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The forest had been too quiet. Not the silence of sleeping birds, but the silence of things holding their breath, waiting for the scream. Sylaise had gone ahead at dawn to scout the ridgeline, her lithe form vanishing into the mist like a silver wraith. I’d told her I would make camp at the ruined temple of Valthos—an old pile of arrogance half-swallowed by moss, marked on no map worth carrying. I was alone. And I was bored.

Then I heard the steel.

It came from the east, beyond the collapsed colonnade, threaded through with the wet, pig-grunting language of orcs. Not one. Many. I didn’t run. Running is for prey. I followed the sound of dying honor.

I emerged from the tree line into a clearing choked with blackened stumps and the remnants of an old pilgrim road. What I saw stopped me mid-stride.
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Four of them. Greenskins, thick with war-paint and tusks filed to jagged points. They circled a lone figure backed against a shattered shrine. The knight was on her feet—barely. Her plate armor was a ruin of dents and gashes, the azure tabard of some forgotten order hanging in ribbons from her breastplate. A winged helm lay discarded in the mud, revealing a face that belonged on a stained-glass window: high, noble cheekbones, a mouth drawn tight in pain, and eyes the color of summer lightning. Her hair, a heavy fall of gold darkened to honey by sweat and filth, clung to her neck and forehead in matted strands.

But it was her body that held my gaze even as the orcs closed in. Tall. Built like a war goddess. The armor could not hide the power in her broad shoulders, the sculpted curve of her thighs, or the heavy, heaving swell of her breasts beneath the battered steel. Blood slicked her left gauntlet. A gash in her greaves left a pale, muscular calf exposed, crimson threading down into her boot. She swung her longsword in a desperate arc, keeping them at bay, but her arm trembled. Her shield was cracked down the center.

She was going to die.

Not while I watched.

I drew my bastard sword and entered the fray like a thunderclap.
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The first orc died without knowing I was there. My blade took its head clean, black blood spraying in an arc that painted the shrine stones. The second turned, too slow, and I opened its belly with an upward rip that spilled its guts steaming into the cold air. The third charged. I sidestepped, caught its wrist, and drove my dagger through its throat. The fourth—the largest—roared and raised a crude axe. I met its eyes, grinned, and buried my steel in its sternum up to the hilt. It gurgled, dropped, and the clearing went still.

Four corpses. Twelve seconds.

I turned.

The knight had fallen to one knee, her sword point buried in the dirt, her chest heaving in great, ragged bellows that strained the remnants of her armor. Up close, she was devastating. The battle-flush had painted her cheeks and throat a deep, feverish rose. Sweat ran in rivulets down the column of her neck, disappearing into the hollow of her collarbones. Her lips were parted, chapped, bitten raw. Those blue eyes found mine, wide with shock and something else—something that looked uncomfortably like hunger.

“Four on one,” I said, wiping black blood from my blade. “Either you’re stupid, or you’re brave. Which is it, knight?”

Her voice was smoke and honey, roughened by screaming. “Stupid, apparently. I didn’t see you coming.”

“You weren’t meant to.” I sheathed the sword and extended a scarred hand. “Can you walk?”

She stared at my hand as if it were a holy relic. Then her gauntleted fingers closed over mine. Even through the steel, I felt the strength in her grip—calloused, powerful, uncompromising. She rose with a hiss of pain, her wounded leg buckling. I caught her around the waist without thinking, and she gasped.

She was solid. Dense with coiled muscle and lush womanhood. My arm wrapped around a stomach corded with abdominal strength that still managed to feel soft and yielding beneath the pressure. Her hip pressed against mine, and I felt the scorching heat radiating off her like a forge. The torn edge of her tabard brushed my knuckles, and beneath it, through the gaps in her mail, I could feel the furnace of her skin.

“The temple,” she breathed. “Valthos. It’s fifty yards north. I was heading there when they caught my scent.”

I grunted and slung her arm over my shoulder. She limped beside me, her armor clanking a death-rattle rhythm, her body leaning into mine with an exhausted trust that made my blood thrum in a dangerous direction. She smelled of steel, sweat, and a faint, maddening trace of jasmine oil that had survived beneath the grime of war.

The temple was worse inside than out. The roof had collapsed in the western corner, letting in shafts of bruised twilight. The altar still stood, a massive slab of black granite etched with the names of dead gods. Moss and ivy claimed the pillars. I lowered her onto the altar steps and set about building a fire in the old brazier. The light caught the dust and made the ruins glow like a fever dream.

“Your name,” I said, not looking at her as the flames caught.

“Gloria Vance. Order of the Argent Shield.” She was struggling with her armor. The straps had tangled, or her fingers were too numb to manage the buckles. “And you are my debt, sellsword.”

“Kaelan.” I stood. “Leave the debt. I don’t take coin for killing orcs. It’s bad for my reputation.”

She laughed, a broken, husky sound that made something tighten low in my gut. Then she winced, her hand going to her ribs. “I need to get this off. The plate is crushing me. I can’t breathe.”

I moved to her. “Sit still.”

She obeyed. The firelight turned her into a portrait of war-torn divinity, all sharp angles and wounded grandeur.

I started with the pauldrons. The leather straps were soaked with sweat and blood, stubborn and sticky. I unbuckled them, letting the heavy steel fall away with dull, reverberating clangs that sang through the hollow temple. The vambraces followed, then the greaves. Each piece revealed more of her, and each revelation felt like unwrapping a weapon from its sheath. Under the plate, she wore a padded gambeson of thin linen, soaked through and clinging to her flesh like a second skin. I unlaced the front, my knuckles brushing the swell of her breasts beneath.

She lifted her arms.

I peeled the gambeson up and off.

Gloria Vance was magnificent.
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She sat before me in nothing but her torn undershirt and smallclothes, and even those were stained with travel and battle. But the body beneath was a masterpiece of martial femininity. Broad, sculpted shoulders that tapered to a narrow, muscular waist. Arms defined by years of sword-work, veins tracing beneath golden skin like rivers on a map. A stomach flat and ridged with abdominal strength, yet soft enough to yield beneath a palm. And her breasts—gods, her breasts. Heavy, high, and full, straining against the damp linen of her shirt, the dark coins of her nipples visible through the threadbare fabric, stiffened by the cool temple air and the adrenaline still surging
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