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      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.”
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