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The steel sang as Kaelan drew the whetstone down the edge of his bastard sword. Each long, steady stroke was a meditation, a way to burn off the last dregs of battle-fury that still coiled in his gut like a hungry wolf. Three days of hard riding—of picking apart the Black-Iron Slavers’ trail like a bloodhound through the mud—had culminated in six minutes of absolute carnage. He could still smell the copper tang of their blood, still hear the wet thunk of his blade severing the lock on the iron cage where they’d kept her. Now, the only cage was the ancient forest itself, and the only sound that mattered was the hungry crackle of the oak fire he’d built at the clearing’s heart.

He glanced across the flames.
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Sylaise of the Silverleaf Court sat upon his bedroll, wrapped in his traveling cloak. The rough wool did nothing to diminish the ethereal quality of her presence. Even disheveled, even with the bruise purpling her high cheekbone and the mud streaking her jaw, she looked like something out of a bard’s fever dream. Her silver hair, unbound and tangled with burrs, cascaded past her slender waist in a waterfall of moonlight. Her eyes—large, slightly tilted, and luminous amber—hadn’t left him since sundown.

“Your hands are shaking,” she observed quietly.

Kaelan looked down. She was right. Not from fear, but from the adrenaline that had nowhere left to go. “Battle doesn’t leave the blood easily,” he said gruffly. “It’ll pass.”

“It was magnificent,” she whispered, and the reverence in her tone sent a different kind of heat lancing through him. “The way you moved. Like a storm given flesh. They were terrified of you before they died.”

“They deserved worse than a quick death.”

“Yes.” She rose. The cloak slipped from her shoulders, pooling behind her in a heavy heap. Beneath it, the gossamer gown they’d given her—a mockery of nobility, sheer and clinging—was torn at the shoulder, stained with travel and captivity. But it clung to her lithe, elven curves with devastating effect. No corset bound her. No armor protected her. Just the impossible, elegant architecture of elvenkind: slender arms, a neck that seemed carved from alabaster, a waist that looked made for a man’s brutal grip, and hips that flared with subtle, aristocratic promise. “I have been in cages for three weeks, Kaelan. I have stared at iron bars until I forgot what the wind felt like on my skin. I have been touched by filthy hands and stared at by filthy eyes. Tonight, I do not want to be treated like glass.”

She walked around the fire. Each step was deliberate, predatory in a way that contradicted her delicate frame. The flames backlit her, rendering the thin silk nearly transparent. He could see the silhouette of her long, shapely legs, the dark shadow between her thighs, the stiffened peaks of her nipples pressing like desperate beads against the fabric.

“Your father’s coin is already in my saddlebag,” Kaelan said, though his grip on the sword hilt tightened until his knuckles whitened. “You’ll be in Alderwyn by tomorrow night. Safe.”

“Safe.” She laughed, and the sound was like velvet dragged over shattered glass. “I do not want safe tonight. Tonight, I want to feel alive. I want to feel wanted.”

She stopped directly before him. Close enough that the heat of the fire warred with the scorching heat radiating from her own skin. Up close, she was even more devastating. Her lips were full and slightly parted, her breath coming fast and shallow. There was no fear in those luminous eyes. Only hunger, bright and feral.

“Sylaise,” he warned, his voice dropping an octave into a gravelly register. “You’re in shock. You don’t know what you’re offering.”

Her hand shot out. Slender fingers, deceptively strong, gripped his jaw. Her thumb dragged across his lower lip, and he caught the scent of her—rain on warm moss, wild jasmine, something inherently female and intoxicating that made his cock twitch traitorously against his leather breeches. “I am offering myself, hero. I watched you carve through those animals with a fury that made my blood sing. I want that fury turned on me. I want to be taken. Ravished. Not loved gently by some soft-handed courtier with perfume on his wrists.” She leaned in until her lips brushed the shell of his pointed-ear-sensitive human lobe, her voice a molten whisper. “I want you to fuck me so hard I forget the chains. I want your bruises on my skin tomorrow so I know I am free. I want to be used.”

His restraint shattered like glass under a warhammer.
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He stood, towering over her, and in one brutal motion hauled her against his chest. She gasped—a sharp, eager, delighted sound—and her hands fisted into his tunic, dragging him down to her. He ground the hard, throbbing ridge of his cock against her stomach, letting her feel the steel of him through the leather, letting her know exactly what kind of beast she’d summoned from its cage.

“If I start,” he growled into the delicate shell of her pointed ear, catching the lobe between his teeth just hard enough to make her whimper, “I will not stop. And I will not be gentle. I will use you until you can’t walk. Until you’re so full of my seed you feel it for days.”

“Good,” she whispered, arching into him like a cat in heat. Her nipples were hard diamonds against his chest, even through the fabric. “Break me. I beg you.”

He took her mouth like a conquest.

There was no hesitation, no sweet exploration. He claimed her lips with the same violence he’d visited upon the slavers, his tongue invading, his teeth clicking against hers. She moaned into the kiss, a sound that vibrated through his chest, and opened for him completely. Her tongue darted against his, timid at first, then desperate, sucking, tasting, begging. He tangled his fist in that spun-moonlight hair—so fine, so impossibly soft—and yanked her head back to expose the elegant column of her throat.

“Kaelan,” she breathed, her pulse hammering visibly beneath her skin.

He raked his teeth down her pulse point, feeling it flutter like a trapped bird. She shuddered violently, her nails scoring lines through his linen shirt, her body going pliant and trembling against his hardness. He could feel the rapid rise and fall of her breasts, the way her hips rolled instinctively, seeking friction.

He needed her naked. Now.

He gripped the torn neckline of her gown and ripped.

The silk surrendered with a whisper, falling away from her shoulders and pooling at her feet. She stood before him in the firelight, naked and divine, and Kaelan’s breath caught hard in his throat.

She was flawless.

Porcelain skin stretched over lean, toned muscle that spoke of elven agility. High, pert breasts that would fit perfectly in the cups of his calloused palms, their rosy nipples tightened into desperate, aching buds in the cool night air. A narrow waist that flared into hips made for gripping, for pulling back onto a rutting cock. Long, elegant legs that seemed to go on forever, shaped like a runner’s. And between her thighs, a neat thatch of silver-gold curls glistened with arousal, catching the orange firelight, her puffy outer lips already slick and swollen.

“Beautiful,” he rasped, his cock throbbing painfully against his breeches. He cupped her breast, thumbing the nipple until she cried out, her spine bowing like a bowstring. “So fucking beautiful. Look at you. A goddess on her knees for a sellsword.”

He lifted her easily—all elven lightness and compact grace—and carried her to his bedroll. He dropped to his knees with her, laying her out before the flames like an altar sacrifice. Her chest heaved in shallow, frantic bursts. Her eyes were glazed with desire, her lips swollen from his kiss. Her legs fell open in silent, shameless invitation, revealing the glistening pink folds of her cunt, already slick and swollen for him, weeping arousal onto the wool.

Kaelan didn’t hesitate.

He shoved his face between her thighs with a growl that sounded more animal than man.
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The scent of her was overwhelming—earthy and sweet, musky and clean, like a forest after a thunderstorm. He dragged his tongue through her folds with brutal, possessive hunger, from the tight pucker of her ass to the hood of her clit. Sylaise shrieked, a high, musical cry that echoed off the dark canopy and sent something primal racing up his spine. Her hips bucked off the ground, her fingers clawing at his hair, her thighs clamping around his ears.

“Kaelan! Oh gods—yes, there, please—” she babbled, her voice already breaking.

He speared his tongue into her tight entrance, tasting her arousal as
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