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Sylaise met me on the third landing down, where the torchlight turned from amber to blood-red and the air grew thick with the rot of old stone and older blood. She leaned against the wall like a cat who had already swallowed the canary, her silver hair loose and catching the guttering flames, her pointed ears twitching with barely suppressed amusement. In her slender fingers, she twirled the iron key to the deepest cell.

“So,” she purred, her amber eyes raking over the sweat and gore still drying on my brow. “The great Iron Maiden lies in chains, and the man who put her there comes to gloat.”

“I don’t gloat,” I grunted, holding out my hand.

She dropped the key into my palm, her fingernails dragging a teasing line across my scarred knuckles. “No. You conquer. You claim.” She pushed off the wall, stepping close enough that I could smell the wild jasmine of her skin beneath the leather of her armor. Her lips brushed my ear, a velvet whisper. “I’ve seen her, Kaelan. Beneath all that steel, she is... considerable. Break her carefully. I’ll keep the guards at the stairwell. But I expect her to be speechless by dawn.”

She vanished up the steps like a wraith, leaving me alone with the key and the dark.

—-
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The dungeon of Blackspire Keep had been built to break men. The walls wept moisture that stank of rust and piss. Rats scurried behind the mortar. Somewhere in the blackness beyond the torch’s reach, a man was weeping for his mother. I ignored it all. My boots struck a slow, deliberate rhythm against the flagstones as I descended to the final cell.

She was waiting.

Isolde the Adamant. Champion of the Black Duke. The woman who had cut through the Vanguard at Thornford and held the Bridge of Skulls alone against fifty men. I had faced her at dawn on the field of ash, and I had put her in the dirt with a pommel strike that had dented her obsidian helm and a sword-point at her throat that had made her still. Now she sat against the far wall, wrists manacled above her head to an iron ring bolted into the stone. The chains gave her just enough slack to kneel or stand, but not enough to reach the door.

Without her helm, she was devastating.

Even filthy, even spattered with the dried blood of the men she had killed trying to escape capture, her face belonged on a coin or a cathedral window—sharp, aristocratic, cruel in its beauty. High cheekbones splattered with rust-brown gore. A jawline cut from marble, clenched so tight a muscle feathered in her cheek. Lush, severe lips pressed into a line of bitter resignation. And her eyes—by the gods, her eyes. The color of storm clouds over a winter sea, heavy-lidded and luminous in the torchlight, fixed on me with a defiance so absolute it felt like a challenge all its own. Her hair, the pale gold of winter wheat, had been shorn short for battle, and it stuck to her forehead in matted, jagged spikes.

She did not look like a prisoner. She looked like a caged wolf.

—-
[image: ]


The screech of the cell door made her blink. I stepped inside, sealing the darkness behind me. The space was barely six paces square, rank with the smell of damp straw and cold iron. She smelled of steel, sweat, and the peculiar, maddening musk of a woman who had danced at the edge of death and survived.

“Come to gloat?” Her voice was smoke poured over gravel, low and ruined from screaming.

I crouched before her, close enough to touch. Close enough to see the fever in her cheeks, the rapid flutter of the pulse in her throat. “Come to look at what I caught,” I said.

She laughed, a dry, bitter thing that held no humor. “Then look well, sellsword. By tomorrow your new Duke will hang me, or burn me, or break me on a wheel for the crowd. Enjoy the view while it lasts.”

“There is no new Duke.” I gripped her jaw, my calloused fingers digging into the elegant line of bone, forcing her storm-eyes to meet mine. Up close, she was flawless despite the grime. A scar ran from her left eyebrow to her earlobe, pale and fine. Another kissed her collarbone. A third vanished beneath the blackened edge of her breastplate. Battle maps written in living flesh. “I killed the Black Duke this morning. His army is ash. His castle is mine. You have no lord, no banner, and no future—except what I grant you.”

Her eyes widened. The defiance cracked, and behind it, I saw something flicker. Not fear. Hunger. A feral, desperate brightness that made my blood hum.

“Then what is my sentence?” she whispered.

I stood, shedding my cloak, letting her see the breadth of me, the scars, the hunger. “My pleasure. Stand up.”

—-
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She hesitated for a heartbeat, muscles coiling beneath the blackened plate. Then, slowly, with the lethal grace that had made her legend, she rose. The chains rattled, drawing her arms up, displaying her like an altar offering. She was tall—taller than most men—her body hidden beneath layers of war that I intended to peel away one by one.

I started with the buckles.

The black breastplate was first. Heavy, demonic steel forged with leering gargoyles and the Duke’s twisted sigil. I unfastened the side clasps and pulled it from her torso. It hit the stone floor with a reverberating clang that sang through the hollow dark. Beneath it, a hauberk of fine ring-mail clung to her form like a second skin of silver rain. I gripped the hem and pulled it up over her head. She lifted her chained arms as high as the irons allowed, and the mail rustled off with a lethal hiss, baring the padded gambeson underneath.

The gambeson was soaked. Not with blood—with sweat. With the exertion of her capture, the heat of the cell, and something else I could smell now, thick and heady, rising from her skin. I tore the laces. Her breath hitched as I peeled the sodden linen from her shoulders and let it fall.

What lay beneath made my cock stiffen against my leather breeches with an abrupt, painful urgency.

—-
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Isolde was a monument to war and womanhood, carved by blade and bitterness into something that defied mere beauty. She was tall and broad-shouldered, her frame built for killing, yet possessed of a voluptuous, statuesque femininity that the armor had cruelly hidden. Her arms were thick with corded muscle, veins tracing beneath pale, freckled skin like rivers on a conqueror’s map. Her neck was a column of strength, tendons standing out in sharp relief as she swallowed hard, her head falling back against the stone. And her chest—gods, her chest. Heavy, full breasts that defied gravity despite their lush, opulent weight, tipped with nipples the color of dark wine, stiffened to aching, desperate peaks in the cold dungeon air. They rested above a stomach that was a ridged wall of abdominal power, yet still possessed the soft, subtle curve of a woman’s belly, dusted with pale golden hair that trailed from her navel downward.

Wide, warrior’s hips flared from a thick, powerful waist, built to carry armor and bear children with equal ferocity. Her thighs were pillars of marble wrapped in battle-hardened muscle, scarred and dusted with blonde hair, strong enough to crush a man’s ribs. Between them, the thatch of curls was darker, wet and matted with the arousal that glistened on her swollen lips and dripped in thin, obscene trails down her inner thighs. Scars crisscrossed her ribs, her hip, her outer thigh—each a story of survival, each making her more devastating than any untouched maid could ever hope to be.

“Look at you,” I growled, stepping close enough that my heat warred with hers. I cupped her right breast with brutal possessiveness, kneading the heavy, silken weight, thumbing the stiff peak until she gasped and bucked into my palm. “All that iron hiding a fucking goddess.”

She moaned, the sound low and broken, her chained arms pulling against the ring above her. “You broke my blade,” she whispered, her voice cracking with a need so raw it made my balls ache. “Now break me. I am your spoil. Your prize. Take me as you took my sword: completely. Without mercy.”

I crushed my mouth to hers. It was not a kiss. It was a conquest.

—-
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She opened for me instantly, her lips parting beneath mine with a desperation that shattered her stoic mask. Her tongue met mine, clumsy and fierce, tasting of copper and wine and a hunger that had been denied for years. My hands roamed her powerful body with greedy, bruising intensity—gripping her thick, scarred thighs, her muscular, rounded ass, her heavy
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