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The ancient portal took them several miles across the immensity of the Dark Forest, saving them at least three days of walking and camping. Robyn was quite pleased with herself for her astute predictions. If they kept on schedule, they would reach Odmor fairly quickly and would be one step closer to Theremoor – and their freedom.

As they traveled through the Dark Forest, they were attacked at least twice by drooling goblins, who wore necklaces made of wolf teeth and shabby loincloths made of fur, who carried crude spears and bows and axes. The Knight of Fire made short work of them, leaping forward with shield and sword and taking off their heads. Many of the goblins surrendered and ran squealing, little green hands in the air, and Robyn couldn’t believe it when the knight allowed them to flee.

“No mercy,” Robyn whispered to herself, and stepping forward, she sent fireball after fireball rocketing from her hands, her sleeves flaring like wings as she waved. The fireballs hit the fleeing goblins square in their backs, and they poofed into piles of ash, their screams abruptly cut short. 

In the silence that followed, Robyn looked around to see Peyton staring at her, shield and sword forgotten, with an odd mixture of terror and amazement. Willow, however, looked like a wolf in heat, and the sight of her best friend’s eyes blazing behind her spectacles made Robyn tingle beneath her gown. 

Robyn awkwardly cleared her throat and led her tawny mare on. “Come,” she said, passing the others, “Odmor isn’t far now.”

Unfortunately, however, Odmor was much farther than Robyn had predicted. When she stopped to look at the map, it was to realize she had brought them out at the wrong stone portal. They were at least twenty miles off and would have to camp for the night. The sun was sinking already beyond the trees as they walked. 

But at least they were safe here in the forest, Robyn told herself. Despite the goblins and giant spiders and orcs, they were safe. It was the cities they had to be wary of, for while Brine was an oaf who couldn’t track her own shadow, she would find them easily enough in the city. They were a Knight of Fire and two sorceresses of the Flame. They would stick out, people would notice them, word would spread, and no doubt there were already Wanted posters all along the roads. Word spread fast whenever a sorceress fled her duty. 

“This is taking longer than I thought. I hope we don’t see anymore giant spiders,” Willow said, shrugging up her shoulders and shivering. She was walking beside Robyn beneath the web of shadows in the dusk, and she was guiding her white mare on foot by the reins. Robyn could barely see her face around the bush of her big red hair. Her green gown dragged the path behind her, catching red leaves.

“I can’t stomach spiders,” Willow went on, her eyes round with fear behind her gold spectacles. “So many legs, so many eyes, and those clicking pinchers! Every time I hear the sound of clicking, I think spiders are coming!"

Peyton was guiding her big black stallion on the other side of Willow and looked very amused. “Aye, lass, I hate spiders something fierce as well, but I’ll make them all dead in an heartbeat if you command it. I am yours.”

Robyn saw Willow blush a little. The red-haired sorceress was pleased by that. And Robyn had to admit, Peyton was surprisingly dutiful and protective and seemed to take her role as their defender quite seriously. Peyton had turned her back on everything she believed in, everything she stood for, for the chance of bedding Robyn and Willow, so it was surprising to Robyn that the knight had any scruples at all. She seemed quite the scoundrel, and if the rumors back in Haburh had been true, Peyton had bedded many women. . . . and broken many hearts.

“You hate spiders?” Willow said in amazement. She lifted her brows. “You?”

“Aye, lass. Is it so hard to believe?” asked Peyton, still quite amused.

Willow looked over at Peyton in innocent wonder. “Why, it’s just that thy art so big and strong! What reason has one such as you to fear the likes of them?” 

Peyton looked at the trees ahead, at the dirt path that wound like a snake between the underbrush in the falling darkness, and Robyn saw the smirk leave her lips. The knight was remembering something, something unpleasant.

“I grew up on the edge of Haburh, did you know that?” Peyton said, glancing sideways at the other two. She didn’t wait for an answer and continued, “Me pa’s cabin was right there on the edge of the Dark Forest. He was a huntsman. A good man. But he got himself mixed up with faeries and got landed with me.”

Willow gasped, and Peyton knew why: consorting with faeries was against the law. It was something witches and unworthy men did, the reason being that faeries were deemed dangerous and immoral. They stole children, they enchanted men, they stole new brides from the beds of their husbands. It was believed that they ate people, and to appease them, many of the country folk left offerings of mutton and pork, the better to sway them from human flesh.

Only a fool consorted with a faery! And the halfling children that came of the pairings, they were typically drowned at birth by some horrified parent who wished to spare the child a stoning later. If it was ever found out that Peyton was half-faery, she would be killed, for it was the law. But looking at Peyton now, the knight seemed quite calm and nonchalant, and Robyn realized it was because Peyton’s life was forfeit either way. She had given up everything to help them. What had she to lose now?

“One night,” went on Peyton, “me pa tells me that there’s faeries in the forest and that’s where me mother lives. He tells me this in frustration, mind you, after I bothered and bullied him for it. I was desperate to know me mother, for he’d never spoken a word on her. And so, one night when Pa was drunk and dozing, I slipped out of the cabin and into the forest—”

“Alone?” cried Willow, aghast.

Peyton shrugged. “I knew that bit of the forest like the back of me hand. Had been wielding an axe since I was five summers and was a bit cocky back then, I’ll admit it.”

“Back then?” snorted Robyn. If you asked her, Peyton was still cocky now.

“So I enter the forest,” went on Peyton, “and it’s a summer night, so it’s warm and creatures are chirruping, owls are hooting. Then I hear it – the clicking.”

Willow shivered again. 

“Spiders came for me fast. They just slid down from the trees on their butt-strings—”

Willow giggled.

Peyton smiled at Willow’s giggling but went on, “I was surrounded quick as you please. One of them caught me up, and now I’m being spun in all this sticky web. Just round and round, the wet rope getting tighter, smothering me face, sealing off air—”

“How horrible!” Willow cried in shock.

“Horrible?” Robyn scoffed under her breath. “Too bad the spider didn’t end her right there.”

Robyn had been speaking in a very low voice, but she looked up, and her heart skipped a beat to find Peyton staring directly at her. The knight had heard Robyn’s bitter muttering! And now it suddenly occurred to Robyn how Peyton had known she was watching them back at Haburh: faeries had incredible hearing. Faeries could also sense the presence of those who possessed magick and had a unique magick of their own. 

Peyton was looking Robyn directly in the eye, but far from being offended, the knight was amused. She looked away and continued her tale, “Aye, lass, it was horrible. And just as the spider was fit to sink her pinchers in me, there’s a flash of light, and I hear this sound. It’s hard to describe, like one of those bowls being rung back in the temple. 

“The tone is really long and goes on forever, and it’s not harsh, but it’s enough to frighten the legs off those spiders. They drop me and take off. Next thing I know, me pa is chopping me out of the web with his axe. He takes me home and scolds me all the way, and he makes me promise never to enter the Dark Forest again.” Peyton paused and added in a low voice, “He told me my mother was dead and to not go looking for her again. And after that, I never did.”

“Oh,” said Willow sadly, “Peyton, I’m so sorry.”

“Sorry for what?” asked Peyton, amused.

“Sorry that you never knew your mother,” Willow said. “Everyone should know their mother.”

“Well, everyone isn’t so lucky, my lady,” Peyton answered and fell silent.

Robyn was stunned. What Peyton had described was faery magick. Faeries used a combination of light and sound to cast spells. Peyton had been saved by a faery – very possibly her mother. Robyn wanted to share this theory, but the knight had begun to look grim and tired, and then quite suddenly, the buildings of Odmor appeared in the distance.

“Finally,” Willow sighed, “the next town!”

“Aye,” said Peyton, “the next town.” She caught Robyn’s eye again and smiled mischievously, and remembering that she had agreed to sleep with Peyton in Odmor, Robyn blushed hard and walked faster.
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