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  Chapter One

[image: image-placeholder]

Rhychard Bartlett stood there, his hands clasped together in front of him as he stared at the grave, the casket hovering above it, waiting to be lowered into the cold, damp ground. He hated funerals. They seemed so… frequent lately. And this one seemed so pointless. 
They say that life isn’t fair—whoever they are—but as far as Rhychard was concerned, death was even more unfair. The worst part, at least for him, was that unfairness seemed to have filled his life as of late. First, death swallowed his beloved Renny and those at Harvest Fellowship who didn’t make it out before the gargoyles ripped them apart or who remained in the building as the church imploded. Then, death claimed many of the residents of the Bottoms the night they faced off against Bertram Leary. In his sleep, he heard the screaming of the dying during the battle at Feather Lakes, humans, elves, and gargoyles alike. And that of the young witch, Rose Tillery.
The drizzle of rain coated them as thunder cracked in the distance, as if the angels themselves mourned the young woman’s loss. It seemed fitting with the moods of those huddled around the grave of the twenty-four-year-old. Every person—and Fae—gathered around Rose’s grave stared at the opening, the casket perched above it, their minds on the recent battle and the lives that were lost. The fight had left lives changed forever—some for the worse and others for the better. Rhychard reached out and squeezed Renny’s hand, knowing his life was one of those that had changed for the better. 
Renny returned the squeeze as she glanced up at him, her smile suggesting she understood where his mind was at that moment. A miracle had brought the love of his life back from the dead, and yet, while he rejoiced that it was so, it seemed so unfair considering they had lost the young witch in the battle to stop Bertram Leary. It was just another instance of where his life was anything but normal. Another reminder that he was inadequate for what life had thrust upon him.
When the minister finished speaking, Tansy Paxton, owner of the Murky Cauldron and the witch who led the Cauldron Coven, moved to where the preacher had stood and took over. She stared out at the gathered crowd, her dark eyes bloodshot from the tears she had shed. However, she stood tall, her thin frame determined to see this through and do her assistant justice. 
“I hate that we are here. I hate that this is even necessary, and my heart aches because I want so badly to hold Rose in my arms or to tell her to dust the shelves, or to fix us some tea.” Those gathered smiled, and some chuckled softly at the images Tansy brought to mind. Taking a deep breath, the witch continued. “After what happened at the Bottoms, I blamed myself, accusing myself of not protecting Rose enough, or perhaps I hadn’t taught her enough to protect herself, prepared her for such a fight. I blamed myself for Rose’s death. And I know there are others here who blame themselves as well.”
Rhychard glanced over at Buttercup—Laci she now preferred, shedding Buttercup and leaving her in the past—her arms wrapped around herself, doing her best to hold it together for just a little while longer. He saw her sister, Jayden, beside her, her arm wrapped around Laci’s waist as the two stood there, staring at the open grave before them. He knew she blamed herself as well. She had said as much since that dreadful night. If she hadn’t allowed herself to be captured by Bertram Leary, if she hadn’t been duped by his sister, Muriel, or if she hadn’t even stepped foot into Murky Cauldron to begin with, Rose Tillery would still be alive, taking care of customers during the day and practicing her witchcraft at night. Yet, Laci had done all those things, and Rose paid for it with her life.
“But we’re wrong.” Tansy locked gazes with Laci, her expression soft, filled with compassion. “We didn’t set the things into motion that caused this. We didn’t bring evil into our city, and we didn’t cast the fatal blow. No. That was someone else, the person who did bring evil to our city.” Tansy glanced at Rhychard, a tender smile spreading across her face. “I remember during the battle when someone worried about Alex and Kayla, saying they would get themselves killed. My response then was that if they did, they would do it on their terms, standing up for what they believed, fighting for a friend. Rose knew what she was doing, and if she had to do it all over again, I know, without a doubt, she would without hesitation. So would I. So would all of us, because that is who we are. That is how the White Goddess made us. We cannot stand idly by while evil runs rampant. We have to intervene and do what normal law enforcement cannot.”
Rhychard turned his gaze to Walter Gallows, the only cop who fought alongside them during the battle at the Bottoms, his partner already slain by Bertram Leary. The officer had witnessed things he never knew existed, fought creatures he thought lived only in fantasy books, and when it was all said and done, he stood beside them and kept their secret. He was there today to honor the young witch who tried to protect him, just as they were all there yesterday to honor his fallen partner. Beside Officer Gallows stood Jordan Thomas, longtime resident of Feather Lakes, as well as recent champion of the community’s residents. Rhychard tried his best to keep others out of the battle against the Unseelie, but in the end, it had been the entire community coming together, risking their lives, who had defeated the Learys and Unseelie. He remembered what Kree told him at the end of the battle. :It takes a village, Warrior, to protect a village.: The residents of Feather Lakes, otherwise known as the Bottoms, had defended their community when no one else even cared, teaching Rhychard Bartlett that he did not need to do it alone.
:One would have thought you would have learned that lesson back when we fought Vargas,: Kree sent to him. :Did it not take all of us, including Buttercup and your friend David Morsetti, to rescue the people of Harvest Fellowship?:
Rhychard glanced over at the coshey, who sprawled out on the grass under an elm tree, his magic blending him in with his surroundings. :I never said I was a quick learner.:
:This I know, Warrior.: Rhychard could hear the mirth in the faerie hound’s tone. :This I know.:
“The blame for Rose’s death is not mine or anyone else’s,” Tansy continued. “It belongs solely on the shoulders of those who wanted to do harm to people we cared about, and we will always—always—stand in that gap to protect those who need it. None of us should regret stepping up, and this tragedy should not keep us from doing it again. That separates us from those who commit evil. I will always stand in that gap.” She turned her gaze to the casket, walking over, and placing her hand on the polished wood. “Rose, I am proud to have been your friend, your mentor, and your boss. I am also proud to have stood beside you at the very end. Godspeed to wherever your journey takes you now.” Tears once again fell from her eyes, this time falling on the casket of her friend.
Others cried as well, including Rose’s mother, sobs and sniffles filling the damp air. Tansy walked around the casket and took the older woman in her embrace, hugging her for support and offering the woman her condolences. The others of the coven followed suit, followed by Officer Gallows, Jordan, Karl Bartlett, the Valentine sisters, and Famallumi, the Lore Master Apprentice. Rhychard and Renny brought up the rear together, offering the Tillerys their sympathies. Once Renny hugged Mrs. Tillery, they joined the small cluster of people who fidgeted, waiting to know what to do next.
Tansy was the one with the answer. “Why don’t we all meet up at the Cauldron and drink a toast to Rose? I’ll keep the store closed for the rest of the day in her honor, and we can sit around and share some stories.”
Wanda Patterson, the oldest member of the coven, nodded as she dry-washed her hands, a nervous tick of hers, Rhychard had noticed. “I think that’s a great idea. I’ll stop and pick up something for all of us to nibble on. Some comfort food. I’m sure we’re all hungry.”
“I think that would be a great idea,” Tansy said with a smile, reaching out and caressing the other woman’s arm.
“Well, as much as I’d love to, I need to get back to work,” Officer Gallows said. He then turned to Rhychard, extending his arm for a handshake. “If you need anything, give me a call.”
Rhychard said he would as he shook the officer’s hand, but inwardly, he hoped he never needed to make that call. 
Jordan just wanted to go home as well and rest, so he said his goodbyes, too, everyone giving both men handshakes and hugs before they left. Everyone else said they would meet up at Murky Cauldron, and soon, the small cluster of people broke up, each one heading for their vehicles. 
“It feels weird,” Renny said, looping her arm around Rhychard’s and leaning against him as they walked. “I just attended a funeral of a witch who fought beside me just a few days ago while I was… well, dead. Now, I’m the one who’s alive. It just seems… wrong.”
“It is wrong,” Famallumi said from behind them.
“Famallumi!” Rhychard snapped, jerking his head around to glare at the elf.
The Lore Master Apprentice lifted his hands and shrugged. “I am sorry, Warrior, but it is the truth. As much as I am happy your lifemate has returned to you, it is still wrong. We have no idea what the ramifications will be—what has changed in the timeline.”
“The future hasn’t happened yet,” Rhychard said. “So we couldn’t have screwed anything up. And even if we did, I would do it all over again to get Renny back.”
“The future may not be set in your mind, but it has happened. Something has changed and, for all we know, it could be catastrophic.”
As they reached the truck, Rhychard opened the back bay door so Kree could hop inside. “How on earth could Renny being alive cause something catastrophic to happen in the future? It makes no sense.”
Kree walked up and, pressing down on his haunches, launched himself into the back of the truck. :Warrior, it is impossible for us to know as we are not there,: Kree sent to them with his mindspeech, the communication method of the coshey. :However, what the Lore Master Apprentice said is accurate. Perhaps you were destined to marry someone else and being with Renny stops your future from being born. What if your offspring from this other lifemate are to perform some magnificent feat, like curing a disease? Renny being alive now may very well jeopardize all of that.:
“What if Renny wasn’t supposed to die at Harvest Fellowship?” Rhychard pushed, unwilling to let go of his point. “Bringing her back may have saved my line.”
Renny put her hand on his chest, her soft, green eyes staring up into his. “Yet, I did die. Bringing me back was like a cheat, not natural. What if they’re right?”
He ran a hand around the back of her neck, matching her gaze. “They’re not. There is nothing wrong with you being back. Actually, it’s perfect.”
“Tryna did not think so,” Famallumi said.
:No, she did not,: Kree agreed.
Rhychard pulled the door down on the back of the truck. :I’ll see you at the Cauldron. And for the record, I don’t care what Tryna thinks. Besides, it’s too late now. Renny’s back.:
Walking around to the passenger side of the truck, he opened the door so Renny could slide in, leaving the door open for Famallumi to follow her. Rhychard walked around the truck to the driver’s side, his mind rationalizing Renny’s existence in his head while his stomach churned. While he thought they could do nothing now that she was alive again, he still wouldn’t put it past the faerie world to attempt to fix what he didn’t see as a problem.
He reached up and gripped the driver’s door handle, pausing before he jerked it open. He knew enough about the Fae to know they were sticklers for their rules and traditions. They would try to fix this, of that he had no doubt. The thing Rhychard had to do was figure out how they would attempt to rectify what they saw as a critical situation and stop them from carrying it out. He opened the door and climbed inside the cab of his truck. He’d figure it out. He’d stop them from doing whatever they intended to do. There was no other option. He had Renny back, and no one—no one—would take her away from him again.

      [image: image-placeholder]The car ride to the Murky Cauldron started out quietly, but it didn’t stay that way for long. Jayden drove as Laci never got her license, but that wasn’t where the youngest Valentine’s control ended. “You know you have to move out, right?” 
Laci glanced over at her sister, her brows bunched in confusion. “What are you talking about? Move out of where?”
“Out of warrior boy’s condo. What did you think I meant?” Jayden weaved through traffic, focusing on the road ahead, although Laci had the feeling Jayden’s focus was just an excuse, and she was doing her best to avoid glancing over at her.
“Why would I need to do that? It’s my home.” Rhychard’s apartment had been her home ever since he rescued her from the gargoyles at Mark Shepherd Park. Why would she leave it? She didn’t understand what Jayden meant. Had someone said something to her? No, that couldn’t be it, because her little sister had barely talked to Rhychard or the others. Since Renny had reappeared in the world of the living, he had locked himself up in his bedroom doing things Laci didn’t want to even imagine. Besides, she highly doubted he would ever throw her out.
“Because his girl is truly back now and not just in the spooky walk-through-walls kind of way, like before. She’s alive, Laci. She’s not going to want to share her home with another woman. It kind of makes things a little uncomfy, you know?”
Laci stared ahead at the passing road. She had never thought about it the way Jayden presented it, but it made sense. Renny would want to be the only woman in Rhychard’s life, and Laci was sure the fact she was a former street hooker didn’t make Renny all warm and fuzzy with her being in the same house with her boyfriend. “I hadn’t thought about it.” Her voice was weak, soft, not wanting to admit what became too painfully obvious to her.
“I didn’t think so,” Jayden said, not in a judgmental sort of way, but with concern in her voice. “Good thing for you that you have another home to go to now.”
Laci jerked her gaze back around to her sister, a hollow twisting in her stomach. Jayden wasn’t looking at her straight on, but Laci caught her shooting furtive glances to the side. “What...?”
“Mom’s been asking about you. She misses you, and, well, your room is still empty. What better way to get to know each other again than living in the same house? Besides, isn’t it getting kind of crowded in there with that Fama… Famallumini… Falmulamee… the elf that lives there?”
Laci gave a soft laugh. “I can’t say his name, either.” She turned her gaze back to the front. “I just… I just never thought about it, I guess. I mean, we did just reconnect. A lot has happened. I don’t know if mom… I mean, what if she…?”
Jayden reached over and took her hand, squeezing it. “She wants to get to know you again. She holds nothing against you. Neither of us do. We just want to be a family again.”
Tears trickled down Laci’s cheeks, which she swiped away with the back of her hand. When she first saw Jayden walk into the Murky Cauldron a couple of weeks ago, she never thought it would go beyond the two sisters being able to be in the same room together. Never would she have imagined they would ask her to move back in with them. She only wished her father was still alive.
She stared out the passenger window, lost in Jayden’s words. It made sense that Renny wouldn’t want her to continue living in Rhychard’s condo. Yet, was it time to move back home? Could they all survive the eight years that had passed since she left? The knot in her stomach made her doubt it, but her heart prayed it was possible. She was ready to go home.






  
  Chapter Two

[image: image-placeholder]

Trace Wheeler ran his hand through his shaggy, walnut-colored hair as he stared over the box of plastic wrapped comic books at the small, dark-haired lady. She seemed engrossed in the section of comics she thumbed through, seriously examining each one, sliding some out a bit to get a better look at the cover, setting others to the side for purchase. She was actually into comic books! He couldn’t believe his luck. Most of the women he met had just rolled their eyes at him when they found out he was into comics. Of course, most never lasted past the knowledge that he lived with his mother still, but this woman thought it was sweet that he was determined to take care of the woman who gave him birth. “Most men would want their own bachelor pad so they could bring girls home for sex or something,” she had said when he told her. “I think it’s noble that you sacrifice your privacy for the benefit of your mother.” Trace had literally bounced up and down in his gaming chair when he read those words.. He had struck the motherlode! His friends in the chatroom didn’t believe him, believing Princess Ellewain from the land of Harmondar was really a fat middle-aged man sitting on his stained sofa in his Fruit of the Loom. If he were honest with himself, he had thought the same thing at first. It was easy to get caught up in an online persona, forgetting that it was merely an avatar, a creation of whoever sat on the other end of the game. And online, anyone could be anything. But she was real! And even lived in Harbor City!  
His friends had made him send a picture of the two of them together once he finally grew a set of balls and asked her out, and even then they said it had to be a cousin or a prostitute. Now he was the envy of the entire Battle of Dragons gaming world, as he was truly dating the princess of Harmondar.
He glanced down at the section of Batman comics he searched through, trying to play it cool but knowing he failed miserably. He couldn’t help it. Never in his life would he have thought he would be so lucky. She loved comic books and video games, and she was gorgeous.
He turned his gaze back up at her for just a quick second, soaking in her long, dark hair, so dark it almost shone blue in some places and made her bronze skin seem paler than it really was. And her eyes. He loved her eyes—soft, dark chocolate, and almond-shaped. She was a few inches shorter than him, with a thin, frail body, and her lips were pouty. The only irregularity to her otherwise perfect body was that she walked with a slight limp because of an injury she said that cost her two of her toes. He had just smiled, saying, “Every masterpiece has a slight flaw.”
They had only been out twice, not often enough for him to try to kiss her or anything, but he did hold her hand once. It was soft, warm. He slept with his hand under his cheek that night so he could still feel her warmth. Well, he couldn’t actually feel it, but he could pretend he did. He was good at pretending. After all, his entire life was one big fantasy in his head.
“We could grab a bite to eat after this if you want,” he asked while his gaze was still on the comics, just in case she said no or thought he was silly. Girls had always thought he was silly.
She kept her gaze down as well, but he could see her smile. “I would like that.”
He smiled back, no longer even looking at the comic books he thumbed through. He couldn’t believe how his luck had changed when he discovered that his princess lived right there in town and worked in the Food Giant’s meat department. Never again would he argue about running his mother’s errands. It was even worth getting behind the steering wheel of his mother’s car, something he rarely risked doing.
He purchased a few comics, adding to his collection, and waited while Giselle Bamford purchased a couple of her own. Seth’s Diner was just down the way, so once they had their purchases bagged, they strolled down the sidewalk to the small eatery, enjoying the coolness of the day. He wanted to reach out and hold her hand again, but his nervousness kept him from taking the chance. Luckily for him, however, she wasn’t as nervous. He felt her hand in his before he realized she had taken it. Glancing over at her, he gave her a sheepish smile. He just couldn’t believe his luck.

      [image: image-placeholder]Hope. He hated hope. It made people cocky, bold. People were not as easily manipulated when they had hope. Instead, they were stubborn, determined, a barrier to his goals. Aradhon did not need a barrier to his goals. Not when he was so close. The dark elf stood on the eighth floor balcony of the Leary Building, staring out over the hovels of Feather Lakes, his arms crossed over his chest, his face stoic.  
They had been close to opening a Gateway to the Shadowlands. Close until Bertram Leary screwed it all up in his ridiculous quest for vengeance on an elf who had been dead for centuries. Not only was Mephalus dead, but fate trapped his soul inside the human Warrior’s Guardian Sword. Bertram’s vengeance could have waited until after they opened the Gateway, but he was too impatient. The man was lucky the people of Feather Lakes killed him and his sister a few days ago. It spared them from being tortured by Prince Dakath. The dark elf prince did not suffer failure easily, and Aradhon was glad he was not the one in charge of opening the Gateway. Of course, the fact the prince did not have anyone to unleash his fury on did not sit well with those within his reach. Someone would pay the painful price for Bertram’s failure. Odds were, it would be the Leary family in Ireland, who sent their son on the misguided quest that cost the prince his Gateway. It served them right. They put their own personal agenda above the prince’s, which was never a good idea. It did not, however, deter Aradhon from his own personal agenda. He just had to make sure the prince’s goals came first. First, that is, until Aradhon achieved his goal. Then it wouldn’t matter because the Destroyer would see Aradhon’s worth over the prince’s. It was the only way to advance in the Shadowlands among the Unseelie.
Movement off to his left caught his attention. The old man who fought alongside the Warrior pulled his vehicle into the front of his home. Aradhon watched through narrowed eyes as the man got out and walked toward his front door. It was that man’s influence that brought the denizens of Feather Lakes into the fight against Bertram Leary. Him and Karl Bartlett, the Warrior’s brother. This community should have been perfect to use in opening the Gateway. Hate and despair filled most of the residents, leaving them feeling trapped in their lives with no way up or out. All of that negativity was ripe for what Bertram needed to fulfill his mission. Yet, he had still failed because of that old man down there. Now, the pathetic miscreants had hope, hope that would get them killed, eventually.
Aradhon heard someone behind him but didn’t turn. His sentries were the best because they each feared for their lives. If they failed, they knew they would die. “Patrick Leary is on the phone.” The elf waited behind Aradhon for the dark elf to turn around. 
Aradhon made him wait. He was also making Patrick Leary wait, the father who put his agenda—his family’s agenda—above the prince’s wishes. For that, he would pay. After enough time had passed to make his point, Aradhon reached behind him, taking the phone from the waiting dark elf and held it up to his pointed ear. “Patrick, I know by now you have heard of Bertram’s failure. Prince Dakath is very displeased, and soon you will see how displeased. I would not plan to go anywhere.” He heard the elderly man babble his excuses, but he cut him off. “Patrick, Patrick, do not whine. You played a gambit, and it failed. Now, there are consequences. The first is that I am taking possession of the Leary Building. Consider it a small token of your penance. Of course, what Prince Dakath will exact as compensation, I am afraid to even consider. If I were you, I would practice my groveling. Not that I honestly believe it will save you.” He closed the cell phone and handed it back to the dark elf behind him.
Aradhon stared back out at Feather Lakes and the Indian River beyond. While the people of the tiny community below him had thwarted Bertram and his sister, it would be the last time they proved a hindrance to the plans of the Unseelie. It would be the last time any of them thwarted his plans. And they would pay—they would all pay, starting with the meddling witches.
Aradhon turned and walked back into the building, the cold air from the air-conditioning sending goose bumps up and down his grayish-blue flesh. It wasn’t the scorching heat of the Shadowlands, and he still found it difficult to become accustomed to the change. He walked over to the wet bar left behind by the late Bertram Leary and poured himself a glass of water he kept in a pitcher on the bar. Elves did not handle human alcohol well.
He turned and stared at the surrounding area, the pool where Muriel Leary, a merrow by nature, not only swam but devoured anyone who displeased her brother, the seating area where Bertram threatened the Warrior’s brother and held that witch captive. Everything they needed to succeed was right there, yet the Learys had still failed. That failure was now Aradhon’s problem because Prince Dakath would still want a Gateway opened in Harbor City, and it now fell to Aradhon to see it accomplished. So far, the prince had faced failures in the ones he sent to accomplish the task. First, the demon, Vargas, and then the Learys. He would not suffer a third failure, and that was what scared Aradhon. Rhychard Bartlett proved to be more of a barrier than the Unseelie had predicted. Aradhon would have to make sure he succeeded and at the same time, not lose his own agenda—gaining the Guardian Sword.
He truly expected Bertram Leary to kill the human Warrior. After all, humans were inferior in all ways. Once he had slain the Warrior, there would be a thin window in which the Guardian Sword was free of its bonding and, therefore, free to be taken without harm. To take the sword before the Warrior who wielded it was dead meant instant death to the one who attempted to steal it. It was suicide and, while Aradhon craved the prize of the sword, it would do him little good if he died in the process.
No, Aradhon’s goal was to steal the Guardian Sword and bring it back to the Destroyer. Then, he would secure his place in the Shadowlands, and not even his prince could harm him. The Destroyer would probably even grant him Dakath’s kingdom. The underlings of the Unseelie would lie on the ground so he could walk on their backs as they knew the importance of his deeds. They would worship him, but not just out of fear, but out of respect as well, because he would have achieved what no one else in the Shadowlands had been able to accomplish. He would have stolen the magical weapon of the Guardian’s Warriors of the Fae.
Now he had to figure out how to accomplish both without giving away his true agenda. He glanced back out at the sky. And punish those who stood in our way the first time.

      [image: image-placeholder]As they left the diner, Trace took a deep breath before reaching out to take Giselle’s hand, still jittery even though she had made the first move as they left the comic book store. The conversation during lunch went all over the place, both of them being shy, but he enjoyed getting lost in just being with her. “I enjoyed today,” he said, as they walked back toward their cars. “It sucks that you have to go to work now.” 
She dipped her head in a curt nod. “I agree. Maybe I’ll win the lottery one day and can skip the whole working for a living thing.”
“If I win, I’ll share it with you.”
She blushed at his words, the pink tint to her flesh causing him to blush as well. “That would be sweet.”
He escorted her to her car, an ancient Ford Galaxy Skyliner with a white hood and red body, convertible, and it impressed him she had such a classic in pristine condition. As they stood there, he took a deep breath and risked giving her a hug. To his surprise, she hugged him back, squeezing tight. “Call me when you get off work. If you want, that is. Maybe we can do something. At least get into the game and hang out there. Maybe go on our own little quest.” He took a deep breath, trying to slow his speech.
She smiled, the blush still on her cheeks. “That would be nice.”
“Good.” He held her door open for her as she slid behind the steering wheel. “I look forward to it.” He groaned at his words. He sounded like that stupid mutt of Rhychard’s, all formal and stuffy. Who says they look forward to it anymore?
But Giselle didn’t seem to mind. “Me too.”
He closed the door, giving her a small wave as she started the car. He just stood there, watching her drive off, and didn’t realize he had stood frozen in place until another car coming down the road honked at him, almost hitting him. Damn crazy drivers.
Stuffing his hands into his pockets, he made his way back to his mother’s car. He decided he needed to call Rhychard and see if there was any work available. It didn’t seem right to ask his mother for date money. She’d do it, but it would just seem too weird. And Trace wanted to take Giselle out on another date, for sure. And another after that. He didn’t know how he would move past the hand-holding stage to actually kissing her, but it wouldn’t happen unless he could step up his game. 
Trace laughed softly. He didn’t even know what game was. He had never dated in high school or anytime since, and so far, had made everything up as he went from what he had watched on television. It must be working, however, because Giselle hadn’t run off on him yet. He hoped she never did. She was definitely worth putting the game controller down for. As he drove down the road, he wondered if this was what Rhychard felt like when Renny was alive. Now Trace could understand why his friend seemed so lost after her death. It would be like a hole opening up in his chest, and he had only been seeing Giselle for a short while. He couldn’t imagine how he would feel if he managed not to screw this up for any length of time. He was eager to see what the future held for them.






  
  Chapter Three
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Rhychard squeezed Renny’s hand as they passed through the front door of the Murky Cauldron, Famallumi close behind them. Tansy hung a sign on the glass door, announcing Murky Cauldron was closed as they celebrated the life of Rose Tillery, with a picture of the young witch beside it. Rhychard tried not to think about why Rose had died. Others had lectured him enough about her death not being his fault, though he still could not shake the blame. If he had been better at being a Warrior, he would not have needed to depend on others to help him fight the battles he wound up fighting. Kree, Famallumi, Tryna, and even Renny had told him that no one could fight alone and expect to win. He had needed help when he faced Vargas at Harvest Fellowship and, as it turned out, he needed an entire community to help him defeat Bertram Leary and his sister. However, people had died both times, people he was supposed to protect, and their deaths weighed heavily on his mind and heart. 
As they neared a table in the back room, Kree made his way to a corner so as not to knock anything over or be in the way. Tansy handed them each a glass of wine. “Thank you for coming. I know you hadn’t met Rose, but she would feel honored that a Warrior was here to celebrate her life.”
Rhychard tried to smile, but it was weak, he knew. Rose didn’t need to be honored by a man who couldn’t save her. “I wish I could have done more to keep her from getting hurt.”
“I wish I could have done the same,” Tansy said with a nod. “But she gave her life in order to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves. Her sacrifice was the culmination of her commitment to life and others. It is the underlying calling of all witches, to do good to all, especially those who cannot do it for themselves.”
Rhychard wanted to argue with her, but now was not the time or place. It would only bring dishonor to the one who had made the sacrifice. Instead, he lifted his glass in a silent toast, and Tansy and Renny joined him.
Glancing around the room, he noticed Laci standing on the other side of the room with her sister, Jayden. “Excuse me,” he said to the witch in front of him. “I want to check on Buttercup.” He gave a soft chuckle as he shook his head. “I mean Laci.”
“Of course,” Tansy said. “She’s been through quite a lot as well.”
“That she has.” Rhychard took Renny’s hand again, wanting to hold on to her as much as he could, afraid that whatever had brought her back to life would realize its mistake and snatch her back again. As he neared the Valentine sisters, he thought about how true Tansy’s words were that Laci had been through quite a bit. Yet, at the end, life had reconciled her with her sister and mother. She even had a job, up until when her boss tried to turn Feather Lakes into another one of the Unseelie’s Gateways. 
Laci noticed his approach and offered him a weak smile. Her sister, who stood beside her, glanced over at him, shifting slightly where she stood. Rhychard and Renny joined them, their wine glasses held in front of them, and Rhychard squeezed Renny’s hand in reassurance. He knew she had to be feeling a little odd being around everyone, especially Laci, considering the last time they really talked, she was basically telling Renny to stop being a bitch. Now, both women lived in the same condo, his condo, and neither had really spoken to the other since magic brought Renny back to life. It didn’t help that Laci thought Renny was a zombie at first, which made Rhychard wonder if zombies were real as well.
“How are you holding up?” he asked Laci once they stood in front of her.
She shrugged, her dark eyes still glassy with unshed tears. “It all seems unreal. I only knew Rose for a short time, but it’s as if I lost a sister of sorts.”
“You did,” Jayden said, placing a tender hand on Laci and giving her arm a squeeze. “She was your sister in the coven, and time has no meaning there. Our energies and powers intertwine, giving you that bonding that makes you feel as if we’ve all been together since birth. When Rose passed, a part of your energy went with her. Tonight, we’ll do the Recapturing Ceremony at the cemetery. Then, Rose’s energy and power will transfer to us, as well as the power we lost with her death.”
“Is that safe?” Rhychard wasn’t sure he liked the idea of Laci at a cemetery in the middle of the night. While Bertram and Muriel were dead, Aradhon was still out there, and they still had no idea what the dark elf had planned. Rhychard would not risk Laci’s life for a third time.
Jayden turned to him, annoyance masking her face. “Whatever battles you’re fighting are yours. No one tracks us or is even interested in us. Why would it not be safe?”
“Because you helped me defeat the Unseelie. They might not have noticed you before, but I promise you, someone is paying attention to you now.”
“And you think they’ll be watching us?” Tansy walked up behind Rhychard, joining their small circle. 
Rhychard nodded. “I think they have been since that night. You came out against them. It only stands to reason they would, at the very least, want to keep tabs on you so you don’t interfere again. At the most…” He shrugged, not wanting to say what he truly feared.
“You have an amazing collection of history here,” Famallumi said as he entered the back room with the elderly Wanda in tow. “I never knew humans knew so much about the faerie world. How did you come by all of this lore?”
Rhychard watched as the older witch walked over to the snack table with the Lore Master Apprentice. Though Famallumi was young for an elf, he was practically the same age as Wanda. “A collection of sightings and interactions gathered over the centuries,” she said as they both reached for some homemade cookies Wanda had brought with her.
“I would love to peruse your histories at some point, if that is acceptable.” The elf rubbed his hands together as if he talked about treasure rather than books. Then again, Rhychard assumed to a Lore Master Apprentice, books were a type of treasure.
Tansy nodded. “You’re welcome here anytime.”
Famallumi reacted like a child on Christmas morning, and Rhychard just shook his head.
The other witches, Alex Barrister and Kayla Lewell, sat against a wall of shelves, both sipping a glass of wine and whispering to each other in melancholy tones. Their faces showed the loss their hearts felt.
Rhychard turned back to those gathered around him, the Recapturing Ceremony heavy on his mind. “I just think, for a while at least, everyone needs to be on their guard. This is the Unseelie we’re dealing with, and I know from experience, they don’t fight fair.”
Renny hugged herself, her face showing she remembered her own battle with the Unseelie. “No, they don’t.”
“And it’s so bubbly,” Famallumi said, holding up a glass of chilled wine, examining it intently. Rhychard knew he would be in for another scolding from Tryna once she heard about the young elf drinking human alcohol again. Besides the conversation he knew loomed in the future over Renny’s resurrection, that is.
“Whatever Bertram was up to, and I don’t think it was just revenge on the Warrior line that forced his family to form an alliance with the Unseelie, is still in motion, I’m sure.” Rhychard shook his head as he spoke. “The Unseelie do not give up.”
“Be that as it may, we cannot forsake this ceremony,” Tansy said. “We cannot allow Rose’s essence to be wasted while she waits in the Summerlands for her rebirth. Then she would truly be dead and lost to us.”
Rhychard gave the witch a quizzical look. “The Summerlands? Is that the witch’s version of purgatory?”
Tansy shook her head. “Not in the way you are thinking. We do not believe in a Hell per se, so there is no purgatory where you wait for that final judgment. The Summerlands are a place of waiting in between incarnations, a realm of souls so to speak, where a spirit can rest between journeys until they’re ready to move on to the next.” She gave him a smile, along with a weak shrug. “It’s a place to rest with loved ones who have passed on before the rebirth.”
Rhychard nodded as if he understood, but he really had no clue. That they would be in the cemetery at night and vulnerable still bothered him, though. “What if Kree and I stood guard? We could stay out of sight, not interfering with your ceremony, but be close enough that if someone were to try something, we could intervene.”
Tansy started to refuse his offer, but Renny stopped her with an uplifted hand. “You might as well say yes because, if not, he’ll just camp out there and watch without your knowledge. Kree is fantastic at being sneaky, especially with how he blends into his surroundings, and the two of them don’t need to be close to communicate with each other.”
Kree lifted his head from the corner of the room, his eyes blinking as he stared at Renny. :I am not sneaky.:
Tansy sighed. “Just please do not interfere. This ceremony is important.” 
“I understand,” Rhychard assured her. “You won’t even know I’m there. Promise.”
:I prefer the term stealth-like.:
It was obvious Tansy wasn’t happy about it, but accepted it. They continued to talk, the conversation turning to whether Tansy would hire someone else to replace Rose to what Laci would do for a job now. They ignored the subject of Renny being alive again, Rhychard believing it poor taste to talk about her resurrection while they celebrated the death of a friend. And he still wasn’t sure what they would do about her being alive again. Did they tell his family, her family, the people who worked at her realty company before she died, and if so, how? How do you walk up to someone who lost their daughter a month and a half ago and tell them she was actually alive again? Her business, Saunders Realty, had already gone to someone else to run and her parents had stripped her apartment so the owner could lease it out again. Renny had nowhere to go, no home, no job, no anything. He wasn’t sure what their next step would be, but he didn’t really care. He had another chance at a life with Renny, and he would allow nothing or no one to risk it ending.
Of course, that didn’t mean he looked forward to Tryna’s scolding when she returned from the Land Under. Famallumi had spent the past few days pacing Rhychard’s apartment, fearing the wrath of the tiny ellyll. They had already told her, of course, when it first happened. She warned them of the chaos that could unfold with Renny now being alive. Then she went to the Land Under to discover what needed to be done about the situation, but no matter what she discovered, he knew he would allow no one to take Renny away from him again. He had already sacrificed too much for the Fae. He would not sacrifice his second chance to be with the one he loved.
As the hours stretched on, Rhychard decided it was time to leave Murky Cauldron and head for home. Famallumi was already feeling the wine he had enjoyed and continued to be his happy, talkative self again, questioning everything and then shouting, “Amazing!” afterward. Renny stayed at Rhychard’s side as they said their farewells, and once they were done, with Famallumi and Kree in tow, they headed for his truck. He needed to get Renny and Famallumi home so Kree and he could head to the cemetery. He would not allow Laci to risk being too exposed if he could help it. Of course, he knew he couldn’t be there to protect her all the time, but those times when he could, he would not leave her vulnerable.
“I can go with you,” Renny offered, as he opened the passenger door for her.
“You’re not a ghost anymore, so the risk to you is greater. I would feel better if you were safely tucked inside the condo. I know the Unseelie can’t get inside. A Warrior’s home is Sacred Ground, and a creature of the Void would explode upon contact. Besides, I don’t want to worry about you while I’m worrying about a coven of witches.”
Renny slid inside the truck, scooting to the middle so Famallumi could join them. Rhychard opened the back bay door, allowing Kree to hop inside before he ran around to the other side of the truck and opened the door. Once he settled into his seat, Renny took his hand again. “You worry about her a lot.”
He pulled his hand away as he started his truck and shifted it into gear before reaching back for her hand. “Laci?” He nodded as he pulled out onto Main Street. “I guess I do. She’s been through quite a bit, and I don’t want to see her go through more. Ever since I rescued her from gargoyles at Mark Shepherd Park, I’ve felt protective of her. She’s come a long way, and I’m proud of her.”
Renny turned her gaze to the road in front of them. “Is that all it is? I mean, you thought I was dead. It wouldn’t be wrong to have feelings for someone else. I did treat you pretty bad there in the end.”
Rhychard gave her a quick glance, squeezing her hand. He brought it up to his lips, kissing it softly. “That’s all it is. I’ve only ever had feelings for you, even after you died. That’s why I never took your engagement ring from around my neck.”
She snuggled into him, her head on his shoulder. “I just want to make sure.”
“We still have to face Tryna again,” Famallumi reminded them, as if Rhychard could forget. “I’ve said it before; she will not be happy.”
“I can deal with Tryna not being happy,” Rhychard said, wishing the elf would cease his whining.
“Warrior, we still do not know how this happened.”
“Your magic did it. Didn’t you say that was part of your power?”
“Yes, yes, but I did not do it. I never willed for Renny to remain, only to move on. The two of you were the only ones to wish for her to stay, and that worries me. Your wishes should not have been able to influence the magic in such a powerful way, yet it did. That means something, but I do not know what.”
“It means wishes can come true, that’s what,” Rhychard said. “We wished it, and it happened. It’s a win in my book.”
Famallumi sighed as he leaned against the passenger door of the truck. “If it were only that simple.”
Rhychard chanced another glance at the elf, a niggle of worry and doubt creeping into his mind. Famallumi’s statement was the sum of things with the faerie world. Nothing was ever simple.






  
  Chapter Four
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Rhychard knelt behind a thick oak, the cloak he had found in his father’s garage a while back hiding him from prying eyes. Soulbreaker and the iron swords were strapped to his back and out of sight, but ready to be called into action. He had also selected to wear his brace of throwing knives, just on the off chance something did go awry tonight. He preferred to be over-prepared as to under. 
On the other side of the cemetery, Kree sat on his haunches, tongue lolling as he monitored the skies. Once Rhychard left Murky Cauldron, he made sure he left Renny safely locked in his condo with Famallumi as he discussed with Kree what the witches intended at the cemetery. The coshey agreed they needed to provide protection while the coven performed their ceremony. :It is still too soon from the Unseelie’s defeat to be safe from retaliation. The witches will be targets for sure.:
They arrived before the witches, able to watch the small coven enter the cemetery and prepare for their ceremony. The night held a full moon, so visibility wasn’t a problem. The late September wind was still humid, but it at least provided some coolness after a hot and sticky day. Crickets sang their night song, hidden among the bushes that outlined the cemetery as the night air painted the ground with dew. 
He was about to think the witches had changed their minds when he spotted Tansy and Wanda, both dressed in long white robes, walking across the grounds toward Rose’s grave. They carried a couple of bags each and moved with a solemn purpose. As they spread sheets around the grave, Kayla appeared from the other direction, also wearing a white robe. No one spoke. Once Kayla reached the small area, she helped set things up, pulling large white candles out of a bag. 
Wearing white robes, Laci and Jayden arrived next, with Alex Barrister right behind them. Like the others, they remained silent, the somber mood of the ceremony already weighing on them.
Rhychard scanned the sky, watching the slow-moving clouds cross the inky night. When he turned his focus back to the witches, they were now settling into their spots around the grave, Tansy at the head, Wanda at the foot, and the others along the sides. With legs crossed under them, palms on their knees, they stared in silence at the freshly overturned earth in front of them. Rhychard couldn’t even begin to fathom what some of them were going through or the pain that weighed down their hearts. He also couldn’t understand what they were doing out in the cemetery in the middle of the night. :Do you know anything about this ceremony they are conducting?:
He could hear—or rather feel—Kree sitting on the wet ground, his focus on the witches. Their connection, through the use of the coshey’s mindspeech, had strengthened so much that often Rhychard could sense what the faerie hound did, things like little shrugs, or tiny movements, the little nuances that accompanied a person’s speech. :There are many ways people celebrate the passing of a loved one. Many believe that just because one’s physical form has ceased functioning, that their spirit, their very essence, still continues on, such as when Renny Saunders transformed into a ghost. As I understand it, the witches intend to call the essence that is Rose Tillery into themselves, calling her to join them in the only way that still exists. Their coven will absorb Rose’s power in order to be drawn upon later. In this way, they not only honor Rose, but ensure her energy is not wasted.:
Rhychard nodded, knowing Kree could sense it. It made sense, in a witchy kind of way. He supposed it was a lot like the Warriors’ souls being transferred to the Guardian Sword when they died. He knew that was his future, to abide forever inside the bronze sword, aiding future Warriors in their battles against the Unseelie. It was a fate he didn’t care to think about too often.
Turning his focus back to the witches, he watched as each one reached out, lighting the candle in front of them. It surprised him that the flickering flames remained lit with the night breeze, but they continued to burn as the witches settled back, hands on their knees, palms up. He couldn’t hear exactly what they said, and he didn’t want to get too close and interfere in their ceremony, but he watched as Tansy said something to the others, who nodded in acknowledgment. Then, everyone closed their eyes and began chanting in unison as they started out softly and gathered strength with the repetition of words.
Rhychard glanced at each one before settling his gaze on Laci. She had come such a long way since that afternoon in Mark Shepard Park when he pulled her out of the lake after gargoyles tried to rip her to shreds. She no longer walked the streets, selling her body for survival, nor did she serve another’s dark whims. There was no fear of the unknown. She was making something of herself, and he was more than proud of her, glad that he had been a part of her transformation. Where she would go from here now that she had her family back in her life and a group of friends who obviously had her back, he was unsure, but he was excited to see where her journey took her. He hoped she would allow him to remain a part of it.
The chanting grew louder, with the witches sitting straight, their necks outstretched as they called out to Rose. Rhychard could feel a slight electrical charge in the air, causing the hairs on his neck and arms to stand on end. He wanted to reach for the swords he knew he had strapped to his back, just for
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