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Sir Tristan dragged his heavy boots across the forest floor, each step a contest against the weariness that sought to draw him down into the dark soil. His harness, once polished to a mirror's brightness in token of his resolve, now bore the marks of a dozen frays. The metal was dented and smeared with the dried witness of his narrow escapes. The weight of his steel plate pressed upon his broad shoulders like a mountain set thereon. He was a man wrought of solid earth and tempered iron, his skin the colour of deep, rich basalt, glowing with a faint sheen of sweat under the broken light of the canopy. Every breath he drew felt as a jagged stone in his lungs, a remembrance of the spear point that had found the gap in his armour but a few hours past. He knew not how much further he might travel ere his strength forsook him, yet the natural instinct of survival drove him onward through the dense undergrowth.

The trees began to alter their aspect as he pressed deeper into the uncharted heart of the wood. The bark of the ancient oaks turned from rough grey to a smooth, pearlescent silver, and the leaves overhead hummed with a low, vibrant power that he could feel in the very marrow of his bones. He broke through a final veil of hanging vines and stopped, his breath catching in his throat. Before him lay a hidden glade that seemed to exist beyond the boundaries of the natural world. In the centre of the clearing, a pool of liquid light sat nestled among stones that glowed with a soft, inner fire. The water was neither blue nor clear, but a shimmering turquoise that pulsed with a slow and steady glow, casting long shadows upon the vibrant moss that carpeted the ground.

He sank down near the edge of the basin, his body's heaviness winning at last against his will. His gauntlets clattered against the stone as he reached out, his fingers trembling. He had need to wash the wound, to cool the fire that burned in his side. Before he could touch the glowing surface, a voice cut through the silence, as clear and sharp as a bell struck in the frost.

"Disturb not the stillness, sir, unless thou art prepared for what the depths shall demand of thee," the voice said.

Tristan turned his head slowly, his muscles crying out at the motion. Standing at the edge of the trees was a woman who looked as though she had been woven from the very essence of the forest. Her hair was a cascading torrent of vibrant crimson, long and thick, flowing down past her waist like a river of flame. She possessed a figure both powerful and graceful, her generous curves draped in a gown of translucent silk that seemed to catch the light of the glowing water. Her eyes were the colour of young emeralds, wide and filled with an intelligence that felt ancient beyond reckoning.

"I seek only healing, mistress," Tristan managed to grate out, his voice rough from disuse and pain. "I have no design to defile thy sanctuary."

The woman, who was called Seraphina, stepped forward. Her feet were bare, yet she moved over the uneven ground with a lightness that suggested she scarce touched the earth. As she drew near, the air about her seemed to warm, carrying the scent of crushed violets and some sharp savour like the air before a storm. She looked down upon the great man, her gaze taking in the breadth of his chest and the sheer measure of his presence. Even wounded and broken, he was a formidable sight, a giant fashioned of flesh and bone.

"Healing is never a simple matter," Seraphina said, her tone softening as she beheld the dark stain spreading across his tunic. "It requireth a surrender. Thou art a man who hath spent his life in the holding fast to things, good knight. Canst thou let go?"

"I have nothing left to hold," he replied, his eyes fluttering shut for a moment.

Seraphina knelt beside him. Her nearness brought a sudden, sharp focus to his senses. He could see the fine texture of her skin, the way her red hair caught the strange glow of the glade, and the steady rise and fall of her breast. She reached out, her hand hovering scarce an inch above the wound in his side. He felt a sudden surge of heat, a magnetic pull that made the hair upon his arms stand on end.

"The water of this place doth not merely mend the skin," she murmured, her voice a low melody that seemed to vibrate in the air. "It seeketh out the fractures of the spirit. It findeth the places where the steel hath entered the soul."

She dipped her fingers into the glowing reservoir. When she drew them back, droplets of light clung to her skin like liquid jewels. She pressed her hand against the gap in his armour, finding the torn flesh beneath. Tristan let out a sharp gasp, his body arching as the magic surged through him. It was not the cold bite of water but a searing, cleansing heat that raced through his veins. He felt the torn muscles begin to knit together, the broken vessels sealing themselves under her touch.

"Be still," she commanded softly. "The work is not yet finished."

He looked up at her, his dark eyes meeting her emerald gaze. The intensity of the connection was overwhelming. In this hidden place, far from the wars of men and the clatter of swords, he felt a strange and terrifying nakedness. This woman, with her flame-coloured hair and her mysterious power, was looking into him in a manner no other ever had. She beheld the soldier, aye, but she also beheld the man beneath the metal, the one who had quite forgotten the savour of peace.

"Why dost thou dwell here
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