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  Pronunciation Guide


Suleima - sue-lay-EE-ma 
Erist - i-WRIST
Dynasira - dyna-SEE-ra
Dirrin - DEER-in
Kaly - KAY-lee
Hamanad - HA-ma-nad
Yanima - ya-KNEE-ma
Zenisa - ZEN-eesa
Vorelar – vor-EH-lar
Zia - ZEE-ya
Agron - ag-RON
Xiala - zeye-a-LA
Lysom - LIE-som
Sumar - sue-MAR
Kylin - KEYE-lin
Solisa - SO-leesa
Nuckelavee - NUH-klaa-vee






  
  Prologue


The group huddled together around the table. Suleima stood back a moment, taking in the scene. Two werewolves, two dragons, a jinn, and two shamans surrounded the table, looking expectantly at her.  It still baffled her that they had chosen her as their de facto leader. The ragtag group was the beginnings of a council who would create and impose rules and punishments over the supernatural community, so no group would be able to attempt to rule over any other again. 
Suleima dropped a large chunk of obsidian onto the table, “I found this in the dirt near Dirrin’s cabinet. It contains the energy signature of a powerful magic user, but not Dirrin. It feels familiar yet foreign. This was the only clue we found near or in his tent.”
Agron, a dragon from Clan Verana, spoke, the extreme bass of his voice grabbing everyone’s attention. “We have kept a constant patrol over and around Dirrin’s army’s campsite. No one has come or gone from the area since it was located.”
Suleima nodded. “We need to keep it that way, at least until the remainder of the camp is cleaned up.”
“I sent a group of wolves to help tear down tents and structures already marked safe by the shaman. They’ll steer clear of the rest, until Suleima or another shaman deem them safe,” Gage, the alpha werewolf, added.
Dynasira, leader of Clan Azula and Suleima’s best friend, added, “Clan Rojada is housing the prisoners from the battle. Those who have shown remorse are being counseled. Their punishment will be mitigated based on the guidelines the council agreed to. Those without remorse have had their powers bound and are being held awaiting our final sentencing. All remaining bodies have been collected and burned.”
Just before the meeting adjourned, Agron spoke up. "I think we need an official name for this council. It will take time for news of us to spread throughout the community, but I think it will go farther and faster with an actual name; not just calling it 'the council.'"
Nods of agreement went around the table.
Lysom, one of the other shaman stood, "Although I didn't know him personally, I have heard a lot of tales of Erist, and obviously, I have met you, Suleima, his student. His kindness and his willingness to work with others from dragons, jinn and many others, and his belief that everyone is equal regardless of their background serves as an example of what we have all agreed this council should do. I propose we should be known as The Council of Erist."
Suleima covered her mouth with her hand, stunned at his suggestion. She made a move to protest. This was not just a council of shaman, although she felt honored at the suggestion.
Hamanad interrupted before she could voice her concern. "I second that. I did have the pleasure of knowing Erist personally. I agree with Lysom's assessment of Erist's character, and before Suleima protests, as I know she is about to," he winked at her before continuing, "It is not Erist's abilities as a shaman which we honor him with by calling this The Council of Erist. We honor Erist and what he stood for as a supernatural."
"I agree." Dynasira stood next to Agron, followed by each of the other council members. Dynasira looked around the room and declared, "The Council of Erist it is!"






  
  Chapter 1


Suleima sat in her cabin deep in the woods, pouring over books and wracking her brain to figure out why the magic residue from the obsidian rock seemed so familiar. She absently rolled it around in her hand. 
Suddenly, she dropped the rock to the floor. 
She knew.
But how was it possible? Kylin died years ago, before Erist’s death.
She pulled out an old book, well used, but well cared for. Erist kept a shaman mentorship ‘family tree’, listing the mentors he trained with and each of the students they mentored. Once a mentor or student died, their name changed colors. 
She traced her finger down the list of names, stopping when she reached Kylin. The name was silver, as it should have been, but there was a sheen to it which didn’t match the names of the other shaman who had passed. What did it mean? Kylin had been young when she died, too young to have had any students or children to pass her abilities onto. 
Having just dealt with Dirrin’s necromancers, she knew death was not always final, but Kylin's ability to manipulate the elements would have died with her. 
Suleima closed the book, laying it gently on the table. She walked out onto her porch, calling a small pigeon nearby, wrote a short note, and sent for Dynasira.  
Returning to her cabin, Suleima replenished her magic stores. Since the last battle, when she could speak to Erist, and he showed her how to siphon her power, she relied less and less on the Ritual of Alucenia to recharge her power. The time between using her power and recharging it was growing. 
Suleima pulled a few books from the chest beneath her bed; most were slightly charred from the fire. They were Erist’s journals. The familiar writing made her smile. He was always so organized and precise; it was easy for her to flip to the time surrounding the death of Kylin. 
Early in her training, Suleima and Erist had traveled to a meadow near the house of Sumar and Kylin. 
Kylin would practice controlling fire, while Suleima would test out her skills with earth, using the dirt to smother Kylin’s flames. Erist also encouraged Suleima to practice with her secondary strength with water, trying to pull from a distance the energy from the river. 
The only water she ever pulled was from her skin, because she was trying so hard she was sweating. Kylin and Dirrin would team up against her during those sessions, coming at her from both directions with their fire. During those sessions, she learned to shield herself with earth. 
Erist’s notes did not mention much about Kylin. Only that Sumar stepped away from mentoring. His other wards were reassigned to other mentors, and Sumar retreated to his lake house. She flipped and searched through the journals, but if Erist knew the location of the lake house it was not listed in this journal.






  
  Chapter 2


An hour or so later, a buzz alerted her that her wards were being breached by Dynasira. She stood, stretching her back and headed out to the porch to meet her friend. 
After a quick greeting, Suleima explained what she’d learned. “I need to find Sumar. I have no idea where Kylin was laid to rest, but we need to find out if her remains are still there.”
“Did you travel outside of Setura when you went to visit them?” At Sulemia’s nod, Dynasira continued, “Do you know which direction you traveled? Or the length of time it took?”
“I was still young. I don’t remember much. It took a few hours to get to his house, but I’m not sure how many. Erist would usually have Dirrin and I studying through most of the trip. I believe we traveled east. I remember that early in the morning, the sun would be nearly blinding in front of us as we traveled, so I didn’t mind burying my nose in a book to keep from being blinded by the sun.”
“It’s a start. I’ll send a scout in that direction and see if they can find any information.”
“I’ll try to contact people who could have known Sumar or Kylin. Maybe one of them will be able to help narrow it down.”
Birds sent to the various shaman who might know Sumar, Suleima headed out into the forest to clear her head. She needed to re-center herself and prepare to take on whatever challenge was about to rear its ugly head. She felt it coming. The energy and pulse of danger were palpable. 
She stopped at a gnarled old tree. To the naked eye, the tree appeared dead. No leaves on its spindly branches, and a haunting face in its bark. But the pulse of life inside this tree called to her. It felt what she did: coming danger. She desperately wanted to keep danger away from Amber Mountain. Her presence caused the danger here before. She didn’t want anyone or anything from her past to put this place in danger again. Her friends were here. People she cared about.
As if conjured by her thoughts, Suleima sensed Gage’s presence. He was on two feet as he approached, and she couldn’t sense any of his wolves nearby. The forest around them quieted as the animals in the area sensed the presence of a predator in their midst.
He smiled at her as he came into view, and she couldn’t help but smile back. “Hey,” he said.
“Hey.” She tried to sound more cheerful than she really was, but it must not have been convincing because the smile dropped from his face.
“What is wrong?” he asked.
“I’m not sure.” She stopped in front of him, his blue-gray eyes drawing her in. “I feel overwhelmed and restless and now...”
His thumb traced lazy circles on the back of her hand, both comforting and distracting her. 
“There is so much to do. So much to clean up after Dirrin. The Council. And now this looming threat I feel. I don’t want to be responsible for bringing danger to this place again.”
He turned her to face him, dropping her hand and taking her face in his hands, looking directly into her eyes. “You are not alone in this. We’re here to help you. Dyna, myself, my pack and the council. We’ll take one thing at a time. And we will take care of it. Together. 
“You aren’t responsible for the danger Dirrin brought. It would’ve come here eventually without you, and it would have been so much worse. We had you here to help us stop it. It doesn’t all fall on you. You were chosen as the leader of our council, yes. Because you brought us together to defeat an impossible power. I have no doubt you will do the same again, if or when another situation arises. I’ll be here to support you in whatever you need. You only need to ask.”
She held back tears as she smiled at him. “Leave it to you to make it sound so easy, and to make me sound so powerful and brave.”
“You are more powerful and braver than you know. I know it. Dyna knows it. My pack knows it. As do the rest of the council. We’ll be right here to remind you of it and to give you whatever you need. You are special to all of us. We wouldn’t be what we are today without you.”
“You make me sound like I could do anything.”
“Because I believe you can. And you’ll ask for help when the time comes. I’ll be the first in line to be there for you.” He smiled at her, dropping his forehead to hers and closing his eyes, breathing deeply.
“I know you will,” she whispered back, her eyes fluttering closed as his arms wrapped around her. Time seemed to stand still as she sat with Gage, and she felt her worries slip away, at least for now. 






  
  Chapter 3


Time seemed to stand still as she sat with Gage, and she felt her worries slip away, at least for now. He made her believe in herself, and knew he would always be right beside her when she stumbled. He would prop her up when she felt weak and would stand back and bask in her successes. There was no one on earth she would rather have on her side than Gage. Her heart swelled. 
She took a deep breath and raised her head. “Thank you.”
“Always,” he smiled.
Together, they walked hand in hand back to Suleima’s cabin. Returning in time to watch Dynasira land, just outside of the wards around her home.
“I’ve sent scouts to see what they can find. We should bring what we do know to the council,” Dynasira said, shifting into her human form. Her royal blue hair shining with each patch of sunlight she walked through.
“I agree,” Gage said. “Others on the council may know of, or have other ideas on how to track down Sumar.”
“Summon the council. We’ll meet before the day is over. Hopefully, we will have more information to go on by the time we meet, but if not, I believe you are right. Maybe they’ll have some insight into how to track Sumar down. Or even Kylin, if it comes down to it.”

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun was past its zenith as Suleima arrived at the warehouse the council was using for their meeting place. Only Dynasira was representing the dragons so far, but Gage and Kaly were present for the werewolves. Suleima was anxious for the arrival of Lysom and Xiala, the other two shamans on the council. She hoped they had some familiarity with Sumar or Kylin. They greeted each other before taking their places and awaiting the arrival of the remaining council members.
It didn’t take long before all the members of the council were sitting around the table, anxiously awaiting why they were called.
“Thank you for coming this evening. The reason I have called this meeting is because I have identified the magical signature of the obsidian I found in Dirrin’s tent,” Suleima began. “The signature belongs to a long passed shaman I knew as a young girl. Her name was Kylin, and was trained by Sumar.”
Lysom spoke up, “How is this possible?”
“I’m not sure. That is why I have called this meeting. Dyna has sent some scouts out to see if they can locate Sumar. I have also sent messages to several other shamans in hopes they will have some information. I’m also hoping you, Lysom and Xiala, will be able to help find some information from the shaman you are familiar with. Between the four of us, I’m confident we can make some progress.”
“No one brings back shaman; we’re useless once brought back using necromancy,” Xiala said, furrowing her brow.
“Yes,” Suleima replied. She looked around at the others seated at the table, explaining Xiala's comment, "Once a shaman passes, their powers return to the elements. If a necromancer would bring them back, it would be no different than bringing back a human. Our connection to the elements would not return with us. 
“I don’t understand how this may have happened. But, I’m certain it is her magical signature on the obsidian we found. There is no way there could be her magical signature would still be present nearly fourteen years after she passed. And, I know for a fact she passed before she had acquired skills and honed her talent enough to be able to channel her power to make something so complicated as a chunk of obsidian.”
Lysom chimed in again, “I remember hearing about Sumar pulling away from mentoring. One of his other students went to work with a mentor who worked closely with mine. I’ll see what I can find out.”
“Thank you, Lysom.” Suleima paused for a moment. “I have years of Erist's journals. I have only read the entries around the time of Kylin’s passing so far. I’ll continue to dig through his writings to see if there is any more information we can get from him.” 
Dynasira spoke up. “I should hear something by tomorrow from my scouts. I’ll bring the information to you as soon as it comes in.”
“My pack is ready and willing to help; you only need to call on us,” Gage added.
“The jinn will keep our ears open for any rumblings which may be related. A lot of my kind are on the periphery, so I don’t know what help we could be, but we’ll be on alert just the same,” Hamanad added.
“I appreciate it, Hamanad. I believe collectively we can get to the bottom of this. This is why the council was formed and this will be the first test of our abilities, our chance to show our community not only can we all work together cohesively as a team, but together we are stronger and together we can protect our world as a whole. 
“I cannot explain this feeling... something comes our way, and only together can we find and vanquish this danger.”

      [image: image-placeholder]As the meeting wound to a close, Dynasira approached Suleima, where she stood with Gage and Kaly. “I’ll return in the morning with news from the scouts. Do you want me to fly you home before I head out?”
“No, please go and rest. I’ll make my way home,” she replied.
Dynasira nodded, then headed out the door, shifting and taking flight, with Agron on her heels. The shaman and jinn followed close behind. 
“What can the wolves do to help?” Kaly asked.
“For right now, stay alert.”
“Will do. Gage, I’m going to head over to the pack house.”
“OK, Kaly. I’ll see you there later,” he replied.
“You can go back with Kaly if you need. You don’t need to babysit me.”
“I have no intention of babysitting you, Sul. If I know you, you’re going to go home and start combing through Erist’s writings. Someone needs to make sure you take care of yourself in the process of taking care of the rest of us.” He winked at her, then placed his hand on the small of her back, guiding her to her car, before tucking her into the passenger seat. “I’ll see you home and help with whatever I can before coming back to the pack house.”






  
  Chapter 4


The drive to the cabin was quiet, Suleima concentrating on the task that lay ahead. Erist’s writings were a painful reminder of him. She quietly wiped away a stray tear. Gage must have noticed, because he took her hand in his, lazily rubbing the back of her hand with his thumb.  
She gave him a sad smile. He would be there for her in the tough moments. She squeezed his hand. Together, they would get through this. 
Gage parked her truck, and they hiked the last mile to her cabin, the cool breeze through the shady trees keeping away the heat of the day. She checked her wards, finding them undisturbed before she and Gage entered her home. She gathered all Erist’s journals from beneath her bed this time, not just those which covered the time of Kylin’s passing. 
The journals were leatherbound and smooth to the touch after years of use and care. She brought the books to the table and began reading when she and Erist first began to go meet with Sumar and Kylin. Suleima would have been around ten at the time. Just over a year after beginning her training. Erist wrote of her potential in his journals, saying plainly how proud he was of her and her earth affinity. He worried she was holding back some of her power and was not sure how to help Suleima tap into it, but there was also a hesitancy she didn’t understand. She didn’t remember Erist being hesitant to train her. To her, their time together was as natural as breathing.
It was bittersweet to see what was happening in Erist’s mind. He wrote details she had forgotten until that moment. Things which would make her smile, things that would make her cry. And through all of it, Gage was there to support her. She read passages out loud to him. Like the first time he tried to teach her to use fire. Suleima was only able to get the wooden log to smolder. She was so disappointed in her performance. And Erist, trying to make her to understand it was just the beginning, tried to encourage her smolder to ignite into a small flame using his own magic. Suleima had given a final shove with her magic and, with the combination of Erist’s and hers, blew the log apart, knocking Erist back on his behind, leaving him with a comical, ash covered face and his hair blown every which way. She had been terrified he would be upset with her, but Erist began to belly laugh, encouraging her to join in. 
Gage laughed along with her, comforting her when the story ended with her in silent tears, missing her mentor and friend. 
Not once, however, did Erist mention the location of Sumar and Kylin’s home, or of any lake house belonging to Sumar. All this information, these stories, the training and there was nothing useful. She closed the latest book harder than she intended, startling Gage.
“What is the matter?” he asked.
“There’s so much here, but nothing I am looking for!”
“Let’s take a break. Go for a walk, clear your head. We can talk about what you’ve read or talk about nothing. You decide.”
She nodded and rose from her chair, heading for the door. Suleima didn’t venture far, content to sit on the porch, looking out into the woods beyond her house. Gage sat next to her, their legs touching, his arm behind her, sitting silently. After yawning, she laid her head on his shoulder. He tilted his head down to touch hers and held her hand.
They hadn’t had time to define what was happening between the two of them. She knew she enjoyed his company and wanted to spend more time with him. But things had been so chaotic since the two of them met. Gage’s friendship and strength were things she was beginning to rely on, and it was scary and wonderful at the same time. She thought he felt the same. It was usually Gage who initiated the first touch, and it had never gone beyond holding hands or sitting close. She certainly didn’t want to jeopardize their friendship, and danger was never far in all of their time together, it seemed. 
Suleima drifted off to sleep like that.
She was sitting in her house again, going over and over the journals lying on the table. There was nothing. Nothing. Nothing! What good was all of this journaling and documenting of EVERYTHING, if it wasn’t going to be helpful to her situation?
Damnit, Erist!
Suddenly, she felt weightless and woke with a start. She was in Gage’s arms as he jumped the railing of the porch and took off in a full sprint into the yard beyond. “What happened?” she cried out.
The growl in his voice raised the hairs on the back of her neck. “I don’t know!” He set her on her feet and put himself between her and her home. “Don’t move. I’m going to shift. Stay right here!”
“Gage, my wards....”
“Shtay heree!” Gage’s words were a guttural growl and his elongating jaw distorted his words. 
She shifted her weight, and his growl sounded again. “Okay, I’ll wait for you.” She raised her arms in surrender. “My wards are in place and intact. Whatever you heard is not a danger.”
He growled once more, and she sensed him pulling from the pack to speed his shift. 
Her next move was to sit and patiently wait him out. 
A few minutes later, Gage shook out his fur and turned to her.
“Can I go now?” she asked.
Gage showed her his large, white fangs.
“I’m telling you, nothing got past my wards.”
He grumbled next to her and kept his own body between her and her home, but he allowed her to follow. 
Walking up to the porch, Suleima saw nothing out of the ordinary. She approached the door, but Gage put himself in the doorway and wouldn’t move. Despite his grumblings, she leaned into the doorway above him to survey her home. Tea dripped from her ceiling onto the table and floor below. Her tea kettle seemed to have…exploded. 
“What the...?” She again tried to push past Gage, but he was immovable. “I need to go in and clean up this mess. I don’t sense anyone else in the area. But I do need to look and find out what happened.”
He planted himself in the center of the doorway and refused to budge, sitting in the way as if he were bored.
“Fine!” She stomped her foot and sat on the railing of the house. “Go satisfy this neanderthal need to clear the house, while the little weakling woman sits on the porch and waits alone for the boogeyman to come while you are inside. And watch where you step. I don’t want to clean blood off my floor as well.” She waved her hand dismissively at him.
His tongue lolled out of his mouth as if he was smiling. He jumped to his feet and wandered happily into the cabin, sniffing all around. Suleima followed him as far as the doorway of the house, respecting his wishes, but stood, tapping her foot impatiently, until he huffed indicating he was finished.
“Told you.” She childishly stuck her tongue out at him, then went in and cleaned up the mess, while he went back outside to shift.  While she waited, Suleima made a quick snack for him, knowing he would be hungry after two such rapid changes. 
“What happened?” Gage asked, pulling his shirt over his head as he strolled back into the cabin. 
“I don’t know.” Suleima handed him a plate and sat down heavily in her chair. “I sense only my magic in the house. And the teacup and kettle were nowhere near the stove, so excessive heat didn’t cause them to burst. I don’t have any clue what happened.”
Gage ate his food, his eyes roaming the room periodically.
“The danger has passed, Gage. You can go off of high alert. Do you see any corners to hide in in this little cabin?”
“Not a chance. Something weird just happened. I don’t know what or how, but until I have those answers, I don’t think you should stay here.”
“Ha. You’re funny. Sorry. Not going to happen. I can protect myself. And this is not your territory. You don’t get to Alpha me around.” 
Gage sighed.
“I am perfectly capable of taking care of myself. Now, finish your plate of food. I’m going to continue to read in the journals.”
Suleima opened yet another journal and began to read. 
Somewhere in the back of her mind, she had hoped she would find some nugget of information which would tell her why Dirrin turned out the way he did. But at least through the end of the current journal, Erist was just as proud of the potential and progress of Dirrin as he was of Suleima. 
In the next journal, there were fewer and fewer visits to train with Sumar and Kylin, because she was becoming more and more frail as her illness grabbed hold. Erist never mentioned what the illness was in his journals, and Suleima could not remember anyone ever mentioning it. Kylin had been a small girl to begin with and did not have the weight to lose; she was merely skin and bones. Her white-blonde hair reached nearly to her waist but had become thin and stringy. Her cheeks were sunken in, as well as her eyes, giving her a skeletal quality which scared Suleima at their last visit.
Closing the journal, Suleima stretched out her stiff muscles and yawned. “I’m going to call it a night with these journals. Did you want me to drive you back to the pack house?”
“What happened when we were outside? What caused the cup and kettle to burst?”
“I don’t know.”
“Until you know, you will have a houseguest.” Gage walked out onto the porch, closing the door behind him. 
Suleima shook her head, smiling, then set about replenishing her power stores and preparing for bed. She opened the door when Gage scratched at it, then climbed into bed after making sure her wards were in place. Gage curled up on the foot of the bed, his muzzle resting on his front paws and his eyes scanning the one-room cabin.






  
  Chapter 5


Suleima awoke to soft growling. Gage sat at the door, his body alert and a low rumble emitting from his throat. Suleima reached out with her magic, then got up and placed a calming hand on his head. “It is just a messenger bird. Lysom must have found something. It carries his magic.” She started to open the door, then paused. “Please stay inside. I would rather you not scare away the bird with the important message.” 
Gage huffed, backed away from the door, and sat again. 
Suleima retrieved the message from the bird and came back inside, shaking her head. “It seems I’m taking another trip. Lysom has located Sumar at his lake house a few hours east of Setura. I’ll be back in a few days.”
Gage growled.
“You need to stay here with your pack. It won’t be dangerous. And even if it were, I’m fully capable of defending myself.”
Gage growled again and walked out onto the porch and into the forest beyond. 
She was nearly finished packing when Gage reappeared. The look on his face as he approached the cabin showed how unhappy he was. “Before you start on me, I’m capable of going on a trip by myself. Also, I need you to stay here. You need to keep the pack going with the protection of the lands where Dirrin and his minions were camped out. This is also the base for the council. Since I won’t be
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