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  Author's Note


Hey, everyone, if you’re joining me for the first time, then this will be a brand-new story for you and you can skip this note and dive right into chapter one. If you’ve been following me for a while now, and by that, I mean following my pen name Robbie Cox, then parts of this story will be familiar to you as Reaping the Harvest, first in the Warrior of the Way series. Don’t worry, though. There’s plenty of new material here for you to get a fresh story and learn new things. 
When I first wrote Reaping the Harvest, I was new to publishing and, really, storytelling. However, eleven years later, I learned so much that I had to go back and rewrite this story to give it a stronger foundation. I also made it the second book in the series, instead of the first, but I’m sure you’ll see that it was the best decision we could have made. So, don’t worry. Rhychard and the gang are even funnier this time around with more angst and a deeper understanding of what’s happening. See you at the end, and you can tell me whether or not I was right. Happy reading!






  
  Chapter One
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Rhychard Bartlett fell against the coarse stucco of the church column, the rough texture ripping into his back through his shirt as he oozed to the ground. Smoke floated through the morning air, carrying with it the scent of sulfur leftover from the burst of demonic power Vargas used against him, red flames of energy that exploded from the demon’s fingers. Rhychard suddenly wished he had worn his duster as the pain screamed in his mind and explosions of white dots burst behind his eyes like fireworks. He barely maintained his grip on the Guardian Sword with the attack, the shock still causing confusion to riddle his brain. The blade pulsed a violent blue as heat emanated from the bronze weapon, letting him know a little too late that the demon was there. He could feel the power from the sword, but faintly, the voices of past Warriors an inaudible murmur in his head, instead of their consistent howl. His arm hung limp at his side, blood trickling down as his chest suffered from three long claw marks that left his flesh layered open, revealing torn muscle and tissue beneath. His chest heaved with the deep pant of exertion, and with gritted teeth against the pain, he attempted to control his erratic breathing. And his anger.  This should not be happening.
“What’s the matter, Warrior? Did my little scratch hurt?” the demon cackled, his voice like breaking glass. “Not as safe as you thought you were, eh?” The demon laughed some more, pleased with his ambush.
Rhychard glared at the creature, the demon’s arms waving in every direction as his eight-foot frame continued to prance around the parking lot. He hadn’t even worn a glamour to hide himself from passersby. And yet, the demon still attempted to dress like a human, even in his natural, bony form. It was a weakness of his, and one Rhychard never understood. The demon wore a black shirt, which covered his long arms and slender chest, and black pants that seemed like something from either a fantasy novel or a thrift store at the turn of the nineteenth century. Vargas couldn’t stuff his talons into his shoes any more than a bird could, and the curved nails of his claws scraped across the asphalt parking lot. His bluish-gray hair flowed about his head, like sheers in a summer breeze, as he twirled around, his skin a dusty gray. His blood-red eyes almost sparkled with the glee he displayed as his long, clawed fingers twirled circles in the morning air. 
A happy demon. Oh, joy.
Rhychard held his sliced-up arm against his chest, willing the blood flow to slow down until help arrived. The pain was not as intense, however, as the knowledge of where the demon attacked him. Vargas was in a church parking lot. How could that be? The church was Rhychard’s sanctuary, his safe place. Those who supposedly knew better told him that Sacred Ground was anathema to the Unseelie, creatures of the Void. Vargas should have exploded in a fiery ball the moment his black talon touched the parking lot. More lies. More contradictions.
“Surprised to see me, Rhychard? Oooo, I knew you would be.” Vargas stood on the white-marked asphalt, hands on his hips. “Imagine that, lied to by the supposed good guys. Ah, well, as long as their motives were good, right?” He shrugged his skeleton-like shoulders.
Rhychard wanted to scream, not just because of the pain, but because he felt like the Seelie had lied to him. This was not his war. The blasted Fae had drafted him against his will, and he protested it with a simmering hatred that was close to boiling over. He wanted to kill Vargas. Hell, he wanted to kill the lot of them, good and evil, Seelie as well as Unseelie, for screwing up his life.
He heard a little pop along with a jingle of bells, seconds before the tiny figure of Tryna appeared next to him, and then her tiny hands were on his arm, examining the wound. He felt a warmth flow through him that eased his pain slightly, but knew that was all she could do. Kree would have to do the rest. Still, it was enough for the moment.
Shrill screeches sounded above him, and glancing up, he spotted the two dragons, Frayziq and Friki, slicing through the air to spew their flames at Vargas’s head. The demon easily deflected the streaks of fire, of course, but that didn’t stop the dragons from trying again, if only to distract the demon for a moment. 
Rhychard relaxed a little as he felt the pain subside to a dull ache. “My little angel,” he said with a deep breath. “Thank you.” He tried to straighten himself against the column but didn’t have the strength.
“I am not an angel,” she said in her childlike, musical voice. “I wish you would cease calling me that.” Her burgundy dress flowed about her as if a breeze pulled at the fabric, but the early morning air was still. “And if you make another crack about my size, I will tell Kree not to come.”
Rhychard knew she meant it, too, and with the gashes across the right side of his body, he desperately needed Kree’s help at the moment. He dropped his gaze to her mere two-and-a-half feet tall form, the top of her head not even reaching Rhychard’s waist when he was on his feet, and refrained from telling her she was wrong about not being tiny. He needed her faerie magic too much at the moment to rustle her wings. If she had wings, that is. He needed to ask about that. He thought all faeries had wings. But then again, he knew she would tell him she wasn’t a faerie. She was an ellyll, and he was rude for mixing it up. 
“Better?” She took her hands away from his wound and he nodded. Tryna was an excellent nurse, even if her bedside manner left something to be desired. Still, Rhychard knew he never made a good patient, so it probably all balanced out.
“Did you need help, Warrior?” Vargas taunted, prancing around the parking lot. “Why, I bet that mangy mutt will be along any minute now as well.” The demon searched the vicinity, his gray neck turning this way and that as he scanned his surroundings. Rhychard much preferred when the demon appeared human.
As if summoned by the insult, Kree padded into view from behind the demon. The massive coshey, a faerie hound of the Land Under, kept his onyx eyes on Vargas as he jogged to a spot between Rhychard and the demon. Then he simply sat on his back haunches, waiting. Rhychard had to admit he still wasn’t sure what to do with the massive magical mutt, and it had been over three months since Kree came into his life. His neighbors weren’t sure, either. The furry faerie hound possessed the body of a wolf, but was the size of a bear with the mobility of a large lion. His back topped at just over four and a half feet off the ground, with his head coming to just below Rhychard’s shoulders. His paws were about the size of a bear’s, and his furry coat glistened silver when Rhychard could see it. Part of Kree’s magic was to blend in with his surroundings, making him almost invisible. When people questioned Rhychard about the faerie hound, he just said Kree was a Newfoundland breed, raised to hunt bears. Most still steered clear, and the coshey came in handy when solicitors knocked on the door. One glance and people just backed away, leaving Rhychard alone, deciding that whatever they were pitching was suddenly not so important.
“And so he appears,” Vargas said as he gave a mocking bow.
:You trespass, Vargas. You do not belong here.: The others heard Kree’s mindspeech, the communication of the cosheys. He could speak to several people at once or to just one person of his choosing, faerie or human. He could also communicate from great distances to those with which he had a strong connection, and the first time Rhychard heard the faerie hound speak, it almost scared the shit out of him. Literally.
The two dragons circled the demon once more and then landed on Kree’s back, stretching their wings for a quick moment as they screeched their threats.
Vargas placed a withered finger to his temple, pretending to be deep in thought, his body bent almost in half, with one leg stretched out in front of him, toes pointed outward. He resembled a court jester more than a demon with the way his clothes hung on his stick-like body. “And yet, I am here.” He then pointed a long, clawed finger at the church. “And soon, my dear Warrior of the Fae, I will be in there.” The demon laughed as he vanished from sight, popping out as Tryna had popped in, the odor of sulfur heavy in the air.
Kree sneezed. :He makes my nose itch.:
Rhychard closed his eyes and rested his head back on the column, the stucco digging into his scalp. “He makes my head ache.”
Kree stood, turned in one fluid movement, which sent the dragons squawking into the air, and then padded over to where Tryna sat with Rhychard. :How fares the Warrior, Little One?: Kree sent to the others.
“He needs you,” the ellyll answered. “Vargas came too close this time.”
Rhychard felt his brows furrow as he stared at Tryna. “Hey, how come he gets to use the word ‘little’?” 
“Because he doesn’t use it as an adjective.” Tryna sat back on her heels as Kree moved closer. 
The faerie hound pressed his massive forehead against Rhychard’s shoulder, and then he felt a tingling sensation course through him as Kree’s magic knitted muscle and tissue back together. Rhychard glanced down as his injuries seemed to shrink back in time, the open wounds finally becoming thin, pinkish lines of new flesh. The blood coating the healed wounds was the only evidence something had happened. The pain was still a dull ache, but he was no longer in danger, and he could focus better.
Tryna looked into Rhychard’s eyes once Kree finished. “I knew you would be here, at this church, when I felt your pain.” There was no accusation in her voice, only sadness. “This is not good, Rhychard. This distraction almost killed you.”
He didn’t answer. There wasn’t really anything to say. He came here to remember; he came here, to this church, every day for the past three months because it was as close as he could get to the love he had lost, the love he had lost because of being at the right place at the wrong time. Vargas had been doing his homework, apparently. He knew where Rhychard would be as well, and attacked. I wonder if he knows why I keep coming here. If Vargas knew Rhychard had a personal interest in Harvest Fellowship, it could put Renny in danger. Not that she would permit him to talk to her long enough to warn her.
Rhychard glanced down at the Guardian Sword in his numb hand. Soulbreaker had returned to its normal cold bronze, its mystical warning system turned off. They were safe for now.
He laid the sword of power on the concrete beside him and tried to flex his fingers. Life slowly returned to his extremities, thanks to Kree’s healing magic. It was one advantage of having a coshey watchdog. As long as Kree never heard himself referred to as a dog, that is. He didn’t particularly like that part.
He blew out a breath. “This was the last vestige of what I lost, and that damn demon stole it. I couldn’t even keep this.” He sat up, wincing as he did. He hadn’t asked for the blade or to be a Warrior of the Fae. He had been happy in his life as a moving man, helping people haul their overabundance of possessions from one place to another. Simple. He liked the way his life had been before he even knew faeries existed outside of children’s movies. On top of that, he was about to enter his second year of the greatest relationship that had ever happened to him. He was even about to propose! Then his world blew up.
Kree shook his head as he sneezed the sulfur out of his system, shattering Rhychard’s thoughts of self-pity. :How came Vargas to be in the parking lot, I wonder?: Kree sent to everyone.
“Damn good question,” Rhychard snarled. “Didn’t you tell me this couldn’t happen? That this was supposed to be Sacred Ground?” This was really going to suck if they ripped his last sanctuary from him. Places of faith, whatever the religion, were usually off-limits to the creatures of the Void. That nugget of information was one of the many things Tryna returned to teach him once the Seelie realized they had a human as a Warrior. The battle of good and evil had a name, the Way and the Void, and it had nothing at all to do with religion. If that truth ever got out, a lot of preachers would actually have to work for their bread instead of jabbering their jaws. However, wherever a gathering of people who lived in the path of the Way met, that land became Sacred Ground and anathema to creatures of the Void. That usually included the homes of righteous people, cemeteries of those who lived the Way, or even businesses that ultimately served the proper path. So steeped in the Way were they that the Unseelie usually burst into flames upon even the slightest contact. Vargas should never have been in the parking lot of Harvest Fellowship.
“You’re right.” Tryna turned and stared out at the spot where Vargas had just disappeared. “Sacred Ground is a haven for the righteous. Vargas should not have been able to cross the sidewalk.”
As he stood, Rhychard gripped his upper arm where Vargas had ripped his flesh open. “Well, he was here, and faster than the sword could announce.” This was not how he saw his life going. He wanted nothing to do with demons or elves or swords. Once on his feet, he fell backward and banged his head once against the cream-colored column. He missed his old life. “Why didn’t the sword warn me?”
Tryna glanced at Kree, but the faerie hound just sat there, his tongue lolling in the morning air as the day turned warmer, and the dragons curled up against his side.
“Whispering about someone is rude,” Rhychard said, bouncing his gaze between the others.
The ellyll nodded. “You are right. Our apologies.” Tryna stood with her hands behind her back, the wind pulling at her blond hair. She looked like a three-year-old giving a lecture to a room full of dolls. “It’s as I was telling you about your distraction with Renny Saunders. Your bitterness is creating a wall between you and the power of Soulbreaker. Emotions can affect magic, for good or ill.”
Rhychard closed his eyes, turning his face up to the sky. Another lesson. Another lecture. Great. The past three months had been that way. “If your precious Guardian doesn’t like my emotions, he or she or it can take this damn sword back. I didn’t ask for it, and I sure as hell don’t want it.”
:It does not work that way, Warrior, and this you well know,: Kree mind-spoke.
Rhychard did know it. He learned the hard way that he bonded to the Guardian Sword for the duration of his life when he took possession of it, which he still claimed he was tricked into doing. Opening his eyes, he stared at the pale clouds above. “This isn’t my life.”
Tryna gazed down at him, her eyes almost sad. “Life is what we make of it on our journey through this existence. This may not be the journey you wanted, but it is the journey you must take.”
Rhychard said nothing. He just sat there in a morass of self-pity, mourning the life fate stole from him. “I need to get home. I have a job to get to.” He did, but that isn’t why he wanted to get out of there. No. He wanted out of there because the Fae had finally stolen the last thing that made his life worth living. This was the last thing he had that was his and Renny’s, and now it was gone. Everything was gone.






  
  Chapter Two
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Rhychard splashed cold water over his whisker-stubbled face, the chill shocking some life back into his mind. His arm and chest throbbed with pain even though Kree had successfully healed the gouges Vargas left when he raked Rhychard with his sharp talons back at the church. The skin was still pink, and even the faerie hound couldn’t take away the scars left behind. Rhychard much preferred the demon in his human glamour. His normal state appeared too much like a haunted house prop. 
Glancing up into the bathroom mirror, water dripping from his face into the dirty sink below, he couldn’t miss the hollowness that seemed to surround his pine bark-colored eyes, giving him a ghostly appearance. To make it worse, his high cheeks had a thinness to them he hadn’t noticed before, adding to his sickly look. He knew he hadn’t been eating properly but didn’t realize his lack of appetite had taken such a toll on him in so short an amount of time. Reaching around, he pulled his long, dark hair into a ponytail, tying it with a leather thong before letting it fall back into place. As he did, he noticed how his biceps bulged and his chest rippled with the movement more than they had before, a sharp contrast to the gauntness of his face. While he had never been buff, he had carried a few extra pounds on him, which he always blamed on Renny’s cooking. Yet now that extra flab had toned, and he knew it wasn’t because of his day job. Well, not all of it was because of his day job. Pulling his skin taut, he examined the scars, which were pink and extremely visible in the dark, curly hair on his arm. It was obvious he was not the same man he was just a few months ago. He didn’t look the same. He didn’t act the same. He didn’t even think the same. Through no intention of his own, he had changed.
And he hated it.
With a sigh, he grabbed the towel that sat on the bathroom counter and patted his face dry. While he pressed the terry cloth fabric to his skin, he took a deep breath, trying to steel himself against the roiling emotions that threatened to undo him every day. Three months ago, life had been different. He had a girlfriend he wanted to make his fiancée. His business had been growing. Hell, even his sink had been clean. Okay, now that last one he could do something about. He just didn’t have the energy to do it.
Now, everything was different. Now, Rhychard was a Warrior of the Fae and the first human Warrior at that. It wasn’t an accomplishment he ever wanted.
“But you still need to eat, Warrior,“ Rhychard said to his reflection with a sigh. While he did an elf’s job protecting the world from evil, he still had a human appetite, as well as very human bills. Being a Warrior didn’t come with health benefits, a Christmas bonus, or even a paycheck. It only came with enemies.
He slipped a black T-shirt with his company’s logo over his head and left the bathroom. 
Kree lifted his giant muzzle from the arms of the couch as Rhychard entered the living room, sneezing as the Warrior passed through.
:You smell funny.:
“Thanks. Not sure how to take that from a three-hundred-pound dog.” Rhychard lifted his shirt and took a sniff. “Okay, perhaps I need to do some laundry.”
:And I am not a dog. Why must you keep insulting me?: Kree laid his head back down, closing his eyes.
Rhychard just stared at the coshey a moment and decided just to end the hygiene debate where it was, also deciding on not repeating the fact that a faerie hound was technically a dog. “I’ll be back. I have a human job to do. You know, the one that brings in money, so I can buy those frozen pizzas you like.”
:Good, because the cupboard is quite bare. The dragons have noticed how the bag of their treats has diminished as well.: 
And with that, Frayziq lifted his spindly neck and screeched. 
Sighing, Rhychard moved over to the window that separated the living room and kitchen, reached into a bag of jerky, and grabbed two pieces. Turning back around, he tossed one to each of the two dragons that clutched to the backs of his dining room chairs.
They gulped the morsels down before closing their eyes and drifting back off to sleep.
Rhychard shook his head. “I’ll do my best to remember to pick some more up.”
:Do not forget to take the Guardian Sword with you. Vargas seems to appreciate surprising you.:
“So I’ve noticed.” 
Walking back to his room, he grabbed the harness that held Soulbreaker, slipping his arms into the opening and latching it into place, so that the sword rested against the middle of his back. As soon as the clasp snapped, the blade faded from sight thanks to a spell grudgingly put on them by Kendalais. He could still feel the sword’s presence on his back, if not its weight, but it was as if the thing had disappeared altogether. The glamour was one of the helpful tricks the pompous elf gave Rhychard before tossing him to the wolves, or, in this case, to the Unseelie. It allowed him to carry his weapon with him without being arrested or looking like some freak. The minute he needed the powerful sword, he could just reach back, grab the hilt, and draw it. The sword would slip into visibility, and then the fight would be on. He still wasn’t used to carrying an invisible sword with him everywhere he went, however, especially in an age where everyone used guns, but Kree was correct. Ever since the Seelie forced Rhychard into the battle between the Way and the Void, he became a target for the denizens of the Shadowlands, the place where the Unseelie apparently lived.
Sufficiently armed against surprise attacks, Rhychard escaped the confines of his small condo, ready to do something mundane, such as moving boxes from one place to the next. All Kree said as Rhychard departed was for him to watch his back. 
“Isn’t that what the sword is for?” he had quipped back. But then he remembered how late that bit of help came to him back at the church. Yeah. He would need to keep his eyes open.
“Rhychard! Rhychard! Wait up a second, Rhychard.”
Groaning at the delay to his day, Rhychard turned as Logan McGarrett, the groundskeeper for Whispering Oaks Condominiums, approached him. “Morning, Logan.” Rhychard waved at the older man as he approached. 
Logan had been the groundskeeper at the condos for thirteen years from what Rhychard had been told when he moved in, and  the man grew closer to retirement each year as long as the government stopped upping the age requirement. He was a talkative old man who could tell you everything about everyone who lived there, although “it was none of his business and he hated busybodies.” However, ten minutes of listening to Logan could gain a person more knowledge than they wanted about their neighbors.
“They’re going to replace me, Rhychard.” Logan used a blue bandanna to wipe the worry from his forehead, a quirky nervous action, since Rhychard saw no sweat on the man’s brow. “Thirteen years, Rhychard. Thirteen years. I bust my hump here for thirteen years, never complaining, never sticking my nose into other people’s business. I just do my job. Thirteen years. And now they want to get rid of me and not even tell me.” He ran a hand through his gray hair as he shoved the bandanna into the back pocket of his grungy faded jeans. The knees already had dirt ground into them from where he weeded the flowerbed.
“Who said they were getting rid of you? I’ve heard nothing about it, and I’m sure there would be a note or an email or something.” Of course, since he rarely checked his email, it was possible something had been sent out, but he truly doubted it.
Rhychard glanced around the landscape, expecting to find some reason someone would complain about the elderly groundskeeper and desire him gone. Yet Logan kept the place immaculate, and Whispering Oaks would rival the White House grounds for its upkeep. The man knew his job and did it well, even if he did talk too much. No. If someone complained about Logan, it was because he knew too much about the personal lives of the residents.
“They don’t tell me. They just did it.” Logan pointed an ancient finger at the woods behind Rhychard’s condo along Manatee Creek. “I never was told to do that. I even asked about it when I first started working here.”
Rhychard glanced over at the wooded section behind his condo, the shorter man still chattering away. The woods behind Whispering Oaks leading to Manatee Creek had always been an untamed section, overrun with palm fronds and vines. Rhychard had to cut a path to his Thinking Rock the first time he ventured out to the creek, and even maintained it so he could keep going out there to get away from the world. He preferred it that way, to be honest. It meant fewer people would wander down and disturb his solitude. Furthermore, Kree used the woods to travel back and forth from the condo to wherever he disappeared to whenever he ventured out. Even the dragons had made burrows in the ground foliage. It was quiet, safe.
But not anymore. Not glaringly, but enough for Rhychard to see it, especially on his trail. Someone cut back the palm fronds and brought other shrubs to the forefront of the landscape. The vines were under control, and they had trimmed most of the foliage along the path neat and proper. They even raked the path, and a carpet of leaves mixed with pine needles lay neatly along the ground leading back toward the water, the same trail he took every time he ventured back there. It still looked like a wild, wooded area, but with an obvious taming to it. And the truly odd thing about it all was that none of it was like that last night when he was back there with Kree. Whoever did it accomplished everything throughout the night, but he hadn’t heard a thing, nor had there been any lights turned on back there. So how did the people, whoever did the landscaping, see what they were doing?
He turned his gaze to the rest of the complex, and for the most part, it appeared the same as always. Except, that is, for one specific area. It was quite apparent that they had pruned only his shrubs and weeded his flowerbeds. Furthermore, although he couldn’t explain why, the vegetation around his condo seemed somehow brighter, more alive than the rest.
“And this all happened today?” This had something to do with him and the faerie world, he was sure of it, but for the life of him, he couldn’t think of why.
“Yes. yesterday was just like every other day, but when I come back this morning, I notice all these changes. Why nobody tells me I’m supposed to take care of the woods?” Logan dry-washed his hands as he stared into the trees. “Miss Wilkinson, she say when she walk her little Mr. Murphy early this morning, she sees two guys back in the woods clearing dead branches and trimming the bushes. Why they replace me if I don’t even know this is my job? Thirteen years, no one tells me this is my job. I would do it. You know Logan, Rhychard. I work extremely hard. Never a complaint. Why all of a sudden they—“
“Logan. Logan! Relax. No one is replacing you.” Rhychard gripped the older man’s arm in reassurance. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’ll find out. You’re not going anywhere.”
“Thank you. Thank you, Rhychard.” The old man nodded, still wringing his hands. “This job is all I know. It is all I have since my Sophia died. I can’t lose it.”
“You won’t,” Rhychard promised, pretty sure he could keep it. “Just keep working, and I’ll find out what’s happening.”
The elderly Logan kept thanking him, as Rhychard practically had to pry himself away from the man. He wasn’t sure what exactly was going on, but he was pretty positive it wasn’t the condominium association’s doing. For one, all the landscaping seemed focused around him. He could be wrong, of course, and whoever did this just started on his corner and had gotten no further, but so far, they had only touched the area linked to him. Even there, it was mainly the area between Whispering Oaks and the creek. He assumed the association owned the property that led to the water and just never developed it, but he could be wrong there as well. Even if they did, there would have been a vote and a slew of meetings just to debate it before any actual work began. So far, he had heard nothing concerning such a project. That wasn’t saying much, of course, because battling the Void and trying to forget Renny had absorbed his attention. Still, like the condo landscape, the only area touched was around the path he used to access Manatee Creek. He may be putting more importance on himself than necessary, but it seemed an odd occurrence.
Running his hand through his hair, he sighed, pushing the landscaping out of his mind for the moment. It was time to get to work.
While he could do most moving jobs on his own, which worked out great for his wallet, occasionally, he needed help. Today was one of those days, so he swung by and picked up Trace Wheeler, who had actually landed the job for Rhychard. It was only fair to include his friend, since he found the work for them, although Rhychard could have used all the money himself. Kree hadn’t been joking when he said the cupboards were bare. 
Trace Wheeler was an old friend from high school who liked the idea of only working when absolutely necessary. That wasn’t much as it turned out because Trace had never truly left his parents’ home, choosing to stay with his mother after his father died of liver disease. Still, his lack of ambition worked out great for Rhychard because business had dropped off drastically since the Fae claimed ownership of his life. It was like being drafted into the Army. Your life was over, and a new one began. Furthermore, Trace never asked a lot of questions, which was a good thing, since the Fae didn’t permit Rhychard to give his friend any answers, and Trace was always available when Rhychard needed him, two things Rhychard required in a partner.
The other benefit was that Trace only lived a couple of subdivisions away, so picking him up was never a problem. Within a few minutes of Rhychard leaving Whispering Oaks, Trace’s portly five-eleven frame was riding shotgun, and the two men headed to the warehouse district by the interstate to empty a storage unit for one Mrs. Patricia Ivy. Trace was also always ready to go because he never dressed up. He never really dressed down, either. His appearance was as shaggy as his walnut-colored hair, which hung to his shoulders. He always needed a shave but never had a beard. It was as if his whiskers grew so far and then gave up. He hid his small tortoise-green eyes behind sunglasses, whether or not the sun was out, which always made Rhychard wonder just how bloodshot they really were. 
The job was simple. Empty the storage unit and dump its contents in the garage of Mrs. Ivy’s son, Justin. Trace came across the job because he was friends with Justin Ivy. “Well, not really friends,” Trace had said in a weary voice. “I just know him. He hangs around the edges of some of my other friends. He’s pretty much a douche bag. A friend of mine told me they think Justin just wants to rummage through his mom’s possessions to see what he can sell off before his siblings get their hands in the mix.” Typical. Greed has no family loyalty. 
Still, Justin’s motive was no business of Rhychard’s. His job was merely to move the stuff. That Trace had even agreed to take the job if Justin’s intentions were that criminal surprised Rhychard. Trace had a soft heart, always rooting for the underdog. Rhychard had been that way once. Never again.
The windows on the truck were down, and the heat of the August afternoon came through in the breeze, which wasn’t much, bringing with it the tang of the nearby Indian River. Trace had been bellyaching about his mother always barging in and never giving him any privacy since he plopped into the truck, as always, but Rhychard tuned him out, his mind still on Vargas’s attack that morning. Besides, it was hard to feel sorry for a thirty-two-year-old who still lived at home.






  
  Chapter Three
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Vargas sat in his usual spot at The Old Oak, staring at himself in the mirror behind the bar. He loved this downtown pub, named after the giant oak right outside whose branches grew over the two-lane road, covering it in shade. Someone had even put a bench against the tree, which, at night, usually served as a bed for some poor homeless chap, but during the day made a great place for him to sit and ogle the humans who kept the downtown stores open. It had become a habit of his as of late, and one he didn’t see himself growing bored with anytime soon. Humans were such fascinating creatures. 
With a cocked brow, he swiped his dark bangs out of his eyes as he admired himself, thinking he had finally perfected his glamour, hiding his true, more grotesque appearance. He had short, dark hair, a firm jaw, broad shoulders, and the perfect salacious grin. Humans could eat their hearts out. And he had actually made a couple do just that to entertain him. He loved how pliable these humans were, especially Rhychard Bartlett. Vargas still cackled over the shock on the human Warrior’s face when he attacked him at that church. Oh, how perfect the surprise had been. He knew it would be, too. After all, the church was supposed to be Sacred Ground, a safe place against the Unseelie. Oh, but the things Rhychard didn’t know, and would soon find out. He chuckled as he lifted his glass to his lips, relishing in the delight of having his secrets. However, his merriment was short-lived.
“Stop feeling smug.” The dark elf, Aradhon, slid onto a barstool beside him. “So you surprised him. Big deal. You still need to finish your task for Prince Dakath. He grows weary of your failures. And your stalling.”
Vargas set his glass of whiskey back on the mahogany bar, his grin growing. “Tell your dear prince that all is going according to plan. I have practically completed his Gateway.” He twirled the glass with the tips of his fingers, something he witnessed someone doing a few days ago and which looked sophisticated to him.
Aradhon rolled his eyes. “You said that last time, remember? That didn’t work out so well. The prince prefers more reliable assurances.”
Vargas sucked in a breath, remembering well his failure of three human months ago. He had come close to using the faerie herbs to create a drug that the humans would gobble up like candy, only to find themselves subdued to his powers of persuasion. Yet, he had underestimated the human Warrior’s determination to do what the Fae wanted him to do. The man had cried how he had wanted out, to be left alone, and Vargas had promised him that very thing. Yet, Aradhon had been too impatient to achieve his own goals, goals Vargas had yet to determine, and had pushed the human Warrior past his comfort level of apathy, sending him into the battle and causing their failure. Vargas hadn’t failed as much as the dark elf had, but he knew that wasn’t the report passed on to the Unseelie prince. Aradhon would have made sure of that.
Vargas bit down on the retort that wanted to burst past his lips. “Relax, Aradhon. Have a drink. Flirt with one of the girls in the bar.” Vargas turned, practically drooling at the scantily clad woman in the downtown bar as she smiled over at him. “Enjoy their talents. It might help you unwind a little. It does wonders for me, I assure you.”
The dark elf sighed as he turned and faced Vargas head on. “We do not have time for… unwinding. What is your plan to open the Gateway Prince Dakath requires?”
“Now, Aradhon, why would I tell you what I have planned? You almost ruined everything last time. If you had left Rhychard well enough alone back then, your persistent prince would already have his Gateway.” He then turned to face off with the dark elf, tilting his head as he narrowed his eyes. “Why do you seem so impatient? Don’t you enjoy the perks of the Land Above? Are you so eager to return to the Shadowlands?” He shrugged, reaching once more for his glass. “Your loyalty is commendable, even if misguided.”
“The prince rewards those who do his bidding. Those who don’t…” He shrugged. “Well, those who don’t are rarely heard from again. Which one do you wish to be?”
“I wish to be the one having fun.” He shook his head as he lifted his glass and took a large swallow of his whiskey. He couldn’t believe how stuffy the dark elf was, so far from anyone who could call him to task, thanks to his own misguided efforts. The elf definitely needed to lighten up some. “Has it ever occurred to you that you’re the one reporting to Dakath? You have control of the flow of information. You determine what he knows and when. Why not give yourself a little leeway and simply enjoy yourself while you can? There’s plenty here to enjoy.”
“That’s not the mission, and you know it. Prince Dakath wants the Gateway, so he can break free of the Shadowlands and take over Harbor City.”
Vargas sighed as he shook his head. “I understand that, but why does he want this town? Have you asked yourself that? There are cities and towns all over the Land Above, so why is he so adamant about this one? What’s here that he desires so badly?”
Aradhon shook his head, his hair sliding over his shoulders. “It’s not our place to ask his plans, and this you well know. It is only our place to do as he bids as our prince, or suffer the consequences.” He turned and faced the demon, his brows raised. “And I don’t think either of us wants that, now do we?”
A shiver of fear rippled through Vargas. For all of his bravado, he knew Dakath was not to be trifled with. The prince had vanquished his own followers for the tiniest of infractions. Still, pushing his luck seemed to be Vargas’s hobby in this existence. “You do you, Aradhon, as the humans say, and I’ll do me.” He shrugged, lifting his glass once more. “Now, do lighten up and have some fun, or go find another bar to brood in. You’re killing the vibe, so to speak.” He glanced back down the bar at the woman still staring at him in that way that told him he was about to have plans for the night. “You’re a lousy wingman, by the way.”
Aradhon sighed. “I don’t even know what that means.”
“That’s obvious.” He winked at the woman, feeling his grin grow. He then slid off his stool, leaving the dark elf behind as he eased his way down the bar to where the woman sat. It was time to get rid of Mr. Negativity and see if the night was looking as good as it appeared. There would be time to open the Gateway for Dakath later.
He slid onto the stool beside the blonde. “Well hello.” He raked her with his gaze, biting his lower lip. “Don’t you look delicious?”

      [image: image-placeholder]Justin Ivy wasn’t what Rhychard expected. He assumed the man would have a small dirty T-shirt over a beer gut, a four-day-old beard, and khaki shorts with the pockets hanging past the hems. In Rhychard’s mind, only white trash would steal from their mother, if that is indeed what Justin Ivy intended. Instead, the man dressed in a suit with spit-polished dress shoes. His blond hair was short and perfect, and Ray Bans that probably equaled Rhychard’s rent covered his eyes. Justin stood pole-straight in front of an open storage unit, hands in his pockets, feet slightly apart. He did not appear to be the douche bag Trace painted him out to be, but Rhychard had learned over the past three months that looks were often deceiving. 
Since Trace knew the guy, Rhychard held back and allowed his friend to do all the talking, which included getting their four hundred dollars. As he waited, he leaned against the grill of his truck, arms crossed over his chest, feeling bored by the whole thing. Justin never took his hands out of his pockets, not even to hand over the money.
“Mom will meet you at the house. She’ll have your money,” he promised. “It’s her stuff we’re moving, so she’s paying. Just stack it so I can move around in the garage.”
Trace nodded. “Anything you need us to move inside? I’m sure your mom would love having her things back around her again.” He shot Rhychard a glance as if he expected Rhychard to pick up on clues the other gave, but Rhychard just stared back. He wasn’t sure what his friend wanted, and really didn’t want to get involved.
“No. Just put everything in the garage and leave.”
When creatures of the Void were around, the Guardian Sword would hold a blue glow to it and issue a warmth Rhychard felt through the harness, as well as his clothing. It was part of its protective magic that seemed to have failed recently, but which the others told him to pay close attention to. With humans, however, it was never that easy. Mankind had learned well the art of deception, and at times, those who appeared decent on the outside possessed a decayed inside and vice versa. Rhychard had seen plenty of good people commit evil acts and people he could have sworn were demons in human form get all soft and mushy over a dying kitten on the side of the road. Creatures of the Void and the Way were black and white in their motives and actions, whereas humans were grayer. Of course, that’s the way it was told to him. Truthfully, from the way Kendalais, the Warrior Master who was supposed to train him, acted, Rhychard knew the Seelie possessed quite a bit of gray as well.
Justin Ivy seemed shiny on the outside. However, what was inside the man? Rhychard saw the frown on Trace’s boyish face, and furrowed his brows as he stared at his friend, wondering what he was missing. Why had his friend taken this job if he was so uncomfortable about it?
“Smart move, canceling the storage unit and saving the rent,” Rhychard said, hoping to feel the situation out. “I bet your mom’s grateful for your sacrifice of space to help her out like that in these hard times.”
Justin just glanced at Rhychard, both men hiding behind sunglasses. “What can I say? I’m nice like that. Now, how about getting started?”
Rhychard nodded. Justin was kind enough to sacrifice space, but not cash. “Sure thing, boss.”
Finally, taking his hands out of his pockets, Justin stalked off as if the warehouse district would stain his shininess. He was quickly behind the wheel of his Beemer and gone.
Trace ran his hand through his scraggly hair. “See what I mean? Douche bag.”
Rhychard had to admit there was something off about the guy. Justin played the part of a man with money all the way to the attitude, but a rich man probably would have paid the storage fee as opposed to cluttering up his home. He also would have hung around to make sure the men broke nothing or stole his mother’s possessions. It was probable that Trace was right about the man’s motives, but Rhychard doubted Ivy League Ivy volunteered his plans, even to those he was closest to. Trace’s friend could have just made everything up. People loved to create garbage about other people, especially if they were jealous of them.
It took about an hour to load the truck. The problem with monotonous manual labor is that, while it keeps your body busy, it abandons the mind to venture into dark corners you wish to ignore. Rhychard’s mind took him to what Tryna said about the sword’s power being hesitant because of his bitterness. The Guardian had drafted him into the Fae’s war, given Rhychard a magical weapon to do battle with, and then punished him because he wasn’t chuckling happily about fighting. Perhaps the races of the Seelie Court felt proud when the Guardian chose them as a Warrior, but Rhychard wanted nothing to do with it. Unfortunately, however, he couldn’t get out of it. It was a cruel twist of logic thrust upon him, and eventually, it would cost him his life. Of course, without Renny, life was not worth living.
By the time they loaded the last box onto the truck, Rhychard’s arm throbbed, and he just wanted the job over. Trace made a couple of cracks about Rhychard getting old and feeble, and by the time they finished, it was all he could do not to ram the Guardian Sword up the other man’s ass. The only reason Rhychard held back was that he didn’t want a lecture from Tryna on the proper use of his weapon or Warrior behavior. Her reprimands were worse than being scolded by his mother, which reminded him he should reach out and see how his mother was doing. She had taken his breakup with Renny harder than he had.
“She’s already family, Rhychard.” His mother had practically screamed him into early hearing loss when he told her of the breakup, something that had actually taken him a month to do. “Two years you’ve been together. Two years! You don’t just toss aside two years. We love Renny like a daughter. I don’t know what you did to screw it up, but fix it!”
If only there was a way he could. Yet Kendalais made Rhychard swear not to reveal his new mission in life to anyone. “Humans do not believe in the Seelie, and they are safer for their ignorance.” The Seelie always saw humanity as the weaker species, a fact the Warrior Master took great pains to remind Rhychard of every chance the arrogant elf got. It would have made Renny and anyone else he cared about a target if they knew. As it was, the Seelie put a protective detail around his family, something never needed before because there had never been a human Warrior.
Kendalais was the elf the Sidhe sent to train Rhychard in the ways of the Warrior. The elf was a pompous ass who put a sneer in every word he uttered. Rhychard, however, had made it perfectly clear he wanted nothing to do with the elf, the Warriors, or their Guardian. He didn’t care about the battle between the Way and the Void. He didn’t care about demons or the Destroyer or how they wanted to destroy Rhychard’s world. The Guardian had already destroyed Rhychard’s world, as far as he was concerned, and now he just wanted them to leave him alone. And he was doing good at staying out of it. That is, until Vargas appeared at Harvest Fellowship earlier.
“I know we both need money and all,” Trace said, breaking into his thoughts, his voice soft and distant as he stared out the passenger window. “But I don’t feel right about this.”
Rhychard stayed quiet, his hands squeezing the steering wheel. 
“I mean, what if it was one of our mothers? My mom has a ton of stuff left over from before my dad died. It would kill her if any of it came up missing, you know?”
After taking a deep breath, Rhychard asked, “What do you want us to do, Trace? We’ve already got the stuff in the back of the truck. It’s not like we can stand guard over it. Besides, if it wasn’t us moving the stuff, that guy would just get someone else.”
They rode in silence for a while, Trace lost in his sudden guilt and Rhychard sinking into his frustrations of life. As they neared the elaborate neighborhood of Sky Winds, Trace finally whispered, “It’s just not right what he’s doing to his own mother, is all.”
“Why didn’t you think about that before we took the damn job?” Rhychard snapped. “Life isn’t fair, Trace. People are assholes. It’s the way it is.” He didn’t need the conscience Trace tried to stir up. Helping people got you screwed. He was living proof.
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