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Willow thought Suvera was very clever and deserved to be their leader, for she had accurately predicted the movements of the witch hunters and had ensured their escape from Odmor without capture. The witch hunters had attempted pursuit, but with their horses maimed, it was impossible. Willow saw them attempt to steal horses from the stable, only to be rendered frozen by the shouts of the stable girl, a loud nine-year-old who screamed “HORSE THIEF! HORSE THIEF!” at the top of her voice until people came running. Then the city guard showed up, and the witch hunters were forced to flee on foot for fear of arrest.

It was all very clever, Willow thought. Suvera had not only out-maneuvered the witch hunters but she had humiliated them as well. Willow found herself glancing several times in admiration at Suvera as they rode fast from Odmor. 

Suvera was big and strong, with powerful shoulders and long blonde hair, with slanted, fierce eyes and a deep, commanding voice. She was a true warrior and a true beauty, so powerful and serious. But Suvera could also be so gentle, gazing down at Kyri with soft eyes, lifting small Kyri by the waist onto her horse, hands so careful and delicate, as if for fear she might break her tiny wife.

Suvera shared her horse with little Kyri, who sat the saddle before her, looking calm and quite pleased despite everything that was happening. The shepherdess smiled often and gazed about at the countryside with great admiration, even gazing at the horrific Dark Forest as if it were something beautiful. Sometimes she glanced up at Suvera with large, flirtatious, doting eyes. And Suvera sat the saddle behind Kyri, occasionally glancing down at her wife with great affection. She was a hulking woman and loomed over Kyri, who was barely half the height of her, and when she took the horse’s reins, her strong arms closed about Kyri, who seemed quite thrilled about that. Kyri was so loved and protected! 

And Suvera was loyal as well. She never let her eye drift to other women. She was attracted to Robyn and even Willow too, but it did not rule her. She did not lose her wits and lust openly after them. It were as if Kyri was simply the only woman for Suvera, and straying with another woman was unspeakable.

Willow couldn’t help envying Kyri, for the more she was in Suvera’s presence, the more she began to compare her to Peyton. Willow had never even realized how immature and lecherous Peyton was. Not until she had other knights to compare the red knight to. 

At first, Willow had thought it was Peyton’s age that caused her immaturity. For most of the knights back at the temple in Haburh were older, quite middle-aged, and serious. Only a very few were young, and they had been immature like Peyton. But Suvera and Aida were both a year younger than Peyton and behaved as if they were older, often shaking their heads and scolding Peyton in much disapproval. 

“Peyton had a father who spoilt and indulged her,” Aida had told Willow back at the Blue Rose. “Never scolded her, never denied her slightest whim. Think no less of her for her foolhardy ways. Her father did not raise her proper, so now life and its experiences shall have to. You shall have to as well, I suspect, and for that you have my pity.” So saying, the dark knight lifted her goblet as if she were giving a toast, then took a gulp.

Willow had been surprised by Aida’s words. Aida had spoken in Peyton’s defense, though Willow had been quite certain that Aida hated Peyton. Perhaps it was akin to a sibling rivalry, Willow told herself. She knew if she had Peyton for a sister, she just might hate her as well. Instead, Peyton was her lover, and to the red knight’s credit, she had changed some of her ways. She had stopped begging for threesomes, at least, and she had ceased allowing her eye to wander. It was a start.

With Odmor a shadow behind them, Willow and the others galloped down the road and across the green fields to the edge of the Dark Forest, and there, beneath the start of black trees, they halted in their small crowd and dismounted. 

It was still a bright afternoon, and the sun was high in the sky. Willow thought the Dark Forest seemed out of place, for its black branches and dark green leaves stood like a massive shadow against the cheerful day. The place was an eyesore, a mass of darkness churning, and Willow could feel the danger within – goblins and dark witches and orcs and faeries, all of them waiting, all of them lurking in the dark.

Willow dismounted with the others in the grassy field, holding fast to the reins of her white mare. The beast was uneasy and neighed, shifting restlessly, for it hated the Dark Forest as much as she and knew they must soon enter. Willow stroked the mare’s long face to sooth her. She’d had the mare since she was seventeen and had been calling it Pearl. She was twenty summers now. She glanced at Peyton and suddenly wondered how old her knight was. Knights usually graduated the academy at about twenty and five after completing five years of quests in service to the realms.

“Shall we camp here in the open?” said Willow in disbelief when Suvera unbuckled her sword.

“Of course we shant camp here,” Suvera said at once. She nodded at the grass. “We shall discard our armor here.” So saying, she began to unbuckle her silver armor and commanded the other two knights to do so as well. Kyri moved close and started unbuckling Suvera’s greaves.

Willow grudgingly moved to help Peyton. She hesitated at first, for she was still angry with Peyton for her trespass. But Peyton gave her that charming smile and she folded. Damn Peyton, she thought, prying at Peyton’s buckles.

“But why?” Robyn demanded in confusion, watching as the three knights began removing their armor. Pieces were already tumbling in the grass, and her wide eyes followed them in disbelief. “You shall need your armor in the Dark Forest! We shall face untold horrors and so on—”

“Our armor is enchanted, my lady, which allows witch hunters to easily pursue,” answered Aida. She glanced sideways at Peyton, who was removing her breastplate with Willow’s help. “Peyton might have remembered if she weren’t always half-drunk and lusting after maidens.”

Peyton only snorted out a laugh as if to say she had no argument, and Willow darted her a glare. Peyton couldn’t even show proper shame for her ways!

Robyn stepped close and grudgingly began to help Aida out of her armor. “But why were you and Suvera still wearing it, then?” she demanded.

Aida smiled. “We had no other garments before today. Unless you expected us to walk about naked.” 

“Better to risk capture than that,” agreed Suvera, who sounded mortified by the very idea. She reached into one of her parcels of shopping and pulled out a brown leather jacket, tossing it to Aida. Aida caught the jacket and buttoned it on over her woolen undertunic. Suvera tossed her a pair of trousers next, and she caught them and knelt down to remove her boots.

Willow resisted the urge to stare as Suvera finally stripped down to her woolen underarmor. The underarmor was like long underwear and a little baggy, so that Willow could only just make out Suvera’s muscular shape. The big blonde knight was beautiful, truly beautiful and finely formed, like a statue of some chiseled warrior goddess. Willow couldn’t help looking longer than was polite, and she blushed scarlet and finally turned her eyes away when Peyton caught her eye.

Willow’s hands were shaking a little as she helped Peyton pull on a leather jacket and button it up. She was frightened, but eventually she glanced up and met Peyton’s eye. Peyton was looking down at her with hurt and accusation, red wisps of hair tumbling messily across her disbelieving eyes. Willow knew she should have felt guilty, but after what Peyton had done with Robyn back at the Blue Rose, she felt only satisfaction.

“Tis a pity to leave behind such fine armor,” Kyri said as she did up the buttons on Suvera’s leather jacket. Her eyes crinkled up in a smile as she looked up at Suvera and said dotingly, “You always looked so handsome in it!”

Kyri was dressed still in her simple linen skirt, tunic, and corset, with little half-boots on her small feet. With Suvera now out of her armor, the pair of them looked like common folk. All the knights did, Willow realized, and it made her and Robyn stand out even more, for they were still wearing the fine gowns of sorceresses, with long flaring sleeves and chain belts about their hips. 

Willow knew she and Robyn should find peasant clothes at the next city, and she felt foolish for not thinking of it before. But as if Suvera had read Willow’s mind, she tossed the satchel of clothing to her. Willow caught it and looked inside: plain linen skirts, tunics, and corsets for the pair of them, as well as half-boots and hose.

“Put it on,” Suvera said, turning her back. “And tarry not.”

Willow was mortified by the very idea of changing her clothing in broad daylight, at the roadside. What if someone should ride past and see? What if someone was watching from the trees? But at least Suvera, now fully dressed in a leather jacket and trousers, had politely turned away, and Aida had also turned her back while helping Robyn – and blocking Robyn from Peyton’s view. Kyri had turned away with Suvera, and the only one looking at Willow was Peyton.

Willow’s heart skipped a beat: Peyton was gazing down at her with soft affection. Willow hated it. She wanted to be angry with Peyton, but the beautiful knight was making it so maddeningly difficult with all her doting.

“I await your command, my lady,” Peyton said dutifully.

Secretly pleased, Willow turned her back and held out her arms. “Disrobe me, knight. Quickly!”

Peyton obeyed, carefully unlacing Willow’s gown and letting it fall
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