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			PUBLISHER’S NOTE

			This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

		

	
		
			For Rabbit, wherever he may roam

		

	
		
			She’s beautiful, and therefore to be wooed; 

			She is woman, and therefore to be won.

			—Shakespeare, Henry VI, Part I

			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			From Notes of Silas the Scribe, Tordis Archive

			WHAT HUMAN HISTORY tells of witches is but a sliver of truth. Neither agents of the devil nor figments of our imagination, those creatures, named witches for so many centuries, are in fact human beings, but exceptional human beings at that. In an age when rationality and science did not muzzle those with knowledge of the arcane and occult, a few brave souls dedicated their lives to the protection of this Earth from the dark influences of strange spirit realms. A secret branch of the Knights Templar, these warriors—collectively known as Conatus—repelled every onslaught of nether creatures. But those things that hide in the shadows are well versed in seduction, and there were those within Conatus who fell prey to the dark’s allure.

			A fracture developed among the Earth’s sworn protectors. Led by a charismatic and rare female knight, Eira, were those who desired to harness the power of the nether realm for their own. Eira’s own sister, Cian, rose to challenge these traitors to the mission of Conatus.

			Thus began the Witches War, where warriors fought and fell for centuries. Eira’s followers named themselves Keepers, and with the aid of a strange figure named Bosque Mar, exploited their access to the mysteries of the nether realm to overwhelm their adversaries and extend their own lives well beyond the years decreed by the natural order of the Earth.

			Martyred by Eira in the first battle of the war, Cian left not only a legacy of resistance, but her dying words became a prophecy revered by her fellow knights. Cian’s sacrificial death transformed her spirit into four pieces, each imbued with elemental magic born of the Earth itself for the world’s defense, that when joined would become a weapon known as the Elemental Cross.

			The pieces of the cross were flung to the four corners of the Earth and thus the war continued, not only in battles but also as a race to locate the resting places of the sundered weapon. The Keepers reached the sites first and, deeming them sacred, established nigh impenetrable, mystical defenses around each of the locations.

			The Searchers’ mission transformed accordingly, but became twofold. While their warriors attempted to infiltrate the sites and recover the pieces, their scholars searched for clues within Cian’s prophecy. For their patron’s words not only spoke of the weapon that would close the rift through which the nether realm gained access to the world, but also of the warrior who would wield the Elemental Cross.

			Shrouded in mystery, the Searchers knew only these things: that the child would be born the first of August, the day of the ancient harvest holiday, and that this long-awaited warrior would be the child of a traitor.

		

	
		
			1

			SARAH SEARCHED THE rock face with her fingertips until she found the next hold. She placed two anchors for her team to use as they followed her up the chute. Hauling herself through the narrow crevice, Sarah was rewarded by the sound of rushing water. Had stealth not been of necessity, she would have been inclined toward a victory shout.

			Sarah pulled herself up a few inches so her line of sight cleared the ledge. The impulse to holler disappeared as a profound sense of wonder stilled her soul. The rock shelf was broad, its shape carved smooth by centuries, if not millennia, by the underground river that channeled through the cavern, wearing stone away. Thick tree roots threaded in and out of the cavern’s ceiling. High above, sunlight streamed through a slit in the earth. Having seen the opening from the surface, Sarah knew it was wide enough to allow her team passage. Barely enough, but barely was all she needed.

			Making certain her toeholds offered the leverage she’d need, Sarah crouched against the wall. Adrenaline jolted through her veins as Sarah used the power of her calves and quads to flip herself onto the shelf. She landed on near-silent feet, her body taut and low to the ground as she surveyed the open space. She waited, watching, listening. Convinced that, as she’d suspected, their adversaries hadn’t come upon this hidden chamber, Sarah called over the edge of the shelf.

			“It’s clear. Come on up.”

			From below, Sarah heard the scrabble of feet upon rough stone and the metallic clink of carabiners as her companions finished the climb. As she waited for their arrival, Sarah took off her pack and surveyed the next stage of the climb. It was only the sound of a quick release of breath that made Sarah glance over her shoulder to see a body hurtling toward her.

			Sarah grunted as Jeremy’s body, all muscle propelled by the force with which he’d thrown himself over the ledge, slammed into hers and sent them both tumbling along the cave floor. Jeremy ended up on top of Sarah, pinning her to the ground. Fortunately they stopped rolling before being dumped in the river.

			While she waited for the air to come back into her lungs, Sarah glared up at him.

			“What?” With his trademark puckish smile, Jeremy easily eroded Sarah’s annoyance. “You’re the only one who’s allowed to do ninja moves?”

			“You’re supposed to look over the ledge,” Sarah told him. “Not throw yourself up, sight unseen.”

			“I like surprises.” Jeremy hadn’t let her up yet. Now that she could breathe again, his weight wasn’t entirely unpleasant. Adopting an irritated expression, Sarah twisted underneath him, knowing full well that her hips rocked against his provocatively.

			“Hey now,” Jeremy murmured, his voice suddenly rough. “That’s not fair.”

			“You’re the one who knocked me down,” Sarah said with a teasing smile. “This is just getting even.”

			She felt his cock stiffening against her thigh. Sarah laughed and gave him a hard shove so that he rolled off her. Sarah jumped up while Jeremy climbed to his feet much more slowly.

			“That was not very nice,” he said.

			“I wasn’t trying to be nice.”

			“Are you two fighting again?” The third member of the Tordis strike team scrambled over the ledge.

			Sarah pointed at Anika and said to Jeremy, “See how she did that? No tackling. It’s a much better method.”

			Jeremy flashed her a wicked smile. “I think I’ll stick with tackling.”

			“I missed a football game?” Anika asked, shooting a glance at Sarah. “That’s too bad. I’ve always been a fan of full-contact sports.”

			Sarah shrugged in reply. The ever-escalating flirtation between her and Jeremy was no secret. Sarah didn’t know where it was leading, or even where she wanted it to lead, but she was having fun and that was all that mattered at the moment.

			Anika stretched her arms and gazed up at the light filtering into the cave from above.

			“That’s the next climb? Glad I’m staying down here with the Weaver.” Anika nodded at Jeremy.

			“I forgot to bring a deck of cards,” Jeremy teased. “Hope we don’t get too bored while they’re gone.”

			“If all goes well, you won’t be waiting long.” The final member of their team, and the Tordis Guide, Patrice, stood at the edge of the shelf.

			As she coiled up the climbing rope, Patrice asked, “Are we set for the next stage?”

			“Do you need a minute?” Sarah asked their team leader.

			“No,” Patrice said. “Let’s move on.”

			Sarah nodded and knelt beside her pack. She pulled out two grappling-hook guns and handed one to Patrice.

			Taking aim at one of the thickest roots in the ceiling, Sarah pulled the trigger. The hooked spear sailed out, trailing braided metal cable. With a thunk the hook buried itself in the middle of the root, just shy of the opening that led to the surface.

			Sarah gave the line a couple of tugs to test it. After clipping the mechanical pulley to her climbing harness, Sarah nodded at Patrice.

			Patrice shot her gun and her hook hit a foot left of Sarah’s mark.

			“Very nice,” Sarah said.

			“Always fun when we get to pull out the Batman gear,” Jeremy said. “I’m a little jealous.”

			Sarah threw a grin at him. “You should have been a Striker.”

			“I know,” Jeremy said. “Tragic that the Academy decided I was too smart to go to waste on you brutes.”

			“Keep in mind this brute is in charge of saving your ass if this goes bad,” Anika muttered.

			“Of course I didn’t mean you.” Jeremy gave Anika puppy eyes.

			Ignoring her charges’ banter, Patrice asked Sarah, “Ready?”

			Sarah nodded and flipped the switch on her grappling-hook pulley. The cable began to wind itself up, lifting Sarah into the air. When she reached the cavern ceiling, Sarah surveyed the roots that climbed out of the dim light toward the sun. It was only a couple of feet, not even a yard to get out of the cave.

			“You comfortable using the roots to free climb from here?” Sarah asked Patrice, who was suspended in the air beside her.

			“Yes,” Patrice said, then added drily, “I’m sure Jeremy will catch me if I fall.”

			Sarah laughed as she took a tight grip on the closest root with her left hand, braced her feet against the curving rock wall, and unclipped the pulley from her harness with her right.

			Sarah moved like a spider toward the break in the earth. The climb sent her and Patrice on a path above the cavern floor at a backward pitch of about thirty degrees. Sarah chose her hold carefully, taking her grips and placing her feet more deliberately than she would have if she’d been climbing alone. At the moment she was modeling for Patrice and wanted to make sure the Guide, a less-experienced climber, didn’t choose a root that wasn’t embedded deep enough in the rock to hold her.

			Reaching the lip of the cavern entrance, Sarah found a snakelike root that she could follow out of the cave. She blinked against the sudden bright light as she pulled herself onto the earth’s surface. Sarah immediately rolled to her feet, scanning the surrounding woods to be certain this place wasn’t being watched.

			Patrice emerged from the cave a minute later and took up the same defensive posture that Sarah had.

			“We’re good.” Sarah stood up. Taking the spare climbing rope she’d attached to her harness, Sarah tucked it within the tangle of roots at the surface. They’d need the rope for the descent . . . if they made it back.

			Patrice nodded and pointed at the tree-covered slope to their right. “The château is at the top of that ridge.”

			“And we’re sure it’s empty?” Sarah asked. Not that she wasn’t up for a fight, but Sarah had never gotten used to relying on civilian intelligence for a mission that involved this amount of risk.

			Patrice didn’t answer, and Sarah silently chided herself for asking the question. Micah, the Arrow, wouldn’t have sent the team on this mission if they didn’t trust their informant.

			“Come on.” Patrice moved off and Sarah followed, feeling abashed.

			It took them about fifteen minutes to reach the backside of the château. The luxurious home jutted out from the mountain slope. Trees had been cleared on all sides to afford its owners a rare view of the Alps. There was no access road, only a heliport.

			“Without a doubt there’s a Guardian, if not a few, on the perimeter,” Patrice said quietly. “But our intelligence reported that the Keeper who owns this château doesn’t permit his security detail inside.”

			“So we get in and out without being noticed?” Sarah gauged the distance from tree cover to back door. They could make it in a ten-second dash. But whether they would be seen all depended on the manner of the Guardian’s patrol route. If their adversary kept a steady watch on the house itself, they’d find it difficult to access the château without being spotted. However, if the Guardian was actively roaming the grounds and not sitting on the house itself—that was another matter.

			“We go in,” Patrice said, her gaze fixed on the back door. “If a Guardian comes after us, we’ll take it down.”

			Sarah nodded. She knew better than to argue with the Guide, and Sarah had stuck her foot in her mouth once already. She didn’t want to do it again or she might end up cataloging records for the Tordis Scribes.

			“On three,” Patrice whispered. “One, two—”

			On the third beat they burst from the trees onto the château grounds. Even as she ran, Sarah kept her eyes and ears open for sights and sounds of an imminent attack.

			They reached the door and Patrice opened the panel to access the security system. Sarah turned her back on Patrice and scanned the forest line. No movement yet.

			“All right,” Patrice said. “We’re in.”

			She opened the door and slipped into the house. Sarah followed, still watching the forest, but nothing seemed to be keeping an eye on the château. At least, not at the moment.

			After Patrice had closed the door and waited a few minutes to be certain their entrance had gone undetected, the Guide suddenly laughed.

			Sarah raised her eyebrows at Patrice.

			With a wide smile Patrice said, “Our informant is one of the maids here. Apparently she came over to our side because the Keeper who lives here is so horrible to work for she wanted to see him taken down a peg. He must really be an asshole.”

			“Gotta love it when Keepers stay true to form.” Sarah smiled.

			“We’re headed to the study.” Patrice led the way from the humble entrance meant for the servants, replete with cubbies for their coats, hats, and boots, as well as a closet in which their uniforms hung.

			They passed from the entryway into the kitchen, which was filled with immaculate stainless-steel appliances and ebony countertops polished to a mirrorlike shine.

			To reach the study they crossed a great room that faced the front of the house. Floor-to-ceiling windows afforded breathtaking views of snowy mountain peaks. The study was a . . . well, study, in modern design.

			Sarah frowned at the desk chair Patrice sat in, which looked like it had been constructed of plastic netting.

			“That can’t be comfortable,” Sarah said.

			“You’d think,” Patrice replied. “But it actually is.”

			Patrice turned on the computer and waited until the password prompt appeared. Without missing a beat she entered the password and was rewarded with the Keeper’s home desktop popping into view.

			“He gave his staff his password?” Sarah frowned.

			Patrice shook her head as she plugged in a USB drive and copied files onto it. “He just doesn’t pay attention to them. Our informant has been in the room multiple times when he’s logged onto the computer. She didn’t have trouble figuring out the password. I don’t think the Keeper believes his staff are capable of anything other than serving him.

			“That’ll do it.” Patrice removed the USB drive. “We’re done here. Let’s go.”

			Sarah and the Guide exited the château as easily as they’d entered it, and when they reached the forest, Sarah was giddy with their success.

			A snuffle, followed by a low grunt, was all the warning she had.

			The bear, which had been hidden behind a huge fallen tree trunk, lumbered into view. Spittle flew from its muzzle as it roared its fury at the Searchers.

			With a single swipe of its enormous paw, Patrice went flying. Her body slammed into a tree and she fell to the ground, horribly still.

			Sarah had already drawn her throwing knives. She launched the blades at the Guardian, and the bear, still focused on Patrice, didn’t have the chance to parry Sarah’s attack.

			The blades buried themselves in the bear’s chest and it bellowed in pain, dropping to all fours.

			Sarah drew two more knives, hurling them as the bear charged. The first hit home, sinking into the bear’s shoulder. But the second flew wide.

			The huge Guardian was coming straight at her. Sarah crouched, muscles coiling, and when the bear was a foot away Sarah leaped into the air, tumbling head over heels and landing behind the Guardian.

			The bear’s momentum had been too great to instantly wheel around, giving Sarah the chance to sink two more knives into its flank. The bear turned and again bellowed its rage at her.

			At that moment Sarah would have given her right hand for Patrice’s sword. Her knives, while they could be deadly, weren’t causing enough damage to take the Guardian down.

			She had only one way to really cripple it, and she knew that acrobatics wouldn’t save her from the bear’s attack a second time. Sarah drew her knives and waited for the bear to drop to all fours.

			The second it did, and before it could charge, Sarah sucked in a quick breath and let fly with a knife, praying that it would hit home.

			The blade buried itself in the bear’s left eye. The Guardian roared in agony, raising a massive paw to swat at the blade. Sarah used the distraction to throw a second knife. That blade met its mark as well, burying itself in the Guardian’s right eye, blinding the beast. The bear made a sound almost like a wail and stood on its hind legs.

			Sarah turned from the Guardian and ran to Patrice. When she put her hand on the Guide’s shoulder, Patrice groaned and opened her eyes.

			“We have to get out of here,” Sarah told her. “Can you walk?”

			Patrice nodded. “Nothing’s broken.”

			Sarah helped her up. They didn’t make it back to the cavern as swiftly as Sarah would have liked. Patrice was clearly concussed and Sarah had to help her down the mountain slope.

			When they reached the narrow opening to the cave, Sarah attached the stashed climbing rope to Patrice’s harness.

			“Coming down!” Sarah called to Anika and Jeremy. “Open a door!”

			After she’d lowered Patrice, Sarah used the same root to climb back into the cavern. Making her way along the web of roots to her grappling gun, Sarah clipped it to her harness and set the mechanism to reverse.

			The cable spooled out smoothly and soon Sarah’s feet touched the ground.

			Jeremy had the portal open by the time Sarah reached the cavern floor.

			The Weaver had already taken Patrice through the shimmering door.

			“You first,” Anika said.

			Sarah didn’t argue. Heart racing, she rushed through the portal. She turned as soon as she was back in Haldis Tactical and was relieved to see Anika emerge from the light-filled door just seconds later.

			As soon as Anika appeared, Jeremy closed the door.

			“Good work, team,” Patrice said, her smile genuine if a bit strained. “Good work.”

		

	
		
			2

			NEVER WOULD SARAH have thought that simply meeting her best friend’s gaze could compel her to reach for one of her daggers, but in that particular moment she found her fingers twitching toward the blade’s hilt. Across the table, Anika shifted her weight against the back of her chair but didn’t flinch from Sarah’s glare.

			Strikers lined both sides of the long, narrow table, the warriors’ stares fixed on Anika and Sarah. Since Sarah had joined their ranks five years earlier, at age sixteen, she’d come to expect these monthly mission debriefings with the Arrow—the Searchers’ commander-at-arms—to be raucous, bordering on irreverent. Strikers were fighters at heart, perpetually restless, and didn’t take well to being cooped up in a meeting for hours at a time.

			Thus, the stunned silence currently holding her peers hostage made Sarah even more furious.

			At the head of the table, Micah, the current Arrow, cleared his throat.

			“Thank you for your candor, Anika.” Micah’s gaze shifted to Patrice, the Tordis Guide and Sarah’s immediate superior. “Patrice, since your team retrieved this intelligence and this will be your mission, I’ll let you make the call.”

			Patrice was frowning. She glanced at Anika but soon found Sarah’s questioning eyes.

			“Despite Anika’s concerns, Sarah performed exceptionally on our mission. She knows the risk and is the best Searcher for this task,” Patrice said. “If she wants the mission, I say it’s hers.”

			“Thank you, Patrice,” Sarah replied. She could feel Anika’s stare, but she kept her gaze on their Guide.

			Murmurs ranging in tone from surprise to admiration rippled through the Striker ranks. To Sarah’s relief Anika stayed silent.

			Micah nodded his approval. “Report back to Haldis Tactical at sixteen hundred hours. A Weaver will be there to open a door for you.”

			“Thank you, sir,” Sarah replied.

			“That will be all,” Micah said to the group. “Return to your posts.”

			Wood creaked and groaned as chairs were pushed back from the long table. Warriors clad in leather and wearing grim faces responded to the Arrow’s command without hesitation.

			As they milled toward the exit none of the other Strikers crowded Sarah. A few glanced in her direction, offering brief nods of encouragement. That she’d accepted the mission didn’t merit hoots of congratulation or slaps on the back to raise her spirits. Those would come later . . . if she made it out alive. For now, her send-off would be little more than a reserved approval of her choice.

			If it had been any other gathering of Strikers and their Guides—a debriefing wherein each Guide made a report of the current Keeper activities in the target zones: Haldis in Vail, Tordis in the Alps, Eydis in Mexico, and Pyralis in New Zealand—Sarah would have left the room with Anika at her side. On their way back to the Tordis division of the Roving Academy, the two women would share their own review of the meeting, speculating about the Arrow’s stratagem and making bets about the Keepers’ next move.

			Speculation and projection were about all the Searchers had to go on of late. The war hardly deserved to be called such. Striker missions had all but ground to a halt. Barring the occasional scuffle between one of their teams and a Guardian pack near the Keepers’ protected sites, a lull had overtaken the Roving Academy. The Academy’s teachers still trained Searcher youth, conveying a sense of the war’s urgency and the vital purpose that they all served. But outside of the classrooms an ambivalence about the war had overtaken her colleagues. The Searchers had been bleeding and dying for centuries in the hopes that somehow they would find a weak spot in the Keepers’ armor of dark magic. But the years kept turning and each generation of Searchers fought and died while new warriors were trained and new scholars combed the Tordis Archives for arcane wisdom that might give the Strikers an upper hand.

			The Alchemists of Pyralis painted Searcher weapons with potent enchantments that helped Strikers fight the Keepers’ powerful Guardians and when the warriors returned to the Roving Academy bleeding and broken, the Elixirs of Eydis healed their wounds. With each passing year, the Searchers honed their skills, drawing on the elemental magics of their home: Earth, Air, Water, Fire—Haldis, Tordis, Eydis, and Pyralis. But no matter the innovations, no matter the fervor of their efforts, the Searchers had yet to gain any advantage over their adversary.

			And that was why Sarah had volunteered for this mission. She had watched Anika breeze out of Haldis Tactical without a glance in Sarah’s direction. Rising from her chair, Sarah walked at a brisk clip, quickly gaining on her friend. Sarah waited until Anika was passing an open door. Her hand snaked out and Sarah grabbed Anika by the elbow, dragged her into the empty lecture room, and slammed the door behind them.

			“Don’t you ever, ever question my abilities in front of our Guide!” Sarah gripped Anika’s arm tightly. “Not to mention the Arrow! And every Striker who is not currently out on a field assignment!”

			“I wasn’t questioning your abilities.” Anika wrenched herself free of Sarah’s grasp. “I was merely pointing out your youth. You should take it as a compliment.”

			“All of the Strikers were there,” Sarah went on, shaking her fist at Anika. “All of the teams.”

			“I know,” Anika replied tartly. “I was there too.”

			“Then why the hell did you try to embarrass me?” Sarah gave Anika a shove that ended up being a little harder than she’d intended.

			Anika teetered back but didn’t stumble. And a moment later she shoved Sarah with equal force. “I wasn’t trying to embarrass you. I’m trying to save your life.”

			“We don’t even know what’s at the castle,” Sarah countered. “It might be nothing. I’m just going to check it out.”

			“It doesn’t have to be you.”

			Sarah could barely keep from scowling at her friend. “I’m the best climber of all the Strikers. And I kicked all of your asses at stealth infiltration. If Micah didn’t know I was suited for the job, he wouldn’t have let me volunteer.”

			“He shouldn’t have let anyone sign on for this suicide run,” Anika snapped. “It’s too big a risk with no guaranteed outcome.”

			“When do our missions ever have guaranteed outcomes?” Sarah shot back.

			Anika offered no rebuke other than a sullen gaze.

			“The war is at a stalemate,” Sarah continued. “If Micah thinks this could be the key to turning the tide, I’m in. And you should have my back.”

			“Micah and the Guides have gone loony, if you ask me,” Anika said. “A new directive from the Scribes and they’re clinging to thin air.”

			“The prophecy is not thin air,” Sarah said, but she turned her back on Anika and paced beside the door, worried that any hint of doubt might appear on her face. “It’s all we have.”

			“Some warrior chick from way back when sacrifices herself for the cause,” Anika propped herself against the desk at the front of the room. “And her ghost—her ghost, mind you—spouts a few nonsensical lines about a traitor and a child and a miraculous weapon and we stake our lives on it?”

			“What else do you think we can do?” Sarah gripped the back of one of the classroom chairs. “We can’t kill wraiths, and Guardians might die, but they don’t die easy. The prophecy is the only thing that points to a way to end this war.”

			Anika frowned, pushing herself up until she was seated on the desk. “Do you ever wonder if the prophecy was just made up?”

			“Made up?”

			“To keep us going,” Anika replied waspishly. “To give us something to fight for so we don’t just decide it’s all futile and give up.”

			Sarah didn’t know whether the cold knot in her belly was a manifestation of fury or fear. “You don’t really believe that.”

			“Not really.” Anika’s shoulders slumped. “But sometimes I wonder. Sometimes it all feels like too much.”

			Sarah nodded, some of her hostility ebbing. “We’re all under stress. Fighting so long with no sense of victory—it is too much.”

			Anika didn’t meet Sarah’s gaze, but she nodded in reply.

			“And that’s why I have to go,” Sarah said, pushing her point. “If I can bring us anything new, anything to help us learn what the Keepers know about the prophecy, it could make all the difference. It could put us ahead of them for the first time.”

			“I know,” Anika said softly. “I just wish it wasn’t you.”

			Her words and defeated tone snuffed out the last embers of Sarah’s anger. Crossing over to Anika, Sarah wrapped her arms around the other woman.

			“Micah wouldn’t send me or anyone on this mission if he thought there was no chance of its success.” Sarah squeezed Anika tightly.

			“Just promise me that you’ll stick to the plan,” Anika murmured into Sarah’s shoulder. “Once you know what’s at that castle, get the hell out of there. Don’t get creative.”

			“I promise.” Sarah laughed. “I can’t imagine I’d have any reason to stick around some Keeper’s lair.”

			“‘Lair’?” Anika’s laughter joined Sarah’s. “Oooh, maybe you’ll find a dragon.”

			“If the Keepers have added dragons to their arsenal, I think we’re in trouble.” Sarah pulled away from her friend but beckoned Anika to the door. “Come on. I need to hand-sharpen my daggers before I go off to live a life of danger and excitement.”

			“I’d take a dragon over a wraith any day,” Anika remarked as they left the classroom. “A dragon might be big and fire-breathing, but at least it has flesh and bone that you can stick a sword into.”

			“Good point.” Sarah smiled, but her chest constricted.

			Whatever was locked up in Castle Tierney was important enough that the Keepers had tried to prevent their enemies from discovering both the location of the hiding place and what was hidden. Would Sarah climb the stone walls only to stumble upon a monster? Something worse?

			Shrugging away the gooseflesh that crawled up her arms, Sarah stowed her trepidation. There was no sense of being afraid of what she’d find in the Keeper fortress until she actually found it.

			“There you are.” Jeremy smiled in relief as he ran up to meet Sarah and Anika.

			“Oh, good,” Anika said. “You might be able to talk her out of this.”

			“Just drop it, Anika.” Sarah felt renewed annoyance with her friend. The issue was settled, and all Sarah wanted was for Anika to leave it alone.

			“I . . . uh . . .” Jeremy’s gaze shifted from Anika to Sarah. “I was hoping we could talk before you left.”

			“Uh-huh.” Anika smirked. “You two talk. I’ll get out of here.”

			Anika stalked off and Sarah offered Jeremy an apologetic smile.

			“She only did it because she cares about you,” Jeremy said.

			“I know,” Sarah told him. “But I’m still pissed.”

			Jeremy laughed, but then he rubbed the back of his neck, obviously on edge. “So, um, can we go somewhere? So we can talk alone?”

			“Sure.” Sarah felt her pulse jump up a couple of notches. “Your room? It’s closest.”

			Jeremy nodded. He took Sarah’s hand as they walked down the hall. Sarah wasn’t sure she liked it—at least not when other Searchers could see them. She worried that it might make her look frightened, and she didn’t want any of her fellow warriors to think she was having second thoughts about taking on the mission.

			Fortunately, they made it to Jeremy’s room without any awkward encounters.

			Once they were inside and the door was closed, Jeremy grabbed Sarah and kissed her hard. It wasn’t unpleasant, but the kiss caught Sarah off guard. Under normal circumstances, Jeremy wasn’t so aggressive. This kiss wanted to devour her. Sarah responded as best she could, though her mind was reeling.

			Where does he want to take this?

			Jeremy broke from the kiss. “Sorry. I’ve been wanting to do that ever since we got back from the mission. And you’ve been busy.”

			“Yeah. The debriefing took a while.” Sarah disentangled herself from Jeremy’s arms and crossed the room, unintentionally putting herself beside his bed.

			Jeremy came up behind her. His arms encircled Sarah’s waist and he drew her back against him.

			Sarah gave a little gasp. God, he’s hard.

			“I want you.” Jeremy breathed into her hair. “Sarah, before you go, I want to be with you.”

			Sarah turned in his arms so she could face him. Her heart was pounding. Messing around with Jeremy was one thing, but this?

			She liked the Weaver . . . more than liked. He was sweet and funny and damn good with his hands.

			Jeremy bent his head and kissed Sarah again, this time softly, coaxing Sarah’s lips apart. His tongue slipped into her mouth and Sarah’s blood began to heat her skin. Jeremy backed Sarah into the bed and she let him push her down onto the mattress.

			Why not? If Anika’s right and this is a suicide mission, I’ll die a virgin.

			Her body wanted it enough. As Jeremy pulled Sarah’s shirt off and cupped her breasts, Sarah’s nipples hardened and her back arched.

			“Take your bra off,” Jeremy said. “Show them to me.”

			Sarah reached behind her back and unhooked her bra, freeing her breasts. She could feel how heavy they’d grown, sensitive with desire and aching to be touched.

			Sliding her bra straps off her shoulders, Sarah pushed the lacy cups aside. Jeremy moaned and lowered his head, taking one of her nipples in his mouth while his hand kneaded her other breast.

			Sarah’s hips arched up as desire pooled low in her body. Feeling her response, Jeremy moved his hand from her breast to cup the heat between her legs. His fingers massaged Sarah’s clit through her clothing and Sarah made a small sound of pleasure as her hips bucked up against his hand.

			“God, Sarah.” Jeremy kissed her neck. Her cheek. “I can’t wait to be inside you.”

			Sarah nodded. She was already tense from the meeting, from the fight with Anika, from the knowledge of how dangerous her mission would be. She needed release.

			“Get your cock out.”

			Jeremy groaned and reached down to unzip his fly. Sarah’s hand followed his. When his fly was open she slipped her hand inside his boxers and grasped his erection.

			Her pulse jumped. This was it. She was going to fuck Jeremy.

			His cock hardened even more in her grip and Sarah smiled. Even if it was the first time, she knew it was going to be good. From what they’d done short of sex, Sarah knew Jeremy had some serious talent.

			“You have no idea how much I want you,” Jeremy murmured as he began to push down her jeans. “I love you, Sarah.”

			Sarah went rigid. She couldn’t breathe and her body numbed.

			I should say something. Sarah didn’t know what she could say. I have to say something.

			“Sarah?” Jeremy touched her cheek. It only made Sarah feel worse.

			“I think we should stop.” As gently as she could, Sarah pushed him away. Did she care about Jeremy? Yes. A lot. But she wasn’t in love with him and she wasn’t willing to lead him to believe she felt something that wasn’t there.

			Jeremy flinched and Sarah felt like a heavy stone was pressing on her chest.

			“I’m sorry.” Sarah rolled off the bed, grabbing her bra and shirt. “I’m not . . .”

			She couldn’t find any words that didn’t sound pathetic, or worse, hurtful.

			“I didn’t mean to—” Jeremy sat up, trying to get his pants back on with dignity.

			“It’s not your fault,” Sarah interrupted. “I just don’t want to do this because I think I might die.”

			There it was. The truth, kind of. Sarah had been fully prepared to sleep with Jeremy because she thought she might die. But she hadn’t been prepared for him to tell her he loved her. Because she didn’t love Jeremy. Maybe she could at some point down the road, but she didn’t yet, and she didn’t want to sleep with him and lead him to believe her heart was somewhere it wasn’t.

			“Okay.” Jeremy stared at the floor. “If that’s how you feel.”

			“I’m sorry,” Sarah murmured. She threw on her shirt and forced herself to walk, not run, from the room.

			Her heart was pounding and her stomach churning as she retreated to her own room.

			If I die a virgin, then I die a virgin. But at least I won’t die a liar.
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			AS USUAL, TRISTAN found the most challenging part of the hunt to be keeping Ares from throwing him. Though one of the finest horses Tristan had ever purchased, Ares couldn’t settle around the wolves. Despite the countless hunts the stallion had run alongside the Guardians, Ares was always uneasy around them—especially once they’d made their kill.

			While the stallion balked and pawed at the earth, blowing hard through his flared nostrils, Tristan watched the Guardians tear the buck to bloody shreds. It wasn’t a proper pack. Only five wolves served at Castle Tierney and they were veterans of the war, older but no longer deemed suitable to serve on the front lines of battle, although that was just as well. No one, including Bosque, expected the war to come to the walls of Tristan’s home. His being hidden away was merely a precaution, and a frustrating one at that.

			Despite the frustrations of his isolated habitat, Tristan had neither expected nor wanted to be one of Bosque’s pack masters. He’d always found the war and politics that consumed the lives of a handful of his fellow Keepers to be tiresome. Particularly since it wasn’t much of a war at all. The nuisance of occasional Searcher attacks near the Keepers’ sacred sites was akin to summer flies that chanced to buzz around Ares’s flank. The pesky creatures might irritate the stallion, but it was only a matter of time before they’d be dealt with by the swat of his tail.

			“I say, man,” Frederic called out. “Should we call them off and head back to the castle? Looks to me like there’s nothing but blood and gristle left at this point.”

			They’ll want the blood. Every last drop, Tristan thought, but didn’t say.

			Frederic waited for his reply sitting astride a Hanover gelding. Unlike Ares, Frederic’s mount seemed to have misplaced its instinctual fear of predators. The horse chomped placidly on grass while the wolves sated themselves a few meters away.

			Tristan half snorted in disgust. Frederic preferred the easier ride. Nary a hair of his shoulder-length, glossy brown locks had strayed from its place tied at the nape of his neck during their hunt. It seemed to Tristan that Frederic had yet to abandon the fashions and attitudes of the nineteenth century, wherein he’d come of age. He’d insisted on donning traditional riding garb for this hunt, which Tristan thought made him look like he was auditioning for a period film. Tristan preferred to ride in a T-shirt, jeans, and the black oilskin duster he favored for keeping warm and dry in the rainy weather so common to the island.

			Frederic hunted for the sake of appearance; that, and the enjoyment he got out of emptying his silver flask after the wolves made their kill. Without the challenge of keeping Ares in check while they raced across the rugged island terrain, Tristan wouldn’t enjoy these hunts at all.

			“How many is that?” Frederic tilted his flask at the white bones poking out between the press of growling, furred bodies wrangling for the remaining scraps of venison.

			“This month?” Tristan pursed his lips. “Six, I think. No. Maybe eight.”

			“You’ll need to replenish the herd soon,” Frederic told him. “I’ll have some yearlings and does shipped over. They should last a bit longer. The Guardians prefer going after the bigger kills, I’ve noticed.”

			“More of a challenge.” Tristan nodded. It was one way the Keepers’ wolves differed from their natural counterparts. Wolves in the wild would have picked out the easiest kill. Guardians reveled in the fight.

			Because it’s what they were made for, Tristan thought with a grimace. Not that his Guardians got much of fighting beyond these hunts. He often wondered if these wolf warriors assigned to watch over him were as resentful of their charge as he was of being looked after.

			“Seamus!” Tristan called out, and a hulking wolf with mottled brown and silver fur lifted his head. “Time to head home!”

			The wolf barked gruffly at his companions and the other wolves abandoned their meal and disappeared into the brush. Though the wolves could easily beat the pair of men on horseback in a race to the castle, Tristan knew that the beasts would run beside them, just out of sight so as to keep Ares from spooking. But the wolves wouldn’t stray from their charge, would never allow Tristan to wander too far from their watchful eyes. Guardians had been created to follow orders, to serve and do battle at the Keepers’ bidding. The wolves did their work well. And some days it was too much for Tristan to bear.

			Though he lived alone—for no Keeper would count his servants as peers—Tristan rarely claimed privacy. His movements were observed; his household carefully secured. Nothing could be amiss. No surprises or impromptu actions were permitted.

			Tristan could pass each day as he liked: a ride, a hunt, reading, writing, watching films, or sleeping the hours away. But his life only bore the semblance of freedom. He couldn’t leave the island, and neither could he abandon Castle Tierney to seek his fortune or wander the globe. His fate was tied to this place as deeply as if he were rooted to its soil.

			Ares’s hooves threw up clods of dirt as they galloped back to the castle. Its gray stone walls loomed large as the riders drew closer and Tristan’s mood soured. A hard ride and a good hunt buoyed his spirit, but never for long. When the wind no longer tore at his hair and he’d left the stallion in the stables, Tristan became too aware of how confined he felt. Even when he wasn’t surrounded by the fortifications of the castle, he was barricaded on all sides by a cold, turbulent sea that even the most seasoned fishermen of the mainland tended to avoid.

			With reluctance, Tristan reined Ares in, letting the stallion cool down at a walk for the remaining distance. Frederic pulled the gelding up beside him.

			“You’re off tonight, then?” Tristan asked his companion.

			“I have business in Germany,” Frederic apologized. Looking pointedly at Ares, he added, “I don’t suppose I could talk you into taking him with me.”

			Tristan’s laugh carried an edge. “You come for a visit and then propose to steal my best horse?”

			“Not steal, borrow.” Frederic smiled, but his voice was tight. “I only meant that it’s a shame to keep him here when his stud fee would be phenomenal.”

			“Because you’re in need of funds?” Tristan asked archly. It was a snide, rhetorical question at best: there was so such thing as a Keeper with pecuniary difficulties.

			Frederic shrugged off Tristan’s acid tone. “There’s no need to get pugilistic. You know as well as I do that withholding that stallion from stud is ridiculous. And there are plenty of other horses in your stable to take on your hunts. He’d only be away for a month or two.”

			When they reached the stable, Tristan swung down from the saddle. Frederic dismounted and handed the gelding’s reins to a waiting groomsman.

			“Have you listened to a word I’ve said?” Frederic asked.

			Tristan offered Frederic a cursory glance. “I’ll think about it.”

			“Do.” Frederic pulled off his riding gloves. “I’ll need to prepare for my journey, but I’ll say my farewells before I depart.”

			“After I finish up here, I’ll have a drink in my study,” Tristan replied, flipping Ares’s reins over his bowed neck. “You can find me there.”

			Frederic gave a curt bow and headed toward the castle while Tristan led Ares into the stable. After Tristan had tethered the stallion outside his stall, he went about unsaddling and brushing the horse. There were groomsmen to perform this task, of course, but Tristan preferred to look after his mounts himself. The only way to truly know a horse and its habits was to do more than ride the beast and then put it away.

			As he brushed Ares’s neck and shoulders until they were glossy, Tristan considered Frederic’s suggestion. Maybe it wasn’t right to keep the stallion penned up on this island. He was fine stock, from a nearly priceless bloodline that could be traced back to the Godolphin Arabian. Not sending him to stud could well be a missed opportunity, and the isle Tristan called home didn’t have the space to set up a proper broodmare barn for rearing foals.

			Of course, he wouldn’t ship Ares off to be bred to just any mare. The bloodlines would have to be properly matched. Champion lines.

			Tristan paused midstroke. A sick feeling twisted through his gut.

			That’s all I am at the end of the day. A stud in Bosque’s stable. With the sole purpose of continuing Eira’s ancestral line as he sees fit.

			Tristan wondered, rather sardonically, how long it would be before Lord Mar suggested a female Keeper for Tristan to wed and father children upon. Would Bosque order some woman there to be sequestered from the world with Tristan? Perhaps he’d parade the eligible Keeper ladies through the castle until Tristan found one to his liking.

			Neither scenario was appealing.

			A polite cough at his back turned Tristan from the horse.

			“Yes, Owen?” Tristan greeted his steward.

			To describe Owen Banks as an unconventional steward was generous. His dress—a leather kilt and harness—gave him the appearance of a gladiator and revealed more skin than it covered.

			Tristan knew Owen’s wardrobe choice accommodated his broad, batlike wings, but Tristan half suspected that Owen selected gauche attire to mock his own role at the castle. As an incubus, Owen was accustomed to serving his master, but overseeing the mundane business of Tristan’s household must have felt like a glorified babysitting post to the nether creature, far less enjoyable than the usual work of incubi and succubi: seducing and manipulating feckless humans to feed off their emotional torment.

			“You’re needed in the castle,” Owen told Tristan. “I’ll have a groomsman finish up for you.”

			“I’ll finish myself,” Tristan said, irked by Owen’s presumption that he could so easily be commanded. He gave the incubus his back and continued brushing Ares.

			“Lord Mar is waiting in your study.”

			Tristan went still. When he turned around, Owen offered a bland smile.

			“But by all means,” Owen continued. “Take your time grooming the horse. Perhaps you’d like to braid his tail?”

			Tristan pivoted around and slammed the brush into Owen’s chest. The incubus stumbled back. Where the brush had struck his bare skin, a red welt bloomed.

			“You forget your place, Owen.” Tristan locked Owen in a cold stare. Anger made him breathe hard. His fists clenched.

			“Forgive me.” Owen bowed his head in submission, but Tristan could see his smile broaden.

			Dammit. Tristan knew better than to let Owen provoke him. The incubus was always eager to stir Tristan’s darker emotions and make a meal of them.

			Without any further acknowledgment of Owen’s apology, Tristan took long strides to swiftly exit the stable. He hurried up the stone steps of Castle Tierney’s keep.

			The study door was closed and Tristan heard no sounds emanating from within, but when he stepped into the room a fire crackled in the hearth and Lord Bosque Mar—who reigned over all the Keepers and was the very source of their power—leaned against the mantel. His appearance was as meticulous as ever. A well-cut, yet conservative, suit; dark hair neatly slicked back.

			Bosque wasn’t alone. Frederic knelt opposite Bosque’s imposing figure. Frederic’s head remained bowed, as if he were afraid to look directly at
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