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      The Tournament of Fire

      It’s more than a race; it’s a proving ground for the fiercest elemental mages, shifters, witches, and arcane-born warriors across the Ten Spheres. The prize? The Wand of Will—an ancient artifact said to amplify the raw power of Elemental Fire beyond mortal limits.

      

      Alinta Amathir, once a proud Summer Elf commander, lost her magic in a brutal assault at the hands of the Winter Court. Now she’s racing not just for glory, but for a second chance at everything she’s lost. The only problem? She’s one of just two contestants without magic.

      

      Jack Mayfaire was born to a shifter family… without the ability to shift. He’s earned his place as a deputy sheriff, but now he has a chance he never imagined he would… to have second chance at real magic. He’s got nothing but a bow, a bike, and grit.

      

      The competition turns deadly as powerful enemies reveal their ruthless intent to win at any cost. But the biggest threat might be falling in love…

      

      Only one can claim the Wand.

      

      Perfect for fans of the fairytale retellings and contemporary fantasy adventure, this paranormal romance is a tale of healing, hidden magic, and a love powerful enough to change the fate of worlds.
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        * * *

      

      The books in the Arcana Glen Minor Arcana series are paranormal romance stand-alone novels set in the Arcana Glen universe. Each suite has its own flavor: Cups are inspired by myths and literature, Wands involve adventure and suspense as well as romance, Coins are inspired by fairytales and fables, and Swords are a bit grittier, inspired by Shakespeare classics--although always with a closed-door romance and a Happy Ever After.
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        One Year Ago

        Saturday, June 1, 06:30

        Rock Amphitheater, Arcana Glen, Colorado,

        Sphere of Mundania (the Human World)

      

      

      

      The morning sun painted the red sandstone cliffs of the Arcana Glen Rock Amphitheater in golden hues, the jagged rocks standing in stark contrast to the clear blue Colorado sky. Dozens of yoga mats dotted the tiered rows of the outdoor amphitheater, participants stretching and posing under the guidance of a serene instructor’s voice amplified by the natural acoustics. The scent of pine mingled with the earthy aroma of sun-warmed stone.

      Alinta Amathir perched near the back row, blending in seamlessly in her black leggings and tank top. Mortals wouldn’t notice her pointed ears, but her teammate Eli had cast a glamour on her nonetheless, to make her look mortal, less ethereal. Her limber build and practiced poses allowed her to appear just another yogi embracing the moment. But her sharp green eyes, shielded behind reflective aviators, were anything but meditative.

      “Target spotted.” She spoke the words in her mind. She could no longer initiate telepathy, but like any ordinary human, she could use telepathy if it was being used by someone who still had magic.

      “Copy that, Amathir. Keep it subtle. No alarms,” came the reply from her team leader, Delson Norion, a steady baritone. Technically, Prince Delson Norion, but he seldom used his title in the human realm, which the elves called Mundania.

      Alinta’s gaze locked onto the man a few rows below. He moved through the crowd with careful precision, his outfit—baggy cargo shorts and a T-shirt plastered with a cheesy Colorado tourist slogan—designed to blend in with the laid-back vibe of the crowd. But she saw the tension in his shoulders and the darting glances from behind his oversized sunglasses. Although she no longer had magic herself, she remained sensitive to the magic of others. She would have known he was a shifter even if she hadn’t had a dossier on him.

      Her earpiece crackled. “That’s Eduardo Lowe. Confirm visual.”

      Confirmed, she whispered, already stepping lightly down the stone steps, her movements fluid and precise, as if her descent were part of the yoga routine.

      Her heart thudded in time with the deep inhale-exhale rhythm of the yoga instructor’s voice. No mistakes, she told herself. Not here. Not with a crowd of innocent civilians soaking in the tranquility of the Rockies.

      Lowe suddenly veered left, heading toward the fringes of the amphitheater.

      “He’s moving toward the parking lot,” Alinta telepathed softly. “I’m intercepting.”

      “Roger that. Backup on standby.”

      Alinta quickened her pace, weaving through the rows with a predator’s grace. The crowd didn’t seem to notice her; they were too absorbed in their stretches and poses. As Lowe reached the edge of the amphitheater, he glanced back—right at her.

      For one breathless second, their eyes met. His widened in recognition, and then he bolted.

      “Damn it,” Alinta muttered. She sprinted after him, her footsteps barely audible on the rough stone.

      Lowe was fast, but Alinta was faster. She closed the distance with ease, her training kicking in as she calculated his trajectory. When he darted around a corner leading to a secluded alcove, she seized her opportunity.

      A quick sidestep brought her into his path. She hooked her foot around his ankle, sending him sprawling onto the ground with a surprised yelp. Before he could scramble away, she was on him, pinning him with one knee as she pressed her fist, and more specifically, her magic ring, into his body.

      If anyone asked, she would have said it was a taser. It had the same impact. The crackle of electricity sparked by the magic of Elemental Fire was barely audible over the murmur of the crowd. Lowe twitched and collapsed, groaning.

      “I didn’t do anything!” he gasped, his voice thick with indignation. “I’m innocent!”

      “Sure you are,” Alinta replied, her voice cool as she reached under his shirt. Her fingers found the small, padded pouch tied to his torso. With a tug, she revealed a glittering ruby pendant, its facets catching the sunlight like a drop of sparkling wine.

      “Then what’s this?” she asked, holding it up.

      Lowe’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, his protest drowned by the damning evidence.

      “Alinta,” Delson telepathed her. “Extraction’s en route. Package secure?”

      She smirked, sliding the jewel into a secure pouch on her belt. “Package secure. Bring the car around. And tell Delson he owes me breakfast.”

      As the hum of an approaching vehicle echoed in the distance, Alinta allowed herself one moment to savor the victory. Just another day at work for Delson’s Rangers.
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        * * *

      

      The whole team met up in the parking lot. Prince Delson led the group with authority. He was a handsome man, tall, muscular for an elf, with golden-red hair and sapphire eyes. Alinta shared the same coloring, because they were both Wyzir—Summer Elves. She had more copper in her hair, more green in her eyes, and a bigger chip on her shoulder. Delson had somehow come to terms with his demons from the war, even though he’d seen his parents slain by Azir—Winter Elves—right in front of him. Nonetheless, he’d healed, and even found his soulmate, a pretty human Tarot card reader named Tia.

      All Alinta had lost was her magic, and yet she couldn’t get over her past. She didn’t know how to heal, only how to hide her wounds. Delson knew her issues, yet he still trusted her to be his second in command.

      The third in command was Hyperion—known as Hype—a Mythic Shifter hailing from the Griffin Kingdom in Summerland and a lifelong friend of Delson. His wife was a newer member of the team, Dominique Snowclaw, Snow Leopard Shifter. The team included two other Animal Shifters, Gris Johansen, a grizzly bear, and Logan Barq, a white wolf, plus a second Mythic Shifter, Menoch Mazzarin, another native of Summerland whose alternate form was a fearsome Manticore. Rhyn Hadaren and Eli Elsinyte, elves, brought the total to nine.

      Prince Delson constantly spoke of expanding the team, under pressure from his boss, the Magician, but so far, none of the applicants had met his exacting standards. Dominque was the only new member in eleven years.

      The entire team, including Eduardo Lowe, clambered into a black SUV.

      The sleek black SUV hugged the winding road, its tinted windows reflecting the sapphire sky and towering pines. Alinta Amathir leaned her head against the cool glass, her gaze drifting over the picturesque ski town nestled in the valley below. She had pulled on her black tactical pants and shirt over her skimpy yoga clothes. Summer at this altitude meant crisp air that carried the faint tang of pine and wildflowers. The shops and chalets lining the streets had the polished charm of a postcard, their timber frames glowing warm in the afternoon sun.

      It was the kind of place that promised serenity and luxury—a quiet escape for ultra-wealthy mundane humans as well as secretly magical beings, arcanes, who could afford its discretion. In addition to full-blooded elves like Alinta and Prince Delson, there were shifters, witches, demons, seraphs, and of course the twenty-two Guardians, the strongest wizards of all. It wasn’t as peaceful as it looked. Behind the polished facades of boutique shops and five-star restaurants were deals, secrets, and spells that kept Delson’s Rangers busy.

      The castle loomed above it all, perched on the lower slopes of a rocky summit like a jewel in a crown. Its Art Deco spires glinted in the light, an impossible fusion of fairytale whimsy and 1920s opulence. The long shadow it cast stretched up the side of the mountain, a fitting backdrop to the the glittering casino below. Alinta could see the massive glass atrium of the casino reflecting the sunlight, its facade a kaleidoscope of gold and silver that sparkled like the treasures rumored to change hands within its walls.

      She frowned, her mind snapping back to the present as she realized the SUV was heading in the wrong direction. “We’re not heading back to the lodge,” she said, her voice cutting through the low hum of the engine.

      Delson Norion, seated in the passenger seat up front, didn’t bother turning around. “Good catch,” he said, his tone too casual. “We’re going to the Castle.”

      The other two Rangers in the back seat—Hyperion and Dominique—exchanged glances.

      Alinta’s stomach twisted, but she kept her expression neutral. “The Magician wants to see us?”

      Delson finally looked back, his sharp blue eyes locking with hers. “Yeah.”

      “What about Lowe?” she asked, giving the thief a quick glance.

      “The Magician will determine what happens to him,” said Delson. “But that’s not why we’re going there.”

      She clenched her jaw. The familiar fire of fear, which smoldered down to a low heat sometimes, but never stopped burning, flared up a little stronger. The Magician rarely summoned anyone to his lair, preferring to keep his business at arm’s length. When he did call a meeting, it meant trouble.
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        One Year Ago

        Saturday, June 1, 08:00

        Magician’s Castle

        Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      

      The dining room of the Magician’s castle was a masterpiece of opulence. Art Deco chandeliers cast warm golden light over a long table set with silver-rimmed china, crystal goblets, and a centerpiece of fresh-cut lilies. The walls were paneled in dark mahogany, inlaid with geometric patterns of gold and ebony. Bespoke brocade wallpaper featured a pattern displaying the Four Treasures: a Chalice, a Wand, a Coin, and a Sword. Large windows framed the stunning view of the valley, but Alinta Amathir barely noticed.

      She stood with Delson and the rest of the team near the end of the table, all of them in their standard black tactical suits, looking decidedly out of place amidst the grandeur. The air was perfumed by the lilies. As adept with a fork as with a firearm, she had attended dinner parties here, in formal dress. Thank the Light she didn’t have to dress up today. And thank the Light she’d pulled on her uniform over her yoga outfit. She preferred to keep it professional. Impersonal.

      At the head of the table sat the Magician, Alephander Guiscard. Tall, dark-haired, and sharp-featured, he was the kind of man who commanded attention without raising his voice. His severe black suit was tailored to perfection, as immaculate as his chiseled, emotionless face. Primary among all arcanes, lead wizard of the Council of Guardians, he was a master of every branch of magic, both Elemental and Psychic. He commanded Water, Fire, Stone, and Wind. His mind could carve canyons into others’ thoughts or drill deep into others’ emotions. He could cast powerful Charms and craft intricate Glamours. Ghosts, spirits, and djinn served at his whim. Walking through men’s dreams was as natural to him as breathing. It was rumored he could transform into any animal, change his age, even duplicate himself and exist in two places simultaneously. And as the Guardian of the Gate of Time, he possessed unparalleled powers beyond mortal comprehension. All Ten Spheres of the Tree of the Universe opened to him, not only the Seven Mortal realms, but the Three Immortal realms of the dead.

      Alinta Amathir had once helped Delson Norion and the Rangers try to kill the Magician. That could have gone rather badly, but fortunately for Delson’s Rangers, things had turned out better than expected. Instead of killing the Magician, the Rangers now worked for him. Voluntarily. (One couldn’t take that for granted with wizards.) Although he seldom bothered to argue his own case, the Magician was surreptitiously a good man.

      That didn’t make the tasks he brought to the Rangers any easier.

      Delson cleared his throat. “Let’s get to it. What’s this about, Alephander?”

      Only Prince Delson dared call the Magician by his first name.

      The Magician stood, his tall frame casting a long shadow over the table. He walked to a sideboard, picked up a sizable box of polished oak, and placed it on the table with a deliberate precision that made Alinta’s pulse quicken.

      When he opened it, all she saw at first was the glow of whatever was inside. Delson stood up, gasping. Alinta and the others followed his lead.

      Within the black velvet cushion of the box, arrayed like fine jewels, were the Four Treasures.

      The Tree of Life—a fancy metaphor for the Multiverse—contained ten parallel dimensions. Each operated according to its own laws of physics. The First Sphere wasn’t so much a dimension as it was the Root of all the other universes, the Throne of Light itself. The Tenth Sphere was Mundania, devoid of magic, the home of human beings. Demons and angels had their place in the higher Spheres. Elves came from the Four Elemental Spheres of Springvale, Autumndelle, Winterdom and Summerland, the four realms ruled by four different kinds of Elements respectively: Water, Stone, Wind and Fire.

      Long ago, the Guardians—the Twenty-Two Major Arcanes who protected the gates between different magical dimensions—had combined their powers to create the Four Treasures, each of which embodied the essence and power of one of the Four Elements. The Chalice of Compassion held the waters of healing and love. The Coin of Prosperity granted wealth to whomever wielded it. The Sword of Truth cut through all lies.

      Alinta and the other Rangers, from Summerland originally themselves, had eyes only for the last and—in her opinion—greatest of the Treasures. The Wand of Will channeled the energy of pure, creative, explosive power, the spark of life, the flame of courage and glory and splendor. The Wand of Will granted success to the striving, victory to the dauntless, and revitalization to the fallen. Against the gnashing despair of the Dark, the Wand kindled the valor of the Light.

      “You all know what these are,” the Magician said. “I am the only one to wield all Four Treasures, and until now I have not allowed them to be used by anyone but me.”

      Prince Delson’s eyes flared with a fiery gold, as Elemental Fire coursed through him. He had not been born in Mundania, but in Summerland, a scion of the House of Norion, of the Court of Wands, a Prince born to wield the Fire of the Heart of Summerland. “Of the rest, I have nothing to say, but the Wand of Will is the legacy of the Court of Wands. It rightly belongs to my brother, King Braigan of Summerland!”

      “That is up for debate,” murmured the Magician. “The lion’s share belongs to the lion. But I am willing to grant that others have need of the magic of these Treasures; and so, while I will continue to keep watch over the Four Treasures, I have decided to make them available to those whose cause is worthy. To that end, I am building four new mansions, with a secure magical vault, where each of the Four Treasures will be kept, under the watch of a special Keeper. The Keeper and his or her family will live in the mansion and have the authority to lend the Treasure to worthy applicants.”

      Alinta blinked. Of all the reasons he might have summoned them, this wasn’t what she’d expected. Delson’s breath hissed. Reluctantly, he inclined his head. He wasn’t happy, but this was honestly more than anyone had expected the Magician to do. Alephander Guiscard wasn’t the sharing type. This was… generous, after a fashion.

      “You’re serious?” Hype asked, unable to keep the skepticism out of his voice. “And how are you going to decide who gets to be the Keeper?”

      “Each Treasure will be given in accordance with the rules of its own. The High Priestess has degreed already what must be done.”

      “We are most interested in the Wand of Will,” said Delson.

      “For the Wand, there must be an open contest for the position, testing Skill, Strength, and Speed. Magic may or not be used, according to the preference of the individual contestants—it is neither required nor forbidden to have Fire magic to begin with, since whoever the wins the Wand will acquire Fire magic in the end. The contest will be fair and transparent. Anyone with the skills to meet my challenges will have the chance to win. Yet, although in theory anyone might win, it is also true that the Keeper—a single individual with the skills, discretion, and loyalty—must be someone I trust. You, Prince Delson, cannot be a Keeper, because you already have responsibility for your team. Nonetheless…” The Magician’s eyes darkened, and his voice dropped an octave. “I want the Treasures to be under the control of one of your team, Prince Delson. A Ranger. Someone I know is capable and trustworthy. One of your team must enter the contest—and win.”

      His hard, glittering eyes settled on Alinta, and her stomach sank. Delson followed the Magician’s gaze.

      “Ah,” Delson said. “I see now.”

      Alinta did not see. Or she didn’t want to… surely the Magician couldn’t be suggesting that she win the Wand of Will?

      The room fell silent. Even Hype and Dominque, usually quick with a quip, stayed quiet. Alinta’s mind raced. The Magician was known for his theatrics, but this was a level of manipulation she hadn’t anticipated.

      “Let me get this straight,” she said, her tone carefully controlled. “You want us to play some kind of game when you’ve already chosen how it ends? To rig a contest, but make it look legitimate? To compete even though you’vealready decided who should win?

      “I’ve already decided whom I want to win,” the Magician said, unflinching. “That is not the same as rigging. I will ensure the competition is grueling enough that only the most capable will reach the final stages. Your skills must carry you.”

      “You’re stacking the deck.”

      “I am placing the deck on a level table. Your cards must still trump the other hands. Nor will I be the only one to sponsor a favored winner. I assure you, once word gets out, every major power will make a play for the Wand… including Winterdom.”

      The team stewed over that. The terrible war between Winterdom and the other three Elven Spheres had ended, but bitter memories remained.

      Delson crossed his arms. “And if one of my Rangers doesn’t win?”

      The Magician’s smile turned cold. “Then I’m forced to trust someone I don’t know—and we all lose.”

      Alinta’s fingers curled into fists. The Magician was right. The damn Winter Elves might have a new king and all that, but she didn’t believe for one minute they had changed their spots. They would cheat.

      “You’d be perfect for this, Alinta,” Delson said, his voice calm but insistent. The elven prince leaned forward slightly, his expression earnest. “You’re fast, smart, and level-headed under pressure. If anyone can win this, it’s you.”

      “I appreciate the vote of confidence,” Alinta replied coolly, offering a tight smile, “but I’m not the only one on this team who fits that description. Why not Menoch? He’s a Manticore. He’s skilled, he’s strong, and no one’s faster.”

      The Magician leaned forward, his fingers resting lightly on the polished surface of the table. His presence seemed to fill the room, the weight of his authority unmistakable. “You’re my first choice, Alinta Amathir. You are an Augur. Your power is to augment the power of others… much like the Wand of Will itself.”

      “I was once an Augur,” she said tightly. “Now I am nothing.”

      “Now,” said the Magician, with a grim smile, “You are a woman with nothing to lose.”

      Alinta didn’t answer right away. She felt the weight of every eye in the room on her, waiting for her response.

      “Respectfully,” she began, choosing her words carefully, “I have my reasons for declining. Personal ones. This is not a job requirement, and it’s not something I can commit to. I’m sorry, but my answer is no.”

      The Magician’s expression hardened, the severe planes of his face more pronounced in the golden light. “I understand personal boundaries, but this is not a mere favor I’m asking.”

      “Alinta,” Delson said softly, “Don’t you understand… if you win… you could get your magic back.”

      She shivered. For a moment, she did not feel the warmth of the room, only the chill of icy wind ripping through her.

      “Press all you want. My answer doesn’t change. I’ve gone above and beyond for this team, for this job. But this? This isn’t something I’m obligated to do. And I won’t.”

      Her voice was calm but carried an edge, one that made even Delson flinch.

      The Magician leaned back, his lips pressed into a thin line. “I see,” he said finally, his voice measured but no longer as smooth. “Your decision is clear.”

      “It is,” Alinta said firmly.

      The Magician’s lips quirked into a faint, unreadable smile. “Very well,” he said, stepping back from the table. “The contest will proceed without you. But should you reconsider, know that the door remains open. We have less than a year to plan. The Chalice will be assigned a Keeper in the Spring, or even earlier; the Wand in the Summer, around the Solstice; the Coin in the Autumn.” A long pause. “And in Winter, I suppose we must work with the new King of Winterdom to deal with the Sword.”

      Without waiting for a response, he turned and left the room, his long stride purposeful, leaving the Rangers in a silence that felt heavier than before.

      Delson finally broke it, his voice low. “I’ll say this. Telling the Magician NO to his face took guts, Amathir.”

      Alinta’s shoulders sagged slightly as the adrenaline ebbed. She didn’t respond, only nodding as she turned toward the window. The view of the valley was as stunning as ever, but it did nothing to soothe her unease.

      Guts?

      That implied she’d made the courageous decision. She knew the truth. She was afraid. Ever since she had lost her magic, she’d been afraid. To the outside world, she looked tougher than ever, as healed as the faint silvery scars on her otherwise flawless pale skin. Whatever doesn’t kill you makes you stronger, right?

      Wrong. The scars inside had never healed. And never would. She was broken, drained… and worst of all, a coward.

      If I failed once, I could fail again. I do not deserve to wield the Wand of Will.
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        Current Year

        Saturday, June 14, 07:00

        Sheriff’s Office, Arcana Glen, Colorado

      

      

      
      The Arcana Glen Sheriff’s Office was the kind of place that felt more like a community hub than a law enforcement headquarters. The smell of fresh coffee lingered in the air, mingling with the faint tang of leather from the worn chairs in the waiting area. The sun streamed through the blinds, casting warm stripes across the wooden floors. A corkboard by the front desk displayed a patchwork of flyers: lost pets, community events, and thank-you notes from local kids.

      Jack Mayfaire leaned back in his chair at the shared desk in the bullpen, boots crossed at the ankles. Across from him, Cody Lawson enjoyed an oversized mug of coffee in one hand and a half-eaten apple fritter in the other.

      “You know,” Cody said, gesturing with the pastry, “it’s a crime against humanity that you’ve never entered the Summer Cook Off. All those ribs you make for us at office parties? You’d wipe the floor with those so-called chefs.”

      “Don’t start,” Jack warned. “I already get enough ribbing from you as it is.”

      Cody groaned at the pun.

      From his office down the hall, Sheriff Spencer Lawson—Cody’s older brother—poked his head out. “He’s got a point, Mayfaire. You’ve been holding out on the town. It’s about time you showed everyone what you can do with a grill.”

      “Ah, nah, I don’t think so,” Jack said, his tone resigned but good-natured. “I cook for you guys because I like you. Mostly.”

      “Lies,” Cody shot back with a grin. “You like winning, and you know it.”

      Before Jack could reply, the door swung open, and his younger sister, Meriam Mayfaire, swept in carrying a large pink bakery box. The smell of sugar and vanilla followed her like a cloud.

      “Morning, boys!” she called, her smile as bright as the sunshine outside. Dressed in her bakery uniform—a flour-dusted apron over jeans and a T-shirt emblazoned with her shop’s logo, The Sugar Bunny—she was a regular visitor to the station.

      “Meriam!” Spencer boomed, stepping out of his office. “You’re a saint. What’d you bring us today?”

      “Donuts, chocolate, glazed and a raspberry filled for a Jack,” Meriam replied, setting the box on Jack’s desk with a flourish. She gave her brother a playful shove. “Don’t say I never do anything for you.”

      “You’re the best sibling I’ve got,” Jack said, flipping open the lid to reveal an array of frosted confections.

      “I’m your only sibling,” Meriam shot back, snagging a donut for herself. She perched on the edge of the desk and looked at the others. “So, what’s this I hear about Jack and the Cook Off?”

      “He won’t do it,” Cody said, mock-serious. “It’s a travesty. Talk some sense into him.”

      Meriam gasped in mock horror, clutching her donut. “Jack Mayfaire! You’ve been holding out on
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