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  Chapter One
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When the battle is over, you’re supposed to return home, and life should drift back into a normal, mundane routine. No more fighting. No more bloodshed. No more death. That was supposed to be normal. At least for normal people, that would be normal. However, Rhychard Bartlett, Warrior of the Fae, understood that “normal” no longer described him or his life. That life ended practically five months ago. Now, his “normal” held faeries and gnomes and demons and dark elves, some fighting alongside him, some fighting against him. His normal would blow most people’s minds. 
He stood in the shower, his six-two frame bent slightly so he could allow the stream of hot water to beat into his scalp and soak into his long, dark hair before flowing down his back. His entire body still ached, bruised and battered from the nightmare he endured earlier that evening, and the sad part was, he wasn’t even the one who did the major fighting. No, his sweet Renny did the fighting and saved the day. Or rather, the night.
Once the battle was over, and Renny cast Aradhon back into the Shadowlands, Rhychard had grabbed her and escaped to Embers for a drink, a cigar, and some much-needed quiet. Well, as much quiet as he could get with four gnomes tagging along. Still, he just needed some time alone. Renny had called Laci to make sure she was all right, and Rhychard felt guilty that he failed to make it back to the hospital to check on her. She had gone through as much as any of them, and he had vowed to himself that he would make it up to her somehow. For now, however, he just needed to be with Renny.
He tipped his head back, allowing the water to stream over his face, the warmth soothing his mind if not his body. The day had been long and the night even longer, and he looked forward to climbing into his bed and wrapping his arm around Renny’s waist, snuggling tightly against her back. He needed the comfort of the peace and quiet, the normalcy of the two of them sleeping off the day, for it would probably be the only normalcy he was to have in his life for the foreseeable future. Because while Aradhon was gone, there was always some other Unseelie baddie waiting to make his life hell.
He stayed in the shower until the water turned cool, and then shut the water off and dried his beaten body. This will suck if every day is like this from now on, he thought as he stared at his whiskered face in the mirror. A long day of moving furniture and boxes didn’t even leave him feeling this bad.
He slipped on a pair of pajama pants and stepped out into his bedroom to see Renny perched on the bed, staring toward the window. She sat there, a light blanket around her bare shoulders, her face pinched in concentration. 
She turned when she heard him coming out, staring at him with a curious look. “Pajamas? Since when do you wear pajamas to bed?”
He sighed as he tossed the towel over the back of a small chair in the corner. “Since my life became a fantasy novel. I never know when someone will pop into the room, disturbing my sleep. Tryna pops in and out whenever she feels like it, while those damn gnomes climbed all over us the other morning, and who knows when Famallumi will find something amazing and bust in here to share his discovery of how a toaster works.” He shook his head as he sat on the bed beside her, wrapping an arm around her waist. “I’m not even sure a locked door would keep them out. Hell, we know it won’t keep the gnome squad out. They’ll just burrow through the earth and come in another way, probably through the dust on the baseboards. No, enough people have seen me in my skivvies, thanks.”
Renny ran a finger along his shoulder, down his chest, and over his stomach. “Well, it’s going to be a little hard to be romantic if you’re wearing pajama pants,” she said in a pouty voice. “Surely, we can do something to get you some privacy.”
:I could stand guard when you wish for privacy, Warrior, and inform you if anyone is coming toward your room,: Kree sent through the coshey form of mindspeech.
Rhychard groaned, gesturing toward the porch that rested on the back of his condo where he knew the coshey snuggled down on the cool concrete. “You see?” Rhychard said with a whine. “Even when they’re not in my room, they still know what’s going on in here. It’s unnerving.”
Renny leaned over and kissed his cheek as she patted his stomach. “I’m sorry,” she said as she pulled away. “The life of a Warrior is hard, I know.”
Rhychard gave a harrumph and shook his head. “Oh no, you don’t. You’ve only dealt with this fairytale world for a few days. I’ve lived it for almost five whole months.” He then pointed a finger at her, his eyes narrowed in warning. “But you will, trust me. You will come to know how hard it is, and it will drive you as crazy as it does me.”
:Really, Warrior, I think you are making too much out of the whole scenario,: Kree sent. :Sex is a natural part of…:
“Stop!” Rhychard yelled toward the wall, where he knew the faerie hound lay on the other side. “I do not need a birds and bees talk. Thanks.” He rolled his eyes as he fell back on the bed, arms stretched out wide. His life had become so bizarre.
Renny just sat there, giggling. Finally, she laid back beside him, her hands clasped and resting on her stomach. “Well, if it helps, I put the gnomes up in a small cupboard in the kitchen, far away from our bedroom. Famallumi isn’t here tonight. I think he’s still with the witches, and Laci is at the hospital and probably won’t be released until tomorrow morning. And when she gets out, she’ll be moving in with her mother, anyway, and Kree will tune us out once we’re in this room.” She turned to the wall and shouted the latter part, knowing Kree still listened in on their conversation.
They both felt Kree give a mental nod, and then it was almost as if a wall closed between them. Rhychard knew they were truly alone again. “How did you get Pux to agree to leave you alone for even a night?” 
The gnomes had arrived a week ago, following Renny around wherever she went ever since, even to the Shadowlands earlier when she ended Prince Dakath’s chances at opening a Gateway in the Bottoms. Rhychard took a deep breath, finding it hard to believe the fight with Aradhon was only a few hours old. How confusing had his life become that he had a major fight with the Unseelie just a few hours ago, watched his girlfriend send that dark elf to the Shadowlands to face judgment, and even saved Trace’s new girlfriend from the clutches of the elven Warrior, Halafarin? Now, he was simply about to climb into bed like any other normal person who just came home from work. No one would ever believe the life he led.
Renny rolled over and kissed his cheek, her gaze troubled when she pulled away. “I owe you a lot. For not believing you, for doubting you, for everything I did to cause the stress in your life back then. I’m sorry for all of it. Truly.” She turned her gaze, so she stared up at the ceiling. “Everything you’ve been through is just…” She shook her head. “And you did it all alone for so long. I just don’t know how you did it.”
He gave a soft chuckle. “I had little choice. Between Tryna and Kree, there was no such thing as giving up.”
Renny giggled as she glanced back over at him. “I can understand that having met them. I’m glad they were there for you when I was being an idiot.”
He reached out and took her hand in his, squeezing it as he smiled at her. “They’ve become family.” As he said it, Pux’s words from earlier filled his mind.
“Your coshey is above us. He follows you to keep you safe. We follow the Warrior’s Blade in the same way. The ellyll remains close to you, as does the Lore Master Apprentice. Even the female you call Buttercup stands by your side.” Pux swung around, pulling his knees up to his chest, his arms wrapping around his legs. “The faerie realm may confuse you at times, but the one thing we believe in is loyalty to our family, and that family does not have to be by blood or race. Family is the circle of people that surround you and see you succeed on your journey. They carry you and lift you up, protect you, and fight at your side. The faerie realm is family, and we are here as yours. Today proved the ends we would all go through for each other, even you as you allowed the aswang to remain behind to be with your friend, even though everyone told you to send her back to the Shadowlands. Family unites, and a united family moves forward into success.”
Rhychard laughed again. “A misfit, ragamuffin family, I’ll admit, but I’ve never met a more loyal bunch. Tryna and Kree have put up with a lot from me and have done even more to defend me, both against the Unseelie and even the Seelie.” He thought of the pompous Kendalais who thought a human Warrior a disgrace and had almost allowed Rhychard to be killed just so another of the Fae could claim the Guardian Sword. “Even Famallumi has proven to be invaluable, but don’t tell him I said that.” He winked at her, and they both laughed. “Even Laci, with all she’s been through, has had my back more times than I can count.”
Renny grinned. “I remember. I think that night in my townhome, when you were trying to tell me the truth, she was about ready to kick my ass for even doubting you.” She placed her hands under her head, her fingers intertwined. “She’s also done a lot to protect her sister. I’m not sure I could do it.”
“Thank god you don’t have to.” Rhychard smiled at her. “It’s been amazing watching her grow over the past couple of months. I’m proud of her. And glad she has her family back.”
Renny yawned, yanking a hand out from under her head to cover her mouth, an embarrassed laugh bubbling out of her. “Sorry. I guess the night is finally catching up to me.”
“Let’s hit the sheets,” Rhychard suggested. “If it’s one thing I’ve learned being a Warrior, it’s that you need to eat and sleep when you can because there’s always another battle right around the corner.”
Renny groaned. “God, I hope not.” As she stood and pulled the covers back on the bed, she stopped, the sheets dangling in her hand. “Rhychard, what are we going to do about… well, me? How are we going to tell our families I’m alive again? How do we even explain that?”
Rhychard had been stripping his pajama pants off, but stopped mid-thigh to look at her, his expression revealing his concern. “I don’t know, to be honest, but we’ll figure it out.” He smiled at her as he slid his pants the rest of the way off. “It will shock them, of course, but it’ll also thrill them to have you back. I know I was.”
“If the shock doesn’t kill them.” She slid into bed. “They’ll never believe us.”
He laughed as he leaned over and kissed her. “Babe, you’ll be standing right in front of them. How would they not be able to believe us?”
“I mean about everything else.” She rolled her eyes and slid down into the sheets, pulling the covers up to her neck as she did and rolling to her side to face him. “You, dear sir, are obnoxious.”
He leaned over and kissed her nose. “Now you sound like Tryna.”
Renny settled down into her pillows, rolling back over onto her back as she did. “Well, she’s a very observant…” She glanced back over at him, her brows pinched in confusion. “What did you say she was again?”
He grinned at her as he turned to his side, his arm bent and his hand under the side of his head. “An ellyll.” He shrugged. “It’s some sort of faerie, that’s all I know. Oh, and she’s sensitive about her size. Whatever you do, don’t call her a little angel. She hates that.”
Renny giggled. “She hates it, or just hates you saying it?”
“There’s a difference?”
Renny leaned over and kissed him softly, “Goodnight, brat,” she said as she laid back and closed her eyes.
Rhychard, however, couldn’t go to sleep right away. Actually, since Renny came back into his life a few days ago, he had been afraid to close his eyes at all, afraid she wouldn’t be there when he opened them again. He couldn’t survive losing her all over again. He almost didn’t survive the last time.
He knew they needed to tell her parents, tell his as well, but he didn’t want to just yet. It was bad enough her sister knew, a risk they waited to see bring them down. Instead, he wanted to keep her to himself, holding her and proving to her how much he truly loved her. Selfish? Perhaps, but would anyone really blame him? He had gone through so much to prove to her everything he said had been true, that he hadn’t cheated on her or betrayed her, and just when she realized he was telling her the truth, Vargas had split her open from navel to neck. The sight was one he would never shake.
No, he wanted it to be just them for a while longer. He needed them to figure out where to go from there before they told anyone else she was alive. He smiled to himself as he studied her soft breathing, the struggles of the day already lulling her to sleep. I need to propose to her again.
~ ~ ~ ~ ~
Kayla Lewell sat at her vanity table, brushing out her long, reddish hair, staring at her green eyes in her reflection as she counted each stroke. Her pale skin, dusted with freckles, was a sharp contrast to her dark red hair, but she refused to tan, not seeing the point. Who would ever notice if she did? Would Alex Barrister even notice if she changed something about herself so vain as the tone of her skin? 
Kayla smiled as she thought of the only male witch in the Cauldron Coven. Alex just left her house a little while ago, the two of them going through some rituals that Tansy Paxton had taught them at Murky Cauldron. Kayla found herself drawn to the lanky college kid who liked to dress all in black and pretend he was so solemn. He had taken to the rituals far faster than Kayla, but then again, he was a staunch believer in magic. Kayla was there because she needed somewhere to belong. She needed to shake her feelings of isolation in a crowded world, and the coven beat hanging around a bunch of emo kids espousing how miserable and unfair life was or staying home with her parents watching medical dramas on television. She was also there because of Alex.
Life was unfair, but there was no use whining about it. Life had always been unfair. Kayla only had to look at the death of Rose Tillery for proof of that. Some maniacs out at the Bottoms killed Rose at the young age of twenty-four. If Kayla was honest with herself, she would have to admit that was when she first believed in magic and the supernatural. Faeries were real, as were elves, and she truly was a witch. She had fought alongside Alex, defending the people of the Bottoms with her power, which she shot from the palms of her hands as she stood beside the others. At that moment, her entire life had changed.
And then Rose died.
They buried her a handful of days ago, performing the Recapturing Ceremony to take Rose’s power into themselves, preserving her magic and memory. Even that had been a battle, as the gargoyles showed up to kill them all. Thanks to the Warrior and his coshey, along with Tansy and the other witches, they thwarted that, but what had they actually disturbed? Kayla didn’t know. Oh, she saw the eerie, bluish-white light that seemed to pulse up out of the ground, even felt some sort of energy entering her as some tendril of that light floated through the air toward her, touching her chest and filling her with… What? Rose’s magic? Kayla wasn’t sure even now what transpired back in that cemetery. She wanted—no, hoped—to hear from Rose, to communicate with the other witch, but there had been nothing. Just silence. And then a battle.
Kayla continued to stare at her reflection in the mirror, her arm going up and down with the brush. She knew magic existed now, so why did she struggle to believe what she had already witnessed? Tansy said every ritual a witch performed was vital for the task for which it coincided, so why was this one different? Why was the light all they saw? The fact there wasn’t more of a show disappointed her after what she had witnessed at Feather Lakes. The cemetery with its glowing light seemed like sort of a letdown.
She continued to stare at her eyes as she brushed her hair, only she finally realized her arm had stopped moving, but still rested beside her head as if she was still brushing her hair. She tried to turn her head, but couldn’t. Couldn’t even move her eyes; she just kept staring at herself in the mirror, her green eyes unmoving. Frozen, her whole body.
Panic gripped her, her heart pounding in her ears, her breathing quickening. She tried to move her lips and call for help, but nothing happened. That nightmare moment when she knew she had to wake up, to call for help, but fear stole her voice and marbleized her body, trapped her.
Kayla fought against whatever held her in its grip. She struggled without moving to break the bonds holding her. And then she felt the icy grip on her throat even though there was no hand, felt the stench of decay as something breathed on her, the breath tousling her hair. Still, she could do nothing but stare at herself.
Then her vision swirled. Or rather, the mirror swirled, and her reflection twisted into a draining twirl of color until another face took her reflection’s place, a burnt stone-like visage that sneered at her with its yellowish fangs that oozed saliva as it parted its cracked, dry lips. The creature’s eyes were blood-red as they pierced her with their angry scowl. You will be our first came the voice in her head, and that was all she needed to break the spell that held her frozen in place. Kayla opened her mouth and screamed.






  
  Chapter Two
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Laci watched the others leave her room, the feeling that evil things were once again just beginning making her anxious. When did it ever end? First Vargas, then the Learys, and then some dark elf stabs her. Why? Why would the dark elf stab her? And then this vision, if it truly was one, still echoed in her mind, the screams of both Renny and Rose replaying over and over. Was that the Summerlands she had visited? And if it was, did that mean Renny was dead? Surely, if that was the case, someone would have told her by now. Wouldn’t they? No, Laci would choose to believe Renny was alive and well, and that there was some other reason she had seen her in the Realm of Souls. Still, there were the screams of the others, the anguish and pain. Tansy said the Summerlands were a place of peace and tranquility, so why did it seem the two women were being attacked, cords of magic whipping around them like loose wires? And the demon? How did such a creature get to dwell in the Summerlands? They were supposed to be bound in the Nether. Or at least the Shadowlands. None of this made sense. 
Laci settled her head back on the pillow and closed her eyes. However, as soon as she did, she popped them back open, sitting up once more, ignoring the pain from the stitches, afraid she’d see that nightmare again. The vision had to be a product of the drugs the doctors gave her, she decided, for she knew Renny was alive. She was the one who found Laci, after all, so she had to be alive.
Stress and drugs, Laci. That’s all it was. Stress and drugs. Yet, it all seemed so real, so vivid. She had felt what was being done to her there, her body still aching from the demon’s grip. Of course, that could be the pain from the attack on her by that dark elf, right? She groaned, wishing she knew for sure what was real and what wasn’t. Her life had been a series of unusual encounters, and she wished she had avoided them all. If she had never left her house to meet Jerome that night, none of what happened over the past eight years would have happened. Of course, she never would have met the people surrounding her now, and she couldn’t imagine not having them in her life. She just would have rather done without all the bullshit that went with it.
She closed her eyes again, lying back on the pillow with a sigh, only this time sleep claimed her before she could worry about the nightmare she had witnessed, and she allowed slumber to swallow her whole. Her last thought before sleep took her was if she really wanted to be a part of the Cauldron Coven, regardless of what she told Tansy about wanting to be involved. With everything she had endured since Jerome and Pastor Adrian Michaels, she needed a break before she wound up broken. She feared she was almost there as it was, this new series of visions pushing her close to the edge. Would she ever be able to shed herself of her involvement with the faerie realm, or was she destined to be an active player in their dramas?
Her cell phone rang, jerking her awake once again. Glancing at the screen, she saw Renny’s name and jerked herself up in her bed to answer it, her side screaming at the movement. “Renny, you’re alive!” she shouted into the phone.
Renny gave a soft laugh. “Not for lack of people trying to kill me. How are you doing?”
Laci closed her eyes as she dropped back into her pillow. “It hurts even with the pain meds they keep pumping into me, and the food here sucks.”
“I bet. Still, it’s better than the alternative. You’re alive. Rhychard apologizes for not getting up there. The Fae kind of went nuts last night.” In the background, Laci could hear Rhychard talking to someone, and for a second, she felt a twinge of sadness that he never made it up to see her. She understood, though. The Fae never scheduled their bullshit. “Look,” Renny continued. “You just get some rest and we’ll stop by and see you tomorrow. There’s a lot we need to discuss. I’m sure we both have some questions about what happened.”
“Did they catch who stabbed me? Or at least know who did it? It was a dark elf, I know that much.”
“Rhychard says it was Aradhon, but don’t worry. I took care of him. He won’t bother anyone again. I’ll explain more tomorrow.”
“Well, at least that’s good.” She felt exhaustion already pulling her under. “I’ll talk to you tomorrow. Thanks for checking in.” As soon as she set the phone back down, she was out once more.
A hospital is not a place to receive rest, however, no matter how sick or injured a person was. Every time Laci fell asleep, some nurse, it seemed, needed to come and wake her up to get vitals or make her take a pill or simply wanted to utter some random statement like, “Just checking in and making sure you’re all right.” Or the more asinine, “Just wanted to see if you were sleeping okay.” How could she sleep okay when they kept waking her up? And she was far from all right, which was why she was in the hospital in the first place. What made it worse was that every time they woke her up, Laci’s mind drifted back to what she witnessed in the Summerlands, the screams very much real, setting her teeth on edge. She should have asked Renny about it, but she was just too tired to deal with it at the moment, the drugs working their own magic on her. However, as she tried to sleep once more, the whole scenario seemed to rush over her, almost overwhelming her and stealing her breath away.
The pain was intense, even with the medications Laci knew were being pumped into her. She gripped the sheets, consciousness brushing her senses, only to drag her away again. She heard screaming, and at first thought it was hers, but she was lucid enough to realize her mistake. Then who? 
Light surrounded her, bright and warm, almost fuzzy in the way it appeared, giving everything a shimmering cast to it. The air, which had reeked of antiseptic just a moment ago, now held a fragrant aroma of hibiscus and jasmine wafting around her as she strolled… She panicked. How could she be walking? She tried to open her eyes, but the weight of the drugs kept her eyelids pinned shut. Yet, that made little sense as well, because she could see the surrounding fields, the weeping willows drooping in the distance as the sun bathed the grassy field with a warmth that chased away the icicles of the hospital air-conditioning. Where am I?
She gazed around the field, cattails dancing out by a shimmering lake, the warm breeze tugging branches of magnolias and crepe myrtles. This makes no sense. I’m in the hospital. I remember being rushed into an operating room, remember hearing my mom beside me, crying, remember… Panic seized her. Oh, my god! I’m dead. I know I’m dead. She jerked around to see what was behind her and felt the stabbing pain in her side again, as well as a small prick in her arm near her elbow.
“She’s jerking around so much.” Her mother’s voice. “Is this normal? Is she in pain? My baby suffered so much already. I just got her back.” Was she locked in a dream, unable to get out or open her eyes? Nothing made sense. Why could she hear her mother but not see her?
“She’ll be fine, Mom,” Jayden said. “The nurse said the meds will work in a few minutes, and her body should settle down.”
Mom! Jayden! Why can’t I see them?
Another scream, the girl in extreme pain as if she was being tortured. Laci spun back around, just as another woman screamed. The sound came from almost the same direction as the first, but more to the side. Turning back to where she heard her family’s voices, she took a deep breath and then moved to follow the screams. This place seemed too peaceful to cause someone as much pain as Laci heard in the women who kept screaming. The cold grass felt ticklish on her bare feet as she walked, the ground soft, as birds chirped in the distance. Everything seemed so tranquil. The only things out of place were the screams.
And her.
As she neared the lake, she saw the dirt path split, going in opposite directions. 
“Laci! Laci, I need help. They’re hurting me.”
Turning toward the voice, she saw Rose Tillery standing there, her dark hair plastered to her forehead with sweat, as tears streaked her cheeks. Her body was ramrod straight, her arms straight down and stiff. She screamed again, and Laci witnessed the dark red tendrils of magical power wrap around Rose’s body. She ran to her friend, but then another called out to her.
“Laci! They’re trying to break into our world. They’re…” Another scream.
Spinning, Laci saw Renny standing there, just as Rose was, only obsidian streaks of power coiled around her body, jerking it into spasms that twisted Renny’s body in different directions.
Laci froze, trapped between the two women, unsure of what was happening or who to run to and help, the dilemma yanking at her heart and will.
Again, both women screamed, their faces twisted to the sky as cords of power rippled over them. Laci screamed with them, her hands flying to the sides of her head as indecision gripped her. Rose was dead, so how was she here? She should be in the Summerlands. Unless, of course, this was the Summerlands. Yet, if this was the place of the dead, why was Renny here? Twisting her gaze back and forth between the two women, Laci moved toward Rose, figuring she could help one and then help the other, but as soon as she moved a laugh echoed behind Rose as a giant creature with dark, leathery skin, massive shoulders and a powerful chest, rose, his thick arms extended out as he shoved at Laci, red flames of power exploding out of his hand toward her. The burst of power hit Laci in the chest, picking her up into the air and flinging her backward. She landed with a rib-crunching thud, the air rushing from her, choking off her scream.
“Her body just shook again,” Jayden screamed at someone. “Look! There’s blood on her gown.”
Laci looked down, and where the dark elf had stabbed her, blood seeped from her open wound, the pain slicing through her.
“Nurse!” she heard her mother calling out. “Nurse, she’s bleeding again.”
The monster behind Rose reached out again, his power twisting her into the air. She screamed as she hit the ground once more.
“Why is she jerking so much?” her mother asked. “Is she having a reaction to the medication?”
The monster reached out, gripping Laci in his power, and lifted her off the ground. He held her there as he glared at her. When he spoke, his voice was like an avalanche of rocks, each cracking against the other. “Go away, witch. We’ll be coming for you soon enough, using each of you as the vessel for our escape. You will all fall for trapping us in the Nether. We’ve made it into the Summerlands; we will make it to the Land Above.” Then he flipped his hand backward and hurled Laci through the air, arms flailing as she screamed, the pain in her side threatening to take her consciousness from her. 
As she hit the ground again, tears of agony erupting from her eyes, she saw her mother there, holding her hand as nurses worked frantically on her. Turning her gaze to the side, Laci saw Jayden standing there, her face twisted with concern. Laci reached out with a shaking hand and gripped her sister’s wrist. “Rose is in trouble,” she said, her voice a croak of pain and medication. “And Renny, I think. I don’t know. I could swear I saw both of them.” Then she passed out, darkness swallowing her. The last thing she remembered was Renny screaming for her.
Laci bolted upright in the bed, her heart thumping hard in her chest, her breathing a series of ragged gasps as she clutched the bedsheets on each side of her, trying to regain some semblance of control. The vision had been so real, so lifelike. But was it really a vision? She had told Tansy and Wanda about it, and her sister, and they promised to look into it,  but something in the older witches’ eyes told her they already had an idea about what she had experienced. So why wouldn’t they tell her? Why keep it a secret? What were they protecting her from?
And then she heard the creature’s words once more. “Go away, witch. We’ll be coming for you soon enough, using each of you as the vessel for our escape. You will all fall for trapping us in the Nether. We’ve made it into the Summerlands; we will make it to the Land Above.” 
“They’re coming,” she whispered, her heart pounding even more, sweat beading on her brow. “Oh god, they’re coming for us.”
But who were they? The creature said he had been in the Nether, not the Shadowlands. Not the Land Under. That they had made it to the Summerlands and intended to make it to the Land Above, her world. It hadn’t been a vision. She was sure her stitches coming loose were because of how the dark being threw her across the Summerlands. She felt the pain from hitting the ground, still felt his grip on her.
And they were in the Summerlands, which explained why she saw Rose, but not why she saw Renny, who she knew now wasn’t dead. But how did she get there? She had no powers like that. She couldn’t travel through… What were they called? Dimensions? Realms? God, why was her life so fucked up?
She pressed her head down into her pillows, closing her eyes as she took in a slow breath through her nose. The one thing she looked forward to when they released her tomorrow was going home. Not to Rhychard’s fantasy novel. No. To her home. The one she grew up in. The one with her mother and sister. They wanted her back, and she was ready to go back. God, was she ready to go back. Her mother had even said she was looking forward to taking care of her, babying her baby while Laci healed. She wasn’t to worry about a job, although she knew she would, or a car or anything that mattered. She was simply to get better. To relax and heal.
Opening her eyes, she stared at the grungy, water-stained ceiling tiles. But how could she relax knowing the beasts were coming?






  
  Chapter Three
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Rhychard Bartlett sat on the ground, his legs crossed and folded under him, the Guardian Sword resting across his lap, his hands placed flat on the bronze blade as the morning sun warmed him. The sounds of the small waves of Manatee Creek in front of him provided a soothing white noise to his morning meditation, something he had neglected for far too long. If he was ever going to master his magic and the power of the sword, he needed to get in tune with it, make the blade a part of him. Kendalais, the Sidhe Warrior Master, had told him as much, but Rhychard had barely had enough time to eat, let alone meditate the past couple of weeks. Still, there were so many answers he needed, and he hoped the twelve Warriors who resided in the sword could provide them—well, eleven. There was no way he wanted a sit-down with Mephalus after the elf tried to take him over, stealing the sword and returning to the world. He just needed to spend time with the others.  
Of course, being out by his Thinking Rock also enabled him to escape the chaos that had become his condo of late. Between Laci, who granted had been around little lately, Famallumi, four gnomes now that Renny had sent the rest of them back to the Land Under, Kree, Renny, and himself, there was never a period of peace within the walls and never any alone time for him and Renny. Good thing he wasn’t trying to start a family. As much as Renny thought she could make their bedroom a safe place for them, he doubted it was truly possible. Even with Laci moving in with her mother soon, Rhychard was still out of space, out of chairs, and out of patience. Something had to give soon before he snapped; he just had no clue what that something was.
With the sun still mainly in the east, peeking through the trees that overshadowed his small sanctuary, he ran his gaze over the bronze blade, examining the intricate design of vines along the sword’s edge, the faerie cross encased handle and the jewel in the middle of the pommel centered the sword’s magic, or at least, that was what he had been told. He had yet to understand how that magic worked, not that he had time to study the mystical sword with Vargas, Bertram, and Aradhon, along with a host of gargoyles and dark elves, doing their best to kill him and his friends. Hopefully, things would calm down long enough for him to figure out the power he should be able to wield in his fight against the Unseelie. He needed every tool in his arsenal if the past battles were an inkling of what he could expect in the future.
There was also still the matter of Renny being the Warrior’s Blade, as well. Outside of her being a bridge between realms, they still weren’t sure what her other powers were or even how to discover them. The gnomes still didn’t seem to be forthcoming with answers, claiming that no one knew and that each Warrior’s Blade was different based on the personality of the Blade. Of course, they said all that while chomping on cheese puffs; the orange crumbs coating their woolen tunics and filling their white beards. Famallumi had promised to do some research, but instead of returning to the Land Under to find the answers they needed, he spent all his time at Murky Cauldron with the witches, leaving Rhychard floundering in the answers department. He was tired of not having the answers he needed before he needed them. The time for being reactive was over. Rhychard was determined to be proactive from this point forward, with or without the help of the faerie world.
Closing his eyes, he focused on the sword across his lap, opening himself up to the souls inside who were there to assist him in his fight against the Unseelie. Before Rhychard went through the Brintohar, defeating Mephalus and being accepted by the other eleven Warriors—not all elves, it surprised him to discover—the voices trapped inside the sword almost drove him to insanity. They would screech and cry out every time he took the sword in his hands, demanding he do things a certain way, hollering their advice with incoherent phrases because he had not truly become one with the Guardian Sword yet, even though the blade had bonded itself to him. However, since surviving the Brintohar, Rhychard had been more in control of the sword, and able to access the souls within without them taking him over and driving him crazy with their screams. Still, the Guardian Sword encompassed so much more than he had accessed so far, magic that he should be able to harness and bring to bear on the Unseelie. Rhychard just had not had time to dig into it, and Kendalais had been absent since the Brintohar took place. The time for waiting was over, however. He was ready for some answers.
Steadying his breathing, inhaling through his nose and blowing his breath back out through his mouth, Rhychard opened himself to the Guardian Sword, Soulbreaker, feeling the cool sensation of the world within enveloping him. His body would remain just as he was outside in the Land Above, but his mind would travel inside the blade, almost as if visiting an actual place. When he was first here, Mephalus had set up the vision to resemble when the Warrior Masters came to put an end to his tyranny, and then it shifted to resemble a cold, dark room with gray walls and floor, as if whoever created the place used unfinished concrete. When he was here last, Respin had met him and the place was a dark room, even though there was enough light to see the elven Warrior. How everything was possible, Rhychard had no idea, but he appreciated the ability to learn from those who were at his fingertips as opposed to waiting on the fickle appearance of Kendalais.
“Greetings, Warrior,” a male voice said from behind Rhychard. “It pleases us that you have made use of the sword to come to us. We need time to speak to each other, so we know best how to serve you in your battle against the Unseelie.”
Turning, Rhychard saw a tall, slender elf with long, blond hair in the cream-colored tunic and dark trousers Rhychard recalled seeing Respin wearing the last time he was here. If Rhychard remembered correctly, this elf was Fenian. Beside him stood a female elf, one of only two females among the Warriors in the sword—Kasula, Rhychard believed. She had long, dark hair and was slightly heavier of build, even if a little shorter than the other elf, her years of fighting the Unseelie having added muscle to her arms, shoulders, and legs. She wore the same outfit as Fenian, her dark green eyes watching Rhychard with an intensity that unnerved him. While the elves in the Guardian Sword stood against Mephalus and sided with Rhychard, some still thought a human Warrior anathema to their way of life. Rhychard knew that once he died, his destiny was to dwell in the sword as well, and he dreaded an eternity with elves prejudiced against his calling by the Guardian. It would be like living daily with the school bully. Not a fun experience.
Of course, not all the Warriors inside Soulbreaker were elves. There was also a dwarf, a centaur, and, to Rhychard’s confusion, a giant. He had noticed that they hadn’t made themselves available to him yet, however. Maybe they were as obnoxious as the elves. Only time would tell.
Rhychard nodded. The concept was weird to him, as well as disorienting. That he stood there in front of these two elves, while he knew his body sat on the ground, made his equilibrium slightly off. “Kendalais has not been so forthcoming as he said he would be,” Rhychard told them. “Truth be told, I haven’t even seen him since that Brintohar thing he made me do. I’m hoping you’d be able to answer some questions for me.”
Kasula arched a slanted eyebrow at him. “You feel slighted by Kendalais? I am sure the Warrior Master is merely busy, trusting you to handle things here.”
Rhychard shrugged, afterward wondering if his physical body shrugged as well where he sat in the faerie circle. That would look creepy as hell. “I don’t know if he’s busy or avoiding me, and I really don’t care. He’s left me floundering long enough. Apparently, I have use of magic, but no one has bothered to tell me how to use it or even what it does. You would think the Seelie would want me to know the full extent of my powers if they want me to succeed.” He cocked his head to the side, narrowing his eyes. “They do want me to succeed, right?”
Fenian nodded, crossing his arms over his chest. “I am sure the lack in your training is not with malice intent. You must understand, a human Warrior is as new to the faerie realm as it is to you. Usually, Warriors already possess a certain amount of knowledge about what being a Warrior entails, as well as what the limits of their power and strength are. The fact they need to teach you all this can easily slip their minds if not focusing on it or if sidetracked by something else, like a battle with the Unseelie in another part of the Land Above. Yours is not the only city in the world that needs protecting.”
“This is also why the Guardian made it so that the Warriors’ souls entered the Guardian Sword,” Kasula said, clasping her hands in front of her. “The task ultimately falls to us to fill in the gaps of your knowledge.” She stood, arms behind her back, hands clasped as she studied him with cold eyes. “As well as assist you in your fighting.”
Rhychard stared back at her for a moment, trying to decide whether her attitude merely showed the elven arrogance he expected or if she truly did have issues with him. In the end, he decided it didn’t matter. The Warriors in the Guardian Sword were just as stuck with him as the ones outside the sword. More so, actually. He had to live with them forever, while the rest were through with him the moment he died. “So, how do I access this magic and what can I do with it?”
Fenian’s face remained unchanged. “To access it, you call to it, summon it, reaching into the blade until you feel the power coursing through you. It will require you to spend more time with the sword, making the blade an extension of you until everything just flows with little thought. The blade will expect your need before you require it.”
“You will need to seek the power within the sword,” Kasula continued. “Hold it in your hands, but do not enter as you do to meet with us, but rather just before you make that transition. Feel the magic of the sword and allow it to flow through you.”
“How will I know when that happens?” To Rhychard, it all seemed a little too mystical. This was more the area of Tansy’s witches. “Is there a sign I’m looking for or something?”
Fenian just shrugged. “You will know because the power will enter you. The magic will tell you when you have made the connection. With you being a human possessing no real magic of your own, the connection may take a little longer and even be harder to achieve, but it will happen. You must be persistent if you are to succeed.”
“And patient,” Kasula added.
Rhychard took a deep breath, still feeling frustrated. “But what does this magic even do?” While he wasn’t sure how he’d know when he’d accessed the magic of the sword, it might help if he knew what he could do with it before he needed it. But with as painstakingly slow as these insufferable elves were, was it even worth the effort of trying to find out?
“Quite a bit of the sword’s capabilities will depend on you and what resides within you.” She clasped her hands in front of her. “The magic of the Guardian Sword will come from within you, permitting you to shape it to your needs at the time you need it. It has been that way with each of us, each one able to use it in different ways. The magic will mostly center on your ability to fight, as well as protection spells you might use, shields of sorts. For some Warriors, the power enables them to track or detect things normal people could not sense.”
He cocked his head, thinking back over some of his battles since gaining possession of Soulbreaker. “A month or so ago, I was in a fight with a human who was firing a gun at me. The sword seemed to draw the bullets to it and send them back off in another direction. Would that be part of this magic I’m supposed to do?”
Fenian nodded, his blond hair swishing across his shoulder ever so subtly. “Yes. It sounds as if it was a protection or shield spell of some sort, cast because of your need at the time.”
Rhychard nodded, his thoughts going in many directions about what else he might do with the sword—if he didn’t get himself killed first, of course.
Kasula shuffled her feet beside Fenian as she looked at him, her face an unreadable mask. But weren’t the faces of all elves that way? “You will need to experiment. The wielder’s imagination often is the only limitation to what he can achieve, so if you can think of it, you could quite possibly accomplish it.”
Rhychard nodded. “So be creative, basically.”
Both elves nodded as they stared at him. Then, Fenian said, “You will find the power comes from what is within your heart, which is why the Unseelie tend toward darker magic. They have black hearts.”
“It is also what aided you in bringing your lifemate from death back to life,” Kasula added. “It was what was in your heart that drew the magic, empowering you to bring her back to life.”
“So it was me who did it.” He nodded, taking it all in. “Thanks. It sounds like more meditation is in my future. Great.” He wasn’t used to so much sitting and introspection. He much preferred action. Or simply being left the hell alone. His entire demeanor was too antsy to sit still for long and contemplate world peace and the solving of humanity’s ills. Most of humanity deserved what it got. He hated the whole get-in-touch-with-your feelings concept of the faerie realm.
Fenian shrugged. “Before one can change what is on the outside, one must know what is on the inside. The more in tune you are with yourself, the more you will control the magic you wield.” 
“Now that sounds like it came from a fortune cookie.” He sighed, knowing what existed inside himself. Impatience. “Thanks.” He then looked around at the dim room where they seemed to stand. “Where are the others?” He still wasn’t sure how the whole living inside the sword thing worked. He imagined they were all sitting around one giant room, getting in touch with themselves. Or perhaps a pool table in the corner for those downtimes between battles. Another sigh slipped out of him as he realized how unappealing his future looked after death.
“They are here,” Kasula told him. “However, only a few will manifest at a time, depending on what you need at that moment.”
Rhychard thought that was probably a good idea. He didn’t need to face twelve arrogant Warriors all at once.
He thanked them once more and then said his goodbyes as he released the sword, fluttering his eyes open as the morning light stung just a bit. With a deep breath, he lifted Soulbreaker and shoved it into its sheath on his back, the blade vanishing as soon as he released the grip. Gazing out at Manatee Creek, he wondered how he would access the sword without entering the realm of the trapped Warriors. They made it seem like there was a halfway point where the real magic resided, and it was his job to figure out how to tap into it.
He ran his hand through his hair as he wondered if the witch at Murky Cauldron could coach him on how to reach the power within the jewel. Or find whatever it was they said was inside of him. 
God, I hate this shit.






  
  Chapter Four
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Renny stood in front of the sliding glass doors, a cup of hot coffee held between her hands as she stared out at Rhychard as he went through his meditation exercises. Anyone else looking his direction would merely see the family of ducks floating on the water, but because she knew about the spell the sylvan elf Marachin put on the area around Rhychard’s special rock, she could see it. She wasn’t sure what was truly involved when he sent his conscious mind into the sword, even though he had told her all about the  Brintohar. Having only been a part of this aspect of Rhychard’s life for a short time, she had plenty on which she needed to catch up.
Taking a sip of her coffee, she turned and walked over to the kitchen table. Pux and Drimzie sat in the middle of the table, legs crossed in front of them as they split a long slice of bacon. Pyke perched in front of the television watching reruns of Happy Days, while Fist hid in the kitchen cupboard that Renny set up for them. The gnomes were a quirky bunch, but they were growing on her. Rhychard said they were growing on him as well, but it was more like fungus. She simply shook her head and opened her book once more.
Earlier that morning, she had called Laci again, making sure the other woman was doing all right, and promising they would do their best
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