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        And for my heroes-in-training, never give up the good fight.
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        THEIR WORLD AT WAR

      

      

      

      Layla Brightarrow’s world fell apart the day the Sorcerers invaded her city. Abandoned by the neighboring elven kingdom, Layla must forsake all hope for the man she loves, a powerful elf lord now forever beyond her reach. But when some of the elves break the neutrality to side with the Sorcerers, Layla is sent to assassinate one of the traitors. Her mission forces her to confront the very man she never thought she’d see again—and face a desire she thought long buried.

      

      Ulric of Glengowyn is determined to protect Layla from his traitorous brother, and he’ll do whatever is necessary to keep her alive, including using her feelings against her. But his game of seduction cuts both ways, endangering both their lives. To save her, Ulric must convince Layla to trust him, an impossible feat when her mission is to kill his brother.

      

      For Layla, Ulric is a temptation she can’t resist, and a risk she doesn’t dare take. Years of denial and betrayal hang between them, leaving Layla caught between duty and a love that could be her destruction. Or her salvation.
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      I knew I’d find you here.”

      Layla Brightarrow flicked a glance over her shoulder, then returned her stare to the labyrinth of cobbled streets below. “What do you want, Ulric?”

      “I’d like to know when you’re going to stop trying to kill my brother.”

      “When he stops luring, capturing and selling my people.” She felt Ulric move up close behind her but refused to flinch. Her every sense, however, focused on his presence, his movements, his breathing. Her muscles instinctively tensed, preparing for action, but she forced her body to relax.

      “You know I don’t condone what he’s doing…” Ulric murmured.

      “So you’ve said.”

      “But this is dangerous. For you.”

      She snorted, still refusing to face him. Ulric of Glengowyn was beautiful, sexy, and the man she’d been in love with since she was old enough to understand what those strange feelings in her gut meant whenever she looked at him. He was also an elf, and while he wasn’t exactly an enemy now, he wasn’t an ally either.

      “Go away, Ulric.”

      “No.”

      “If you’re so concerned about your brother⁠—”

      “I could care less about that traitor, and you know it.”

      She turned her head just enough to glance at him from the corner of her eye. “Do I?”

      “Don’t play games, Layla. You know I don’t support the traitors.”

      She made a vague noise in the back of her throat to keep from giving him a direct reply and looked out over the cityscape again. From her perch atop the abandoned tannery, she could see several blocks into the Sorcerers’ territory.

      She tried to ignore the part of her heart whispering she could trust Ulric. The truth was, she couldn’t be certain if he sided with Althir or not. They were brothers, after all. And when Althir, along with a number of other elves, broke Glengowyn’s neutrality to side with the Sorcerers, he forced her to guard herself against Ulric’s motives as well.

      “Why are you here?” she asked on a sigh. “If you don’t care if I kill him, leave me be.”

      Hard hands clamped onto her shoulders, and Layla found herself facing a very angry-looking Ulric. Her breath caught at the sight of him, as it always did. His dark hair silky and straight against his angular, pale face. She could just see the points of his ears poking out from his hair. His body was broad and well-muscled, bigger than the average elf, and so perfectly formed he’d been the fuel for her fantasies for years, even when she’d taken other men to her bed in an attempt to forget him. But in that moment, with the heat of his breath against her face, his eyes captured her completely. Dark blue and as sharp as lightning.

      “How many times do I have to tell you this, Layla? I care if you get killed.”

      His hands tightened almost painfully for a moment, then loosened. For the sake of self-preservation, she took a step away from him. “I’ll be fine.”

      “He almost killed you once already.” Pushing the strands of her bangs aside, he fingered the jagged scar on her forehead.

      She knew it was still an ugly red welt against her pale skin, adding to the many imperfections of her face, and she hated having him look at it. She jerked her chin to one side, dislodging his touch, then brushed her short hair forward again to cover the mark.

      His jaw tightened and his voice deepened. “I don’t want him to succeed next time.”

      “He won’t. I know what to expect now.”

      “Do you?”

      His mocking tone brought out her anger, which was so much better than her uncertainty and self-consciousness that she embraced it fully. “I learn from my mistakes, Ulric. I will kill Althir this time.”

      “But not tonight.”

      “Why?”

      “Because he changed his plans.”

      She narrowed her gaze and studied him closely. “Why?”

      “One of the Sorcerers summoned him and he couldn’t refuse.”

      “How do you know?” But she’d already guessed. “You’re still in touch with him. You still talk.”

      “He’s my brother.”

      He glanced away, not meeting her gaze, and Layla’s instincts leapt. She hadn’t trusted him before, but now…

      All the other elves had broken ties with the traitors, even if they were family members. Yet Ulric hadn’t. He claimed he didn’t care if she killed Althir, but he still spoke with him often enough to know his plans had changed? Why would he do that if he so disapproved of what his brother was doing? The only thing she could think was that he was helping Althir.

      She clenched her teeth in an attempt to hold in the fury brought on by that possibility. Even if he wasn’t directly helping his brother, Ulric was still in contact with one of the elves responsible for hundreds of human enslavements and deaths. That reality was betrayal enough.

      “Leave, Ulric,” she said, struggling with her disappointment. “Before I kill you, too.”

      He laughed, the sound so unexpected Layla actually jumped. She cursed herself for her idiotic behavior. Worse still was her body’s reaction to his laugh. Her thighs clenched, her heartbeat sped, and her nipples tightened. Despite her distrust, despite everything, she wanted him so badly it hurt.

      “You won’t kill me,” he murmured and closed the distance between them again.

      “Don’t be so sure. You’ve betrayed us⁠—”

      “I have not!” He gripped the back of her neck hard, bringing her face close to his. “Is that what you think? That I’m working with Althir against the Sinnale?”

      “What am I supposed to think when you’re still talking to him?”

      “I do that for you.”

      She sucked in a breath. “That makes no sense.”

      “It does if you’d just believe that I don’t want you to die. If I know what he’s doing, where he’s going, I can keep you safe.”

      “It’s not your place to keep me safe. The elves chose their neutrality when the war began. You agreed with that position. You took your weapons and left us to our fate.” Elven weaponry was their only defense against the Sorcerers. But after the invasion, Glengowyn broke off all trade with Sinnale, including those vital weapons. “Why would you care if I lived or died now?”

      His voice dropped to a whisper. “I’ve always cared.”

      The grip on her neck softened, coaxed, drawing her closer so only a breath of space separated their bodies. Feeling the heat pumping from his skin, through his tunic and her heavier shirt and cloak, left her momentarily helpless. The air was damp, threatening rain, and she was cold after spending so much time on this rooftop waiting for Althir to appear. Ulric’s heat drew her more surely than any fire. His fingers stroked lightly where her now short hair met her neck, and Layla shivered.

      She didn’t trust him and yet she found resisting him one of the hardest things she’d ever done. More difficult even than her first kill.

      “I hate that you cut your hair,” he said, his gaze traveling over her face. “You’re still beautiful. But I adored your long hair.”

      “Long hair is a hindrance during war. And I know full well I’m not beautiful.”

      Just weeks after she’d nearly killed his brother, and almost died in the process, Ulric started to show up everywhere she went in Noman’s Land, following her and trying without any subtlety at all to get her into bed. After years of treating her as no more than a friend, the daughter of merchants he regularly sold elf-weapons to, suddenly he was plying her with compliments, touching her, teasing her. As much as his continued communication with his brother, his attempts to seduce her roused her suspicions and heightened her distrust.

      “You never believe me,” he said, shaking his head. But his tone was teasing now, as if scolding a naughty child.

      “Why do you keep the scar hidden?” he asked.

      She glanced away. “It’s ugly.” It wasn’t the only ugly thing about her. But it was the one thing she could cover. The gap between her two front teeth could only be hidden if she kept her mouth closed and she was too outspoken for that. Her nose was too sharp, her face too long, her eyes too far apart. Her skin was splotchy and her figure much too thin. Two years of war had taken their toll on a body and face never perfect enough to compete with the beauty of the elves anyway.

      Now she had a scar to add to her imperfections. Yet another reason she didn’t believe Ulric could really want her.

      He brushed her hair aside again, catching her hand when she reached up to stop him. “It’s a mark of your courage,” he murmured. “You shouldn’t be ashamed.”

      “Easy for you to say.” How could he understand? He was a warrior without a single scar, not one imperfection, though she knew from her father that Ulric had fought in at least two wars during his long life. He was battle-hardened and yet still looked magnificently flawless.

      “No. I hate that you have this.”

      He ran his finger over the rough skin and Layla trembled in response. The slight contact sent heat radiating throughout her body. She started to lean into him, catching herself only at the last minute.

      “It reminds me you were nearly killed. Every time I see it…” He paused and swallowed visibly. Layla raised her brows. He sounded and looked so sincere.

      “But you shouldn’t be ashamed of the mark.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “And I need the reminder.”

      She frowned. “Why?”

      He used the hand he still held to tug her a step closer. With only a couple of inches of air between them, his scent overwhelmed her. She’d always liked the way Ulric smelled. She used to make excuses to be near him when he came to negotiate with her parents and later her, just so she could revel in that scent. But now, there was a heady intensity that blocked the harsher smells of Noman’s Land—the rubbish, the sewage, the ash of burnt fires and other things she tried not to think about, the hint of magic that was as impossible to describe as the scent of a baby’s head but just as distinct, though much less pleasant.

      With Ulric standing so near, with his eyes staring directly into hers and his hand gripping her, warm and strong, all those other things faded under the spicy, subtle aroma of him.

      “You aren’t answering my question,” she managed to say, but her throat was tight.

      “I’ve forgotten what you asked.”

      She was pretty sure that was a lie. He couldn’t possibly be as overwhelmed by her nearness as she was by his. But for the life of her, she couldn’t see the lie in his expression.

      She tried, gods help her, she tried to tug her hand free of his. She needed to step back, to put some distance between them. Instead, she leaned ever so slightly forward and her gaze dropped to his lips. A mouth she’d studied more often than she cared to admit.

      “Please come away with me,” he whispered.

      The please almost had her. He’d never sounded so sincere, or vulnerable. Or quite so desperate.

      But a very small and quiet part of her whispered, He’s still in touch with his brother. And you are trying to kill Althir.

      She eased back, using every ounce of strength she’d honed in the last two years. “I have a job to do tonight.”

      “Not tonight. Damn it, Layla, he’s not going to be here.”

      She cocked her head to one side, studying him. Seduction had been replaced by anger—but there was still that edge of desperation. “Then I’ll go looking for another elf.”

      She took another step away. When her back touched the parapet, she reached out and gripped the wood of her bow from where it rested always within easy reach. She held the weapon as a type of talisman against the draw she felt toward Ulric.

      “Are you determined to get yourself killed?” he hissed. “Do you really want to die?”

      “No. But I don’t want my people to die either. The traitor elves are helping that happen. I intend to stop them.”

      He shook his head, his hair whipping around his face as his hands clenched into fists. “If I could kill them all myself, I would,” he spit out. “This is too much.”

      “But you can’t kill them. Any more than any other elf can. That’s why I’m here.”

      “I know my king and queen have come to an arrangement with the human council. Your fresh quiver of elf arrows is more than enough proof.”

      She already knew he’d guessed his government was now working with hers, despite their initial call of neutrality. But they’d never discussed the situation. She had no idea how he felt about the deal.

      “Do you disapprove?” Now that they were talking about the previously unspoken subject, she couldn’t stop from asking, though she warned herself he might well lie. He was here trying to seduce her to keep her from killing his brother.

      “I approve,” he said without hesitation. “I never thought we should remain neutral. What’s to stop the Sorcerers from turning their attention to Glengowyn once Sinnale falls?”

      “Your weapons. Your magic.”

      He scowled at her matter-of-fact tone. “Only for so long. With the strength gained by conquering Sinnale, the Sorcerers would be formidable enemies.”

      “Then why did your people choose neutrality?”

      “They believed in the strength of their magic and weaponry.”

      She turned away to look out over the battered buildings surrounding them. “And the defection of some of their own people changed this belief?”

      “It brought us into the war.”

      “Yet the king and queen are keeping their cooperation with our council secret.”

      “There are still those in Glengowyn who want to remain neutral—most of the elves wish to remain that way. They’ve…disowned the traitors. It’s a handy way of disavowing any part in their duplicity.”

      She sucked in a deep breath as she listened. The air was sharp and humid in her mouth, tasting faintly of ash and mist. “So most of the elves would still leave us humans to die.” He was silent for long enough she knew she’d hit a soft spot.

      “I’m not one of them, Layla,” he murmured. “I believe we should be involved.”

      “But on which side?”

      His hands clamped down on her shoulders and she was whipped around so fast her feet twisted beneath her, costing her balance. He brought her up flush against his body before she could regain her footing.

      “How can you ask me that? I’m betraying my own brother to protect you.”

      The feel of his hard muscles pressed against the length of her body made her stomach tighten. Blood pumped faster through her veins. Swallowing to rewet her throat, she opened her mouth to speak, closed it, swallowed again, then forced a few words out. “You expect me to trust you?”

      “Yes,” he hissed.

      “Yet you still talk to Althir.”

      He brought his face closer, his breath brushing hot against her mouth. Her lips parted without her permission and need welled up to flow through her. His scent was impossible to ignore now. Something about it called to her, and she found it harder to resist the longer they stood this close.

      “I talk to my brother to keep you safe.”

      “And that’s the part that makes no sense,” she said, her voice low and harsh from a lust she could barely control. “Why would you work so hard to protect me?”

      “Because I care about you, damn it.”

      Her head spun as tension tightened in her gut. She blinked to force back the dizziness. “But only after I nearly killed Althir,” she pointed out, as much a reminder to herself as to him. “Before that, you weren’t here keeping me safe.”

      “I was forbidden by my king and queen.”

      She frowned, trying to see the lies around the haze of want fuzzing her brain.

      His voice softened. “I tried to leave Glengowyn. To help you. King Varim forbade it. Until the other elves defected, I was stuck by their ruling.”

      His grip relaxed and he cupped her face in his palms. A shiver raced along her arms and up the back of her neck. Step back, she thought. Get away while you can. Instead, she dipped a breath closer. She barely felt in control of her body. So easy to just let go, to allow him to seduce her, to give in to what she’d wanted for more years than she could bear to think about.

      “Layla.” His voice dropped an octave. “They had to physically keep me away.”

      She shook her head and shifted her gaze from his, though his hands stayed in place. She couldn’t bring herself to dislodge his hold. “No. That’s…that’s wrong. You never… Not before. I can’t…” Why wasn’t her brain working? Now she couldn’t form a coherent sentence? She faced him again, intent on arguing, but as soon as her gaze met his, all the words evaporated.

      Her pulse sped, and as she watched, his pupils dilated, nearly overtaking the blue of his eyes.

      Suddenly she understood. Elf-fire. The pheromone that elves exuded whenever they were about to have sex, or at least wanted to very badly. The drug that drew humans to elves and was said to make the sex so amazing, humans often became addicted—which was why the pheromone was also nicknamed elf-tears.

      Elf-fire couldn’t be faked. It was a physical response, completely out of an elf’s control. But they had to actually be attracted to their partner. While elves could have sex without attraction, though they rarely did, they could never pretend to have an elf-fire reaction.

      Which meant, whatever else Ulric was after, he wasn’t pretending to want her.

      As she studied his eyes, watched the black widen more, the reality of the moment pierced her resistance. He was as affected by her as she was by him. She wasn’t sure why. She just couldn’t imagine what he saw in her to invoke lust. But in that moment, it didn’t seem to matter. She’d dreamed about having him for so long. Even if it was just this one night. Even if she couldn’t trust his other motives. She could trust his desire. And for a few hours at least, she could give in to her own.

      “Elf-fire,” she murmured aloud. She raised a hand to his cheek, then trailed her fingers along his neck, watching in satisfaction as he sucked in a breath. His hands tensed on her jaw, edging her closer. “Now do you believe me?”

      “I believe you want me.”

      A low growl escaped as he stepped forward and wrapped his arms around her waist. “It’s about damn time.
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      Ulric’s mouth closed over hers. For a fraction of a second, his kiss was gentle, a silent plea for permission. But before she could suck in a breath or even accept the reality of Ulric’s lips on hers, his kiss went from asking to demanding. His hold tightened around her waist, his head tilted to one side, and he kissed her with so much intense urgency, she was reminded of a dying man grasping for the one thing that might keep him alive.

      Desperation overwhelmed any remaining sense of self-preservation. Her bow slipped from her fingers and both her hands found purchase on his solid frame. She couldn’t have refused him then if the entire army of Sorcerers marched up to that rooftop. Pressing against his hard body only increased her insanity. Gripping at the muscles of his shoulders, the silky lengths of his hair, made her want more. Naked bodies, sweat and pounding flesh. There on the rooftop. Anything, everything he would give her. She wanted it all.

      Only the barest remaining shred of sanity kept her from tearing his tunic from his body. “Somewhere else,” she moaned against his neck as she tasted the salty tang of his skin. “A bed. I want you on a bed.”

      “The woods, Glengowyn…”

      “No.” She rubbed her breasts against his chest and sighed at the feel of his body tensing in reaction. “I have a place. Closer.”

      “Closer is good. Now would be better.”

      But closer was good. And closer was a place he couldn’t know about, a place she’d never used before but had set up just in case. A safe house she’d never be able to use again after tonight. That didn’t matter. The small, simple set of rooms would serve their purpose, giving her a secure haven to indulge for just this one night. And gods help her, she wanted to indulge, to taste and feel and suck and fuck until her body ached. And then she wanted to do more. One night. Just this one night. After, she’d be able to put this long obsession behind her and move on with her mission. Elves rarely slept with human partners more than twice anyway because of the side-effects of elf-fire. This was all she would ever get from him, so it had to be enough for her lifetime.

      Nothing else mattered but quenching her need, answering the lust. And tomorrow she would walk away.

      Because she’d have no choice.

      Even that much reality was quickly overwhelmed by passion when his lips captured hers again. “Where?” he grunted before kissing her, making it impossible to answer.

      When she could force her mouth from his long enough to speak, she said, “I’ll lead.” She tried to pull away, but he jerked her close again and kissed her. As her fingers tangled in his hair, she forgot what they’d been talking about or why she’d thought space between their bodies was necessary.

      Then she felt him tug at her quiver strap. “No.” She grabbed his hand to prevent him from disarming her here in the open. “Not here.” Barely avoiding his next lunge, she snatched up her bow, then dropping it over her head to hang across her back, she spun toward the doorway and the stairs that would take them out of this building into the streets of Noman’s Land. Her rooms were only a few blocks away, just outside the edge of Sinnale-held territory.

      Tension vibrated from his hand up her arm as they made their way through the dark shadows, avoiding the infrequent pools of light cast by the few remaining working gas lamps. The Sinnale kept the lamps doused in and near Noman’s Land. But Layla was comfortable in the dark. She’d traveled these streets frequently enough that even on a moonless night she could maneuver by feel alone through the twisting lanes and alleyways.

      Darkness was her friend. And tonight it helped make the situation seem unreal, a dream in which she didn’t have to worry about Ulric’s true loyalties. In this dream, she could have him without fear or consequence.

      The haze of lust filling her head didn’t dim as they trotted toward their destination. In fact, it grew stronger with each step. She realized she felt drunk, out of control, loose and giddy all at once. So this is what elf-fire does. As the sensations continued to intensify, she thought, No, this isn’t quite like being drunk. This was better, higher, brighter and more intoxicating than anything a man or elf-made liquor could conjure.

      Unable to resist, she turned into Ulric and kissed him, her movement sending them both stumbling into a wall. He didn’t stop her. He fell into the kiss, bracing one hand against the brick at her back to hold them both up while his other arm tightened around her waist. She’d barely found her footing again when he lifted her up onto her toes to better align their bodies. His hard cock poked at her lower abdomen, and she clenched in reaction as wetness seeped into the worn material of her undergarments.

      “How much farther?” he hissed.

      “Not…not far. Two blocks.”

      “Not close enough.”

      He ground his hips against hers and she nearly gave in. Against the wall of an abandoned building facing out onto the main street was fine by her. She didn’t care if someone saw them. She wanted him inside her, fucking her hard and fast and now. Even the discomfort of her quiver and bow pressing tight into her back barely registered. All she could think about was Ulric.

      He was the one who resisted this time. “A bed.” He breathed through his teeth. “You deserve a bed.”

      She nodded, even if she couldn’t quite make sense of what he was saying. Then she tugged him back onto the sidewalk, stumbling on weak legs for those last two blocks.

      She pushed him into the alley, past piles of stinking garbage which she hardly noticed under the influence of the elf-fire. Or maybe it was just Ulric. When they reached the wooden side door into the building, she broke away from another kiss long enough to pull the key from a hidden pocket in the sleeve of her tunic and shakily insert it. The lock gave without a sound. They slipped into the dark stairwell, their hands reaching for each other again.

      In the pitch blackness, Layla led Ulric up the stairs—she’d practiced here and knew the layout by feel. On the fourth floor, she eased open another soundless door, tugged him into a dimly lit hallway and managed to stagger to the fourth door on the left before diving into another kiss.

      “Should get inside,” she mumbled against his mouth, then immediately prevented his answer by licking her way past his lips to tangle her tongue with his. Only the sound of metal hinges creaking under pressure brought her up for air.

      When she glanced behind her, she realized he’d been pushing at the door knob hard enough the wood frame was buckling. “Gods, you’re strong,” she whispered as a thrill of excitement tightened her stomach. She fumbled open the lock with the same key she’d used downstairs, then nearly fell inside as the solid wood which had been holding her up moved.

      Ulric didn’t wait for her to recover her footing. Instead, he followed her in, catching her up in his arms and slamming the door closed behind him with his foot. The reverberating bang made her cringe. It was late and the few people squatting in this building would be asleep. But any concern she might have felt was washed away as Ulric’s lips covered hers again.

      The darkness was lit only by light from the street filtering past a dirty window. They tripped and staggered through the small main room to the rudimentary bedroom. She finally allowed him to remove her quiver and bow, even smiled when he set them gently aside before roughly grabbing her up again. She had thought she’d feel more vulnerable without her weapons, that the spell of lust and need would weaken under her instinct for survival.

      Instead, she felt freed. For the first time since the war started, she felt able to relax her guard and simply enjoy the exquisite sensations thrumming over her nerves. She didn’t even worry that her survival instincts seemed to have shut down, because Ulric’s hands were on her skin, under her tunic, and that made everything right.

      Layla’s breath caught when she landed on the soft mattress with Ulric’s weight on top of her. The feeling was so perfect, so often imagined, that in the dark she could convince herself this was a dream. The strong, rich scent of his skin overpowered the musty, damp smell of the room. The feel of his hot, hard body against hers warmed her in the chilly air. Only then did she realize he’d removed her tunic as well as his own, leaving the thin material of her shift as the sole barrier between them. When had he done that?

      “I should be nervous,” she whispered as she trailed her fingers up his spine.

      “Why?”

      “I can’t remember.”

      His grin flashed white in the dimness. “I’ve wanted this for a long time. But I’ll stop if you tell me to.”

      Her snort of shock and disbelief echoed in the small room. “Right. That’s going to happen.” Wrapping her hands in his hair, she pulled his face to hers and kissed him again, allowing herself to fully fall into the sensation now that they were ensconced in the security of her safe house and the softness of a bed.

      She couldn’t taste him enough. Her hands raced over his bare back, testing his muscles, learning his body. She gripped his ass through the soft, pliant leather of his trousers and smiled when he groaned. His mouth moved to her neck, and she gasped. “Take these off.” She tugged at his trousers. “I want to see you.”

      He left her long enough to remove his boots and trousers. When he rejoined her on the bed, her hand went right to his cock. She’d wanted him in her hands, in her mouth for so long she could barely believe this was real. He was hot and hard and pulsing in her palm. Without hesitation, she shoved him onto his back and leaned over his erection, letting her breath caress him. The muscles across his abdomen rippled and clenched. She met his gaze, smiled and licked the very tip of his cock. He hissed in a breath and his hips bucked upward. More than willing to oblige him, she took the full length of him into her mouth. Need and lust drove her to suck him hard and slow, savoring his salty taste.

      His moans guided her, and she licked and sucked until she was sure he would come in her mouth. She wanted him too. She wasn’t thinking of her own pleasure—she knew he wouldn’t leave her wanting. But in that moment, with Ulric completely at her mercy, she wanted him to lose control. Cupping his balls in the palm of her hand, she fondled and squeezed, eliciting more of his groans. Her own body reacted to his pleasure. Wetness seeped down her thigh, reminding her that she still had her trousers on. Her shift was in the way as well, preventing her bare breasts from rubbing against his leg, but the tease of material against her nipples made up for the frustration. As she brought him closer and closer to the edge, she thought she might come too, purely from the pleasure of controlling his body this way.

      “Stop,” he muttered, reaching down to clench his hands in her hair.

      She raised her head only enough to meet his gaze. “No. I want you to come now.” And she returned to his cock, sliding her lips over him in a long, firm stroke. His head dropped back against the mattress. The tension in his hands remained but he didn’t try to push her away. His hips bucked, flexing up to meet her downward movements. And then she felt his entire body stiffen. A moment later, her mouth was flooded with hot liquid. The sound of his cry echoed in the quiet room. She swallowed and continued to suck gently, drawing out the last of his release as his cock pulsed in her mouth. Finally, when his body relaxed, she gave him one last lick and crawled up the bed beside him.

      “Did you enjoy that?” he growled, his voice breathless.

      “Oh, very much. Did you?”

      “Obviously. But that wasn’t exactly the start I’d planned.”

      “What did you have in mind?”

      He rolled her onto her back and stripped off her shift. His gaze fell to her breasts and she arched under the scrutiny.

      “Shall I show you?” he said.

      “Yes, please.” The elf-fire raged through her system, heightening her senses. When his tongue touched only the very tip of her nipple, a sharp shock of pleasure raced through her.

      “Oh,” she gasped, amazed at the intensity. Then her breath left her as his lips closed over her nipple, sucking her hard into his mouth. Her insides clenched and quivered and she felt very close to coming from the movements of his mouth against one breast. Then his hands joined the effort, massaging and squeezing her other breast, pinching her other nipple until she gasped in near pain. She moaned and held his head closer, wanting more of this treatment.

      When his mouth left her breast she wanted to protest, but his lips were moving across her ribcage, down her waist, and that felt so good she nearly screamed. Everywhere he touched felt overly sensitized, her nerves ready to burst. Sounds she never imagined herself making filled the small room as his tongue dipped just beneath the waistband of her trousers to flick the skin between her hipbone and her pelvis. He stripped her boots and trousers off without his mouth leaving her skin. As he pulled her underwear down her legs, his tongue trailed over her inner thigh, and she clenched in reaction.

      Then he flicked her clit with his tongue and her body arched up, tension unlike anything she’d ever experienced seizing her muscles, controlling her.

      She jerked against his mouth. “Oh gods,” she groaned. “This is too much. Was this…was this how you felt?”

      “Yes.” His breath was hot against her damp curls.

      “How could you stand it?”

      “See for yourself.” And his lips closed over her clit, sucking her hard.

      She didn’t hold out even a fraction of the time he had. She came instantly, crying out at the burst and pulse of a release that shook her to her core. The orgasm went on for a long time, longer than any other she’d had. Ulric refused to relinquish his hold, forcing even more sensation from her and she thought she might lose her mind as she screamed with her release.

      When the tension finally eased, she was panting and trembling. Ulric released her and moved slightly away. In the cool room air, her nipples peaked and her body quivered, muscles jerking in after-effect. She only realized Ulric had been holding her hips down after he’d let them go. Every inch of her body felt both satiated and still wanting. It was the continuing need that surprised her. How could she possibly want more? How could she take any more?

      She glanced down the bed to meet Ulric’s stare. His eyes glistened in the dark room, still full of heat and desire. Before she finished catching her breath, he gripped her hips again and flipped her onto her stomach then pulled her up to her hands and knees.

      “More,” he ground out.

      “But…” She’d never known a man who could get erect again this quickly after orgasm. Unless she’d taken longer to come than she realized, but she doubted that.

      “Elf-fire,” he said, answering her unspoken question. “And I need more of you. Now.”

      His fingers dipped between her ass cheeks and slipped down to her dripping entrance. She jerked, her body so tender she could barely take his touch.

      “More,” he said again, and replaced his fingers with his cock. In one hard stroke, he plunged into her.

      Layla’s back arched, forcing him deeper. She was beyond making any sound now, too overwhelmed by the feel of his thick cock stretching her walls. But the sound of skin slapping against skin filled the room. Each thrust of his hips pounding against her ass made her tighten and clench around him. His fingers bit into her hips and she savored the feeling. Sweat dripped down her cheeks. For the first time since she cut her hair, she was glad to be free of its tangling presence. It would only get in the way when she looked back over her shoulder to watch Ulric fuck her.

      He met her gaze and pounded harder. The muscles in his jaw clenched. He was sweating as well, the moisture dripping down the smooth pale muscles of his chest. The sight of him only increased her pleasure. Reaching between her legs, she fingered her clit, adding just enough pressure to push her body the rest of the way to orgasm. In the storm of release, she found her voice again, crying out his name.

      A moment later, she found herself on her back and Ulric was inside her again. His hips jerked against her as he pulled her legs up to circle his waist.

      “More,” he repeated.

      With his heated word, another wave of sensation washed through her, firing her blood and making her pulse race. She realized this was the elf-fire at work but was beyond caring. She’d never experienced anything like this and knew she never would again. This was more than just elf-fire. This was Ulric.

      She came again, and again. Until she could barely breathe and spots danced before her eyes. She’d never orgasmed like this, didn’t even think it was possible. And still he demanded more.

      “No, no. I can’t. Not again. Please.”

      “Once more,” he insisted. “Come. Now.”

      And she did, instantly, on his command. Her body was so far beyond her control, so full of pulsing reaction, she only knew he came again because his movements stopped. She looked up to see his face, tense and stiff, his eyes closed tight, his lips pulled back. She’d never found men attractive when they came. But the sight of Ulric’s release filled her with awe. And what love she’d felt for him before seemed a pale thing to what she felt now.

      He collapsed to the side of her and pulled her tight against him, wrapping her in his arms. She sighed, wondering how long she could remain in this blissful state. Elf-fire still coursed through her system, but the intensity had dimmed. Physical exhaustion slipped in, making her limbs heavy. With a sigh, she rested her head on Ulric’s shoulder. There didn’t seem to be anything to say. Words were a crude way to communicate after what they’d just shared, and so by some silent, mutual agreement, they remained quiet. His hand slid lazily up and down her arm, raising faint tingles in its wake. She concentrated on that feeling, wondering if her body would allow her to make love again tonight.

      Before she had a chance to test her limits, though, her eyes drifted shut and sleep took her.
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      Layla came awake suddenly and completely. Out of habit, she listened to her surroundings before showing any signs of being awake. Then she blinked her eyes open and stared up at the dark ceiling. She could feel the heat and weight of Ulric beside her and wanted to roll into him. But reality was setting in, and though daylight hadn’t invaded their privacy yet, it was on the way.

      She’d made more mistakes in one impetuous moment than she knew how to fix. Why, why had she given in? She could try to blame the elf-fire, and that was definitely a valid excuse, but when she got right down to it, she’d wanted a night like this for years. The fact that she still couldn’t trust him only made the moment more bittersweet.

      As quietly as she could, she rolled out of bed and gathered up her clothes. When Ulric shifted, she froze, waiting. After he settled, she realized how accustomed she’d grown to holding perfectly still and waiting for a safe moment to move. She hadn’t always been this way. In her youth, she’d been full of impatient motion, never settling in one place for long. Ulric had actually started her on the path to controlling that restlessness when he’d taught her how to shoot a bow. Unfortunately, the war had done the rest.

      She had to get out of here before he woke up, before the elf-fire caught her in its spell again and she completely forgot herself. She’d allowed him to lead her away from a possible target last night. His brother could still have shown. Ulric might have been lying about Althir’s changed plans. She should have remained at her post and waited for her opportunity to kill the traitor she’d been sent to kill.

      Pulling up her trousers, she clenched her jaw to hold in a disgusted snort. Instead of doing her job, she’d dragged Ulric to one of her few safe houses inside the relatively deserted section of city between the Sinnale border and the Sorcerers’ border. This room was useless to her now, and with the coming day, she regretted that loss. Finding safe places to hide inside Noman’s Land was difficult. Both her people and the Sorcerers’ minions roamed these streets, each looking for weaknesses in the other’s defenses. She’d sacrificed this rare haven for one night of sex.

      Worse, she felt as if she’d betrayed her people merely by being with an elf. She had no idea of Ulric’s true loyalties. Though she desperately wanted to believe all he’d told her last night. She was so giddy in love with him that if no other lives were at stake, she would hand herself into his keeping, the results be damned. A terrifying truth.

      She stuffed her feet into her boots and dropped her quiver and bow over her head, adjusting the quiver strap across her chest. Glancing back toward the bedroom, she swallowed hard. She loved him. Damn it all to the sacred hells, she loved him. She wanted him again, even now. And yet, she knew better.

      Or did she? Could she trust him? He’d been trying to convince her for weeks that she could. And the elf-fire was real. He couldn’t fake that.

      But she couldn’t afford to trust him, even if she wanted to. He was still in contact with his brother. There was just no way to be sure he wouldn’t hand her and her city over to Althir and the Sorcerers. At least no way she dared risk with so many lives at stake.

      Which meant she could never see Ulric again.

      She left the safety of the building and slid into the predawn air, keeping close to the shadows out of habit. Turning at every sound, scanning the streets for any signs of minion patrols, she made her way to the nearest Sinnale guard post. From there, she’d go on to the council and hope her mother and father didn’t realize she was lying when she explained why she didn’t complete her mission. They’d always been honest with each other—she was an only child and her parents doted on her. Keeping secrets from them was going to hurt. Though, she’d been keeping her feelings for Ulric a secret all her life so perhaps this wasn’t so unusual.

      Thinking about him again made her chest ache, both guilt and longing twisting her emotions into a ragged mess. She would have to avoid Noman’s Land for a while. She couldn’t risk seeing Ulric again so soon. Time had to pass before the effects of the elf-fire wore off. At the moment, she was even more vulnerable to him than she’d been before the elf-fire.

      The sound of booted feet sent a jolt of adrenaline through her system. She melted against a nearby alley wall, tucking as far into the darkness as she could. As she scanned the street, she pulled her bow over her head, then slid an arrow from her quiver. The weapon would do her no good in a close fight. But she could use one well-placed shot to cause a little chaos and gain a few seconds’ head start to run away.

      The harsh stomp of a marching group neared. Minions. Her people moved more quietly. The Sorcerers’ soldiers were too confident and cocky to hide their whereabouts. There weren’t enough elven weapons left in Sinnale to harm them. Or so they thought.

      She held her bow in one hand and silently nocked the arrow into place as a group of five minions came into view not two blocks away. They were heading back toward their own territory, swords in scabbards, gazes scanning the streets. Each had the sickly yellow hue to their skin that came from being in thrall to a Sorcerer. Even in the dim light of the approaching sunrise, she could see the dark circles around their sunken eyes and the glitter of red over their irises. They’d been human once, Sinnale citizens. Now they were enemies, so changed by the Sorcerers’ magic, they were forever lost to humanity.

      As they passed her hiding spot, one turned to gaze into the alley. He paused, falling a step behind the others. Layla remained motionless, her bow lowered but ready to be raised and fired in an instant. She held her breath even though she told herself to breathe. He was so close she could smell the faint scent of decay that clung to all minions.

      After an agonizing moment, he moved on.

      “You see something?” one said, his voice a wasted, harsh grunt.

      “Probably just a rat,” the minion who’d looked into her alley said.

      “Check?”

      “No,” a third man, this one at the head of the group, said. “No time. The elves brought four more across the border last night. We’re needed at the citadel.”

      They vanished down another street and Layla heard no more. But what she’d heard was enough. Sickness welled in her throat. Four more of her people, lured by elvish glamour and magic, taken by the traitor elves. And she’d spent the night fucking an elf.

      When she was sure her way was clear, she hurried on to the relative safety of her border. Disgust swirled through her. Because even now, even with the guilt clogging her throat, if Ulric caught her, she’d go with him. Her only hope was to avoid him, to never see him again. The problem was, if he wanted to find her, he would. And she knew she was no longer strong enough to resist him.
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      Layla managed to avoid Ulric for nearly a week. She stayed out of Noman’s Land, using the excuse that she wanted to help her parents and the council improve border security. But she could avoid her real responsibilities for only so long. Inevitably, the council sent her back to the edge of the Sorcerers’ territory, back to hunt the traitor elves.

      At least she wasn’t after Ulric’s brother this time. That was something.

      She stood on yet another rooftop, behind yet another parapet, in the blackness of Noman’s Land, watching the well-lit streets of the captured section of the city. Her lip curled. The Sorcerers didn’t bother to hide in the dark, the way her people had to. Their border was protected by sporadic and impossible-to-detect spells. Every time Sinnale spies infiltrated their territory, they risked triggering one of those spells. And even if they didn’t, getting caught in enemy territory meant a death sentence. Humans had no real ability to kill the Sorcerers either—not without the needed elven weapons which were so scarce now as to no longer be a threat. So of course they didn’t bother skulking around in the dark. They were winning the war.

      At great expense to the spies who’d gained the information—four had been captured and were presumed dead—she knew that three of the traitor elves would be traveling close to Noman’s Land escorted by a single Sorcerer. She was good with her bow. Even before the war, she’d practiced enough to become an expert archer so she could help her parents in their weapons negotiations with Ulric and the other elf traders. She could fire three arrows before the Sorcerer could find her. Killing all three elves was unlikely, but she would kill at least one. Maybe even two.

      Chances were good she’d be injured too. Even killed. The Sorcerer would pinpoint her location before she could avoid his attack. But it would be worth it to take out at least one of the elves. And if she was killed…well, that was penance for giving in to Ulric and endangering her people.

      She took a deep breath and calmed her nerves. She didn’t want to die. But from the moment the Sorcerers had arrived, she knew it could happen any time. And if she was killed, she wanted it to be during the execution of a worthy mission for her people.

      She stared at the brightly lit street, keeping well to the shadows. She had her bow in hand but hadn’t pulled an arrow yet. The time was drawing near.

      Even as her body took on the stillness of a statue, she heard the sound of the approaching carriage. It rolled around a corner, clattering against the cobblestones, the horses’ hooves clicking loudly in the still night air. The window shades were pulled tight. The Sorcerer and the three elves were inside. She was certain of that, even if she couldn’t see them.

      She raised a small palm-sized mirror and signaled the team ahead of the carriage, the group that would cause a distraction so she could attempt the assassinations.

      The Sorcerer would know what they were trying to do, but he wouldn’t be able to find her until it was too late. Thanks to the elf king and the charm that hung around her neck, she would remain hidden to magical senses until she released her first arrow.

      A section of building ahead of the carriage exploded, throwing debris and rubble into its path. The horses squealed in protest and reared back. The coachman had them back under control quickly—he was a human slave, she noticed—but their path was blocked, and the narrow road didn’t allow them to turn the carriage easily to take another route.

      As anticipated, the Sorcerer immediately stepped from the carriage and signaled those inside to remain. He closed the door, but the moment’s exposure was enough. She knew the elves’ positions inside the carriage. Her arrows would slice easily through the shades, slowing fractionally, but not enough to keep from being deadly.

      She watched the Sorcerer scan the rooftops. She remained in shadow as she pulled out her first arrow. Those years of practice ensured she could fire each quickly and accurately. She steadied the first against her bow and drew the string back.

      The Sorcerer would have put a protective spell on the carriage, but it was no good against elf arrows.

      She sighted, aiming for the point at which she was certain one of the traitor elves sat, and fired. She pulled the next arrow, nocked it and fired again, then a third time, so quickly the first arrow had only just sliced through the shade when the final arrow left her bow.

      An instant later, the parapet not four feet from her exploded in a molten blast of magic flame.

      She dove for cover, away from the first shot, but obviously the Sorcerer had anticipated that because the wall two feet in front of her also exploded.

      Crawling as quickly as she could, she made her way to the opposite side of the rooftop. The building shook beneath her, forcing her to her stomach. She glanced back and realized the area where she’d stood had turned into a blazing, melting tumult.

      And the building was going to collapse out from under her before she could reach safety.

      With a renewed sense of desperation, she scrambled toward the still solid end of the roof. If she could just make the next building, she could escape.

      The sides of the building started to melt, blocking the easiest exits. Amidst the stench of sulfur and the air-stealing heat, she scrambled to the only safe edge. But that side of the building was farther away from its closest neighbor. Escape was a long jump and she’d have to get a running start to make it.

      Unfortunately, she was quickly losing room to make that needed run.

      She stood, despite the fact that it exposed her to the still-falling rain of magic fire, and started to sprint. The wood floor beneath her was quickly melting away. She slipped, slamming onto her hands and knees, as the building shuddered again.

      Too late, she thought, even as she scrambled back to her feet and dove for the edge of the roof. She couldn’t make the leap now. It was too far. She looked down frantically for a railing she might drop to, but this side of the building was smooth brick, not even a window ledge to aim for. Behind her, the fire roared, sucking oxygen from her lungs and coating her in sweat.

      She cried out in frustration and fear. A slow death by fire was too horrific to contemplate. There was no smoke to choke her first, to send her into unconsciousness before the fire caught her. No, the Sorcerer made sure she would burn, horribly and fully conscious. Her only consolation was the building would probably collapse quickly and she would die in the fall.

      She looked at the rapidly approaching lava-like roll of fire and heat. She could jump, take her death into her own hands. Would slamming into the cobbles below be easier than flame? Probably not. But it might be quicker.

      Still, she hesitated. It wasn’t in her nature to commit suicide, despite the job she did for the war effort.

      Her brain and body balked at taking that last leap.

      She watched the melting roof drip away, watched the last few yards of safety evaporate.

      And then she heard something over the roar of magic flames, the sound of her name. She looked to the neighboring rooftop, thinking it was one of the other team members. The sight of Ulric, magnificent in his rage as he signaled to her, took her breath away. She looked down and realized he’d pushed a plank across the gap between buildings.

      She didn’t hesitate. The flames were too close. She crawled onto the thick wood and scrambled toward safety. When the building behind her shook, her precarious hold teetered. She clung to the wood, her eyes closed for an instant. Then she pushed back to her knees and crawled as fast as she could.

      Ulric swept her off the plank and into his arms just as the other end started to burn. He pushed away the part he’d been bracing, letting it topple in a fiery line to the cobbles. Then he wrapped her close and gave her a quick, fierce hug. She barely had time to register the hug before he was pulling her across the rooftop to yet another building. This time, the jump was easy, only a foot of space to leap. From there, he led her down an external stairway and into the dark streets. Her night vision shot from the fire, Layla clenched Ulric’s hand and fought to keep her feet under her as she ran blindly behind him through the alleyways.

      When they finally stopped, she could barely draw a breath. She bent over and worked to get oxygen into her straining lungs. She could still taste the sulfur in the back of her mouth.

      When her breathing finally started to return to normal, the reality of being alive sank in. She glanced up to see Ulric standing over her, breathing normally, his face a stone mask of anger as he glared.

      She met his gaze, then threw herself into his arms, hugging him tight. She was sure it was the adrenaline, the near-death experience, but she wanted nothing in that moment so much as to hold him. She wasn’t even sure how to thank him for her rescue. She’d have to figure that out later. Now, she needed the solid reality of his body against hers, a confirmation of her survival.

      His arms locked around her, keeping her close. And then his mouth found hers. She didn’t resist, didn’t question. All her self-talk about never seeing him again, never allowing him to seduce her, went out the window in that minute. It didn’t matter if he was working with his brother or not. He’d just saved her life. After a week of her avoiding him, he’d still found her and helped her. And she’d never wanted a man more in her life.

      Their kiss was fierce and hungry. His lips hard against hers, almost bruising, fired her need. She devoured him, soaked him up, melted into him. And it still wasn’t enough.

      She felt the rise of the elf-fire, felt it intensify a desire that was already overwhelming. She ripped her mouth from his and cried out at the sensation. Her alert nerves screamed. A part of her wanted to push away. This was too much, too strong. She needed to calm down a little first so she could handle the power of the pheromone’s effect.

      But Ulric wouldn’t let her. He ran his lips over her throat, more gently, but the feel was a line of ice and fire, making her insides shake.

      “Please,” she panted out, “I…I can’t…it’s too much.”

      But he didn’t stop. His hand cupped her breast through her tunic, kneading her firmly. His touch was solid and gentle at the same time, as if he was trying to control the excess of sensation.

      “I have to…” he muttered against her neck. “I can’t let you go.”

      She moaned, unable to stop herself. His words were more delectable than any of the physical feelings. Her reaction seemed to intensify his hunger, though, because his gentle touch turned rough again, desperation in his groan.

      “Layla.” His mouth descended on hers.

      Her body shook against the need. Too much. And not enough. The sense of being overwhelmed, the almost painful brush against her sensitive nerves, became welcome. Needed. She felt him everywhere. His hand moving along her spine made her arch. He squeezed her ass with his other hand and she rubbed against his erection, desperation riding her hard. She needed relief and she wasn’t sure where to turn. To get away. To get closer.

      Ulric took the debate out of her hands. He worked the lacings of her trousers loose and pushed the soft leather down her hips until they pooled around her ankles. Her feet were trapped, but that didn’t stop him. He lifted her and she braced her thighs against his hips even as her feet stayed linked near his knees. She glanced down to see he’d already freed his erection from the confines of his own trousers and the sight of his straining cock made her overheated blood erupt.

      Holding her around the waist with one hand, he moved her hips forward, positioning her so his tip nudged her opening. Liquid seeped down her thighs. The feel of him was a tease that only heightened her passion. She had a moment to be impressed by his strength—he held her entire weight without bracing against anything—then he pulled her hips down, ramming into her. And Layla screamed. He felt so good and thick and so damned right.

      She let him take control of the rhythm because she could barely focus beyond the friction of his cock pumping into her and the bump of her swollen clit against him. Her orgasm rose quickly, painfully, and her body started to move of its own accord to reach that exquisite peak. With her shins braced against the tops of his knees, she had enough leverage to follow his movements and meet him stroke for pounding stroke.

      He murmured her name against her neck, the warmth of his breath washing another wave of heat over her skin. And when his hands tightened on her waist and ass, her body finally broke. She came with another scream, a sound Ulric swallowed in a kiss. A moment later, she tasted his own groan as his every muscle stiffened. She clenched at his shoulders, holding him until she felt him relax again. Then she pulled back from their kiss to look him in the eyes.

      What she saw there devastated her. Tenderness and fear all swirling together with a look of wonder. Did she look that way? She felt those same emotions. Could he see it in her eyes too? Did he know she loved him?

      And was she just seeing what she wanted to see?

      As she held his gaze, she knew she wasn’t imagining the tenderness in his look.

      “You came for me,” she murmured, still amazed by that fact. “You saved me.”

      He didn’t speak at first, just stared at her. Then he raised a hand to touch her cheek. He ran a finger along her face and up to the scar on her forehead, tracing the bump. “That’s twice now you’ve nearly died.

      I don’t think my heart can take a third.”

      His words warmed her more than his body heat. “Thank you.”

      He touched her cheek again. Then loosened his hold so that her feet eased to the ground. “Come on, we need to get somewhere safe.” He patted her bare butt once before letting her go. “We have some things to discuss.”
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      Layla didn’t want to talk. She didn’t want the moment to end. But as she pulled her clothing back into place, she knew she owed him this conversation. If for no other reason than that he’d saved her life.

      As he led the way through Noman’s Land, though, a part of her started to doubt his motives again. He could have saved her life merely to earn her trust. Even after their last night together, he must know she still didn’t trust him fully. Perhaps he’d come to her rescue to gain her confidence, to encourage her to give away valuable information.

      She swallowed hard as he opened the front door to a relatively intact building. It had once been a travelers’ hotel, with a popular commons for locals and travelers alike. She followed, despite her instinct to stick to places she knew were safe. If he wanted her dead, he wouldn’t have saved her. He could still be turning her over to the Sorcerers. But at the moment, she was willing to take the risk.

      She didn’t want to believe Ulric would save her life only to hand her over to the enemy. She didn’t want to have these suspicious thoughts. She wanted to trust him, to love him freely. But she couldn’t stop the wary voice whispering in her mind that all Ulric’s actions were part of a more nefarious plan.

      The idea hurt now more than
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