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			For God and family

			Other Books in Jonathan DeCoteau’s War of the Animals Series

			War of the Animals Book 1: The Shut Face of Thunder

			A failed effort to weaponize animals awakens their intellects. The military responds by creating death camps to exterminate infected animals. Moon Shadow, an Arctic white wolf, unites with White Claw, a polar bear king, to form Animus, the first animal republic. Tensions between mankind and the animals escalate until Hunter General Brigand and Hunter Sgt. Fowler, human emissaries, recognize Animus as a country, disband the camps, and negotiate peace. The uneasy peace is broken with the rise of Azaz, lord of the grizzly bears. Azaz attacks human settlements, considering humans an invasive species that wreaks havoc on bears and the environment. Azaz forms his own death camps for humans. A world war breaks out as animals face humans and each other to see who will become the true apex species.

			War of the Animals Book 3: The Crown of Crowns

			After the events of Cry of the Gods, King Blu, the whale god, pronounces the sentence for the land animals: total annihilation. King Blu plans to make an ocean world in the land animals’ stead. A new generation of animal lords fights King Blu in a seemingly hopeless battle. Continent after continent falls to the whale god until a new revelation arises: King Blu is not the only god among the animals. The animal lords must race to resurrect a legendary deity to stand any chance of dethroning King Blu, an unbeatable god of death who sends storms, destruction, and tsunamis merely by breaching the waters. As the final war of the first generation of awakened animals rages, all of Animus hangs in the balance.

			Coming in 2024:

			War of the Animals Book 4: Azaz, King of Kings

			In the years after The Great Awakening, a young cub witnesses human hunters kill his mother. The cub attacks and kills his mother’s murderers. Humans capture the surprisingly vicious cub, study and torture him. Due to a single act of mercy, the cub escapes. Vowing revenge, the grown bear leads the first assaults on humanity, defeating bear clan kings and humans alike until there is only one: Azaz, King of Kings.

			Prologue

			Time is the river turned in on itself, a snake feeding on its own tail. So Snow Prophet, the great northern oracle, scratched on the second Tablet of Creation. To rise above is to fall below, and to step outside of Time is to see inside its heart. This is the tale of the first generation of animals to look upon the beating heart of Time and realize: sometimes the only way to the future is to vanquish the past.

			Chapter 1

			Animus Nor

			Nunavut, Canada

			The rise of the animal kingdoms was like the great snowy owl diving for a field mouse scurrying over frozen tundra. It was swift, immediate, and most of all, as bloody as the beak of the predator standing over fallen prey. In the mighty North, the great bear clans, under Freyda The Fatal, the bear queen, created The Cult of Azaz, erecting glacial boulders into temples honoring the first among their gods. These temples were not strictly religious affairs, but centers for all matters of civic life, from trading in game meat and plants to magnificent halls of banqueting and recreation. Over the great waters of the open ocean, or Blu-Syra, The Night Eye labored to create the most comprehensive air force and spy network the world had ever seen—vast gaggles of birds that became the communication conduits of the entire animal kingdom and controlled most of the capital. And even the heart of Animus stood firmly beating, with an aging Moon Shadow overseeing the first constitutions and trading agreements the animal world had ever known. But perhaps no kingdom stood out as so radiant a light as The Great Star of the Southern Sky, Gola Dwyn, as the kingdom of Thraxis and her snakes was christened.

			Thraxis’ Amazonian riverbed became a haven for all matters of scientific inquiry. Great, lording thinking machines towered to the skies, wards protecting the emerging river cities. In the waters, the nanobots and the snake lords experimented with all matters of weaponry, from airborne toxins to cloned bird beasts like Adar Llwyn Gwyn, watching over the great water city’s skies. And so, Time might have continued to trickle on had it not been for a mystery as bright as the great city itself: the disappearance of the empress. Sure, the great queen planted a holographic decoy, but not even the power of the nanobots was precise enough to match the unique skin and aura of the great Amazonian queen. At first, there were rumors of Thraxis’ health. Perhaps the aging Empress of All Snakes was having troubles with her massive girth. Another rumor, told by more than a few ravens, was that a toxin Thraxis’ boas labored endlessly on infected her, killing the gargantuan snake where she lay. Still, a third rumor, a favorite of the falcons, was that of abduction. The rumor held that The Night Eye had reprogrammed one of her sky terrors, a legion of thunderbirds forged by the magic fires of Gola Dwyn, to snatch the giant snake queen for ransom. Even the most trusting stoat laughed at the idea that so massive a snake could be hidden from view. But the animal lords were not convinced that all was well in the snake capital city of Gola Dwyn.

			And so, in the thirtieth sun season of recorded Time, Moon Shadow called upon Thunder Killer The Regal to determine if the gallant eagles had seen anything. Thunder Killer came before his old ally with words the wolf queen was hardly ready to hear.

			Moon Shadow sat perched in The Sun Den, the greatest of the etched dens of the snow mountains reaching down the nape of the former British Columbia. She was still white as the moon’s glow, with only slivers of black pupils in her yellow eyes. The wolf queen was older now, a mother to all the animals of the world, a guide to the many awakening animals of the next generation.

			“Great Queen of Animus Nor,” Thunder Killer said.

			Thunder Killer bowed his noble white head, but even he was not as nimble or as mighty as in the days before his battles with Azaz. The wise old bird reigned over the western province of Animus now, which included The Rockies that housed the bear kingdom of old.

			“My eagles come from the western borders, from The Oracle Perch,” Thunder Killer said, “with news of snakes moving by Gol-Kilpyne, by the great fire mountain. Our eyes spotted a trace signature there, one of highly advanced nanotechnology.”

			“Thraxis’ echo,” Moon Shadow said. “She moves in the night, like a hologram. My spies warned me of this. But why Gol-Kilpyne? What treasure do the fires hide without their crown?”

			“No one can say, my queen,” Thunder Killer answered. “We’ve been monitoring the messages of the snakes of Animus Sur. Even they seem baffled by the sudden disappearance of their great queen. That is why, our hawks tell us, the snakes move so. They are searching for their empress under orders of her great general, Vesper The Younger.”

			“It must be a deception,” Moon Shadow said. “Deceit is the language of the snake. Why would an empress just up and leave her empire without a word to any animal? Why would she not bring guards, riches, weapons? How would the largest snake in the world simply slither away from the river swamps undetected?”

			“All fair questions, wolf queen,” Thunder Killer said, “and ones neither my spies nor I can answer. Should we reach out to The Night Eye? Surely, Mother Raven would have seen the meaning behind the movements, something we may have missed.”

			Moon Shadow sat staring at the noble bird, her thoughts fluttering like feathers in a rough wind. She knew that Thunder Killer spoke true. But she also knew that The Night Eye could never be trusted, least of all in times of peace and prosperity. Any opportunity to find any morsel of information that eluded a king or queen would be a treasure they would brood on for a while, until the most opportune moment.

			“Not yet,” Moon Shadow said. “First, we must speak with Snow Prophet.”

			Thunder Killer gasped in shock. “The prophet of The Rulku War?” he asked. “He was my friend too, great queen, but who has seen him in the last thirty sun seasons? Not my eagles, the lords of the skies–I can tell you that. His location is as much of a mystery as that of Thraxis herself.”

			“True,” Moon Shadow said. “Yet, something tells me that finding Snow Prophet is the key to finding the reason why Thraxis disappeared, which is more important than finding the great snake queen herself.”

			“Nonetheless,” Thunder Killer said, “if two queens disappear from Animus Nor and Animus Sur, then will that not be the talk of the animal world?”

			“Undoubtedly,” Moon Shadow said. “This is why I’ve summoned you. Tomorrow, I will announce a great hunt for the old lords of Animus to mark the end of the war thirty sun seasons ago. Only, it will not be us. Sky Death has found almost exact replicas—a bit younger and blither, but near replicas if filmed from certain angles. As the animal world celebrates The Great Hunt, we shall head to the greatest living oracle and get our answers.”

			“You think Snow Prophet is with Methuselah the Witch Queen?”

			“No,” Moon Shadow said. “I think Snow Prophet was once with Methuselah and is now in hiding. Why, I don’t know. All I can say is that when all the oracles of the world congregate and then go silent, there is a reason for it. Whatever Snow Prophet discovered that sent him from his lofty perch on Rul-Seerus might be the same thing that sends Thraxis into the fires of Gol-Kilpyne.”

			“And us after her,” Thunder Killer said.

			“Yes,” Moon Shadow replied. “This fragile peace is too great to risk another war. Yet, for all these years, Thraxis and the snakes of Gola Dwyn have been toiling on their technology—toiling for what? Perhaps for this moment. We should at least find out.”

			“Agreed, wolf queen,” Thunder Killer said. “Let us put together a group of our most cunning warriors and leave tonight.”

			“Few—and only those you absolutely trust,” Moon Shadow said. “I shall see you at Rul-Seerus tonight. We shall leave from there.”

			With that, Thunder Killer took his leave, skulking about the shadows for the perfect moment to take flight—undetected.
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			Chapter 2

			Seerus-Ungalore

			London, England

			The city that was once London was a sea of rock and tower. The Great Avian Wall, a perch that connected trees and buildings throughout the entirety of Great Britain, hosted the most elite of the world’s birds. In fact, the wall became so fabled among the animal kingdoms that it was known as The Wall of Spies, so far-reaching had The Night Eye’s network grown. Elkira, The Mother Raven, the one who withstood Azaz and lived to tell the tale, was a figure both feared and revered. It was she and her dynasty of raven lords that controlled the nanosphere and, with it, all information that went in and out of the animal kingdoms. And yet, as far as her eyes reached, even Elkira could not solve the mystery of Thraxis. On the great perches of the London wall, the ravens, kites, and blackbirds gossiped with the incoming seabirds. Still, no one knew what the future of the kingdom of snakes held.

			Groth the Impaler, still rugged but with whitening fur, approached the great wall of the kings and queens. He had a wolverine coterie with him. All bowed respectfully to the masters of the sky.

			“King Groth, our oldest friend,” The Night Eye said. “It would bring us the greatest joy to see you, if it were not for the circumstances.”

			“It reminds me of old times,” Groth said, “when we fought the rulku and the tyrant bear king side by side. Then, as now, the air is rife with the stench of war. It fills our nostrils.”

			“So you share our concern with the lands in the West,” Elkira said.

			“Yes, Mother Raven,” Groth answered. “Word among the wolverines is that the snake empress has built a massive fleet and is preparing for war. We look to you, our sky guardians, expecting news of an invading fleet at any moment.”

			“Fear is a hungry predator, and it devours prey worthier than itself with its cunning,” Elkira said. “Look at the lights,” Elkira added, waving a wing and bringing up the nanosphere. “Watch how quickly the wolf queen diverts our expectations.”

			Groth watched closely. “I fought by Moon Shadow,” he said solemnly. “That’s not her.”

			“No. She hunts all right, but for greater prey,” Elkira said. “Our spies tell us that a small band of wolves, bears, and eagles headed southwest some days ago.”

			“Moon Shadow found out something,” Groth said.

			“Or found someone,” The Night Eye chimed in. “Look at where she’s headed.”

			“Gol-Kilpyne,” Groth said. “Fire Mountain. What still lurks there?”

			“Or who?” Elkira asked in reply. “That’s what we would like you to find out. Its fires blinded even our best spies.”

			“I would, but the sea is still too great for us,” Groth said.

			“Leave that to us,” The Night Eye said. “Not all the magic of the ocean was lost when King Blu’s creatures descended back into the seas. We will send our best birds and bears with you for protection. We ask, wise king, that you not engage unless you have no other choice. Just track the wolf and her journey, which should lead her straight to you.”

			King Groth gave a bow of the head to The Night Eye.

			“Let us hope we don’t have another war on our hands,” Groth said. “The wolf queen hasn’t been enamored with our expansion across the continent, even to the islands off of Animus Nor.”

			“The world is always at war, in one way or another,” The Night Eye said. “There is only the illusion of peace.”

			“An illusion I’d like to preserve,” Groth said.

			“As would we,” The Night Eye said in agreement. “So we have an understanding?”

			“For now, great queens,” Groth said. “I am too curious and too concerned to say no. But before we go, I would like to see The Tower, for old times’ sake.”

			With that, Groth nodded to his wolverines. They took their leave of The Great Avian Wall.

			“Do you trust them, Father?” Heygar, a small black wolverine with his father’s dark eyes, asked Groth.

			“Keep quiet,” Groth said. “Never say what you’re thinking in the presence of The Night Eye. They know your thoughts before you do.” Groth thought for a moment and then added, “I don’t see how we can say no. The Night Eye know my motivation as well as you should. If there is a war, and the land in the West falls into our hands, it would make a great kingdom for you to rule.”

			Groth then grew silent. Heygar said nothing, following his father’s lead.
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			Chapter 3

			Rulkura

			Whitmore Mountains, West Antarctica

			The bestial hum of flapping wings stirred the air. Aeyra knew to run. Yet, before he could embrace the sheltering trunk of Mother Tree, the branches and leaves of the southern oaks of the majestic mountains crackled in warning. The wings of the king of the thunderbirds, Talyron, blocked out the polar sun. In the ensuing darkness, the thunderbirds shrieked loud enough to shake the treetops of the young pines as they dove at the village, sharpening their talons on the skulls of the young. Aeyra crawled along the brush like an Antarctic snake, moving under the shifting cover of the shaking leaves. Silent as he was, Aeyra heard the inhuman cries of the tiny children the thunderbirds took in their mechanical talons. The thunderbirds sealed the captured children into containers for a long, ungodly flight. A few small boys and girls squirmed, fighting the talons. The thunderbirds crushed their skulls. Juvenile blood fell like frozen rain against Aeyra’s skin. Aeyra wiped himself free of the blood. He crawled towards the mightiest tree trunk in the forest.

			“Lady Diurnia,” Aeyra cried. “Help! They’re hunting me!”

			“Hush, child. Keep perfectly still,” Lady Diurnia said. “Death is in the wind. Let it pass through.”

			A sweeping gust of snow, wind, and blood ricocheted through the leaves. Still, the trees held firm, even as the thunderbirds, their eyes the red of young blood, gazed through the blinding canopy of leaves. Talyron searched through the leaves, sensing something. Yet, even the most powerful of the thunderbirds knew not to risk the ire of the trees. Methuselah was still a powerful, witchlike presence known to even the most brutal of animals. Killing any of her kind meant risking a war with an enemy capable of the greatest of poisons. Talyron, smelling but not seeing the boy, flew off. The other thunderbirds followed, each with a child in their talons.

			No sooner than the thunderbirds swooped from the trees than Brigand and Ruth the Lawless came running at them. Brigand tossed cables around one low-flying thunderbird with a child, wrapping the cables around the neck of the beast and then mounting the bird’s enormous back. Ruth did the same to another thunderbird until they flew the mechanical giants into each other, snapping their necks upon impact. The massive birds fell to the ground, left behind by their flock. One huntsman tossed Brigand a spear. Another tossed a spear to Ruth. They stabbed the beasts through, finishing them off. Brigand then took one baby, injured but not dead, and handed it back to the child’s mother.

			Brigand then looked around, calling after his son. “Aeyra,” the calls resounded, until the winds returned his cries.

			“Your son is safe with me,” Lady Diurnia said. “But the thunderbirds will be back.”

			“Freyda The Fatal must be behind this,” Ruth said. “The feral witch queen has been after us ever since we settled this land.”

			“Perhaps,” Lady Diurnia said, her branches blowing pensively in a still air. “Or perhaps the thunderbirds are searching for one child in particular.”

			Brigand studied Aeyra. The boy was out running around again, as if the thunderbirds had never appeared.

			“Whatever for?” Brigand asked.

			“The boy has powers,” Lady Diurnia said. “Aeyra speaks our language nearly as well as I do. He senses a connection with nature rare in one so young. He reminds me of another of your kind, one from long ago.”

			“Fowler gave his life for us,” Brigand said. “He’s long dead.”

			“But there is one who is alive, one who could train the boy to use his powers fully,” Lady Diurnia said. “One who could protect him from whoever sends the thunderbirds, who might give us time to investigate.”

			Brigand paused, letting his thoughts settle in with the surrounding wind. “Nurvlyn is long gone. This falls upon us. We will need to hunt down those thunderbirds to get at the truth of this. The boy could use protection until the hunt is over.”

			“Husband,” Ruth said, “you risk upsetting the treaty with the animals.”

			“We will move in secret, until the time is right, until our son and the children of our hunters are no longer prey.”

			“That would be best,” Lady Diurnia said. “Whoever attacks you will soon attack those that harbor you. We will help you discover where the thunderbirds have flown off to.”

			“Thank you, princess of the trees,” Brigand said. “Right now, Ruth and I must talk.”

			Ruth nodded, looking on at Aeyra as the boy played in the trees.
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			Gungsung Dor

			Bear Mountain, Rockies, USA

			The Blood Paw circled the massive pillar of stone atop the rock temple consecrated to the image of Azaz The Ascended. Sneering down at them was a grim reimagining of a generational-old statue with fire at the top of a sidelong crown. Freyda The Fatal, adorned with a necklace of raven skulls and a coat of man’s skin and wolf hair, stood facing the erect fire eyes of her lost love. The Blood Paw, part soldiers, part Druid-like acolytes, held torches of sacred flame as they chanted the law of Azaz: Attack first; attack with all you are; become the attack.

			As the mightiest of the Blood Paw encircled her, Freyda The Fatal, like an ancient priestess from a religion lost long ago, stood up on her hind legs. The wild witch queen declared, “In the beginning, there was Azaz, and Azaz made all things. He made the earth and water that flows over it; the mountain peak and the dry desert; he made the animals and first among them, the mighty bear. For years, there was peace. Until the rise of the rulku. These vermin poisoned the rivers and the sea; they squandered the sacred soil. They blasphemed against the bear, their creator. And so, Azaz took fleshly form, descending as one of us so that he might show bears the proper way: Attack first; attack with all you are; become the attack.

			The Blood Paw acolytes chanted after the witch queen. Freyda chanted with them, looking to the sky, and then saying, “Azaz saved bears from the dominion of the rulku. He almost killed every last one the way they killed us. But for the whale god, our planet would be clean. And so, we now call upon the ascended Azaz, god of all bears, to look upon his own flesh and blood, Dryga! We call upon Azaz to descend his mighty killing spirit upon his son, to anoint Dryga the heir to the holy crown, on this, his first killing day!”

			Dryga, a massive grizzly with intelligent, golden eyes and scars running the length of his red-brown fur from his days of training, stepped forward. The angular shoulders of the great bear were adorned with the last of Azaz’s armor recovered from the sea. The helmet he wore was adorned with what was left of Azaz’s skull.

			Yet, Dryga’s thoughts were elsewhere. Though he bore Azaz The Bear God’s genes, Dryga had little of Azaz’s heart. His own heart was no less massive, but it held no desire to kill, no great disdain for the rulku, a banished species on the verge of extinction. There was no desire to rule as far as a bear’s eye could see. Dryga’s fondest memories were of the times when Freyda let him and the other cubs hunt for honey combs in the Rockies. Dryga loved the taste of the sticky honey on the edges of his snout. He loved the sun upon his back and the clover underfoot. Yet, those days had long since passed, replaced by endless sessions with the maul and mace and the decaying armor of his long-dead father. And now, here Dryga stood, listening to the wailing of a tiny rulku cub ready for the slaughter.

			Freyda, perhaps seeing the unease in Dryga’s eyes, called him forth and whispered, Make a good show of it. Don’t disappoint me. This is your time to be king.

			A bear’s roar later, two Blood Paw soldiers released the man cub. The creature stumbled to the ground, staring at the surrounding bears. Bloodthirsty bears growled and jeered. The man cub got to its feet and scrambled into the forest. At Freyda’s nod, Dryga let up a massive growl and chased after the small boy. The boy screamed. Dryga only managed to utter, Thank you for the gift of your life, before he did as his mother requested. Dryga tore the child asunder, limb from bloody limb, as the bears roared and the spirit of Azaz felt real to him, like the armor he could never completely take off.
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			Chapter 4

			No Rul Ozu

			Inyo County, California, USA

			The sands snaked and cracked in the fiery winds. They ate everything. From the tiniest desert flower to the great cacti of southwestern Animus Nor to the brothers and sisters of Methuselah, from deserts that expanded to include the farther stretches of California, up until the lush palms of the great coastal regions. In the absence of the rulku, the shifting sword that was Global Warming lived on, the legacy of a mass extinction that Methuselah and her kind were powerless to fully stop. Thankfully, many of the species now took to the terraformed Antarctic soils. Yet, the drought regions of the West had not been so lucky.

			Moon Shadow and her wolves, and Thunder Killer and his eagles, processed forward. The legions were exhausted, falling to the desert sands until the heat of their touch was too much. They yelped, seeking shelter in what little shade there was as Moon Shadow, thin, burned, and with a slick coat of sweat on her long white fur, howled her presence to the kingdom of the plants.

			“So the wolf queen comes to visit at last,” the winds said, “seeking answers she already knows to questions she need not ask.”

			“Great Methuselah,” Moon Shadow said, fighting to stand. “We have traveled far to seek your wisdom. My wolves are parched, as are Thunder Killer’s eagles. Yet, there are answers we must clarify, even if we suspect the worst.”

			“True wisdom comes from within,” Methuselah said, “not from a dying tree lording over a dying desert. Yet, I shall hear your cry, queen, before your great fight. First, drink.”

			There was a stirring of long-absent winds as the plants chanted. Before Thunder Killer could fully ground his troops, the skies thundered. Rain poured down.

			“Follow the running rainwater to the creek,” Methuselah ordered. “There, you shall find all the water that you need.”

			Moon Shadow guided her wolves down the mountain desert, uncertain of the cracks in the jagged earth. Thunder Killer flew over the stream with his eagles and shrieked, guiding Moon Shadow to the rejuvenating waters. The wolves drank and splashed in the waters and in the bath of descending sun, cleaning themselves from the rigor of the western lands. All around, bear sentries watched their territory. The company was never alone. There was a wayward rustling not two days behind them. Still, Moon Shadow knew that she had to seek out the divine plant witch. The North needed answers.

			“Feast now,” the winds said. “We shall speak in the morning, when you have rested, when you have seen what I see.”

			Thunder Killer flew and perched by his queen of old. “What do you make of her?” he asked.

			“I think that we’re in for some very strange dreams,” Moon Shadow said. “Perhaps we should keep vigilant, with one of us always on watch.”

			“I will take the first shift. Rest, Moon Shadow,” Thunder Killer said. “I will rouse you when my eyes are too blinded by the night.”

			Moon Shadow howled, summoning her wolves. They slept by the waters, in the mountain desert valley. The eagles found perches in mountain crags. Watching the sunset, Moon Shadow wondered what tomorrow would look like. But it was not for her to say. She simply rested, calming herself, readying herself for Methuselah’s thoughts to become her own.
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			The Land of Dreams

			No Rul Ozu

			Inyo County, California, USA

			A fire wolf, its eyes dripping in garish white flame, lunged at Moon Shadow. The eyes fell like dripping candle wax, only to find themselves again in the thickness of the flame. Moon Shadow dodged the great fire wolf, only to see herself surrounded by shadows that made up the fluid contours of a ghost land. She lunged towards the fire wolf. Its gigantic frame crackled and pounced. Still, Moon Shadow stood her ground, gazing into the eyes of fire.

			“Who are you?” Moon Shadow demanded. “Why do you hunt me?”

			“I am the fire oracle,” the creature said. “I am an elemental, the spirit of the oldest animals to walk the earth. I have claimed a billion kills, died a billion deaths. Ask what you must ask. I am listening.”

			“We have heard rumors of the snake empress readying to strike.”

			“Prey always brings out the predator,” the oracle said. “Why do you ask what you already know?”

			The massive wolf, dwarfing even the wolf queen herself, bristled in fresh rivers of flame that poured down its snout, down its fur and body, only to join with the earth and flow up yet again.

			“Is war inevitable?” Moon Wolf asked.

			“The Great Balance tests all,” the fire oracle said. “If you cannot contain the threat of the highest of all animals, you will see war. War for territory. War to prepare you for a rising power.”

			“How can we win in this war?” Moon Shadow asked.

			“Whoever wins in war? Only those who don’t fight,” the fire oracle said. “But you are a queen. You were bred to fight.”

			The fire oracle’s flames rustled, crackling as its size grew.

			“I would have peace and prosperity over a fresh kill,” Moon Shadow said. “How can we find Thraxis? How can we find Snow Prophet? How can we end this war before it begins?”

			The fire oracle exposed its fangs, in something caught between a snarl and a snicker. “All knowledge comes at a price,” the fire wolf said. “You must ask yourself: What is the ultimate price that you are willing to pay?”

			Moon Shadow’s hind legs tensed. She bowed her head, if only readying for the inevitable strike. The fire oracle laughed, snarling, then growing as big as a misguided sun. It exploded in fire, attacking, pouncing on Moon Shadow. The flames burst into visions—of wolf packs biting lunging snakes and giant lizards, of Freyda The Fatal slashing rulku throats, of fires, endless fires consuming the peaks of mountains. The whole earth was aflame. Just as suddenly, there was the shadow of an owl flying from the tallest of trees, taking it all in. With that, the flames ate themselves in oblivion. All was quiet in Moon Shadow’s reclining head.
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			No Rul Ozu

			Inyo County, California, USA

			Moon Shadow awoke to see Thunder Killer flying with the rising sun. The great king of all eagles flew around the circling fire as it melted the clouds. He picked up its light with his talons and flew stronger, in great free strides through the limitless sky. Moon Shadow wondered how great it must be to have the entire world below your eyes, to be able to ride any wind to any part of its great earthly garden. Yet, even Thunder Killer settled on a perch high in the White Mountains. Moon Shadow climbed up towards him as the great eagle closed his eyes and meditated upon the mountain.

			“What’s that dance you do with the morning sun?” Moon Shadow asked the quiet eagle.

			“Every day I greet the rising sun,” Thunder Killer said. “I gather what sunlight I can for the dark times, the days when there is no sun. It is a reminder to our people that one day, our eyes will no longer see the sun. The sun we gathered lights our way into the Zolyta, the great wind that takes us to the skies of the world beyond worlds.”

			“I wish I could be a part of that tradition, though I am no bird,” Moon Shadow said. “Wolves have a similar belief. A great wolf that appears when it is time for our last great hunt,” Moon Shadow said. “It was not him that I saw in my dreams last night. It was a fire wolf.”

			Thunder Killer cocked his majestic white head. “I saw an eagle, all of fire,” he said. “The eagle of death.”

			“Did you see the snakes killing your eagles or the bear queen slashing the rulku?”

			Thunder Killer shook his head. “A snake is no match for an eagle. The eagle lifts the snake to the sky. There, the snake is helpless. We simply let it go and let the laws of nature do the rest. To overcome a fierce opponent, a warrior bird must never take on a rival where that rival is strongest. A warrior bird must take the snake on the eagle’s own terms, on the eagle’s own turf. Only that leads to victory.”

			“And were you victorious?” Moon Shadow asked.

			“I followed the great fire eagle in flight, keeping up turn for turn, as I would with the sun,” Thunder Killer said. “I saw an earth full of carnage. Dead bears, dead rulku, and even dead wolves. In the end, I saw the rising sun.”

			“We saw the same spirit,” Moon Shadow said. “I saw the beginning of war, and you saw its end.”

			“You each saw part of a riddle that you must solve, when the time is right,” a familiar voice said, descending, godlike, from the clouds.

			The snowy, black-tipped wings spread at a majestic length, blocking out the sun as the great snowy owl descended upon Methuselah in the valley below.

			“Snow Prophet,” Moon Shadow said. “Can it really be you? It’s been too many sun cycles, too many struggles since I heard the flapping of your wings, my friend.”

			“I have joined with the Spirit of All Things in a vision,” Snow Prophet said. “To me, years have been millennia, as I searched for a solution to the inevitable winds that are blowing fires towards us all. You have seen those fire winds in your dreams. I have fought with them too. In fighting, I gained nothing. In surrender, I gained victory. I saw the one true path to the end of this war, in a most unexpected place.”

			“So war is again inevitable, after all that we already lost?” Moon Shadow asked.

			Snow Prophet arched his head, turning it towards the wondering wolf and attending eagle. “Until the tribes value life more than land, until they learn the true lesson of the rulku, war is inevitable. This one shall be bloodier than the last and out of it will come a great revelation.”

			“What should we do?” Moon Shadow asked.

			“What do you always do?” Snow Prophet said. “Lead your wolves towards one more day of life, towards the rising sun, just as Thunder Killer showed you this morning. The dance of the eagle is a beautiful sight to behold, is it not?”

			With that, Snow Prophet took flight, riding the highest of winds–to where, none of the animals below could say.

			“The flying mobile speaks true,” Methuselah said. “A series of battles will stain the land, the first in cleansing blood, the last in cleansing water. This is the beginning of two wars you could never have foreseen, with an outcome of even greater consequence than you could imagine. Gather your wolves. Gather all of Animus and all the seven kingdoms. Call a meeting. Prepare. Before the next brilliant moon, the snakes will strike.”

			Moon Shadow and Thunder Killer exchanged a look of fear. Moon Shadow ran past the mountains. Thunder Killer flew again into the sun.
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			Chapter 5

			Gol-Kilpyne

			Mt. St. Helen

			Groth and Blood Scar navigated towards the foot of Fire Mountain. The holographic Night Eye hovered with them, watching the snakes that moved as openly as an unguarded fire. Mother Raven couldn’t grasp why all of Animus and all the occupied bear territory were not upon the slithering threat.

			“We underestimated their magic, if they can hide so great a feat beyond a nanospherical field,” The Night Eye said to themselves. “Where was the wolf queen when you last saw her?”

			“Heading south, great lords,” Groth said. “She was approaching the lands where the great sorceress Methuselah is said to reside. I would have kept on her trail, but I saw this.”

			“You were wise to summon us,” Elkira said. “Apparently, Animus Nor is just as lost about the fate of Thraxis as the rest of us. But why Gol-Kilpyne? Why would Thraxis order her snakes to mine the fires of a dead mountain volcano whose greatest treasure is long gone?”

			“Thraxis held the crown in her hands before turning it over to the whale god, did she not?” Blood Scar asked. “Perhaps she has found some rulku magic that will make a new crown.”

			“Perhaps,” Elkira said. The ravens, crows, and kites fluttered in mass, in a great undulating circle of thought. “Or perhaps the snake empress has found a new magic, something the rest of the animal world is unaware of.”

			“Our nanobots have scanned the full length of the mountainside,” Groth said. “The nanosphere holds firm in all places. The great eagles would only see brown, mountainous earth. And we can’t seem to find a way in.”

			“Leave that to us,” Elkira said. “We have many spies, even among the land of the snakes. Just the right poison should be enough to turn a snake’s head upon its own tail.”

			“We had better strike quickly, witch queens,” Groth said. “We have tracked snakes moving under the earth for miles upon miles, forming vast networks. Even our kingdom might be overrun.”

			“Unless we wear whatever crown Thraxis devises,” The Night Eye said. “In which case, those snakes might become our foot soldiers.”

			“What are your orders, lords?” Blood Scar asked.

			“Pull back–for now,” Elkira said. “Once my brothers and sisters and I have access to this nanosphere, we shall send you a weapon against all serpents, one that can make even a fire mountain tremble.”

			At those words, Groth gave the order. The Night Eye disappeared. Blood Scar led the troops back, away from the endless toil of the reptiles.
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			Gol-Kilpyne

			Mt. St. Helen

			Underground

			The thunderbirds flew higher and higher into the sun before disappearing in a white haze of light. Flames danced along their beaks and tail feathers before the birds became giant balls of fire. The blackened detritus fell to the land, by Gol-Kilpyne, like dark flares set off against a pasty sky. The only machines not consumed in the flames were the tiny tracking nanobots that had been allowed to live. They transmitted the entire scene to the world of men as Thraxis watched from the depths of Gol-Kilpyne.

			“So the enemy strikes already,” Thraxis said to her trusted commander, Xyla. “We must be getting closer to the secret of the fires.”

			The eldest of snakes had grown thicker in the years that sat between her and the great battle with Azaz. She had shed many skins and taken on new ones–this skin was an almost glistening albino white. It was a skin that spoke of bleaching out many unsavory aspects of her megalomaniacal character. The fires Thraxis had studied these many years had changed her, fundamentally. No longer did the great snake empress seek world domination for reptiles. She sought answers. She sought to match the great whale god who she had seen play with the Crown of Fire as if it were a mere trinket, whose dominating waters snuffed out the fire of the bear god as if he were a mere cub. Such a foe could destroy all living land animals, and none could oppose his uncertain will.

			“This may yet play to our advantage,” Thraxis said.

			Xyla, unsure of whether she should answer, said only, “But how, my empress? Now, the world of the rulku and the sorceress Methuselah will turn against us. The rest of the animal world will be stoking the fires of war.”

			“We have the only fire that matters,” Thraxis said. “The armor. Is it ready?”

			“Yes, my empress. It holds strong.”

			“And The Spear of Black Fire?”

			“The spear is kept in an enchanted ark below,” Xyla said. “None can yet control it.”

			“Then our work in the mountain may be done,” Thraxis said. “We must retreat. I sense old foes drawing near.”

			“There have been no new reports since Groth the Impaler last passed this way,” Xyla said. “Even the rattlesnakes say that Moon Shadow has disappeared from our lands. The eagles and hawks still circle, ever watching.”

			“Yet, the greater enemy knows what we’re plotting here,” Thraxis said. “We won’t be safe until we’re back in the Amazonian jungles. Bring the armor and spear with us. Before the animals unite, order the snakes to retreat to their nests and prepare themselves. The time to strike is near.”

			“My empress?” Xyla asked.

			“The animals of the world want a war,” Thraxis said, staring ahead as if her thoughts stood right before her. “They want to believe that I am the evil empress seeking to dominate their lands and their peoples to bring back the Age of the Dinosaurs. Let them believe it–for now. We will use the time to build our real army against our real foe, before this world is irretrievably lost.”

			“Yes, your majesty,” Xyla said, bowing.

			“In the meantime,” Thraxis said, “let us give them cause to come together. Send out the first legion of our resurrected pterodactyls. Let them fly close to the eagle and hawk spies. I want them seen–if only at a distance. Save our greater flying beast until Yu The Golden Nightmare draws near his last breaths.”

			Without waiting for a reply, Thraxis slithered away, preparing for her subterranean journey home.
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			Chapter 6

			Rulkura

			Whitmore Mountains, West Antarctica

			Brigand stood before The Great Sisterhood, unable to grasp their seeming disregard of human life.

			“I tell you,” he repeated. “The pictures from the nanobots are clear. Thraxis lives and moves the fire of the mountain. If we do not act, that fire will consume us all.”

			“An unseen wind moves this fire,” Methuselah said, if only in holographic form. “You see what you are meant to see and no more.”

			“Our children are dying, hunted for wrath,” Brigand said. “We must do something. We cannot just sit here and speculate.”

			“Words are doing something,” Methuselah said, “when they are allowed to make a difference. Let wise words find roots, solid roots, and you will be amazed at what grows.”

			“Methuselah speaks the truth,” Lady Diurnia said. “Are you so quick to forget that it was I who protected your boy from harm? That it is my sisters who have long protected you from the hunting shadows of the North? The time of our protection draws to an end. We have spoken with the trees of the North, and they know the truth. It is not Thraxis who attacks you, but the bear queen, moved by an unseen hand. For many years Freyda plotted, seeking to complete the work of the one the bears worship. Her day is at hand. Instead of setting out to start a war, you should stay and bolster your defenses and honor those who have protected you. War comes soon enough. You don’t need to go hunting for it.”

			“Our spies tell us that Freyda moves quickly,” Old Tjikko, the mighty Norse spruce, said. “She seeks to resurrect a path to war.”

			Jimon Sugi, the mighty Cryptomeria with a steadfast trunk, spoke up. “We cannot afford to let Freyda stir the world to war the way Azaz did,” she stated. “We will present our evidence to the animal council, but I am sure that they will say the same. This is your battle. We cannot intervene.”

			Brigand shook his head. “Has the natural world lost all sense of honor?” he asked. “Once, a generation ago, you were willing to stand up to the greatest animal power this world had ever seen to protect us from extinction. You had greater wisdom than the rulku. You knew that deep down, we were all interconnected as one in a living, breathing world. Now, as you settle into your kingdoms, you become selfish and complacent. You would let another extremist bear dictate the fate of mankind. I tell you now, as the arch elder rulku of this kingdom, that if your council chooses to turn its back on us now, you can look elsewhere for allies when the inevitable war that Thraxis stokes comes like a raging typhoon to your shores. Mankind will stand alone.”

			Brigand stormed off, leaving the holographic trees to settle the matter among themselves.

			“This rulku is like Freyda, quick to anger and slow to see the value of all life,” Jimon Sugi said. “Perhaps it was a mistake to lose so many of our own to protect the rulku.”

			“Yet, the future of our kind lies in the kingdom of the rulku,” Methuselah said. “We grow there more freely than anywhere else, undisturbed by the awakened animals. Their interests and ours are not so different after all.”

			“We can defend those we must while giving the appearance of perfect neutrality,” Old Tjikko declared. “We must be stealthy, and we must not commit too many plants. The real war, the one greater than Thraxis and her aims, will test every last sister tree.”

			“I will speak to Arch Elder Brigand when he has had some time,” Lady Diurnia said. “I will say that you allowed us to stand up in the battle to protect our home. I will also say that the kingdom of plants will step no farther, to avoid sparking another worldwide war.”

			“This is best, my sisters,” Methuselah said. “It will give us time to prepare for the greater conflict, which shall depend upon us, before all is said and done. Before the rise of the rulku, before the first creeping animal, we ruled. We must survive if this world is to survive. And so must the boy.”

			With that, The Great Sisterhood of plant witches disbanded, and the winds fell quiet once more.
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			Klang Uktor

			Congo, Africa

			In the heart of the great watering hole, Brisa and Prism, two beautiful young elephants, sprayed fresh sprinkles over Zulta The Wise. The elephant king’s massive white body bore yet more tattoos and runnels of scar tissue from his years of battling Yorba The Elder. Still, his Kami Kou, or Stampeders, had managed to hold off the expansion of the apes into the more valuable Congo basin. In his old age, Zulta had passed most of the kingdom onto his daughter, Yanta, who had grown into a powerful matriarch in her own right. A wise ruler and mother to a brood of Stampeder Generals that kept the apes at bay, Yanta was a double threat to Yorba and his heir, Klang Krugal, whose very name was meant to assert dominance over the region. Yet, Zulta was not without power in his old age. He had fostered the great alliance with the Asian elephant herds of Dlu Stepyn, the former India, and was the first elephant ruler to extend the influence of the tribes beyond the African plains. Strategic strongholds as far as the mountains of Algri Latz, in the former Turkey, held the apes at bay, along with Stampeder armies as far as Irks Korsum, the former Somalia, tip of the great sea. From there, he watched the oceans and their great king. Yet, the seas also told of new dangers brewing. Yu The Golden Nightmare was perilously ill, and the giant pandas had lost much authority in Yvot-Sing, the heart of what was once called China.

			Spies from over the seas told of Freyda The Fatal’s massing army, the enigma of the missing snake empress, and the falling out of the animal overlords and the rulku. It was a world rife for conquest, Zulta realized, and he only wished he were young enough to lead the Stampeders on his own. Such reveries of his days of might haunted Zulta as Brisa and Prism cleaned him when a most unexpected visitor graced Zulta’s private watering hole.

			As the lady elephants giggled, two elephant Stampeders, Vroz and Jangor, his grandsons, trumpeted the arrival of the elephant queen Yanta. Zulta nodded. Brisa and Prism rose and left the watering hole. Zulta kept himself submerged in the waters as his daughter appeared.

			“Father,” Yanta said.

			Yanta was more massive now, with the gray-white skin of her father, but with fewer of the ritualistic tattoos of conquest that distinguished Zulta
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