came from the white bear. It is legend and therefore truth. I will tell it to you.”




  As the two leaders spoke, the dark wolves came in closer around them, and took their places among the white wolves. It seemed natural and right. There was a new energy that breathed on them. All felt they had known each other and were now brothers of the fur as Heath told them the story of how the bear and the wolf once lived and hunted together. “Wolves had once eaten what the white bear ate, and so grew to be their size,” Heath began. They had been white wolves then, the giant wolf explained, until a white wolf named Esmonda was taken by king Spur to be his she wolf. Spur was pure black in color, and as the two packs intermingled they lost the whiteness of their fur over many years.




  “There are a few large white wolves left, though they are rare, and not very well received among the darker wolves. They are a reminder to the bear pack that they had turned on their ancestors and followed a new path taught to them by the new king and queen. Many wolves believe that is why we have been given over to being ruled by all kings that come along. We no longer know who we are. We have no beliefs of our own, but follow whatever rules are set before us. It is said that the bear smells a scent on the wind and follows it. That is how easily we are led.”




  “To know your weakness is to change it,” Khoa said.




  “We were not always like that. We had hearts that followed the white bear, and were loyal to all who showed us their hearts. There are many wolves here who wish to return to the beliefs and customs of the past. They feel that if we return to our beliefs, we will make right the treachery of our ancestors. The bear pack lived in peace for generations and had no quarrel with animals. Now we are enemies of all and feared because of our size.”




  “What was your belief called before the coming of the black wolf king?”




  Heath hung his head. “We do not even know. All the books were destroyed. We have had so many beliefs, like I said. None of them have taken root, but I can say that when you spoke from the Book tonight, it stirred many memories from a deep, deep place. I knew it was truth and had always been.”




  “We will help you to follow the Alpha wolf if that is what you choose,” Khoa said.




  “We will watch the white wolves to see if they are the way back.”




  Fisher, Ossie, and some of the wolves began giving fish to the wounded that could eat, and water to those who couldn’t. “Healer,” came the cry from a white wolf. “Over here.” Ossie went straight to the dark wolf his companion pointed to. “Would you like a drink?”




  “No, there’s a stream here. I see it. I would rather drink from there. Help me up. I see my friend who died last night drinking from it.” The dark wolf fell back suddenly and closed his eyes. The pain that had etched his face a second before was gone.




  Both Khoa and Heath had watched the scene, and the black wolf turned to Khoa. “You see with your eyes, white wolf, how we wolves die in war. What else do you see?”




  “I don’t know what you ask me, Heath.”




  “You hide the knowledge in your heart. What did you see last night?”




  Khoa looked directly at the dark wolf. Heath had seen the stars fall, but asked himself what was behind it. This dark wolf had keen instincts. Khoa remained guarded as he spoke with the wolf. “Not all things seen are what they appear,” he said.




  “You believe in your Book, yet you discern more. What sets your senses to be on watch?” Heath asked.




  This dark wolf was clearly more astute, more loquacious than most black wolves, Khoa thought, but only answered, “I don’t know.”




  “Would you believe something if I were to tell it to you, though I myself am not sure that it is true, Khoa?”




  The king was interested in this black wolf. “I will listen.”




  “I am not sure if I can even put it into words that make sense. I have not been around the dark wolves of this land except for a few seasons,” Heath said looking away. “I have seen many strange and unnatural things since coming to these lands. I don’t know what they are, so am blind to tell you what they mean precisely. I do not lie, but stumble to make sense of these very things myself.”




  “Your words are mysterious.”




  “I cannot explain a tree to a blind man except to have him feel it. I wish you could see and feel my words with your own senses. Maybe the white wolves know of these things.”




  Just then Ossie came over to Heath to change the dressing on his wounds. “What is this that soothes my wounds? I know the smell,” the dark wolf said.




  “Comfrey and mud.”




  While Ossie attended to him, Heath watched the wolves from both sides carry the dead wolves to the cave for burial. “It is strange the way our wolves have come together, the way they move quietly about. No one ordered it, but here it is.”




  “It was meant to be,” Khoa said.




  “You have more to do with it than you acknowledge, Khoa,” Heath said raising one eyebrow. “I have a wish to explain what I know to you,” Heath said, getting back to their earlier discussion. “I tell you this because it is my wolves that die also,” the dark wolf continued. “You have been patient and considerate of me and have not pressed me for answers while you felt I was weak. You are like the legends.” Heath stopped and looked down and away from Khoa’s gaze again. “I almost feel like I confess to you things which you already know. I empty my heart and don’t know why.”




  The two wolves sat in silence for a while before Heath spoke again. “The dark kings amass forces against you from around the world. One pack of wolves in particular has much hatred of the white wolves. The Lamsi. Warrior has brought them from across the waters. Their off shoots, the Malik’s came also, though they do not like each other. They are more than the rest of us put together. They mean to make you extinct.”




  “How many warriors came?”




  “How many blades of grass are there? How many rocks? Or trees?”




  “Do you hold sway over any of them, or even among your own?”




  “My own, I have told you, are like the wind. We go where it is easiest. Some black wolves are dyed in the wool haters of the white wolves and the Way. Others fight you just to fight and get new land. They want to conquer, and do not care about your religion, but the Lamsi and the Malik have their own god. To them there can be no other.”




  “The dark wolves already have lands much larger than the Wilds and more plentiful,” Ossie commented.




  “Now you see what’s really in their hearts,” Heath said.




  “Why did you join Warrior against us?”




  “Warrior threatened all packs who would not come against the white wolf with extinction. What are white wolves to you, he asked our leader, Luxin. Are they worth more than your own?”




  “Where is Luxin now?” Khoa asked.




  “Dead,” he said looking at the white wolf. “Your face registers mixed emotions, but I will dissuade you of your suspicions toward me. King Luxin met with foul play one night after we had arrived at the fortress. There was great drinking and feasting among all the leaders. There were no officers allowed so I was not in attendance. Malsa was there and Warrior, of course. It was told to us the next morning that Luxin had somehow drowned in Warrior’s water pool.”




  “That must have been some kind of rum,” Khoa said.




  “Spiced,” the large wolf said back. “They wouldn’t let us see his body.”




  “Your pack didn’t come against Warrior when Luxin was killed?”




  “We started to, but thousands stood against us. We also asked the king about the rumors that claimed the water in his pool was said to be pink, and Warrior only said, ‘“Of course it is. It has always been pink.” ’ Heath looked at Khoa at this point. He seemed to believe his story, so he continued. “This brings us back to that which I was framing how to tell you. I think it is one of the reasons Luxin was murdered by Warrior. He saw things and maybe understood more than Warrior wished him to.”




  “What sort of things?”




  “You talked to us of the chained dragons of the book and their fight to free themselves from the pit. You said they will seek revenge on the whole of the earth and make war on all animals. You said these were truths from the Book.”




  Khoa nodded. “This will happen in the season of time and half a time, but many things will happen before the dragons come. Mountains will crash into to the earth and islands will fall away.”




  “We have seen one sign,” Heath said and looked upwards. “We have seen the stars fall. The dragons you speak of are another sign. They have come in the form of the Malik’s and the Lamsi. I dare to say they will destroy even the black wolves if they do not give credence to the Malsa.”




  “Then why does Warrior align himself with him?” Ossie asked.




  “He fools himself by thinking he is stronger. He does not see that the Malsa knows his tricks and that the Lamsi consider all nonbelievers to be enemies. Warrior thinks to turn on the Malsa before the Malsa turns on him, but the Malsa will win.”




  “Why do you say so?”




  “Because the Malsa sees the black wolves as enemies already. He does not fool himself. The Malsa already knows Warrior is dead. It is their prophecy from their book, the Naroc. They also believe the white wolf is already dead when the last days come. They see themselves as the chosen. They claim the Malsa will enter the city after they have killed the shepherd of the white hills.”




  “The Wilds have white hills,” JoJo said.




  “I have seen them,” Heath replied.




  Khoa looked at the giant wolf. He was given to know, Khoa thought. He needed to change the conversation before JoJo and the others grasped it. “Let’s speak of your leader and how he came to his end.”




  “Yes, we were speaking of that, weren’t we? On Luxin’s return from the Nethers he rambled on about ancient dragons, large mad wolves who did the bidding of Warrior, and stars falling from the sky. Luxin told me Warrior was about to give the white wolves their end. He did not tell me in specifics how this was to be accomplished, but he was anxious and could not sleep. He wanted no part of it, he told me, and a few days later he was dead.”




  “Who is to take his place?”




  “I will stand in and lead as an officer, but I do not wish to be a king,” Heath said trying to get up.




  “Stay down, Heath. You’re not strong enough to get up, yet,” Ossie said.




  “We must get all of the wolves on their feet. Warrior will be coming with two or three more armies soon. He intended to wipe out Tribald first, and then pick up what’s left of his wolves to use against you.”




  “We need to warn Tribald,” Khoa said.




  “He might kill you.”




  “He’s a black wolf, but one that seems to have had enough sense not to fight with Warrior in the first place. We’re between rocks here, and don’t have much choice.”




  “Yes, we cornered you good, didn’t we?”




  “Couldn’t we just move back down the way we came up, and then head south?” Ossie asked.




  Khoa shook his head. He told Ossie what he had seen from the ridge the night before the battle. “The gorge is filled with rocks. There is no path to take back down.”




  “I’m afraid we blew it up in order to trap you,” the large wolf said. “And now we are trapped ourselves.”




  “We still don’t have to go to the Edge,” Ossie said looking at Khoa.




  “We need Tribald. We need the Edge to hide in. Warrior is afraid of its waters.”




  “We’re likely to lose some of the wounded by moving them.”




  “We will lose all of them and some of us if we wait for Warrior to catch up to us,” Heath reminded Khoa.




  Khoa agreed and gave the order for the army to move out. Bushes and pine branches were cut to place the wounded on. Heath tried to walk, but after a few miles sat down and ordered two of his men to cut some branches for him, too. It was a slow decent down over the rocks as the wolves had to lift each travois down one at a time. Ruhr, who was helping to carry Heath, spoke. “They should leave all the wolves that can’t walk behind. They endanger themselves by trying to save as many wounded as they can.”




  “They think of more than just themselves,” Heath answered.




  “They live the words that come out of their Book,” Ruhr said.




  “Bo, come up here,” Heath yelled to his son. “Tell Khoa that we have an army of bear wolves that wait at the bottom of the mountain. Tell him I will talk with them.”




  It was close to dark and the army had traveled many miles before they reached the foot of the mountain. Heath was brought up on his branches and many bear wolves stood around him. The dark wolf leader whistled two long and two short whistles which signaled it was safe for the other dark wolves to come out from behind the trees. “Are you a prisoner?” his son, Free, called out to him.




  “No, we have joined the white wolf king, Khoa. He has shown us that they are like the ancient wolves who first led us. They are the ones who will give us back our whiteness of fur like the big bear.” Free did not move from his spot. “Do not be afraid, son. They healed me when I was wounded. I was run through with a spear and near death and it would have been an easy thing to end my life. Instead they washed my wounds and gave me water.” Free moved closer to where his father lay on the travois. “Is death close?”




  Heath shook his head. “I have been made better by the healers among the white wolves. They are not the devils Warrior made them out to be. They are like the legends of ours that wait just outside our memories. I heard the past when Khoa read to us from the Book, but I also saw the future.”




  ”Where is Luxin?” Heath’s other son, Easy, asked.




  “Dead. Killed in Warrior’s own camp. We would do well to keep with the white wolves, and not involve ourselves with the deceit of Warrior. He comes against Tribald now. He seeks to have the throne and the lands to himself.”




  “You seem well, father,” Easy said looking at the white wolves, “though it is strange to see dark and white wolves together.”




  “A miracle that manifested itself when Khoa spoke out of the Book. It gives words of a future made out of the past. I will ask him to read it for you.”




  “Did you see the stars?” Free asked.




  “Yes, but the Book knew about their falling. The words of prophecy were written from the place of thunder where the Great Wolf walks,” Heath answered. “We will talk of it later. Come meet the king, Khoa.” Then Heath raised his voice and called out to the others. “All of you come,” he said, gesturing towards the wolves still hidden in the forest. “It is rude of us to stand talking in front of the king.”




  “You have care and respect for your elders, unlike others among the dark wolves,” Khoa said to the younger dark wolves coming up to them.




  “I have seen the same respect given by your warriors, white wolf. I want my sons to watch the healer wolves and learn their secrets if you will permit it, Khoa.”




  “Your sons are welcome to our knowledge if they want it.”




  “You are generous for one who is more a legend than a mortal wolf. Maybe the one spoken of in the Book,” said Heath.




  “I walk as a mortal wolf.”




  “It is spirit I speak of, not the bone and fur, but meet my sons. The one who spoke first is Bo. Next to him is Easy and last, and biggest, is Free.”




  “So the legend is true, you have healers among you,” Free said.




  “I will have Ossie teach you. He is that mixed wolf over there helping your kinswolf.”




  “You have mixed wolves among you and train them?”




  “Ossie is the son of Scout, the mixed wolf who was raised among the black wolves with me. Ossie’s sister, Ani, is my mate.”




  “The white wolf sees the heart and not the fur,” Heath said. “Free, pick some others to learn with you. The healers have eased the pain of my wounds. They have saved my life, and those of our other warriors.”




  “We will do as you say, father, but we will be back to check on you,” Free said as they loped off in the direction of Ossie.




  “The rest of you join us,” Heath said. “We have food.”




  The dark wolves moved among the white warriors slowly, slinking close to the ground with their tails lowered. They were vigilant in observing how the dark and white wolves that had already bonded interacted. They did not take their eyes off the white warriors and watched them tend to all their wounded. They talked little and the tenseness was evident in their voices. Their bodies reflected an uneasiness that showed itself in their readied and stiff postures. They were ready to pounce on anything, and they meant to convey that to the whole camp.




  The new comers watched from a distance as their new leader, Heath, and Khoa sat and talked. What had happened, all of them whispered, to make this new leader trust the white wolves?




  “There is something in the stories he tells from the Book,” one of the dark wolves told the new wolves, “that can’t be ignored. It’s not in the words themselves. There’s an enchantment I feel when he speaks. It’s like I am given the ability to make sense of things.”




  A new wolf nodded. “When I look at the white wolf, I feel that he came from somewhere else.” The dark wolves continued to watch Khoa with fear and fascination. They all agreed. There was a sense of his belonging elsewhere, or having just come from there.




  




  CHAPTER 2


  SCROUNGER AND THE TEACUP




  




  Tristian, Challenger, and the dark wolves had been camped by the stream, and had been making their way towards the Danjor River on the night the stars fell. Bits had been extremely anxious and frightened. No words seemed to calm her. The white wolves were not sure what to tell her. They had not been versed in the prophecy. Now they were on the move looking for a cave to take shelter in. One thing Tristian was sure about was that the falling of the stars had ushered in an age of coming together. “I feel the need to get among my own,” he told Challenger. “It’s a call,” he said looking back to the west. “It pulls at my deepest parts.”




  “What does it say?” Challenger asked.




  “Nothing. I just know.”




  “Like you knew it was the tail of the dragon that wiped the stars from the sky?”




  “I saw the dragon outlined in the flashes of stars like the visions in a dream. The neck of the dragon was below in the pit, and its body spanned the whole breath of the earth as its tail swept across the heavens with a terrible anger and wiped the stars from their place in the sky. Its head is still chained to the rocks below, but it thrashes trying to break free.”




  “I believe you. I did not see it, though. I was afraid to look,” Challenger admitted.




  “I saw something else,” Tristian said looking at his cousin. “It was the form of a wolf. He fell and lay among the stars.”




  Before the young wolves could discuss the issue any further, Gordon spoke. “Please, do not speak of this, anymore. Bits is ready to crumble.”




  “I will never sleep again,” Sounder wept from atop Tristian’s back.




  “Snuggle against me,” Stasher offered.




  “I’m sorry,” Tristian said. “I didn’t mean for anyone to be frightened.”




  “It’s okay. Please don’t take it to heart. I am old and weak,” Bits said patting the cub.




  “I see a cave,” Peter yelled out. “We’ll have shelter for tonight.”




  “I will go ahead to make sure it is safe,” Gordon said.




  The others watched as the dark fighter stood by the entrance to the cave. He was sniffing the air deeply, but did not move past the door.




  “What’s wrong, father?” Dan called.




  Gordon put his paw into the air to silence his son. He padded back closer to them. “There are animals in the cave.”




  “What kind?”




  “I smelled wolves and rabbits for sure. The scents were mixed.”




  “Why would they be together?” Dan asked.




  “They take refuge for the same reason as we,” his father answered.




  “The whole world trembles,” Sounder added.




  “If there are other animals present in the cave, they are not dark wolves. That’s a certainty,” Challenger said as he stepped forward. “I want to go talk to them. I have a feeling we have just found the others that you loosed from the bags that day, Stasher.”




  “Then I’m going with you,” the raccoon said. “They won’t be afraid of me.”




  “Count me in, as well,” Tristian said, and looked around at Sounder on his back for approval.




  “I’m not moving. I go where you go,” the squirrel said.




  Challenger walked to the entrance of the cave, but did not enter. “Animals inside,” he yelled. “We mean you no harm. Are you the ones who were freed from the bags at the river?”




  When there was no answer, Stasher yelled excitedly. “I’m the raccoon that let you out of the bags. Remember, I told you not to be afraid that day, and rolled you down on to the raft, so we could untie the bags?” Still no answer came. “We are two white wolves, a raccoon, and a squirrel that survived also.”




  “What are your names?” a voice finally called back from the inside the cave.




  Challenger told the voice who they were, and in a moment a group of animals appeared at the entrance. “The kings’ sons!” one of the white wolves said coming forward, but then stopped as he saw the dark wolves behind them. He turned back to the animals that were behind him. “It’s a trick. Dark wolves stand at the door.”




  It took a good hour of talking before the animals were convinced that the dark wolves were converts. Stasher offered a few fish to the animals inside. The smell of food brought them out again. “I am the one who saved your lives,” he said. “I wouldn’t let any animal get you now,” he continued as he laid the fish down at the white wolves’ feet.




  “Yes, but what can you do about stars that fall from the heavens?”




  “That is why we seek refuge in this cave,” Challenger said. “The dark she wolf, Bits, is frightened to the point of illness.” Seeing that the dark wolves were traveling companions of the cub kings, the two white wolves at the entrance of the cave introduced themselves. “I am Brant. And this is, Britt, my brother.”




  “I know you,” screamed Sounder. “You are from Fen.”




  “Chaser?”




  “What did you call me?”




  “Chaser.”




  “Chaser!” the squirrel screamed. “That’s my real name. I know who I am again,” he said to the others jumping on his hind legs and kicking wildly into the air. Suddenly his tone changed and he stood still. “I have become real again,” he said through his tears. “I can’t believe it,” he repeated over and over.




  The others could see the new animals were confused and told them how the squirrel had been so scared he had forgotten his name. “Do you remember your mother’s name and our family’s name?” Brant asked cautiously.




  “Yes,” Chaser said through tears. “My mother’s name is Fluff. Your mother’s name is Cami, and your father’s name is Ruer. You lived a few trees down from us in the big fallen log.”




  “That’s you alright, Chaser.”




  “I can’t believe none of us has made it back home. It’s been a year,” Britt said looking into the background where the black wolves had lit a fire and were attending to the she wolf.




  “Bit’s is very ill from what happened last night,” Tristian said. “We were looking for a cave she could rest in when we found you.”




  “There are a lot of you that survived. We are the only four left that went north,” Chaser said.




  Britt asked the animals from the cave to come together and they whispered among themselves. “You may all come into the cave,” Britt announced. Inside there was a dirty wolverine, two rabbits, two donkeys, and a deer. Once inside, Gordon and his sons tended to Bits who lay on some blankets they had brought out for her. Gordon went out to get water to give to her. Once the she wolf had drank, and was covered up, she slept.




  When they had settled in around the fire and were eating, Challenger questioned the new animals. ”How is it that you never made it back to your homes? It’s only a few hundred miles from here, isn’t it?” The cub looked behind him where the sound of chomping and slurping was coming from. He saw a wolverine munching on a fish. Soon everyone stopped eating and stared at the wolverine because the most obnoxious sounds were coming from him. They were a perverse modulation of tones. First we heard the wolverine’s excited yums followed by growls of a sort, and then long, breathy sucking noises.




  “That’s his work. Eating,” Brant explained. “It’s a major production with Scrounger.”




  “He better not eat that fish,” Stasher warned, looking at what was left of the morsel the wolverine was eating. “It smells really bad.”




  “That’s not the fish, that’s Scrounger,” Britt said, and he saw the raccoon’s eyes grow wider.




  “He refuses to bathe,” the deer, Taser, explained.




  “He doesn’t touch water except to drink it,” Brayer, one of the donkeys, added.




  “He’s ripe!” said Stasher holding his nose.




  “Ripe? He’s rotten,” corrected Chaser. “I’m surprised he hasn’t drawn a crowd of buzzards down on him.”




  “He does when he’s outside for a while,” Britt said.




  “How can you stand it?”




  “We haven’t had to until last night. He had his own hole downwind in New Fen.”




  “Why don’t you do something about it?” Stasher demanded.




  “We tried, but he nearly tore us apart.”




  “He thinks he’ll drown,” said Kicker, the other donkey.




  “He never even went into the water that day I saved him,” Stasher said shaking his head. “At least that I remember.”




  “He didn’t get his fear of water then. He got it when we were on our way back from Fen the second time. He was hit by a log coming down stream. It pushed him under the water, and he couldn’t get out from under it. Luckily, I saw it happen, so me and Britt rescued him. Then Brayer stepped on him a few times on shore with his hooves until the water came out.”




  “He didn’t even drink a lick of water until his tongue swelled up and he dropped over one day,” the donkey added,” and that’s because we poured it down him.”




  Leaning over to the others Stasher whispered, “Something’s got to be done,” but everyone ignored the raccoon’s suggestion, and Brant cleared his throat and turned towards the kings. “Getting back to your question, Challenger. We tried to make it home a couple of times, but when we reached Fen the dark wolves were in control. The town was all wired in. We tried again months later, but saw the town burning from a distance. There was no one except dark wolves roaming the land. We figured our families were all dead and came back here. We started the town of New Fen some miles to the south of here, but abandoned it after last night and sought out shelter.”




  “We were told by the dark wolves that travel with us that the towns are being taken back by the white wolves,” Challenger said.




  “Fen is gone?” asked Chaser poking the white wolf, Brant as if what the wolf had said earlier, had just been understood by him. Brant nodded. “My mother?”




  “Everyone,” the white wolf said.




  “I’m thinking we’re all going to be dead,” the wolverine said, looking up from his fish. “One way or another.”




  “Stop it, Scrounger,” Brant warned.




  “Oh, oh,” said Chew Chew, the rabbit. “I think it’s time.”




  “I’ll take you to the nest I made outside,” Nibbler said. Then, catching the look of fear in his mate’s eyes, Nibbler added, “I’ll stand guard. It’s daylight. Everything will be just fine, Chew.”




  “We’ll all stand guard,” Britt said getting up. “New bunnies coming into the world,” he said to the travelers. He looked back at the wolverine. “Scrounger, you stay here.”




  “Why? I draw flies or something?”




  “Something’s got to be done,” Stasher repeated to the wolves once they were all outside. “That odor will kill us all. Not to mention what type of vermin will be drawn to follow us.”




  “He’s already got fleas,” Brayer snorted, and lifted up his back leg to scratch along his rib cage.




  “We can use him as a weapon against the black wolves,” Kicker laughed. “We’ll send Scrounger in and wipe them all out.”




  “We’ve got to do something,” Chaser said again.




  “What do you propose?” Britt asked the raccoon.




  “A bath, naturally.”




  “He’s too afraid of the water.”




  “We’ll bring the water to him. In a big bowl or something.”




  “I have a tea cup I brought with us,” Bits said. “You can use it to dip water with. That amount of water shouldn’t frighten him.”




  “Lie back down, Little Bits,” Gordon instructed. “I’ll get the tea cup.”




  “Nonsense. There’s life coming into the world. That has given me a purpose. If nature says life is continuing, then that’s good enough for me,” she said throwing off the blanket. “I can’t stay in bed forever.”




  Bits went to where their bundle of goods was tied, and sorted through it until she found the teacup. She gave it to Stasher. “I hope this helps. It was my grandmother’s.”




  “Hey, it might work.”




  “Operation de-flea, de-smell is on,” Dan said.




  They heard a shrill, sharp cry from Nibbler and rushed to the bushes. “They’re all here. All three of them,” the rabbit beamed.




  “Chew Chew needs to be in the cave,” Kicker told the new father.




  “I’ll tell Scrounger he needs to find new digs,” Brayer said heading for the cave.




  Within seconds, the wolverine was seen backing out of the cave entrance. He was on hind legs, and his front paws clawed at the air as if he were shielding himself against something. Next, they saw Kicker and Brayer’s butts and hind legs thrashing out at the wolverine. They weren’t close enough to actually touch Scrounger; they were just giving him a hint of what they were capable of in case he resisted their suggestions to move out.




  “Babies don’t need fleas,” Kicker was saying.




  “I don’t have fleas,” the wolverine said indignantly.




  “Not as many as you once had. You’ve been giving them away,” Brayer bellowed.




  “Keep moving. That’s it. Keep going,” they urged him with a few more kicks of their hind legs to encourage him.




  “This should be far enough,” Scrounger said, and stopped. “I’m almost out of hearing distance.”




  “You need to clean your ears out, too,” Brayer snorted, and then stopped to sniff the air. “Nope, keep going. Keep moving until we can’t smell you anymore.”




  Scrounger sat down and cried as he watched Nibbler carry the nest into the cave, and everyone follow after him. The wolverine was left alone. From where he sat, Scrounger heard the dark she wolf began to sing softly to the newborns, and it made him even sadder.




  “Don’t know why,




  But there’s a sun up in the sky,




  So now you mustn’t cry.




  It’s shining just for you.




  Ain’t no reason to be blue.”




  Soon everyone came outside again and got back to work while the dark wolf continued her lullaby.




  “Don’t know why,




  But there’s a moon up in the sky,




  So now you mustn’t cry.




  It’s funny, but it’s true.




  The light is just for you.”




  The tiny rabbits made contented sounds. Bits began to hum the song lightly instead of singing the words. It was a pleasing tune because the wolf had a good voice. Her humming made it seem like the world was right again. There was new life and it comforted everyone.




  Stasher noticed the wolverine crying by himself, and came about twenty feet away from him and stopped. “Don’t cry, Scrounger.”




  “I wanted to see Nibbler and Chew’s new ones.”




  “It’s not like you can’t, you know,” Stasher said.




  “How?” he asked with a light in his eyes.




  “Wash up.”




  “Oh, that,” Scrounger said, the hope disappearing from his voice. “I thought you had some new idea or something.” The wolverine shook his head. “I’m afraid of drowning.”




  “What if you could just stand on dry ground, and the water could just be dipped over you?”




  “Nooooo,” Scrounger said scratching behind his ear.




  “What if I sprinkled water on you from a teacup like rain? You wouldn’t even feel it.”




  “Hmmm,” the wolverine said. “I’ve never seen a teacup.”




  “Go rub yourself in cat’s paw and herbs. Better yet, find some buffalo berries and rub their juices all over you. I’ll bring water in a cup and rinse the juice off of you.”




  Scrounger didn’t move and Stasher confided the groups plan to him. “They’re getting ready to cover you with dirt.”




  “That bad?”




  “A mother wouldn’t come near you,” the raccoon confirmed.




  “I’ll rub in the plants, but we’ll have to see about the water.”




  “Yes, that would be a start. I’ll get some oak shavings and boil them up to make soap water.”




  A while later Chaser came to see what Stasher was making in the pan. He looked at the wood boiling in the dark brown water. “Who eats sticks? That doesn’t smell so good, and it looks even worse.”




  “It’s not to eat. It’s to bathe with.”




  The squirrel shook his head as Scrounger came up to them. “Hey, you don’t stink so much.”




  “I’ve been rolling in berries.”




  “Chaser, you go get some more good smelling plants and lots more buffalo berries while I use the rest of these up to lather Scrounger down.”




  “I’m thinking against it,” the wolverine said backing away from the raccoon.




  “There’s not even any water in this part of it,” Stasher yelled.




  “I know, but I’m thinking now that I have all this lather on me, it has to come off.”




  Stasher looked at Chaser. The wolverine was getting wise to the plan. “Hurry,” Stasher whispered to Chaser. “He’s smarter than he looks.”




  “Just this much water,” the raccoon said, holding his paws together to show the wolverine the size of the small cup he was talking about. “It’s a very small cup.”




  “Okay, but only do one little patch of fur on me at a time.”




  “Put your head down. Let’s start at the top,” the raccoon ordered, still rubbing and crushing the berries in his paws until the juice was released. Seeing the look of disgust on the wolverine’s face, Stasher moved quickly over to Scrounger and worked the wet juice into the wolverine’s fur on top of his head and under his neck.




  “Hey, this feels good,” the wolverine cooed.




  “You scrub yourself, now. I’m going to get some of the cooled tannin water to rinse you with.”




  “This is where things may go wrong.”




  “I am just going to get a cup of the tannin. A cup. Not a river. “




  It was sometime later when Stasher returned. “Now, let me just sprinkle this water over your head and neck. You can’t drown in this little bit of water, and it won’t even touch your nose if you hold your head up.”




  The wolverine looked into the cup. “This is the only water? Just this much?” he asked as he began looking more at the outside of the cup than the water inside of it. “It’s got flowers on it. Where did you get something like this? It’s a piece of art.”




  “Yes, I told you bath in a cup. It belongs to Bits, so we’ve got to be careful with it.”




  “I wonder, would she let me have it?”




  “No. She’s letting us borrow it.”




  “I want it.”




  “What would you do with it? You’re a male wolverine,” Stasher said in an exasperated tone.




  “It would be my bathing cup.”




  “This is a once in a lifetime experience, Scrounger. You can’t go around bathing out of a teacup.”




  “Why not?”




  “It just isn’t done.”




  “Then why are we doing it?”




  Stasher didn’t answer the wolverine.




  “I want this cup,” Scrounger said again.




  The two donkeys came up to them, and the wolverine immediately began his appeal. “The raccoon here tells me I can’t have this cup. It isn’t even his cup, and he tells me I can’t have it.”




  “Now you know why his name is Scrounger,” Brayer said looking at Stasher.




  “If you find anything missing, look at him,” Kicker added.




  “I want this cup,” the wolverine said plainly.




  “Take it up with the dark wolves, Scrounger,” Stasher said.




  “Okay.”




  ”Good luck, Stasher,” the donkeys said as they started back off to the river. They wanted to check on the progress Peter was making in building the boats.




  “Hold your paws over your eyes. Here comes the rain,” the raccoon said, pushing the wolverine’s head down. Stasher poured the water over the wolverines back and waited for the squealing to begin, but the wolverine only shook himself to get the excess water off.




  “His head and neck are a different color than the rest of him,” Chaser said putting the herbs and berries down in a pile.




  Stasher ignored the comment of his friend and looked at the wolverine face to face. “I’ll finish your back. Then you can do your face, legs, and tail yourself.”




  “My fur feels different,” Scrounger said touching himself. “Soft.”




  “At least part of you doesn’t smell like buzzard bait,” Stasher announced. “I need a bath now,” the raccoon said turning to the squirrel. “First, I need to boil up some cedar chips to get rid of the fleas,” he said and continued scratching under his arm.




  “You go clean up, Stasher. I’ll boil the chips for you. I’m starting to itch in places myself,” Chaser said scratching under his chin.




  A few hours later they went to inspect the wolverine and rinse him with the cedar water. “You’re ready to meet the new bunnies now,” Stasher said stepping away. “After you dry off, anyway.”




  “Not yet. I need a gift.”




  “Like what?”




  “I’m thinking flowers. Like those on that teacup. Blue ones.”




  “Where’s the cup?” Stasher said looking around.




  “I know where it’s at,” Scrounger answered.




  “Hand it over.”




  “It’s not yours. Why do you act like it is?”




  “I know it’s not mine. It’s not yours either, Scrounger.”




  “It might be. It could be. I want that cup.”




  “You can’t take things because you want them,” Chaser said trying to help.




  “What better reason is there? Why would I take something I didn’t want?”




  “It’s called thievery. It gets you locked away.”




  The animals sat down in a huff, and had a go around of words with the wolverine until the raccoon finally stood up and shook his head back and forth.




  “You win, Scrounger. I give up. C’mon, Chaser. Let’s go,” Stasher said. “I won’t be a party with thieves. Let’s go visit Chew.”




  “I want to see the new bunnies. I’ve been getting ready all day.”




  “No, thieves, even clean ones, can’t see babies.”




  “Why not? I never heard that.”




  “Because babies know if an animal is a thief. It makes them cry.”




  “Yes, and they don’t stop until the thief is gone,” the squirrel confirmed.




  “How do they know?”




  “Instinct. Sixth sense, or something.”




  Stasher turned around to face the wolverine. “Which do you want more? The teacup, or the babies? You choose.”




  “We won’t let you make those babies cry,” the squirrel reminded him.




  It was almost dark when Scrounger, Stasher, and Chaser came knocking at the cave entrance, teacup in tow. When Brant saw who it was, he began shooing them back, but then stopped. Something was different. The wolverine was sitting close to the other two animals, and they weren’t holding their noses. What’s more, Scrounger held out a freshly picked bouquet of flowers, and he looked fluffy.




  “We present to you the clean Mr. Scrounger,” Stasher said jumping out to meet Brant.




  “Who is this? It can’t be Scrounger,” he said sniffing the air around him. “I smell soap, cedar, and flowers,” the wolf said as he continued walking around Scrounger. When he got behind the wolverine, he picked up his tail. “There’s no branches, or leaves in your tail anymore,” Brant said letting the tail drop back down. “It doesn’t look like you’re pulling a cart behind you any longer. That tail was quite a catch all. Animals were nesting in it,” Brant continued, and came around to the front of the animal again to look Scrounger in the eyes. “Let me see your ears.” To his surprise, the wolverine lowered his head, and let him check out the fur around his ears. “No fleas.”




  “I want to see the little ones,” Scrounger demanded.




  “I’ll be right back,” Brant said.




  The wolverine turned to his two companions with a worried look. “You’re in, don’t worry,” Stasher assured him. When the wolverine turned back around, he saw everyone standing in front of the cave entrance. Their mouths were hanging open. He picked up his tail and waved it at them. “See, I can carry it in the air again.”




  “They haven’t even finished making the tub yet. How did he get clean?” Brayer asked.




  “A drop at a time,” Chaser admitted.




  “Teacup,” announced Stasher, and pulled the cup out from behind his back to show them.




  “Let me carry the cup,” Scrounger said, reaching out to grab it when mention of the vessel was made.




  “No, you don’t,” the raccoon said, pulling the cup away.




  “There’s something off up there,” Chaser said pointing to his head.




  “It’s single track, for sure. Stuck.”




  “We hadn’t smelled him all day, and we were thinking he had gone off.”




  Scrounger ignored all the talk, and went straight up to Nibbler. “Flowers for Chew Chew and the babies. I’m the only one who hasn’t seen them yet.”




  “Come ahead, Sir Scrounger,” Nibbler said bowing.




  Neither the raccoon nor the squirrel went in with wolverine. There was a fire going and fish was cooking in a pan just outside the entrance to the cave. Stasher looked at his friend. “What a day! I’m starved.”




  ”We’d better eat before it gets dark again. Any berries left?” Chaser asked.




  “Look for yourself.”




  There were a few tiny partially ripened berries in the tin, and Chaser dug them out. “Remember those yellow things in the jar we ate in the wooden shelter?” Stasher asked eating his fish, and dipping it in the pail of water beside him.




  “They were good.”




  “I wish we had some of those right now.”




  “Trapper was with us then,” Chaser said in a low voice. “I can see him lapping up that sweet water in the pan.”




  “I remember him splashing in the water shouting the Great Wolf’s name just before we headed home,” the raccoon said.




  “He must be in the sky now,” Chaser said looking up. “I hope he stays there.” Instantly, he regretted saying it because he saw his friend draw up into himself and shudder.




  “Who is in the sky?” Brayer asked coming up to sit by the fire.




  “A friend of ours named Trapper, but that wasn’t his black wolf name. It was Quirk,” Stasher explained.




  “I bet his back and neck are straight up there,” the little squirrel said.




  “Quirk was quite a wolf,” Tristian said joining them.




  “Tell us about him,” Holder piped up. “I would like to hear of his life. I knew of him. He was greatly mistreated among the black wolves.”




  “What good does it do to talk of wolves who are gone?” Bits said. “We need to talk about things that concern us now. What does the Book say about the stars falling? That is more the thing we need to talk about.”




  “Are you up to it?” Gordon asked, patting the space beside him so that his wife would sit down there.




  “Whether I am or not, doesn’t matter. It’s what makes sense.”




  Upon hearing the strength and words of his mate, Gordon gave his nod of approval to the white wolves to speak.




  “We do not know much about the prophecy teachings,” Challenger stated.




  “But you are the sons of the kings who are promised. Your father has been raised from the dead, Challenger. I have seen him. He is the one the white wolves have waited for.”




  The wolf pup was shaking his head. “It can’t be. It is said that Khoa is the one. Even my father says it is Khoa.”




  “Could not that interpretation be wrong?” Bits asked. “Wolves often mishear things.”




  “There is something in what you say, Bits,” Challenger said, “but no one ever mistook my father to be the shepherd. Strangers who only looked at Khoa for the first time called him by name. They saw him in a different light.”




  “And then there’s the prophecy about the One who will come,” Tristian prompted his cousin. “That sets everything straight.”




  “Yes, Tristian is right,” Challenger said remembering. It is written that the One who is to come will not believe he is the One. Khoa does not like being king. He does not acknowledge the whispers of others.”




  “But Tor doesn’t flaunt his kingship either, Challenger. Didn’t you tell us that?” said Gordon.




  “Yes, but there is a difference. My father tells those animals who call him the One, that he is not. Khoa does not answer one way or another.”




  “What secret is Khoa trying to keep?”




  “Not a secret like you think. It is because he struggles with the fact himself.”




  “How can he be the chosen One if he isn’t sure?”




  “Prophecy tells us that one day he will. He will deny it no more.”




  “When will that be? Are signs given for that?”




  “Yes, it is after the stars fall.”




  “Now?”




  “The Book only mentions that he awakens in the seasons after the heavens shed their light. The revelation will come upon him,” Challenger explained.




  “What’s that?” Peter asked.




  “The understanding,” Tristian answered.




  “Let us understand, too,” Peter said.




  “We were not taught much of the prophecy. It is said that those pages were sealed until the end. When the end begins, then they would be read.”




  “Why does the Great Wolf tell you part and not all?” questioned Bits.




  “So that we know his prophecy is true. The Book says, ‘Do not be afraid of things I tell you will come to pass, for I will be with you. I tell you these things before, so that when they happen, you know it is I who causes them to be,’ answered Tristian.
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