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          10 years ago…

        

      

    

    
      I pumped my arms harder trying to force my legs to go faster. The muscles in my legs ached and burned to keep up with my two older brothers, but I refused to stop. Members of the Phoenix Clan never gave up. The only choice I had was to push more fiercely through the tall grass, that was well beyond the border of our mother’s gardens. The dry grass scraped at my skin and caught around my legs, slowing me down. Sweat dripped down my face as the mark on the side of my neck smoldered and warmed my whole body.

      I let the power overtake me. Flames burned across my legs and arms. It turned the clinging grass to ash in my wake. All around flickering sparks of orange, yellow and red flew up to blend with the pink sky. Wind rustled my hair with each stride forward I took, and the smell of burning cinders invaded my nose.

      “Hey, I’m gonna catch you!” I yelled up to my two older brothers as I tried to keep up with them. I was only six years old, but I used everything in me to try to beat them for once.

      Barrow was eight and bigger, but not by much. He glanced over his shoulder with a large smile playing on his lips. Then he narrowed his eyes at me a moment before he turned around to run backwards, facing me. He lifted his hand to his mouth as though about to blow me a kiss. Instead he blew a fireball at my feet. It hit the ground sending clumps of dirt flying up into my face.

      “I’m gonna win, Tuck. You can’t catch me.”

      I leapt to the side as another fireball soared past my ear. “No fair!”

      Barrow threw his head back and laughed. I hated it when he teased me. He always teased me. When he turned back around I stuck my tongue out at him. I wished I could make fireballs the way he could. Just so I could hit him in the back of the head with one. Just once.

      “Quit it, Barrow. That’s cheating.” Judd, my oldest brother, slowed down.

      The two were so alike in looks and strength, both with bright crimson hair and eyes the color of coal. So different than mine. My hair was auburn, so dark it was nearly black all around. My eyes were closer to dark honey than coal. Judd was nine years old and the biggest out of us all, but I was catching up to him in size. Soon I’d be the tallest and strongest.

      I saw the ball of fire a split second before it smacked me in the face. The heat seeped into my skin and tiny sparks flew into my eyes. The biting sting made my eyes water. But I wouldn’t give up. I pressed my lips together to stop from crying out in pain. I swatted the sparks from my face and rubbed the ashes from my eyes. My toe caught on a root in the ground. I stumbled forward and tried not to fall when I came closer to Barrow. His breaths came in deep, panicked puffs and he struggled to put more distance between us. The mark on my neck burned hotter than ever before, and a light glow flowed across my cheek. Warm tingles ran down my arms a moment before my flames shot out.

      I tucked my shoulder and shoved into Barrow, the explosion knock him to the side. “Got you!”

      Barrow tried to push me away using both his hands. “Get off.”

      “No way.” As the thick hedges came into sight I pushed into him harder. The garden wall was just beyond them. A burst of heat flooded my body and Barrow flew off to the side, his arms pinwheeled in mid air while he kicked his legs out. His eyes widened a moment before he disappearing from sight. The branches cracked as he landed in them. Behind me I heard his cry of anger. I finally ran past him. Flames were all around me, the warmth comforted me. Each flicker pushed me forward and made me go faster.

      Up ahead, Judd laughed. “You can’t catch me!” He pumped his arms faster and faster until I could barely see them. All I saw was blurry pale skin and fire. A blaze trailed out behind and for a second I thought he was going to transform into a phoenix the way my dad did. Judd would shift soon, way before the others of our clan who normally shifted right around twenty. Will that happen to me too?

      The excitement shook me from head to toe. I could win! I tried to use my inner inferno, the way Judd did to make himself go faster. I pumped my arms, making them move in a blur of flames. In a moment I was by his side and felt my cheeks lift into a smile. If I was going to win it should be on my own, not because I was the baby brother and he let me win. The path in front of me was worn into the ground from how many times we’d run this race. All the plants and grass leaned away from the makeshift dirt road.

      Over the last hill, the castle came into sight. My mother sat on the back terrace with my father by her side. Their hands were wound together, each of them smiling while they watched us. We were neck-and-neck, the two large planters on the end of the porch came into view…My finish line. I leapt forward and kicked my leg out, trying to get there first. Just then Judd burst past me and took the lead at the last moment.

      “No!” I screamed. My heart sunk in my chest and I wanted to stomp my feet in anger. But I didn’t, I held my head up and met his smile.

      Judd raised one hand over his head in victory. The last bit of his flames moved across the skin on his arms. He dropped his fist and patted them out. His chest heaved while he sucked in deep breaths. He extended his hand to me. “Good job, Tuck.”

      If it had been Barrow who’d won I would’ve called him a cheater, but this was Judd and he’d won fair and square. I took his hand, shaking it. “I almost got you.”

      “But you didn’t.” He winked down at me.

      “Tucker, Judd, Barrow?” My mother’s soft voice carried over lawn to where our finish line was.  “Come along, lunch is ready.”

      Our long, rectangular table ran across the middle of the stone porch area with a crimson banner hanging off of each side. Flames were etched into it, along with our family’s circular insignia. Which was a phoenix in the middle of the circle sitting prideful and ever-unmoving.  My eyes widened at how much food there was waiting for us. The smell of fresh bread and sweet fruit tickled my nose. Steam roast from the hot dishes. A bowl of my favorite fruit sat just in front of my seat. I clapped my hands together. “Oh, peaches my favorite.”

      My father rose from his chair and looked out over the gardens. “Where’s Barrow?”

      I pressed my hand over my mouth to hold in my laughter. “He fell.”

      “I didn’t fall, you pushed me and tried to burn me.” Barrow stomped up the stairs to stand across from my parents. He plucked oval-shaped leaves from his hair and patted out the flames on his shirt.

      When he scowled down at me I almost felt bad…Almost.

      “First of all, Barrow, we can’t ever burn. We are the Royal House of the Phoenix and as such we take pride in our ability not to burn. Secondly, Tucker, did you set your brother on fire?” My father was a tower of a man, huge even, and when he looked at me with his obsidian eyes I wanted to cower behind my mother.

      Yet I didn’t hide behind her. I looked up at him and met his heavy gaze. “He started it.”

      “It’s true, I saw the whole thing.” Judd moved past me and stood facing my mother on the opposite side of the table.

      When he plucked up a roll and shoved a large piece in his mouth, my mother gave her head a single shake. Her long hair reminded me of the inside of strawberries, so blond with the barest hint of red. It fell in curls that bounced every time she moved her head. She was so slight, so beautiful, with a face more like a woodland elf than a hard-born phoenix.

      Judd dropped the roll on to the plate in front of him. “Sorry, mother.”

      She cleared her throat, and extended her hand toward me. “Come here, Tuck.”

      No one, not even my father, the King, went against my mother’s wishes. I wound my way around the table and took her hand into mine. She bent down and pressed a light kiss to my cheek. Her warm cinnamon and hot chocolate smell surrounded me. Every time she came close that smell calmed the burn that had scorched my chest through the whole race. That smell was home to me, our entire castle smelled of it.

      “Darling.” She pulled back and tapped my chin. “You mustn’t let your temper get the better of you.”

      “Yes, Mom.” I tucked in closer to her as she stood up straight.

      I wound my fingers in the soft Her deep crimson dress that pooled around her. The tips of leather ties that bound the dress together around her torso and arms tickled my skin each time they brush over it. Sunlight reflected from of the golden tier she always wore. Each time she moved the rubies sparkled and sent little dots of light floating across the table in front of me. When she pulled me in closer I wound my arms around her leg and squeezed her into a hug.

      “And Barrow?” A grin broke across her face. “If you’re going to throw fireballs at your bother than you get what you give, right?”

      Barrow lowered his chin. His hair fell into his face as he kicked at the ground. “Yes, Mom.”

      “Very well. Judd—” She motioned to the table. “—since you were the first to eat, how about you lead the blessing?”

      My father took his place at the head of the table. Barrow and Judd took the two seats next to him. But that was okay, it meant I got to sit by mom on the other side of the table.

      Judd bowed his head. “May the Phoenix burn bright and strong, should the flames of time extinguish us…”

      I grabbed my glass of juice and raised it to the air. “…We will rise from the ashes.”

      In the kingdom of Cindelore it was our clan’s blessing, our battle cry and our inspiration. As I took a deep drink of the sweet peach juice, the fizzing bubbles tickled my nose and I couldn’t help but smile. I reached for a roll and quickly took a bite. Flakes from the crust fell across my shirt as the warm soft middle melted in my mouth. From inside the castle the sound of raised voices broke the calm silence and stopped me from taking my next bite.

      I froze and dropped my roll. “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know.” My father rose from his chair and waited. His phoenix-like gaze was locked on the double doors leading toward where we sat. He reached up and straightened his golden crown covered with rubies.

      I looked over my shoulder toward the stained-glass doors. Figures moved behind them yet no one came out. I sat up straighter in my chair and swallowed the nervous ball in my throat. What is happening? Who is it? The castle had always been so calm so silent. Now panic voiced grew louder and louder with each passing moment.

      “I say, come forth,” my father called. Behind his back he he swirled his fingers as though about to grab something. A single dagger appeared from thin air into his waiting grasp.

      “Riker, what is it?” my mother hissed under her breath. Her eyes locked on the door.

      He held his other hand out to the side and slashed it through the air, signaling for us not to move. “Could be nothing.”

      The doors burst wide open, the hard metal scraped against the stone castle exterior like nails on a chalkboard. The glass vibrated as one of the scouts from the Royal Aviation Unit charged toward us holding a folded envelope. His crimson uniform stood out against the gray stone of the castle. He was nearly as tall as my father, with wide shoulders, and his bright red hair cut close to his head.

      “I’m sorry for the intrusion, Sire,” the scout bowed quickly. “But this is the of the greatest importance, and not to be handed over to a butler. It’s from the human world.”

      Long ago, when the original supernatural species of Evermore were created they each built their own kingdoms. They were mixed in with regular human countries, but the most powerful witches banded together to hide them from the human world with magic. Cindelore was deep in the volcanic Hawaiian Islands. To the human eye it would appear to be a wild jungle but to supernatural world the great Phoenix Kingdom lay beneath the smoke and ash of the active volcano. Though we remained tucked away we always paid close attention to what happened in the parts of Earth the humans inhabited. If something went wrong there it could damage us all.

      The scout’s satchel bounced with each step he took. Envelopes flew out behind him and landed all over the porch. He didn’t stop to pick them up, but just headed straight toward my father. He held a manilla envelope high in the air as he took quick, determined strides.

      Jefferson, our butler, waddled after him, his stomach leading the way. Beads of sweat ran down his round face and his patchy gray hair stood on end. “I said you could deliver it to him. Just give me a moment.”

      “Come forward.” My father waved the scout on and extinguished his flaming dagger. It disappeared like it was never there. The moment the messenger placed the letter in his hand he tore it open and let his eyes drift over the paper. With each passing second the slight wrinkles around his eyes deepened as he scowled. Once he finished it, he pointed his finger at the messenger. “Has anyone else seen this?”

      “No, sire.” He shook his head. “Our lead scout just outside of New York City sent that this morning.”

      “Where the Evermore Academy is?” My curiosity piqued as they spoke about things I didn’t understand. In the Kingdom of Cindelore, my family ruled over all the phoenix shifters. I knew of the rest of the Earth because of my father’s close watch over it, and all who lived there, but this was the first I’d ever seen my father look concerned about it.

      “Never you mind,” he snapped at me. I’d never heard him so alert. The paper in his hand burst into flames. “No one will read this, ever.”

      My mother jumped to her feet. Her napkin slid to the floor. “What’s happened, Riker?” She walked to his side like everything was normal, but her face was pale and her eyes were wide.

      My father turned toward our butler and pointed at the door. “Send for Balthazar Blackwing now. Tell him his King commands it. Tell him it’s of the utmost importance that he arrive here within the day.”

      Red-faced and baffled, Jefferson hesitated only a second before he bowed and shuffled away. “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Then my father turned toward the messenger. “You tell the rest of the scouts to keep a close watch. If anything else occurs they are to let me know immediately, do you hear me? If there is even a hint of trouble I want to know about it.”

      “Yes, I should tell you it seems she’s disappeared into hiding after that one sighting.”

      My father nodded gravely. “One sighting is enough. The wheel has been set in motion. The cycle has begun.” He looked tired, like he wanted to topple over into the seat behind him. He waved his hand to dismiss the messenger.

      The man pressed his fist to his chest. “May the flame endure.”

      “And rise from the ashes.” My father pressed his hand to his own chest.

      Dread sat in the pit of my stomach and suddenly I wasn’t hungry anymore. I dropped the roll back on to my plate.

      My mother reached out and took my father’s hand. She held it tight between both of hers. “Riker, tell me. What’s happened?”

      For a second he shot me a dark look, then glanced to the ground. His throat bobbed before he met my mother’s eye. “The Siphon Witch…”

      “Oh flames, no.” She turned to look at me for a second and my stomach dropped. It was the look she gave me whenever she said goodbye before leaving on a long trip. But no one was going anywhere. Mother shook her head and looked back at my father. “What about her?”

      “She’s…” My father’s voice cracked. “She’s been spotted. The letter states she’s around six years old. That means all five Witch Queens have been born and survived thus far. It’s beginning.”

      Who is the Siphon Witch? Why are my parents so scared? We’re the Phoenix of Evermore. We fear nothing.

      “I knew this would happen, I just knew it when I heard about the first one. And then he was born with that mark.” My mother turned and pointed to the mark on my neck.

      “We couldn’t have known it would happen this soon. It could’ve been fifty or five hundred years from now.” He shook his head and reached for my mother.

      I slapped my hand over the mark. Are they talking about me?

      She covered her face with her hands then pressed into him. “I don’t want him to go.”

      My father wrapped his arms around her, pulling her close. “We can’t hold off on his training any longer. Even though he is a royal he has to begin getting ready for what’s to come. Other Guardians his age have started. He bares the mark of our race, and now he’s being called to the next level. Perhaps even one day he’ll become one of the Knights of Evermore. You saw him today. What child throws flames at six years old?”

      Ever since I was a baby I heard tales of the Guardians. There was only one in each generation of each species. They were born solely to protect their kind. But the best of the Guardians rose to become Knights of Evermore, protecting the Witch Queens. Is that me? Would I be sent to fight in a great battle? I didn’t want to go. My bottom lip tremble with fear and I fought to hold back my tears.

      She shook her head, sending those strawberry curls flying. “It doesn’t have to be him, Riker. Pick someone else, anyone, just not him. He can’t face this, can’t face that kind of danger, that kind of life.” A light sob broke past her lips. “Call on Artemis, all the shifters of Evermore are under her rule. She could do something, maybe she could ask the Fallen to help us. They could stop him from being the Guardian of our race.”

      In the world of Evermore the Fallen ruled over all of supernatural kind. As our numbers grew they needed more beings to help oversee us all, and so the Greeks came to be. My father told me once they liked to call themselves Gods. But in Evermore we saw them only as powerful supernaturals, not gods. Even so, they ruled over us and answered only to the Fallen.

      “My dear, he was born with this. Even the Fallen can’t change that.” My father pressed his fingers to his temples and rubbed them in small circles. “It’s not for any of us to choose. He’s been marked since birth.”

      I ran my fingers over the mark on my neck…The mark of the Phoenix. “Are you talking about me?” I insisted, but they didn’t look at me.

      “It’s hardly visible.” My mother glanced around at the three of us hanging on their every word. She reached out and grabbed my father’s hand then dragged him away from the table.

      Wait. Tell me what’s happening to me. Their conversation was so quick but I knew it had to do with me. Part of me wanted to follow behind them just to hear what they had to say. The other part of me knew if I did things would never be the same.

      I watched them round the corner and slip out of my sight to where I couldn’t hear them. Something soft hit the side of my face and I jumped. It bounced off me then rolled off my plate and over my silverware. I looked down to find a half-eaten roll sitting on the table.

      “Tuck.” Barrow pointed to the corner where my parents had gone. “Go after them. Tell us what they’re saying.”

      “No, Tuck, don’t. Mom and Dad wouldn’t like it.” Judd shook his head. “Don’t.”

      They were talking about me. I knew it. I was the only one with the mark. They wouldn’t like me snooping, but I had to know what was going on. I jumped to my feet and my chair scraped across the hard stone.

      “Shhhhh, tiptoe!”

      “Barrow, stop. You know it’s not right. Don’t do it, Tuck.” Judd warned.

      This time I had to listen to Barrow. I crept toward the corner they’d disappeared behind and peeked around.

      My mother paced back and forth in front of my father. Her hands waved around frantically. “Don’t send him, send someone else. Anyone else. High King Alataris has sat on his throne for a millennia. Sending our son to face him isn’t going to change a thing.”

      King Alataris? The Evil King of the Witch Court? What does he have to do with me? They were talking so quickly about so many things I didn’t understand, but I felt I needed to listen to what they were saying.

      “You know I can’t do that. And it just might make a difference. Have you ever thought of what could happen if Alataris got all five Witch Queens under his rule? And now that the fifth has been found, you know she will be the most powerful. She will need a Knight when she Ascends to her full powers. Who better than our son?” My father sighed so loud it rumbled like a lion. “He’s been marked, Zandra. There’s nothing else I can do. We have to have faith in him, in what he will become.”

      The Witch Queens of the five casts? I remember my father telling me about them, about how powerful they all would be and how the Knights protected them through out history.

      “Don’t tell me there’s nothing you can do.” Her breath hitched in her throat. “You are King of our kind. Pick your best warriors, pick anyone. Hell, I don’t care who you pick, just not my Tucker.”

      “You know what has to happen here. King Alataris must be kept in check. If he’s not it will mean war for all the species of Evermore. His only desire is to take over us all. It will be a war that no one will be able to win. He must be stopped before it gets that far. Like it has in the past.” His voice grew strained as it rose higher with each word. “I’ve sent for Blackwing. There is no other who can train a phoenix the way he can. I’m preparing him, that’s all we can do. Tucker will be the finest warrior the Phoenix have ever seen.”

      “And now you want to send him to the trials?” She threw her hands up. “Isn’t being a guardian bad enough but you want him to be a Knight? To guard them.”

      “Zandra, that’s how it works. Guardians protect their species. But only the best Guardians get to rise to become a Knight. Imagine it, our son becoming one of six Knights to protect the Queens. He can do it. I know he can.”

      “For the love of flames, Riker! I don’t care how good he is or will become. Guardians and Knights die…They die.”

      I stumbled back, my mother’s words echoing in my mind. I covered my mouth to stop from crying out…They die…I’m a Guardian. Does that mean I’m going to die?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      “Damn it, Tuck! Stop dropping your shoulder.” Balthazar Blackwing bellowed at me from across the training room. His nostrils flared as though steam would come out of his ears. Sweat beaded across his ebony skin and he pressed his full lips together.

      I tumbled across the mat, striking out with my sword, hitting the back of one of my training partner’s knees. He collapsed to the ground like all the others had. Four more opponents charged at me. I could barely tell the difference between them, with all that head-to-toe padding, like they were training an attack dog rather than me.

      It’d been like this for years now. Years of training for a position I never wanted but was born into. A position I couldn’t get free from. A position others dreamed of.

      “Thrust upward and twist!” Balthazar paced back and forth watching me like a hawk. He scrutinized every single one of my moves. A life time of scrutiny is what I faced each and everyday.

      I spun on my knees, shifting my weight. Then effortlessly tossed my sword to the other hand. I swept my leg out, taking down another of the padded figures and slashed my sword across the padding on his chest. Another would-be kill. The cotton poured onto the floor in white puffs. The hair on the back of my neck stood at attention, behind me I felt the air move as yet another figure came at me. I glanced over my shoulder, his sword was poised to strike my neck. I leaned to the side and the blade swept over my head. The man inside the padded helmet grunted and stumbled. I sprung to my feet and drew my weapon across his ribs, littering the floor with more stuffing. I side-stepped over the cotton and faced my next opponent.

      “Is this a game to you, Tucker? Because I can assure you, there are plenty of others who’d like to take your place.” Again Blackwing’s deep, booming voice carried across the gym. “Four Witch Queens have Ascended. The fifth will Ascend in less than two weeks’ time! And the trials are about to take place. How can you be ready if all you do is play?”

      I’d been hearing about the Witch Queens all my life. Within Evermore there were five casts of witches: Death, Desire, Elements, Spells, and Essence. Every witch was born into one of those five casts yet only the most powerful rose to become a Queen. Each Queen fully possessed the powers of their cast and wielded them as easily as I did my swords. Once they ascended their magic would be at full strength. It would take all five Witch Queens to overthrow King Alataris, the evil High King of the Witch Court.

      As a Guardian marked by fate, it would be my job to protect them from King Alataris until the day they were strong enough to fight against him as one. It was a job I’d been bred for, a job I never wanted. Yet here I was. Over the past thousand years there had been numerous times all five witches had ascended, but not one time had the Witch Queens ever come close to over-throwing King Alataris. They’d all died alongside their Knights, allowing Alataris to remain a threat to the supernatural world of Evermore….and the humans.

      Because above all else there was one thing Alataris wanted. Power. Around me, others from The Sector, the black ops of our army, trained with dummies, beat on each other or practiced with weapons. But I was at the center of it all. I’m always at the center of it all. The prince who’d been marked at birth for a life he didn’t choose. At times I enjoyed the training, it excited me.

      Ten years later I was still training. Still waiting for my moment to be rid of it all. I clenched my teeth to stop myself from snapping back at him. Another padded figure charged toward me. I stepped forward, then planted one foot and kicked him square in the chest with the other. He flew back twenty feet then slammed into the wall. He slid to the floor leaving a body-sized dent where he’d impacted. My heart raced and for a split second I felt my lips twitch into a smile.

      “Sloppy, just sloppy. You think King Alataris will fall for that?” Forget the smile. From the corner of my eye I saw Blackwing shaking his head. He ran his hand over his bald head then down to his face where he cover his crimson eyes. He stood above us all, watching the training room floor like it was an arena and we were all there for his entertainment. Perched on the observation deck he barked orders, pushing us to our breaking points. Pushing me toward mine. Would today be the day?

      Two more men came at me, one from each side. I shot forward at full speed toward the single pole in the middle of the gym. I didn’t hesitate as they chased after me. I put one step in front of the other then I sprinted up the pole. When I came close to the top I pushed away and flipped backwards to land just behind them. I drew my sword across each of their backs, more padding fell to the floor in cotton puffs.

      “This isn’t a movie. Quit it with the fancy moves.” Blackwing slammed his fist against the railing. The metal vibrated from his hit, yet I continued to ignore him as best I could.It all came so easily and I might even enjoy it at times. I liked fighting for what was right, but it would’ve been nice to choose my path rather than be forced into it.

      Which is it? Am I sloppy or fancy? For ten years I had followed his orders. For ten years I ate, slept, and drank being a Guardian with the goal of one day rising to being a Knight. It came so naturally to me, and yet with each of his cutting words I felt my breaking point closing in. I tossed my sword high in the air and it spun end over end. Then I caught the hilt side. When my eyes met his, he narrowed his gaze in challenge. In a split second I launched the blade at him, it soared toward him whistling through the air missing his head by less than and inch. With a thunk the sword embedded in to the wall behind him and quivered from the impact. The other members of the Sector froze in place, the room going completely silent. I felt their eyes darting from him to me and back again.

      Blackwing’s name struck fear into the hearts of many. As the founding member of the Black Wing Sector he was the commander of special operations. There wasn’t one thing happening within the Phoenix Clan he didn’t know about.

      Blackwing poked the end of the sword. It waver back and forth. “Having a little fun, are we?”

      I shrugged. “None of this has ever been fun.”

      He came closer to the edge and leaned his elbows on the railing. “Need I remind you the Trials are only two days away?”

      Though I was big for a sixteen-year-old, standing at six-foot-four inches and weighing over two hundred pounds, Blackwing towered over me. He stood at least six inches taller than me and a good thirty pounds heavier. His arms were roughly the size of my head. I shifted from one foot to the other, waiting for his next order. Part of me wanted to challenge him, wanted to end his never-ending orders. The other part of me wanted nothing to do with this life.

      “Ten years of reminders was enough.” I threw my hands up.

      “You have a duty—”

      “A duty to the world, to myself, and to honor the great Phoenix Clan.” I lifted my arm up, holding a fist to the sky like I’d been taught, and half heartedly bellowed, “May the flames endure.”

      The men around me returned the war cry. “And rise from the ashes.”

      “And yet you toy with me, boy. Why?” Blackwing crossed his arms over his broad chest and narrowed his eyes. He never knew what to make of my behavior, even after a decade. I wasn’t a typical soldier, I was a guardian with a mind of my own. I questioned his authority at times following my gut instinct rather than orders. Which seemed to be more and more often. It was a dance we did. He pushed me, I pushed back. We both loved the challenge we’d become for each other, though neither of us admitted it to the other.

      “Because someone has to.” I couldn’t stop the smirk from pulling at my lips.

      A sly smile spread over Blackwing’s face. He wrapped his hands around the railing and arched one eyebrow. He heaved himself over the metal bar and landed in the middle of the training room on his feet. The blue mats hollowed under his feet. He held his fists at his sides and raised his chin. “My turn.”

      He opened his fingers and held his hands away from his hips. A oranger light gathering in the palms of his hands and quickly formed into his daggers. The metal glowed from within like lava ran through each of the blades. The hilts glinted gold and were wrapped with black leather. At the end of each of them a black wing shape was etched into the metal.

      I held my hands out, feeling the power swirl from the mark on my neck, across my shoulders, and down to my fingers. It was a constant burning restlessness in my veins, always there, waiting to be used. As a child my mark would flare brightly when I tapped into my powers, but it was the first thing Blackwing taught me how to control. If you give your enemies any sign you’re about to attack then you’re as good as dead. He was right. I learned to control the glow. Now all I felt was the gathering heat.

      White light spiraled in the palm of my hands gathering. Normally I could do this in an instant but I took my time and formed the perfect blades in my mind. They manifest exactly how I saw them in my head as they rose from my palms. The tip of the thin white blades erupted shooting upward until the hilts pressed into my skin and I wrapped my hands around them. I twisted my wrists and flames ran down from my shoulders to the tips of swords. They were tailored to what I wanted. Long, sharp, sleek blades perfectly balanced by the silver grip. A phoenix was etched into each handle, matching the black swirling phoenix on my neck.

      The light from the swords brightened the room and illuminated the area around me. “Ready?”

      Blackwing spun his duel blades in each of his hands. Then waved me forward. “Bring it, boy. Your swords versus my knives.”

      We charged each other. I rushed forward as Blackwing leapt into the air, he extending his body holding his blades above his head. His eye bore into mine as he bellowed. I crossed my swords holding them above me. Metal clanged against metal as he brought his knives down. The impact of his hit vibrated the hilts, my hands stung. I wanted to shake them out but I refused drop them. Instead I curled my shoulder under and shoved him while I drew my weapons downward. He spun and plunged at my midsection. I countered the blow and swung my swords across my body stopping the jab before it pierced my skin. The metal hissed each time it collided. Exhilaration ran through my veins.

      I flipped to the side and drove my sword forward about to run it over his back. Blackwing turned and followed my move. Then ran his knife down the edge of my sharpened blades forcing it away from him. He side-stepped, meeting my every move. I leapt back. The point of his knives barely missed my ribs, it took a good slice from my black T-shirt. I rammed forward and sliced my sword across the side of his body, making sure not to get skin.

      Blackwing spun away. Sweat beaded his forehead and his chest heaved with each of his breaths. He plucked at the side of his shirt where I’d torn it open and left a large piece hanging.  “You ripped my shirt.”

      I glanced down at the gaping hole that ran across the fabric covering my stomach. “We’re even.”

      “Is that so?” He snapped his arm back and hurled his dagger at my face. The blade spun end over end as he came at me. I turned to the side, watching as it flew by me. The second it passed my face I turned back toward him. But he’d shifted into his phoenix form. Black feathers covered him from head to toe. Great arching wings spread out from his eagle-like body. His long beak curved downward into a sharp point, and long feathers jutted back from his head. Flames swayed over his thick midnight wings and down the lengthy feathers that dropped from his back well past his talons. A six-foot-tall, pissed-off phoenix flew at me. Sharp black claws aimed straight for my eyes.

      I recalled the swords in to the palms of my hands. They disappeared in an instant as I flipped backward and let Blackwing to fly over me. The fire in me sparked to life I let it run free. The absolute burn consumed me from the inside out, flames burst from me in an explosion. He thought he had tricks. Well, he wasn’t the only one. I wasn’t like every other phoenix my age. With in the ball of fire I shift from man to phoenix in seconds.

      Two six-foot phoenixes collided in swooping attacks. The only difference between us was Blackwing’s feathers were dark as night and mine were a blood red. The men rushed toward the walls, pinning themselves up against it to steer clear. I was weightless and free, my wings glided through the air like the sharp end of a blade. I swirled aside, twisting like corkscrew to avoid his glinting talons. The two of us spun around each other like tornados, a blur black and deep crimson feathers, up toward the ceiling.

      Heat warmed my chest and I let it seep through my body out toward my flowing tail feathers. They burst into a torch from the tips of my feathers to the small of my back. I pumped my wings and glided around him. A line of smoke and flames followed in my wake. Like a fiery cyclone I surrounded Blackwing with smokey flames and blocked his vision of me. He spun in a circle his head bobbing from one side to the other trying to spot me among the plumes. When he turned away I took my shot and dove at him with my talons ready to strike. Like a hawk about to snag a fish from the water, I extended my claws and went straight for his throat. I felt his feathered neck with in my vise-like grasp. I dove for the floor and pinned him beneath me.

      Blackwing’s phoenix form melted away as he shifted back into his man form. He wrapped his hands around my claws and pulled at them. I refused to budge. His chest heaved and his red eyes budged when I tightened my grip on him. His throat bobbed when he swallowed and sucked in a breath. “Tucker.”

      I pulled the burning fire back into my chest, where it stayed a constant smoldering, ever restless, always taunting me. My feathers melted away. My wings receded back into arms. Black talons turned from sharp points back into my combat boots. I held my position over him with my boot firmly placed against his neck. “Blackwing.”

      He grinned. “Well done.”

      I took a step back and released him from under my boot. For ten years I’d waited to hear those words. Ten years of relentless training. Ten years of building a life that didn’t feel like my own. He rose to his feet and offered me his hand. I grasped it hard as he gripped mine and shook it.

      Then he yanked me toward him and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. Our chests bumped together. “I’m proud of you, son.”

      I stood in his embrace. I didn’t know what to say or do. I felt like I couldn’t breathe. I’d just beaten the man who’d trained me my whole life, the one who was unbeatable. As the Guardian of my race I should’ve expected this but I was frozen in shock. All my life this was what I aspired to, but now that I was here, it felt…empty.

      He turned from me and looked around the room. With a single wave he motioned toward me. “I give you…one of the six Knights.”

      You’re so sure I’ll make it? I shook my head. How could he he call me a Knight when the trials hadn’t even begun? Truth was I loved using my powers, but deep down I wish it came with the freedom for me to decide what to do with them.

      One by one each of the men of the Sector pounded their fists to their chest the way they did when greeting my father, the King. Each of them bowed their heads to acknowledge the position I was born into, the position that would consume my life from then on, the position I never wanted.

      I smacked my fist to my chest, giving them the respect they’d shown me. “May the flames endure.”

      Blackwing inclined his head at me. “And rise from the ashes.” He sucked in a breath and clapped me on the back. “In two days you will report to the Trials and become the leader of the Knights. I know it.”

      He was so sure that was my destiny, but I didn’t want a destiny that was already planned for me. I wanted the freedom to choose my path. The mark on my neck made that impossible. “I will honor the Phoenix Clan.”

      Even if that means going to the Trials.
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      The double doors that lead to the royal suites my parents occupied always seemed so foreign to me. Not once since I was six years old had I been summoned there. I’d missed the nights of climbing into the bed along side my mother and asking for a story. I’d missed so many things growing up, things every child should have. A mix of anger, hurt, and resentment rolled in the pit of my stomach. I swallowed it down, putting my duty first as I always had.

      Now my father had specifically asked for me to go to see him privately. A nervous ball settled in my throat. What will he say? Will he worry for me or will he have confidence in my abilities? Did he regret shipping me off to Blackwing at such a tender age?  I held my shoulders back and knocked on the door.

      “Enter.” His deep voice rumbled from beyond, I sucked in a breath and forced my emotion into check.

      I ran my fingers through my hair and pushed the auburn strands from my eyes. When I wrapped my hands around the golden knobs, my nerves fluttered. My life had been consumed with training, ever since the day the letter arrived. Now there I stood, the day before I left for the Guardian Trials. The weirdest part of all this was I felt more nervous to face my parents than I was the Trials. The distance had grown between my family over the years. Gone were the fun times I spent with my brothers and parents. Now each of us lived the lives we were born into. I couldn’t help but wonder if my brothers resent it as much as I do?

      I should’ve been terrified for the Trials. But there was one thing I learned in all this…Being a Guardian came as naturally to me as breathing. During the last Trials two hundred years ago competitors died fighting for the right to become one of the six Knights. And yet I didn’t feel the nerves I was expected to have. The only thing I wanted was a moment when my parents didn’t think about what the mark on my neck meant. I wanted a moment to say goodbye. Would I ever see them again? My throat constricted, forming a ball I couldn’t swallow down. My breaths came in quick pants and the back of my eyes prickled. I might not ever see my family again. I balled my hand into a fist and coughed into it, clearing away my throat and reigned in my emotions.

      I pushed through the door and walked inside. I froze, the room hadn’t changed in the years I’d been away training. For a moment I felt like a child again, ready to run in and make myself comfortable. But that was then, and this is now. I wasn’t welcome to make myself comfortable, even ten years later that knowledge stung. I sucked in a breath forcing myself to remember my father’s piney scent mixed with my mother’s cinnamon one. I let that breath out on a sigh and gazed around, taking in every fancy pillow, every wooden carved phoenix, and every piece of furniture.

      To the right were the queen’s chambers and to the left were the king’s. My father stood in the middle of the sitting room. Though I’d seen him only a few times over the years he’d barely changed. Many said I took after him in looks. We both shared deep auburn unruly hair, and honey colored eyes. But his face held was along oval shape and sharp aristocratic features. Mine was round with hard angles and my chin was more pronounced than his. As A child I always though him to be so huge, now I stood two inches taller than he did. He stepped forward with his hand outstretched toward me for a moment holding it there before he balled into into a fist and placed on the back of the chair next to him. When he stared down at his fist for a moment I imagined he wanted to reach out and hug me, the way Blackwing had done earlier in the morning. But he didn’t move toward me, didn’t draw me in the way I’d seen so many father’s do for their sons.

      Instead he brushed at the ornate furniture surrounding him. His black suit coat and tailored paints stood out among the pastel covered furniture. Reds, oranges and yellows flowed through out the room. These were the colors of my home, a home I didn’t know. They’d been part of my life since birth. And yet I didn’t feel any of the wonder I once did as a child. I squared my shoulders and I strolled further into the room to face my father.

      He turned toward me with a bright smile spread across his face. “Tucker, my boy. How is your training going? Blackwing assures me you’re well in hand.”

      I shoved my hands into the pockets of my dark jeans, wanting to talk about anything else besides this. I wanted to tell him how I’d won against Blackwing today, how I was going to miss them all when I was gone. I wanted to know if they’d miss me? “Yes, it’s good.” Torturous.

      “Glad to hear it.” His mouth opened and closed. It was so unlike him, as the King of Cindelore he was charismatic, charming, and gifted at enthralling crowds of people each day. But now standing before me the awkward silence hung between us. Again he plucked a the fabric on the back of the chair. The day we received the letter about the fifth Witch Queen having been discovered the wrinkles around my father’s eyes had deepened, and every day since they seemed to grow

      Say something, Dad, anything. Or am I just another soldier to you? When we weren’t talking about my training there wasn’t much else to discuss. He’d been so busy ensuring I had the knowledge I needed to survive that he’d forgotten to let me really live.

      When my mother strode into the room my father visibly relaxed. His shoulders slumped and his smile came more naturally. “Ah, Zandra, my darling. How are things with Barrow?”

      She barely acknowledged him. Yet another thing that had changed on the day the letter arrived. Her eyes lingered over me and I shifted from one foot to the other. Memories of how she used to gather me up in her arms assailed me. Now she was a shell of herself, the warmth I’d once felt each time I was around her was now gone. I missed the mother she’d been to me. I wanted that for only a moment before I left.

      Over the years she’d became increasingly distant from the rest of us, in particular my father. She was closed off, throwing herself into the duty of being Queen. Now her strawberry curled were pinned high and tight to her head, surround by her crown. Gone were her beautiful flowing dresses in their place she wore high stiff collared thick red fabrics with black patterns sewn into them. “Just fine. He’s being presented to society next week and we should have a few noble matches for him.”

      There was only one reason I valued my Guardianship as my destiny: I wouldn’t ever have to be sent into an arranged pairing like the rest of the royals would. Barrow had been resistant to the idea of it for years and made no effort to hide his disdain. Funny how we both are running from duties thrown upon us.

      My father clapped his hands together. “Excellent.”

      “Is it?” My mother tilted her head to the side. Her eyes flashed toward me yet she said nothing. I’m right here mom. Talk to me.

      Baffled, my father glanced at me then back toward her. “Yes, I find the traditional way of doing things will be helpful for Barrow. Look how well it did for the two of us. By now you must have expected this?”

      “Yes, let’s look how well it all turned out. Three sons all relegated into roles of royal responsibility. As a mother, one does love seeing her children’s choices being made for them. And as for expecting this.” She motioned to the room around her. “The dreams we once spoke of are long gone, the changes we wanted to make for our family, for our people have slipped through our fingers. I can only hope Judd will be looking toward the future for our clan and not traditions that have long since past.”

      The breath left my lips. I’d never witnessed this side of her. Was she sticking up for me? Or Barrow? I could hardly believe yet. I wanted to smile at her, to show her I appreciated her words. But I held fast and kept my face passive and my mouth shut. Over the last decade she’d been tight-lipped and controlled. Now in the safety of their private chambers she was merciless in her resentment toward the crown. Yet another family member frustrated with the way things were.

      “We will not speak of this again.” My father held his fists at his sides. “The Phoenix have functioned this way for thousands of years.”

      She glanced over her shoulder. “That’s right, a thousand years of no advancements or change. I see we are keeping up with the times.”

      He turned toward the door with his cheeks puffed out, they grew redder by the moment. He paused beside me on his way out and rested his hand on my shoulder. “I know you’ll do great things.” He gave it a small squeeze. I nodded and just barely stopped myself from turning to embrace him.

      Without another word he walked from the room and left my mother and I alone for the first time in a long time. Goodbye to you too, Dad. I gave a single nod to my mother then turned to follow him out.

      “Tucker.” Her voice broke, it stopped me in my tracks.

      I spun around to face her once more. I fought the hope that she might do or say something. Sweat gathered in the palm of my hands. Would she know I wanted her to say goodbye, wanted her to hug me close just one last time before I was forced away from this place. “Yes—”

      She hurled toward me and wrapping her arms around my neck, then pulled me toward her. The breath hitched in my throat, and I hesitated for a moment with my hand hovering just over her back. I pressed my eye lids shut fighting the prickling behind them. I swallowed around the ball in my throat. When I was younger I used to fit up against her side perfectly. Now, well on my way to being one of the largest Guardians the Phoenix Clan had ever had, she barely came up to my chest. I wrapped my arms tightly around her, clinging to the moment I’d been waiting for, for ten years. “Mom?”

      “Forgive me, Tucker.” Her tears seeped into my shirt. Each one was like a drop of ice against my skin.

      “It’s okay.” I ran my hand over her back in rhythmic circles, the way she did when I was younger.

      She sniffed. “They told me I couldn’t coddle you, told me to keep my distance to make you more self-sufficient. And deep down I knew it was wrong, but I listened. I shouldn’t have. Now you’re leaving and I might…I might never see my baby boy again. I just wanted you to grow strong, to survive.” She pulled back and gazed up at me through watery eyes. The reached out and ran her fingers down my cheek. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Shhh. It’s going to be okay, mom.” I’d almost forgotten what her fingers felt like on my cheek.

      She cupped my face in her hands. “I will never forgive myself for what’s happened to you. My sweet boy isn’t here anymore.”

      I’m here! But I didn’t say that, I couldn’t. My emotions would always be my own, hidden from even her. “I’m okay.”

      She dug her fingers into my neck and pulled me closer to her. My heart fluttered in my chest as I balled my hands into fists to stop them from shaking. The shock of the moment seeped into me, this was not what I expected. But it’s what I needed. I pressed my hands to her cheeks and bent lower to meet her gaze. “I promise you I will come back.”

      “You don’t know that. You don’t know what’s happened to all the Guardians before you…”

      “I know.” It’d been one of the things Blackwing had briefed me on. The history of the Phoenix Guardians. “I am different.”

      She shook her head, and the tears streamed down her cheeks on to my hands. Each one a shock to my heart. Then she took a step back from me. “How are you different, Tucker? You’re my son and I’m proud of you, but how is any of this different?”

      I had no idea how I was different. I was just sick of everyone assuming I was going to fail and die a horrible death. It was like no one had any faith, they just threw me into the pit and accepted that history would play out the same way. My mother continued to stare at me, like she was praying I’d have an answer that made her worries melt away. I didn’t have one for her, but I had to say something. This was the first time she reminded me of the mother that used to hold me close.

      I squared my shoulders and tried to look confident. “Have faith in me, I may not have signed up for this but I am good at what I do. Alataris stole everything from me, I plan on returning the favor.”
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      Only a year after arriving at my training facility, I wondered into the woods. Frustrated at being taken from my family, friends, and a life I’d loved, I sat on a log toying with a small fire I’d started. When Blackwing joined beside me I turned my back toward him. “Why do I have to be here? I want to go home.”

      “Has no one ever told you the full story of the evil King Alataris?”

      I shook my head while kicking at a stick on the ground. “No.”

      “Well let me tell you now, boy.” He slapped his hand across his knee. The sound was muffled by his thick leather pants. He leaned his elbow on his thigh and faced me. “Long ago before your grandfather ruled Cindelore, King Alataris sought to rule all the witches as his father once did.”

      “The five witch casts were ruled by one King?” I couldn’t believe my ears. The casts had been so separated for as long as any history I’d ever read.

      Blackwing nodded. “Oh yes, they lived in peace among each other. But Alataris was a greedy son and wanted all that power for his own. So he fooled all the casts into thinking his father had died so he would be crowned King. All the while he himself was siphoning power off of the five casts, weakening them.”

      “King Alataris is a Siphon Witch?” I couldn’t hide the shock in my voice. “But I thought siphon witches were good. I heard my father say that one of the Queens is a siphon witch and she’s good.”

      “Like any other being in Evermore they can be good or evil. Just so happens Alataris is about as evil and greedy as they come.”  Blackwing picked up a stick from the ground and poked at the small fire I’d made. “Do you want to know more?”

      I turned toward him. “Yes.”

      “When the elder witches of each cast finally realized what was happening it was too late. They’d lost so much of their power they couldn’t fight against him. Seeking a way to overthrow Alataris they called on Hecate, the first witch to ever be. They pleaded for her to grant them the power to take down Alataris, but she could not. There was only one set of beings who could grant that kind of power. Do you know who they are?”

      “The Fallen?” It was a guess, but all my life I’d heard that they ruled Evermore and every being in it. Some say they were the oldest Supernaturals to walk the earth, others said they were brothers of the devil, but not me. I thought they were exactly what the name said, Fallen Angels.

      Blackwing nodded. “That’s right. But you see The Fallen couldn’t just grant power to whomever needed it.”

      “Why not? If it would get rid of Alataris?” I crossed my arms over my chest. Knowing that if he wasn’t so evil I could’ve been with my family all this time. Instead of training to fight against him.

      “Life is about balance.” He waved his hand through the air and tiny sparks shot from his finger tips in a golden arch. “And no one, not even the witches, should be able to tilt the balance so greatly. But The Fallen wanted to help the witches and they found a way by granting them one spell. A very powerful spell. A spell that would effect Evermore and its inhabitants for millennium to come.”

      I sat on edge, clinging to his every word. “What spell?”

      “The spell of the Queens.” The embers from my fire reflected in the whites of his eyes. He sat forward with his elbows on his knees. “Now I can’t be sure what was said in the spell all those years ago but I can tell you this. Every now and then each of the casts produces a Queen. The one witch who can master the power in it’s cast. This is where it really gets interesting. When all five Queens ascend, or get their full power, at the same time. They have enough magic to fight against Alataris and hopefully one day will overthrow him.”

      “But Blackwing, why haven’t they done that already? Haven’t we had all five Queens before?”

      A shadow passed over his face and for a moment I swore I saw sadness in his crimson eyes. “Indeed we have my boy, and Alataris has claimed victory each time. But that doesn’t stop us from trying to take him down whenever they arrive. The trouble is no one knows when it’ll happen. That’s why the trials always take place one week before the last Queen Ascends to her full power. There will be no going against Alataris without all five possessing their full magic. He knows it, Evermore knows it, and the Queens know it. But I will tell you this, the cycle is doomed to repeat itself until the Queens claim victory.”

      “But why? Can’t we just leave him to rule the witches?” I tilted my head waiting for his answer.

      “Once Alataris found out about the Queens he knew that if he was able to get their power no one could stop him from taking over all of Evermore. If we turned a blind eye and let him rule over the witches it would only be the beginning. His greed would push him for more. No being should have to suffer his rule. That is why we must help the witches.  And we must never let them fall to Alataris, it would be a great tragedy with many lives lost. Besides, the witches might be suppressed under Alataris, but they have ways of protecting themselves. There’s even one Kindgom of witches he can’t touch. It’s called Hexia. The elders and other powerful witches of the casts discovered a way to keep him out and keep themselves in. But in doing so they’ve trapped themselves from the outside world. They only travel from Evermore Academy and Hexia. They need our help, Tucker. All of Evermore does.”

      “Is that why I’m here? Why I’m a Guardian?” I crossed my arms over my chest with a huff.

      Blackwing chuckled under his breath. “It is part of it, they bare the mark of the Queen on the front of their shoulder, and Guardians bare theirs on their necks. We’ve always had Guardians of each of the species but as time past Evermore realized the Queens would need help. Who better than our finest Guardians? That’s why we have Knights as well as Queens.”

      “Then if I’m a Guardian why do I have to go to the trials and why does my father want me to rise above all the other Guardian to become a Knight?” I didn’t want to become a Knight or even be a Guardian. All I wanted was my nice warm bed and my mother to tuck me in before I slept.

      “Because only the best Guardians will be chosen to be the Knights. They are meant to protect the Queens and help them in the fight against Alataris.” He released me from his tight hold and rose to his feet and offered me his hand. “Let’s be off.”

      Before I reached for his hand I asked him one more question. “If we need to beat Alataris then why six Knights and five Queens? Why not a whole army?”

      He leaned down to catch my eye. “Because when the witches cast that spell of theirs there was only enough power for those meant to fight him. Any others would face most certain death.”

      “But…”

      “No more buts. We’ve got an early morning ahead of us. Come boy.” Again he offered me his hand except this time I took it.

      “Tuck, you ready to go?” Blackwing clapped me on the shoulder.

      I shook my head to clear the memories. “Yeah. I’m ready.” I gazed out over the woods just outside the training facility. The woods I’d hidden in, in an attempt to run away from this life. For a split second I wondered if they could hide me now? They couldn’t back then.

      “Good, it’s time for the trials.”
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      The trip from the Kingdom of Cindelore to the human part of Earth was as easy as walking through a door – in this case, a shimmering magical portal which took me exactly where I needed to go. I think? One minute I was standing on the outer edge of my mother’s gardens, the next I was in front of what looked like an abandoned warehouse surrounded by weeds and trash. Overhead, elevated highways twisted in different directions. The faint smell of factories stung my nose and puffs of smoke drifted above. I glanced toward the sky, noting how blue it was, so different than the pink-tinted one of my Kingdom. In the distance, the setting sun threw off hues of purple, pink, blue and green.

      “Where are we?”

      Blackwing adjusted his leather satchel, then clapped me on the shoulder. “New Jersey.”

      He stood out like a sore thumb. Whereas I wore black leather pants, combat boots and a black fitted tank top, he wore the Old World fashions. His leather vest and pants that had been cut in the era of the King Richard of England.

      “Are the Witch Queens here? And why New Jersey?” I wrinkled my nose at the smell coming from the factories in the distance. It was the first time I’d been away from Cindelore. My first steps into a new world. All my life I’d been preparing for the trials, hearing about the trials, focusing on the trails. And now that I stood just outside of them I felt relieved they were here. After this my life would forever change. Whether it was for good or bad I didn’t know. But it would be different and I found myself looking forward to something different.

      When Blackwing turned from me and walked toward the double door entrance, I followed. I didn’t know what to expect or how this would go. But I knew I would survive this and come out on top. I had to, the fate of Evermore was at steak. My heart thrummed in my chest with excitement.

      “Because this is where criminals come to bury the bodies they don’t want found.” He motioned to field, filled with dead grass and littered with papers and bottles. “What better place than under the highways? And you will see the Queens soon enough. For now, they remain hidden, but I suspect they will oversee the Trials as they usually do.”

      Evermore was what the supernatural races called the world we lived in, even though we lived among humans. They were completely unaware of our kind, and the many different species of Evermore liked to keep it that way.

      Blackwing paused and turned toward me and meting my eyes. “They’ll be protected from the evil beings of Evermore, and of course the High King Alataris…for now.”

      At the mention of his name the fire within me roared to burn him, to fight against his reign. “I will do what I have to.”

      “I have no doubt of it. You know, eight hundred years ago he came so close to getting what he wanted, to ruling all.” He held his thumb and index finger only an inch apart. Then he leaned in. “This close. The history books don’t speak of this, but during the second Cycle King Alataris held four of the five Ascended Queens under his rule. He nearly channeled all their powers for his own. A force like that would be…”

      “Unstoppable,” I finished for him. “So what happened?”

      “In the end a Knight, a Phoenix, sacrificed himself for the last Queen. In doing so she was able to end the other Queens to save Evermore.”

      “Wait, she killed the other Queens?” I’d never heard this history before and for a moment I was utterly shocked.

      Blackwell nodded gravely. “She had no other choice. She couldn’t overthrow Alataris on her own. The only way to ensure he didn’t get those powers under his control was to eliminate them completely. And so with the help of her Knight it was done.”

      “Why…” I glanced around to be sure no one else was listening. “Why are you telling me this now?”

      “Because you need to know that, as a Guardian or Knight, what you do matters. You’re not just a bodyguard for a Witch Queen. You have the power to be involved, the power to choose, the power to win, Tucker. Imagine the beings you could help.”

      It was true, the witches were oppressed under King Alataris’ tyrannical rule. Many other lesser beings were enslaved in his kingdom, forced into lives they never wanted to lead. I didn’t have a choice, I was born into this. But I might have the power to help others choose their own path, the power to give them a freedom I was never afforded. Evermore would be a better place without him.

      The power to choose. What a thought, that the one born into a destiny already laid out for him now could determine his own way.

      Blackwing reached out and pulled me to the side, away from the main entrance as another Knight candidate strode by and eyed me closely. “All your life you’ve been completing your duty. But now, as your mentor, I am telling you to decide. Do you want to go into these Trials?”

      “Why now? Why are you asking me to decide what I want to do now?” I crossed my arms over my chest.

      “Because being a Knight isn’t about following some path that’s already laid out for you. It’s about taking command of one of the most difficult situations in Evermore. We both know you have the skill to do this, but, Tucker, do you have the heart? Because without heart you will fail. This has to be your decision, to either move forward or go home.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Go home? And what would I be going home to? Just show up and tell my father, guess what, Dad, I decided after the ten years of training you put me through I don’t want to be a Knight? It isn’t that simple.”

      “Yes, it is that simple, and that’s all there is to it.” I could tell he was nervous for my answer. The muscle in his sharp jaw ticked as he waited.

      I glanced from the abandoned building toward the shimmering portal I’d just traveled through. If I wanted to leave then all I would have to do was step through and forget about the Queens, Evermore, and King Alataris. I could go home to start a new life, or I could choose to stay. As I glanced back and forth from my old world to what would become my new one I felt that unbridled smoldering in my chest. The constant yearning ache that had been there from the moment I was born. I knew beyond those doors lay the Witches, and my fellow competitors. The phoenix in me called out, wanting the challenge, wanting to win, wanting what lay ahead. It wasn’t just a mark on my neck that secured my destiny…It’d always been in me.

      I didn’t know if I would live or die. But looking out over the all the beings entering the area, and the human in their cars on the freeway above there was one thing I did know. I could give them all the one thing I didn’t have. A destiny to call their own, without anyone dictating their lives the way mine had been. “Let’s do this.”

      “And that…was your final test.” Blackwing grabbed my shoulders and pointed me toward the glass double doors. I stepped around others to get to them, I could feel him at my back, after all these years it was a comfort to have him with me.

      When I reached forward and yanked them open, I was met with the sound of an arena full of beings. From the outside it was an abandoned building, but on the inside it was like one of those huge soccer stadiums. Though I only stood in the entrance I felt the magic swirling around.

      I leaned closer to Blackwing. “Feel that?”

      “The magic, Oh yes. How else could they fit a stadium full of Evermoreans into this small warehouse? Not to mention the Trials will need major space. The area itself can shift and move to be any size it needs.”

      I nodded. “I see.”

      At the first set of gates we were stopped by a teenage girl. She was short and round, with dark brown hair falling just to her chin. When she looked at me through narrowed eyes she tilted her head to the side, studying the mark on my neck. “You’re a…a…Guardian.” Her eyes went round and for a split second I thought they were going to pop out of her skull.

      I shrugged. “Yes.”

      She shoved her hand out toward my chest. “I’m Bertha, I’m a boar shifter. Huge fan, Mister Brand. Huge fan. I can’t wait to see you in action. Most of the Guardians use the back entrance. You’re the first to come right through the front door.” She turned toward the girl at the gate next to her. “Charlene, we got a Guardian here.”

      A surge of beings came toward me all at once. Shifters of every kind, all looking human in form with only small signs of being supernatural. Their eyes held different colors and shapes, while their bodies moved with speed faster than any human. The noble elves gazed on with boredom etched into their faces yet they didn’t move away. Pixies of all shapes and sizes flitted about lighting the corridor with glowing dust. I took a step back from the throng of beings crowding toward me. I’d never seen so many gathered in one place at the same time and all clambering for my attention.

      Blackwing stood in front of me like a bodyguard. “I’ll be getting Tucker to the area reserved for the Guardians.”

      “The Guardian entrance is in the back of the building. Male Guardians are supposed to go to the right and female Guardians are to the left.” She waved us forward. “Come on, I’ll take you to where you belong.”

      I leaned in closer to Blackwing. “I wasn’t aware this was a sporting event.”

      “Of course. It’s one of the biggest events of Evermore.” Blackwing gestured for me to follow Bertha, past the mob of supernaturals who stopped to watch me walk by.

      As we walked through the industrial halls, the cool of the concrete seeped into my skin and the smell of earth invaded my nose. Overhead, exposed beams held up the concrete stadium walls. The floor vibrated beneath my feet and just inside I heard the crowd roaring. What the hell is going on?

      “I thought this was the Knight Trials. I didn’t realize there would be spectators, I guess.” Blackwing leaned in to whisper, “It’s gotten larger than I ever imagined. At the last Trials there was barely anyone there.”

      Bertha glanced over her shoulder, nodding at me. “Oh but now, most of us wouldn’t miss this for the world. Seeing how you never know when the next Trials will be.”

      I swallowed around the nervousness forming in my stomach.  “Great.”

      Once we arrived at a pair of blue doors Bertha stepped to the side. “Here we are, Mister Brand. Just through here is the preparatory area, where you’ll find a locker assigned to you. You’ll be shown where to go from there.”

      “Um, thanks. And please call me Tuck.” I reached out for one of the metal handles, but before I could wrap my hand around it Bertha slammed her fingers into mine. She grasped my hand and shook it so hard I felt my bones chatter.

      “I’ll do that, Mister Tuck. And good luck.” She dropped my hand and blushed bright red. “I hope you don’t die.”

      Beside me Blackwing coughed into his fist stifling his chuckle.

      “Thanks, Bertha.” As she turned and walked away from me I thought I heard a little squeal of excitement. I shook my head. “In all the years of training I’ve been through, you might have prepared me for this.”

      Blackwing glanced over his shoulder toward Bertha. “I must admit, it’s gotten a bit more out of control than I ever thought it might.”

      “These beings all know who I am?” I paused with my fingers wrapped around the handle. “Did she say she’s seen clips of me?”

      Blackwing shuffled from one foot to the other. “I had to submit footage of your training sessions to the Queens. They selected the competitors for Knighthood from what they’ve seen. Every species in Evermore has a Guardian. But some of them wouldn’t even be able to come close to what the Witches need in a Knight.”

      “So you’re telling me the field had been narrowed to how many?”

      “About fifty.”

      I yanked on the door and pulled it wide open. “I’ll take it.”

      Before I could step through the door a pixie, the size of my thumb, flew directly in front of my nose. “Tucker Brand?” Her high-pitched voice pierced my ears, yet her childlike features and long white hair made me want to hold her in the palm of my hand and protect her.

      I cleared my throat. “Yes?”

      Before she said another word, she flew around my head, tying a leather cord around my neck. From it hung a blood-red crystal. I held it in my palm. “What’s this for?”

      She threw her hands up and shrugged. “Every competitor must have one, that is all I know.” Then she turned and fluttered away, her glittery wings flapping so quickly she looked more like a hummingbird than a pixie.

      I shrugged it off and stepped through into the locker room. A plush carpet squished under my feet. All around the wide room beings were warming up, some sat on benches with trainers rubbing them down, others hopping around like they couldn’t contain themselves. I know how you feel. If I Blackwing hadn’t stamped out any sign of emotion in me I’d be jumping around like the others. At the back of the room stood a row of lockers. One of them had a phoenix painted across it. I headed straight for it.

      Years of education from Blackwing had taught me that in each of the most powerful species of Evermore, a Guardian was born into each generation. But this was my first time seeing another who bore a mark similar to my own. The male hovering near my locker stood at least six inches taller than me and was built like a boulder. He bore the mark of the wolf across the right side of his neck, the same as I bore a phoenix across mine.

      His lips rose into a sneer and he nodded to me in a mock greeting. “Bird.”

      I arched one eyebrow at him. “Dog.”

      Blackwing snapped his fingers in front of my face. “You need to focus on what you are here to do. Leave the trash talk for another time.”

      Easy for him to say. It wasn’t in my nature to let any kind of trash talk go unanswered. “A little competition never hurt anyone.”

      “I hate to break it to you, but in this competition plenty of us get hurt, even die.” A guy who was only a few inches shorter than me leaned against the lockers with his arms crossed. I would expect any competitor to be geared up and ready to go, but this guy wore a tailored black suit that seemed more appropriate for a boardroom than a physical competition. His white V-neck T-shirt was pressed and sat perfectly against his pale skin.

      I made a show of looking him up and down. “I can see you’re ready for this competition. Those dress shoes will serve you well.”

      “I’m surprised you’re wearing shoes at all. The way I hear it, the little bird could just flap his way through these Trials.” He ran his hand through thick mahogany-colored hair, then tilted his sunglasses down his nose and peered at me from over the top of them, showing me dark chocolate eyes.

      When I glanced at the side of his neck and studied his Guardian mark it all became clear. That perfectly-shaped circle was half sun and half moon, with two triangles facing down…Vampire. I sighed. “Well, little leech, whenever someone needs a blood test I’ll be sure to send them your way.”

      I was standing in the lion’s den. Any sign of weakness would show. If I let them insult and walk all over me, I was sure they’d try to do it during the Trials. The vamp gave me a toothy smirk. “Not bad, tweety bird.” He jerked his chin up at me. “My name’s Grayson Shade. You can call me Gray.” His words had the barest hint of a British accent.

      “Tucker Brand.” I turned from him and sat on the bench as Blackwing fussed with my locker.

      Meanwhile I took in the rest of the competitors. Just past Grayson stood a hulking male with long, sleek muscles, dark blond hair in a crew cut, and green, feline eyes. His jaw was obscenely square, and I could’ve sworn I saw a stripe or two running down his bulky shoulders. His army fatigues barley contained his thick tree-like legs and enormous arms.

      Gray leaned toward me. “Oy, that’s the tiger shifter, Brax. He’ll be in the finals for sure. I heard he can lift an eighteen-wheeler over his head and toss it.”

      I gave him a sideways glance. “And you’re telling me this, why?”

      With lightning-fast speed he was in front of me, leaning against his locker. “I’m telling you this so you know what you’re up against, pretty bird. A vamp and a tiger shifter are sure to be in the finals, but a bird…I don’t think so.” He shoved away from the locker to walk toward the other Guardians.

      “Ignore him, Tuck.” Blackwing stood next to me with his hands balled into fists at his sides. With white knuckles he handed me my satchel.

      “Ignore him?” I chuckled as I pulled a spare pair of leather pants and shirt from the bag.

      The muscle in his jaw ticked. “Well, the fanger should know better.”

      A steady bird-like whistle sang through the air. “Hey bird, bet you won’t last through the first round.”

      “Tucker,” Blackwing warned, but it was too late. All my life I’d been told what to do, where to go, and how to act. I’d be damned if I was going to let a baby vamp walk all over me.

      I spun on my heel and launched a small ball of fire toward Grayson. It smacked into his chest, sending him sprawling onto his back. With the wave of my hand I extinguished the flames before they could catch onto him. “Careful.”

      The locker room around me grew silent and I felt the gazes of the other contestants bore into me. Grayson brushed his chest where the hole had burned into his shirt. He grinned. “Not bad, not bad at all.”

      When the door swung open once more, the males around me all shot tight with tension, quickly forgetting the fireball I’d just thrown. Their eyes were riveted to the door. Everyone stood still as stone as the latest arrival walked into the room. Whispers about the first male witch Guardian drifted around me. When I glanced at the right side of his neck, there it was, bright as day. The mark of the Guardian. A black star stood stark against his tan skin. His dirty blond hair fell into his eyes and he shoved it back out of his face. Our gazes locked and for a moment I swear I saw magic swirling behind his ice blue eyes. A male witch as a Guardian? I’d never heard of such a thing. In the past all the witch guardians had been female.

      “You need to keep a close eye on that one,” Blackwing whispered in my ear. “He will be one of the deadliest competitors.”

      “Who is he?”

      He sauntered into the room then glanced around for only a moment before he threw his shoulders back and walked through to his locker. His lips were set into a tight line as he looked past everyone. He was a mix of my style and Grayson’s. With his tailored black pants, supple leather jacket, and expensive boots, he reeked of money. Even his black T-shirt had to be hand-made.

      “Beckett Dust. The first male witch of his house to be a Guardian and up for becoming a Knight.” Blackwing’s voice was tinged with respect for him.

      “What’s his power?” I needed to know what I was up against, and how best to handle it.

      “There is no known listing of his powers. He was instantly accepted on the terms of him being the first male witch to bear the Guardian mark. There hasn’t ever been one born before, it’s always been female witches who carry the mark of the Guardianship.”

      An anomaly…Perfect. I stood straight, meeting Blackwing’s eye. “This just got interesting.”
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      As I walked down the long tunnel toward the arena, I imagined it must be what human football players felt like before a big game. The adrenaline rushed through my body, my hands twitched with anticipation. I’d been born for this, bred for this, and now the time had finally come for me to prove everyone wrong…by not dying. Darkness surrounded me in the tunnel, and at the end a beacon of light beckoned me forward. The mark on my neck smoldered like it knew what we were about to do and it wanted to taunt me. To my right, Beckett strolled along the tunnel swirling a ball of magic in his hand absentmindedly. Behind me I heard the other large shifters sucking in deep breaths and grunting as they fought not to transform into their animal forms. Their bodies rippled with each of their moments, the inner beast trying to break free. Some howled, other let deep growls rumble in their chests as they moved.

      Grayson strolled up on my other side. A sly smile spread across his face and he didn’t show one sign of strain. “I’ll tell you this much. This lot isn’t going to last long unless they get their stuff together.”

      I gave him a sideways glance but said nothing.

      He raised his eyebrows at my silence. “Oh, come off it. A little fire between friends never hurt anyone.”

      “Who says we’re friends?” I continued to march forward. I kept my eyes on the end of the tunnel doing my best to focus on the task at hand.

      “A vampire chooses his friends wisely. I’d bet good money you and I will be in the finals.”

      Would I be in the finals? I didn’t know. I could only hope I’d make it that far. “So?”

      “So the way I see it, we should work together. I could always use a wingman.” He rubbed his elbow against mine.

      I froze mid-step. “I’m no wingman.” I’d been working toward this all my life, there was no way I was going to be a wingman.

      “Suit yourself.” Gray shrugged and strode away.

      I waited in the tunnel and took a deep breath. If this was going to work I had to be calm, cool, and collected. I reigned in my nerves, mother always told me the anticipation is worse than the event. I prayed that was true. Even so, I took a second to listen to the crowd in the area. The walls around me vibrated with cheers and movement. As I walked toward the entrance the roar grew louder. When I stepped into the stadium I held my hand up to shade my eyes from the blinding lights shining down on me.

      “Tucker Brand.” My name blared out over a loudspeaker and the crowd went wild.

      I was in the center of an oval-shaped stadium. Boulders riddled the hard-packed dirt field. It looked more like a rocky desert than a grassy football field. Gravel crunched under my feet. I felt the magic in the air, it pressed down on me like a impending storm. All around me shifters, vampires, the noble elves, and Demi-Greeks cheered from the stands. Pixies fluttered about dropping drinks and popcorn to waiting hands.

      “My money’s on you, Tuck!” Someone in the crowd called out to me.

      I turned slowly and gazed up into the bleachers. Straight above there was a box where three thrones sat empty. Three? I thought there were five queens. Odd.

      The announcer’s voice boomed all around. “Citizens of Evermore, I give you your Witch Queen.”

      One by one, three teenage girls walked out into the box. I’d expected them to be dressed like the queens they were, like my mother. In royal regalia. But they were dressed like they belonged in the middle of a human high school. Having lived my whole life in the Cindelore Kingdom with the other members of the Phoenix Clan, I’d become accustomed to our traditional dress. Now standing before the Witch Queens I rather liked how normal they all were.

      From out of nowhere Beckett appeared at my side. “I thought there were supposed to be five Queens. Where’re the other ones?”

      “I’m not sure.” My senses went on high alert. Where were the other two? Had they already fallen to Alataris? Or were they simply in hiding? Either way my unease increased.

      I would have thought that Beckett, being a witch, would know more about the five Queens. For the life of me I couldn’t understand why he was even talking to me right before the contest. Where competitors supposed to keep to themselves? I’d always done so at the training center back home. I expected it to be much the same here.

      Beckett rolled his eyes. “That’ll make this Cycle even easier.” Sarcasm dripped from his every word. Everyone knew Evermore needed all five Queens, with only three the fight would be over before it even started.

      I shrugged. “Maybe they have other plans.” I hope.

      “What’s to stop Alataris from coming here today and ruining everything, I wonder?” His icy gaze ran over the crowd and his body tensed as though he were waiting for Alataris to make an appearance.

      “According to my mentor, this arena is mystically enforced to keep evil out.” I looked around at all the supernaturals gathered to watch the Trials and wondered how many of them were spies for King Alataris.

      “Good to know.” Beckett nodded at me then in the blink of an eye he was gone. How in the hell is he doing that?

      “Citizens of Evermore I give you Serrina Darling, Queen of Desires,” the announcer boomed. His voice drew my attention back up toward the thrones.

      Serrina took a small step forward and tossed her blonde and brown wavy mane of hair over her shoulder. When the delicate lifted her hand she waved to the crowd, cheers and whistles erupted from the crowd. Again it struck me how normal those Queens looked. With her black leather leggings and graphic tee, she’d fit in with any punk rock band. She was beautiful, with a delicate, oval-shaped face and small, straight nose. I saw the other competitors gazing at her with interest. She didn’t smile or laugh, simply raised her hands to her lips and blew a kiss. Across her T-shirt in hot pink letters were the words ‘wild child’. I tilted my head to the side, wondering if indeed she was the wild child of the group.

      She motioned for the crowd to quiet down. The craziness settled to a low hum when she began to speak. “Thank you for coming to the Guardian Trials. As you know, there will be three separate events, in which each of the contestants will compete. As done in the past the Trials take place before the last Queen ascends to her full power. The final Queen will Ascend in two weeks’ time and we must all be prepared. All of you were born to be Guardians but six of you will becomes Knights. No more and no less, so says the law of Evermore and the elder witches of the five casts.”

      “Please welcome, Nova Pass, Queen of Death,” the announcer said as Serrina took her seat.

      Nova rose and stepped forward. When I first heard of the Queen of Death I’d expected her to be a dark, goth-looking teenager. I was completely and utterly wrong. Her white hair hung in long, straight locks nearly to her waist. Though it was only about seventy degrees she looked like she was a wilting plant. Sweat beaded her brow. She wore a burgundy tank top and cut off shorts, as if it were summer rather than early fall. But the strangest part was her bright red gloves that ran from the tips of her fingers to her elbows.

      “Within the first Trial our volunteers will be sent to the depths. I will stress that in this trial it is important to defend our dear friend. To...” She paused and gazed down at all of us. Where Serrina’s voice was deep and sultry, Nova was the opposite. Her voice was soft and calming like a whispered promise. “To protect her. Each competitor will be awarded points for how they complete the tasks. Whether they work together or alone, and if their style matches ours. I must point out that there will be three tasks, each focusing on a specific aspect necessary to become a Knight. Offensive skills, Defensive skills, and immunity to Magic. Each of these will serve us well in the time to come and the difficulties the Queens will face in the future.”

      Nova sucked in a deep breath and fanned herself with her hand then sat back down. The crowd hummed with excitement.

      The microphone squeezed and I fought the urge to cover my ears as the announcer boomed, “Please welcome, Tabitha Spry, Queen of Elements.”

      Tabitha’s dark, wild curls seemed to stand on their own accord. Her mocha skin glistened with golden sparkles. A bright purple flower sat perched behind her ear, which matched the bright colors of her bohemian, floor-length skirt. She held her hands up. “For your second Trial you will be expected to find our volunteer within a challenging and dangerous terrain. Intelligence will be key in this Trial. Failure to find our volunteer will result in your dismissal.”

      Dismissal? I peered at the others I’d be going up against wondering if their lives had been like mine. Did the others of their Kingdoms think they’d die as well? had they been written off and put on a path not of their choosing? For me, I knew I had to make it to the end, had to become the Knight my family hoped I would be.

      Tabitha folded her hands in front of her and smiled down at us. “The third and final Trial…Well, that’s our little secret. Now, the rules. If you are a shifter you may not shift into your full animal form.”

      I sucked in a breath. Shit. I was stronger in my phoenix form, able to travel of great distance with ease and hunt like a predator. I turned searching out Blackwing in the crowd. Only the most powerful shifters could still hold their human forms while partially changing. They had all the benefits of being part animal, such as strength, agility, and power, with none of the disadvantages, like having to worry about a tail or paws. It was heard of among the larger shifters like wolves or tigers. But never with a phoenix, or any kind of bird for that matter.  What would he think of this? Before I could find him Tabitha continued on.

      “If you are a witch or elf—” Tabitha’s hazel eyes landed on Beckett. “—you may only use two of your given powers.”

      Nova stood back up and nodded. “You were all given a necklace with a crystal hanging from it. If at any point in time you wrap your hand around this crystal and wish to leave, you will be immediately pulled from the competition. The cannon will sound, letting your competitors know that one of you has fallen. There is no shame in this act. Out of all of Evermore you few have made it this far. Good luck to you all.”

      Tabitha raised her hands over her head and the ground rumbled under my feet. “Niche, come forward.”

      A woman who looked to be in her late twenties strolled out in front of the three Queens. Her face was a delicate oval shape, with a small straight nose and thin lips. She plucked the glasses from her nose and handed them to Nova to take. When she turned away from the crowd her fire engine red hair stood out to me. Is she a phoenix as well? She was so slight, maybe five-foot-two, and barely a hundred pounds. The ground trembled so hard I had to take a knee and balance myself. The wolf shifter felt to the ground, taking down three others with him. Niche pulled a small vial full of bright blue liquid from her jeans pocket. When she uncorked it I knew something was going to happen. She tilted her head back and drained the contents fully.

      She swayed on her feet then leaned against the rail around the Queens’ box with her back still to us. The rocks around me vibrated over the ground and skittered away from the center of the arena. The wind kicked up, blowing across my face. A crevice opened in the ground, slowly expanding toward the outer rim of the arena. The ground dropped out from under some of the competitors and they fought to hold onto the sides, then bellowed as they dropped into the abyss one by one.

      I raced to the side trying to avoid falling in like the others had. A icee calm came over me as my training kicked in. I leapt from one dropping rock to the other, never taking my eyes off of Niche.

      The arena rocked like the whole structure were going to fall into the opening. Screams of panic range amongst the spectators, I didn’t turn to see where they came from. I couldn’t take my eyes off of the swaying redhead who stood with the Queens. Her body went limp and she tumbled backward over the railing. Bright red streamed up past her face as she fell straight toward the center of the opening. I leapt into the air and forced myself not to phase into my phoenix form.

      With the twist of my body I was only a foot above her. The air ruffled my hair as I dove straight down. I wrapped my arms around her catching her before she could disappear into the abyss. I cradled her close to my chest as I landed on the opposite side of the crater. My boots skidded across the hard-packed ground as I came to a halt.

      The three Queens peeked over the edge of the railing.

      “Interesting.” Nova, the Queen of Death, canted her head to the side. She tugged her red gloves higher up her arms. “Let’s see if we can give him a challenge.”

      I felt the air move around me, a building weight settled over the ground. The woman in my arms had yet to wake and the floor began to vibrate once more. Dirt shifted upward, creating small mounds all around where I stood. Where things coming up from beneath the ground I stood on? “What the—?”

      Skeletal arms shot up from the packed arena floor and wrapped their hands around my ankles. With one hand I cradled Niche, their volunteer. With the other I summoned one of my swords. Flames shot down my shoulder all the way to the tip of the blade. I swung my sword at the wrists of the skeletal bones severing the hands that held my ankles. I shifted from side to side to avoid the mounds rising up. All around me green smoke and skeletons struggled to the surface, their mouths gaping with soundless screams as they reached toward us.

      “Hold on to your ass,” Tabitha called down from above.

      What does that mean?

      And then, with Niche still cradled in my arms, we plummeted.
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      My stomach dropped as I fell through the stadium floor. The delighted cheers of the spectators faded into black nothingness as I plunged down the bottomless pit. My heart raced as my stomach dropped to my toes.

      Beside me three other Guardians were sucked into the ground. Debris fell and covered where they’d fallen. One disappeared into an eruption of flames. A skeletal figure leapt out and grabbed another one by the foot. It sucked him back down into the earth as he dug his hands into the ground in an attempt to fight back and ultimately losing. I’d never forget the sheer look of horror on his round, chubby face for as long as I live. Some competitors clung to narrow shelves of rock in the cliff face by the tips of their fingers. The steep rock faces crumbled and crushed their bodies. My stomach shot up into my throat while I continued to fall deeper into nothingness.

      The cannon the Queens told us about boomed over and over again. Each boom signaled one Knight hopeful after another fell victim to the elements of the underworld. Are they all dead? Shit they’re dead. I’d been told this would happen, but nothing could prepare me to see the carnage. I wanted to shift and catch them all, I wanted to help them fight. But I couldn’t, I had to protect Niche, it was duty.

      I tucked Niche closer to my chest. When I finally did stop falling it was going to hurt. My mind raced. I had to think of a way to save us both. At the bottom of the pit a dim red light glowed against the jagged bottom warned me I was running out of time before I landed. The mark on my neck burned hotter than ever before. The warmth moved through my body and centered in my back.

      I forced the flames out of my back, and my plummet slowed to a drift. Out of the corner of my eye I saw what looked like wings made of fire flapping behind me. My wings? What in the hell? My pulse raced in my veins. I’d never heard of any phoenix half-shifting to use wings of fire. This was something new for my race. How was I going to explain this to Blackwing?

      I let the power soar through me and out toward my wings. The cavern was too narrow to fully extend my wings and fly back up. All I could do was hold them out just enough to drift downward in the hope of a soft landing.

      Green smoke seeped up from the cracks in the ground and heat licked at my face as my feet slammed into the ground.  Not such a light landing. Where am I? I thought back to Nova’s power over death and Tabitha’s power over earth. This deep underground place seemed like a mix of their powers. Large dark cavernous walls, the stench of death hung in the air, and in the distance I heard wails of sorrow and pain. There was only one place I could be. The underworld. Evermore was made up of many different Kingdoms and supernatural beings. As a child I learned of the underworld where the supernatural Greek, Hades, prowled alongside Lucifer. So much power, and so much history took place here. I wanted to explore to see if all the tales I’d heard were true, of the battles between the Fallen and Lucifer were true and if Hades was indeed working for Lucifer, but I didn’t have time for that.

      I had a task to complete and a Knighthood to obtain. But how would I get her back to the surface? In the darkness I couldn’t spot a way out. There had to be a way. As my eyes adjusted to the light I glanced around for a tunnel that would lead me somewhere. Anywhere. That’s when ice blue eyes caught my attention. A deep growl came from with in the shadows, I froze in place. It was a rumbling that came through sharpened clenched teeth, like a dog’s. I backed up to the cavern wall and gently placed Niche on the ground directly behind me. I summoned my dual flaming swords to my hands and the area around me lit up like midday. Sweat gathered on my forehead and ran down the back of my neck.

      Glowing eyes reflected in the darkness and another competitor slipped from the shadows. His muscles bulged beneath large veins. Thick hair sprang out all over his body. His fingers sharpened into claws and, if it were possible, he grew bigger. Fangs extended down past his lips. Half wolf, half man. His eyes were locked on one thing…Niche.

      “Give her to me, bird.” He took a step toward me.

      I held my swords loosely letting my wrists move them as though they were an extension of my arms. “Not a chance in hell, dog.”

      He lifted his arms wide and motioned to the cavern around us. “I believe we’re already there.”

      Without another word the wolf charged at me. I stepped up so I could get a safe distance between the wolf and Niche, without leaving her open to be stolen from me. His stride ate up the distance between us. Halfway to me he dove and brought his claws straight toward my throat. I lifted my sword across my chest and met his swing blow. I stopped his claws a mere inch from slicing my throat. I threw my arms forward and forced him back, blood welled across his hands. “Birdie has a sharp beak.”

      “It’s our job to defend her, you heard the Queens. Protect her, not fight over her.” I kept my stance loose and ready for his next attack. He tried to circle around me, but I kept him by changing my footing each time he moved.

      Blood seeped from the wounds on his hands and dripped onto the cave floor. He shook them out. “I don’t care, it’s my job to protect her and I will.”

      I motioned between the two of us. It didn’t have to be like this between us. “If you insist.”

      I extinguished my swords and gathered a ball of fire in the palm of my hand. I wound up and threw it at the center of his chest. The ball exploded, covering his upper body in flames. The werewolf dropped to the ground and howled and rolling in the dirt. He smacked his hands over his chest trying to pat out the blaze clinging to his hairy body. I stood back to watch the flames continue to burn. “Enough of this. Do you concede?”

      In his deep, gravelly voice he howled, “Yes! Yes.”

      I raised my hand high above my head and opened it wide and called to the flames with my mind. I sucked the ball back in reverse, they left the smoking wolf and gathered into a sphere at the center of my palm. “If you come at me again I will not take them back next time.”

      With heaving breaths, he rose to his feet, glowering at me from hooded eyes. Smoke billowed from his charred skin. “This isn’t over.”

      “Oh, I bloody think it is, lad.” Grayson, the vampire, melted out of the shadows. “I’d say the wittle wuppy got spanked.”

      The wolf turned toward him. “Stay out of this, leech.”

      Grayson shook his head and gave a toothy smile. “Words hurt, pup.”

      I didn’t know what the hell was going on or who I could trust. I kept that swirling ball of fire in the palm of my hand, ready to toss it at a moment’s notice. Then, to my left, the wall started shimmering, as though it consisted of a pool of water rather than hardened stone.

      A well-polished designer boot stepped through it, followed by tailored pants, and then Beckett popped his head in. His blond hair fell into his face as he unfolded himself to join the three of us in the cavern. “We’ve got a bird, a dog and a leech. Sounds like a bad joke waiting to happen.”

      Not another one. I enhanced the flames in my hands, they grew brighter and bigger. “I think we had all better go our separate ways.”

      “I disagree, Phoenix.” Grayson leapt up onto a small overhang about fifty feet above us all. His eyes locked on Niche’s sleeping form. “There is power in numbers. And who knows what obstacles you may face down here. Our priority ought to be her. Don’t you think?”

      Yes, I do. I stepped to the side, blocking his view of her. “And how do I know you won’t betray me the first chance you get?”

      He shrugged. “You don’t.”

      Directly behind the wolf a set of feline eyes appeared in the darkness. My flames reflected in the yellow of his eyes. Brax, the tiger shifter, slipped from the shadows, a staggering six feet eight inches of pissed-off feline. He wore only a low-slung pair of camo pants, his bare feet dug into the ground beneath him. I saw the faintest hint of stripes across his pale chest. “Yes, let us be done with this.”

      Russian? “I think we’ve got enough contenders at this party.”

      The wolf charged at me. “Mine.”

      I stifled the urge to roll my eyes as I tossed another ball of fire in his direction. This time it caught his pants, lighting them on fire. Yet he didn’t stop. He flew at me with his claws extended and fangs bared. Then, there before me, a portal opened up, swallowing the wolf whole. He had vanished from sight. Everyone froze, looking toward Beckett.

      He glanced around the cavern. “What? I was tired of dealing with him. Clearly, he didn’t listen to the rules of the game. The first challenge is to protect her, not try to steal her from one another.”

      Even I had to admit he had a point. “Then we are in agreement. No stealing the little witch from me until we figure out what exactly we are up against. Can you portal us to the top?”

      He shook his head. “No go. My portals are being tampered with. The magic of the Trials is severely limiting their capabilities. I was lucky to make it to you. And with Niche in tow, I wouldn’t risk it. We could end up hanging over a lava pit.”

      “Fair enough. Then we have to get out the old-fashioned way.”

      Once I got a nod from each of them I turned to scoop her up into my arms. If I hadn’t known she was under the influence of a potion I’d might’ve thought she’d died. Her head lulled back and those long, fire-engine red locks drape so low they almost touched the ground. Her features were so soft. All my life I had older brothers, and now holding her in my arms I felt as though she were a little sister in need of protecting.

      The wall behind Brax rumbled. Small stones tumbling off of it and dust rising up around us. Brax turned and stumbled back to stand next to me. “What is this?”

      Definitely Russian. I took a step back and felt the cool press of the stone against my skin. We were between a rock and a hard place. Grayson hoped down to join us and Beckett came to stand beside Brax. In a straight line with our backs to a cave wall we faced whatever was about to come at us.

      The walls exploded inward sending boulders, dust, and shards of rock flying at us. I turned away and threw my body over Niche’s to protect her from the debris. Rocks pelted my back and bare arms covering me in stinging cuts and scrapes. When it settled an eerie silence fell over us.

      I glanced at the hole opposite us, wonder what would come next. “Is that—?”

      A deafening roar echoed through the tunnel, I fought the urge to cover my ears. The mark on my neck smoldered, warning me of danger headed my way. My pulse raced and I summoned my sword. Pounding footsteps surged forward. I held my ground and sucked in a deep panting breaths. A tide of bodies swarmed forward, each of them reaching out their decaying hands ready to grab at whoever or whatever they could.

      I gritted my teeth. “I hate Reanimants!” I’d seen them in my studies and they’d always made my skin crawl. In person they were worse than I could ever image.

      Each corpse was more disgusting than the next, and we were surrounded by dozens. Their skin hung loose from their bodies. Limbs and facial features were missing. Their disgusting frames were barely concealed by strips of dirty clothes. A low hum of muted groaning hung in the air. The stench of rotting flesh was something I’d never get out of my mind.

      “Bloody zombie bastards.” Grayson reached into the inside pocket of his suit jacket and pulled out two ninja throwing stars. He gave me a sideways glance. “You ready, Phoenix?”

      I nodded. “I’m ready, Vamp.” I gestured with my chin at the stars. “Those only good for one throw?”

      “Do I look like an amateur?” He held one of them up, the flames from my sword glinting in the shiny metal. “Mystically-enforced to return when I command it.”

      “Very nice.”

      On the other side of me, Brax, the tiger shifter, grew incredibly bigger. His muscles filled out and a coat of striped orange-and-black fur covered his body. The claws tipping his fingers lengthened to long, black daggers. “I am in.”

      As the tide of Reanimants came closer, I held my sword up. Out of the corner of my eye I saw blue light gathering in Beckett’s palms. With the flick of his wrist he threw the sphere at the first Reanimant. It burst into glittering dust which floated to the ground.

      I looked on in shock for a moment. “That work on Evermoreans too?”

      He shrugged. “I wouldn’t know.”

      Scary.

      Like a burst dam, the Reanimants surged forward. Brax leapt into the fray and slashed with his claws. Dark brown globs of our attackers dripped from his claws all over the floor. One came toward me, his hands extending for Niche. I swung my sword and two hands dropped to the ground. But he wouldn’t stop. With what was left of his arms he charged forward. I spun out of his path and slashed his body clean through. His torso slid off his legs and both pieces collapsed in a heap of decaying body parts. When I moved to attack from another angle, throng all turned toward me.

      I ducked to the other side again. They turned with me. “They’re locked on to her.” Fire pumped through my veins

      Grayson stood at my side, tossing and catching those stars as though they were frisbees rather than sharp blades. “What’s your plan?”

      I surveyed the cave. My gaze landed on a small hole of light at the top. “Up and out.”

      “What about those fire wings I just saw? Can you fly out?” Beckett threw sphere after sphere of magic in all directions.

      Still they poured in, so many that they crowded themselves. They knew that they had us cornered, and every one that we took down was replaced through the opening. With our team surrounded, they crept closer.

      I saw that the higher the cave went the narrower it became. “Not sure there’s enough room for my wings to flap that high up. Gliding down was easy, but up? Not so much.”

      “Then we climb.” Brax leapt to my side, covered in gore.

      I nodded and tried to catch my breath. “Agreed. I’ll need cover fire.”

      Just as the words left my mouth a volley of arrows took down the Reanimants closest to me. A pebbled tumbled down smacking me in the shoulder. When I glanced up I saw a being I’d never thought I’d encounter, a noble elf. I’d always pictured them in tights and thatched vests. I knew I was wrong the second I saw her skinny jeans and black long-sleeved shirt. Though I hadn’t seen her in the competition before, there she was. Her long, sandy blond hair was plated into braids that hung beside her pointed ears.

      She drew her bow back and fired off the arrows so quickly that her hands were a blur of action. “Your cover fire. Move.”

      I leapt up to sit next to her on the rocky overhang. “Thanks.” I adjusted Niche in my arms. Though she was slight, the muscles in my arms were tense with the effort of holding her for such a long period of time.

      When the elf looked at me with forest green eyes, I felt like she saw straight down into my soul. She canted her head to the side in a small bow. “A pleasure, Prince.”

      Prince? I hadn’t been called a prince in over ten years. Hearing the title made me inwardly flinch. Prince was never something I’d be. Especially after the Trials became a priority. “Call me Tuck.”

      “I am Ashryn.” She motioned to the Reanimants, which were crawling on top of each other to form a pile to get to me. “And I think it’s time to go.”

      Grayson leapt up onto a shelf only five feet higher than ours and pointed. “Look, they’re struggling.”

      Brax and Beckett were falling back from the mountain of scrambling undead. In seconds they were pinned to the walls with hands tearing at their throats. People die in the Trials. Beckett’s hands were pinned to his sides, not letting him create a portal or any magic. These two helped me. I’d be damned before I left them to die under a mound of bodies. Smothered to death.

      I shot to my feet. “Gray! Catch!”

      I jumped up then tossed Niche into his waiting arms. I twisted my body in mid-leap and extended my arm to shoot flames at the corpses pinning down Beckett. They disintegrated to piles of ash around him. Beckett shot up and created a portal at his feet. With a single step he dropped through and was gone.

      “Over here.” He called out from another ledge ten feet higher than Grayson.

      “I thought you didn’t want to portal?” I shouted.

      “I don’t mind risking myself!”

      The pile shifted toward Gray, each stinking Reanimate trying to claw its way to Niche. “I can’t leap with her!”

      I caught myself on the shelf just below him, hanging by my finger tips. I planted my feet against the wall and shoved back to leap over the cavern once more. “This way!”

      He threw her toward me and I snatched her out of the air. One Reanimant jumped up with its hand extended toward my shirt. Its fingers brushed against me. Before it could take hold an arrow protruded through its head from the other side, knocking the Reanimant back. I landed on a ledge at the other side of the cavern just above the noble elf. “Thanks, Elf.”

      She pulled her bowstring taut and let another arrow fly. “It’s Ashryn or Ash, whatever you like.”

      Beckett was just above Gray, yet still higher than me. He waved his arm to draw my attention. “This way.”

      I froze. “We can’t keep doing it this way. We’ve got to have a plan.” I glanced around, spotting all the small shelves in the rock face that would bring us closer to the top. “Beckett, I’ll toss her to you first, then I’ll get Brax. You three leap as high as you can. Pass her back and forth until we reach that hole up there. Keep the Reanimants from building up too high at any particular point. That way they can’t make progress so quickly.”

      I pointed to the small beacon of light at the top of the cave then glanced down to where Brax was trapped from the waist down by a pile of severed limbs. Even now he struggled to keep the corpses at bay. “Ready and go.”

      I hoisted Niche higher in my arms and then hurled myself forward. At the last second, I tossed Niche into Beckett’s waiting arms. I leapt forward as I forced the blazing wings from my back and drifted down toward Brax. I flung balls of fire all around him, taking care not to burn him. When his legs were freed I landed next to him. “You ready? Can you jump?”

      He gave me a wide-eyed nod then tensed his muscles the way a house cat might, a second before he shot up into the air. Above me the others were leaping from one side of the cave to the other while they wove their way to the top. I smiled to myself, I’d saved Niche from these Reanimants. The Trial no longer mattered, I’d done what I was trained to do and it felt amazing. I leapt up behind Brax and followed him quickly toward the group. Soon we were all at the top, clinging to the edge of the hole.

      Grayson cradled Niche in his arms, peered down at her, then to me. “You take her through.”

      Before I could protest he tossed her to me. I caught her with one arm and cradled her to me. When I looked down at the Reanimants they appeared to be ants swarming over each other, still trying to claw their way up the walls. But they were nowhere near us. I was about to climb through when the rocks gave out under my grip. For a split second I thought I’d drop. A hand shot out from the top of the opening catching me under my arm. I tilted my head up and met eyes with the one of the rarest species in Evermore, a Demi-Greek. A child of one of the most powerful supernaturals to ever walk the earth. When she smiled down at me her ebony skin seemed to illuminate from within. Her long thin sable braids hung down past her shoulders nearly hitting my face.

      She arched one eyebrow. “Thought you could use some help.”

      Shocked relieve flowed through me. I sucked in a breath and nodded then grabbed her hand. “Indeed.”

      She swung me toward a smaller ledge where I could catch my feet. She grunted. “Just push up, I’ve got you.”

      With a last glance to my team I jumped through the hole into blinding light.
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      Niche disappeared from my arms and the crowd roared to life on all sides. I turned toward the female who’d helped me through and extended my hand toward her. “I’m Tuck, of the Phoenix clan.”

      She quickly took my hand shaking it hard. “Adrienne, daughter of Athena. Pleasure to meet you.”

      Before I could answer blinding spotlights shined down into my face. I threw my arm up to block them. After being in a dark cave for what felt like hours it felt odd to be standing here. Behind me Beckett the witch, Grayson the vampire, Brax the tiger, and Ashryn the noble elf fanned out to my sides.

      The announcer boomed to life. “People of Evermore, I give you your remaining competitors.”

      There was little more than a handful of us left. We had started with at least fifty and now we were down to about a dozen. One included the wolf, bloody and bruised. He sneered at me then ran his finger across his neck in a ‘you’re dead’ motion. I turned away from him, he could’ve worked with us, he chose not to. There were so many other things hanging over my head, I didn’t have time to dwell on one pissed off wolf.

      As I looked around all I thought was…Remaining competitors? Are all the others dead? Then I spotted them, riddled with injuries, swollen faces and broken limbs. They sat on the sidelines, draped over benches, watching to see what would happen next. Though they were out of the Trials, a part of me was relieved to see them all still alive.

      I pushed my shoulders back, gazing up toward the box where the Queens sat atop their thrones. I imagined this was what professional athletes felt like: the roaring crowd, streamers flying, and my face big as day on a Jumbotron in the center of the arena.

      Serrina the Queen of Desire rose to her feet, and all at once the arena quieted. She flipped her blonde-streaked hair over her shoulder, and regarded the crowd with hooded eyes. “The first Trial is complete.”

      The patrons erupted once more as Serrina took a step back.

      Nova, Queen of the Dead, stepped forward with her eyes locked on a point behind me. When I glanced over my shoulder a Reanimant crept through the hole. I waited for her to call it off or to use her powers on it. Instead she turned to the side and gagged. Her dark eyes slid shut as shudders wracked her body. I drew my sword, turned and ran at it. I slashed through the Reanimant’s neck, claiming its head. The pieces fell to the ground and disintegrated into dust. Beside Nova, Tabitha stepped up and waved her hand over the arena. The hole came together like pieces of a puzzle, one rock at a time, until it closed completely, blocking out the rest of the Reanimants.

      Nova stumbled to the front once more. She pressed the back of her gloved hand to her deep red lips. She turned toward Tabitha. “They’re so gross. So gross.”

      I arched an eyebrow and glanced at the competitors around me as they hid their smirks. A Queen of Death who found Reanimants gross. How odd. Tabitha leaned in and whispered in her ear.

      Nova waved her hand to stop her, her white-blonde hair falling in straight stands down to her waist, it wavered with each nod of her head. “I’m fine, I’m fine.”

      She sucked in a breath and pushed her shoulders back, then glanced down directly at me and to my utter shock mouthed two words…Thank you. I inclined my head ever so slightly. You’re welcome. When she looked away I swung my gaze toward the crowd hoping to search out Blackwing. Did he see that? When my eyes locked onto his crimson stare, I found both his eyebrows raised in shock. I knew he had seen it.

      Nova lifted her hand and cleared her throat. The area went silent. “The following are the standings for the Knights.” She waved her arm toward the Jumbotron and our names lined up like sports stats. I gaped at it with wide eyes. My name was at the top.

      “Tucker, step up and take a bow,” the announcer demanded like some kind of resonant invisible presence.

      Instead I stepped back among the others who had helped me out of that cave. I motioned to the people at my side. “Couldn’t have done it without their help.”

      Grayson stepped forward, waving to the crowd. “It’s true, it’s true.” He gave them a fangy smile. For a moment I thought he was about to take a bow, but he just turned in a slow circle. He ate up the limelight with a wide smile.

      Beckett and the noble elf, Ashryn, gave tight-lipped nods, each seemingly happy to take the cheers but not as much of a crowd-hog as Grayson. Adrienne the Demi-Greek stepped in closer to Beckett’s side. Her toe caught on the back of her jeans and she stumbled nearly falling on her face a moment before she caught herself on his shoulder. But the biggest shock of all was Brax the towering tiger shifter. His cheeks turned red and he ducked his head then gave a single wave, then dropped his arm loosely at his side.

      “Nevertheless,” Nova continued, “these standings are for only one round. There are two more.”

      Tabitha stepped up. Her wild curls surrounded her mocha skin, giving her a wind blown witchy look. A bright wide smile spread across her face. “For your next Trial you will have to be cunning. You will need strength and teamwork to get to the prize.”

      She waved her hand and Niche’s still-sleeping form appeared above the arena. Her arms were spread wide and her hair billowed out as though she were floating in a pool rather than mid-air. Again the surge of brotherly protection I felt toward her came toward the forefront of my mind. This was how I would feel about the next Queen: protective, purposeful. Yes, I’d been forced into a position I didn’t want. But I would work my hardest to help Evermore anyway I could.

      “For the next challenge you will be tasked with finding our dear friend, Niche. The top eight contestants to come close to finding her will move to our final round. Don’t forget, you still have the crystals around your neck should you chose to leave this Trial. For now, welcome to the next challenge.”

      The world around me wavered and spun. Dizziness like I’d never known flooded my system. I pressed my hand to my head as I stumbled forward. While I battled the vertigo I noted the competitors next to me weren’t faring much better. They too stumbled around as though drugged. Some fell to the ground, sprawled out like starfish on a beach, their eyes dazed. All around me the arena spun like a top, and the patrons seeped together in one big blur. Weightlessness overcame me, the way it did when I flew. Except this time I had no control. Then the ground rushed to my face. I barely had time to put my hands out before I landed flat on my stomach with a mouth full of grass.

      I rolled onto my back. “Damn it.” Nausea churned my stomach.

      “I agree.” Beside me Beckett coughed into his fist. “That sucked.”

      When I glanced to the side, fields of green stretched as far as the eye could see. Blue skies drifted along with them just as far as the fields went. Then one by one vines erupted from the ground and wound each other like snakes in a pit. They twisted and curved upward, creating a wall that began only ten feet away from me but ran for miles. Leaves unfurled over the swirling vines, filling in any gaps that I might have been able to crawl through. Then tropical purple flowers bloomed all over it, just like the one Tabitha had in her hair.

      “Where are all the other competitors?” I murmured.

      As far as I could see, Beckett and I were the only ones there. Beckett glanced down one side of the impossibly thick wall of shrubs and then the other. “I suspect we’ve been split up for a reason.” He looked me up and down. “I wonder why they’ve put us together?”

      “Whatever the reason might be, standing here thinking about it isn’t going to get us anywhere.” I put my hands on my hips and leaned back on my heels to peer up at the wall. “I’ll fly over, see what I can find.”

      Beckett reached out and clapped his hand down on my shoulder. “You think it’ll be that easy?”

      I shrugged him off. “Only one way to find out.” I knew the rules stated that I couldn’t shift completely, but I was eager to try my newfound talent. I forced my inner burn out from my back and wings erupted through the burned holes in my shirt. I focused my power on each of them, containing them so they wouldn’t ignite my shirt.

      Beckett staggered back with wide eyes. “Not bad.”

      I shrugged. “For a bird, you mean?”

      “Sure, we can go with that.” Beckett pointed at the wall of foliage. “Let’s see how far you get.”

      Challenge accepted! I leapt up, then pumped my wings. Even as a phoenix I couldn’t fly this quickly. The wind rustled my hair. The smell of fresh clean air invaded my lungs. I could see that there wasn’t just a wall of plant-life, but a maze. For a moment it looked like the overgrown hedges formed an intricate pattern. Then a mist rolled across it and everything shifted and moved. It’s alive!

      I swooped in intending to investigate closer, to see if I could spot Niche’s fire engine hair anywhere. The invisible barrier came up on me like a mac truck. I slammed into it and was hurled back. I flipped and spun backwards until I regained control of my wings. Then I glided closer with caution hoping not to slam directly into it. With a tentative hand I reached out and felt the magic swirl around my fingers. It was like having sparks of electricity tingle over my skin.

      When I slowly pushed my hand forward, the magic wall gave just a fraction before shoving me back out. This is going to be interesting.

      “Tucker!” Beckett called from below me as he waved his arms for my attention.

      I dove straight toward the ground. When I got close enough to Beckett I shoved my wings out and forced my legs down to land gently next to him. “What’s up?”

      “Look.” He brought his hands together, cupping one on top of the other.

      A blue sphere formed at the center. He pulled his arms apart and twisted them, making the sphere larger. With in the sphere a watery rippling effect divided the air and soon I was standing before another portal. But when he pushed the portal toward the hedges it closed so quickly I nearly missed it just from blinking.

      He stood back with wide eyes he surveyed the vast emptiness. “It’s got to be magically enforced so no competitors can port directly to Niche.”

      “Can’t fly overhead either.”

      “That means there’s only one way in.” He looked toward the hedge. “Except I don’t see it.”

      The bushes swarmed and created an opening every ten feet. I threw my hands up. “Great, which opening’s the right one?”

      “Uh, Tuck. We need to decide which one to take fast.” Beckett pointed down at our feet.

      The grass receded to a smooth rock trench. Water seeped up through the ground and began to form a mote around the maze as we spoke. It rose up past the soles of my shoes, then flooded over the steel-toed tips of my combat boots in mere seconds.

      “Let’s move.” I ran for the closest entrance to the maze, pumping my arms. With each step I took the water rose, it splashed up into my eyes. My heart thundered in my chest. I sucked in deep breaths as the water rose to my waist. My muscles burned with the exertion it took to slog through the rushing tide.

      “Is the entrance moving further away?” Beckett called. The flood had risen up to our necks already.

      Yes, yes it is. Shit! “Just keep pushing, we’ll make it.”

      But my legs swept out from under me. In the distance I heard the boom of a cannon. Another competitor had dropped out. I kicked my legs out and swam against the rapid current even as it pulled me further down. It dragged me under and I sucked in a mouth full of water. Then I fought my way to the surface, sputtering and spitting water. Before I could catch my breath, I was sucked back under. Beckett flailed his arms and legs while he fought to get to the surface for breath. With a single kick I was at his side. I grabbed onto his upper arm, then swam further down to get my footing against the river bed. The salty water stung my eyes, but I needed to find something to push off from.

      Up ahead I spotted a boulder just big enough it might work. I planted my feet against it and shoved off. My lungs burned for breath as I drove Beckett toward air. My head breached the surface and I sucked in a deep breath.

      Beckett gulped down oxygen. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” How we went from a puddle to rushing rapids, I didn’t know. The river banked to the left. Stone walls rose up three feet over the water, holding all the hedges that loomed over us. It was the Venice of mazes, and we were being swept into it without any chance of controlling our route. I reached out to grab on to a stray branch, but the leaves slipped through my fingers.

      “We need to find our own way through the maze. We can’t just go along like this!’

      “I’d rather walk.” Beckett sputtered water and glanced forward. “What is that?”

      The river rushed straight into a giant swirling pool surrounded by wall-like hedges. An eerie feeling of unease settled into the pit of my stomach. A memory tickled the back of my mind, something I’d learned as a child. Then it hit me.

      “Swim!” I shouted as I forced myself against the tide.

      “What’s happening?” Beckett didn’t hesitate. He matched each of my strokes. Water sloshed up in waves. For a moment we swam in place, making no progress against the current.

      “Charybdis! It’s Charybdis!” The muscles in my arms and legs burned with exhaustion. I could barely speak.

      “Your wings?” Beckett gasped out.

      “Fire wings in rapids…I think not.” Again I reached for a limb, and again it slipped through my grasp, tearing my skin. “Your magic?”

      “In rapids…I think not.” His blond hair was slicked back from his face in messy tatters. His eyes were wide and his skin was a pale shade of green. At this rate we would drown before we even faced the monster. We could fight the tide and ultimately end up exhausted and eaten or we could face the beast. “I.” Gasp. “have.” Spit water. “A plan.”

      Beckett swam closer to me. “Yeah?”

      I stopped swimming and let the rapids carry me toward the swirling pool of water. “Face Charybdis…Try to avoid the teeth.”
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      “The teeth?” Beckett called after me, but it was too late.

      The current swept me away. When I twisted into the whirlpool I caught on the outer row of three sets of teeth. The rushing water pinned me to them. The teeth lined up in a large circle, row after row of jagged pillars. Water billowed around them, each one waiting to catch my skin or cut me in two.

      We were in the mouth of Charybdis, a monster of legend. A giant worm like creature that sucked in water causing a funnel we were now trapped with in. We had been drawn down its fanged gullet. Who knew where the vast tunnel led? Perhaps a stomach filled with acid, ready to digest any morsels of food that were swept their way. And right now we were looking like its next meal.

      Beckett swept past me and shot to the other side of the whirlpool before he caught himself on a tooth. “Now what?”

      “Hold on!”

      “Hold on? Is that all you’ve got?” Beckett rolled his eyes and called a ball of energy to his palm. “I’m going to blow this thing up if you don’t have a better plan.”

      Flames wouldn’t work in the rapids, but my sword alone might do what I needed it to. I summoned one of my swords to my hand and with the other I clung to the tooth like it was a lifeline.

      My plan was no better. The only way we weren’t going to end up as lunch was if we killed the beast. “Piss it off, blow it up…then light it on fire.”

      “Yes, let’s just anger the hungry beast…Are you insane?” He slammed his fist down into the water as he railed at me.

      “Maybe.” But what choice did I have? If we died, then all this would be for nothing. It wasn’t in me to give up once I started something. I’d fight for this, for the win, for the Queens…For Evermore.

      I let go and dove to toward the root of the tooth, then let the tide carry me toward the center of the whirlpool. I stabbed my sword as deep as I could into it’s gums. Crimson blood mixed with the water, a cloud of darkness spread all around, I could barely see through. I felt a powerful tremor ripple through the water. The beast flung its body up!  The direction of the current reversed without warning. I thrashed through the tide back past the rows of teeth. For a moment I thought I’d succeeded in freeing us and then I went weightless.

      I flew through the air with the water spraying from its mouth. My arms pinwheeled while I flew into the air. Its body thrashed around. I shot out of its mouth, hurdling back up toward it’s teeth. My back smacked against one rock-like tooth and knocked the wind from my lungs. Pain radiated up my shoulders and down my legs. Charybdis thrashed from side to side, it’s angry bellows filled the air. I peered down it’s throat into the black whole.

      A giant wormlike creature with unending rows of teeth. Another powerful gush of water propelled me upward, past the teeth, back into open air inside a fine mist of vomited water. I was high, high above the maze, my arms flailing in the air. Beckett yelled beside me. I saw the serpentine head of Charybdis now, which had risen from its wet nest near the corner of the maze. I had no choice but to let gravity draw me back towards its gnashing head. But I wasn’t going to be lunch for this thing.

      I stabbed my sword into its gums, narrowly avoiding its teeth. Gripping the hilt tightly, I now found myself dangling hundreds of feet above the maze, engulfed in the hot breath of the groaning worm. In the distance I thought I spotted a flash of red amongst the green labyrinth, but I was heaved upward, tossed like a rag doll through the air. Beckett lost his grip and began to drop toward the distant hedges.

      I forced my wings out of my back. I might not be able to fly over the maze, but I might be able to fly within its constraints. I flapped my wings, dive-bombing toward him. I caught him around the ankle. Just before his head smacked the ground.

      He glanced up at me. “Nothing like waiting until the last second.”

      “Now would be a good time to fire!”

      Charybdis swung its thick, worm-like body around. Antennae of all shapes and sizes riddled its dark body. Rows of eyes followed each of my movements like a hawk. When it opened its mouth and lunged toward us I dodged its attempt to make us its snack.

      “Sure, piss it off, he says, then we kill it, he says. Did you happen to mention it was a twenty-story monster who wanted to eat us!” Beckett gathered a ball of light into his hand and fired it at the side of the monster.

      It wavered and roared even louder. I swooped down and dropped Beckett on the ground just next to the hedges surrounding the pool, far enough away from the monster to be able to see its incredible size. “Keep hitting it.”

      “What are you gonna do?” He fired off another energy ball and a chunk of the beast exploded outward, deep red blood pouring from the wound.

      I summoned my other sword and forced the flames to run down my arms and across the blades. “These should do well in his neck.”

      I shot up into the air on my wings. When I reached to just under its gigantic open mouth I landed on it while holding one of the antennae for balance. I reared up and drove my blades straight down. Blood welled around my blades as I pierced its thick hide. When I pumped my wings they propelled me forward to run around the beast’s neck. All the while I dragged my burning swords. The flames shot out of them going well past the length of my swords so they would cut through like blow torches.

      My feet slipped in the watery slime coating its reptilian skin, yet I didn’t give up. Instead I relied heavily on my wings to drive me forward. It thrashed wildly, nearly knocking me sideways. Violent waves sloshed up and its mouth opened in a deafening roar. Below, Beckett fought to keep his footing on the ledge next to the pool. The fierce tide swirled over it rising to his knees as he threw one burning blue energy ball after another.

      When I reached my starting point connecting my cut straight around his neck I expected his head would slide right off. I pushed back from his thick hide and landed beside Beckett.

      He shoved the soaking hair from his face. “Was that supposed to work?”

      Rivets of crimson ran down from the incision. I canted my head to study the monster. A gapping hole appeared on the side of his neck. “As many energy balls as you can to the right side of his head, now!”

      Beckett didn’t hesitate. He fired in rapid succession, one ball after another. I followed up with my own fireballs. Explosions of brightest fire-reds and deep magical blues fanned out like fireworks. Charybdis stilled and held its body straight up in the air to tower over us. Then its head shifted to the side, sliding free of its body. Blood and slime clung to the two pieces as they began to tumble toward the river.

      I turned to Beckett with wide eyes. For the first time during the trials panic froze me in place. Charydbis’ head and body crashed down to the water and a tidal wave loomed over us. I had a second to suck in one last breath before it swept us up and carried us further into the ever-shifting maze.
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      “Cut off its head, he says, hit it with fireballs, he says, hold on to its teeth, he says. Are you happy with yourself?” Beckett shrugged out of his sodden tailored leather jacket and threw it to the ground. “We almost died.”

      I took one of my boots off and dumped the pond of water that was in it onto the ground. “What else would you like to have done? Become a small yet unfulfilling snack for Charybdis?”

      “I don’t know what I would’ve rather we done, but that was not it.” He stood over me with his hands on his hips as I emptied my other boot.

      “We lived, we didn’t drop out with these little charm necklaces—” I flicked the crimson crystal around my neck. “—and we killed a monster. Now all we have to do is find Niche. Are you coming with me or not?”

      “And leave the number one player? I think not.” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      I tugged my boot back on and laced them up as tight as I could. When I stood straight, meeting Beckett’s ice blue eyes, my boots squished beneath me. There was no way I was going to walk around soaking wet. I let my inner body temperature rise just enough dry up the water soaking my clothing. Steam rose off of my body and I couldn’t help but give Beckett a half-smile as I dried myself right before him.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      I called a flame to the palm of my hand. “Your turn?”

      He shook his head. “I prefer to stay away from third degree burns.” He waved his hands over his body and little droplets of water seeped from his clothing and evaporated.

      “Suit yourself.” I shrugged. In the distance the cannon boomed once more. We stood silent. I gazed off into the unending maze knowing somewhere another competitor had fallen. Would that be me soon? I refused to believe it would. “How many is that?”

      “I don’t know, but one less that we have to worry about.” Beckett started forward between the narrow hedgerows.

      “Where are you going?” I fell into step beside him.

      “We need to find Niche and standing still isn’t going to get us any closer to her.” He turned at the first opening and kept on walking.

      “But you have no idea where you’re going.” I followed him around the next bend.

      He threw his hands up. “Like you do.”

      “When I was on that thing’s neck I thought I spotted her red hair in the center of the maze. Kind of looked like she was surrounded by something.” I glanced to the ground trying to remember what it was that I saw exactly, but it was hazy at best.

      Beckett stopped in his tracks. “Then how do you suggest we get to the middle of the maze if you can’t fly over it and I can’t portal through it? The way I see it, our feet are what’s going to take us forward.”

      Before I could open my mouth, a deafening scream carried over the hedges. I burst into a sprint, heading toward the sound. Beckett was hot on my heels. With each turn we took the maze shifted, the rustling bushes winding together. The wooden limbs cracked and reconnected as they came apart and back together. The sky began to shift from the lightest blue to the darkest gray and then black as night. The wind blustered against my chest, my muscles straight to fight against the wind. Yet I didn’t stop. I gritted my teeth and pushed harder, the way I did when I ran against my brothers all those years ago.

      I took a hard right turn and collided with a solid mass, knocking it back. When I looked down one of my competitors was sprawled out on his back fifteen feet away.

      His long, pitch-black hair fanned out behind his head as he sat up slowly. “Damn, phoenix, you pack a punch.”

      Though he was taller than me by about two inches and weighed at least fifty pounds more, I’d steamrolled him. His chubby cheeks jiggled as he rose. Behind him the wolf looked on with narrowed eyes. I bent down to help him to his feet and noted the big bear Guardian mark on his neck. When his hand enveloped mine, I knew he had the power to shift into a full-on black bear. He would have made short work of a long journey through the maze in that form, but in his regular humanoid shape he was slower and loping through this maze.

      I hoisted him up to his feet. “My bad.”

      “Why don’t you watch where you’re going,” the wolf growled.

      “Listen, pup, it was an accident. I wasn’t trying to plow him over.” I clapped the bear on the shoulder. “What’s your name?”

      “It’s Bradley.” He ran his hand over his thick hair.

      “And I’m Matt. We done with the introductions? Because I’m done waiting for this slow-poke,” the wolf sneered. He turned away from us and headed down the narrow path between the moving shrubbery. I held my hands in fists at my sides doing my best not to hit him.

      Beckett rolled his eyes. “I really hope that guy doesn’t make it to be a Knight, because I’d hate to work with him.”

      “And you’re going to make it?” I snickered and patted him on the shoulder before taking off after Matt, the obnoxious wolf.

      Beckett’s footsteps followed closely behind me, and even further back I heard Bradley’s heavy footfalls. Up ahead, bursts of light and the sound of a battle began to fill my ears. I readied my swords, about to leap into the fray, when I heard the distinct sound of a large body hitting the ground behind me.

      I pivoted on my heels in time to see Bradley flailing as he was dragged toward the swirling hedges. Beckett turned with me, he matched my pace stride for stride. More vines whipped out like snake tales, coiling around Bradley’s ankles and legs then dragged him back. He reached out toward me, his fingers straining to grasp onto something. I ran back and dove for him. Panic marred his features as the color leeched from his face. The hedges moved closer as the vines dragged him back.

      “Tucker!” he pleaded while straining for my hand.

      Before I could reach him, the hedges began to roll over him, swallowing him whole. He screamed, the veins bulging in his neck while the vines constricted around him. Beckett and I got to him as the vines crawled up his neck.

      “Touch the crystal, Bradley.” I yelled. “Just touch it!”

      But his hands were bound to his sides by the thick cords constricting him. His eyes rolled back in their sockets. Whether he fainted or was choked I didn’t know. I reached into the vines.

      Beckett yanked my arm back. “What are you doing?”

      “He’s going to die, Beck.” Again I reached forward.

      Beckett shoved me to the side. “You’ll be next.”

      “All I have to do it touch the crystal at his neck.” The red crystal called out to me like a beacon, just to touch it. I shoved forward and grabbed Bradley’s crystal. Bradley wants out! The cannon boomed and Bradley disappeared in front of me moments before his face was enveloped by the rampant foliage. A seeking vine wrapped around my wrist and yanked me forward into the shadows of the hedges. I swung out with my sword, hacking at the snaking vines, but with each slice a new one grew back.

      “I’m going to regret this later,” Beckett said through gritted teeth. He collected an energy ball in the palm of his hand and threw it forward, exploding the bush. The tangle around my wrist fell away just as Beckett grabbed my shoulder and hauled me back out of the way of another lashing vine. “Let’s go.”

      I sucked in a breath and nodded. “Thanks.”

      “Just go.” He took off toward the flashing lights and blasts. I turned to follow him getting ready for whatever I might face next. I skidded into the clearing and stopped dead, unable to comprehend the scene before me. I’m not ready for this.
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      At the center of the square enclosure, Niche floated above an altar placed between flaming torches. Her hair had that rippling water effect, and her arms drifted as though she were underwater. She was encased in a block of glowing air, a protective cube of magic.

      Chimeras circled around the steps of the raised altar. Several of the other competitors were held off by their monstrous bodies. Thick fur covered the lion from to top of his head down to the middle of his back. Muscles bulged from it’s body in all directions. With each step it took it’s claws clicked on the stone steps. They snarled and growled at any who dared come closer. I spotted Brax try to slip around them from behind, but the moment he did the chimera’s snake-tail struck out. Brax jumped back, the tail’s venomous fangs barely missed his midsection. The body of a lion and the tail of a cobra. It was going to be a hard fight. Heads you die, tails you die.

      Lightning forked out over the star-riddled sky. In the distance thunder rumbled. The turbulent weather reflected my inner turmoil. How was I going to get past the pack of chimeras and rescue Niche? Would the others survive if I did? Would I survive this unscathed?

      One competitor sprinted forward. With his speed he might have a chance. As he jetted by, I caught spots on his tan skin. Jaguar shifter? The light of the torches reflected off his black crew cut and olive-colored skin. He was small and agile like a ninja. Just when I thought I saw an opening in their ranks, the jaguar sprang forward between two of the four Chimera.

      An inch before he reached Niche a cobra-headed tail snapped out and latched into his thigh. He tilted his head back and screamed in agony. The lion roared and whipped its tail about. The jaguar flailed. Blood pouring from his leg. Then the chimera tossed him away like a house cat flinging a dead mouse aside. I swallowed and steeling my nerves against these beasts.

      They rubbed against each other the way a pack would in the wild, roaring and licking. All the while pacing around Niche. I shifted my weight back and stared at the sight before me. No amount of training could prepare me for this. My heart thundered in my ears, and sweat trickled down my lower back. I barely stopped my hands from shaking.

      Beckett glanced over his shoulder at me, then filled his hand with a glowing blue energy ball. “You ready for this?”

      The flames going down my swords flared higher. “Bring it on.”

      I flipped forward and twisting my body to hurdle over them. Beckett flung his energy balls one after another turning them into disks. He leapt from one to the other creating a staircase up and over the chimeras.

      I swung out with my sword and sliced the head of a cobra from its tail. The lion spun toward me and bared its teeth. It lunged forward about to strike. An arrow suddenly jutted from its eye. Ashryn! Yes! The lion’s tooth had caught my shirt, but now it ducked away, batting at its eye. My feet hit the ground and I spun toward Niche and sprinted up the stairs toward the altar. Beckett landed beside me.

      With his Vampire speed Grayson appeared from out of nowhere and sped to my other side. His hair was windblown and his cheeks colored from exertion. “Ready for this?”

      “Yeah.” I tightened my grip on my swords and waited for the chimeras to turn and follow us up to the altar.

      I darted forward, taking the stairs two at a time. When I reached the top, I dove into the magical field that protected Niche. I reached in and pulled her from her frozen suspended state and into my arms. On the other side of the altar, Brax wrestled with two chimeras, holding them apart by the throats. Cuts marred his torso and legs, yet he didn’t let go.

      “This way, Tuck!” Behind him, Adrienne looked like she was going to leap over the chimera. A the last second she tucked her shoulder and inexplicably rolled between the two chimera Brax held at bay. When she shot to her feet she peered around looking for me. “Come on, Tuck!” She waved me forward.

      Behind us the other two chimeras charged against Grayson and Beckett. I jumped down from the altar and ran toward Adrienne. The moment my feet hit the first step I felt the magic shift around me, the walls that had been holding us in before had dropped. One chimera swung its head and dug its teeth into Brax’s arm. His teeth elongated into tiger fangs as he screamed in agony. His hand dropped from the Chimera’s neck a second before I reached him.

      The chimera pivoted and shoved its tail towards Niche’s neck. I turned and shielded her with my body. The cobra-tail bit into my skin, I could feel the two deep punctures in the small of my back. I clenched my teeth as the venom seep into my blood and lit it on fire in ways I’d never felt. My knees buckled and hit the ground. I threw my hand over Niche’s head to protect her from the other chimera. Its breath tickled my neck and its teeth were an inch away from my skin when suddenly Grayson charged at it with his vampire speed while throwing his shoulder into its side. “Bad kitty!”

      The chimera went flying. The others took a step back and hesitated to charge at me. Beckett knelt down beside me. “Can you make it?”

      Sweat poured from my body, dripping off my chin and onto the gray stone steps. My hands shook around Niche. Her body was heavy in my arms. I sat back on my heels and handed her over to Beckett. “Get her out of here.” I pressed my hand to my back. My lungs seized up, making it hard for me to breath. “Portal now.”

      The moment her weight was lifted from my arms I fell over. The coolness of the stones seep into my skin. As a phoenix I couldn’t burn from any sort of fire. But the chimera’s venom felt like acid melting my veins. As I gazed up at the star-studded sky I couldn’t help but wonder, Is this what death feels like? Black dots swarmed my vision and the last thing I saw was Grayson’s pale face lingering over me and then…darkness.
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      “Wake up.” Pain exploded in my cheek, a second before the slapping sound vibrated around the room. “That ought to do it.” Grayson brushed his hands together.

      A dark snicker followed. “Wish I could’ve done that to him.”

      “You wish, pup.”  I pried my eyes open and my head lolled to the side. Every muscle in my body screamed as I hunched over in the plastic chair to rest my arms on my thighs. The fluorescent lights reflecting off the sterile white tile floor stung my eyes. Other chairs lined the rectangular beige walls of the room. A mirror covered most of one wall and at the other end a metal door sat at the center of the opposite wall. “Where am I?”

      “Challenge number three, I believe.” Ashryn, the noble elf, sat stiff as a board across from me. Her sandy-blond hair was tousled like she’d been to hell and back. Dirt marred her delicate face and hands. Dark smudges hung under her forest green eyes.

      I didn’t know the elf well, but there were a few things I could tell just from looking at her. The perfect posture she held and elegant motions told of royalty. She sat in the center of the chair with her back ramrod straight. No slouching, no leaning to the side with her legs crossed a the ankles. Her hands were folded in the center of her lap. Only years of etiquette training would produce that kind of perfection. Though she wore a graphic tee and jeans, I could tell they were made of the finest material.

      “But I lost.” A splitting headache shot through my skull, the aching went from the back of my neck up toward my eyes. I pressed my palms to my eyes.

      In a flash Gray moved from the other end of the room to sit by my side. “Oh yeah, but you see. You were a good lad and the Queens decided to offer you second place. And now here we are.” He motioned to the remaining competitors sitting around the room. “Challenge number three.”

      “Only four of us left? Where’s Beckett? Adrienne?” I pushed my hair out of my face and leaned back in the chair.

      Brax looked much worse for wear. He cradled his arm in his hands, yet I didn’t see any teeth or claw marks. He rested his head back against the wall. “The others went in.”

      “We’re the last four. This place is like a dog pound. Competitors go in but they don’t come out.” Grayson glanced toward Matt. “Better be careful, they might put you down, wolf.”

      “Very funny.” Matt bared his teeth and growled.

      “Aww aren’t your baby teeth cute?” Grayson turned toward him and slowly extended his fangs. “I do believe mine are bigger than yours.”

      Just when I thought things couldn’t get any weirder, Niche strolled through the door.

      “Gentleman, let’s put them away, shall we? No use comparing the length of your teeth. After all, its the bite that matters, isn’t it?” Her bright red hair was pulled up high into a tight bun. She pushed her wide-rimmed glasses up on her tiny, pert nose as she approached me. “Tucker Brand, I presume.”

      She extended her hand to me, and I quickly took it. “That’s right.”

      “Well, I must say your performance has been impressive.” She dropped my hand. “I do hope you survive the next one.”

      “Um, thank you?” I turned my head to the side and met Grayson’s eyes. He gave me a palms-up shrug.

      She held up her clipboard. “Mister Matt. You’re next.”

      Matt rose to his feet and gave me a smirk. “I’ll see you on the other side, bird.”

      “I’ll be sure to keep some dog treats handy, pup.” I made a show of patting my pocket. The door clicked shut behind him and I couldn’t help but wonder if I would see him again. I prayed I didn’t. I’d been forced into this life, but I might quit if I had to work next to that guy.

      I turned towards Brax. “You okay?”

      “Yeah, the witches, they, ah, healed me.” He held his arm up. “Still a bit sore. How are you feeling?”

      Like I got hit by a truck…twice.  “I’m okay.” I rose to my feet and walked over to the mirror that looked like a window. I rapped my knuckles against it.

      “I suspect it’s two-way glass.” Ashryn tilted her head back and looked at the glass as though she could see right through it. “I also suspect we have an audience.”

      The elf held secrets behind her calm exterior. Their species was one of myth and legend. Little was known about them aside from their abilities with a bow, and their lives were steeped in earthen magic even the witches dared not try to harness.

      I pressed my hand to the cool glass. Are you enjoying the show? All my life I’d been watched, judged. This was noting new, except now I felt like I was in a fish tank.

      “I doubt they’ll say anything to us.” Grayson came to stand beside me. “This is the last bit for us. Personally, I wouldn’t mind working with you.”

      “Likewise, vampire.” I nodded to him. “Wouldn’t be so—”

      Boom! A cannon blast roared, shaking the room. Tiny bits of dust rained down from the ceiling. I exchanged nervous glances with Brax, Grayson, and Ashryn. “Guess the wolf didn’t make it.”

      Brax crossed his arms over his barrel-like chest. “Question is, what did they do to him to make him grab this thing?” He held up the orange crystal hanging from his neck.

      I shook my head. Indeed, what would make a fierce competitor drop out in the last challenge? Especially the wolf, he was hard headed and tough. Did they torture him it his breaking point or use their magic on him in ways he couldn’t stand? A nervous ball sunk into my stomach. Yet I would face this and anything else they threw at me, to do my duty for Evermore…for the human. “I’ll find out soon en—”

      The steel door clicked open and Niche walked in once more. “Tucker Brand. They’re ready for you.”

      I turned toward her and put my hands on my hips. “What to tell me what’s going to happen in there?”

      “Sometimes, Mister Brand, we do not know what challenges we are about to face or what’s expected of us. All we can do is our best. And frankly—” She pushed her glasses up her nose, then held the clipboard to her chest. “—I’d like to be done with this. I have lots of work to do back at the school and I need to return soon. So if you’ll please follow me.”

      So she’s a teacher? Everything makes sense now. None of the Queens had been put in danger, only their teacher. It was a precaution any mentor would’ve taken. Hell, I could picture Blackwing doing the same. She turned on her heels and walked out the door. With one last look over my shoulder I nodded to the others. “Be seeing you.”

      I followed closely behind Niche, down one beige hallway after another. If I didn’t know any better I’d say we were in a high school and I just left the detention room. The kind I’d seen on human television. They must’ve used their magic to shift the arena setting once more…right? “Are we still in the arena

      “We are exactly where we need to be.” She didn’t turn around, didn’t stop. Only held her shoulders back and kept on going.

      My heart thundered in my chest. The mark on my neck smoldered its warning. The hall was lined with identical black doors, one after another. At the end stood a single red one.

      Niche paused and turned toward me. “How are you feeling, Mister Brand?”

      “It’s Tucker, and I feel fine.” I feel like hell. My whole body ached with every move I made and I suspected the puncture wounds on my back opened up. I could feel small trickles of blood running down my skin.

      “Indeed.” She made a note on her board. “And how about now? Do you feel any different?”

      Why is she looking at me like I…Oh, what is that smell?

      I sucked in a breath through my nose. The scent of cinnamon and hot chocolate wafted over me. I closed my eyes, relishing that sweetness. It reminded me so much of home. “What’s that smell?”

      “Exactly what do you smell?” She leaned in closer.

      My eyes rolled back as I sucked in another flavorful breath. “Hot chocolate and cinnamon.”

      “Interesting.” She reached forward and opened the door wide, then waved me through. “Please go in.”

      My feet moved of their own accord. I felt like I was floating on a cloud. “Thank you.” My voice sounded weird even to my own ears, sleepy almost.

      “I don’t think you should thank me, Mister Brand. Perhaps afterward.” Without another word she turned away, and walked back down the never-ending hall.

      “Hmm, yes … What?” I turned to say, but she was gone. The scent was intoxicating and lulled me into a sense of comfort I hadn’t felt in years.

      “Close the door, Tucker.” The words were so simple, yet I found myself lunging to close the door as quickly as possible. It slammed shut with a loud band.

      “Please come in, Tucker,” a sweet voice called out to me, beckoning to me.

      I drifted forward into another room. A large plush couch ran the length of the wall, its crimson coloring enticed me to sit, to be comfortable, to relax. I shook my head. When did I ever relax? Still, I sat down and sunk into it, like sinking into a pillow.

      “Hello, Tucker.” Serrina’s sultry voice lulled me into a stupor.

      “Hello, Serrina.” I gave a single clumsy wave. My movements were slow, so unlike me.

      I could understand why Serrina was the Queen of Desires. Everything about her was enchanting in some way. Her blond streaked hair hung down past her shoulders and fell around her soft oval face. Even her eyes drew me in, a vivid emerald with flecks of topaz in them. And yet I felt something deep within my chest resisting everything about her. I rebelled the hold she was gaining around me. She was lovely as ever, a true beauty with a hard edge that was reflected in her style. Tight leather leggings and a bright white shirt that read wild child.

      “Would you care for some food?” She waved her hand and a table laden with all my favorite foods appeared.

      Peaches. I shook my head. “I prolly ssshhhhhouldn’t.” Is that my voice?

      “Oh, come now.” She crawled up on the couch next to me. “A little snack won’t hurt you. Try the peach.”

      How did she know? She snagged one off the table and brought it to her nose and took in a deep breath. “It smells amazing. You want it, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      She leaned in closer, her decadent chocolate scent wrapping around me. “Take it, you know you want to.” I never wanted to take anything so badly in my life.

      I locked my hands at my sides. My fingers twitched to grab that peach from her. But deep down I knew it’d cost me something dear. What? I didn’t know. All I could see was her. Her smile, her scent, her eyes all reeled me in.

      I shook my head. “Can’t.”

      “Excuse me?” She tilted her head to the side. “But you want it.”

      “I know.” I nodded. All my life I’d hidden emotions I felt, stayed away from things I wanted. I had so much self control even I felt that no one really saw me.

      “Why won’t you take it?” She tossed it up and down, catching it each time.

      My eyes locked onto her movement and followed the peach, like a dog would follow a piece of food. “Because you want me to.”

      Her cherry lips titled up in a half-smile. “Oh, you are stubborn, Tucker. I’d heard as much.” She leaned over and placed the peach down on the table. “But is fruit what you really want?”

      The room shifted around me and suddenly I was back at my childhood home, sitting in the study adjoining my room. Before me a fire crackled in the hearth. I loved the way the flames moved to my whims. As a child I’d make them waver and flicker all night long. The white marble surrounding it glittered in the dark. Shelves of books lined the walls, their smell mixed in with that homey cinnamon chocolate scent that clung to the air. A smile broke out over my face.

      “Yes, I could tell this is what you—” She leaned in even closer, her lips only a breath away from my ear. “—desired most.”

      Yes, this is what I desire… The mark on my neck smoldered to an uncomfortable degree. I pressed my fingers to it and ignored the burning. A large smile spread across my face and I slowly blinked up at her. “This is nice.”

      “You know what else would be nice?” Her beauty, her voice, everything about her was appealing.

      I tilted my head back to rest it on the couch, and then I locked eyes with hers. “What’s that?” I reached out to run my fingers over her hair but they fell limply to the couch just before I could touch her.

      “I think you should give me a little kiss.” Her fingers brushed my cheek. “You want that.”

      I do? The desire for her was there, flooding my system. “Do I?”

      Again she tilted her head to the side and narrowed her eyes at me. “Yes, you do.” Her magic swirled around us, brushing against my skin and face. I’d never felt so relaxed, so open in all my life.

      I leaned in, my lips were a breath away from hers. I wanted to take her mouth with mine, to taste that sweet scent and feel those plump red lips under mine. I sucked in a breath about it go the rest of the way when something in me hesitated. Since when did I take what I wanted? “I don’t think I do, though. Somethings missing. But, my gods, you are beautiful.”

      I looked her up and down, waiting to feel an unstoppable need for this girl. She was gorgeous and strong, everything I could desire most. But I’d never followed my own desires before and I wouldn’t start now. “You’re very sexy. Did you know?” I was babbling, saying things I’d never say if I’d been myself.

      She slouched back next to me her shoulder brushing mine. “Missing?”

      “Yep, big yep. Huge yep. Missing.” Why was I talking so much? This wasn’t me, the phoenix I was. This was someone else, some kind of potion-sick, version of myself. I staggered to my feet. “I don’t want this.”

      “Yes, you do.” She punctuated each of her words, and with each syllable I felt the power roll over me.

      This time my mark flared and sent flames through my veins. Smoke rose off my skin but I didn’t care. “No.” I smacked my hand over the mark on my neck, trying to calm it down. “I have to get out of here.”

      “No, you have to stay.” So much power, so much influence. Oh if I stay…my mind wandered down a long road of visions of all the ways I could kiss this girl. Of all the ways I desired to kiss her. I shook my head, trying to clear away the foggy haze of desire I felt for her.

      I swayed on my feet and peered around the room trying to find something to ground me in the moment. There were subtle differences to how I remembered my beloved study. Books I’d organized were out of place, the carpet that had once been white was now a deep cream color, even the flickering of the fire was different. “This isn’t my house.”

      She pursed her lips. “It is.”

      “Something is wrong.” I stabbed my hands into my hair and paced. “Why am I here?” I had to remember, it was important, life-changing. But what was it?

      “We’re just hanging out together.” She crossed her legs and patted the seat next to her. “Come sit down. Touch me.”

      “Touch you.” Yes, I wanted to touch her so badly, to feel her silky hair between my fingers.

      She nodded up at me and reached her hand out. “Kiss me, Tuck.”

      I leaned up on my toes and nearly fell forward onto her mouth. “Yes, I want to kiss you.”

      A large smile broke out over her face. “Do it, please. I want you to.”

      “You want me to?”

      “More than anything.” She tilted her chin up, offering her sweet plump lips to me.

      God help me, I took a step toward her and froze. “No.” I forced myself back. “I.” Another step. “Will.” My back pressed against the stone mantle. “Not.”

      The heat of the flames seeped into my skin and I ate it up. Soon they rose up, forming a wall between she and I. Flames licked at my skin and face. I summoned them to wrap about my fingers. I twirled them like a piece of string in my hand. Each scorch reminded me of who I was. There was only one way I was going to remember exactly why I was there. One thing left for me to do. I needed to wipe it all clean, burn until there was nothing left but me. I held my hands out to my sides and summoned the flames all around my body.

      Serrina leapt to her feet. “Come out of there.”

      Among the burning cinders, everything became so clear. My purpose there, what I was born to do, and where I was now. All my life I’d controlled my inner most desires, forgoing what I wanted for the greater good. This moment was no different. “Say please.”

      Her jaw slackened. “What?”

      “I said, say please. Serrina Darling, Queen of Desire.” I let my fingers play with the flames. Though they had started as an illusion, they were all mine to control now. And control them I did. I let them lick up my legs and over my arms. They cleansed me of the influence she had over me.

      “You remember?” She raised a disbelieving eyebrow.

      “I do.” I stepped out of the flames and waved my hand to make them die down. “Now let’s change this whole room back to the way it was, shall we?”

      “Fine.” She stomped her foot and stuck out her bottom lip in a pout. With the wave of her hand the room shifted once more. There were only two hard plastic chairs side by side in a windowless one door room. “How did you resist? No one ever does.”

      “Because I was born to be a Knight,” I said with absolute certainty. “And not one of you will tempt me from my duties. I see you all as sisters I need to help protect. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      She rolled her eyes. “So you’re sure you’re a Knight?”

      I nodded. “I am.”

      The door burst open and Niche strolled in. “So am I.”
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      “Citizens of Evermore! Please rise for your Knights!” The announcer screamed into the microphone so loud the area vibrate. The crowd went wild, cheers and high-pitched whistles stung my ears. My face was big as day on the Jumbotron and I wanted nothing more than to walk out of there and ignore the fanfare. I looked up toward the Witch Queen’s box, all three thrones were empty. Where are they? My first ten minutes on the job and I’ve lost them.

      The excitement was palpable all around me. For ten years I’d waited for this moment, ten years of training, missing my family, missing life and now here I stood at the center of it all. I’d come in first in two of the three challenges and second in the third. There would be a place for me among the Knights I just knew it. We’d planned for this, to achieve the Knighthood, but now there was no plan. No director or path I was forced into. Yes, I’d be a Knight but none of my training ever prepared me for what came next. In the moment standing at the center of the arena I felt…free.

      A large bubble floated down from the ceiling, hues of pink and blue shimmered around it. It landed just in front of me and the child in me had the desire to reach out and pop it. I held my hands firmly at my sides. The bubble popped and tiny speckles of glittery dusk fell to the floor revealing Niche. Though she’d been at the center of the trial she didn’t change her clothing or make a fuss. She simply stepped up in that white lab coat and waved for the crowd to quiet down. A hush fell over them and she cleared her throat. Then she held a microphone up to her mouth. “After the three trials have been completed the decision has been made for the follow Guardians to rise to Knighthood.”

      There was only about eleven of us left, and we stood in a loose group spread out and watched the crowd. I imagine this is what famous stars felt like when they walked the red carpet. Overwhelmed, shocked, and grateful for the love they’d been shown by their fans. I was grateful to be here standing among the last few Guardians, each one of them deserved a place with the Knights. I glanced up at the Jumbotron and there was my face larger than life. I didn’t smile didn’t show an ounce of emotion yet my insides rolled with excitement, nervous, and wonder. What would happen next?

      She looked over her shoulder at the small group standing around me. “When I call your name please step up.”

      This was it, this was actually happening. I couldn’t stop from tapping my thigh with my hand. Jittery nervous ran all over my body. Ten years of hard work and it all came down to this one moment…

      “Beckett Dust.”

      The high-pitched wail of young women filled the arena. Screens of ‘I love you Becks’ filled the air. When I looked over my shoulder at him I pressed my lips together fighting not to laugh. Beckett stepped up and gave a single wave, his face was a mask of indifference. Yet I could see that muscle in his jaw tick with annoyance. I raised my hands and clapped them together. Beckett had worked just as hard as I had and he deserved this. Deserved to be a Knight.

      Niche snapped her fingers calling the attention back to her. “Grayson Shade.”

      He threw his hands up. “Yes! That’s right ladies, that’s right.” He winked then waved as though this was the greatest show on earth and he was it’s star. We’d gotten off to a rocky start and I had to admit I didn’t like the little leech at first but his larger than life personality was growing on me. Again I clapped my hands for him and didn’t bother to hide the chuckle I felt.

      “Oh please Mister Shade.” Niche rolled her eyes. “Next we have Ashryn Bowen.”

      The elf didn’t smile didn’t wave, she simply gave a regal bow. Nothing more nothing less. Ashryn was an interesting choice, she’d be cold, calculating, and never let her emotions get in the way. Very much like me. Niche arched and eye brow at her. “Moving on, Brax Cotovavich.”

      Bright red flooded his cheeks and he ducked his head. Then rubbed his hand over his tight crew cut hair. Talk about the giant softy. He shifted from one foot to the other and gave a single wave. “Thank you.”

      Each one of them deserved the positions they were being offered. Whether they were happy about it, I didn’t know. But I was happy for all of them. As the name were dwindling down I could see the disappointment on the faces of those who hadn’t been called yet. They kicked at the ground, shuffled from one foot to the other and there was not one smile in sight from any of them.

      Niche adjusted the microphone in her hand. “Adrienne Bold.”

      A wide grin broke out across Adrienne’s face. She stepped next to Brax and lifted her arm to wave to the roaring crowd. “Yes. Thank you.” When she turned to wave to the other side of the arena she flung her hand straight back into his face, smacking him in the eye.

      “Ohhhh.” The spectators flinched back in unison.

      Brax pressed his hand to his watering eye and smiled. “I’m good.”

      Adrienne only came up to his shoulder so she wrapped her arm around his waist. “I’m so sorry.”

      A light chuckle escaped my lips. Off to a good start. Brax smiled down at her. “I am fine.”

      Niche sighed. “Oh boy, on to the next one.” She glanced in my direction. “Last but not least I give you our lead Knight.”

      This was it, I held my breath knowing she’d call my name. A sense of peace I’d never known came over me as I waited for her to say it. Call my name Niche. I sucked in a breath and held it deep in my chest…waiting.

      “Tucker Brand!”

      My heart spike and I didn’t bother hiding my smile. Behind me the last three competitors melted into the shadows as they walked off the area floor. Would their families be disappointed in them the way mind would have been in me if I didn’t make it. What would they return too? I didn’t know, but I hoped now they would find what they were looking for.

      The deafening roar of the area astounded me. What could I do or say? I’d trained all my life for this position for this world. I gazed out finding Blackwing in the front row, clapping his hands and grinning from ear to ear. A single tear slid down his cheek and I raised my eyebrow at him. He waved me off and mouth, I’m proud of you.

      My chest bowed with emotion yet I didn’t let a single one of them show. I lifted one hand and gave a single wave. I’d fulfilled my family’s expectation of becoming a Knight, now the rest was up to me. Now it was my turn to choose what would happen next. That knowledge both excited and terrified me. I now had the power to choose where this path would take me. The world was counting on me to help bring Alataris’ rule to and end. Would that happen? I didn’t know, but I was damn sure going to give him as much hell as I could.

      Niche tilted the microphone in my direction. “Care to say anything?”

      I shook my head…I had no words. My throat was thick with emotion, anything I could possibly say In this moment was lost to how overwhelming this all was. I felt my life path click into place. I’d been forced into this, but standing at the center of it here and now surrounded by the other six Knights something deep with in me just felt…right. Finally!

      “Good, well that’s settled.” She pressed her glasses up her nose and looked out at the wild arena. “You all may go.”

      Thousands of eyes turned on her in shocked silence. She held her hands up. “What? This isn’t London we don’t do the sword on the shoulder thing.”

      A small pixie fluttered to the center of the area and landed on her shoulder. Her white hair draped over her face as she leaned in whispering in Niche’s ear. Her sparkling wings flutter with her every movement. Niche’s eyes went wide. “Oh right, I forgot.” She waved her hand at the group of us. “Evermore, I give you your Knights.”

      A mixture of laughter, claps, whistles and cheers echoed through out the stadium. Bright lights ran over us one at a time. It was all too much for me. I’d trained to become a Knight not a celebrity. Before I could turn and walk away Niche snapped her fingers once more. “Okay now you all may go.”

      She spun away from the fans and tossed the mic over her shoulder. When she faced us gave the barest hint of a smile I nearly chuckled. “Now, if you’ll all follow me.”

      The arena slowly began to clear. People zoomed up the aisles like ants in an ant farm. The deafening roar was no more, only the lingering hum of conversation. I stood in the center of it all, surrounded by a group of men and women I’d be working with indefinitely. “I have to say, I’m good with the way this turned out.”

      Grayson clapped me on the shoulder. “You mean with a vampire as your second-in-command?”

      “You wish, baby leech.” Beckett, who stood on his other side, bumped him with his shoulder. “Need I remind you I came in second.”

      “Do you know what they say about second place in Russia?” Brax stood across from me with his hands clasped behind his back and rocking from heel to toe.

      Beckett shook his head. “No, what’s that? Second place means you’re the first loser?”

      Brax chuckled as he shook his head. “Nyet, second place is the first one to be someone else’s bit—”

      “Gentleman.” Niche interrupted. “We have a great deal to do in a very little time.”

      Ashryn cleared her throat. “I agree. We do have things to tend to.”

      “I can’t wait.” Adrienne clapped her hands together. A daughter of Athena would no doubt help us. I couldn’t think of a better Knight to having standing against Alataris than a Demi-Greek.

      I clapped my hands together then rubbed them back and forth. “When do we get to meet the rest of the Queens?”

      She hesitated a moment, biting her bottom lip nervously. “You don’t, exactly.” She turned and called over her shoulder. “Come on.”

      This was a habit of hers, not answering questions and then walking away. It’d be something we had to work on in the future, because as the lead Knight I was going to have all my questions answered.

      “What do you mean, we don’t get to meet them?” I stomped up beside Niche while matching her stride as she wound her way down the tunnel we’d entered when the Trials started.

      “It’s complicated.” She turned again and headed down a smaller hallway.

      I kept pace with each of her steps. “Explain it to me.”

      When she reached a small doorway she ushered us into what looked like a boardroom. On one side of the table sat Serrina, Tabitha, and Nova, three of the five Witch Queens. On the other side were six empty chairs. Niche walked to the head of the table and motioned to the empty seats. “Knights, please sit.”

      With his vampire speed Grayson brushed past all of us to the first chair. “Has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? Knights.”

      I strolled in, taking the middle seat across from the Queens. I gave a slight bow. “Your Highnesses, a pleasure.”

      “You all must learn to address each other as equals.” Niche motioned to the girls sitting on the other side of the table. “Yes, they are the most powerful witches the world has seen in two hundred years. But you are the most powerful of your species as well. And if this is going to work, we need to be a team.”

      “I agree.” I rubbed the stubble on my chin. “Which is why I’d like to know where the other two Queens are. There are five casts of witches, and each cast has a Queen that I am sworn to protect with my life. So I’d like to know where they are.”

      The girls exchanged nervous glances. Finally Tabitha spoke up. “The fifth, Ophelia, Queen of Spells, has already fallen under King Alataris’ rule.”

      Dead silence. Like a bomb went off in the room. For one of the Queens to fall so early on was not a good sign. We were already starting off on the wrong foot.

      “Wait a second, the Trials are supposed to take place a week before the last Queen ascends. Are you telling me we don’t have a fifth Queen? We need all five Queens. History states—”

      “Technically in the past, the trials started before the last GOOD Queen ascends. Well we hope she’s good.” Niche pushed her glasses back up her nose. “If there’s anything that history has taught us over the last five Cycles it’s that even with all five Queens on our side it will be difficult to overthrow the Witch King.”

      “True, but Niche. We need a fifth Queen.” I lifted my hands motioning to the only three we had.

      “That’s why I convinced the Fallen to allow us to hold the trials early this cycle, there was no use waiting for the fifth witch to ascend when we already know she’s not on our side. So we did it before the fourth witch ascends. Simple enough.”

      Gray held his hand up. “Let me get this straight. Only three out of five Witch Queens have ascended and we still had the trials?”

      “Precisely.” She nodded. “But the fourth will Ascend in a little over a week. So let us focus on the Siphon Witch. We have lost our fifth Queen, but the fourth may not yet be lost to us.”

      My father would be appalled, he was steeped in traditions that he felt Evermore should uphold and here Niche was, changing a fundamental rule of the cycle because it just worked out better. Part of me admired her for her forward thinking, the other part of me wondered if this would work. In times past they’d followed the tradition closely only to fail in the end. Perhaps a bit of change wasn’t uncalled for.

      I sat forward in my chair and folded my hands on the table. “May not? What is going on here?”

      Nova swallowed and steepled her glove covered hands. “She might not know she’s a witch.”

      Beckett swore under his breath. “Might not?”

      “We just don’t know yet.” Nova’s white blond hair fell over she shoulder covering half her face like a curtain.

      I held up my hand. “Then what are you saying? How do we even handle something like this? Stroll up to a sixteen-year-old girl and say by the way you’re probably the most powerful witch in the world, want to join our team?”

      Niche pulled a group of papers off her clipboard and handed out one each.

      Brax’s brow furrowed. “What is this?”

      “These, my students, are your transfer papers.” She crossed her arms over her chest.

      Tabitha’s hands shook as she read the paper. “But the Queens have always gone to Evermore Academy.”

      Niche shook her head. “Not anymore you don’t. You’re all enrolled in high school…in New Jersey. It’s the only way for you all to build trust with the Siphon Witch.” She clapped her hands together and smiled as though this was a brilliant plan.

      For the first time Ashryn face was utter shocked. Her mouth hung open and eye bulged. Her normally cool exterior cracked before my eyes. “Me? In…high…school?”

      “Look, guys. I know this will be hard on all of you, but if we want to the Siphon Witch to join our side then we’re going to have to go to her home territory and wait for the right moment to tell her.” Niche put her hands on the table and leaned into them. “This has to be done.”

      “Wait a second, isn’t it going to look odd that a group of nine teenagers suddenly all transfer into the school at the same time? I mean we are going to have to act like we know each other if we’re going to befriend her.”

      Niche lowered her eyes and smirked to herself. “It wouldn’t appear odd if the whole school believed we’d been there for years now.”

      “Say what now?” Grayson leaned forward, his face alight with interest.

      “I’ve been working on a spell that’ll place you all with in the memories of the students and history of the school. According to all the people associated with that High School you all have been there for years, have been a solid group of friends for years. No one will think of you as the new kids and no will know you’re there just for the Siphon Witch.”

      “That’s bloody brilliant.” Grayson nodded his head and smiled.

      “Um, thank you.”

      “But…but we are protected by the Fallen at Evermore Academy.” Tabitha’s eyebrows drew high over her wide round eyes. “It’s safe from Alataris there.”

      The Fallen were rumored to be the oldest living beings to ever walk the Earth or Evermore. Their school would be the safest place for any supernatural. Their power was so great even the Greeks bowed to them.

      Niche nodded head. “You have the Knights now.”

      “No pressure,” Grayson mumbled.

      “We will keep you safe.” I looked down at the already printed student ID in my hand. Great… “I guess we’re going to high school.”

      I swallowed down my nerves. I was going to be in a school filled to the brim with human teenagers. If they were anything like they were on human television then this was going to be more of a challenge than I thought. I flipped the card over in my hand, studying it. “What’s her name anyways?”

      Niche answered, “Zinnia, Zinnia Heart. But she goes by Zin.”

      Zinnia…I didn’t know why, but the mention of her name made the phoenix on my neck smolder once more.
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      I’ve never felt anything like the crisp fall air of New Jersey in all my life. Cindelore was always seeped in heat from the volcanic peeks it was tucked between. The sky had always been pink and covered in clouds of ash. Now I’d seen the clear sky for the first time. To say I was obsessed with looking at the stars was an understatement. Even now while I was supposed to be following up reports about an unusual amount of power in this area I kept glimpsing toward the sky. After I parked my car just outside the area we were searching we’d gotten out and started walking around to see if we could feel the kind of magic a Witch Queen might emit.

      “You keep looking up at the sky like that and you’re going to miss her.” Serrina teased from just behind me.

      “We’re only checking things out, I’m sure if it’s her we’ll feel it.” Tonight I’d taken Serrina, Nova, and Brax along with me. I stopped and paused at the corner of the street. “Where did they say they felt it most?”

      “The pack of fox shifters said they felt it around the house just down the street.” Nova pointed toward a row of old Victorian style houses.

      Serrina spun in a circle. “Wait a second, isn’t this the street that house party was supposed to be on tonight?”

      “Da.” Brax nodded his head.

      I was not into the high school party scene. I’d been sent here to do a job and that was exactly what I was going to do. “I hadn’t planned on going to that party.”

      Nova sighed. “Me either, but if she’s here I think we have to make an appearance. Did any of you get invited?”

      “I did.” Serrina examined her nails. When we all looked a her with wide eyes she shrugged. “What?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing, it’s nothing. Let’s just go.”

      I walked down the side walk, three houses in and I felt the magic thickening. But that wasn’t the only thing going on. Loud voices laughing and yelling mingled with thumping music. I paused in front of he house with my team at my sides. “Do you feel that?”

      All around the house magic as thick as soup swirled around. Serrina ran her fingers through the air as though toying with it. “Oh yeah, she’s throwing it off like beacon. You know what that means?”

      “If we can find her so can Alataris.” The hair on the back of my next stood on end as I looked up at the large house. The bright full moon lit up the beige exterior of the house and reflected off of the glass panes. I needed to be in that house, I needed to find the fourth Queen before she ascended.

      “I didn’t think she’d throw off so much before she ascends.” Nova turned to watch a boy stumble down the front steps and fall into the bushes. “This is going to be fun.”

      “Nova, Serrina go through the front door. Make an appearance, let people see you here. Brax and I will go through the back.”

      Without a word the two girls strolled past me and went inside. I didn’t like sending them in alone but there was no way Alataris would attack in public with so many witnesses. Even he wouldn’t risk the wrath of The Fallen. Brax and I walked around the side of the house. I wove around couples kissing in the dark and others just chatting.

      When I came to the back of the house I peered in through the window and only found a destroyed kitchen. Just as I was about to turn back two girls walked into the room, one I’d seen before. Elle? I think. She was small with light blond hair, a round face, and wide light green eyes. When Brax leaned in next to me his eyes were locked on her. I nudged him with my elbow. “Why don’t you go in first?”

      “Da, I go in now.” He turned and opened the back door leaving me alone to watch the other.

      I sucked in a deep breath, she was utterly lovely. With long, straight, dark hair that fell in wild waves down to her elbows. She fidgeted with the hem of her skirt and ran her hands over her burgundy tank top she’d covered with a black leather jacket. She glanced around looking at every door in sight. I snickered. Not a party girl. In another time, another world, if I wasn’t who I was I’d want to get to know this girl.

      She was beautiful in a non-conventional way and her style stood out to me. A mix of bad ass with earth child. Along with her full lips, heart-shaped face and slender build.  Breathtaking. I should’ve been searching for the Witch Queen, I should’ve been in the middle of that party. Yet I hesitated, wanting to watch her for just a moment longer. My heart slammed in my chest and sweat gathered in the palm of my hands.

      Then she lifted her hand and adjusted her jacket. Her slim shoulders popped into view and my breath left me in a rush. There on her pale skin was a small Mark I’d recognize from a mile away. In an instant everything changed.

      It was her.

      The Siphon Witch.

      The Queen of Essence.

      Zinna Heart.

      I reached for the door and tried to brace myself.

      Well…this is going to be fun.
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      I hope you enjoyed meeting Tucker and the rest of the Knights in this prequel story! The first book in The Royals: Witch’s Court, Wicked Witch, is releasing fall 2018 and is available for pre-order now just CLICK HERE!

      

      Turn the page to see the cover and book description for Wicked Witch!
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      It’s time to claim my power…

      All my life I’ve lived under lock and key, always following the strict rules my mother set for me. A week before my sixteenth birthday I sneak out of my house and discover why. Turns out I am not just a normal teenager. I’m a witch blessed with a gift someone wants to steal from me.

      And not just anyone…the King Alataris.

      For a thousand years the people of Evermore have suffered under his tyranny. The Mark on my shoulder says I am the Siphon Witch, one of five Witch Queens fated to come together and finally destroy him.  The only thing keeping Evermore safe is the Stone that shields the witch kingdoms from Alataris’s magic…and now he’s found a way to steal it. Suddenly, I’m sent on a quest to find the ancient spell to protect the Stone. My only hope for surviving is through my strikingly beautiful and immensely powerful Guardian, Tucker. The laws of Evermore state that love between us is strictly forbidden, and it appears I’m the only one willing to give in to the attraction…

      When the quest turns more dangerous than expected I realize I have absolutely no idea what I’m doing. But I have to learn my magic fast because If King Alataris gets his hands on me he’ll steal my magic and my life…but if he gets his hands on that Stone we all die.
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      CLICK HERE to pre-order Wicked Witch now!

      

      Want to connect with me and other fans of Tuck and Evermore? CLICK HERE to join my reader group on Facebook!
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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