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  Prologue


Nowhere near ready to wake, Suleima was left with no choice. Gage pulled her closer with a growl. She patted his forearm where it crossed over her stomach. “Dyna and Agron are here. I need to go and see what is going on.” 
He grumbled, but let her up, getting up and preparing to meet their friends alongside her.
A few minutes later, as they stepped off the porch, Dynasira said, “We have news.”
“What’s going on?” Gage asked.
“Hamanad was able to find some information, maybe on the location of the key. His apprentice brought the information to the jinn early yesterday,” Agron began, “But his apprentice arrived alone.” 
“Where is Hamanad, then?” Suleima asked. 
Dynasira glanced at Agron before turning back to Suleima, “We don’t know. “The apprentice’s mind has been altered, and he has no recollection of what took place.”
“Then how do we know the information about the key has not been tampered with or forged?” Suleima asked.
Dynasira handed her a metal tube. It vibrated in her hand. When the cylinder in the end popped out, pouring smoke into the air, she nearly dropped it. Within the smoke, Hamanad’s face appeared.
“Suleima, if you are receiving this from anyone but me, know I have done everything in my power to keep this secure. Beyond Mount Lucent, and past the valley below, there is a swampland filled with harpies. They can be dangerous, but they value magic above all else. I have bartered with a few and been directed to head into the cave system that runs beneath the next ridge. The only entrance is through a canyon on the far side. 
“If I cannot continue recording my journey, you have heard my last steps. The Fae are a people of great complexity. Like everyone else, some are truly evil, while others have hearts of gold like yours, yet most fall somewhere in the middle. Treat them as you would anyone else, and in the end, their true colors will show through. Luck to you, my friend.”
Suleima looked up at the four council members standing in front of her; Kaly had joined them halfway through Hamanad’s message. "Hamanad is missing.” 
“When do we leave?” Kaly asked.
“Soon.”






  
  Chapter 1


Since learning of Hamanad's disappearance, Suleima and her friends buzzed from place to place, gathering supplies they would need for their next journey. Unlike the trek up Mount Lucient, when it was only her and Gage, an entire envoy would accompany her to find Hamanad and the key. If Solisa, the Sun Goddess of the fae, managed to get the key first, she could unlock a spell book containing spells that would devastate naturals – people without magic—and supernaturals alike.  
Gage prepared Wade to take the Alpha position with the remaining pack members at Amber Mountain, while he, Kaly, and Ryan, the pack's medic, would accompany the group. The group, which would be made up of the dragons, wolves, jinn, and Suleima, a shaman, would meet at the pack house the next day before heading off, following Hamanad's steps past Mt Lucient, into the swamplands and beyond. 
Suleima sat on the edge of the bed in her cabin, packing up the last of the clothes for the trip. Movement out of the corner of her eye caught her attention. She turned her head to see the tiny, woven vine creature dancing in an imaginary breeze.  She smiled and stood, walking over to the table where a shallow box of soil sat. The green fae, whom she called Koa, swayed back and forth, his movements intensifying in excitement as she approached. Suleima picked up the small watering can nearby and moistened the dirt. 
The fae scrambled over to the damp spot and bent, his arm and leg vines burrowing into the soil, sucking up the water greedily. 
"You are going to behave for Wade while I am away, right?" Suleima asked the miniature creature when he had his fill of the water.
The mischievous glint in Koa's eye was the only answer she was expecting.  She'd found the creature a day ago, growing in the field where the Green Knight’s execution took place. In that short time, Suleima learned the creature did not like being left alone. She and Gage brought it back with them and placed it on the soil bed she prepared when the two of them left the cabin to spend a few stolen moments together out in nature before their next foray into danger and the unknown. Returning, they found soil hurled everywhere, and small items around her house lay strewn about. After taking the time to clean up, she left the fae alone again, while she walked Gage to his truck, only to return to the same mess.
Suleima finished packing, grabbing the supplies she would need to perform the Ritual of Alucenia to recharge her shamanistic power, and placed them carefully into her pack along with the food stores she would need to carry. She set her pack next to the door and added her bow and arrows to the pile. She carefully bent her wrist, which had been broken a few days before, but was already healing, thanks to a benefit from her mating bond with Gage, though still sore and weaker than usual. 
She gave her home one last look to make sure she hadn't missed anything, hauled her pack onto her back, slung the bow over her shoulder, and lifted the shallow box of soil with Koa safely tucked in the center. She hiked the half mile through the forest to her truck, loaded her pack into the bed, and climbed in, setting Koa on the seat next to her. 
The drive down the mountain to the pack house didn't take long. Before she knew it, she was parking at the edge of the driveway. Cars and trucks filled the space between her old truck and the house—the entire pack must have come to send them off. Gage was at her door, opening it an instant after she shut the truck off. 
Taking her hand, he guided her out of the cab and wrapped her in his arms. He smelled of woods and warmth. 
She closed her eyes, wanting to block out the danger looming in front of them; the danger which refused to give them a moment of peace since she stumbled across the pack's path in the woods what felt like years ago, but in reality had only been a few months. Suleima pulled away slightly, looking into his eyes, taking in the violet that surrounded the natural blue-gray of his eyes since their mating.
"Are you all set?" he asked.
"As ready as I will ever be. I'm ready for all of this to be done."
"We're just going on another hike in the woods."
She laughed and dropped a quick kiss to his lips.  "Yep, only a walk in the forest, enjoying nature once again."
Suleima reached into the cab of her truck and pulled out Koa and his bed of soil. Walking next to Gage, she carried it into the pack house, setting it on the table in front of the large bay window. Koa was sleeping and barely shifted, only moving when she set the shallow pan down, rolling to a sunnier spot. She smiled down at the fae creature, then walked to the next room, where Wade, Kaly, Ryan, and the other werewolves gathered. 
"Thank you, Wade, for keeping an eye on Koa while we are away."
He nodded in acknowledgment before stepping back and allowing Gage to take centerstage.
"Wade will be acting as Alpha while I am gone. We'll be able to communicate through Kaly, if necessary. Stay alert. We hope it will be quiet here, while we're gone, but I want everyone watching, just in case."
Heads nodded all around the room. Gage took Suleima by the hand and led her back onto the porch as Dynasira and Agron landed in the front yard, shifting back into their human forms. 
Dynasira's blue hair shimmered in the bright sunlight as she approached with Hamanad's apprentice, Tiamaned, on her heels. "Another jinn will meet us at the trailhead of the swamplands."
Suleima nodded. "We'll take two trucks as far as we can. Dyna, you and Agron can fly ahead and meet us there. Once we meet up with the other jinn, I have a feeling hiking will be our best method of following and finding clues to both the key and Hamanad."
"Agreed," Agron said.
"I am sorry I cannot be of more help finding Sir Hamanad," Tiamaned repeated for the hundredth time since he came to deliver Hamanad's message. 
Suleima laid an assuring hand on his shoulder. "You got the message to us. That is the most important part, Tiam. We will find him."
Tiamaned dipped his head in thanks, his dark hair falling over his eyes with the movement, then stepped back.
"It's nearing mid-morning," Gage said, grabbing his pack from Wade. "We should head out now. It will be a long couple of days drive before we get to the swamplands."
"As much as I am loath to ride in one of those contraptions yet again," Dynasira began, "I'm sure it will be smart to conserve our energy since we have no idea what awaits us once we start hiking."
With a wave out the window, the group drove off, heading northeast, toward the mountain range of Mount Lucient and beyond.






  
  Chapter 2


They drove until dusk before finding a spot to pull over and set up camp for the night. After gathering firewood and helping to unload the trucks for the evening, Dynasira and Agron shifted, and curled up on opposite sides of the camp, taking point to guard for the night.  
Gage was busy setting up their tent while Suleima cleared an area and started the fire. 
Gage cleared his throat, interrupting the silence they’d worked in. "Uh, Sul?"
She straightened up from where she bent over the budding campfire and looked in his direction.
"We had a stowaway." He held up his hand toward her. 
Koa perched on the back of his hand. He squeaked as she put her hands on her hips and shook her head. 
"We've come too far to turn around now," Suleima said. "Little imp. You were supposed to stay home with Wade and stay safe."
He squeaked back again, protest evident in his tone. 
Suleima shook her head and turned to Kaly. "Let Wade know where he is, please."
Kaly's eyes stared off into the distance for a moment, then cocked her head, listening for the reply. "He's been worried since they discovered Koa missing. While he's very happy to know where Koa is, the pack has already torn the house apart searching for him and will not be happy about having to clean up the mess they made while doing it." 
Suleima took Koa from Gage so he could finish with the tent. She set him down away from the activity of camp, so he wouldn't get stepped on—and so he would be within eyesight while she finished with the campfire. 
Quickly, Koa burrowed his vines into the ground, soaking up water and nutrients, likely thirsty after going most of the day without water and soil. 
They gathered around the campfire when the tents were set up and sat in silence, each consumed with their own thoughts of the dangers they would face in the coming days. 
Kaly was the first to speak. "How much longer will we be driving?"
"We're about a day from the base of Mount Lucent. It's probably another day's drive to reach the valley beyond. I hope to continue in the trucks until we reach the swampland. My best guess is two more days in the car before we have to hike," Suleima answered.
The group lapsed back into silence as Koa scrambled on Suleima's lap, giving a big yawn, snuggling in, and falling asleep.
One by one, they climbed into their tents for the night, leaving Suleima, Gage, and Koa sitting by the fire. 
Speaking quietly to not wake up the sleeping fae, Suleima said, "The quiet of the forest tonight is unsettling, like the calm before the storm."
Gage squeezed the hand he was holding. "There're a lot of predators with us this time around. Two dragons and three werewolves will make the animals in the area keep their distance."
Suleima dropped her head onto his shoulder and yawned. "I guess. I'm feeling uneasy. Maybe since we're closer to Mount Lucent. Not all the memories from that trip are happy ones."
Gage placed a kiss on the top of her head. "It all worked out in the end. Come on. Let's go get some sleep."
As he helped her gently to her feet, she cradled Koa in her free hand. He only stirred a bit, before snuggling in again. Suleima pulled gently with her fire, dragging the heat and flame from the campfire, then bubbled some water out of the ground to dampen the coals. At Gage's prompting, she climbed into their tent, drifting off to sleep as soon as her head hit the bedroll and Gage's heat settled in next to her. 

      [image: image-placeholder]Stretching as she woke, Suleima immediately noticed Gage missing from the tent. Koa was stirring as well and she lifted him, placing him in the dirt outside the tent as she emerged, so he could get some water and nutrients from the soil. 
Tiamaned appeared at the front of his tent, followed closely by Kaly at hers.
Sitting to the left of the campfire from the night before were three rabbits and two squirrels. Suleima coaxed the fire back as Kaly cleaned the morning's rewards. 
"Gage will be back soon. He is waiting for Ryan to shift," Kaly said absently. "They had to go a fair distance to find much to hunt for breakfast."
Dynasira and Agron shifted and joined them at the fire, helping Kaly clean the game, while Tiamaned and Suleima grabbed berries from bushes nearby to supplement their breakfast, fortifying them for another long day in the trucks. 
They reached the base of Mount Lucent before dusk. This time, the wolves shifted and went out hunting for dinner, while the dragons helped Suleima and Tiamaned set up camp.
The evening passed much the same as the last, except Gage and Kaly took first shift keeping guard. Agron and Ryan would take over halfway through the night, giving Dynasira a chance to rest. 
This close to Mount Lucent, Suleima's alarms rang each time Gage's wolf stepped out of sight, remembering each time the tests targeted him, and she was forced to endure. Her anxiety must have bled through their bond because he would pace back into her line of sight, eyes connecting with hers across the campsite, and he stayed close until her anxiety lessened.
Dynasira stopped trying to engage her in conversation, instead chatting with Tiamaned and Ryan until they trudged off to their tents. 
Dynasira waved her hand in front of Suleima's face, "Hello? What's going on in that head of yours?"
Suleima reached out with her senses, finding Gage just beyond her eyesight, and sighed. "He was in danger when we were here last. So much.” She shook her head in a vain effort to shake off her worry. “I can't seem to relax."
"He probably feels the same fear for you. In his eyes, you were in the most danger and even injured by him."
"It wasn't his fault!" Suleima sharply defended.
Dynasira raised her hands in surrender. "You see it as your fault. Why would he be different?"
Suleima took in Dynasira's words, weighing them, and feeling how right they were. 
"Go talk to him. I'll keep Koa out of trouble."
"Ha! Good luck with that!" Suleima said, standing and walking into the woods where she felt Gage.
By the time she made it to his side, Gage stood in human form. He took her hands and drew her into his embrace, holding her tightly.
"I do believe you and I are both shouldering the blame for things we had no control over the last time we were here," she said, snuggling into his warmth. "And we are amplifying each other's fear."
His hand dropped to her left forearm, "Dirrin didn’t cause all of these scars."
Lifting her left hand to his cheek, she pulled his head so their eyes met. "The phoenix and Dirrin are the only ones to blame for these scars. And we aren't going up that mountain. We are only driving by. Let's agree to stop worrying about what happened up there. I think we have enough in front of us to worry about."
"Easier said than done, Sul."
She reached up, linking her hands behind his neck, drawing his lips down to hers. "Each day is a new day. Let's live for tomorrow, not relive the trauma of the past. I'll try my best to do the same."
He nodded, dropping another kiss to her lips and one to her nose, then stepped back and shifted, trotting off into the distance soon after, back to his patrol.
Suleima walked back to camp and gave Dynasira a hug of thanks, then gathered Koa and headed off into her tent. Before Ryan relieved Gage for the rest of the night’s watch, she lay awake, keenly aware of where he was until he returned in the early morning hours. As soon as his familiar warmth filled the tent, she finally fell into a peaceful sleep.






  
  Chapter 3


Halfway through the third day, the crude road through the valley abruptly stopped, and the edge of the swampland came into view. Suleima pulled her truck to the edge of a small copse of trees and climbed out.  
"We'll leave the trucks here," she said, pulling her pack from the bed of the truck and slinging it over her shoulders. Her bow was next, then she laid a hand out for Koa, setting him on her shoulder. "We should find the other jinn soon, right Tiamaned?"
"Faramad said he would meet us at the edge of the swamps," he responded.
"Do you remember anything about being here before with Hamanad?" Suleima asked.
A cloud passed over Tiamaned's eyes before he shook his head.
Suleima laid a hand on his forearm and gave it a reassuring squeeze. 
"Is there another energy vamp running around?" Dynasira asked, "Or something else that could have tampered with his memory?"
"We need to be ready for the possibility that Solisa created more than one energy vampire. But, it’s possible Kylin made it out here and back in less than a day, and messed with his thoughts before we fought her last time." 
Kaly and Ryan shifted to their wolves, while everyone loaded their gear onto their backs. With Gage able to shift almost as quickly as the dragons now, he planned to stay in human form for the start of the trip. 
The clean, crisp air of the valley morphed into a cloying mire of humidity and rotting vegetation. The soppy earth sucked at their feet with each step. Thick vines hung from the trees; moss and fungus growing from every surface. Colossal insects buzzed close, slipping away when swatted at, only to return a moment later. Sunlight struggled to break through the dense canopy above and the foggy mist floating all around them. 
Suleima opened her senses, pulling in the locations of her friends, who were getting harder to see through the impermeable fog. She could feel a few snakes, slithering away from them, turtles and frogs holding still and keeping quiet, hiding from the danger they sensed. Sizable birds fled their hunts, taking to the air to avoid the predators below. Floating just on the edge of her senses, Suleima discovered several harpies. She whistled to get the group's attention and stopped walking as they gathered close.
"There are several harpies in the area to the east."
"Should we go to them before we find the other jinn?" Dynasira asked.
"They are already here," Tiamaned replied.
Every head spun in his direction, and Suleima stepped back at the sudden appearance of two jinn she never sensed nearby. Gage's growl rumbled over the chirps and bird call cacophony floating over the air. Kaly's silent snarl was plainly visible where she stood at Gage's feet, echoing his anger. 
Tiamaned backed away from the group, his hands up in surrender, while one of the other jinn stepped forward. His hair was dark like Hamanad’s and he had similar features, a chiseled profile, and a strong chin.
He dipped his chin in her direction before speaking. "You must be Suleima. I have heard many stories about you from my father. I regret that this is our first meeting. My father kept me busy at home and abroad to keep me from the fights against Dirrin. With his disappearance, he can no longer keep me out of this. I am Faramad."
Suleima's brows rose in surprise, but she recovered quickly, reaching out a hand to shake his strong one. "Hamanad spoke of you when we first met. The way he spoke of you, I thought you were much younger. It is nice to finally meet you, though I wish it was under other circumstances."
"He often treats me as if I am still a child, so I am not surprised he speaks of me in the same way."
Agron looked past the jinns who appeared so suddenly as if searching the fog for more to appear. "How did you appear without any of us sensing you?"
"Ahh, that would be the talent of my friend, Nadiram," he said, indicating the young woman standing behind him, a willowy woman with long, loose hair and vivid green eyes, though one eye was clouded and likely blind. 
Nadiram stepped forward and held out her hand to shake Suleima's. A sudden loss of her connections to the elements, took Suleima’s breath. 
The instant aggression buzzing across her bond with Gage had her reaching out her other hand to touch his arm, staying his movements as she tugged her hand away from Nadiram. 
"Apologies," Nadiram said, releasing Suleima's hand. 
Suleima pulled with air, clearing the fog away from their group, making it easier to see everyone. Gage's anger still blazed through their connection as he covered her hand with his, which still rested on his arm. 
"My talents lie in the disruption of magic, rather than as a healer. I've not learned complete control of my abilities yet."
Suliema flexed her fingers and shook her hand, trying to shake off the horrible, echoing feeling from when she lost her magic on Mount Lucent.
"We thought Faramad would be alone," Tiamaned said, shaking Nadiram's hand. Nadiram's magic did not appear to affect him.
Faramad cocked his head at Nadiram. "She managed to cloak herself until we were too far to turn back." He continued murmuring, "Can't control it when we want her to though."
"I hear you," Nadiram responded, shoving past him. "Hamanad protected and cared for me since my parents died when I was small. I am not about to sit home and wait for word from you when I could be out here doing something."
Gage spoke up, distracting the jinn from their rising tensions. "There are harpies to the east. We were about to head that way."
"Not those harpies," Faramad countered. "Those are just guardians. They won't have the information we need, though they would happily take your payment before telling you they have no information. Follow me." He turned on his heel and headed west.
Suleima stepped in line behind Faramad. The others gathered behind, picking their way through the swampy mess at their feet.
Reaching an area wide enough to stand shoulder to shoulder, Suleima stepped up next to Faramad, "What sort of payment are they going to be expecting?"
He glanced down at her, then turned back to the complicated path they were following. "These harpies value magic above all else. They will require bartering with magical spells or artifacts. Or they will force you to show your magic through some kind of challenge. Since we know my father came through here, I am hopeful they will give us the information they already gave to him."
"That's unlikely," Gage chimed in.
Faramad nodded absently. "Yes. If we want to find him quickly, we will doubtless need a great show of strength."
Suleima took in the information as she scanned the area looking for more harpies in the direction they were headed, keeping quiet as she scanned the area. She found them a moment later. She reached an arm out, stopping Faramad's progress and halting everyone behind her. "There is a group of seven harpies heading this way." She pushed with air, fanning the mist away. In the distance, the silhouettes of the harpies barely registered. Their giant wingspans flapped in the air as they coasted over the ground.
The closer they got, the more details revealed themselves. The harpies had immense talons at the base of each leg. Their bodies, covered by feathers, were shaped like a woman’s. The frontmost harpy’s feathers shifted colors, a pearlescent sheen to them, her long dark hair reaching down to her talons. The harpies behind her had hair colors spanning the rainbow in various lengths.
The harpies stopped and hovered in the air about ten yards from where her group stood. Sharply hooked beaks present on each of their faces revealed the potential dangers the harpies posed. They keyed into the werewolves, glancing at one another, then back to the wolves. Quiet clacks and taps of their beaks were interrupted by a sharp caw from the harpy in the rear with short, purple hair. The sounds of the swampland abruptly halted with her call.
Lowering his eyes and bending his head slightly, he spoke. "I am Faramad, son of Hamanad. We come looking for information to find my father."
The redheaded harpy snapped her beak violently in their direction, followed closely by the harpy with swampy green hair.
Faramad stepped back at the implied threat, but Suleima held her ground. "Hamanad sent word that he came through this area. He was heading for a cave system. We only need directions to the canyon entrance."
The group of harpies drifted apart, closing in around the group, flanking them on all sides. 
"Get ready," Faramad said, adjusting his stance. "Defense and aiming to stop them, not kill them."
Gage shifted, and his snarl reverberated through the swampland. The harpies were too close for Dynasira and Agron to shift without stepping on one of their group. 
Suleima shoved outward with air. Caught off guard, the redheaded harpy flipped end over end. A blue-haired harpy dodged by flying above, but it left enough room for Agron to step forward and shift, leaping into the air. The deep green of his scales was camouflaged by the mossy canopy above them, making him all but disappear despite his enormous size.
One minute, Dynasira and Nadiram were behind Suleima, the next they were gone from sight and Suleima's senses. At her friend’s disappearance, Suleima fought her rising panic. 
Gage paused in the midst of harrying the green-haired harpy, who used the distraction to wrap her talons around Gage's neck and the base of his tail, lifting him from the ground.
Gathering her power, panic threatening to overwhelm her, Suleima pulled water up from around her feet. Pushing with her whole body, adding air to shape the water and give extra force, Suleima sent waves out in all directions. 
They took the legs out from under the two jinn still in their circle and must have broken Nadiram's concentration because she became visible a moment after Dynasira took to the sky a few yards outside of the harpies' circle. The waves reached the harpies' shoulders, tumbling them through the air. 
Gage took advantage and swiped his front paw at the harpy holding him captive, catching her leg and opening a gash. He dropped to the ground and snarled his displeasure.
Two of the harpies spun away from their group, but Dynasira's spray of water blocked their path before Agron landed, his bulk blocking those harpies as well as another, while Dynasira hovered above to prevent them from flying away.
Suleima pulled at air again, pushing the harpies behind her. Kaly and Ryan each snapped at their talons and tails, pushing them back to the group of harpies already trapped. Raising her bow, Suleima readied an arrow to fly as the last of the harpies were enclosed by their group. Their positions reversed from where they started. 
Koa peeked out of the collar of Suleima's jacket where he'd been sleeping and shook his fist at the rounded-up harpies.
When the harpies didn't move, Suleima lowered her bow and approached the one Gage injured. She reached out her hand slowly, carefully watching the harpy for any sudden movements. Beyond lightly clacking her beak, the harpy stayed still. Suleima pushed a bit of pain relief into the harpy's leg. Faramad stepped forward, and Suleima moved aside so he had access to heal the injury with his magic. 
Inside, Suleima beamed with pride at the way they’d teamed up and worked together, despite not having fought alongside them before. Hamanad taught his students well. A bittersweet pang pulled at her heart and tears gathered in her eyes. She would find him, no matter what, or how long, it took.
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