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			​Prologue

			Democracy is a fighter, Snow Prophet etched in the holy tablets of the animal bible. It is not as weak as the voice of one tyrant but as mighty as the cry of the people. It does not cower in the face of marauding injustice. It rises to fight, stabbing at subjugation like a steel blade.

			Democracy lifts the last soldier from the blood of battle, giving him new hope. It is the sweet whisper of freedom, the fierce battle cry of justice, and the birthright of the enlightened. Its blinding light shimmers for all to see. This is a story of shimmering light against unassailable darkness.

			This is the story of democracy’s fight in an age of lost rights.

			

			​Chapter 1

			Casaylus Dryga

			Rocky Mountain Pass

			The power of the tiger was in his cry. The fallen King Dryga knew that he could break The Red Tiger’s neck with a calculated strike, but he could not kill a vision. And that’s just what Kreegyle offered animals the world over: a vision of a world without war, conquest, or starvation. Death to all Immortals. Rights to all animals. The rise of megalopolises so advanced that even the tengra Dryga sweated to build over a millennium looked quaint by comparison. It was an enticing cry to animals who saw the carnage of The Battle of The Badlands and feared a war worse than The Rulku War, The Serpent War, and The War of the Sea combined–a truly ugly, modern war. Never had an animal used the threat of war so skillfully as The Red Tiger. His was a cry of peace, but a peace at what price?

			The fallen king had declared as much to his peoples after The Red Tiger first began encroaching on their territory nearly a generation ago. Dryga had sounded up a battle cry worthy of Azaz himself. Yet, only The Blood Paw and the bears of The Rockies had listened. In a kingdom of all creatures–from war-weary leopards to venerable eagles to peaceful morning doves–the promise of peace and prosperity was too great to ignore. Kreegyle gained control of the sale of unawakened rulku meat, water, and even plants and all their fruits, effectively starving out nations. Animal tengra disbanded, tossing weapons to the hard soil of the mountains. Entire tengra of bull elks, mountain coyotes, and even lynxes forswore The Imperium for the promise of provisions. Perhaps Dryga could’ve swayed his subjects had it not been for the rise of Azakya. The fallen king’s own son raised armies against him, creating further uproar in already unsettling times. All Kreegyle had to do was wait and stalk–which he did, to perfection–and the mountain leopards sought The Red Tiger out, not the other way around.

			Dryga called on his ally, Feng, but the few faithful eagles in his charge told Dryga that Feng was deathly ill, that Kyl Gesh was now the acting emperor. Kyl Gesh, having battled and lost against The Red Tiger already, was not one to overextend his legions. The dragon lion kept his fighting apes, cats, and monstrosities within his own borders. Dryga sent messenger bird after messenger bird to counsel the rising emperor against such provincial thinking. The Red Tiger is a master of division, Dryga said. Only if we stand strong together will The Immortals and their empires prevail against this threat. Yet, Kyl Gesh was too new to governing an empire so vast to see how vital the moment was. And so, he let the moment pass. And Dryga, who struggled for so many moons to hold the fissures of his imperium together, faltered and fell, betrayed by the very animals he spent over a millennium safeguarding.

			This was King Dryga’s last stand. The Blood Paw, loyal and sworn to the high king, stood by his side. A few eagles, hawks, and leopards joined their ranks. And the last of Dryga’s cubs were there, ready to die with their father. Ironically, their own brethren from ages past stood on the opposite side of the granite boulder separating the armies. The very mountain lions who had served Azaz and Dryga for ages led The Red Tiger into the heart of Casaylus Dryga. The very ravens he’d welcomed, despite his father’s hatred for their kind, cackled in Kreegyle’s ear. The fallen king, perhaps the greatest ruler in The Age of Immortals, looked over the last of his faithful children. This was the only treasure worth protecting.

			“Faithful fighters, go in peace,” Dryga said. “The bear gods and spirit animals will revere your willing sacrifice and bless you in the fire realms. Today, I must make my last act the act of a king: I must fight and die alone.”

			Lord Dega, the last of the faithful big cats, snarled in protest. Dryga put a comforting paw on him and said, “Thank you, my friend, but you must preserve your line, whatever the cost. The Imperium may be lost, but not what made it great. That lives on in you. Now go.”

			The Blood Paw, sworn to absolute obedience, bowed and retreated out of the gate, laying down their arms. The eagles flew out, bowing before their brethren. Lord Dega led the leopards out, who were the last to stand down. Kreegyle’s bear commander, Mangled The Mauler, cried out to his master that the last of the legions of Casaylus Dryga had surrendered peacefully.

			“King Dryga makes his last stand alone,” Kreegyle said to Mangled The Mauler. “Just as I predicted. Is the cage ready? There is nothing more dangerous than a cornered Immortal.”

			“It is, Grand Predator,” Mangled The Mauler said.

			“Then seal the cave. Flood the cave with the waters of Methuselah,” Kreegyle ordered.

			“Restorer of The Republic,” Mangled The Mauler replied.

			The pleasantries failed to impress The Red Tiger, who simply waited for whatever unwanted words tumbled from the bear’s mouth.

			“Our snakes and apes have harvested what they could,” Mangled The Mauler lamented, “working day and night to contain the deadly waters, at considerable sacrifice to themselves. To kill an immortal will take every last drop. We would be defenseless against Feng The Fire Bringer and his heir.”

			Kreegyle shook his head. “I commend how thoughtful you’ve grown, Commander,” Kreegyle said. “Yet, if The Battle of The Badlands proved anything, it’s that there is more than one way to kill an immortal. To make that happen, we need the resources of the ancient Gol-Kolpyne. Flood the chamber quickly–before Dryga has time to act. Strike quickly. We will not have this chance again.”

			Mangled The Mauler roared. The apes in assembly dumped the waters, some falling to their deaths from the fumes that surrounded the unholy red pool known as the blood of the gods.

			Kreegyle went up to the edge of the cage, staring with respect at the fallen king.

			“I am sorry it has come to this,” Kreegyle said. “Though you may not believe it, I am sorry for my calculated treachery as well. You were the most honorable of kings. But from the moment you commissioned me to hunt and kill the rulku child, I knew you had suffered from the corruption of monarchy. The New Age, the Age of Animus Mundus, must rise above the petty trickery of lords. May whatever gods you believe in welcome you home. Rest peacefully knowing that the modern world you envisioned will be fulfilled through me.”

			King Dryga roared, crashing at the cage with his considerable might. His paws smashed at the enclosure, cracking it, until blood water and mist sprayed the attending animals. Kreegyle retreated to the foot of the peak, watching from afar. Ape after ape fell, as did leopards and bears. Yet, King Dryga, drawing what breath he might, had consumed too much of the blood of the gods to maintain his balance. The great king of old rose up once more, on his hind legs, growling in warning and in condemnation, looking Kreegyle defiantly in the eye. As King Dryga roared, signaling a charge, his limbs, eyes, and snout became golden fire. The great bear made his last charge not in flesh and blood, but in fire and spirit, freeing his essence from the cave, only to vanish into the ether before his massive fire body trampled Kreegyle to dust.

			Mangled The Mauler, cowering before the awesome sight, turned to The Grand Predator. “Is he dead, Preeminent?” he asked.

			“Immortals never truly die,” Kreegyle said. “But he has faded from this world. Whatever madness the bear god bequeathed him rests in his son now. Alert Azakya. He has been appointed Regent of The Realm.”

			Mangled The Mauler had spoken up too much to risk further angering The Grand Predator. He turned to Sluku, who watched the death of Dryga with solemnity and awe.

			“Is that wise, Preeminent?” Sluku asked. “Azakya is madness reborn. I fear you killed the wrong bear.”

			“Azakya serves a purpose,” Kreegyle said. “Let his supporters see how cruel and inept he is in the role. Only then will this kingdom of bears become a true republic.”

			Sluku calculated in his mind; he was not sure whether Kreegyle spoke in wisdom or in folly.

			Kreegyle turned to a venerable eagle and said, “I plan to make my address to Animus Mundus by the pillars of Azaz and Dryga. Prepare for my arrival there.”

			The eagle flew off as Kreegyle ascended the peak, gazing at the newest addition to the great republic. How heralded this land was, rich in tradition and in blood. Kreegyle remembered the words of The Shadow Dragon: Do better. Here was his chance.

			[image: ]

			Caylus Dryga

			The Pillars of Azaz and Dryga 
Rocky Mountain Pass

			Azaz glowered in granite on one side; Dryga glowered in granite on the other. Between the kings of ages, Kreegyle stood in republican triumph, a veritable slap in the snout to the fallen bear empire. Solemnly, the new leader of Animus Mundus projected his hologram to the world. “Greetings noble grizzlies and animals of The Great Republic,” Kreegyle decreed. “I stand here not in triumph. There is no triumph in the shedding of a brother’s blood. I stand here as Moon Shadow, the noble wolf of antiquity, once stood before Azaz, pleading for reason instead of insanity. For too many moons, Immortals have ruled over us, paternal gods who supposedly knew better than us. Yet, where has their madness led us? To empires divided by war? To stagnation instead of progress? Today, The Age of The Immortals ends with the death of King Dryga. Today, the rights of all animals will be restored! Animals have the manifest right to rise above the insanity of the rulku, to forge a new and better world. We will achieve that world–together. This day, The Imperium joins The Great Republic and its first regent shall be none other than Dryga’s own son, Azakya. Grizzlies will have a seat at a democratic table, as will mountain lions, eagles, and every animal who becomes a citizen of the republic. And all will have a share in the spoils–fresh meat, clean water, and unparalleled prosperity.

			We will continue our great march towards modernity, erecting megalopolises in every land. Sluku, the brilliant founder of Mystiqua, shall guide us to a new age, free of petty animal gods and open to reason, technology, and progress.”

			

			“And what of Feng The Fire Bringer?” one crow, lost among a sea of black birds, cried out.

			“I don’t seek war,” Kreegyle said. “War is the sum total of diplomatic failures. I will encourage the animals under Feng’s rule, and that of his successor, Kyl Gesh, to revolt. They have the same right to democracy and enfranchisement that all animals possess by the dignity of their birth. But if Feng refuses to relinquish power, if Kyl Gesh refuses to step down, I will be compelled to free our animal brethren and make Animus Mundus a true world power. This day, by vote of the ruling council, all Immortals are banished. The Church of Avrah will be disbanded. The worship of false idols will be prohibited, as will any dark magic performed in their names. Reason shall flourish and renew the face of the earth. Join me, my brothers and sisters, in restoring this, our great republic!”

			The bears growled in anger. Yet, eagles shrieked in comradery. Big cats, elk, bison, and coyotes were divided. Still, all eyes were on Kreegyle, the assassin whose ascent to power was paralleled only by the great Azaz himself. There were whispers among the hisses, whispers of the emancipator who would be emperor.

			Still, whispers fade quickly in shifting winds. All too soon, a host of emissaries, Lord Grul among them, began the task of uniting the conquered. In the generation since Kreegyle had claimed his own kingdom in the lands of fire, he had divided and conquered the fringes of The Imperium in just the same way. The Red Tiger knew that a kingdom divided was one that had already fallen. He simply needed to win over the conflicted hearts of ambitious animals and the rest would follow.

			The world would see former lords like the mountain lion Grul seeking out Lord Dega and reuniting clans and families. Animus Mundus would see only the embracing of brothers and sisters in the endless pursuit of the apex of animal civilization. The holograms would disappear by night, when the shadow of forced peace emerged. All too quickly, the animals would realize the price of defeat was not democracy but death. Key bears from The Blood Paw would disappear in the night, never to be seen again. Prophets and priestesses of The Forbidden Goddess would be arrested under unproven charges, screaming as they were tossed into unseen flames. Any temple of Avrah–few in bear country–wound up a pile of rubble. Only statues of Azaz and Dryga remained, as Kreegyle dared not risk insurrection. He found religious fanaticism centered on a conquering hero a useful tool in maintaining the illusion of peace.

			Yet, as the ranking officers of The Restorer of The Great Republic embedded themselves into the lands of Casaylus Dryga, Kreegyle knew that this land was his most volatile acquisition yet. Somewhere, out in the shadows, lurked Azakya and his armies. A madman made for an uncertain ally. And so, Kreegyle checked incessantly to see whether the abomination of the bear world had accepted his offer. Hawk emissaries were clear: The Mad Bear King accepts with a smile, but behind that smile is sedition.

			“Prepare Azakya’s installation,” Kreegyle ordered. “The sooner his people see his madness, the better.”

			The Red Tiger strode past the statues of the fallen kings. Whether they held any premonition for the great Defender of Democracy, not even Kreegyle himself could say.

			[image: ]

			

			​Chapter 2

			Vy-Rucha

			The Mystical Rivers of Heaven 
Fourth Wonder of The Animal World 
New China

			Sheltered by his black wings, Feng rested. The river mists splashed the heated scales of the gargantuan Chinese dragon. The mass of golds, reds, and blacks matched the sparkling light jumping from the river’s surface. Yet, surrounded in beauty as he was, Feng knew this day was coming. Somehow, as if in the slicing of a curt Arctic breeze, Feng felt Dryga’s passing. He said nothing, pondering, when Kyl Gesh summoned him.

			“Father Dragon,” Kyl Gesh said, via hologram.

			The last of The Hideous Progeny of Thraxis The Conqueror spent most of his days in The Forbidden City, sending out troops to secure the borders for war. Yet, the borderlands, plagued with harsh deserts and nearly insurmountable mountain ranges, had fallen under the sway of The Red Tiger. While The Forbidden City feasted, The Borderlands grew hungry. Kreegyle targeted any supplies sent from the mainland. The only way for the goitered gazelles, Mongolian wolves, and snow leopards to get food to feed their clans was by cutting deals with The Red Tiger’s armies. And so, little by little, The Red Tiger encroached on The Fire Empire, creating borderland megalopolises to lure any remaining stalwarts of imperial rule away.

			“How goes the battle of The Borderlands?” Feng asked.

			As a warrior, Kyl Gesh, ganglord of The Badlands, had made a fitting choice as successor. He rounded up the last of the dragons and formed an imposing militia that took out Kreegyle’s allies. He was victorious in nearly every engagement. Yet, in the defining crisis of his reign–food scarcity–Kyl Gesh fell short. The Red Tiger outsmarted him every step of the way.

			“We’ve won back portions of The Tryvulta Mountains,” Kyl Gesh said. “We can face Siberian tigers. We can’t vanquish the birds. Crows, vultures, and golden eagles routinely visit, spreading word of the prosperity of Animus Mundus. The more we kill, the more they make their way to our mountains.”

			“It may be time to deploy the weapon,” Feng said after careful consideration.

			Kyl Gesh paused, an air of dissent seeping through the silence.

			“I’d rather defend The Forbidden City with the rulku abomination,” he said.

			“To secure The Forbidden City would take more loyal animals than Kreegyle has,” Feng replied. He looked up, making eye contact with his emperor, before saying, “You must take the fight to The Red Tiger. Send the weapon to the heart of his lands. Let it do its destruction there.”

			Kyl Gesh contemplated. “Shall we play our hand so soon?” he asked. 

			Feng laughed. “You have one weapon left to defend The Fire Empire: me. I may not be the dragon I was one-thousand years ago, but I have one last glorious fight left in me before death takes me entirely. I am more than capable of taking on a tiger.”

			

			Kyl Gesh thought upon Feng’s words. He nodded his great white lion head.

			“I long for vengeance for what Kreegyle did to my family,” Kyl Gesh said. “But I have tried to rule as an emperor, not as a ganglord. I didn’t want to bring the full wrath of war upon us. Still, if vengeance saves our lands, then I say, let the fires of vengeance burn anew.”

			“Burn they shall,” Feng said. “Before this is all over, we shall all taste fire.”

			Kyl Gesh paused. After a short silence, he said, “There is another matter.”

			“King Dryga,” Feng replied. “I felt the fire of his spirit leaving this earth.”

			“Perhaps you heard the demands of The Red Tiger?” Kyl Gesh asked. “You and I abdicating? A war against Immortals and The Church? The absorption of The Fire Empire into The Great Republic?”

			“Mere words,” Feng said. “We knew of Kreegyle’s aims long before he announced them. Kreegyle will not let you or I live. He will hunt down every last Immortal to make way for his vision of godless modernity. We must take the fight to him. There is no other way.”

			Kyl Gesh nodded. There was silence, the kind that falls between the cracks of time, especially when such times decide the fate of millions.

			“I urge you to reach out to any Immortals within range, my brother,” Feng said. “This war is a war of all Immortals, not just for the children of Thraxis.”

			“We will need whatever allies we can get across the globe if this war is to be won,” Kyl Gesh said in agreement.

			Feng heard the bustle of empire all around him. It was a bustling the old emperor did not miss.

			“I must return to the food crisis,” Kyl Gesh decreed. “I will let you know, my brother, when the Immortals respond.”

			

			Feng nodded, returning to his reclining position facing the miraculous waters. He wished upon the waters for a miracle for his animals, victory not just in an impossible war, but against war itself.

			“May this be the last battle animals ever see,” he prayed.

			But the gods were strange and distant these days. Even the greatest of prophets were left to wonder about the fate of their prayers.
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			Kylingore

			The Killing Mountains 
British Columbia, Canada

			Azakya knelt before the strange gods of fortune. He felt his father’s passing as he might a savage wind shaking the mountainside free of ice. Memories, some distant and cold, some scalding, worked their way through his body. For the entirety of his life, the mighty King Dryga, founder of the great Imperium, had haunted Azakya. How much more now in death.

			Azakya had clashed against the burning effigy of his father more moons than he cared to count. To kill a myth, one needed to become a legend. Yet, Azakya was no Dryga. His legend would be one dripping in blood.

			Night Mist, the most faithful of The
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