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Ava didn’t know what had happened to change things, but she was glad to see Lysa and Ethne getting along again. This in turn seemed to put Rowan and Saoirse in a cheerful mood, and once Rowan had stopped bickering with Ethne, the newlyweds continued doting on each other unperturbed.

Ava still couldn’t believe she was married. She had never dreamt that she would be permitted to marry a woman, and such a beautiful, strong woman as Liadan.

And soon, they would have their first child. Ava’s stomach was growing rounder every day. She was starting to show through her traveling dress, and sometimes at night, she could feel the child moving as surely as she could feel the dragon moving in its egg. The child and the dragon would be born at the same time, she knew it, and they would grow together and become fast friends. Her head was filled with daydreams of her barbarian daughter riding the dragon against the clouds.

They left the Dragon’s Tooth that morning after a hearty breakfast at the bar. Outside, it was another bright, sunny day, and Ava noticed the snow was beginning to melt. Spring was fast coming. She hoped camping on the road would be less dismal.

The party mounted their horses at the stables, and the crowds outside were so thick that they had to walk them at a slow pace. Ava sat the saddle before Liadan, for they shared the great chestnut Ava had purchased back in Hastow, and the princess watched wistfully as small children ran through the streets, giggling and shrieking and blowing soap bubbles.

Adwean, being such a huge city, was bustling with crowds. It was almost as crowded as the great capital where Ava had grown up. And it was bursting with color, for many noble houses were in Adwean and their banners waved everywhere from carriages, towers, and saddles.

The people of Adwean spoke excitedly of a late winter festival. It would happen that afternoon in the square. There would be drinking and dancing and games, and some of the knights would spar to win favors.

“Wintermas,” said Ethne. She was riding the horse she shared with Fionn, and her hood was up to hide her face. Ava thought the Sparrow Knight’s eyes were yearning and sad. Adwean was her home, after all, and had she not been banished, she would have been here, celebrating the holiday with her family.

“The Wintermas!” sighed Fionn with sad longing. “We always celebrate it at the temple. I suppose we shall miss it as we sail across the sea, but I think the gods shall understand our dire situation.”

Rowan was riding at the head of the procession with Saoirse and smirked. “Have the gods forgiven you, then, for spreading your pretty thighs, dear Fionn?”

Fionn blushed brightly. “I – That is – the goddess Eyslath understands that I was seduced.” She glanced up at Ethne with large, doting eyes.

Rowan chuckled. “Seduced, were you? So the fault lies with Ethne alone?”

“Tis a burden I happily bear,” said Ethne, and everyone laughed that time, even Lysa, who gazed at Ethne fondly.

Ava grinned long after the laughter had died down. She was glad to see everyone so merry. And why not? Their journey to Elloris needn’t be a grim affair. Ava was going to have a child! They should be celebrating!

“Your home is beautiful, my knight,” Fionn breathed, gazing around in such wonder that Ava knew she had never been to a big city before.

“My former home,” said Ethne heavily, “for I am no longer permitted to set foot within. But yes, sweet Fionn, it is quite beautiful. My father is lord here, and the Lord Sparrow doth love to hold week-long festivals in honor of each holiday season. The festivities today shall last into the next week, I suspect.”

“Your father is lord?” gasped Fionn in wonder.

“What? Ethne didn’t tell you?” said Rowan, amused. “Back at the academy, she never shut up about it.”

Ethne looked irritable that time, so Liadan interjected, explaining to Fionn with her serious, calm voice, “Our Knight of the Sparrow is a Cawthorne, my lady, one of the most famous houses in—”

Fionn gasped and twisted about, gazing up at Ethne. “You’re a Cawthorne, my knight? One of you thee Cawthornes?”

Ethne smiled, looking very smug, and Ava held back a giggle when Lysa rolled her eyes.

“Yes, I used to spar at such festivals,” answered Ethne. “It pleased my father – and several fine ladies.”

Liadan chuckled, and Lysa rolled her eyes again.

“Yes, yes, you’re a shameless dog,” said Lysa, pulling her black mare up to walk it beside Ethne and Fionn. Her expression was weary but amused. “Everyone knows it but Fionn. She shall find out soon enough.” Lysa looked away, leaving Fionn blinking and perplexed.

But somehow, Ava thought Lysa was wrong. Falling in love with Lysa had changed something in Ethne, and watching Ava and Liadan, Saoirse and Rowan all come into union had changed her still. The Knight of the Sparrow wanted desperately what her friends had, and if she couldn’t get it with Lysa, it was very obvious she was ready to settle with Fionn.

Perhaps, deep down, Lysa suspected it as well, for she suddenly rode a playful circle around their procession, as if to showoff her newly developed riding skills. And Ava had to admit that Lysa looked strong and beautiful, her thighs clenching the saddle, her hair rippling back, her breasts bouncing. She was doing it to tease Ethne, to prove herself more desirable than Fionn, and while Ethne was indeed watching Lysa’s cantering with lust, Fionn was too. The little priestess watched Lysa ride with such burning hunger, it shocked Ava.

“Dost thou see something kiss-worthy?” Lysa teased Ethne as she cantered around their procession a second time.

“I shall do more than kiss you if I catch you!” Fionn said, making Ethne and Liadan laugh heartily.

Lysa was so startled by Fionn’s words that she nearly careened into Saoirse. The Knight of the Lion calmly grabbed the reins of Lysa’s horse, pulling it around to a stop as she told Lysa to stop prancing about.

“You shall draw attention to us,” Saoirse grimly scolded, “and if you cease not, perhaps I shall let one of these guardsmen arrest you.” 

Lysa had never before been scolded by Saoirse, who she doted on girlishly, and Ava saw her cheeks flush with embarrassment and shame as she docilely fell into quietly riding beside the older woman. Saoirse seemed pleased by Lysa’s obedience and gave the former handmaiden a kiss on the lips and a covert squeeze on her backside – which Saoirse had watched jiggling in the saddle when Lysa was riding a moment before. 

Lysa looked flustered and pleased by the kissing and groping, but she was still embarrassed for having behaved like a child and didn’t meet anyone’s eye as they continued to ride.
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