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			Dedication

			For my dad, who taught me to never give up.

			Without that life lesson this book wouldn’t have been written.

			I love you, Dad.

		

	
		
			Dear Readers, 

			First, I want to say thank you to all of those who sent me emails and called me after they read The Kiss. (I have since changed my number.) The support was what kept me going. This world has been both tragic and fun to play in. It has forced me to dig deep into the abyss of my own heart and, yes, I got to come out the other end laughing and crying. To me, that is a privilege. 

			Second, I want to thank Benjamin Bautz for all the discussions we had about After Dark. Your enthusiasm and understanding of all the characters in this series has been the best help I could hope for. 

			I would also like to thank my editor, Maxine Bringenberg. Stephen King said it best, to edit is divine, and you are truly divine in your understanding of story flow, characters, and of course, grammar. 

			To those who picked this book up expecting a single stand-alone story, I can honestly tell you The Children of Nox series is not three standalone books, but rather one complete story that spans several different forms of mythology, and couldn’t be told in a single book. I would suggest you start from the beginning of the series with I Am Wolf. This book also has a cross over setting and character from Soulless Light. So if you want to learn more about Julia and how she became a revenant, then try that little novella as well. 

			I want to thank Lindsay Anne Kendal for her amazing cover. It was exactly what was in my head. You have an artistic gift that manages to bring my stories to life in a single picture. 

			Last but not least, I want to thank Karen Fuller at World Castle Publishing for believing in my potential as an author. The world wouldn’t have seen it if you hadn’t given me my first contract. 

			I walk away now from this creation in the hopes that I have entertained all who have read The Children of Nox series. I also wouldn’t mind hearing that I gave you a few nightmares, or made you think twice about a little bit of falling snow. If you want to contact me, drop me a line at joannhbuchanan@gmail.com. I’m always happy to hear from you. 

		

	
		
			Alone in a faceless crowd

			I see the dead.

			They move through light

			without a sound.

			I am a wash

			A wallflower at best.

			A beating heart

			And everyday

			A dying breath.

			To go where the flesh cannot travel

			To see with eyes of eternity

			To taste

			and feel

			for just a normal moment.

			What is real?

			That is the craziness of my own reality.

		

	
		
			Fire melts the ice frozen by time. Embers made of passion’s flames have become the death that needs covered in the dirt from whence we came. There are truths hidden in the darkness. They lay dormant, waiting for that single beam of light to shine on them. They are the freedoms we all long for and the balance we all seek, and yet they are nevermore and almost lovers. They are the two-sided coin of the bastard free will, the brother of that temptress called love. If that poisonous spell called love danced across the meadows, I would spit on it and walk away. I would be ignorant to the pain of endless nights, and no longer would I live with a shadow over my head. Did I love him? I did, and that is the shame I must endure. 

			The abomination I allowed to be set upon the world haunts me; now the Time of Three is here. I should have let love fall, crash to the ground, and burn in the fires of my beating heart. I gave way for the abomination. I lit the flames, and now I must watch and wait to see if the world will fall to darkness because of my own transgressions. If there ever was a curse for the gardens that grow in this beating heart of mine, then it would be sewn with the weeds of regret. It would be the absence of joy, and a single loneliness I must cling to in order for sanity to reign in my soul. 

			I have walked the world each night with the hope that the fallacy I called my lover and husband wouldn’t be set free from the cages that surrounded him. Oh wondrous night and fate filled light, how do you greet me? Is it with more pain? Or do you perhaps bring me sanctuary from this darkness of my own making? 

			The deep wooded forests surround the one place of joy I found during my eternal night. I have no children; death and sleep are not my friends. My arms may be empty, but my heart is true and loyal to my wolves. And there, upon the mountains, sit the Fates, who have watched and woven the tapestries. The three of them signal that now is the time, and that sweet silence is no longer an option. In this, the Time of Three, the fate of the souls will be decided. The dream protector, the stained one, and now the child of light is to be born. Will they have the same fate as my dear sweet Lilli Anna? 

			I can still remember the way her tiny hand felt when it wrapped around my fingers. There was goodness and innocence in her. She was my light, my soul, killed in a rage by the demon Ash. And now, the regret I called my lover is free to do as he wills. That BASTARD! I know what he seeks. Am I so powerless that I can do nothing? Am I not the Goddess of the Night? Do I not see into the darkest corners of all the universe? How then is it possible that in this time I am helpless? I know I have missed something. I feel it in the night’s bitter air. There is a piece of the puzzle that remains hidden. If it didn’t, then how could his heart have turned so cold to the embers of our love? 

			I sob as tears stream down my face. I know the Decemberist of days are still ahead. I see the threads and long to pull just one to unravel the past and change the present. Damn the Fates for guarding the tapestries so well. If I designed my own fate, then did I also map out the fates of those I have grown to love so much? 

			 ~~Nox, Goddess of the Night. 

		

	
		
			Preface

			When I penetrate the abyss, the horror I see is myself. ~~Cleo 

			The music playing in the ballroom of the prom provided the rhythm of Cleo’s walk as she sauntered across the dance floor in search of the one person she needed to catch up with. Her hips moved with every step, like a lioness on the prowl. All her powers of seduction were in full force. It was a kiss she needed to give, the one she needed to accept to free her love from his gilded cage. With nothing more on her mind, she stepped past couples wrapped in their own worlds. Cleo was careful not to disturb any of the bubbles around her. The less she was noticed, the better. 

			Across the dance floor, still at the entrance, Jonah stood looking around for Alaynee. The familiar sound of a flute played softly beneath the heart-pounding modern music. The deep bass of the rhythm trembled the dance floor beneath her feet. Cleo looked for the one playing the lulling music and knew that it would be now or never. There she was, Trinity, guiding Alaynee away from Jonah. Perfect. The release of her love would soon occur. And then may the bodies hit the floor and devastating screams of terror fill the night, Cleo thought. 

			Cleo watched Alaynee being drawn in by the lulling sound of the flute. She understood the hypnotic draw of the music and how it called to you. There was no resistance to it, no turning back from it…just the desire to follow it. She watched with sweet satisfaction as Alaynee was pulled away. It was as if the Fates wanted Cleo to release her love from the cage. She waited for Alaynee to be out of sight, then made her move to Jonah. 

			The slow tantalizing new song enhanced Cleo’s powers of seduction. Hot. Alluring. Desirable. Power coursed through every pore of her body. Every fiber of her being grew with confidence. The sea of people around her split as if she were the queen. There was no bow, no curtsy—just a simple understanding that she was there. Those who moved knew deep inside, where the quiet voice of each of us exists, that Cleo was dangerous to them. They couldn’t tell a single soul why—they instinctively knew. A sly smile crossed her face when she looked at the boys. 

			If they only knew, she thought.

			 Cleo pulled her prowess in and focused on her target. The boys behaved as if she had never looked at them. Oh yes, the power over young boys’ hearts was so easy to her now, simple—like child’s play. 

			Without hesitation, Cleo took Jonah’s hand and started to walk toward the dance floor. He pulled his hand away from hers and stopped walking. Jonah’s eyes searched the lobby for Alaynee, then locked onto Cleo’s. She knew in that instant that Alaynee and Jonah hadn’t bonded yet. Her plan was still going to work. The Fates were cruel with their keys to freedom. A real kiss between a Shakya and a Tibolt—a lioness and a wolf—was the key. There was no other way to release Ash. 

			A simple kiss is all I need to free the one of my dreams. To rid this world of you and put you back where you belong. 

			There are some lies we tell ourselves in order to make it through life, and some we tell ourselves because we need to believe. It was there where Cleo had found herself—trapped in a web of lies she longed to be true…trapped in love and hate. Cleo didn’t care. She wanted Ash to be set free. To feel his arms wrap around her body, the heat of his skin against hers, and the warmth of his touch in all the right places. The true nakedness of her life was that she wanted, without a doubt, to belong. Ash was her chosen path. He was the one who had helped her when she killed an innocent, and the only one who didn’t turn his back on her. Ash was loyal, loving, giving—everything she ever wanted in a mate. These were the lies she told herself. 

			Cleo maintained the gaze into Jonah’s eyes and took his hand again, pulling him from the entrance to the dark music filled room. “Come on, dance with me. You’re my only friend here,” she sighed. Through the gaze Cleo let her seductive prowess seep into the deepest folds of Jonah’s mind. Love me. Want me. Desire me, she thought. 

			“Alaynee,” Jonah whispered. A fog drifted through his mind, seeping into every thought and burying it. 

			“She won’t mind if we dance,” Cleo whispered. 

			“I’m waiting for Alaynee,” he said in a weak whisper. Her name was the only thing that kept him from falling completely under Cleo’s spell. Alaynee. Jonah took a step toward Cleo without wanting to. 

			Yes, let me give you what you want. She saw the wolf inside him guarding his soul, and dodged it with a simple twist in perception. Oh yes, this was child’s play, one kind of game she had mastered all too well. Cleo had practiced her skills for months on the youngling pack. Their minds so easily faltered and their hearts so easily swayed to her. It was all a game, perfected for this moment. 

			Jonah moved toward her again and stopped. “Alaynee,” he whispered again, fighting the urge to follow. 

			Cleo knew what she had to do—she needed to make him see her as Alaynee. With each breath she took, Cleo focused on the connection to Jonah’s mind. “See me, see her,” she whispered inside the connection. Cleo stepped closer to Jonah and whispered in his ear. “I am Alaynee,” she said. “I am yours and you are mine.” 

			She pulled back a little and kissed Jonah’s cheek. When she looked up at his lips, Jonah shook his head a little. A smiled formed on Cleo’s face and she continued to guide them to the dance floor. The music, still slow and seductive, helped her hold onto control of Jonah as they made their way. Their arms were wrapped around each other and their bodies swayed to the music. Cleo kissed his ear, then his neck. Now a breath apart, she let his lips brush against hers willingly. They were as soft and tender as Cleo had always imagined. Jonah’s arms tightened around her as he pulled her closer to him. 

			Cleo pulled back and whispered, “I knew you wanted me as much as I wanted you.” 

			She laughed at the surprised look on Jonah’s face, and watched him disappear from his own body. “You’re free, my love,” Cleo said to Ash when he entered Jonah’s body. 

			It only took a kiss….
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			Across town….

			Cara lay sound asleep in her bed. The room had been painted yellow, with white trim along the windows and pretty pink and yellow curtains. Along one side of the room rested a dresser with a small jewelry box. A little ballerina danced in front of a mirror when the lid to the box was opened. There were stuffed animals, posters on the walls, and even a picture of a miniature giraffe next to the door. 

			Sitting on the end table beside her bed was a picture of her mom Jeanne. Cara looked at it every night when she went to bed, and every morning when she woke up. That image was how Cara wanted to remember her mom. There was still pain from the invisible wound of Jeanne’s death. So much had happened already in her young life, her grief so deep, nothing would take it away. Cara wanted only one thing in life…to be with her mom. It was the secret she held onto at night, and the one she no longer asked for aloud. There were things in the world that didn’t change…Cara had learned that all too soon. 

			The single thing that kept her from completely falling apart was the dream world she played in—but even that was changing. Time had done to that place what it does to all places…it had it for dinner. A year ago she could look at people and know what they would become in life. Now though, what she saw was something that frightened her. Those things she witnessed and knew, they had grown dark. The monsters were real, and she didn’t know what to say or do about it. What could a little girl say or do about the monsters of the world? This night would change everything. 

			At first Cara thought the dream she was having was going to be fun and sweet. She heard music playing and saw people dancing. Little by little she made her way past the door and toward the music. I love this song, she thought. That’s when she saw Jonah and Cleo kiss. 

			The entire house started to shake. Cara sat straight up and let out a scream that ripped through the house. “The Time of Three!” were her only words.

			She then laid back down and stared at the ceiling. Her tiny body pulsated as if she were touched by an unknown, unseen force. The small framed picture on her end table tipped over and fell to the floor. Cara stopped moving, lost in a comfortably numb state of mind. Small shallow breaths escaped her. Her eyes remained open, staring straight up at the ceiling. 

			Lynne rushed in and picked her up. Cara snapped out of her trance and said one phrase, then went back to the trance. “The Time of Three has come, and we are all going to Hell.” 

			Lynne sat on Cara’s bed, rocking her back and forth. “Take from me what she needs,” Lynne prayed, for the cruelty of life was that we all continue to live even after we lose someone we love. Lynne—so much loss for her and Bobby Joe, so much that couldn’t fill the void. She looked down at the little girl in her arms with tears streaming down her face, because of the fear she had of losing yet another child. 

			A few of Lynne’s teardrops fell onto Cara’s face. At once Cara opened her eyes and smiled. Cara lifted her tiny hand to Lynne’s face and pressed it against her cheek. Lynne reached up and kissed the palm of Cara’s hand. “I’m right here, you are not alone,” she whispered. It was more than she had been able to do for her own daughter and son-in-law. Their faces flashed in her mind and caused a slight pain in her soul. There are some pains that hurt you to the bone. Those are the ones you never see coming, and more often than not, they are the ones that never truly heal. 

			In the softest voice Cara spoke. “Everything is going to be all right. The tapestries are finished.” 

			With that Lynne started singing an old lullaby taught to her by her mom. Her voice touched the souls of her ancestors. A deep howl rang through Cara’s room. Lynne knew that little Cara was special, and that darkness was coming….
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			The Time of Three.

			A stained one

			The dream protector

			The child of light.

			I will break your heart. I will rip apart your soul and you will thank me for it, before even knowing what’s going on. ~~Ash

		

	
		
			Part 1 of After Dark

			Gambit

			Why oh why

			Fates near and far

			That stretch their pictures

			Across the stars

			Why oh why

			Not leave a clue

			Of what it is

			We’re supposed to do

			Why oh why

			Do battles rage

			What is it

			What is the wage

			Why oh why

			Do we wander

			Through life’s path

			That’s lost all plunder

			Why oh why

			Do the stars align

			But leave wondering

			Why oh why?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Tonight is our night. We are going to bond. You will feel all the love I have for you. It’s like floating on air, as if the angels from the heavens loaned us wings and we took flight. We will be forever intertwined with one another. ~~Alaynee

			Magic filled the air, swayed by the music from the DJ. Prom—forever deemed to be a night filled with joy, love, laughter, and dancing. It was a night to cut loose, and one that gave nothing but memories—some good, some bad. The music echoed through the walls and down the lobby entrance of the hotel, where Alaynee and Jonah had their first date. The prom was in full swing. The youngling pack walked their own red carpet, complete with photographers and backdrop. The theme was simple, Hollywood. The invitations read, “Come dressed in your finest.” 

			Couples stepped out of limos, each boy dressed in a tux, and every girl dressed in a gown made of chic materials. The overhead lights from the awning shined down on the couples, giving them an angelic glow. This was exactly how Alaynee had always pictured prom; it was the one night everyone felt like a star. 

			Her heart flickered with the flames of the future, and all that stood in front of the two of them. She glanced down at the beautiful sapphire and diamond encrusted ring Jonah had picked out for her and smiled. We’re going to be together forever. 

			Jonah leaned in and kissed her. “You go ahead and meet up with the others. I’ll get our room,” Jonah said. 

			He leaned over and kissed her softly on the lips again, sending a sweet shiver through her body. Her heartbeat quickened. Oh, what joy love brings to both young and old, but nothing beats that first love. That’s the one that sticks with us forever, and the one we subconsciously use to compare future encounters with. 

			For Alaynee, this would mark more than a first love. It was the beginning of her future with the one she knew she was meant to spend the rest of her life with. 

			Alaynee watched him walk away with a smile on her face. Her spirit glowed from within, the only way it could when a person was in love. She took a few steps towards the table where Trina, the prom committee leader, sat collecting tickets and handing out ballots for the election of prom king and queen. A flurry of ballots was placed in the decorated box on the table. 

			It didn’t appear as though Trina had a date. The much loved, slightly overweight girl who was in charge of counting the votes had been asked a few times, but declined. She was more focused on her task and her future. In her mind, this was how prom played out. She didn’t want or need the so-called end of the year romance. Trina laughed at one of the students who dropped their ballot in the box. Alaynee was next in line. 

			“Can you believe how kick ass cool this turned out?” she asked Trina. 

			“I know, right? I have been waiting for this night all year. Are you here with Jonah?” 

			“Yes,” Alaynee smiled. She felt her face flush a little. 

			Trina giggled a little and handed the ballot to her. “Have fun tonight,” she said with a wink. 

			Trina glanced behind Alaynee and handed another ballot to the person next to her. Alaynee bent over the table to check the box next to Daniel and Sharron for prom king and queen. 

			It was then that she heard it. The music was haunting and reverent, stealing the breath from her lungs. She turned around to see where it came from. There was no one playing any kind of instrument, and yet the soft music flowed through her mind. It lulled her, called to her, sending her soul into a trance. I need to follow it. 

			Curiosity took over, and a fog formed around her, transforming the space into the field where she and Jonah had been surrounded by fireflies. Alaynee looked up at the sky, staring out at the stars. The music grew louder with each step. 

			“Hello?” she called out. “I know this place. How did I get here?” 

			She walked to the cliff that overlooked the lake. The sound grew louder, then stopped. Alaynee reached down and ran her fingers along the cool soft ground. 

			“How did I get here?” she repeated. 

			Again the flute played its beautiful song, sending Alaynee’s mind into a frenzy, as if finding the source of the music was the most important thing in the world. Her body rocked back and forth with the rhythm of the song until she was enraptured by the melody floating through the air. Her feet moved to the commands of the flute, leading her past a white thorn bush. A blue light shone from a cave beyond the bush. Without knowing why, Alaynee walked into the cave. 

			The music stopped, the illusion melted away, and the world around her came back into focus. Alaynee found herself in a closet filled with a vacuum, brooms, mops, and a shelf that hung with a few more cleaning supplies. Her heart hammered against her chest as the hairs on her arms rose. Something was wrong. Her mind went instantly to Jonah. 

			Confusion crept around the floors of her mind like a ghost in the night. The door to the closet slammed shut on its own when Alaynee turned to leave. She clutched the doorknob and turned it—it didn’t budge. Then she pounded on the door to get the attention of a passerby—no one answered her calls. Pulling out her phone, Alaynee pressed the speed dial number for Jonah and stared at the screen, waiting for it to dial. Cold air filled the closet. She blew in her hands and wrapped her arms around herself. 

			“You cannot release him. We do not want a war,” a male voice echoed in the closet. “The Time of Three cannot come about.” 

			“War—what war? Who is this?” she asked. Her hands shook. The term Time of Three drilled deep into her mind like a pinworm. It twisted and turned, slamming against the inside of her skull. 

			“We are the fallacy,” the voices said. 

			The phone melted in her hand and she dropped it to the floor. With a thud it struck the floor and was solid again. Hesitantly Alaynee reached down, her hovering hand shaking the closer it got to the phone. With a deep breath in, she grabbed the phone and stood up. She clung to it as if it was a life preserver in the middle of an ocean. With slow breaths in and out, Alaynee tried to control her thoughts—giving into fear was not an option. 

			Again the flute played. With every fiber of her being she struggled against the sweet sound coming from somewhere in the closet. Pounding on the door, the sound bounced off the walls within the closet as if the room were ten times bigger. Alaynee looked around for something heavy, all the while fighting against the music that tried to carry her away. 

			Alaynee found a large fire extinguisher near the corner of the closet. The life saving device was heavier than she thought it would be. With everything she had, Alaynee heaved it against the doorknob, where it hit with a loud thud against the metal knob, barely making a dent. Frustration boiled her blood as panic took over. She lifted the fire extinguisher again and again and again. The door handle finally broke off, landing on the floor in front of her. 

			Alaynee kicked the door open, and looked around to see where she was. A sign on the wall said rooms “423 to 432, right.” How did I get to the fourth floor? 

			She rushed down the hall and around the corner, following the sign that said “elevator.” The satin fabric of her dress caught on something. Alaynee turned to see what it was—nothing. There was nothing there—an invisible force tugged on her, forcing her to stay. A cold, tingling sensation clutched her arms as if someone held her against her will. Her body lifted off the floor and flew without warning. Alaynee stood up, desperately trying to understand what was happening. With her arms held forward, she searched for whatever it was that had thrown her. The word fallacy echoed in her mind. 

			Her heart hammered against her chest. Alaynee took a deep breath in, trying to control her fear. “What do you want?” she cried out to the empty hallway. The bone chill of a cold dead hand drifted down Alaynee’s cheek. Unable to move, Alaynee cringed against the murky Nothingness that moved toward her. That was when she felt her power rise up deep from within. She went toward the elevator again, her legs feeling heavier with each step, as if something was weighing them down. 

			Again her body was pulled in another direction. With all her strength Alaynee tugged against the invisible thing that was pulling her away. Her hands reached out for anything she could grab onto. Again, nothing. The forces that pulled Alaynee felt like two conflicting magnets inside that kept her from calling her wolf for help. She twisted, turned, kicked, and flailed about, trying to release herself from the invisible entity that held her captive. 

			Laughter from other students sounded from around the corner. She opened her mouth to scream—not even a whisper escaped from her throat. But something did. 

			Alaynee’s eyes widened when a small firefly lifted up from her mouth. Her eyes watched it flutter up and fly away. Again her mind raced and her heart slammed against her chest, and Alaynee cried out, to no avail. What is going on? 

			A flute once again sounded in the distance. The music flowed down the hall and into her very soul. Darkness surrounded Alaynee. She closed her eyes and tried to transform into her wolf. Nothing happened. She opened her eyes and saw a path just beyond the horizon. Petals fell from the sky, transforming into rain drops. What does beauty hide? Do thorns rest beyond the illusion, or is all the world amiss, lost in a sea of dreams? 

			This has to be a dream, nothing more than a dream. I’m sleeping. 

			The surrounding trees rustled in a gentle swaying breeze. Alaynee looked behind her and saw a giant gust of dust heading in her direction. With as much speed as she could muster in her human form, Alaynee started running toward the path. Her mind flooded with questions. Where am I? Not a single answer was given, only a loud growl from the dust that closed in on her. Alaynee transformed into her wolf form and raced for the cave. The dust stopped; a line had been drawn, and it could not cross the barrier. 

			Alaynee took a moment to survey where she was. A deep chill drove into the farthest reaches of her heart. I know this place. These are sacred grounds. I’m at the base of Broken Top Mountain. Everything went silent as the grave. Alaynee paused. Every fiber of her being tingled. The Time of Three. Asmodeus is free. Darkness falls in the illusion of white powder. Warnings came at her from all directions. Alaynee’s mind whirled, dizzy from all the voices she heard. She howled. The time to fight quickly approached; but fight who—what? She transformed back into her human form. Her dress was torn but still usable when she brought two pieces of it up and tied a knot around her neck. 

			A blue glow caught her attention. She stepped forward to get a better look. 

			Just ahead a burning bush glowed. She reached her hand out closer to the flames, and found that they were cool to the touch. The light blue flames reached out into the sky and formed a long dragon shape above Alaynee’s head. The magnificent sight caught her breath and stole any thoughts from her mind, until the dragon made of cold flames lunged at Alaynee. With a thud she fell to the ground and crawled to the cave entrance. It was there she heard it again…the haunting sound of the flute that lulled her, calmed her, made her feel like everything was right in the world. 

			It was in that very sound that Alaynee found the will to break free from the illusion. Alaynee was back in the hotel. She turned to the sound of a slamming door. 

			Silence…it has a way of screaming at you like a banshee in the middle of the night. It without a doubt it is its own two-sided coin, both a blessing and a curse. 

			Alaynee looked around to figure out where she was this time. The ground beneath her feet was made of pebbles tacked inside hardened tar. She ran to the edge and looked out over the horizon. I’m on the roof of the hotel, she thought. Confusion set in. She pulled out her cell phone and dialed the one number she knew would answer…her fraternal twin brother, Daniel. 

			“I’m on the roof, can you come get me?” she asked. 

			“How’d you end up there?” he asked her. 

			“Hell if I know. Can you please just come get me?” she asked. 

			“Be there in a minute,” Daniel said. 

			A few minutes later Daniel opened the door to the roof. She had never been so happy to see her fraternal twin brother in her entire life. She wrapped her arms around him and hugged him tight.

			“Hey, easy there, Sis. What happened?” 

			“I’ll explain on the way,” she said. Daniel stopped in front of the elevator. “We are taking the stairs,” Alaynee told him. 

			“Okay, can you at least tell me why we are going the long way and missing the prom?” 

			As the two of them walked down flight after flight of stairs, Alaynee shared what had happened. A bewildered look covered Daniel’s face. When they reached the first level, Alaynee fixed herself up as best she could and took a deep breath. 

			“Okay, let’s just get the others. Where’s Jonah?” 

			Optimism filled her voice. It was the warning from voices that danced around inside that kept Alaynee moving forward. The Time of Three…darkness…white powder…illusion. 

			Daniel spotted Sharron and walked ahead of Alaynee. A few steps behind him, Alaynee began to search the darkened room for Jonah. A slow song played in the background as her eyes scoured the crowd, and found him on the dance floor with Cleo. What is he doing? Her heart sank as she watched Jonah lean in and kiss Cleo. She started to run to him. Something wasn’t right! Jonah wouldn’t cheat—not when we were going to bond, not when he proposed. She looked down at the ring on her finger. There was no way Jonah would do this—would he? 

			Lost in her own world of misery, she didn’t know who it was that touched her shoulder. “Alaynee, are you okay?” Sharron had come to comfort her. Her body shook as Sharron’s arms wrapped around her. The image of Jonah kissing Cleo felt like a knife piercing her heart as it played over and over again in her mind. 

			The earth beneath them shook. The lights shot on, sending a shock to Alaynee’s entire being. The glass chandeliers rocked back and forth overhead. One fell to the floor, just missing Alaynee and Sharron. Screams echoed from every direction. The fake shrubbery along the walls fell over. Some of the students dove under the tables on the outskirts of the dance floor. 

			Three people she had never seen before moved past Alaynee. A strange sensation echoed through her body. There was something familiar about them. 

			“Tray, come on!” the girl said. 

			The three of them went toward Jonah and Cleo. “What have you done?” one of the boys said to Cleo. 

			They know who she is. 

			Debris fell all around Alaynee and the others, but she was locked onto the strangers. She focused, trying to see what they were saying to Cleo. Alaynee closed her eyes and tried to touch Jonah’s mind. She couldn’t reach him—all she saw was darkness. She moved in the direction of the strangers and Jonah. Answers, I want answers, echoed through her mind. Another step and another took her closer to them. That was when she heard Cleo utter, “He’s free.” 

			With Cleo’s hand in his own, Jonah strolled past Alaynee without looking at her. There was no breath, nor sound, or even word that described the aching sensation of her own beating heart. Jonah and Cleo…together. The shock shook her to the point of convulsion. Her mind was numb. All thought and reason evaded her.

			Alaynee’s pulse quickened, and the hair on her arms stood on end. Her eyes fixed on Cleo, her wolf begging to be set free. Alaynee pictured herself in her wolf form—she wanted to use her teeth to shred Cleo’s delicate skin, to taste the saltiness of her blood and watch as death claimed Cleo. She could almost hear Cleo’s muscles rip and bones crack. Alaynee ran her tongue along her teeth. The wolf inside begged to come out and play. Pain and anger wove together to become one inside Alaynee’s heart, enveloping every part of her to the point the hair on her arms started to grow. A hand grabbed her, bringing her back to reality. The wolf wouldn’t play…not tonight. Later. 

			“We have to go!” Sharron yelled as the ground beneath their feet trembled. 

			Utah’s hands stretched out over his head. “What the hell is going on? What the fuck!” 

			Dakota took both his hands and forced Utah to look at him. “Not here, not now. We have to go,” he said. 

			It was in that moment that Alaynee knew at least one thing…whatever affected Jonah didn’t get the rest of her youngling pack. She looked over at Sharron, who simply gave her a nod. Nini and Ollie held one another’s hands, then reached out for hers. Sharron dragged the three of them toward the sound of Daniel’s voice. 

			An eruption from Broken Top Mountain stole the momentum from the youngling pack. Like everyone else around them, they stopped. A strange fog erupted from the mountain, covering everything as it drifted down through the trees heading in their direction. 

			No longer able to hold anything in, Alaynee let go of her friend’s hands and let out the scream that clamored to break free. “What is happening!?” 

			Sharron pulled her in the direction of the rest of the youngling pack. All the while Alaynee’s mind flashed images of the kiss. Her heart was shattered. She wanted to stop and curl up into a ball, but Sharron pulled her forward. All instinct had left Alaynee. All she had ever hoped and dreamed had been swallowed up in the single kiss between Jonah and Cleo. 

			The entire youngling pack clamored into the limousine. Silence filled the air. The driver of the limo sped out of the parking lot ahead of the majority of the cars. When they were finally on the road and heading for home, Alaynee allowed herself silent tears. They glistened like diamonds in the moonlight. Sharron, Ollie, and Nini surrounded her in the limo. They held her the way only true friends could. They said nothing, but were there for her—the way only a group of girls could be. 

			The guys remained silent. Alaynee looked over at her brother Daniel. His eyes had hardened, and flamed with an intensity that burned straight through her. She thought about closing her eyes to block out the image, but flashes of Jonah in the arms of another forced her to keep them opened. Instead, she peered out the window. The ominous scene before her stole what little hope she had inside. Sobs shook her to the core. There was nothing to block out the pain. Her eyes glistened with shadows from the last few moments. There was nothing to focus on other than what lay before not only her, but all she knew and loved. Am I brave enough for all of it? 

			The girls pulled away from her, and Alaynee rested her head on Sharron’s shoulder. The silence in the limo was so thick it had a form of its own. Shock wormed its way through the youngling pack, gnawing and eating all the way through their souls. Alaynee stared down at the ring on her finger. What once was a reminder of joyful things to come had now become tarnished and heavy. The light of the memory from the ring left her with nothing more than a broken heart and disdain for the girl she had never really liked…Cleo. 

			“I am going to kill her,” Alaynee said in a firm voice. There was no doubt or hesitation, only hate. It was an emotion that felt foreign to her, one she had never understood…until now. 

			The silence in the limo increased as each member of the pack looked at one another, contemplating if that was what needed to happen. Daniel nodded his head at Dakota. Even though they weren’t sure why everything had happened, they knew it was connected to Cleo. 

			Ollie spoke first. She put her hand on Alaynee’s. “You can’t let the hate consume you. If you do, you will become the very thing you hate most.” 

			Tears streamed down Alaynee’s face. In her mind the two events were connected…Jonah’s kiss to Cleo and the explosion on Broken Top Mountain. She thought about the new beings that had attacked her. The fallacy. They wanted her to keep something from happening. They mentioned a war. All of it confused her, and yet she couldn’t quite shake the feeling they were trying to stop this, whatever it was. Why would they think I would start this? She pondered. 

			“What am I supposed to do? I’m telling you, that thing that passed me with her was not Jonah. Jonah died when she kissed him. She released something evil,” Alaynee said.

			“We know it has to do with Cleo, I’m sure of it. Remember how our guys acted around her?” Nini reminded the group. 

			“Yeah, I felt like a spell had been broken when the two of them kissed. It was weird,” Utah said. 

			“I didn’t feel anything either way,” Daniel said. 

			Silence. There was something they were missing. What was it? Daniel looked over at Sharron and his sister. “Okay. I have an idea about what makes me different. Sharron and I bonded. Have any of you guys done that yet?” 

			Eyes widened on each of their faces. Again, Ollie spoke first. In a quiet voice she almost whispered, “No we haven’t. Why?” 

			The rest of the group nodded in agreement. Alaynee sat and listened to each of her friends admit to being virgins. It wasn’t surprising to her, but still it felt surreal in a way to think that she was about to bond with someone who chose to toss her away like a piece of trash. 

			Daniel and Sharron looked at one another. “I think we weren’t affected by Cleo in any way because we already bonded,” Daniel said, taking Sharron’s hand. He lifted her hand to his mouth and kissed it. Alaynee stared out the window with one thought on her mind. WHY? 

			All at once the limo driver stopped the car. “We can’t go any further. That strange stuff is ahead of us and behind us,” the driver said. 

			The echo of drums sounded in Alaynee’s mind. She looked at her friends and knew they had all heard the sound. Daniel hummed with the rhythm of the beat, praying to the Great Spirit. Ivy grew up around the limo. Each of them reached for one another’s hands, forming a circle inside. The rest of the pack followed Daniel’s lead. They felt the prayer from another source. They knew more had happened, even without the details. 

			Mother Nature had heard the prayers for help, and she sent them a protective shield of her own making. The vines twisted all around the limo. 

			In the front seat the limo driver began to panic. He opened the door and ran down the street before anyone could stop him. Another soul, lost to the darkness that had somehow managed to break free from Broken Top Mountain.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There are invisible bars all around us…we build them ourselves. ~~ Chief Running Wolf.

			The sound of dripping water made Jonah open his eyes to see where he was. Black bars surrounded him. Jonah reached over and ran his hand along the gritty carved out stone walls. Whispers sounded in the deep dark caverns. Where am I? 

			Right away, Jonah felt there was more than his body missing. His soul felt naked…alone. Gone was the call of the wolf he had grown familiar with. Jonah drifted back into his mind and searched. Our minds are one, he thought as he searched for the wolf spirit he had come to rely on. There in the distance he saw it—the black wolf spirit roaming aimlessly around the forest near Sisters. Right when Jonah was going to call to the wolf, he stopped and thought better of it. Maybe I should wait. Jonah didn’t know where he was or what had him trapped. What he did know was that there had to be a reason he was chosen to be in the cage. There had to be a reason Cleo had tricked him into kissing her. 

			There had to be a reason…for everything. 

			An image rushed toward Jonah and stopped in front of him—an image of himself. Jonah’s mouth fell open, then closed. Jonah stared at the being in front of him—his own eyes stared back at him. Sinister—it was the only word that came to Jonah’s mind when he stared into its eyes. The inability to fight against the thing that had stolen his body made his soul boil with an intense fear and longing for revenge. He wanted to shred the thing that had his body.

			The lookalike grabbed the bars with both hands. “Welcome to my own version of Hell. Thanks for freeing me, kid,” he said to Jonah. “That was the best kiss in history. You and Cleo. She’s something special, isn’t she?” 

			“Kiss? Cleo? I kissed Alaynee. Why do you have my body? How am I here without it? Who are you?” 

			“This is going to be fuuun,” the man whispered to Jonah. “Your spark, soul, is trapped in a cage. The same cage I have been in for thousands of years.” 

			All life starts with a spark. It is so minute that only those from the nether realm can see it. It’s a light that comes from nothing, and yet the world fights over its destination. Heaven. Hell. Purgatory. Reborn. Nothing. Every person has their own idea about where it goes. That tiny spark that grows into light transforms life on a daily basis, yet there is no proof of existence. 

			It was in that tiny spark that Jonah now existed, his body stolen from him, and without a doubt Jonah knew he was trapped inside with a front row ticket to the show. The look-alike’s words stirred Jonah’s spirit. Reality crashed down on him like a wave. It was chaos burning, and life ending, yet all Jonah wanted was to find Alaynee. 

			“Who are you?” 

			“I am you now,” the man replied. He swaggered around the cage with a look of insanity on his face. “You should take full advantage of watching what I do. It’s going to be soooo much fun.” 

			The way Ash dragged his words out gave Jonah a little hope. The thing inhabiting his body moved differently than he did. Jonah kept his eyes locked on the guy. 

			“You won’t get away with this.” 

			“I already did. Your precious little wolf, she thinks you’re in love with Cleo now.” He started laughing. “You should have seen the look of devastation on her face. What a classic look. She wants to kill you, ya know? Oh, and Jonah, you’re gonna love what you see next.” 

			The ominous words crept through the deep recesses of Jonah’s spirit. “Alaynee!” he yelled at the top of his lungs, but no sound escaped. He rammed against the cage, to no avail. It didn’t budge. “I still exist—she’ll figure that out.” 

			Pangs of agony swept through his soul. Everything he knew and loved was gone. Jonah was alone in his own personal hell, and he had no idea how he’d arrived. His mind traveled back to the last few weeks. Cleo had a sort of hold over all his friends in the youngling pack—all but Daniel. None of his other friends had bonded. That had to be it. I thought I was kissing you, Alaynee. 

			“Aww, isn’t that sweet? Well, I have to go. People to kill, a town to infect.” 

			There was a break deep inside, in that place where we hide our pain. It was filled with the realization that there was nothing Jonah could do to stop the entity that had stolen his body. There was nothing—nothing to believe in, nothing to turn to, and nothing…just nothing. 

			That single thought swept through his soul. He looked down to see if there was any clue as to where he was. A single puddle of water sat beside the cage. Jonah reached out to it and touched it. The water rippled in the puddle, then formed a picture of Alaynee. She sat in a car, her face swollen from crying. 

			Jonah watched the puddle and shrank down to the floor. “I’m still here. I still exist. It was you I thought I was kissing!” he cried. The images from the puddle faded. “No. No, bring her back. Please bring her back. Dear God, let me see her again!” 

			It wasn’t so much that everything went dark—it was how it went dark. There wasn’t a gradual fade or a sharp lack of light as if someone had flipped a switch. It was a kaleidoscope of light and colors, then nothing. Jonah sat in the cage for a while, going over and over in his mind what had happened and what he had done. The feelings of being in a trance at the prom were the last thing he remembered before he opened his eyes in the cage. 

			A soft blue flame traveled into the cavern where Jonah’s soul was caged. The small orb, about six inches in diameter, darted around the cave, stopping at the first torch on the wall. A loud popping sound escaped from the small orb, and a small burst of bright light went from torch to torch, creating spider web effect against the cold dark walls. The surreal world lit up around Jonah, like a vision from another time and place. 

			The whole of the world felt surreal. The cave walls nearest the cage had old drawings, as if they had been created by the first cavemen. There was a wolf print with a circle around it and a line through it, then an image of a fire, a turtle, a mushroom, and a lioness.

			The sound of a flute filtered through the cave, forcing Jonah to turn around. Jonah took a deep breath in, trying to maintain what little sanity he had left. I love you. Alaynee’s words held him together. They were the only thing he had to cling to. The only thing he had left to hope for. 

			“I’d be careful if I were you,” a sweet voice warned. 

			“Who’s there?” Jonah asked. 

			“I am Trinity. As I said, I would be careful if I were you.” She glided in from the darkness, appearing like a ghost from the wall paintings. Her feet barely touched the ground, her long arms were stretched out, and without a word she played the flute and danced around his cage. She wore a gold and black clown suit. Her face was painted white with diamonds around her eyes, which were stark blue, almost marbleized grey. There was a glint of beauty in the madness of the clown, and something about her that Jonah didn’t fear. He couldn’t place it, but the sprite in front of him was a friend…at least he hoped so. 

			“Why am I here? Can you let me out?” 

			“No, I can’t, but I can tell you that your life will be worse if you give in to what he wants,” she said. 

			She bounded around the cave like it was a festival. Her flute to her mouth, she started to play. Her slow movements continued around the cage. 

			“Will you just stop and tell me what’s going on?” he snapped. Frustration covered his being like a black blanket on a hot summer day. He felt his entire spirit heat up. A fire lit out from his palms. Without thinking and in a panic, Jonah flicked the ball of fire from his hand. The fire ball slammed against the wall a few inches from the sprite. 

			“Watch it, I’m dancing here,” she said. 

			“Why won’t you let me out? I have friends who need me,” he whispered. 

			“You have yet to be tested. It will happen. In the meantime you have to wait it all out.” 

			Jonah wrapped his spirit hands around the bars and tugged at them. The cage didn’t budge. From what he could see there wasn’t a door. It was a solid metal box made of bars. 

			“Let me out! I need to go tell Alaynee―” 

			“What? You need to tell her what? That you’re sorry? Ooooh, poor little wolfie, didn’t know it was a lioness who had him under a spell. Yeah, that’s going to fly,” she said. 

			Jonah rammed his spirit against the wall of the cage again. 

			“Shhhh, listen to me. When he asks for it, tell him no or everything is lost,” she said. 

			With that Trinity stepped into the shadows and disappeared as if she had never been there. 

			“Wait! Let me out!” he called out to her. 

			Silence filled the air. There was nothing around him but the flamed torches on the walls. Jonah shrank down to the bottom of the cage again. What does he want from me? He’s already stolen my body and made Alaynee hate me. What else does he want? 

			“Wait, ask for what?” 

			There would be no reply from the sprite in the clown suit that had taunted him with her playing. Jonah sat down on the floor, or what he thought was a floor, and put his head in his hands. There had to be a way out of the place he was in. There had to be something he could do. 

			Howling sounds echoed off the walls of the cave. They made their way through his soul, and Jonah let out another cry. “I’m here. I still exist.” 

			The all too familiar sound of his girl’s wolf cry made him grow even more frustrated. With what he had of strength he tried to slam an opening in the cage once more. The metal bars didn’t budge. It was a trap, designed for him—trapped in his own body…in his own mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			I have lost my way. ~~ Conner

			
			Alarms sounded inside Conner’s mind as the green ooze made its way down the mountain. He stood beneath the awning—shock had frozen his body. There’s a special kind of crazy reserved for those who don’t know how to respond, or which side to choose when they are faced with danger. It’s a slow, maddening effect that takes its time burrowing deep down into the psyche until there is nowhere else to go. Conner took Misty’s hand and held it tightly as he watched the horror of the night unfold around him. He looked over at Cleo with a grimace on his face. We were supposed to stop this from happening, he thought. The time for fairytales and mythical whispers had passed. 

			“Can’t you see what’s going on, Cleo?” He yelled at her. Fire filled his veins as he watched the chaos surrounding him. He pulled on Cleo’s arm and turned her toward him. The glare the Jonah body gave Conner sent a chill through his body to his soul. His grave had just been pissed on, and it scared him more than any of the stories he had been told as a child. Conner stepped back and looked to his other two friends for any kind of support. Their silence exploded inside his mind. Was this really how it was going to be? 

			Conner looked up at the awning, thankful they hadn’t stepped out from beneath it. He clutched Misty’s hand, his heart pounding against his ribcage. Cleo laughed at a girl as her ashes floated off into the darkened night. More screams erupted from the parking lot as cars rammed into each other. The sound of metal against metal was almost worse than the sounds of bones breaking. Conner knew there would be more death before the night was over. He looked over at Tray for any sort of idea. 

			“Guys, we have to go,” he said to Misty and Tray. 

			“Look at her, she’s just as beautiful as I remember,” Tray said. 

			“It was only a few months ago. Come on, man, we need to leave!” 

			Tray stood there, staring at Cleo as she danced in circles around the Jonah body.

			“Who are you?” Conner asked the Jonah body. 

			The Jonah body made no attempt to answer Conner. Again the alarms went off in his mind. It didn’t matter who he said he was—Conner knew, and that was what frightened him the most. He clutched Misty’s hand tighter, leaned in, and whispered in her ear. “We have to leave.” 

			Misty didn’t look at him. “I’m not leaving without Cleo. We left her once, we aren’t doing it again.” 

			“She isn’t Cleo any more, can’t you see that?” Conner pleaded. 

			Misty pulled away. Conner felt a sting in his chest when she yanked her hand from his grip. All the traveling they had gone through to get to Cleo went through his mind. Was it all for nothing? A sense of helplessness wrapped in fear seeped through Conner’s soul. With everything he had, he fought the feelings trying to take hold of him. 

			The ground rumbled, sending another shockwave of terror through the already frazzled and frantic teens racing to get in their cars and drive away. Green ooze rose up from Broken Top Mountain. The forest was no match for the green fog. It rolled through it as if the guardians had left their posts. 

			Breath caught in Conner’s throat. The realization that all the myths and legends that had been passed down through the generations were true struck him like a steam roller. The demon was free from the cage. The one his ancestors had fought all those centuries ago was real, and he stood next to it. There was nothing but evil in the body’s eyes. 

			Conner stepped back further from Misty, Tray, and Cleo. His instincts told him to run away as fast as he could, but he wouldn’t. He had to fight it. I am alone. How do I kill something this powerful when I’m alone? He thought. The green ooze moved closer. Conner took another step back. 

			Don’t let it touch you, a voice sounded in his mind. It was a strange voice, like that of a little girl. He looked around to see if a little girl had been left alone. No one was there. 

			It didn’t matter; Conner knew the voice spoke the truth. One more time he tried to talk some sense into his friends. “Guys, we need to leave. We can figure it out later. But right now, we need to get somewhere safe,” Conner said. 

			Neither Tray nor Misty took their eyes off Cleo and the Jonah body. Conner knew he had lost them. He stepped back again as the ooze moved closer. Thunder sounded from deep within the mountain, and the ooze reached the edge of the parking lot. Conner froze as it inched its way toward the chaos. Everything went silent. The green ooze continued to roll, smothering everything in its path. 

			“We’re safe from it,” the Jonah body said. 

			Conner looked at him with a snarl in his face. “What about all those people? Are they safe too?” 

			The Jonah body laughed and howled at the night sky, drunk on the newness of all his senses after so long without even the sense of touch. He ran his fingers along Cleo’s backside and moved in closer, ready to devour her, body, mind, and soul. 

			Cleo took Misty’s hand and pulled her closer, turning to face her. She put her hand behind Misty’s neck, then kissed her long and hard. All the while she kept her eyes open, staring at Conner. She pulled away from Misty. “You can run, pretty boy. Or, you can join us,” she said. 

			Conner heard it then—the flute playing just beneath all the chaos around them. He felt himself being pulled in and took a step toward Misty, Cleo, and the Jonah body. Thunder cracked from within the ooze once again, snapping Conner back from the brink of the abyss. 

			Conner shook his head no to Cleo and moved backward. Fearful of leaving Cleo’s gaze, he stared at her while little by little he moved toward the hotel. “I can’t join you,” he said. His heart sank deep into his stomach like a rock sinking in the sea. He wanted to wake them up to all that was going on. They had all been taken in by the being inhabiting the shell of Jonah. 

			Such pain and sadness resides deep inside the blade that steals the life of ones you love. It is unlike anything else in the world. It’s an unpredictable and unreasonable entity that feeds off the sorrow of the world. It was the second time Conner had felt it, and he had no idea what to do about it. Part of him wanted to join them just so he could be numb from it. The Shakya part of his soul let out a growl. He knew what was right, and this was not it. 

			“Conner! You betrayed me again, Conner! Don’t think you won’t be punished for it,” Cleo yelled at his back. 

			Pandemonium filled the parking lot. Sound eluded him, as if time had provided a protective bubble around his body. He watched in horror as car after car crashed into one another. Blood spilled onto the black pavement—agony had been unleashed right in front of his eyes. He looked over at Misty and Tray. Their eyes were enraptured by the being in front of them. 

			Conner saw the dark spirit emanating from the shell of the body in front of him. The darkness burned in the night like a flame from hell. And yet his friends, people he had known his entire life, stood enamored. Conner felt the power of the lioness from the girls. The Jonah body walked over and placed his hand on Tray’s shoulder. Tray smiled. The demon danced around the three of them with Cleo as if he was performing a waltz. Cleo’s giggle of delight turned Conner’s stomach. He stepped back from them and paused. 

			Connor ran as fast as he could to the entrance of the hotel. The green ooze followed, closer and closer. He ran through the broken glass door and raced past the check-in desk, then stopped and looked around for any place to hide. Door after door was locked. 

			The voice of a girl cried out in his mind. Go to the elevator! She said. Conner stopped for a moment. There’s no time to ask, just go to the elevator! The voice chimed again. 

			He looked around for the one room that might provide safety for him. Across the lobby a small red light flashed from above the elevator. The room around him expanded—the elevator looked miles away. Conner fled in the direction of the flashing red arrow, trying to reach it before it closed. He leaped over the sofa and jumped onto the coffee table, then crashed into the vase on the left. Conner got up and took off again to the small door. The bell to the elevator dinged as he approached. Open. Damn it, come on, open! He heard deep laughter echoing across the lobby. Without looking back, Conner raced for the door which had already started to close. He stuck his hand between the elevator doors just as they were about to close, and the bell dinged again as the doors opened up for him. He stepped in and pressed the close button over and over. 

			Conner looked out as the doors closed. The ooze had made its way inside the hotel. The lobby was filled with it. Silence donned the once happiness filled room. The doors closed. Conner watched and waited for the ooze to make its way into the small compartment. When nothing happened, he let out a sigh as he sat down on the elevator floor. For a time, he sat still, shocked by all that had happened. 

			Alone in the small elevator, Conner pulled out his cell phone and looked at the pictures. It seemed like only yesterday that the four of them were inseparable. He thought about the last conversation he’d had with Cleo on the night they were chosen to become Shakya. 

			“I don’t want to be chosen,” she said. “I have this feeling something bad is going to happen if I am.” 

			With everything he had, Conner tried to hold in the sobs welling up inside. His body shook and he released them. The lights inside the elevator went out. Alone in the dark, he waited for some sort of sign. 

			The voice from the girl sounded again. “You must find Tibolt’s clan. Only together can we win the Time of Three.” 

			“Who are you?” Conner asked. 

			“I am Trinity,” said the voice. 

			“Show yourself,” Conner asked. 

			“Why should I?” 

			“My eyes have deceived me for the last few weeks. As did all my other senses. I need a reason to believe you. Show yourself to me.” 

			Conner stared straight ahead as the figure formed in front of him. A girl appeared, once probably beautiful, now covered in clown makeup—white face, black lips, and a diamond shape around each eye. She had long stringy hair that hung down over her shoulders. In that instant, Conner was taken by her. 

			“Why do you hide yourself behind the mask?” 

			“It is what it is…soon others will know the truth to all of it.” Disbelief covered his mind. “I cannot tell you the outcome, because the tapestries change all the time based on the decisions made. I can guide when the balance of the
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