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Peyton fought her way without stopping, without eating, without resting, without sleeping, on and on through the endless twists and turns of the Dark Forest, ever hot on Willow’s trail, following the golden light that streamed behind her love across the forest floor. 

As Willow’s assigned knight, Peyton alone could follow her specific trail, and thus, Peyton alone could save her from the fae. Peyton did not blame her friends for falling back, though they could have accompanied her. It was just as important that Aida should protect Robyn, after all, and why should Peyton lead Suvera and Kyri into danger for her own negligence? For Peyton felt Aida was right: she should have watched Willow more closely. The fact that Willow had slipped past her in the first place was unforgivable.

But could Peyton not have said the same about Aida? Back at the Blue Rose, Aida had allowed Robyn to slip her grasp, and as a result, Robyn had been captured by witch hunters and nearly turned in to be burned at the stake. 

Peyton thought that perhaps neither she nor Aida were to blame and the sorceresses were simply too crafty and cunning for their own good. They were powerful women, and their power seemed always to lead them into folly. Peyton was beginning to wonder if the Order wasn’t right about locking them away, not just for the sake of the public but for their own good as well. No, she had always wondered, only now it was becoming ever more clear.

Willow’s magick trace often mingled with that of the fae. Willow’s was an almost solid beam of golden light ever snaking away through the grass, while the faeries left a constant sprinkling of golden dust that lay spread in the dirt or fell in little piles in the shade, glittering there like glowing sand. It was a clear trail with zero attempt to conceal the path, and Peyton knew she was meant to follow.

But why? What could the fae possibly want with Peyton? She was half-faery, yes, but that was no reason to lure her so deeply into the forest. The fae hated half-fae as much as humans did, or she had been told.

Peyton’s horse, a big black stallion, suddenly snorted as it walked beside her and tripped to a halt. It immediately started bucking and backing away, eyes rolling, and Peyton knew it meant she was close: most horses were spooked by magick.

Peyton pulled on the reins, shushing the horse, so that it fell still and stopped bucking. She pressed her forehead against the side of its long face and whispered a low lullaby she recalled . . . Hmm. From where? Her father had never sang to her, and she’d never had a mother, but a woman’s voice stayed in her head, humming the song.

The horse was calmed. Its sides still heaved for breath, but its wild snorts became soft. Peyton patted its long face and released the reins.

“Go on then,” Peyton said, unbuckling her saddle bags and giving the horse’s side a good smack. “There’s no use dragging you onward. If you meet the witch hunters, give them a good kick in the arse for me.”

The horse snorted but did not retreat, instead staying put where it stood. Peyton knew it understood fully what she wanted, but it was refusing to retreat. It had always been a loyal creature. Peyton had been calling it Cinnabun for quite a while. 

“All right then, suit yourself,” Peyton sighed. “Stay here if you must. I shall continue forth and fetch fair Willow—”

“Are you really talking to a horse?” said an amused voice.

Peyton immediately drew her blade and spun about, but no one was there. The knight’s slanted eyes shifted back and forth across the dark trees, across sunlight and shadow. There were dark green bushes, blue butterflies, red flowers, and the golden trace that fell behind Willow along the trail, but there was no one there.

“Where are you?” Peyton demanded. She raised, her voice and bellowed, “Show thyself, knave!”

There was a shrill giggle, and then, to Peyton’s amazement, Willow stepped from the trees. Peyton’s heart leapt with joy, for Willow appeared unharmed, if not a little mussed and ruffled. Her red hair was a tousled mess, and her peasant’s gown was frayed and torn at the hem. She still looked magnificent, however, with her narrow waist pinched in a corset, and her plump breasts sitting ripe atop them in the low collar of her tunic. She was wearing a linen peasant’s tunic that hugged the shoulders, leaving neck and shoulders bare, and her skin was practically glowing in the sunlight. 

All of Willow was glowing, in fact, so that Peyton, in a daze, absently lowered her sword. She stared at Willow, mouth open, eyes wide and vacant. Something was happening. Something was very wrong. But Peyton couldn’t stop herself moving toward Willow – who, for some reason, looked utterly miserable and alarmed.

“Peyton,” Willow begged as Peyton drew nearer, and her eyes were pleading behind the gold spectacles as she said, “you mustn’t kiss me, whatever you do.”

“I think I shall do more than kiss thee,” Peyton said, absently dropping her sword in the dirt. She drew near and cupped the back of Willow’s neck. The sorceress’ skin was as warm and soft as Peyton remembered, and looking down at her sweet face and the plump breasts that sat beneath, Peyton felt her clitoris throb to life. She noticed how flustered Willow was, how her breasts suddenly heaved with her shortness of breath. She wanted it too, for Peyton to kiss her, yet she was begging Peyton not to. Why? Madness!

“You are whole and unharmed,” Peyton said happily, “and my loins fire at the sight of you. What better way to celebrate than to kiss you?”

Willow was becoming even shorter of breath, for her breasts heaved faster, but she looked at Peyton’s lips as if she was longing to be kissed. And oh, she was beautiful, so tousled and warm and soft. And it was a beautiful day. And they were alone for the first time in . . . Well, ever. No Robyn, no Aida, no Suvera frowning in disapproval, no Kyri teasing. Just them. Alone together in the sunlight and surrounded by flowers. Why shouldn’t Peyton kiss Willow?
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