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Bitter. Broken. Brutal.


Molded since childhood to be the perfect weapon, Gavriel d’Alana (also known as Death’s Shadow) has devoted himself to serving Thalia Talfayen. The life of a Noxblade is lethal and lonely, and since the princess has no need of him, he secretly believes there’s no reason for him to live—and he should seek a glorious death—but that’s before he tangles with a tiger woman who unleashes his darkest desires.

Tough. Tenacious. Trustworthy.

Magda Versai has a reputation for being unattainable—no deep attachments, only discreet amusements. If she has her way, the pride will never learn of her private heartbreak, as she accepted her curse years ago. Now, she focuses on work, which is why she’s acting as Raff’s bodyguard while secretly hunting for Slay. The search leads Mags to team up with a Noxblade so belligerent that she can’t resisting baiting him.

She’s the steel, he’s the flint, and the sparks they strike together might kindle a fire that could warm them for a lifetime, if they don’t kill each other first…
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Who writes the most beautiful books

And who once called me a slayer of words.

Thank you for so generously sharing your gift

While inspiring others to strive to do the same.
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The Story So Far…


In The Leopard King, Latent shifter Pru Bristow went after the pride leader, Dominic Asher, who had holed up at the seer’s retreat after the death of his wife, also Pru’s best friend. With the conclave approaching, Ash Valley couldn’t afford to let Dom’s second, Slay, run the show. It was rocky going, and they were attacked by Eldritch assassins. In the furious fight that followed, Pru finally shifted and saved Dom’s life.

In time, she convinced Dom to come back to Ash Valley because the fate of the pride rested on completing the conclave and renewing the Pax Protocols (a peace treaty between supernatural communities). Her success didn’t come without a cost, however. She agreed to become Dom’s mate and lead the pride alongside him.

Their return startled a lot of people, Slay most of all, because he’d always thought that Pru would wait for him forever. Since he didn’t want her when she couldn’t shift, she didn’t want him once she could, and Pru devoted herself to working with Dom to make the conclave go smoothly.

That wasn’t in the cards. Though the attendants all arrived safely, the Pine Ridge wolf pack and the Burnt Amber bear clan hated Lord Talfayen of the Eldritch, and nobody knew what to make of Prince Alastor of the Golgoth. Everything that could go wrong, did, including the murder of an Eldritch envoy. Talks broke down, culminating in treachery, but the Eldritch Lord’s plot went awry, as the bombs he’d set detonated too soon, catching his own people in the trap. King Tycho of the Golgoth attacked thereafter and it was all Ash Valley could do to hold.

Meanwhile, Dom and Pru tried to keep things together while falling in love. They did battle with their enemies and each other, before eventually admitting their true feelings. Slay vanished mysteriously and the leading couple finally had a wedding party, once Ash Valley was safe. Soon after, the visiting dignitaries departed, and the Numina prepared for war.

In The Demon Prince, Dr. Sheyla Halek reluctantly agreed to take charge of Prince Alastor Vega and work on synthesizing the medicine he needed for his rare illness. Since she preferred research to treating actual patients anyway, she didn’t hate the idea, but she was quite annoyed to be saddled with someone she considered an enemy. For his part, Prince Alastor liked the prickly doctor at once and spent a good deal of his time trying to charm her.

They left Ash Valley together—with her ostensibly in the role of company medic—and became closer through an arduous journey to Tycho’s likely next target: the unprotected city of Hallowell. Alastor tried his best to woo Sheyla, and while she wasn’t susceptible to his brand of charm, she did admire his determination to do the right thing for his people. Slowly, they drew together, because he understood her, and she—without realizing it—quietly partook of Golgoth courtship rites.

Eventually, they decided to embark upon a wartime romance because their passion could no longer be denied. They’d only stay together until Hallowell was safe. Afterward, they’d go their separate ways, because Sheyla belonged in Ash Valley, and Alastor had heavy responsibilities to his people. Since she couldn’t have a relationship, even a brief one, with a patient in her care, Sheyla turned treatment over to a colleague and focused on researching Alastor’s medicine.

Neither one cared to admit how deeply they’d fallen for one another, and the risky romance only intensified, set against the backdrop of impending doom. When Tycho’s forces invaded, it seemed like all might be lost, but Alastor eventually won against incredible odds, mounting a successful defense of a critical foothold in the war effort, though not without painful loss and sacrifice. He also secured the allegiance of Tycho’s surviving forces, which was when Sheyla left him, as per their original agreement.

Realizing he couldn’t live without her, Alastor chased her down and officially proposed in front of her family, offering to make her his queen once he liberated Golgerra. Though her relatives were skeptical at first, eventually they agreed, and the demon prince was set to live happily ever after with his physician-queen. This decision meant rejecting other marital offers, however, which would have a fascinating impact on the war effort elsewhere.

In The Wolf Lord, Thalia Talfayen finally rose to power, but with enemies all around, she realized she needed to make a strategic political marriage to cement her position and claim the Silver Throne. After her first choices turned her down, Thalia was left with the roguish leader of Pine Ridge, Raff Pineda.

About the only thing Raff and Thalia had in common was regard for their people, though they certainly had different ways of showing that care. That led them to pursue a marital alliance, which got off to a shaky start due to Raff’s propensity for breaking the rules. When the first activity was disrupted by a vicious attack by House Manwaring and Raff was gravely injured, Thalia acted swiftly and decisively to save his life. On his recovery, Raff committed to the marriage of convenience, pledging aid to House Talfayen in return for their support later when the war reached Pine Ridge.

This wedding was anything but convenient, however. Someone attempted to murder everyone at the head table, a tragedy prevented only by Raff’s acute sense of smell. Sadly, Lileth, Thalia’s aide, was fatally poisoned. A grief-stricken and enraged Thalia was determined to punish those who helped rival Eldritch leader Ruark Gilbraith infiltrate the fortress. With some help from her new right hand, Ferith, Thalia soon discovered secret tunnels in and out of the Daruvar fortress. Meanwhile Thalia’s former head Noxblade, Gavriel, joined forces with tiger shifter Magda to search for both the missing Ash Valley second, Slay, and the insurgents loyal to Thalia’s traitorous father.

Unfortunately, Thalia’s plan to act as bait to uncover the enemy succeeded a little too well, leaving both Thalia and an injured Raff cut off in the tunnels. They fought their way out and took refuge from a sudden snowstorm in a rustic Animari hideaway. The shared danger heightened their burgeoning attraction and they finally consummated their marriage. Realizing they had an opportunity to flush out the traitor in their midst, Thalia and Raff worked with tiger shifter Titus to retake Daruvar as their feelings for one another deepened.

Titus pretended to be a bounty hunter returning to their bodies, and a bloody battle ensued. Once they won the day, Thalia discovered that her ‘cousin’ Tirael was a traitor who had staged a coup in Thalia’s absence. Just before Tirael’s execution, the woman told Thalia that they were, in fact, half-sisters, courtesy of old Lord Talfayen. Thalia silenced Tirael with a personal execution, but her problems were far from over.

The other houses were still in open rebellion, and her own people seemed to be doubting her fitness to lead, as they didn’t wish to send children to train as Noxblades until the succession was settled. Thalia tried to talk it over with Raff, but he had a distinctly Animari outlook, which led to conflict between the two lovers. To further complicate matters, a young wolf named Sky awakened as a Seer and required Raff’s comfort and attention. Thalia stumbled on an intimate scene and misread the situation, leading her to make a drastic decision.

Thalia embarked on a suicide mission to triumph or die. She witnessed the hardship her people had experienced first-hand and learned more about the growing problem of a strange drug called gray tar. At long last, Thalia discovered her gift during the hunt-kill mission inside Braithwaite, Ruark’s stronghold. As she’d left without consulting Raff, he could only help from afar by sending drones to act as a distraction. That feint was enough to save her. With Raff’s air support, Thalia and Ferith took on House Gilbraith and won, whereupon Thalia broadcast a message of conquest all over Eldritch lands.

A triumphant Thalia returned to Daruvar with Ruark Gilbraith’s head to claim the Silver Throne as the new queen. Other Eldritch houses quickly dispatched vassals to pledge their loyalty and various Animari and Golgoth dignitaries came to pay their respects as well at her coronation. That success gave Thalia the courage to claim her man and she professed her love for Raff, who had been hers all along. But with a marriage of convenience transforming to one of true love, there were still more seeming impossibilities yet to occur…


1.


This Noxblade was begging for somebody to kick his ass and Magda Versai was just the woman for the job.

She’d come to Daruvar—a grim, ancient Eldritch fortress—to guard Raff’s back, and this asshole had the nerve to attack on her watch? Not fucking likely. They’d thought they were being subtle by taking the argument to a dark hallway, but everyone knew they didn’t get along. She heard Raff say, “Use your words, Gavriel.”

The assassin released Raff, spitting an Eldritch swear. Mags understood enough of the language to know that he’d just insulted Raff and his mother. She lingered in the shadows, ready to step in if it became necessary. Dammit, she’d nearly found out something about Slay, too, the whole reason she was here, and now this bastard was wasting her time. He’d pay for that.

Gavriel snarled, “I warn you, wolf. The princess is not for you. Leave this place before something worse happens.”

Mags leapt on the Noxblade, seizing his wrist and wrenching his arm up toward his shoulder blade. She put her lips to his ear. “I’m something worse. And Raff is under my protection.”

For good measure, she twisted harder, digging her strong fingers into Gavriel’s wrist bones. He felt fragile in her hold, though she had no doubt he’d enjoy sticking a blade in her, should she show weakness or mercy. Possibly he considered them to be two sides of the same coin.

Raff cleared his throat. “Let him go. We’ll use our words too, Mags.”

“You brought me as your bodyguard.” She pressed harder until Gavriel made a pained, angry sound. It would be so easy to break his bones.

Though she was physically stronger than the wolf lord, Mags didn’t resist when Raff pulled her hand away and the Noxblade scrambled away from them like they had a contagious disease. She could smell the hatred on him, sharp and acrid. The assassin was breathing hard, unaccustomed to being overcome so easily, and she smiled, enjoying his discomfort.

Gavriel didn’t meet her gaze. Of course he didn’t. Fucking coward.

Instead, he growled at Raff, “How dare you bring your mistress here!”

She made a fist, taking a step forward. Is that what you see when you look at me? I thought assassins had to be observant. “I belong to only myself.”

Though Raff set a hand on her shoulder, she grabbed Gavriel’s arm again, so tempted to stomp some humility into this insulting war-hole. It was a pejorative term, all credit to Beren. Damn, I miss that old bear. Because the wolf was exerting full strength, Mags humored him and pretended to let him haul her back.

“Leave us,” Raff said. “He won’t hurt me. He respects the princess far too much to violate her oath of hospitality.”

She had her private doubts, but Gavriel spoke first, his tone strained. “That…is true. Come with me. Now.”

The other two headed for the stairs that led to the ramparts. She pretended to move off and followed in complete silence, a lightness of foot that surprised those who judged her by size and strength.

She caught up in time to hear Raff say, “Go ahead, speak your warning. If I hurt her, you will poison me, so I die in slowest agony, and then you’ll carve out my heart and offer it to crows and so on.”

“None of that makes any sense,” Gavriel snapped. “Slow poison makes it more likely that you’ll be caught, an antidote administered. And if you died of poison, why would I feed your heart to innocent birds?”

To her annoyance, Mags agreed with all those points. Raff was laughing, probably not in danger. “You take things far too literally. Didn’t you bring me here to threaten me?”

“Much as I would like to, there are more important matters at hand.”

“Then, by all means, continue convincing me not to wed Princess Thalia.”

“You take nothing seriously and you seem to care only for your own pleasure. You are no fit match for her, and you will only add to her burden in time.”

At this point, Mags could have moved off, but she was curious enough to stick around. They didn’t know she was listening, ready to pounce if Gavriel made a move, and it might give her some insight as to how the Noxblade thought. That might come in handy later. Opponents rarely expected her to be clever, only fierce; therefore, it was deliciously satisfying when they realized she was both.

Raff snapped, “What the hell are you even saying, man?”

Only Animari ears could have detected Gavriel’s sigh from this distance. “Haven’t you considered at all what a disastrous mésalliance this would be? When she’s still bright and beautiful, she’ll be chained to you, though you’ll be a doddering, toothless old hound by then.”

Mags had considered that aspect, but she figured they could dissolve the marriage at any point before then. Things weren’t normal anymore and there was no reason to pretend the old rules applied. Hell, she never could’ve imagined leaving Ash Valley to hunt down Slay, who might’ve turned traitor. When she requested leave, there was one critical fact she hadn’t mentioned to Dom.

If Slay had turned on them, she’d put him down. Hers was a three-fold task: Find Slay. Determine whether he was a captive or a conspirator. Take appropriate action. The former Ash Valley second knew too much about cat security for Mags to leave him in the wind, and she had mixed feelings about the mission. She loved the asshole like a brother, so if he’d gone bad? It’d be like losing a limb to take him out.

Raff sounded like he was losing patience. “Unless she asked you to speak for her, shut the hell up. It’s embarrassing to see you froth jealousy that masquerades as concern for your lady.”

“I’ll say one thing more, then.” Gavriel paused, maybe thinking about how to phrase what came next. “She may look cold and strong, but she has been alone for most of her life, fighting harder than anyone can imagine. Please, by all the gods you hold sacred, be gentle with her.”

Surprise flickered through her at the tenderness of the request. The sincere intensity, from a seemingly merciless assassin, sent a pang through her, not envy, exactly, but wistfulness for what would never be. Mags had long since accepted that the price of her own emotions was too high and she would never again ask anyone else to bear the cost.

She heard Raff say, “I will,” and concluded the conversation was over. Lingering might get her caught, so she padded away down the stairs. Though Gavriel doubtless thought he was being silent, she caught the faint hint of his movement behind her, but his own skin gave him up even more, traces of cloves, cinnamon, and copper. Before he could return the favor of pouncing from behind, she whirled on him and slammed him against the wall, one hand on his throat.

“It’s unwise to startle me,” she said.

This time, however, he managed to get his blades up, nudging them against her abdomen. “It’s equally unwise to antagonize me. I’m in no mood to be patient.”

“On three, then.” Mags didn’t explain, but from the terse way he lifted his chin, he understood. She counted out the numbers and they both dropped their hands. Taking a step back, she added, “What’s your damage?”

“I just didn’t want you to think you got away with it. The wolf lord may not have known or cared that you were prying into our private conversation, but whatever you’re trying to do, I will stop you, if it harms the Eldritch or my queen.”

The fervent declaration startled a laugh out of her, which prompted a ferocious scowl from Gavriel. “What?” he demanded.

“My mission is no secret, shadow warrior. I’m here to keep Raff safe, but I’m also tracking Slay from Ash Valley, and what I found leads here. Old Lord Talfayen’s people took him or…” Well, she didn’t need to spell it out. “I’ll find our lost jaguar, one way or another.”

Gavriel stared, unable to believe she’d divulge her purpose so readily, but he read no signs of deceit or subterfuge in her expression. “Is this a trick?”

“You’ve got issues,” she said, shaking her head.

Magda Versai was a dangerous woman; of that, he had no doubt. She stood a few centimeters taller than him, weighed more in pure muscle, and she had combat skills the like of which he’d rarely seen in the field. Even his stealth might not be enough to defeat her, unless he used a fast-acting, powerful poison.

“Excuse me?”

“There’s no reason for me to conceal my purpose. You’re loyal to Thalia, so you don’t know shit about where Slay might be. And if I share who I’m looking for, maybe you won’t get in my way out of spite.” She tilted her head. “You might even be useful, if you could put aside all that pointless rancor.”

The ‘pointless rancor’ she referenced so easily spiked in a burst of white-hot rage, so powerful that for a moment he couldn’t even speak. He hated these Animari so much, not for the racial purity reasons Lord Talfayen had touted, but from bitter, personal loss. Gavriel clenched a fist, tucked it behind his thigh to hide the reaction.

“You speak so easily about that which you know nothing,” he snapped.

“I know everything. Your brother died at the retreat, after fighting Dom and Pru, and you’ve hated us ever since. But look, did you ever think maybe you’re hating us this hard so you don’t have to process your own guilt?

“You were there. You failed to save your brother, you didn’t manage to carry out your mission of warning Dom, and you ran to save your own ass. Clean your own house before you burn ours down. And once you do that, think about the part your own fucking queen played in that mess. I know you adore her, and you think she’s perfect, but she gave the orders, right? It wasn’t Dom, or me, so suck it up and stop blaming other people for your loss.”

At first, the pain was blinding, and it made him sick to his stomach because she was cool and relentless, but as the words dropped into him like stones in a still pond, he couldn’t refute her statements. Though it galled him to the bone, he couldn’t admit she was right, so he said nothing at all.

She seemed to take that as an invitation to continue, hammering away at him as if he were a sword she must temper. “And Zan, yeah, I heard about him too. I heard everything from Korin. I know you were close, but that’s not our fault either, Gavriel. I’m sorry you lost a friend, but I heard that he chose to protect Alastor to his last breath. You didn’t even order him to do that. He volunteered. It’s tough as hell. I get it. But you shouldn’t let your pain make you hate the world.”

“You know nothing about my pain,” he finally bit out.

He wasn’t used to anyone coming at him like this, candid and fearless. Everyone in Princess Thalia’s lands was terrified of him. They called him Death’s Shadow because she whispered her orders and he fulfilled them, quiet as a ghost, leaving no trace. Before, when the Noxblade guild was strong, he hadn’t minded so much, but now, most of his sword mates were dead, perished in the Battle of Hallowell or even before. He had no friends or family left, only Princess Thalia, and she—

She did not love him. He would never be more than a blade in her hands.

“Maybe not, but I know mine. And I’m positive of one thing.”

“What is that?” he asked before he could stop the question.

In this light, Gavriel could scarcely make out the Animari woman’s features, but his own must be well illuminated for her. He hated being on the wrong side of the power imbalance.

“It doesn’t help to blame other people… or even yourself. Terrible things happen, and you have to ride them out. When you’re hurting so bad you feel like you could die, stay busy. Work until that feeling fades. Since you’ve lived longer than me, you should know that well enough. Time eases all things.”

Gavriel noticed that she didn’t say ‘cures’ or ‘heals’ and that was the reason he didn’t eviscerate her with a few sharp words. It seemed that Magda Versai did know something about sorrow. “I didn’t request your counsel,” he muttered.

“It was a free consultation. Are you going to help me find Slay or not?”

“What?”

“You didn’t think I was comforting you out of the goodness of my heart, did you?” She laughed softly, husky and low, and he…didn’t hate the sound. In fact, it was almost pleasurable to his ragged nerves, even knowing he’d caused her amusement.

“Clarify,” he said.

“I could use a hand getting these Eldritch to open up. They’re too damned nervous to talk to me. Since you need to stay occupied, help me out.”

Gavriel startled himself by chuckling, a rusty noise born of long disuse. “You think I’ll put the people at ease?”

“Shit. Probably not. You’re the would-be queen’s enforcer, so you might scare them even more.”

“It’s unlikely that anyone in Daruvar knows anything about Lord Talfayen’s loyalists,” he said. “You’ve most likely wasted your time coming here.”

“Well, I needed to be in Eldritch lands regardless. Maybe I can beat something out of one of the enemy patrols who are running recon in Thalia’s territory.”

“That sounds dangerous.”

“For them,” she said, smiling.

He surprised himself by acceding to her request. “While I can’t assist with questioning the staff, I can hunt with you. We share a common goal in wanting to extract intelligence from the queen’s enemies.”

“You’ll patrol with me, help me take out the opposition, and then assist with interrogation afterward? That could be interesting.”

“It doesn’t need to be that. Only mutually useful.” Privately Gavriel admitted that the additional work would provide a welcome distraction from the damned marital alliance that Raff Pineda had to come to pursue.

“Then…I accept your offer. When can we get started?” she asked.

He considered. “Tomorrow, we have some official entertainments planned. After that, I’ll be free, or relatively so. Princess Thalia has been distracted of late and has not issued any particular orders since I returned from Hallowell.”

She told you to rest.

Relaxation wouldn’t drive the demons out of his head, a pity the princess didn’t realize that as well as Magda Versai. The tiger woman seemed to grasp that if he retired and closed his eyes, he would see nothing but nightmare scenarios. Guilt would play his brother’s death, again and again, and Gavriel would writhe all night on a pyre of failing to prevent the loss, or worse, his flight to save himself. He had never shared that quiet truth—that he despised himself for surviving—yet she knew.

As if she was reading his mind, she said, “Get some sleep before then, or I’ll have to save your ass in the field.”

Gavriel drew himself up. “Don’t cross the line. My cooperation in this matter doesn’t give you the right to make personal remarks.”

For the third time, she laughed at him, and his jaw clenched. “I can say whatever the hell I want. You can ignore me or shut me up. Which will it be?”

Desperate desire for violence flared. Nobody spoke to him this way. He wouldn’t permit it from this Animari, either.

“Are you challenging me?” he asked softly.

“Could be fun. Fighting’s better than going back to my room, which I’m sharing with a couple of cranky wolf women. Is there somewhere we can go a round or two?”

She didn’t seem to take this seriously, her mistake. Gavriel smiled. “Certainly. The soldiers have a training space past the barracks. It’s cold and damp, but it should suffice for our purposes. I’ll give you the choice of weapons.”

“You can use whatever you want,” she answered. “I won’t need one.”

Gavriel gritted his teeth at Magda’s impenetrable confidence and stepped around her, choosing the corridor that led deeper beneath the fortress. “We shall see.”


2.


As the Noxblade had warned, the practice space was makeshift with gear piled against the walls, poorly lit with a few solar lanterns.

There were no mats to break a fall, but Mags didn’t need them. She doubted Gavriel could breach her guard, let alone perform a takedown. No matter how the sparring match went, she preferred this to returning to her room, currently occupied by Skylett and Bibi, who were doubtless complaining about Raff’s terrible decisions. While she understood disagreeing with pack leadership, she didn’t have time for people who whispered their dissent instead of saying it to the wolf lord’s face.

Across the space, Gavriel stretched with economical grace and Mags figured she should limber up too. The chill of old stones had her muscles tight and that was a good way to get injured. Just because she healed fast didn’t mean she should skip critical steps. She rotated through her usual warm up, until her body felt strong and loose, ready for whatever the assassin threw at her.

This should be fun.

To her surprise, he stripped out of his shoes and shirt, removing his belt. He correctly identified articles she could use against him and eliminated them from the equation. For that reason, she took off her top and belt as well. Her shoes were soft, no laces, so they shouldn’t offer him any advantage. They studied each other in the wan light; he was lean, muscles so well defined that he must train for hours every day. Impressive. Mags couldn’t read what he made of her build, but he wasn’t disconcerted at the sight of her bare skin, unlike the Golgoth who had been so shocked by Animari ways.

“I’m using a stiletto,” he said then.

The blade shone in the dark, sharp and wicked. Gavriel hadn’t wrapped it or added protective padding. She studied his stance and judged him more than willing to slice her up.

“Show me your best moves,” Mags answered, smiling.

Surprisingly, Gavriel circled her, cautious, probably learning as much from her feints as she did from his. Considering his customary bad temper, she expected him to be impulsive in combat, but he was proving to be patient. When he finally struck, she blocked smoothly and went for an arm lock, but he twisted away, tumbling backward in a move that told her he had skills. He came up in a crouch a few meters away, knife ready to strike.

“That was pretty. Could I see it again?”

His red eyes flashed in the dark, a testament to how little he liked or wanted her praise. “Are you mocking me?”

“No, it’s a good move. If I see it a couple more times, I can probably replicate it. I haven’t studied Eldritch combat styles, so I appreciate the insight.”

With a snarl, he came at her again and she grabbed both his arms, just to piss him off. He was used to hiding in the shadows, not matching his opponent strength for strength. To salve his pride, she let go instead of forcing a challenge he had no hope of winning. That enraged him more, and he whirled at her in a flurry of strikes.

Block, block, feint, weave, then she lashed out with an open palm, slamming it into his chest. He grunted but didn’t stagger, sending a flicker of surprise through her. She’d pulled that hit out of consideration, but maybe he was tougher than he looked. Mags stepped up the pace, and while he couldn’t match her for power, his reaction times might even be faster than hers.

She tested him with arms and legs, watching his deadly knife all the while. A few times, he nearly sliced through her defenses, and she was warming up nicely, breath coming quicker and smoking slightly in the cool air. Striking faster, she watched his eyes, his hands, the tightness of his mouth.

He’s tiring.

Mags kept him focused on her arms, occupied with matching her furious onslaught so when she shifted and struck at his knee, he wasn’t braced, and he went down. She pounced, dropping her weight on his chest to pin him, but she didn’t account for his sheer speed. Somehow, he managed to get his stiletto between them and as she pressed down, he increased the pressure, the blade pricking against her chest.

If she relaxed the pressure on his upper arms to knock the weapon away, he’d escape the prone position. For a long moment, she stared down at him, then did one thing he could never expect. Mags bit him on the wrist. Not hard enough to break the skin, but startlement loosened his grip just long enough for her to knock the knife away. The stiletto skittered toward the far wall as she planted herself on top of his hips and held his upper body down with all her considerable strength.

“Get off me,” he bit out.

“Not until you admit that I won.”

He bucked and tried an escape, but she had her weight balanced and he wasn’t physically strong enough to throw her. Even Slay would’ve had trouble dislodging her once she took dominance. Stupid bastard. I hope I don’t have to kill him. The former Ash Valley second had been her closest friend, blessedly uninterested in adding her to a list of personal conquests. Mags had a reputation for being unattainable, but it was safer that way.

His mouth sealed in a tight line, as if he’d rather starve on these cold stones than acknowledge her victory. Mags increased the pressure on his arms, hard enough to bruise, but his eyes only glittered with calculation of whether there was still a way to reverse their positions. Gavriel didn’t cry out, attesting to a high pain threshold.

“You cheated. Used your mouth as a weapon!”

“Every part of me is a weapon,” she purred. “Didn’t you realize that?”

“It’s a sparring match, not a fight to the death. The Eldritch don’t fight like—”

“Be very careful how you complete that sentence,” she warned.

Her faint amusement faded, and now she was holding him still to keep from venting her temper. She’d swallowed enough outrage back in Ash Valley when old Lord Talfayen called her people ‘animals’ and ‘beasts’. If Gavriel showed he was cut from the same cloth, she might regret not breaking his bones. Hell, this match might take a dark turn, even now.

“Like the Animari,” he finished.

“Acceptable. But you still need to—” Even as she spoke, he twisted and rolled beneath her, trying to turn their brief conversation into a personal advantage.

Mags could respect that relentless drive, considering she shared it. He was stronger than she’d guessed from his light build, wiry, tough, and incredibly flexible. Gavriel drove his foot into the small of her back, trying to push her off with his arms, and she lay down on him, equally determined not to be unseated. That brought their faces close together and he snapped at her, proving that he might bite her nose off, despite what he’d said about the Eldritch not sharing Animari viciousness.

“Just admit the loss. It’s not the end of the world,” she whispered.

She wrapped her legs around his, pinning him further. Now they were completely entwined, her body ruling his. His breath came hard and fast, bitter rage sparking his eyes, driving the churn of his arms and his furious heartbeat. Normally, sparring wasn’t like this. Her pride mate would just tap out, leaving her to swagger around a little, and that would be the end of it. She’d never faced off against someone so…obstinate.

Mags tightened her thighs, pulling his legs farther apart to prove that he couldn’t get away. Gavriel’s breath caught. As he glared up at her, chest heaving, the atmosphere changed. He bit his lip, his arms going slack, and he turned his face away, showing the sharp line of his jaw. His throat worked helplessly as he tried to hide in the tangled mess of his white hair. She registered the warming of his scent first, more cinnamon, and then he swelled beneath her, an unmistakable sexual response. Judging from the tightness of his expression and his ragged breathing, he couldn’t control the reaction.

“Oh, shit,” she breathed. “You like being held down. Does this feel like foreplay?”

Gavriel might die of shame.

The heat of it singed his cheeks, burning like red coals. He might have answered honestly—yes—or I’m sorry, it does. Time had taught him that his parameters for excitement differed from most and couldn’t be triggered through soft touches or sweet kisses. His throat closed, and he lay quiet beneath her, feeling her weight against his surging cock. If the Animari woman mocked him, he would perish in a white-hot burst. If she moved, he might do something even worse.

Thankfully, she rolled away without waiting for an answer, leaving him with an imprint of how hot and strong her body was. He could still feel the weight of her on top of him, forcing him to feel as no one ever did—aroused and enraged. His shoulders and upper arms ached from the force of her hold, but that was to be expected. Watching her button her blouse, he had no way to resolve the unanticipated throb of his cock.

“I don’t lose. I survive, withdraw, and look for another opportunity to win,” he said with a false calm, trying to act as if she hadn’t said—or noticed—anything.

“Right, sure. Look, it doesn’t have to be a big deal.”

He hated that he had no idea whether she was talking about his awkward erection or losing their sparring match, so he simply stared, waiting for her to elaborate.

“I’m undefeated in Ash Valley, that’s how I ended up as security chief. Well, that and I’m good with tech, too.”

A wave of gratitude suffused him. Other than her initial, impulsive inquiry, we’re pretending it didn’t happen. Perfect.

“I’ll bear that in mind. Good evening.”

He strode out of the practice room, leaving shirt and shoes behind. With any luck, the cold walk back to his quarters might freeze some sense into him. Gavriel avoided a few guards, hiding in the shadows until they passed because he didn’t want to answer inconvenient questions. He was shivering by the time he reached his room, fingers clumsy with cold, and nobody had lit the fire in his hearth.

Unsurprising, he held no tangible rank in Princess Thalia’s court, and he frightened the staff, who watched him with wary eyes, as if he might commit murder at the breakfast table. Which explained why he most often chose to eat alone.

It hadn’t always been like this. Ironic, that the princess’s captivity had been brighter for him personally, but all his sword mates were alive then, along with his brother, Oriel, and Zan, always the closest of his companions. The names of the lost gouged at him, excoriating like a dull blade that would hollow him out completely.

First, he kindled the light, one solar lantern because he didn’t need it to be bright, just enough to see, then he built a fire, using the last of the wood, and the flames crackled orange and hungry, granting the bare stones some false cheer. His stomach rumbled, but it was too much trouble to go down to the kitchen in search of food. He’d missed more than one meal while working for the princess’s ends; another wouldn’t matter, and the gnawing discomfort fit his current mood.

He carried that gloom with him to the shower, where it took ten minutes to coax a trickle of lukewarm water. Despite the lack of luxury, he lingered, trying to scrub away the sensory impressions the Animari woman had left behind, but even when he stepped out into the chilly bathroom, wet from head to toe, he couldn’t erase the heaviness in his groin. Under normal circumstances, he didn’t lose control of his urges like this, but it had been a long time since anyone touched him, apart from training and violence.

The way he’d felt, pinned beneath her… the sensations came back in a rush. Her body was incredibly solid and strong, powerful enough to hold him against his will. Dark little vignettes flickered in his imagination, where she bound him and did things to him. Against his will, the possibility danced in his head, endlessly humiliating.

A little voice whispered, Nobody has to know. That’s why fantasies exist.

Gavriel tried—he did try to resist. Tried to turn his thoughts to other paths, but the princess never starred in his fantasies. She’d rarely touched him, apart from a cool clasp on the shoulder, and he certainly couldn’t imagine her forcing him to the ground and—

I’m so hard.

Princess Thalia had no place in his filthy yearnings. With her, he’d never bridged the gap between adoration and desire, probably because his secret cravings weren’t romantic, no starlight and rose petals. It was better to nip this small tempest in the bud than to agonize over it or let it build into a maddening obsession.

Still naked, he padded over to the bed and got under the covers to keep from freezing. Closing his eyes, he let the mental images come without resisting anymore. For long moments, he only imagined and didn’t touch. He relived the brutal strength of her thighs parting his legs. Powerless, can’t resist. He’d never trusted anyone enough to give himself, but it was impossible for him not to wish to be taken.

Gavriel licked his lips and finally took hold of his aching cock. He hated himself for this weakness, but somehow that loathing only made it better when he yanked on his shaft, hard and vicious. The movement drew out the soreness in his arms and shoulders. Soon, he’d have marks from where she’d pinned him, her imprint on his skin.

Yes.

He opened his eyes and paused, bringing his hand out from under the covers to inspect the place where she’d bit him. Her teeth marks were still faintly visible, red against his pale skin. His lashes fluttered as he fought the compulsion, but eventually, he gave in and put his mouth on the mark, sucking at the forming bruise. The pain was light and gorgeous, making him shiver. His nipples tightened, more excitement than cold. With his tongue, he traced the outline of Magda’s teeth.

Nobody else would’ve dared.

Gavriel shuddered and slipped his hand back down, taking hold of his cock again, faster this time. At no point in recent memory could he recollect being this hard, this ready. Moving his hand slowly, he savored the build, the slippery feel of the head slick with precome. He smoothed it around, pleasuring himself as he’d let nobody else. His thighs tensed, relaxed, and his stomach quivered as more mental pictures flowered, sleek and cruel and seductive. Magda wouldn’t be gentle, not even if he begged.

He held his breath as a soft punishment and imagined her arm across his throat, only exhaling in a noisy gust when the pleasure built too hard and fast, and his head went starry with it. With his other hand, he pinched himself, hard enough to bruise, and then he came, hot and messy, all over his hand, smearing on his blankets.

Once his breathing settled, he got up to tidy himself. With merciless eyes, he watched himself in the mirror, washing the semen from his hands, his softening cock. The salty smell of it was both beautiful and terrible. He scrubbed longer than he needed to, then he sponged the stains on his bedcovers. He was so cold that his joints hurt.

The sheet would dry if he draped it, and they’d collect his linens in a few days. Currently, he hated himself, almost as much as he hated Magda Versai for making him feel this way. He knelt, naked, by the fire until the chill and the grief passed, yielding to something akin to peace.

Eventually, Gavriel got in bed and pulled the remaining covers up, letting his breathing even out. Maybe he wouldn’t sleep tonight, but he felt calm and easy for the first time in longer than he could recall, so there was some silent gratitude too. It took a lot to provoke him to his point; his control was legendary, but she’d unraveled him in a handful of minutes of close contact and with a few whispered words.

He could happily kill her for that.


3.


After getting dressed, Mags scooped up the personal items the Noxblade had left.

Part of her considered ignoring them, but if a random staffer found the clothes and shoes, he wouldn’t know who they belonged to and simplicity was generally best. I’ll give Gavriel a chance to calm down, then return his stuff. But first… her stomach growled, reminding her how long ago her last meal was. The Eldritch didn’t eat nearly as much as the Animari, and she needed more protein, too.

She threaded a path through the old fortress, following her nose to the kitchen. There was only a young Eldritch left, sleepily swishing a mop around, and he didn’t protest when she loaded up with bread, cheese, dried fruit, and cold fish. The wolf women might be asleep by now, and she didn’t relish the idea of crouching in the dark over her food, trying not to wake them. Mags didn’t love being the only cat among wolves and liked it even less when she was surrounded by the Eldritch instead.

Maybe I’ll eat on the walls by starlight.

That sounded better than most of her alternatives, but she needed to stop by Gavriel’s room first. She found him the same way she’d located the kitchen, tracing his scent through the corridors. The cinnamon scent strengthened, the closer she got, and eventually, the olfactory markers practically glowed before his door. Mags rapped twice.

It took several moments for the door to open, then Gavriel appeared, black shirt hastily thrown on and buttons done up incorrectly. He was barefoot, wearing loose trousers that hung from lean hips. His pallor made his skin shimmer in the dark, so visible that she marveled at his ability to disappear in the shadows. With a face like a beacon, that required real skill.

“What do you want?” he demanded.

“I’m returning this.” She thrust the shirt and shoes at him, which he caught with instinctive good reflexes.

His jaw clenched, and Mags could tell that he didn’t want to express gratitude. She watched him bite back the sharp retort. Finally, he muttered, “Thanks,” instead of what he really wanted to say. Then he started to slam the door in her face.

Funny fact about certain cats, though. They always wanted to sit on the person in the room who least wanted them there, and the more that soul protested, the more cat he got. Mags had that propensity too because she didn’t take kindly to the idea of being denied. It was the principle of the thing.

Smiling, she caught the door with one hand. “Aren’t you going to invite me in? Since I delivered your stuff, it’s the least you can do to be polite.”

Gavriel’s eyes sparked hate, but eventually, he stepped back. “You’re doing this to agitate me, but it won’t work.”

It already has. At least, his scent sharpened, layered with



































































Copyright (c) 2012 Natanael Gama (info@ndiscovered.com), with Reserved Font Name 'Cinzel'

This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at: http://scripts.sil.org/OFL

-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/
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   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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