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			Part 1

			Soon, Soon, Soon

			I will make them

			Pay, Pay, Pay

		

	
		
			I am Shakya Clan, the modern myth. I carry the flames of justice and see through the darkness of night. I am the guardian and the seeker. I am lion, and my roar makes even the wolves shake. 

		

	
		
			Prologue

			Through dragon’s fire made of ice, I change. I close my eyes to hear the stars whisper in my ear, though nothing is revealed. Torn between a past I don’t understand and a present I can’t escape, oh how my heart cries out please ancestors do not choose me.

			It is a single kiss that fills my dreams and haunts me in every waking hour. A kiss filled with hell’s fire burns within me—a kiss. Invisible breezes rush past me on the cliff of my own demise where I feel my heart aching for the manifestation of something, someone that doesn’t exist. A kiss. 

			The cave calls to me, beckons me to enter just beyond the white thorn bush. There just ahead, past the fog travels a sound from a flute. I can see him, the clown that is. He waves to me every night and points the way. A kiss. 

			I wait for you my shadow man—the entity of my dreams. You are the soul that touches me. The past is gone…the present soon to dawn, and now I see the fabrics woven in the tapestries. It is a kiss I wait to give you. A kiss of freedom—a kiss from yesterday—a kiss that shreds the past and carries us into the future. A kiss. Just as my dreams of seeing you are about to come alive—I wake.

			The alarm clock went off, dragging Cleo away from the cave where she waited. The first word out of her mouth was no. Always within her grasp of understanding but never quite all the way, she sat up in bed and rubbed her eyes. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 - Answers Needed

			The scent of wild lavender bells, miniature roses, daisies, and baby’s breath dusted the pine-smelling breeze that floated through the air. The ground was brushed with bright colors of yellow, lavender, and red from the wild flowers. The heartache of the past had died with the spring. Life was anew, fresh like the golden rays of the sun shining down on the world below. Nothing could rip the joy Alaynee had in her heart. 

			With the Unnatural creature known as Ralph destroyed, and winter’s discontent put away in the drawer of the past, Alaynee knew all she had to do was answer the single question. Will you marry me? Jonah had asked. It was like life stood still for just a moment. He didn’t want an answer then, just the possibility of a future when love’s sweet song would dance on her heart and play the strings of her soul. They would be forever tattooed on one another’s hearts and souls. 

			Deep within her stomach rested a small pit of disbelief and worry. The What if questions lingered in the back of her mind. What if they weren’t right for each other? What if they were too young? What if they didn’t make it? What if—what if—so much is left to the possibility of chance and love. Love was her own bastard of the two-sided coin that broke hearts on a daily basis. 

			Alaynee turned and looked at herself in the mirror. “He asked me to marry him,” she said to her reflection. The ledge of concern was a steep fall, but the glow in her eyes told a different story. She beamed with joy and love from within. Her entire body had a glow. The kind of glow only love’s sweet touch can give. There was no denying it now. Alaynee knew in her heart the only answer she had to give Jonah, and that was yes. Yes with all her body. Yes with all her mind, and yes with all her soul. There was the possibility that nothing would work out, but there was also the possibility they could have all been killed just months ago. So why would she want to postpone the very thing she wanted most? 

			Alaynee played some music and danced around her room in the sheer joy she felt from life. She had everything she ever wanted. Even the questions taunting her seemed like nothing. Lost in her own dream world, the knock at the door startled her. 

			“I’m leaving soon,” Cathy said. 

			Alaynee opened the door and hugged her mom with all she had. Tears streamed down her face. What light makes a girl dance and sing? What kind of joy brings so much happiness that one can’t help but cry? Love is that single emotion. It can take you to the greatest heights of laughter and joy while bring you down to the bottomless pits of hell. It is the one emotion that inhabits every other emotion and is the greatest driving force on the planet. 

			“What’s going on?” Cathy asked. 

			“I’ll tell you when you get back, Mom. It’s nothing bad. I promise,” she said, her voice whimsical with joy and revelation. She loved Jonah. She wanted to spend the rest of her life with him. They were going to bond. 

			“I’m going to miss you, Mom. Have a great show!” Alaynee said with enthusiasm. 

			“Are you sure you don’t want to go with me?” Cathy asked. 

			“Can’t. I have SAT’s on Monday, and you won’t be back on time,” she said. 

			“I can make sure we get back on time,” Cathy said with a little hope in her voice. 

			“No, Mom, you worked so hard for this. I don’t want you to lose out. Not because of me,” Alaynee said. 

			“I would do anything for you; you know that don’t you?” Cathy asked. 

			“Of course. Mom, come on, what’s going on?” 

			“Nothing…you and your brother are just almost grown up, that’s all,” Cathy said. 

			Alaynee hugged her mom tight when tears formed in the corners of her eyes. 

			“Mom, we’re always going to need you,” she said. 

			More than you know now, she thought. Alaynee had debated on telling Cathy about the proposal. The truth was, until just a few seconds ago, she hadn’t made up her mind. 

			“I’m going to be late for my flight if I stand here too much longer,” Cathy wiped the tears from her eyes. “Ok, well I’ll be back in a few days.” 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 - Almost Lovers

			Thoughts are fleeting. They are the whispering winds that float around the embers of our minds. They are the sweetest lullabies we sing to ourselves when light has left us. Thoughts reside in the only place true privacy still exists, and when they’re gone, they are often left unrequited. Unspoken, they become the lost opportunities—the “what ifs” that haunt us in the failing hours of the night. The universe has oceans full of unspoken words. 

			Jonah lived with those fears for so long. It seemed his entire life was ruled by them. All that changed when he moved to Sisters. A life ruled by fear is not a life at all and thoughts left unspoken weren’t the way he planned to live his life. Without a doubt, Jonah wanted to marry Alaynee. He didn’t want her to answer that night because he wanted it perfect. He wanted something they could tell their grandchildren. He wanted Alaynee to beam about the proposal he made to her. Most of all, he wanted all their memories cherished. ­Never would their love be cursed by unspoken words used to build walls of resentment. 

			For a month he had touched the darkness through a creature he had created by accident. With every dive into the heart of the abyss, it was Alaynee’s love pulling his soul from the clutches of darkness. Each time her voice touched his soul, he pushed against it and closed the door. 

			Without a doubt, Jonah knew Alaynee was the person he was meant to spend the rest of his life with. He was sure because of the glimpse he had been given of his future. He witnessed the two of them together, hand in hand as an older couple. They walked with a grace that only a couple who had been together a long time had. 

			Alaynee was the reason, his reason for everything in his world. There was no other person like her, and he knew it. His heart, soul, body, and mind all said the same thing. She was the other half of his soul. 

			Jonah’s mind drifted back to the moment he proposed. He peered deep into her eyes. Full of joy and not wanting to have anything unspoken between them, he asked her without thinking. “Will you marry me?” 

			A joyous shock covered her face, causing it to glow as bright as the heavens. Without hesitation, “Shhh, don’t answer now,” he said. 

			He knew Alaynee, and pushing her into an answer was not the way to handle it. She had to come to it herself. The only thing Jonah wanted was to make sure she knew how much he loved her, but this was not the proposal he had in mind.  

			He leaned in and brushed his lips against hers. They were soft and tender—the lips of an angel. Passion from above moved Jonah into a hunger he had never known. For a moment, he was lost in the wilderness of her love. The smell of her skin drifted into his nose, sending him into a heightened state of awareness. Jonah wanted to feel all of her at that moment. He wouldn’t though. Perfection was what their first moment together needed to be. The middle of a forest with their families just a few yards away wasn’t what he would call perfect. Neither was a flea-ridden motel in the middle of nowhere. For Alaynee, everything needed to be perfect. Everything. 

			Jonah picked up the phone and pressed the speed dial button. “Hey, hon,” she answered. 

			“Hi, I miss you,” he said. 

			“I miss you too. I know that we’re supposed to meet up with everyone else tonight. But I was wondering if it could be just the two of us?” she asked. 

			“Sure…I don’t see a problem with that,” he said. 

			“Ok, pick me up at eight?” 

			“I’ll be there,” he said. 

			Jonah could hear the whimsical joy in her voice. She had an answer for him, and he knew without a doubt it was a yes. 

			“I love you,” he said. 

			“I love you too,” she replied. “See you at eight.” 

			Jonah hung the phone up and let out an unconscious deep breath that had lodged in his lungs. He paced back and forth then pulled the ring out of his pocket. Alaynee’s favorite color was pink but her favorite stone was sapphire. He had picked out an engagement ring that had a single diamond in the center and one sapphire for each of the members of the youngling pack. The matching band came apart but it was shaped like a flower petal hanging from the flower-shaped stones’ setting. 

			He put the ring in his desk and went to take a shower. Hot water flooded over his body, taking him deeper into his thoughts. When he finished showering, Jonah dried out and dressed for their date. He knew the perfect place to take her. It was a small place in the middle of the woods the two of them found on the night of his first change. 

			When he finished dressing, he grabbed his phone again and called Daniel. “Hey, I’m going to take your sister out to a special place tonight.” 

			“You got the ring today, didn’t you?” Daniel asked. 

			“Yeah I got it. It turned out perfect. Sharron is a genius,” he said. 

			“Well, if anyone knows what she’ll like, it’s Sharron,” Daniel laughed. “You know she’s going to kill me for allowing this to go down with the two of you alone.” 

			“Why?” 

			“You know girls…they do everything together,” he laughed again. 

			“I still have to ask your dad,” Jonah said. 

			“Yeah, and I’m definitely going to be there for that one,” Daniel teased. 

			“Ok, well tell everyone we will meet up with you guys later,” Jonah said. 

			“Not a problem. Oh, hey, have you talked to Sharron at all today?” 

			“No, why?” 

			“No reason. Just she’s been…it’s nothing,” he said. “See ya later, man.” 

			Jonah hung up the phone and went downstairs to the kitchen. Sitting on the table was a basket full of food and a note. 

			Good luck tonight

			Love, 

			Lynne

			Nothing gets past them, Jonah thought. He picked up the basket and headed for the truck. He picked up Alaynee. The glow from inside hadn’t diminished over the last few weeks. Jonah looked at every inch of her body. She wore her hair with a few curls in it. She had on a pink and black striped shirt and a short black skirt with zippers. He wanted to remember everything about the night. He started the truck and headed toward the lake. There was a small dirt road that led straight to the perfect spot. 

			A cobblestone path with grass growing out of it wound its way through the woods to the lake. This was the place he was going to give her the ring and a proper proposal. 

			A thumbnail of the moon barely touched the lake just off the horizon, causing the lake to appear as though it drifted off the world and into space. The water reflected the stars in the sky, giving the illusion of stepping deep into the universe.

			There wasn’t a single thing he wanted more than to make sure everything was perfect. The whole forest was alive with bright green and brown colors. Sounds of scurrying creatures going about their daily lives completed the feel of peace and serenity in the air. 

			Jonah fidgeted with his left hand against his pocket while holding Alaynee’s hand with his right. He had a special surprise in mind tonight. It was something he had been thinking about since the night at the cheap Monkey hotel on their way to Tennessee to kill the creature. 

			A shooting star shot across the sky just when Jonah pulled out the engagement ring he had in his pocket. He loved her. He always had and was sure he would always want to be with her. On one knee, he bent down and reached into his pocket. His hand wrapped around the small box in his pocket and got stuck for a second on the way out. He was too afraid to look into her eyes while he fumbled around with his pocket and the silly little box. Finally with a small jerk in the right direction, he pulled the box out and opened it. 

			“Alaynee, I love you. I want to be with you for the rest of my life. There is no one else in this world that gets me the way you do. You know my heart and my soul,” Jonah said.

			“You already proposed,” she said. 

			“Not the right way. That’s why I didn’t want you to answer then,” he replied. 

			He took the chance to look into Alaynee’s loving eyes. Jonah felt his heart skip a beat when he looked up and saw her whole being. She shined from within like an angel from above. He placed the ring on her finger and stood up. They stood a breath apart. “You didn’t answer,” he said. 

			“Yes,” she said, just above a whisper.

			Jonah kissed her mouth. With every tender touch, he felt all her warmth and love. For a moment, he felt like angels had lifted the two of them off the ground and carried them to the moon. The sweet tender journey to get to this point had been fraught with laughter, tears, pain, and death wrapped up in a cozy safe blanket of love. 

			The stars reflection off the lake blurred the horizon with the two of them still wrapped around one another. Jonah lifted her up to the sky like a rag doll. Even covered, he loved the way she felt against him. She just fit him perfect. She wrapped her legs around his waist and kissed him again. Her hair draped down his face, covering his shoulders and tickling his nose. He let himself go and melted when her sweet scent of lavender tickled his nose. Jonah held her tight, unafraid now of ever losing her. She was his future and he knew it without doubt. Somehow he had always known it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3 - The Chosen Ones

			Twilight slashed the horizon like a blade, reaping the magnificent, radiant day. Darkness bled, seeping, sharing the true abyss hidden by the light. Time—past, present, and future—all converged at this moment. Twilight—not dark, not light, but shades of grey that exist in all. Twilight—the reaper of dusk and dawn. Blood and water, myth and legend—clichés full of stories that back the very nature of life. It was in this moment where Cleo found herself. This was her own twilight—the stripping of the past and embracing of the future. Whatever that held. 

			Pinned, thick hair, lined with smooth edges, moved like a single entity in the breeze, not allowing a single strand to waver out of place. Her skin, fragile and delicate like that of a china doll, rippled with goose bumps on her taut body. Heart pounding, palms sweating, and a small brain worm wriggled its way through her mind. What if I don’t want to be chosen? 

			Like a veritable prism of color, silent, reverent, stiff robed Elders stood eyes closed, at each of the four corners of the sand garden containing three boulders and two smaller ones centered within the perfect proportionally-raked lines. Palms flat against one another and their elbows straight, the Elders took on a statuesque sight. 

			A gong sounded. It echoed like the past, bouncing off the present surrounding hills. Just behind the Elders, the rest of the already chosen took their place. They were the Shakya Clan. The defenders of justice. Completing the scene was the rest of the villagers. Those not chosen, who were merely witnesses to the grandiose ceremony, lined the outer edges of the courtyard. The gong sounded again. A line of possible chosen moved in a steady rhythmic cadence. Step together, pause together, step together, pause together, they walked. Each member took their position between the already chosen Shakya and the Elders. Another gong and they disrobed, allowing the delicate clothes to drop to the ground. 

			“Isn’t this exciting?” Joy whispered to Cleo. 

			“Shh…not really. I’m cold,” Cleo whispered back.

			Her body naked under the night sky, Cleo knelt down to kiss the ground. Part of her was glad to kneel down so she could feel some sort of cover on her bare skin. Even though the nakedness was more a sign of respect to the ancient ritual, her bare skin gave Cleo more insecurity than she had never known. It didn’t matter that all of the community had experienced the same ritual at the same age. Cleo just wanted it over with. Chosen or not, she longed for her body to be covered once again and fast.

			With all she had, Cleo tried not to shiver from the pulsating nerves coursing through her naked body. She was already nervous about the ceremony she was about to go through. Not a single part of her heart wanted to become a member of the Shakya Clan because of the dreams. The kiss from the stranger she had never met. Somehow, it would shape her fate and seal her soul. Cleo knew this without a doubt. Another gong. The Elders began to chant in unison. 

			Fire filled the sky above her, taking the form of a dragon. The dragon snaked around the sky and circled her. Her skin heated. Cleo waited and prayed to herself. Please don’t let it be me. Though being a chosen one of The Shakya Clan was considered a badge of honor, to Cleo, it was shackles. 

			The fire dragon’s circle grew so fast she felt a heated breeze flow around her. Cleo closed her eyes and waited. Every cell in her body tingled. Her hands grew to paws with long sharp nails. The golden fur of the lioness covered every inch of her body. She had her wish; she was covered, though not how she desired. 

			Through lioness’s eyes, the night became her friend. Every grain of sand was sharp and its own miniature entity. Each strand of grass around them was crystal clear as if it had been magnified. Through Cleo’s eyes, the darkness became light. She reached up with her tongue and brushed it across her new sharpened teeth. No! 

			Above the clan, the new and old, a gathering of fireflies appeared. They hovered over every member and stopped just over Cleo. Filled with awe and wander, Cleo watched them form a bubble around her. She didn’t realize the Elders had stopped chanting as she gazed out from the bubble of light. What wondrous magic had the ancestors sent on this glorious night? 

			Cleo opened her mouth letting a thunderous roar escape. The sound scared Cleo enough, causing her to close her mouth tight, piercing her tongue at the same time. The pain shot through her head. “Ouch!” she said. Her body jumped at the noise that escaped her once again. 

			By the fire made of ice known as the dragon’s flame, Cleo’s three life-long best friends, Misty, Conner and Tray were chosen too. Through Dragon’s fire made of ice I change. She thought. There was comfort in knowing her oldest and closest friends had also been chosen. The knowledge relieved some of the pressure. Watching her friends, she could see the honor they felt beam through their eyes as if they had won a war that needed ending. Guilt and shame resonated through Cleo over the thought of seeing it more as forced slavery than an honor.  

			Like most things in life, not everyone was chosen to become a member of the clan. There is no taking back that which the ancestors had given, and yet Cleo would have traded places with Joy, one of the unselected, in an instant. Joy’s dad walked over to her and caned her where she laid for bringing shame to their name. She was the first in their ancestral line that had not been chosen to become a lioness. Anger shot through Cleo, and before she knew what she was doing, another roar escaped her lungs. The warning Cleo had given halted the beating for a moment. She looked over at Joy’s naked, bloodied, and bruised body without rage. Her sobs were a haunting sound, like ghosts in the night. Cleo stepped toward Joy’s father and stared. Flashes of another soul shot through Cleo’s mind. For a moment, she didn’t understand what she was seeing. It dawned on her that it was his life as seen through his eyes, and she saw the truth of the night. The greyness of Joy’s father’s soul had stopped the ancestors from choosing her to become part of the Shakya Clan. There was an underhanded bank dealing with his neighbor. Joy’s father had used his standing as a member of the Shakya to purchase the land next to his at a cheaper rate. He had misused his power more than once. Cleo realized becoming Shakya had given her the power to see through the façade people show the world. It allowed her to see the soul itself. The truth of what people really were. 

			His hand shook a little while he still held the cane in the air. The sound of the cane echoed as it hit the ground. Joy’s father changed into a lion. His giant stature made Cleo feel smaller. Like David and Goliath, Cleo challenged him to do what was right and to tell the clan what she knew to be true. He was a heartless being whose soul had been corrupted by the power of the Shakya. Joy’s father lunged toward Cleo, who ducked out of the way. She circled the older Shakya lion, not once taking her eyes off him. His body leaned to the right just when he tried to pounce her again. She batted him down with her paw and stood over him, waiting for his acceptance. 

			Once again, the fire dragon appeared from above the clan. It circled the two of them again, turning to ice then disappearing into the darkness from whence it came. Cleo, still in her lioness form, looked over at Joy’s father who had been stripped of the power of the Shakya. He lay naked on the ground. Shame covered his soul, causing it to bleed invisible blood from within. Cleo stepped back, shocked by her own actions. 

			Joy’s dad picked himself off the ground and walked with his head down in shame. Just when Cleo thought it was all said and done, the man picked up the cane again and whaled one more time on Joy’s already swollen body. Cleo lunged at the man and bashed him as hard as she could away from Joy. With blood dripping from his stomach where she made contact, he landed with a thud. Confusion hit Cleo. Joy had never been one of her favorite people, but the injustice of the caning on her naked body brought a rage Cleo had never known. She looked from clan member to clan member, trembling at the thought of their judgment. 

			Without another thought, she raced off into the night as fast and hard as she could. She didn’t know if she had shamed her own parents and sacrificed her own life or if it was just a matter of her defending her friend in the face of an injustice. Wasn’t that what the Shakya were about? She didn’t know. She just raced against the wind, unsure of everything now. Would her life be lived with her family now, or would she be hunted down for killing a member of the clan? 

			Her mind, full of pain and anger from what she had just done, was ramped with too many thoughts to think anything through. She knew she was heading toward the train station when it dawned on her; she was still in lioness form. 

			I spilled the blood of an innocent. I killed a man. Oh god what do I do now?

			The bristling wind that rushed through the short hair of her lioness form sent shivers through her spine. 

			She stopped running when she reached the train station. Crouching in the bushes, she watched all the people going about their normal everyday lives without a care in the world. She longed for the normalcy of the everyday. Still, she didn’t understand why the Shakya Clan was chosen to turn into lions. She knew all the stories from the past. They were tales of evil empires and rulers who would enslave their people. Frightened and alone, she stayed hidden behind the bushes. When she fell asleep, her dreams were about the last Chinese New Year and all the joy she felt. This was her twilight—her new beginning—and already she was tainted with blood.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4 - Who is Nox?

			Present

			She plays in the night. Her wings made of the ethereal winds of the world. Darkness is her home and the stars are her friends. She, the Goddess of the Night, loved to watch the humans and her creatures of the night frolic and fall in love. Ever the optimist, always the lover at heart, Nox couldn’t help but watch life pass her by and in her own way, experience the laughter, love, and yes, even heartache that came in the simple yet complex existence of man.

			“Bloody hell,” one of the old ghosts said. “There’s a war comin’.” He walked over to Nox with a grin on his face. “It’s about time,” he said. “Getting kind of bored watching the same thing night after night.” Michael was a knight of the old guard from centuries ago. He never considered his death an honorable one, poison was not the way a knight should die. When he died, he was given a choice, to stay and wait for the impending war without a date or time, or to pass over and join others like him in purgatory. He chose to stay and wait. 

			“Michael, you should be ashamed of yourself,” Nox said. Michael walked away waving his hand, dismissing Nox. The ghost, one of many who walked the world in the night, was correct about one thing. Nox could see them, the Fates, preparing the threads for what was about to come. It was the war she had been dreading for centuries. Fear tread across her heart like a cloud prepping to become a funnel. She watched while Jonah’s soul was stained through his heroic actions. Without a doubt, Nox knew the time had come to pay for the past—for the love she had long ago. 

			The stained one, the Dream Protector, and soon, the child of light—all were converging now—in this time—in this hour—the sacred powers of good would have no choice but to fight. Fight because of all the damnable choices she made centuries ago. Fight, because she had fallen in love with Asmodeus, the demon king, commonly called Ash. It was a love she thought would never end and here she was, centuries later, waiting to end it all.  

			Jonah bit Ralph while in his wolf form—a forbidden act that would forever leave the darkness upon him. It didn’t matter that he did it to save the life of another. The stain would remain. She knew Jonah would now become the catalyst Ash needed. Nox watched while the children of the moon traveled across the country to kill the beast and bring back the balance. But in her heart, she knew the damage was already done. There was no turning back. 

			The shadows pounding against her heart grew stronger as she watched the love deepen between the members of the Youngling Pack. If only I could warn you about what’s coming. If I could take back the mistake I made. Her mind filled with all the what if’s we carry with us through life. If I had gone left instead of right, would I still have been in an accident? If I had said no instead of yes…things we chalk up as regrets. The choices that haunt us as time passes and if enough time passes, they are the things we try to forget. 

			The night sky, Nox’s friend, glittered, brandished with all the universe had to offer. She looked up toward the castle in the sky. It was the home of the Immortals. Part of her wanted to go there and plead to the powers that be to stop the coming prophecy from turning into a reality. She knew her words would fall on deaf ears. Interfering with the Fates was not allowed. Tampering with the fabric of life would burn all the threads of life. 

			Nox walked through the mountains. Her mind drifted so much she almost forgot time had not stopped. She had to move on. Across the desert, through the broken lands of time and past the Land of Revenants, Nox made her way bringing about the night.

			At each stop, the Fallacy—spirits trapped in between, of the world gathered around her. So many tales of life were given to her. This night was different though, rumors had spread about the stained one and the Dream Protector. The signs were aligning themselves. The Fallacy knew they were going to be involved in the war, they just didn’t know how yet. This war, it was foretold, would be fought on the physical and Netherrealm.

			The Netherrealm was the unseen fourth dimension often called the Between. It was the place where dreams were made, faith was tested and where all magic came from. The Netherrealm, was where Cara’s own personal wonderland existed.  

			Aaron Jacobs, one of her oldest and dearest friends, was also a Fallacy, he snuck up behind Nox. “The Fates are gathering over Broken Top Mountain,” he said. 

			“Aaron Jacobs, you scared me. I didn’t hear you come,” Nox said. 

			“Well, are the rumors true?” he asked. 

			“They are,” she said. 

			“I see. So do you regret your time in the flesh?” 

			“Do you?” she said, diverting the conversation. In truth, she couldn’t bring herself to admit her role in the events to come. 

			“No, but I was born. Not made like you, dear lady.”

			His eyes warmed when she looked in them. He was a kind man in life, in death he had proved to be a guide for those who needed assistance in passing over. She considered Aaron a paradox all his own. In life, though kind, he was an atheist with little use for spiritual matters. He was dressed in the same black shirt and black pants he died in. On his wrist was a bracelet with spikes. He had goggles on his head and his black boots had matching spikes on the sides. Aaron looked like something out of a bad horror movie in his choice of clothing. Still, Nox saw his kind heart, something most people during his life never had a chance to know. 

			His death was as much a paradox as his life. When living people looked at Aaron, they didn’t see a hero. They saw a man they wanted to stay away from. He lived in New York City and despised convention as a whole. It was a day like any other. The sun was blocked by a sea of overcast clouds. The traffic was loud with sirens and honking horns buzzing around like bees waiting to sting. Everyone was trapped in their own little bubble of life. The smell of fresh baked bread filled the air in front of the bus stop Aaron was standing at. An eight-year-old boy was riding his skateboard down the sidewalk and fell in the street in front of the bus stop just as the bus came. Aaron didn’t think about anything. He just reacted and shoved the boy out of the way. He didn’t feel the bus hit him, but was knocked three feet away from the bus, landing on the ground anyway. He stood up to yell at the boy for riding his skateboard on the sidewalk. It was then that he realized his spirit had been shoved out of his body. 

			Aaron was not given a choice on what to do or where to go. He had believed in nothing in life, and therefore, remained in the Between, a Netherrealmer forever. Aaron made the best of the situation and began to help others move on. It was his way of making up for his lack of faith in anything. Nox tried to tell him that all his effort did nothing to help him cross over. It didn’t matter to Aaron though. He helped because it brought him joy. For years, Aaron listened to spirits about their lives. He showed them the joys they experienced and assisted them in letting go of any regret so they could pass over. 

			“I told you it was going to happen sooner or later,” Nox said. 

			“I know. That’s why I help as many as I can. Life was hard, why should death be so?” he said. 

			Nox gave him a smile. “If it makes any difference, I’m glad you’re still here,” she told him. 

			“You just watch yourself,” he told her. 

			With that Aaron walked over to a little girl who had just arrived in the Netherrealm. “Hi, little lady, what’s your name?” he asked. 

			The little girl looked up at him with wide eyes. “I’m not usposed to talk to strangers,” she said. 

			“That’s so true. But I’m here to help you. Tell me, what did you love about life?” he asked her. 

			“I loved my teddy bear,” she whispered. 

			With that, Nox left him to do his self-proclaimed job and moved on. Warmth filled her heart, like it always did when Aaron came around for a visit. If only Ash had been so warm inside. It was just a whisper of a thought and yet it held the weight of all that was about to happen inside her heart. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 5 - Cara’s Life

			Dawn breaks under the mystic night, so it brings with it a covenant of new beginnings. Cara knew all too well the feelings of loss when the darkness ripped her entire world apart, like a thief, stealing her innocence and all those she loved. Her once safe world had been killed by her own father, Ralph. He had become an Unnatural because of a single bite to his arm. It was the darkness though—the darkness that warped his already broken mind into a beast. Because the space where darkness ends and light begins rests on a blade and time is the mortal enemy of all. Because light can’t exist without dark and balance is all that matters. So then Ralph had to be destroyed. 

			Cara had settled into her new home with her new brother, Jonah. She loved having an older brother, but her heart longed to feel the safe warm arms of her mom wrapped around her. Soft rays of light floated across the sky, peeking through the clouds. Cara imagined her mom used them as a way to travel and see her. How she longed to hear her mom’s laugh and dance with her in her fairy room again. She would do almost anything to hear her mom say the word “No.” Almost. Grams Lynne and Gramps Bobby Joe were okay. They were nice. Still, not one of them was mom. How could they be? 

			Fireflies drifted back into the forest, disappearing from sight. “Do you know where fireflies come from? They come from the wings of angels who decide to live among us. They are from the fallen,” flashed through Cara’s mind as she watched them disappear. Jeanne had told her that just before she gave her own life to save Cara. At the time, she didn’t understand why her mom was talking about such things. Now though—now things were different. Her life was different, and all that she had loved was gone. 

			Lynne called up from the kitchen to let Cara know breakfast was ready. As fast as she could, Cara wiped the tears swelling in her eyes and raced down the stairs. With all she had, Cara tried to be a good daughter to her new adopted family. “Can’t let them see me cry,” she thought. 

			Sitting on the table was a stack of pancakes, Cara’s favorite. Also on the table were bacon and a stick of soft butter. Heated syrup, like from a restaurant, was another one of Cara’s favorites. The light, fluffy pancakes had a sweet vanilla scent to them. Joy was in every bite she took. 

			Jonah came down the steps and tossed his backpack on the floor next to the door. He took his seat across from Cara and reached for some pancakes. Cara looked over and smiled with her mouth full. He wasn’t her mom, but he was her knight in wolf’s clothing. To Cara that was enough for now. When they finished breakfast, Cara followed Jonah to the truck and climbed in. He leaned over to make sure she was buckled. 

			“I got it,” she told him. 

			“Just making sure,” he said.

			She looked back and waved to Grams and blew back a kiss then turned and stared at the road ahead. The mountains stood like guardians against the two lane road. Bold green colors from the trees blurred the horizon line. In the distance, the mountains seemed like they were nothing more than hills. The illusion was completed by the purple and blue colors that mixed together. They arrived at her school on time. Cara climbed out. 

			“Grams is going to pick you up today,” Jonah said to her. He waved bye and waited for her to disappear into the double doors. 

			Staring out the window, the sunlight called to her. She wanted to run and jump and forget about the feelings she had deep inside what she liked to call her light. 

			There are certain people that come into our lives, and we know without a doubt they are always going to be there for us. For Cara, Squeaks was one of those people. He was the one person she couldn’t look at and say what he was going to do later on in life. There wasn’t a darkness about him, she just couldn’t see it. It reminded her of when she looked in the mirror and wasn’t able to see her own purpose. Perhaps there is something to be said about surprises. These are things most people take for granted. Cara enjoyed not knowing this about Squeaks and even liked that he never acted like she was different. To him, she was just a kid like him. 

			Squeaks leaned over and whispered, “What’s wrong?” 

			“Someone’s coming,” she replied. 

			“Not like the last time right?” Squeaks asked. 

			“I don’t know,” she said. 

			Squeaks reached over to touch his friend’s hand then pulled it back when a little girl named Emily started to yell as loud as she could. 

			“Look, Squeaks and Cara are holding hands. They’re in love. Squeaks and Cara sitting in a tree…K.I.S.S.I.N.G.” Soon the rest of the class began to sing along. 

			Squeaks walked up to her, “I was not, you stupid girl,” he said. 

			Emily backed away from him. “Eew, don’t touch me. You have cooties,” she said. 

			“I do not. Take that back!” Squeaks yelled. 

			“Do too!” Emily yelled back. 

			Cara stood up and walked over to Squeaks when the kids in the class started to laugh. She looked right in Emily’s piercing eyes and smiled. She leaned over and kissed Squeaks on the cheek and walked away. The kids in the class were stunned silent. No one had ever taken Emily on and made her shut up. Cara, satisfied with her actions, sat back down in her seat. 

			“Do I look like I have cooties?” she asked. 

			The quiet, shy little girl named Laura, who was thought of as the smartest kid in class, cleared her throat. “No, nothing is on you,” she said. 

			Once again, the kids in the class remained silent with their mouths gaped open. Emily’s face turned as red as her hair, and she stormed into the bathroom. Squeaks sat back down between the two girls with a look of astonishment on his face. He had never seen anyone make “Emily the mean old Gremilie” storm off like that. 

			“Wow, you’re like my sister. No one messes with her,” he said. 

			“I like Alaynee. She’s really pretty,” Cara said. 

			Laura cleared her throat again. “I’m…” 

			“Laura. I know. Thank you for helping me,” Cara said. 

			“I hate Emily Gremilie,” Laura said. “She’s always so mean and bossy.” 

			The three of them laughed and finished putting their colors away. It felt good to Cara to know that she had made another friend. 

			“You’re going to save animals one day,” Cara thought when she looked over at Laura. For a little while, Cara forgot about the feeling of dread she felt all day. She felt normal again, at least, what was normal for her. 

			The bell was about to ring. All the children lined up in front of the door, anticipating going home. The yellow school bus was like a welcome sign to Cara. She couldn’t focus today, and all she still wanted to do was run as fast and hard as she could. She wanted to be tired so she could fall asleep fast so she could talk to Too-Boo her fairy friend and Nabii her miniature giraffe. It felt like it was time to escape into her wonderland, the one place she felt safe. 

			On her way to the bus, Cara stopped to watch two deer stroll past her. She felt their fear when they paused and looked back at her. Her mind felt lost in one of her dreams for a moment. She heard a whisper across the breeze, “From the darkness he rises; the thorn bush guards no more.” 

			Barely breathing, Cara’s eyes snapped open. The image of a white thorn bush, with glowing blue flames bursting from within, flashed in her mind. Little by little the flame dwindled to nothing, sending a flash of white light toward her. Cara closed her eyes to guard against the shock from the sheer magnitude of the explosion. When she opened her eyes, the white thorn bush appeared to be dormant. Only the prickle of thorns remained. 

			The voice didn’t sound like Kitanna, her guardian Angel from her dreams. She had never heard this one before. 

			From the darkness he rises.

			A horn honked, snapping her out of the daze. Cleo glanced over and waved back at her grams.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6 - Cleo’s Dream of New Year’s Day

			Innocence abides like all things, as long as the heart allows. Little by little, the world around you takes its toll on the purity each possesses. It is born of a poisonous spell that resolves to make darken the light. The rolling hills and valleys captured the light in such a way it felt like Heaven, or at least what Heaven should look like. The mixture of yellows and greens and golds with bits of purple and pink tossed in made the valley look like that of a strange fairytale. The crops in the fields swayed in the wind. It set its own natural rhythm in the way all of nature did. 

			The laughter of children could be heard for miles around. The parade started the New Year off in the same hopeful tone it always did. Cherry blossom petals floated down from the sky giving their small part of the city the illusion of heaven. The sound of fire crackers and music played in the background alerted all to the presence of the Golden Dragon. Her long beautiful body swayed back and forth through the street, offering the gods her dance of good will and hope for the New Year. 

			When the parade ended, the show started at the makeshift shadow theatre that was set up every year as a tradition for those who were far from home. A bright light shined in the background of the clouded screen. Scenery was painted along the edges for the delicate shadow puppets. The crowds took their seats while intricate music of flutes and pans played. The music stopped, letting everyone know it was time for the story to be told. A woman, dressed in a replica of ancient silk robes, hair up in a bun sat down and began playing her Se, a 25 string instrument. Her music signaled the time for the show to begin. 

			A small paper-turtle puppet floated across the sky of the scenery, letting the people know it was a story from the time the turtle city could be seen floating across the sky. This year, the story was called “The Tribes of the Moon.” 

			The music grew darker, louder more violent. With each powerful pluck on the Se, the woman moved her body with the beat, almost slamming her head down on the instrument. Oh’s and ah’s filled the mouths of the children whose eyes had become wide with awe. The background light transformed from a bright white color to red then back to white. Small puppets of all the gods danced around the screen. 

			It is said, a demon named Ash, the Demon King, wanted to roam free on the world below so he took the body of a hunter whose heart was as black as his own. Ash walked about the world in the body of the hunter and observed man in all his infinite appeal and love for violence.

			Along his travels, he fell in love with a young girl in a village who was engaged to another. Ash killed the man on their wedding night and sought her hand in marriage. Rather than live her life with a man she didn’t love, the girl threw herself off a cliff. Overcome with grief and angered by the realization she never loved him, he decided to use his powers to enslave man. 

			The magical feel of the music softened allowing the movement of the puppet of Ash to guide the audience to the only dramatic understanding available to them. Ash, Asmodeus was a man, demon enraged. A puff of smoke surrounded the Ash puppet, and like magic, the puppet was now in the hunter’s body. Gasps echoed through the audience at the small special effects. One little boy stood up and yelled, “Oh no,” to the small stage. 

			With a crash on the drums, the music grew louder and more sinister again. The audience jumped when fire crackers sounded in the back ground while a wave of small army puppets marched across the stage. Ash’s desire to control and enslave the people of the world grew with every conquest. His small army had grown and was threatening to take control of the emperor’s throne. 

			In a small pagoda on the right of the stage, the emperor kneeled in prayer to the Jade Emperor, pleading for help. The small puppets of the gods in the clouds once again floated across the stage when the music lightened. A single dancing puppet of the Monkey King flipped across the clouds and knocked the Jade Emperor in the head. The whole crowd laughed and clapped. The music continued on as the Monkey King brought his hand to his ear. The prayer was intercepted by the Monkey King, the greatest prankster in all of Heaven. He jumped up and down in delight, at the thought of a small prank he could pull on mankind.

			The light faded again to give the illusion of peering down at the world from above. The Monkey King called upon the single tribe of the Shakya Clan and changed them into the Tribe of the Moon. The whole screen went black to show the full moon. Another puff of smoke combined with mystical music made the children once again echo joyful sounds of awe and wonder. 

			At night when the moon was full, the people of the tribe who had reached the age of maturity changed into lions and lionesses. The Shakya Clan fought a large battle against Ash and his assassins and slave hunters. The whole country rejoiced when the demon known as the Ash was driven away.

			The Buddha took notice of the prank and the great sacrifice of the Shakya Clan and appointed them as the warriors of justice. That should be the end of the story, but Ash crossed the large body of water and landed on a new continent where the Native Americans of the land had just finished fighting the demon, and the first of Tibolt’s Clan was created. 

			When Ash landed on the new land, The Great Spirit directed them to rid the world of the evil that had invaded Mother Nature once again. The Buddha told the Shakya Clan about the war that raged between Tibolt’s Clan and the Ash. Feeling like it was their responsibility to defeat the Ash, the Shakya Clan traveled to the Western world for the first time, where they meet one of the other Tribes of the Moon, the wolf tribe known as Tibolt’s Clan. 

			Together, the Shakya Clan and Tibolt’s Clan raged a war against the demon and his armies. In the end, the two clans were only able to trap Ash into a cage that was sent to them by Buddha. The two clans celebrated on the night of victory. That night, they became one under the moon in the embracing ceremony. 

			With the beat of the Native American drums and the music of the flute combined with a Se, the two tribes stood side by side in honor and remembrance of all the great warriors that had fallen because of the demon. The shadow puppets, graceful movements echoed the soft music as the two clans became one under the moon. 

			Once again, the lights faded out. When they appeared again, the scenery had changed to a small meadow where the puppet of a young girl by the name of Tai chased after the warrior Grey Ghost. The music grew sad as the warrior Grey Ghost rejected her advances because he was in love with his wife. The two clans lived in harmony until the night of the next full moon. When Grey Ghost’s wife was attacked and killed by Tai in her lioness form, the same little boy stood in the audience and yelled at the lioness for her treachery. The enraged warrior set out to kill the lioness for what she had done to his wife. 

			The small puppet of the Jade Emperor, sitting on the clouds, yawned when he heard the cries of blood from the world beneath him and couldn’t be bothered. The whole audience cheered when the Monkey King, who had just learned about compassion, felt for the people and the suffering. He sent a scroll to the Jade Emperor with a plea for justice. The defenders of justice were the ones at fault. In his wisdom, he shot down the lioness and declared from that day forward only those who were truly pure of heart were allowed to be considered for the gift of change into the mountain lion and lioness. 

			The stain of shame brought about by the Shakya Clan was not unpunished. The whole clan was not allowed to return to China until the stain was washed away. The legend for tales of an impending war that will be raged in the future. The war will cleanse the stain from the Shakya Clan, allowing all to return to their home land. On that day, the birds will fill the heavens and create a bridge across the ocean so they may walk home. The city on the back of the turtle’s back will be seen again by all who believe, and peace will reign among the Tribes of the Moon. 

			The audience cheered at the magical performance of puppeteers and the musicians who brought the myth to life. The Tribes of the Moon was one of Cleo’s favorite stories. Even though most of her heart didn’t know how much of the story was true, she had a strong connection to it because she was a part of the Shakya Clan. Throughout time and history, her whole life had been reduced to a secret. It was taboo to even talk about the Shakya Clan’s past. Still, all of it made her wonder if Tibolt’s Clan was real, or if it was all some part of a story teller’s dream. 

			Cleo woke up in her human form, naked and alone. She felt hope, though, because of her small visit to the story. She was certain she was being given a sign from the gods. 

			“I must track down Tibolt’s Clan. The wolf pack must still be out there.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 7 - Cathy Finds Cleo

			Inside the train station, standing in the center on the polished marble floor, was a large clock with a sign that said made in Switzerland. Glass encased the pewter clock showcased the intricate gears. It was a mechanical piece of artwork that kept precision time. The tall base had baroque patterns that stretched from the ground to the floor. A red “Do Not Cross” rope hung around it on the floor with a sign saying, “Look, Don’t Touch.” 

			The marble floors of the station were shined to perfection in the middle of the night, allowing the sun’s reflection to bounce off and give the whole station a brighter feel. The intercom sounded in the background about arrivals and departures. It only took moments for the station’s capacity to shrink, giving it the feel of a museum. You could almost taste the silence in the air. 

			Cathy stood in the middle of the empty station with a look of self-satisfaction on her face. She was in town to do an art show. Though it wasn’t the first show she had put on with her work, it certainly was the biggest venue she had ever been invited to. Unable to stand still and wait, she walked outside to the platform to get a little fresh air, hoping to calm the jitters she felt in her stomach. With the anticipation of the show at the forefront of her mind, Cathy couldn’t help but
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