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The ship they booked passage on was called the Primrose. It was a merchant ship bound for the port at Hadun on the eastern shore. Hadun itself was outside the seven realms and was a trade port to boot, and given that it was so heavily protected by a quite formidable army, the place was virtually untouchable. Both sides of the war's conflict left it well alone, only approaching to trade for supplies, and as a result, Hadun was thriving due to Bjorn’s conquest.

But Hadun had become neutral territory not simply due to its army and its value as a trading hub. Legend had it that Hadun, being on the edge of Elloris, was the very last place the ancient elves had been seen alive before their sudden disappearance. They had come to the human city in droves during their exodus, and magickal beings that they were, their mere presence had left an indelible mark on the land. It was widely believed that anyone who drew blood in Hadun would suffer a terrible curse, and so, because many took the legends of the elves quite seriously, no one ever drew blood inside the walls of Hadun.

It only took one week to cross the little patch of sea flowing between Adwean and Hadun, and when they had stepped off the ship on the eastern shore, spring had arrived. The snow had melted to slush, and the first hints of green were peeping from the ground and from the trees.

Liadan was relieved. She hated the winter, hated being cold, hated watching the trees die, but the rebirth in the spring was so marvelous, she sometimes thought the cold and suffering was worth it. Still, she understood completely why dragons slept in the winter. The beasts would be stirring now, and it was quite likely that Ava’s egg would hatch as well. Back in Wildoras, dragons always hatched in the spring. Like big scaly chickens, Liadan thought with a private smile. 

Hadun, being a trade hub, was a massive city, its endless rows of rooftops and chimneys spreading away to the horizon. They led their horses by the reins from the boardwalk, and as they blended into the milling crowds, the mighty battlements of the city walls cast their shadow over them. Here, there were seven temples, each one built in honor of the seven New Gods, and – to Liadan’s surprise – there was even a great stone temple to the goddess Himara, an Old God and mother goddess to the women of Wildoras.

Fionn gasped when she saw the temple to Himara. “Blasphemy!” she cried in amazement as they passed beneath its shadow.

“Why is it blasphemy?” Liadan calmly inquired.

Fionn shook her head. “Why, because the Old Gods have abandoned us.”

Liadan frowned. “They most certainly have not.”

Fionn stared at Liadan in amazement, as if she had never quite looked at her before. “Why, Knight Liadan! I thought you were a convert, not a heathen! You did wed most readily under the blessing of Eyslath!”

“Call not my wife a heathen!” Ava commanded, strangely irate.

Fionn was walking beside Ethne as the Knight of the Sparrow led her horse on foot, and the priestess shrank under Ava’s offended gaze, looking quite humbled and meek. It reminded Liadan of Lysa when she was frightened her betrayal had ruined her friendship with Ava. Fionn seemed likewise afraid of losing Ava’s favor. 

“My s-sweet princess,” Fionn stammered, “I meant no offense!”

“And there is none taken,” returned Ava sharply, “for you still have your head.”

Fionn goggled at Ava, for it was unlike her to issue threats, and Liadan saw the others also look around at the princess in wonder.

The group halted as the crowds continued to press around them, and everyone watched as Fionn fell to her knees before Ava and kissed her little slippers. Lysa actually rolled her eyes in great irritation, which Liadan found interesting given that Lysa had so often groveled before Ava in a similar manner, if not less dramatic. 

“Cast me not from your sight, my sweet, sweet princess!” Fionn begged, head down. 

Standing beside Saoirse with her hammer and shield on her back, Rowan laughed. “Ava’s pussy must be something else for all of this groveling,” she said, clutching the reins of her big stallion as it loomed beside her. She eyed Lysa as she spoke, as if she had been thinking along the same lines as Liadan, and Liadan saw Lysa blush brightly.

While Rowan was smirking and amused, Liadan thought Saoirse pitied Fionn. The Knight of the Lion gazed down at Fionn almost sadly. Fionn was still on her knees and was trembling, and Liadan knew why: if Ava cast Fionn out, she would be forced to wander the world alone, living on the kindness and charity of those few who took pity on her. It would have been a lonely existence, though her blessing from Eyslath would have protected her from real danger.

Ava blushed with shame and waved a dismissive little hand, her wedding band flashing prettily in the sunlight. “Do get up, Fionn! Don’t make a fool of yourself.” 

Still trembling, Fionn got to her feet and dusted her red robes off. She kept her head down and didn’t look at anyone. Her little cheeks were bright red.

They continued walking on foot, guiding their horses on, and Liadan noticed how the others kept glancing curiously at Ava. Lysa in particular was astounded. Rowan – as ever—was amused. Saoirse just looked tired. Ethne was busy staring at Lysa’s backside in her tight trousers and wasn’t paying attention one way or the other.

“What has gotten into you, Ava?” demanded Lysa. She walked near Liadan and Ava and was guiding her little black mare along by the reins beside her.

“I have,” said Liadan, and she heard Rowan laugh from the front of their procession. Liadan was walking beside Ava as she led their chestnut forward by the reins, and she reached over and put an arm around Ava’s waist, smoothing her hand over Ava’s great belly.

“My child has filled Ava with her fire,” said Liadan proudly. “She shall be a mighty warrior and reclaim the birthright of all women everywhere!” So saying, Liadan kissed Ava hard on the cheek and felt her wife’s skin grow hot with a blush.

“That is how I know the Old Gods have not forsaken us,” Liadan gently told Fionn.

Fionn nodded. “If faith gives thee comfort, who am I to question it, Knight Liadan?”

“There’s no need to question it, Fionn,” said Ethne beside her. “We all know Liadan is a filthy sinner.”

Chuckling rose from the group as they continued along through the sunlight and chattering crowds, and Liadan was glad to see everyone relaxed and at ease again.

The group decided to purchase supplies at the market, then rent a room at an inn for the night. It was the last warm bed they would know for quite some time, for on the other side of Hadun were the forests of Elloris, and deep within those forests were the ancient ruins of the elves, dark places, where dragons and orcs and goblins lurked. There were even tales of giant spiders, ghosts, and ogres. It was a dangerous place to raise a child, but Liadan knew that lingering in the seven realms was even more dangerous. She would rather fight orcs than watch helplessly as a guardsman’s sword was plunged through Ava’s pregnant belly.

At one point, Ethne said what they were all thinking and suggested they stay in Hadun. There were plenty of temples where Ava could give birth, she reasoned, and the city was the safest in the land at the moment.

Though Liadan liked the idea of staying in Hadun, she reminded Ethne that Ava’s pregnancy must be kept secret as much as was possible. If Ava were to give birth in such a large and busy city as Hadun, the news would spread like wildfire, and before long, King Eyvor’s men would be kicking in their door. 

And there was also the fact that Fionn would not be welcome inside a temple. Mother Tiede, in bitterness and anger, would have already sent the ravens out informing the other temples of a rogue priestess who was now “impure.”

They could always return to Hadun for supplies but depending on how far into the forest they went, the return trek could be quite long. Liadan feared they had been followed or that King Eyvor had already learned of Ava’s pregnancy, and it was her intention to stay hidden in the forest until her firstborn was quite grown and capable of defending herself.

Thankfully, Wildoras children grew supernaturally fast. The thought occurred to Liadan as they were shopping in the market, and as the others watched in amusement, she purchased
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