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Riona knew her parents would try to stop her leaving on her own, that they wouldn’t understand the reason she must take the quest with Wulfa, and that they would come after her, frantic to protect her, for though Riona was very much now a woman, her parents still saw her as their little girl. It had, after all, only taken her two months to mature. And so, after writing her family a letter in farewell, the wild young knight with warpaint on both cheeks set out with Wulfa from the temple, leaving the halls of Erinyel and their safety behind. 

Riona’s letter had been painfully vague, she knew, but if she had told her family where she was going, they would have followed, and it was simply too dangerous, even for Liadan. 

While training with her father, Riona had quickly realized that she was more powerful than Liadan, being able to cast fireballs that could bring down an entire village, and Ava—frightened for Riona’s safety—would have tried to convince her daughter to take back the seven realms the typical way, by gathering allies and sending forth armies to do their fighting. She would not believe Riona that there was another way, which was ironic, Riona thought: while Ava abhorred male violence and war, she was perfectly willing to engage in it, rather than searching for some other way to attain her goal. They lived in a world of magick and legends, yet Ava’s imagination was so limited!

As Minye had explained to Riona, there was a time when men did not exist, and all women possessed magick and lived alongside elves in peace. Then a group of elves, who were keen on unethical experiments, created man and thus began the downfall of woman. Minye further explained that there were no elven men, that humans in general had been an experiment, being created from elven blood and the blood of primates. Once men were created, women lost their power, becoming smaller and weaker over time. The women of Wildoras alone retained their strength, magick, and might, but even they were reduced to nothing with a curse from Azmon, the only man to master magick in all the history of Isliine. 

And so, to lift Azmon’s curse and to restore to women their magick power, the world needed someone to venture to the ancient resting place of Azmon and there find his talisman and break it. The way Minye had framed it, it had sounded like a simple task to Riona, but she quickly changed her mind on that notion when Minye showed her a map of Isliine: the temple of Azmon was so far away, it was practically at the top of the very world, where snow and ice capped the world’s crown. Riona would have to travel very far to reach it, and then she would have to undertake the mighty task of fighting past the guardians of Azmon’s temple to reach the talisman. 

Minye had insisted it was a task that Riona alone was destined for, that she alone could end the curse over women, and that once the talisman was broken, it would be very easy indeed for Ava to take back Caradin and for all queens the world over to take the throne from their men. Men would dwindle and eventually disappear, and the world would return to its natural state, where women alone would live, thriving in peace.

Once the curse was broken, then – and only then – would the elves return. For, as Minye gently told Riona, it was because they had grown weary of men and their violence that the elves of Elloris had disappeared into the wilderness, never to be seen or heard from again. 

Riona wasn’t certain she believed much in “destiny” or that she was “the chosen one,” but she did want more than anything to help her mother to retake their home, and if it meant restoring power to women without a great deal of bloodshed, then all the better.

With Riona sitting upon her scaly green back, Wulfa flew fast from Erinyel’s temple, flew with an urgency that Riona felt in her bones. They had flown often over the temple at night when the others were sleeping, and during that time, Wulfa had been playful, looping in circles across the stars, dipping and rising, and Riona had laughed heartily on her back. But now, Wulfa’s wings were heavy and mournful. The dragon did not want to leave the others behind any more than Riona did. 

Riona clung to Wulfa’s back and thought sadly of Liadan and Ava, Ethne and Lysa, and how they would panic once they had realized she was gone. Sweet Ava would weep, frightened that the Godga would snatch her daughter, and Ethne and Lysa would hotly declare that they should set out immediately and find Riona. Liadan – silent, broody Liadan – would probably sit beside the fire and drink. 

They flew all night, speeding against the cool spring air, Riona’s long blonde hair whipping back as Wulfa’s great tail twisted snakelike against the stars. It was cold, riding at night, and by the time Wulfa had landed the following morning, moisture was clinging to Riona’s hair and face. She was grateful to still be wearing her ancient elven armor and the wool underarmor, which had kept her quite warm otherwise. 

Tired and aching from the long ride, Riona slid clumsily off Wulfa’s back and glanced around. The dragon had landed in a clearing. They were still in Wildhold, of course, surrounded by the enormous moss-covered trees of the endless elven forest. Pale shafts of morning light streamed over them in fingers, and butterflies floated by, birds were singing and flowers blooming in the morning light. Wildhold was so peaceful and beautiful, it sometimes amazed Riona what dangers lurked within it. She had already seen the orcs, and Ethne had told her several stories of giant spiders, wild dragons, and goblins as well. She wondered how much of the Sparrow Knight’s stories had been true and hoped they had not been true in the slightest.

“I suppose we can make camp here,” said Riona, dropping her bag off her shoulder and glancing around for stones for a fire pit. She started tearing up grass to expose the dirt and was placing stones in a circle when she heard a scream. Riona halted and stood upright again, listening, her hand on her sword hilt. It was a woman screaming. 

Wulfa was listening as well. When the scream came again, the dragon nudged Riona in the back with her nose, urging her to look in a certain direction. Riona obeyed and saw the smoke of a fire rising through the trees nearby. They had landed near a camp, and the screams of the distant woman continued. 

“Stay here,” said Riona. She heard Wulfa snort in protest and added, “I’ll whistle if I need you. Dragon hunters are known to come here! I shant let you put yourself at risk needlessly!”

Wulfa snorted again but grudgingly sat on her haunches, angrily slamming her backside down so hard that leaves drifted from the trees. Riona gave the dragon a reproachful look, but Wulfa snorted again, unabashed. 

Riona smiled as she turned away. Wulfa was still roughly the size of a bull, though she had grown a little already since their venture from the temple, and Riona wanted to approach the nearby camp unnoticed. Bringing a big dragonling with her was a surefire way to be spotted.

Eyes on the smoke rising through the trees, Riona set off. It didn’t take her long to reach the camp. She peered through the bushes and could see what she could only assume were goblins. There were six of them, and the little, bright green men and women were wearing animal skins and hides, were carrying chipped daggers, and had wild, dirty blonde hair. Two of them had bows, but Riona knew she could deflect them easily – that or take out the bowmen first.

Riona could tell the goblins had been camping there for a while. The fire pit looked old, for it was full of much ash, and there were tents made of animal hides nearby that looked ragged with age. There were also bones piled near the fire pit, as if they’d been stripped of flesh. Human bones? Riona shivered in disgust when she saw what might have been a human skull, and her heart skipped a beat when she noticed one of the goblins – a happily humming male in a ragged loincloth – stirring a big pot over the fire. Ethne had said that goblins ate humans, but hearing about it and seeing it were two different things. Actually smelling the cooking flesh was nauseating.
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