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Keldarra, the largest of the three ancient continents making up the world, was once a beautiful and tranquil land of peace—

This is long forgotten by the people who live there now. Some people even say peace never existed. Others claim it existed, but some sort of curse brought upon the world destroyed it. It's uncertain which one—peace or eternal warfare—is the truth, and which version is just rumour brought into existence because of the turmoil existing in this fragile world. 

The fate of other continents is unknown. Did the Wolf Riders reach those distant shores? 

The ocean between Keldarra and its neighbouring continent is too vast to breach with the small ships many seamen possess. The days of the majestic ocean-faring ships are long gone, a part of The Old Days. People now live in more close-knit communities and don't travel or venture out much. It seems most people who live in the turbulent Keldarra have grown to not care less about distant lands. 

Only the Keepers of Truth know. Or so it's whispered when people think no one in authority is listening. But even the Keepers of Truth are seen by many as a retelling - the traditional Keldarran word for a story - conjured up to explain the lack of anything being done about the turmoil in the world. No person, except those initiated into the Order, knows the truth about them, and even fewer understand why they keep their purpose so secret.

In the city of Ruh'nar, prosperity is relatively untouched by the warfare the Wolf Riders inflict upon the land. The latest whisper, however, is of an impending incursion by the Wolf Riders, who have become more aggressive and bolder in the last few decades - a menacing reality no one can ignore—

* * *
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CHAPTER ONE
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Marrida shudders at the thought of the Wolf Riders, hurrying home as fast as she can. She has heard the rumours that they are coming closer to Ruh'nar; every day the people of the city grow more fearful. Some have even started to make up retellings of having encountered the Wolf Riders, and many merchants who'd normally be busying themselves in the central market square now stay away.

The city feels so empty these days.

The pain of the impending incursion, whether or not the rumours are true, is visible on the faces of those Marrida passes in the streets. Even she is feeling fear in the deepest recesses of her heart, but it's not so much fear for herself. If the Wolf Riders are going to attack, what will happen to her younger brother?

"They'll snatch you too," she'd shouted at him in her latest fit of anger when he'd again mentioned his chosen vocation to her. Her brother, in turn, had stomped off to his room, slammed the door shut, and stayed there for hours. Not even a meal would tempt him out.

Another shudder of fear runs through Marrida. It is too risky for boys to be outside these days. The Wolf Riders are renowned for snatching them to be trained in the ruined city they claimed as their own centuries earlier. No one really understands why the Wolf Riders do this. Some say it is related to their own legends – although you can hardly call the retellings of a brutish group of men 'legends'. And now these men are targeting her city to plunder and destroy, taking even more power for themselves.

Marrida is a young, headstrong woman, only a few years beyond her woman initiation, First Rites. She and her younger brother and sister occupy a small but luxurious house on the most north-easterly street off the central market, just a few streets past her uncle's shop which sells exquisite pottery, leather wares and stone works. The district she lives in has been notable for centuries for its artisans, but even those are fewer these days as the residents of Ruh'nar seek safety in the untouched cities on the western coast of the vast continent. Although Marrida's district is still considered among the wealthiest parts of the fast diminishing city, even grandeur can pay the ultimate price.

Marrida sincerely hopes one day to convince her uncle that they too should leave, but he is probably as stubborn as she is. He tells her the family has lived in Ruh'nar for more than nine generations since leaving their original home behind, so they will stay in Ruh'nar.

* * *
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DEEP IN THOUGHT, Marrida passes her uncle's shop. She can hear noises from within, indicating her uncle, Joharan, and his five young apprentices are hard at work.

Years ago, she was in the shop as a young child. A group of seven cloaked women and a solitary man, who acted as their guard, entered and asked for her. With some reluctance, her uncle called her from the back room. When the women explained to him that they were looking for a stone of innocence and only a young girl could see its innocence, he agreed to the process, and let them use the room behind the storage area for privacy. Why he so readily allowed his young niece to be alone with this group of strangers is still a puzzle to Marrida.

Once they were alone, Marrida watched as the women took off their long, dark grey-blue cloaks and revealed themselves – the guard had gone outside by now. She realised from their appearance they were from the Temple – the mysterious building at the south end of the central square which only a few can enter.

The most striking thing about the group, at least in Marrida's young mind, was how wealthily dressed they were. The leader, whom she would come to know as Elder Sharriba, wore her silver-streaked hair tied back with a clasp studded with small gems, and her dress was the richest dark red. Sharriba's face was heart-shaped, and as a young woman, she must have drawn plenty of interest from men looking for a life partner. Her only piece of jewellery was a gem in the shape of a rubha apple hanging from a beaded chain around her neck, and Marrida couldn't keep her eyes off the gem however much she tried.

Sharriba's piercing green-grey eyes seemed to stare right through Marrida as she spoke to her. She told the young girl that she had observed Marrida in a dream, and like them, Marrida was destined to be a Keeper of Truth. At the time, Marrida did not understand what all this meant, but as she started her extensive training with Sharriba, she was quick to learn. 

The first thing the Elder told her was that no person, not even her family, should ever know that she was a Keeper of Truth. There would be dire consequences if it was ever discovered she had revealed this information. The punishment would be severe, but Marrida was not told how it would be 'imparted', as Sharriba put it.

Was that a bit of a play on words? Marrida thinks now, chuckling at the irony of dealing with truth while lying to kith and kin about what she does in the Temple. Sometimes the humour of the situation is easier to consider than the consequences of what she's doing in secret.

Three days after the fateful day in her uncle's shop, Marrida became an initiated Acolyte. That day, her destiny altered, giving her life a new meaning. But what Marrida didn't know was that this destiny would lead her towards another.

She was so innocent back then.

* * *
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MARRIDA SOON NOTICED Elder Sharriba singled her out for in-depth training and discussion. After a time, the other Acolytes started to treat her differently, to the point where she sensed their resentment as soon as she entered a room. It left her with no friends at the Temple, and at times loneliness overwhelmed her. There were three slightly older Acolytes who liked picking on her whenever she was alone in a room with them.

In her private history lessons with Elder Sharriba, Marrida learnt that the First Elder created the Order nearly a thousand years ago, at a time now commonly referred to as 'The Old Days'. The First Elder possessed the rare ability to see not only into the past, but also small fragments of the future, and that Elder was instrumental in entrusting two brothers with the task of creating a force of peacekeepers who could keep the world safe. Sharriba told Marrida never to mention any of this to the others in the Temple.

These two brothers lived in a city now lying in ruins, used as a base by the Wolf Riders. Why and how they changed from being peacekeepers to the warmongers of today is something the Keepers of Truth do not understand fully. One afternoon, while they were alone, Sharriba told Marrida her family came from that ancient city, but they fled and settled on the south coast. There, many generations later, her mother started her life. As Marrida learnt what her own uncle had kept hidden from her, she realised she had a further reason to hate the Wolf Riders.

The Elder explained about Marrida's merchant father's journey south to Marridina. When he saw Marrida's mother, he asked her to become his life partner, and she agreed. They bonded in a traditional ceremony after only knowing one another a single day, and this part of her family's history moved Marrida beyond words. It brought genuine tears to her eyes – both of remembrance and sadness.

Marrida wonders if she'll ever meet someone whom she can love so genuinely, and so quickly. And whether she'll be able to learn more about her parents' traditional ceremony, as Elder Sharriba never spoke any more about it.

This ceremony forced Marrida's mother to leave her duties as a Keeper. Several months before she'd died, her mother had come to see Elder Sharriba in person and asked the older woman to initiate Marrida into the Temple. Although it went against tradition, Elder Sharriba had agreed.

When the time came for Sharriba to honour her promise to Marrida's mother, it was necessary to test the girl's skills. Untested, she wouldn't be welcome at the Temple, even if the Elder insisted upon it. Marrida's mother had made Elder Sharriba a secondary guardian for her young daughter, Marrida's uncle being her other guardian, in case anything should happen to her and her life partner. They would remain her guardians until Marrida came of age and took over the duty of care for her two siblings.

Sharriba knew little about Marrida's father. He had been an affluent merchant who journeyed far and wide, selling the wares that Ruh'nar produced. This meant his growing family could live in the wealthiest parts of the city, and his children could attend the best school the city offered.

Marrida knew from Sharriba that her parents loved one another deeply. She loved both her parents with equal devotion, and hers was a close-knit and happy family. When the news arrived that her father had been killed on his travels, her mother had taken it badly. Heavily pregnant with the couple's third child, she had gone into early labour. Marrida's younger sister, Kalisa, had been born healthy, but her mother did not survive the birthing.

The rift between her two older children started that day.

* * *
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RUH'NAR IS A CITY OF about two hundred thousand people, the population swelling by more than fifty thousand on market days, such as the spring market, and even more when the annual Festival of the Rites – the initiation of youths into young adulthood – takes place. Some say the city once had over five hundred thousand residents, and at the time dwarfed the city now lying in ruins; the city whose name had been lost to the Wolf Riders. Some say that at that time, almost everyone in the two nearby provinces came to visit the city for the Festival. To Marrida, that explains the size of the Temple, which looks so large and ill-suited to Ruh'nar now.

Ruh'nar was the capital city in The Old Days. Situated in the centre of the tranquil province of Sabeya, a rich agricultural region famous for its rubha apples, Ruh'nar now feels more like an average provincial town. The smaller cities of the west coast have taken its place in size, appearance and grandeur.

Half of Sabeya is covered with dense forests of rubha apple shrubs. The shrub grows not into a tree, but into a thick rounded bush with dark green leaves. The tiny apples cover the bush, and when they ripen, they are pure white in colour and smell of honey. The citruses from the nearby Azamella province, some of which grow into fruits double the size of a man's fist, are sometimes mixed with rubha apples to make a tart spread eaten with bread. Both are harvested in the second month of the autumn season and placed into large wooden vats in readiness for the drying process that takes most of the cold winter months.

The other province is Marridina. On the coast, it is known for its delicious seafood which is brought back to Ruh'nar by merchants from the city on an almost daily basis. One such merchant was Marrida's own father, and it was on one such journey that he met Marrida's mother.

* * *
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MARRIDA IS SHIVERING. 

Either there's a chill in the air, or those Wolf Riders are making me feel edgy, she thinks, frowning. Her duty as a Keeper of Truth – even just an Acolyte – is bearing down on her more and more each day, but the rumours about the impending incursion by the Wolf Riders have got her scared for her whole family.

Today, after a long day of training, all the Acolytes were sent home for their own safety when the gong at the gatehouse struck. Marrida's uncle is only aware she works as a Temple Maiden, and prior to her First Rites, that was exactly what she did. Thus, up until the Festival, she was telling her uncle the truth. 

Now we no longer speak, she thinks sadly, so I don't have to tell him anything.

But Marrida is someone with a guilty secret. She has been doing visions by herself, even though Sharriba expressly forbade her to do this, and recently, a dangerous plan has started forming in her mind.

Little does she know as she walks towards her house that her plans are about to alter radically. Fate will soon set her on a path that will for ever change her life.
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CHAPTER TWO
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Marrida glances back towards the square, wondering why her uncle never told her that her mother was a Keeper. Does my uncle even know? Why has he never explained where the family originally came from all those generations ago?

Ruh'nar itself is divided into several districts, each with its own function. The district Marrida lives in is by far the wealthiest and best protected part of the city, home to artisans and merchants, and Marrida's uncle is one of the most powerful of them. Throughout the city and far beyond, he's recognised for his skills, and he maintains influential connections in the Council of Seven and the Office of the Merchant Clerk.

To the west side of the city is the building housing the Academy of Warfare. In days long past, this building would have been active, with hundreds of men and women training in the art of using spears and spear arrows, knife throwing, making and maintaining siege weaponry – skills required by the ancient protectors of Keldarra, who were the peacekeepers of the land and not the later menacing marauders they have become.

Now, most of the Academy of Warfare lies barren, like most buildings of the city.

Marrida remembers how she would implore her uncle to move to a city far away on the western coast, but he told her Ruh'nar is his home and he'll stay there until he's on his deathbed. She wonders whether he's so stubborn because he wants to be like his forebears in The Old Days, back in the city brought to ruins by the Wolf Riders.

What is the city called anyway? she ponders.

The Temple, where the Keepers of Truth reside, is in the largest part of the city. Many Acolytes and Keepers claim it would take from sunrise to past midday to walk from one end of the Temple garden to the other, and Marrida once stirred up a commotion by going missing for an entire morning in the garden. When she explained to Elder Sharriba on her return that she wanted to practise what she'd learnt about the Temple, the Elder had simply nodded in acknowledgement and did not say anything further, the suggested favouritism fuelling the suspicion and hatred the other Acolytes already felt towards Marrida.

Many also suggest that if you walk around the outside of the Temple, you will see the moon rise twice before you get back to the main stairs. Marrida has vowed to test this theory in her free time. There is no equal in size to the Temple anywhere, at least not since the most ancient of cities was destroyed by the Wolf Riders, leaving the Temple there as nothing more than a place for their wolves to sleep and eat.

No one knows how many Wolf Riders exist. There is talk of a group who have split themselves off from the rest and taken up residence on the most north-westerly coast of Keldarra in a rugged region called Zehar. Some say a man often travels from the ruined city to join these Wolf Riders, but as is the nature of rumours, no one is sure if this is the truth.

Truth, truth, always the damned truth.

* * *
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MARRIDA UNDERWENT FIRST Rites three years previously. Once initiated, she was permitted to become an Acolyte of Truth – essentially, the first training position for girls in the Temple before they go on to become Keepers after ten to fifteen years of hard study. At fifteen, she became the youngest Acolyte in the Temple, at least six years younger than the others had been when they entered the Order. Many older Acolytes thought Marrida was too young for the Learning, but every time they objected, Sharriba herself stopped them in their tracks.

The Acolyte training itself is split into four parts, each taking anything from a couple of years to half a decade, depending on the skill of the girl or woman receiving the training. The first part of the training took Marrida just over a year, thanks in part to the extra lessons she received from Sharriba. Marrida has repeatedly showed how strong she is in various tests, and Sharriba is certain she will finish all four levels of her training in under a decade. Marrida recognises it will be hard work, and the work will become even harder once she puts her secret plan in motion and tells her siblings about her status as an Acolyte.

Her duties at the Temple are many and endless. She's learning six forms of ancient dialect with accompanying writings, how to balance her thoughts, mathematics and the biology of animals, about plants and their various uses, and the Ancient Histories. She studies almost all day, and when she isn't studying, she is working beside Elder Sharriba, learning from her about the First Elder and the Forbidden Knowledge. The older woman possesses endless patience, and when something is unclear to Marrida, she explains until it's clear. This is knowledge no other Acolyte has, but her mother requested that Marrida be taught it.

Marrida's curiosity about her own mother is the reason why she has started to do visions by herself in secret. She has learnt about her mother's days as a Keeper and gained even more respect for her, and she now understands why her father fell in love with her mother so quickly. She has also glimpsed a woman whom she assumes to be her maternal grandmother. There was immense sadness in the woman's face, and it felt to Marrida as if the vision was trying to tell her something more. However, she isn't trained enough to see further into the past – yet.

One day I will see it, Marrida thinks, smiling inwardly.

This year it's the turn of her brother, fifteen-year-old Esbara, to participate in First Rites. As Marrida is considered, at least in name, to be his parental guardian, she has been to meet with the Council of Seven to submit his name for the ceremony. Why it's called the Council of Seven when it only consists of three people, two men and a woman, is another of the many mysteries puzzling Marrida. 

After Esbara has participated in the initial preparations, he will be considered ready for First Rites, and soon he will be a young adult. Esbara's ambition is to be admitted into what remains of the Academy of Warfare. He wants to become a soldier and protect the city and his sisters from danger – an ambition which led to his most recent quarrel with Marrida. In the end, he told her that soon he'd be a man, allowed to make his own decisions.

This quarrel happened two days ago, and they hadn't spoken much since until this morning's meal. Marrida then told him that his decision was probably one of the most dangerous things he could do, but after he argued it was better than risking being snatched by the Wolf Riders without any way to defend himself, she finally relented.

Their younger sister Kalisa is still too young to understand what all the fuss is about, or why her older sister and brother are arguing almost daily. She regards Marrida as her only mother, and her uncle Joharan is so old, to her he feels more like a grandfather than an uncle. He is the older brother of their late father, and there was an age gap of almost sixteen years between the two men.

The night of Kalisa's birthing, it rained hard. Their father had been on his last journey before the long winter months and planned to arrive home in time for the birthing. Instead, his family received the sad news that he had been ambushed and killed.

It's almost twelve years ago since Papa and Mam died.

Marrida sighs. Her own memories of her mother have come from her exposure to the Stone of Truth. Elder Sharriba considers them a necessary part of her training as an Acolyte of Truth to become the Keeper she is destined to be, so she has told Marrida all she knows about her mother. Unbeknown to Sharriba, Marrida has learnt other things about her mother from the visions she has done in secret. And as she learns more about her mother, she tells her younger siblings more about her. They think she can remember their mother because she is four years older than Esbara and seven years older than Kalisa; they do not yet know the knowledge comes from the gem hanging from a pale golden chain around Marrida's neck, hidden under her outer tunic.

The Stone of Truth is a remarkably unassuming gem, only interesting in the way it reacts. While inert, it is a cloudy white, not dissimilar to a unripe rubha apple in appearance, but when it's handled by a trained Keeper of Truth and used in the rituals the Keepers guard so meticulously, the gem lights up with a pale green tint at its base. Most gems are handed down from mother to daughter – always to daughters as it is forbidden for men to use the Stone of Truth.

Keepers give their gems a nickname, often calling them 'rubha gems' when they're in the presence of the uninitiated. If they hide a gem in a basket of rubha apples, it acts as an excellent disguise. The first time Sharriba referred to a 'rubha gem', Marrida giggled. Coincidentally, rubha apples are her favourite fruit, and she always has a couple of dozen in a brown woven basket at the back of her cooking room. She often puts her gem in the basket when she is cooking or bathing, and even with it sitting there in plain sight among the fruit, her siblings never register its presence.

Some say rubha apples are fruit given by the gods, and therefore the most precious fruit in existence. Marrida believes the Stone of Truth has been cut to a similar shape to remind its user of the precious nature of the rubha apple. Elder Sharriba has told the young Acolyte some of how the First Elder discovered how to use the gem for visions, and to Marrida, the idea of the rubha apple being a gift from the gods has something to do with it.

However, sometimes she isn't so sure her visions, or being a Keeper, are such a gift. From what she's learnt in her private Ancient Histories lessons with Elder Sharriba, nothing was able to prevent the Wolf Riders from becoming an evil force in the world, even though the First Elder had the gift of seeing the future.

There's another myth about the rubha apple, so old that not even the Keepers with their Stone of Truth can access it, which says the fruit was eaten only by royalty in The Old Days. The bushes were much rarer then than they are now, and their rarity made their fruit exclusive, but when the Wolf Riders killed all the growers of the bushes, they spread around the region by themselves.

Marrida ponders the retelling her uncle told her about The Old Days. He does not know much about this part of history, but what he does know amazed her – that is, until she used the Stone of Truth for the first time. Now she can almost live this ancient past. It will take several seasons of training to become more efficient, but Marrida has abundant skill and is learning fast. She has seen images of her mother as a young woman, and something about these visions makes her want to reach further back to The Old Days, but she keeps seeing unfamiliar cities, one of them seemingly in shadow. Instinctively, she knows these cities are going to be important to her in the future, so she has made a point of remembering them in detail in case she ever visits them.

Marrida opens the front door to her house and Kalisa rushes into her embrace. She's still young, but is the sort of person everyone likes, and she is highly intelligent. Kalisa speeds into the cooking room and walks back with a bowl of soup for Marrida, which she carries towards a table in the room directly next to the entrance door of the dwelling.

She's always so considerate whenever I get home.

Before Marrida can sit down to eat the hot soup with Kalisa and Esbara, loud shouts and a commotion come from outside. Marrida goes as white as moss ash.

"Go upstairs and wait there for me," she urges her brother and sister in a hushed voice.

After they go, Esbara rather reluctantly, Marrida steps outside, and tensely watches the turmoil weaving through the streets with the speed of an approaching storm.
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CHAPTER THREE
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Marrida stands for a few minutes, her mouth agape, her mind racing with two conflicting thoughts. 

Should any of the Wolf Riders come back and find the man and his wolf lying unconscious in the street, they will ransack all nearby houses as revenge, and Esbara may get snatched—

A shiver goes down her spine as she thinks more about the Wolf Rider with the black hair. Something tells her she wouldn't want to cross paths with this man. She listens, wondering if he'll return, but can only hear indistinct sounds. 

Deciding it's relatively safe once more, although the word 'safe' sounds hollow during a Wolf Rider attack, Marrida turns her attention to her second thought.

What can I do for the man and his wolf so none of the city defenders will find them and kill them?

Slowly, Marrida manoeuvres herself from the crevice in which she's been hiding. The man is lying still on the ground, a pool of blood gathering under his head, and the wolf beside him is injured as well. Marrida stares long and hard towards the square and spots no one. Glancing in the direction the dark-haired Wolf Rider rode away, she tilts her head for a moment, listening for any kind of noise, whether friend or foe. Finally, she paces towards the man and his wolf.

Several houses near hers were deserted months ago, so she doesn't need to worry about nosey neighbours catching her out, but as she is touching the man's neck to feel for a pulse, a noise behind her startles her. She turns on her heels, discovering Esbara and Kalisa standing at the open door of their house, looking pale and shocked.

"What are you doing to him?" Esbara hisses at Marrida.

"I heard someone throw stones at them. I'm checking if he's alive still."

"Do you think we should take him inside?"

Marrida examines Esbara's face for a few moments, wondering why he wants to help this man, a Wolf Rider, despite his talk of becoming a soldier to defend the city against them.

"Alright, but we need to bring the wolf into the garden as well," she replies.

Esbara runs over and takes the man's left arm, Marrida takes his right arm, and Kalisa picks up his weapons from the ground. After some effort, they get him and the weapons into the guest room next to the cooking room, then it takes all three of them to drag the wolf into the garden at the back of the house. 

Marrida grabs an old broom and a bucket of sawdust, usually used to clean the road of mud, and spreads several scoops of the fine dust over the bloodied part of the road, sweeping all evidence away. She then throws as many buckets of water as it takes to wash away the final few blood smears. Checking over her handiwork, after a few moments she throws some extra water onto the pavement, grabbing the bucket of sawdust and sprinkling some more on the street. The dust will dry quickly in the sun and blow away by itself.

She glances back and forth along the road one more time before hurrying into her house and bolting the door.

"No one can discover what we have done," she tells her younger siblings, who both nod solemnly. They all know the danger they will be in if the Wolf Riders come back, and if the Council of Seven, their uncle or any other people from the city find out about the Wolf Rider in their house, he will be killed.

* * *
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MARRIDA LOOKS AT THE injured man lying on the bed. She understands healing practices from her training as a Temple Maiden, but she does not know whether what she has learnt, or the treatment she can administer to him, will be enough. Only time will tell if he will live or die.

Then there's the wolf. It's a female wolf in early pregnancy.

Perhaps seven or eight pups though I don't know how long gestation lasts in this breed of wolf, Marrida thinks absentmindedly. At least, if she survives the head wound.

Walking out into the garden, Marrida is immediately struck by the appearance of the wolf and wonders where she came from. She has never seen a wolf as large as this one. Although she has heard that the Wolf Riders' wolves can grow as high as a man's chest, like everyone else she has dismissed this as a rumour. Now one of those fabled wolves is lying in Marrida's garden, panting for every breath she can get.

The colour of the wolf is fascinating. Most wolves near Ruh'nar are dark grey or black, but this wolf possesses a beautiful silver coat with white streaks of fur running to the tip of her tail. The tail ends in white, and most of the chest of the beast is white as well. Marrida feels the animal's fur. It's remarkably soft; obviously, someone has combed her with care.

Marrida walks back into the room where the man is lying, curious about him. He appears tall and muscular, but there's melancholy on his face even though he is unconscious.

Maybe I should use the Stone of Truth and try to glean some of his past, she muses. It would be the first time she has ever used the gem in the presence of other people, and the rules forbid this while she's still an Acolyte. In fact, even as a Keeper, it would be forbidden.

But who would know?

* * *
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MARRIDA SITS DOWN next to her brother, glancing first at Kalisa opposite her and then at Esbara. Both look at her with expressions that say, "What are we going to do now?" and Marrida decides she needs to tell them about the Stone of Truth. She must use her gem, and they will be watching her and wondering what she is doing.

Sighing, she says, "I have something I need to tell both of you." After some hesitation, she adds, "I'm a Keeper of Truth. Or, to be more precise, I'm being trained to be one at the Temple."

She glances at both her siblings as their expressions go from awe to disbelief before settling on admiration. Marrida takes the gem from around her neck and places it carefully in the middle of the table so both can see it.

"It looks like a rubha apple," Esbara says, chuckling.

"Yes, and we call it a 'rubha gem' because of that." 

"So how do you use it?" Kalisa whispers "Can you show us?"

"I'll show you both. I need to use this gem to find out who the Wolf Rider in the next room is." 

Kalisa and Esbara both nod in understanding.

"What does it do exactly?" Esbara probes hesitantly.

"It's a tool to observe events from the past," Marrida states, adding, "It can show me where the man lived before he became a Wolf Rider, whether he was snatched."

It occurs to Esbara as Marrida speaks why she is always so scared about him being in the streets, and he silently vows to stay safe from now on for her sake.

Marrida spends several hours demonstrating and explaining the use of the Stone of Truth to her siblings while dusk settles over the city and the shouting and fighting fade. With Esbara and Kalisa watching on apprehensively, she sits down on the chair beside the man. Glancing at him again and gathering her thoughts, she picks up the Stone of Truth from the low table in front of her. Esbara nods encouragingly at her, his expression one she has never seen on his face before. He appears to be both curious and annoyed, and Marrida realises that she has no right to object to his decision to become a defender of the city he grew up in when she has been keeping the importance of her own work from him.

Marrida closes her eyes and sighs deeply. She holds the Stone of Truth in her left hand with her right hand a small distance above it. Sensing the gem starting to glow in her hand, she opens her eyes, focusing on the fog-like orb appearing in front of her in mid-air. Her eyes become unfocused, and no sound other than that being emitted by the orb is heard.

Moments later, a large oval-shaped image hovers next to her. Esbara and Kalisa watch with mouths agape, now understanding that the rumours and retellings about the Keepers of Truth are all true – and their own sister is one of them.

Esbara watches Marrida. He notices her eyes go dark and opaque, and she isn't blinking anymore. He is focusing on the image which is hovering in front of him when Kalisa nudges him. The boy scrutinises his young sister and her questioning look, and an edge of fear in her eyes holds his attention. Esbara puts his arm around her, and the girl snuggles closer to him, putting her thumb in her mouth. She still does that when she is scared about something.

She is so young still. She must wonder what is going on.

Esbara focuses on the image again. He sees a boy not much older than himself. Glancing at the bed, Esbara realises it must be the Wolf Rider as a youngster.

Looking back at the image, he sees Wolf Riders. The boy is grabbed by the scruff of his neck and pulled onto a wolf in front of a stocky man with dark hair. Something about the man seems familiar, but Esbara cannot put his finger on what it is. His eyes narrow. The dark-haired man reminds him of why he wants to be a defender of the city. He needs to talk to Marrida about it later.

Kalisa is fascinated. Wondering if she could do what her sister is doing, she glances from the image to the man on the bed and back at the image. It is scary, but interesting. She cuddled up against Esbara when Marrida's eyes changed colour, becoming completely unfocused, but now she is starting to feel braver. She sits up and takes her thumb out of her mouth, eyeing Esbara. He glances at her and smiles encouragingly. She smiles back.

Marrida is confused at first about what she's seeing in the vision. Initially, she thinks the boy is her brother, but the streets and buildings around him are totally unfamiliar. She notes the presence of the stocky dark-haired man, aware that she saw him in the street moments before the man on her guest bed was injured, and she's curious to find out who he is.

Witnessing the boy being snatched, she realises how the man on her bed became a Wolf Rider. She can see the wolf she dragged to her garden and another wolf with tan fur. Both wolves appear massive, but the silver-coated one is bigger.

She views a terrace with chairs and a door leading to a room. It looks rather untidy, yet something about it indicates whoever lives there cares about their home. The same stocky dark-haired man and the man on her bed are sitting opposite each other, drinking. The two wolves are visible again, and Marrida senses that both the man on the bed and the wolf in the garden are connected to something greater than she can imagine – something that must be allowed to happen.

They both must live.

Then the image fades away, and Marrida wills her right hand to move from above the gem. Moments later she's staring at her siblings across the room.

"Some water please," she implores.

Esbara gets up, fills a nearby cup with some water from the jug on the cabinet behind him, and brings it over to his sister. He is frowning, thinking about what he has just witnessed.

"Why didn't you keep looking for more?" he enquires.

"It can be exhausting." Nodding at the unconscious man on the bed, Marrida explains, "I need to know more about him in the here and now before I can probe into his past."

She sips the water from the cup and thinks deeply.

"How much of it did you two see?" she asks, looking at Esbara and Kalisa in turn.

"We saw enough," Esbara replies, and Kalisa nods, agreeing with her brother.

"Remember, no one else can know about him," Marrida continues, again nodding in the direction of the unconscious man and adding sternly, "Neither can anyone know I showed you the Stone of Truth being used."

Esbara and Kalisa both reassure her that they understand. Marrida puts the gem back on its chain, and puts the chain around her neck, pulling her hair over it before tucking the gem away. She lets her hand rest over the lump, the Stone of Truth hidden under her tunic, and sighs again. Glancing at the man on the bed, she wonders how many more times she'll need to use the gem before she knows enough about him – who he is, and whether her guess is correct that one of the cities on the west coast was the image in the vision.

Marrida gets up slowly. "Let's eat," she states. Her siblings get up too, and all three go into the cooking room. Esbara sits on the bench beside the table to eat the soup which Kalisa returned to the cooking room before she went upstairs with him hours earlier. Kalisa, however, first runs to the window and glances into the back garden, staring with awe at the wolf lying there, still unconscious but breathing slowly and steadily.

"Kalisa!" The young girl is startled by her name being called. She turns and goes to sit beside her brother, while Marrida reheats the soup. Then Marrida sits down opposite her brother and sister.

The meal is accompanied by inconsequential chatter, mostly initiated by Kalisa who is still too young to realise the significance of what has happened to them all on this day. She is telling them both about her visit to their uncle's shop, and how Damir demonstrated stone working to her and promised to teach her to do some for herself tomorrow.

"Damir is so amusing whenever I visit the shop," she says with a big grin on her face.

Damir is almost six years older than Kalisa and became Joharan's apprentice eleven years ago. He and Kalisa are the best of friends, and Marrida and Esbara smile at each other, knowing looks in their eyes. They know Damir likes their sister a lot.

Neither Marrida nor Esbara talk much at first during the meal, but encouraged by Kalisa's endless chatter, they start to join in. By the end of the meal, everyone is chatting and laughing like it is an ordinary evening.

* * *
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AFTER THE MEAL, MARRIDA tucks Kalisa in bed and kisses her goodnight. She then walks downstairs to the guest room with the Wolf Rider in it and is surprised to find her brother sitting on the chair beside the bed, staring at the injured man intently.

He looks up as she enters the room. "Who is he?"

"I don't know," she replies.

"How old do you think he is?"

"While he's unconscious like this, he seems younger than he may be. He could be as young as twenty or as old as thirty."

They look each other in the eyes, each with their own thoughts about the events of the day. Both are tired but are not feeling ready for bed. Marrida guesses that Esbara is probably thinking the same things as she is, and more. She is thinking about the Stone of Truth and wondering if she should try to do a vision again.

Reaching up to the bulge under her tunic, she holds her hand there while glancing at Esbara. His eyes trail down to where the Stone of Truth hangs around her neck and his facial expression answers her unspoken question.

"Use it," he states simply. "But tomorrow when you aren't tired."

After checking the injured man, both Esbara and Marrida go to their own beds, and not long afterwards, all the lights are extinguished in the house. Sleep comes slowly for Marrida, who lies awake for several hours thinking about the events of the day. From now on, her life will be different. It's almost as if her initiation as an Acolyte of Truth is happening again, except in reverse.

Now she has used the Stone of Truth around uninitiated people, she will have to be extremely careful at the Temple. Elder Sharriba will be furious if she ever finds out what Marrida has done today, downstairs in the room where an unknown man lies sleeping.

Tiredness overcomes Marrida in the end, and once she has fallen into a deep and restful sleep, the whole house settles into peace and quiet. The only sounds come from the wolf in the garden, yipping softly as she lies unconscious in a strange city.

And in the guest room on the ground floor, dreams come slowly into the man's mind too – dreams he has dreamt many times before of a girl with golden-blonde hair, a curious gem hanging on a delicate chain around her neck.
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Kalisa is the first to rise, a routine of almost seven weeks now. Before the arrival of the man in the bed downstairs, her brother or sister often needed to come into her room to wake her, but now, she's eager to climb up on her bed and glance down at the wolf below. Her window overlooks the garden behind the house, and each day the young girl watches the wolf, but the beast never moves.

Today, however, the wolf lifts her head when she hears a noise coming from above her. She sniffs the air, analysing the unfamiliar surroundings with her wolf senses.

Kalisa calls out, "Wolfie? Wolfie?"

The wolf in the garden glances around. Her nose catches the scent of her master, but where can he be? She tries to lift herself up, but slumps back down in pain.

Marrida is woken by Kalisa's voice calling for the wolf. She gets up and goes to her sister's room where Kalisa is leaning from the window, looking down. Marrida sits beside her on the bed and puts an arm around the girl in a protective manner; she doesn't like it much when her sister leans from the window, which is something Kalisa seems to be doing a lot lately.

"Is the wolf awake?" Marrida asks sleepily.

Kalisa turns around and nods.

"What are we going to do with the wolf?"

"I'm not certain yet," Marrida acknowledges. "It depends on the man downstairs."

"Possibly we need to check on him."

Marrida nods, and they descend the stairs, walking through the large cooking room and entering the room where the man is resting. Marrida checks his breathing and feels his forehead.

Seems his fever has finally broken, and his breathing is becoming normal again.

She has been caring for the man since the Wolf Riders' attack seven weeks earlier, giving him sleep-inducing liquids to calm his body from the occasional convulsions he's experienced as he has drifted in and out of fever from the severe wound inflicted on him by someone defending the city, but he has never once regained consciousness. Just as she thinks today will be the same and decides to leave, the man on the bed grabs her hand.

Marrida blanches and freezes in place.

"Where am I?" he rasps.

"You're in my house," she replies, motioning at Kalisa to get Esbara. Kalisa nods, turns and runs upstairs. Moments later, she returns with Esbara, dragging the somewhat sleepy boy by one hand.

Marrida inspects the man carefully as he holds her arm. The strength in his grip slowly starts to lessen. He needs to heal more.

"What's your name?" Marrida quizzes.

"My...name...is Alag—"

The man has lost consciousness again. His grip slips away, and Marrida's arm is free. She glances at Esbara and Kalisa, seeing their faces showing the same curiosity as she is feeling. They need more information about this man. They are aware of the danger he presents – a Wolf Rider in their home – but they don't know where he is from.

"I need to eat something before I start," Marrida states in answer to her siblings' unspoken question, "I'll eat here in case he wakes again."

For a few minutes, Marrida ponders whether to use the Stone of Truth once more now the man has awoken. Every time she has tried, she has failed to discern anything more than the first vision revealed.

Esbara nods and turns to get bread, butter and a honey and fruit spread from the cooking room. Kalisa pulls a chair to the window, climbs on top of it and gazes out.

"The wolf is definitely awake, Marrida," she says.

Marrida paces to the window and gazes out, marking the wolf's location in the corner of the garden. With her head held high, the wolf is turning her ears in all directions as though a sound has caught her attention.

Marrida glances back at the unconscious man on the bed, a concerned frown forming on her face. Can the wolf hear the man's voice? What am I going to do with the beast if he dies?

Sitting at the small table at the foot of the guest bed, Marrida eats the bread her brother has given to her. He's cut several pieces, coated each with some butter, and spread the honey and fruit mixture over the top. Marrida savours the bread slice; the spread, produced in Marridina, is a speciality of their mother's home town, a small coastal town called Ezamir. It consists of autumn honey which has been aged throughout the winter and finely chopped kima berries. When the kima bush bears its small bright purple berries in the spring, they are harvested, cooked slowly until soft, and chilled on ice slabs for a week. They are then well chopped and mixed in with the honey, giving it a blue colour and adding a slightly tart flavour to offset its sweetness. Marrida was overjoyed when she found a merchant was coming from Ezamir to Ruh'nar once every two seasons, bringing the honey and fruit mixture with him. It gave her something flavoursome to remember her mother by.

A noise coming from the bed makes Marrida stop eating, and she glances at the man. Two vivid blue eyes are staring back at her.

He's awake.

"How do you feel?"

"My head hurts," he replies. 

Marrida perceives how softly spoken he is.

"You were injured."

He nods, reaching up to his head and noting an expertly wrapped bandage surrounding his scalp.

"What happened to me?"

"Do you remember attacking the city?" Esbara almost shouts at him. Marrida gives him a stare to shut him up.

"You're a Wolf Rider, aren't you?" she asks.

The injured man nods.

"Someone threw two rocks at you. One hit you, the other hit your wolf—"

"Where's Yalla?" he asks, panic in his voice.

"Who's Yalla?"

"My wolf."

"The wolf is sleeping in our garden," Kalisa speaks up this time. The man regards the young girl, who eyeballs him back with curiosity and a touch of defiance.

She's young to have such courage, but she has confirmed the wolf is alive and well. He pierces the air with a whistle, and a grunt from outside confirms his wolf's location.

The woman said a stone injured Yalla. He reaches up to his face and rubs his hand over the advanced stubble.

"How long have I been here?" he murmurs.

"Seven weeks," Marrida replies. "Most of the time, you lay unconscious in a high fever."

A searching hand again reaches to where the pain is coming from, but when it touches the edge of the bandage, the man decides to lower it and examine the woman standing next to the bed instead. With a start, he realises why she seems so familiar – she is the woman he has seen in his dreams.

Marrida peers down at the man as he whistles for the wolf again. This more than anything confirms him as a Wolf Rider. She has heard they possess an uncanny ability to communicate with the wolves they command. But she also remembers the vision she did. Needing to talk with the man, she motions to her siblings to come with her to the cooking room.

"He may not be communicative if both of you are in the room, so I want you to stay in the cooking room, concealed near the door. Listen to what he says, but do not interfere."

Both her siblings nod. Esbara takes Kalisa's hand and leads her to the corner of the room, where they sit down on the floor. Once they are settled, he holds his finger to his mouth to warn his younger sister to stay quiet.

Marrida walks back into the room where the man is resting and waiting for her. When she enters, he glances towards her and notices she's returned alone. Marrida catches sight of his vivid blue eyes once more as she grabs a chair and puts it close to the bed, studying his face.

"What's your name?" she questions, sitting down. "You started to tell me before, but lost consciousness."

"My name is Alagur."

"And you're a Wolf Rider?" He nods again. "But you weren't a Wolf Rider all your life," she adds hesitantly, wondering how much to tell him.

He gapes at her, astounded. "I have always been a Wolf Rider."

"No," Marrida replies.

An uneasy silence follows for a few minutes, then Alagur speaks again.

"I think I've seen you in dreams," he says, his face going bright red. Dammit, he thinks. What's wrong with me? Why do I go red like I'm ashamed of what I'm saying?

Marrida nods. As a Keeper of Truth, or an Acolyte at least, she knows dreams hold importance and are tools either to put a day's events in order or to open the mind to suggestions. She needs to determine if it's the former or the latter in the case of this man.

"Do you understand who I am?" she asks. The man shakes his head. "My name is Marrida. Why do you say you see me in dreams?"

Alagur contemplates her words. She isn't mocking him, or at least, it does not seem as though she is. Something about her seems simultaneously familiar and unfamiliar. He scrutinises her thoroughly. She has long blonde hair, a slender heart-shaped face, and blue eyes with long dark lashes framing them, and she is tall and slim. She is wearing a long grey-blue dress tied at the waist with a cloth belt.

Like in my dreams, he muses. Noticing the bulge under her tunic, he wonders what it represents.

Marrida patiently waits for an answer from the man. Except for his vivid blue eyes, she doesn't see anything about this man she finds especially appealing. The fact he's a Wolf Rider, one of the brutish men who'd snatch someone like her own brother, makes him even less appealing to her. Yet there's something about him; something about his demeanour almost convinces her he's one of the neighbouring artisans' sons who occasionally try to court her.

She shrugs off the thought.

"I keep having dreams, and the woman appearing in them resembles you." His voice is almost a whisper.

"I think I need to explain something about who I am," she responds. Reaching up and pulling a gem on a gold chain from under her tunic, she dangles it in front of her body. Alagur's eyes fly open in shock.

"The gem...in my dream—" he stammers.

"Do you know what the gem it is?"

"It's a gem you use to see things." His voice cracks under the strain of his shock as the reality of his situation dawns on him.

"It's called the Stone of Truth," Marrida says. "We use it to view the past. I can see your past with it."

Alagur is dumbfounded. All his dreams are turning out to be true.

"What are you going to do with it?" he asks.

"If you wish, I can check your past to find out more about you. But only if you wish."

Alagur stares into the space in front of him. He's aware of the woman beside him, waiting patiently for an answer.

Do I want to know more about myself?

He ponders the question long and hard, thinking about Yalla. When he whistles for her, he hears the wolf answer.

He considers the woman's words once more.

"Can my wolf be here with me when you do this?"

Marrida thinks for a moment, then she nods hesitantly.

"Esbara," she calls out.

Her brother walks into the room and waits for instructions from her. He has already guessed what she's going to ask, but remembers his sister's instructions not to interfere or give any hint that he's been listening in. As soon as she has spoken again, he leaves the room, and a few moments later, he's back. Following him is the wolf, who instantly goes to the man on the bed. Laying her head on his leg, she yips until his hand signal makes her lie down at his feet at the end of the bed.

Marrida nods approvingly while Esbara gawks at the giant wolf in awe.

Once Esbara has left the room again, Marrida scrutinises the man on the bed and then the wolf. She is loyal to her master for sure.

Marrida glances down at the gem, hanging from the golden chain which she is holding in her left hand. When she looks up, she sees the man looking at the gem with curiosity. Like everyone else, he has believed the Keepers of Truth to be nothing more than a myth or a rumour. Alagur knows what the Wolf Riders say about their own beginnings, how they rebelled to become pillaging warriors rather than the peacekeepers they were almost a thousand years ago. And the rumour which circulates among them is that one of those calling themselves Keepers assisted them in their rebellion.

Alagur wonders how this young woman knows of his past, or the Wolf Riders. He considers for a moment whether to tell her about the Wolf Riders' history, but recalling her brother's earlier disdain, he holds his tongue.

Marrida takes the gem off the golden chain, which she puts on the bench beside her. Alagur watches as she places the gem on her left hand, then she positions her right palm a short distance above it. His eyes grow wide as a disc-shaped image appears next to the woman.

The next image makes him go pale as he watches a familiar black-haired man grab a boy and drag him on top of a wolf. This is a man he knows as a friend.

As Alagur views his history unfolding, a flood of long-forgotten memories invades his mind. The next emotion he feels is intense anger about Samur and his trickery, followed by sadness as he spies a young girl, a few years younger than Kalisa, running after him with tears streaming down her dirty face. 

Something about the girl is familiar—

My sister. What happened to her after I disappeared?

Marrida isn't aware of the emotions she is stirring in the man on the bed. She is searching for answers – answers as to who he is, where he's from, and more importantly, why he is with the Wolf Riders. In her eagerness to see more, she goes past the time of Alagur's youth, and in a flash is almost a thousand years ago.

Alagur is startled by the images he's seeing. He is familiar with the legends of the first Wolf Riders, Sey'qar and Yozan, and he realises the vision is showing him glimpses of why the Wolf Riders are as they are now. He watches the two men of the distant past plotting to bring disarray to the world for their own greed, and marks the similarity between their plans and what he and Samur were planning to do once they were both back in City of Wolves.

Feeling unexpected shame about the similarities between himself and the first Wolf Riders, Alagur tries to stop Marrida's vision. In desperation, he reaches up to grasp her hands, but instead of pulling the woman out of her trance-like state, he feels a connection between himself and the gem in her hands.

Marrida realises what is happening and forcefully snaps herself back to reality. She scowls at the man.

How dare he touch the sacred gem?

"What do you think you are doing?" she snaps at him. Her angry voice causes Yalla to growl menacingly, making her even angrier. "Shut your wolf up."

Alagur bows his head and the wolf stops growling.

"Don't you know it is forbidden for men to touch this gem?" Marrida glowers at him and Alagur shakes his head. He didn't know. He realises there's much he didn't know.

"I'm sorry," he says softly.

Marrida peers at him in silence for a few minutes, realising that she too has done many things which are forbidden when it comes to the gem. First she told her siblings about it, then let them witness her visions, and now she's allowing this man to see her work with it too.

"Do you mind if my brother and sister sit in with us?" she asks eventually, taking a breath to calm herself.

Alagur shakes his head. He doesn't mind. He admires the young girl for her courage, and Esbara reminds him of himself as a boy.

"Esbara, Kalisa, please come in here," Marrida calls out.

After a few minutes, both youngsters walk into the room, Kalisa immediately running to the wolf and snuggling up beside her. Yalla sniffs the girl's hand and leg before laying her head down. Kalisa scratches the wolf's head and smiles at the man in the bed. He smiles back at her weakly before resting his head on the pillow and closing his eyes, exhausted.

Esbara grabs a chair from the corner of the room and sits down beside his older sister, watching the man with both curiosity and dismay. He still doesn't like having a Wolf Rider in their home, but decides to keep quiet out of respect for his sister.

He glances from the corner of his eyes towards Kalisa with the wolf. How can she not be afraid of the beast?

All four of them are silent for a while, deep in their own thoughts about what to do next. It's Kalisa who's the first to speak.
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"Marrida, what were those two cities you viewed the first time you showed us how you use the Stone of Truth?"

Alagur's eyes fly open and he looks at Marrida. Has she used the gem more than once around me?

Before Alagur manages to say anything, Marrida speaks. "Yes, I viewed two cities. One looked a lot like the city I learnt about in Ancient Histories—"

Marrida decides to ask Alagur a crucial question, which will explain some of the visions she has done. She has noted the same city repeatedly in visions involving her mother and thinks it must be a clue, letting her know her family has a connection with it. The other city, which she first spotted seven weeks earlier, was equally unfamiliar. It was a coastal town with what must at one point have been a magnificent, well-organised harbour. She saw tiny fishing vessels dotted along the dilapidated pier, which had clearly been in a state of disrepair for some decades.

Marrida decides not to mention the other cities she has seen.

"Alagur," Marrida begins, and the man looks her straight in the face with a hint of curiosity, "where do you live now?"

Alagur is a bit startled by the question. It isn't what he expected to be asked, and he pauses to think. If he tells her something other than the truth, she'll eventually find it out anyway. He knows something of the reputation of the Keepers of Truth, even if his knowledge is sketchy.

"I live in a city located to the north-east of here. It isn't really a city anymore as most of it lies in ruins. We call it City of Wolves." 

To Marrida, the revelation comes as a lightning strike on a clear day. It confirms to her that one of the cities she has perceived in her visions is where the Wolf Riders have their base.

But what are the other three cities I have seen? Could I have seen the city in which the Keepers of Truth originated as well?

Marrida is thinking so hard she doesn't realise the man is looking at her intensely. However, Esbara does notice, and he's not happy at the way the Wolf Rider is looking at his sister. But remembering his sister's earlier words of warning, he doesn't speak. Instead, he forces himself to watch Kalisa's interactions with the wolf.

Alagur continues staring at Marrida. Something deep inside him is stirring at her beauty, and it takes all his willpower to stop himself from touching this woman he has only just met. He is confused, and his confusion causes anger to well up inside him about his own behaviour.

Why am I having these feelings? 

* * *
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WHEN MARRIDA'S ATTENTION returns to Alagur, she sees him sleeping peacefully. Marrida takes her siblings to the front room so they can talk without Alagur overhearing them. They sit on the sofa covered with hand-stitched cushions that their mother sewed. Kalisa sits on the corner of the sofa, while Yalla, who unexpectedly decided to follow the girl, lies down on the floor in front of her.

Marrida thinks long and hard before speaking to her siblings, both of whom are waiting patiently for her to break the silence.

"I did two visions about Alagur. They had unexpected results because I also discerned a distant past."

"What did you see?" Esbara urges.

"The time when the Wolf Riders became what they are now. I think Alagur may know who the men in the vision were."

Both her siblings stare at Marrida in shock. It's Kalisa who speaks.

"You mean to say Wolf Riders didn't exist a long time ago?"

Marrida nods without saying anything further. She thinks it best for her siblings to come to their own conclusions, and then ask her for more information about the visions she has done. Strangely, both remain quiet. Even the usually talkative Kalisa is subdued, giving Marrida a chance to ponder over the recent events.

There's one more thing worrying her. The black-haired man did indeed come back into the street to search for his companion, but when he didn't find Alagur, he rode off cursing so loudly that Marrida could hear every word from behind the closed door of her dwelling. She considers whether she should ask Alagur about the stocky man, but decides against it for now. If he wants to know whether the man came looking for him, he will surely ask her.

The words spoken by the stocky man are the most worrying part of it all. They weren't spoken in any dialect that Elder Sharriba has been teaching her, yet something about them sounded familiar.

Marrida gets up and walks to the doorway to glance into the room where Alagur is. She looks him over, marking that his breathing is shallow but regular, indicating he is deep in a restful sleep, free from fever.

She turns after a few minutes and rejoins her siblings on the sofa. When she sits, it's Esbara who speaks up next, looking down at his hands in his lap as he asks the question.

"Are we going to keep both the man and the wolf here? And if not, how are we going to get them out of the city?

"And what about Uncle Joharan?" This time the question comes from Kalisa, raising a point neither of her siblings has had time to think over. It occurs to Marrida that Joharan hasn't come to check whether his kin is safe since the incursion. She looks at Esbara for a long time before answering in a voice that's almost a whisper.

"We must keep them safe, but he needs to go home."

It isn't the answer Esbara wants to hear. He looks up and stares into his sister's eyes, swallowing hard as he weighs up his reply. Marrida sees something more is bothering him.

"He can't stay here," she adds before he can speak again. "He's a Wolf Rider so he needs
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