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"No, no, no..." Marrida shouts at the book she is reading. Alagur looks up at her, curious but worried.

"What's wrong?" he queries hesitantly.

"I just translated the last part of this page, and it's about something that happened to Elder Sharriba at nineteen years old," Marrida replies, frowning. Alagur gets up from the table and walks in several fast strides over to Marrida, sitting down next to her.

"You see this writing here?" Marrida says, pointing her slender finger at the bottom half of the right-hand page. He nods. "It says she went on a journey and got attacked by Wolf Riders... and..."

Marrida swallows hard, but refuses to continue reading what the page says. Alagur looks at the wording and blanches. He has also got a good grip of the dialect, which is Elder Sharriba's mother tongue, and what he reads here is that she was attacked and raped.

After several minutes, Marrida continues. Without hurrying through the description, she states what she was trying to convey to the man.

"It says she was attacked, and after the man forced himself on her, she became pregnant. She says this on the next page. Which I checked. This was the reason she refused my uncle's offer and was so abrupt with him, although it wasn't the only reason, as we know."

"If he ends up knowing about this, it will make him sad, or maybe angry. Maybe he will even feel betrayed by her," Alagur interjects.

"But why would he feel betrayed?" Marrida asks, frowning.

"Because if he asked her to be his life partner, obviously he wanted to have children with her..."

Alagur stops talking. He's not aware yet if Marrida wants any children, and he has just brought up the topic.

He has been listening to Marrida's many stories about her family ever since they started their journey together two years ago. Once they arrived in Damrachia, which they soon discovered is the North City's name, she also told him of her life in the Temple. In none of the stories did she ever mention Sharriba having had a child, so the revelation is as shocking to him as it is to her. More so because it mentions the involvement of the Wolf Riders.

"I wonder why she never told my uncle about her pregnancy," Marrida blurts out. "Or anyone else."

Alagur nods, realising that Marrida is ignoring his suggestion about children or didn't hear it. Under his breath, he ends his sentence with "... as I would with you..."

"I think she might have considered that it would affect her place at the Temple," Alagur acknowledges out loud. "You always told me your mother left when your father asked her to be his life partner. What if a pregnancy such as this had complicated things and forced Sharriba to give up the child or face expulsion?"

Through translations of the journal and the few things her uncle Joharan told her before she left on her journey, Marrida now understands better how he had feelings for her mentor, and Acolyte Sharriba explains in her journal how moved she was when he asked her to be his life partner. But complications existed, in that Alagur is right. Sharriba had committed herself to becoming an Elder, having been selected as the successor for the Elder who presided over the Temple. This Elder is never named, but Marrida is certain this was Kyrana. Then there was the more delicate matter of Sharriba being with child and having somehow to hide it and give the baby away for another woman to take care of. The birthing took place when Sharriba was a nineteen-year-old woman, seemingly during the missing time between when she was sixteen and first met Marrida's uncle, and when she met him once more at twenty-two.

The ancient city's name is mentioned in part of the disguised text which Marrida discovered by chance during her and Alagur's brief stay at the fourth watchtower. It contains a mixture of text that Marrida has determined originates from the Forbidden Knowledge books. And the more Marrida learns, the more it convinces her that Callers originally possessed the Forbidden Knowledge books. They would have had a place in the library of the Temple of Azaquina, or perhaps the Temple of Masharea, as those two cities were presided over by Callers. They didn't belong in the hands of Keepers. But Emelyse and Jarryca indicated to Marrida that the Order might have had three Elders in each Temple - a Keeper, a Preserver, and a Caller. The distorted vision that Marrida did confirmed this, and showed her that three Elders became two at an unknown point in time - longer ago than the events in Masharea, by which time having two or three Elders had already passed into the darkness of history.

Marrida and Alagur pack up and go for a trek through the city to scout for buildings which might show its origins. The woman spots a dark building, the architectural appearance of which shows it might have been a Temple... once. But the distorted facade which represents itself is nothing like the majestic white stone building in the central part of Ruh'nar.

A few hours later they're back in the library, where Marrida continues reading the revelations about Elder Sharriba as a younger woman. She doesn't realise it, but perhaps the reason her own mother left the Order relates to what she is reading. If her parents committed to being life partners just a day after they'd met, any baby they had would have meant her mother's expulsion. Sharriba was already the Elder by the time this happened. But there seems to have been more at play than just an unplanned pregnancy, a rejected proclamation of love, and Marrida's mother leaving so suddenly from the Order. There's a connection. As Marrida reads, and re-reads the text she has translated, all these things whirl through her mind. It makes her wonder if what she perceived in the vision of Sharriba and the woman who was perhaps the Elder at the time was the older woman instructing the young Sharriba to give up her child. This would be one more reason for the sadness she displayed in the scene.

"Seems the plot thickens," Alagur says with a wry smile, adding, "if she didn't give birth to the baby in Ruh'nar, where did she go? Where could she go for such an event?"

"Even more importantly, who did she give the baby to?" Marrida points out, looking at Alagur beside her with a worried frown.

"Does she give any names in the text?" Alagur enquires. He's able to read some parts of the text, but by his own admission is not one hundred percent efficient.

Marrida looks at the text again, turns the page, and reads the next page as intently. "I think so," she says. "She claims she named the child before she handed him over to the woman who took him as her own..."

"What name?" Alagur enquires.

"The text is somewhat faded here... as if water dropped on the parchment... or perhaps not water. Someone's tears could have caused it. Let me check it carefully..."

Alagur waits patiently, eyeing Marrida as she works on the almost faded lettering.

"I think I've got a name..."

"What name is it?" Alagur's curiosity is etched in his voice.

"It's possibly Beldrin or Beldran, depending on whether she wrote the name in her own dialect or the dialect of the woman who adopted her son..."

Alagur's eyes fly open in shock.

"Remember, I told you I know someone called Belduran? And he is the correct age to be this child."

"Does he know where he's from?" Marrida asks.

"He always claimed he's from one of the southern provinces," Alagur explains. "He told us the legend of the Pass of the Two Bells as if he grew up hearing it."

"It says here she left her son with a woman who lived in the south. But she doesn't give the woman's name or where she might have lived," Marrida states in a low voice, after checking the journal once more. "However, his knowledge of the legend is an important clue..."

Marrida puts her hand over her mouth as she realises something.

"If Belduran is the boy Sharriba talks about, and if Sharriba is still alive when we end all this, we might reunite a mother and a son."

Alagur nods in agreement.

* * *
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As the months have passed, Alagur's desire to be reunited with his younger sister has grown, but he knows the city they snatched him from lies on the west coast of Keldarra. He and the woman beside him are in the most north-eastern city on the continent, probably more than a year's travel from there. And the plan they have decided on is to travel south first to do more research in and around Achellon, which is becoming more and more prominent as a place to visit as their research advances.

He takes Marrida's hand in his own and looks at her. "We'll make all this right somehow," he says, and he means it. "One day, we will sort all this and end all this... the legend that the Wolf Riders call The Truth says so."

Alagur chuckles as he ends the sentence. He has developed a sarcastic but amusing habit of poking fun at everything the Wolf Riders treat as important. It causes Marrida to chuckle too. And they both end up laughing until each of them feels stinging in the sides of their belly and tears are rolling down their cheeks.

"I want to visit the other library before dusk falls over the city," Marrida says as she wipes tears of laughter from her eyes. Alagur nods, but frowns in concern. He still has misgivings about the city they are in, and he constantly feels they need to be on their guard. He heeds the words Emelyse, Bergas's mother, spoke before he and the woman beside him set off to the higher elevation of the Upper Plains - the name Bergas conveyed to them as that of the northeastern mountain ranges. Not only Emelyse but also her uncle's friend Eldagu warned Marrida specifically about the danger of anyone in this region of Keldarra knowing she is a Keeper. They've been in Damrachia now for almost two seasons after a journey of over a year to get there, and when alone in the small dwelling they've gained as a temporary lodging, Marrida often whispers to the man of the discomfort she feels when walking through the city's streets.

Many of the buildings in the city look alien to both of them, and Marrida surmises, mostly based on what Eldagu told her, that the architecture is perhaps close to that created by the original masters governing the city - the warlords who came from Queltha. Marrida privately wonders what the architecture in Queltha looks like now, and if the land still has the wealth that paid for its conquests, but she decides she'll never know.

Marrida and Alagur pull their long, dark cloaks over their heads. Both have developed the habit of doing this since they arrived at the city's high walls. They want to move through the city unnoticed.

A chill in the air catches Marrida's attention, and she compares the persistent winter weather which seems to permeate this region of Keldarra to the weather in other parts. It makes her miss the warmer climes of Ruh'nar more than ever. Even the man, who is hardier than she, perceives the bite of the winter chill easily.

They walk out of the small library building they have visited at the south end of the city, close to what is in Marrida's mind the ominous facade of the Temple. As they walk past the building, she notices both its doors are open, and she witnesses a row of women standing on its steps. Her instinct tells her if selecting young Acolytes is similar now to that of the past, the fate of some girls standing with older women won't be peaceful and restful like the environment the Temple of Ruh'nar offers. If some whispers she has overheard are true, they have sent these girls to the Temple for servitude.

This raises an interesting question.

Sharriba's journal and the story told to Marrida by Jarryca agree on one fact: Kyrana came from a city in the most north-eastern corner of Keldarra. Jarryca showed Chiva'na still has two Elders, and it seems they banished her from Ruh'nar for mentioning this.

Sharriba's journal mentions something about a conversation she had with Kyrana as the old woman lay dying. Kyrana insisted that Sharriba should never seek to add a second Elder to the Temple of Ruh'nar. She explained that in the place she left as a twelve-year-old girl, which is listed as Damrachia, it was a common thing, but she was sent away because something had gone bad over there. It makes Marrida wonder how this revelation and Kyrana being the instigator of the burning of the Temple of Azaquina fit together. Did she do that because she discovered the Elder there was the woman she banished all those years earlier? And if they sent her from this city, where something dark is going on with the Order, was that the reason she banished a Caller from the Temple of Ruh'nar? Was it because that person was a threat to her plans? Why is having a second Elder so dangerous - or a third as Jarryca had suggested that originally there were three?

Something happened which made Kyrana bitter, and it was during this time that the test, which Marrida herself was subjected to by Elder Sharriba, was introduced for every new girl who wanted to join the Temple. They designed this test not to filter out those with the skill from those without, but to filter out those with the traits of a Caller or Preserver from those who would be a Keeper.

Marrida often thinks about her uncle's grandmother and her enigmatic skill of being able to see both past and future events. In other words, she was both Caller and Keeper. Marrida wonders again how and why she was never discovered to have the skill. Who kept her skill hidden from everyone? Her own mother, perhaps? Joharan's grandmother was an elderly woman when he was a year away from Second Rites, and when Marrida works out the ages of everyone involved, she would have been about forty years older than Elder Kyrana. Did Elder Kyrana banish her from the Temple when she started the testing? Was Joharan's grandmother maybe the last woman to be a Second Elder in Ruh'nar when she appointed Elder Kyrana?

Every time Marrida thinks of this, she shakes her head as it makes little sense to her. She has tried to do a few visions discretely to see more of her uncle's grandmother, but the only one she's able to access is of her at a very old age with a young man sitting next to her. Marrida recognises him as her uncle because of two very distinctive features - the knotting of his eyebrows so his gaze appears to burrow deep inside his mind, and the booming laughter she heard twice during the vision.

According to what she and Alagur have discovered in the city, it wasn't Masharea but instead it was Damrachia which was the true origin of the Order of Truth. At an unknown time in the past, it was here that the tradition of having more than one Elder began. There is also a clue that Ruh'nar replaced Masharea nine hundred years ago in importance, and that up to that time three cities were the centres of learning - Damrachia, Masharea and Azaquina. Evidence has shown that the last Elder in Masharea had at least been a Preserver, and Marrida learnt from Jarryca and Emelyse that Azaquina had been the place for Callers, so could Damrachia be the true origin for the Keepers? Which raises the questions how and why this power shifted from Damrachia to Ruh'nar in later years? And why did the tradition of having two Elders stop a generation or so before Kyrana arrived?

If Marrida can trust her instinct, Damrachia is where those with her ability - or more accurately, those who learnt to tap into what gems like hers offer as an ability - originally came from. They taught the skill to others, who then founded the group which developed into the Order. When the fourth watchtower was built, it was perhaps a stopping off point between Damrachia and Azaquina for those wanting to learn the skill of Calling in the second city. Back then they would have travelled from east to west for more joyous reasons than Emelyse, who had to repeat the journey not to learn further skills, but to escape what was happening in Damrachia, and had been going on for an unknown number of years.

Possibly even centuries.
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A chance visit to a small tavern in one of the side streets gets Alagur and Marrida's minds racing. A man dressed in a dark blue cloak, and wearing what Alagur can only describe as the most ridiculous pair of pantaloons and tunic, walks in as they sit in one corner, eating their evening meal. Their decision to visit this tavern repeatedly hasn't gone unnoticed by people in the city, and one of them is curious about the two individuals who seem to be able to move around without working, and visit libraries at intervals. The words that Jarryca spoke to Marrida carried not only a message about those who live in Azaquina but also it seems a warning about the need to be careful in Damrachia. But Marrida has done the opposite and drawn attention to herself. The watcher can only guess at the information she is seeking from libraries that no one visits anymore.

The man in the ridiculous attire enters the building, ducking his head slightly to avoid hitting the beam above him, and he seems in the mood for rowdiness. He does not hide his presence in the tavern, which luckily is empty enough at the time to allow his behaviour to go mostly unnoticed.

"Four pitchers of your best wine!" the man booms, then joins Alagur and Marrida at their table. Marrida watches him closely as he drinks the alcohol, his actions reminding Alagur somewhat of Samur's drinking habits. He frowns. Both he and Marrida sit quietly watching the man, and will later discuss their observations when they're alone in their lodgings.

Some half hour later, the man talks. At first his words are inconsequential, and it almost appears he is an entertainer or storyteller, but as the evening goes on, the talk becomes more boisterous, and also more interesting to two of the tavern's visitors. Marrida and Alagur glance at each other as they listen. They're both curious, but see the caution in each other's eyes. There's an ominous undertone to the things the man is saying. It worries them both and makes them curious at the same time.

The man introduces himself as Dargu Emmentyn. "They say they're selecting a new one, you know," he says. Then, pointing at Marrida, he adds, "They could even select someone as pretty as you."

Alagur frowns at the last part of the statement. He doesn't like the sound of what the man is saying at all.

"We're from just outside the town," he says in response to Dargu's statement.

"You don't know," Dargu says, lifting his cup with his left hand and taking a large gulp of the rich smelling liquid.

"Know what?" Marrida questions him, glancing towards Alagur beside her. She is seriously worried about Dargu's reference to her, having heeded the words of both Emelyse and Eldagu. No one in the city should know of her skill, and now this half-drunken man is suggesting she should volunteer herself for whatever 'they' are selecting.

Dargu looks from the man to the woman, and back to the man. He leans forward, and in a soft whisper - which seems amazing from someone as drunk as he seems to be - he answers.

"They've got some tradition where there were two of them are needed to be in charge to be strong enough to dispel the evil northern spirits."

Marrida understands at once what the man is implying. She leans towards her companion and whispers an explanation to Alagur.

"North... evil... two of them... you know..."

Alagur suddenly realises what she means, and he looks closely at the man across the table from them. It annoyed him when Dargu sat himself unceremoniously at their table of all tables he could have chosen. But now it's clear the man recognised them as foreign, and under the guise of being drunk has tried to convey a message about what's going on in the city.

Dargu looks over his shoulders in every direction before he continues talking.

"I wonder if those who live in other cities even know what has been going on over here for over eight centuries. Ever since the crazy woman arrived from the southern lands."

"What woman?" Alagur asks as Dargu takes another mouthful of wine.

"They've got two in charge in the monstrosity of a building in the centre of the city," Dargu replies. "But it's been going on ever since a woman arrived here from a city a half year's journey from here, claiming they had banished her."

Marrida frowns. Something about the man's story is making sense to her deep down, even though she doesn't want to admit it to herself immediately. But then again, his statement makes little sense as the translated text gives this city as the origin of the Keepers. Could this mean that the later events in Azaquina were an act of revenge for something that happened eight hundred years ago? If that woman caused a threat, it would definitely mean Keepers would do everything to wipe out Callers and Preservers. And doing this played right into the hands of the Wolf Riders who were gradually gaining their own power by this, having usurped the last Elder of Masharea a hundred years earlier.

"She understands," Dargu suddenly says, pointing at Marrida. Alagur looks at her with a frown.

"She understands what?" he asks. Dargu leans forward. As he does so, the two younger people can smell the wine on his breath.

Dargu lowers his voice to a whisper. "She knows who and perhaps even what I'm talking about," he says coldly, adding, "But a tavern isn't a place to talk about such things. If the two of you want to understand more of it all, come to the street and house I've noted on this parchment."

Before either individual can ask any more of Dargu, he gets up, grabs his cloak and leaves the tavern at a speed that would have caused any other drunk man to fall flat on his face. Alagur and Marrida are both quiet for several minutes before Alagur speaks up.

"We need to go to that second library, but what about visiting Dargu's house instead?"

"I think we should, but I want to go to that library first, for a while at least," Marrida replies in a whisper. Neither wants to be overheard, and both are sure that the best course of actions is to pretend to dismiss Dargu's words as the rantings of a drunken old man.

* * *
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The tavern was empty while Dargu was there, but now people are entering it at intervals. Alagur glances at the increasing number of patrons around them who are talking, laughing, some even singing. He concludes that Dargu knew they would arrive, and that is was the reason for his sudden departure.

Alagur picks up the small piece of parchment and glances over it. It's in the local dialect, and he can't work out what it says. He gives it to Marrida, who has become somewhat fluent in the dialect. After reading it, she places the parchment in a pocket that Alagur hasn't noticed before. They both get up and pull their hoods over their heads - they didn't remove their cloaks while eating their meal, which has become something of a habit for them.

Slowly they make their way towards the door. When they leave the building, they turn left instead of right, which was the direction that Dargu went in. If anyone follows them because of their conversation with the man, they don't want to lead them to Dargu's house. After a few minutes of discussion in whispered Sab'ruhi dialect, Alagur and Marrida decide that a visit to the second library will be a good diversionary tactic.

After an uneventful but rushed walk through the narrow street of the eastern end of the city, the pair find the building they have been told is the library. Looking at the building, Marrida shakes her head at its seemingly small size. That is until she enters and finds the stairs within going down instead of up.

Various flickering embers swell in magnitude when they open the outer door, and Marrida and Alagur descend a stairway for at least twenty minutes. It makes them both wonder where the library is if it's not in the building they could see from the street.

The entire building possesses an otherworldly atmosphere, and both the man and woman feel the hairs on their neck stand up. Marrida rubs her hand over her skin when she feels goose bumps rise. An involuntary shiver goes down her spine. Every emotion is telling her to turn and leave, but she keeps walking as though pulled by an unknown force. Marrida is sure few in the city visit this building. The atmosphere feels cold, and it feels unwelcoming. Some other unknown force seems to urge her to turn and rush away from this place. She feels more than ever that she is being watched, and although she has learnt to suppress this sensation since her arrival in the city, now nothing can remove the feeling from her mind. It is inside her, around her, pushing against her with an endless thudding as rhythmic as the beating of the life-giving vessel in the side of her neck.

Marrida takes the man's hand. Alagur feels her hand shaking and raises it to his lips, giving it a gentle kiss to reassure her. He's a strong man, and if danger is present in the confines of the lower floors of the structure, he'll make sure he does all he can to keep her safe - even if it means killing someone, although he knows this will shock the woman to her core. Alagur isn't exactly sure what is bothering her, but she is acting similarly to when they were making their final observations of the city and she told him they needed to get in fast. She didn't explain what was on her mind then, and he's sure she won't explain her current feelings to him - at least, not yet.

When they've walked for thirty minutes, they arrive at a large wooden door. Alagur lifts the embers he's holding to inspect it for a way to open it when he feels the woman's hand touch his arm. He looks at Marrida and sees something has caught her attention. He looks in the direction she is staring, but isn't sure what he should look at, or for.

"Marrida, what have you noticed, because I can't see it?" Alagur notes there's a slight echo in the room around him, meaning the surrounding space is larger than he first assumed.

"Don't you see it, Alagur? The emblem," Marrida mumbles. She lifts her right arm and points with her slender forefinger towards an area just below waist height. He follows her gaze precisely this time, even though this takes him a few moments in the half dark, and sees the now familiar Unity of Truth symbol too.

"What's it doing in a darkened building?" he queries, his disbelief growing.

"I don't know," Marrida replies. "Something seems not right about all this. First, we find out information I never knew about Elder Sharriba. Then the man Dargu tells us things about the city and the darkened Temple, or whatever they call a Temple around here. And now this, hidden from sight where none would see it or know of its existence. If this is the library, then its past is certain, but it may be dangerous for us to be here."

All the words tumble from the woman's mouth in a single breath. As she looks at Alagur, he can see genuine panic in her eyes. And he hears the fear in her voice.

"It's your call," he says. "If you're not happy about being here, then we can leave."

Marrida shakes her head. She doesn't sense safety or happiness in the environment, but it doesn't mean she should leave. It has taken almost an hour since they left the tavern to reach the bottom of the stairway. Most of her surroundings remind her of the time when she went for a trek through the gardens within the walls of the Temple of Ruh'nar, which took so long that when she got back, she was chastised for her behaviour. The only difference here is that her surroundings are bathed in almost pitch-black darkness. It's clear that wherever they are, it's somewhere underground - either by chance or by design.

Marrida remembers commenting to Alagur that there seems to be an older part of the city besides the newer western side. She pointed out to him what she meant as the two parts of the city. Now she wonders if she is standing in the oldest part of the old side of the city, in some building which predates a city whose origins seemingly even predate Masharea - if the information she has gathered over the previous six months is correct. She has also discovered information which both fascinates and disturbs her. She has wondered many times, often while lying awake beside Alagur, if the true beginnings of the Order of Truth are being guarded because they are not as benevolent as she once believed. And those in the west knew of the Order, knew of its origins, and wanted to guard it against discovery. The story of the chance discovery of a gem, the original Stone of Truth, by a girl who was a thief, which Elder Sharriba told Marrida during her last evening at the Temple, makes sense to her in the surrounding environment.

But she also knows from Sharriba's journal this is not the Order's true origin, and she still needs to travel to the place where the gem she uses for her vocation was found - by chance, it was the same girl, in servitude for her crime of thievery, who exploited her skill to steal the gem from her masters. Or so the story, which was told in hushed tones in one tavern that she and Alagur found in the northern side of the city, goes.

"Try making the ember brighter," Marrida whispers. While Alagur is busy, she kneels in front of the emblem. It possesses an ancient quality to it which betrays the fact that its maker didn't copy some prior design, but in fact worked on the design from someone's direct instruction.

Looking closely, Marrida sees right away that there are indents where gems were once positioned. She reaches into one of her pockets and retrieves the Stone of Truth, measuring her gem against the indent.

"It fits perfectly," Alagur mutters as he kneels beside the woman.

After making the comparison, she places the gem back into the pocket for safekeeping. She doesn't want to risk any person other than Alagur seeing it.

"Can you get my notebook from my bag?" she asks. He nods and reaches to his left and unties the bindings of the bag hanging there, lifting the woman's notebook from it and handing it over.

Marrida opens the book, and on a blank page she writes notes with the writing implement Alagur hands to her. He watches as she uses Sab'ruhi dialect to write, and realises it's a dialect most, if not all, here won't comprehend. It seems safe to write in a dialect which won't land the author in trouble, he muses.

After Marrida has completed the writing, they both get up, and she places the notebook back into the bag. Then they look at the door and try to open it. After some effort, they find a handle and Alagur hands the ember to the woman. After a little resistance, Alagur pushes the handle up, and the heavy creaking from within the door makes them realise it has been shut in this fashion possibly for centuries. This gives Dargu's words a new meaning, too. What if a potential Keeper arrived from the south and forced the concept of having two Elders in this city? Would or could this have led to the abandonment of this building? But then what would the connection be between all this and the reason for Kyrana wanting to forbid two Keepers in the Temple of Ruh'nar? And why was this practice was abandoned four hundred years earlier over there? Did it have something to do with the events that happened here eight hundred years ago, like Dargu suggested?

Alagur holds his hand over the small dagger he carries in a sheath sewn into the top half of his trousers and walks in through the door first. He holds his hand up to signal to the woman to wait. Moments later, he's back.

"I think this place has truly been abandoned a long time, because it smells of old dust in here," he states to Marrida. He takes the ember from her and walks back through the door, and she follows.

Beyond the door is a room filled with cobwebs. The sound of some creatures flying away from them tells Marrida that the only living beings in this room are from nature herself. She sees a similarity between the nearby bookcases and those within the Temple of Ruh'nar. She also notes many of the shelves are empty, and the evidence of dropped books which lie on open pages shows their retrieval wasn't for study.

Marrida walks to one book and picks it up. She smells the distinct smell of old leather. Whatever decorations once adorned the outer cover have long since faded away. The pages within are of a thicker grade of parchment, and this has prevented their deterioration, but almost all the text has also faded away. She now understands why the practice of copying books exists at her Temple.

Marrida stands still. She stares in all directions. There's a stillness in the air now after the departure of the flying animals, which to her feels almost idyllic.

But then she remembers the city above is far from idyllic.
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Marrida looks up and sees tiny windows near what might have been the ceiling. A remnant of what was once some curtain flaps as wind plays with it - she can now guess how the flying animals departed from their presence.

"It's both beautiful and haunting here," she says, adding. "I can almost sense the women who might have walked around this room..."

"If we didn't need to visit Dargu, I would suggest you attempt a vision," Alagur replies. He too is taken aback by the majesty of the room.

"This room is larger than the library at my Temple," Marrida says, her comparison giving the man a gauge of the size of that room.

"I think there's a room in Masharea which once could have been its library," he says slowly. "It's almost as large as this."

Marrida nods. "Elder Sharriba told me that many of the older books at the Temple came from somewhere else and were brought to Ruh'nar for safekeeping," she explains. "There are books there older than Ruh'nar itself, but something tells me that those who possessed such books may not have given them up willingly."

Alagur blows gently at the ember in the stone container he is holding, which allows the glow of the lamp to become brighter. Quietly both of them walk forward, attempting to step lightly on the crushed rubble underfoot. Each time a piece of rubble shatters from their weight, Marrida and Alagur stop and listen.

After perhaps twenty minutes of walking, they come across a wooden table to their left. Marrida touches Alagur's arm.

"This table could easily have been in the library at my Temple," she whispers.

Alagur nods, and without speaking they investigate the object. It's a square table, with heavy-set legs which display carvings of a nature neither has ever seen before. Alagur leans forward, inhales, and blows hard. A large dust cloud comes off the surface of the table. There are books on it which appear to have been hastily abandoned by someone - whoever was here all those years ago when the building was last in use.

Marrida leans over to look at one book. Its content is written in a dialect she can't read, which betrays that the origin of the city precedes the origin of the Order. She possesses extensive knowledge of six ancient dialects spoken in Keldarra in its early days, but this isn't one of them.

Marrida opens her bag and takes her notebook out.

"What are you doing?" Alagur questions in a hushed voice. "Can you read this?"

"I can't, but I can record some of it so in the future someone can determine what dialect it is and read what was written in this book when people still used this building."

Alagur watches as Marrida carefully transcribes the wording on the open pages of each book and is puzzled when she doesn't turn the pages over. As she continues her task, a frown of frustration furrows his forehead.

"Why are you just copying those open pages?" he asks finally.

"There are two reasons. First, I don't know what will happen if I try to turn a page. The entire book could turn to dust if I touch it. Secondly, I don't know if anyone uses this place, or whether they might come back."

"Why do you think this?"

"It's something Jarryca said the day when we visited her library, remember? She said, 'Not many in Azaquina use the library any more'."

"What has that got to do with what you just said?" Alagur asks.

"I feel that someone may notice if a place like this has had visitors," Marrida responds, her caution now clear in her voice.

Alagur feels foolish for blowing at the dust on the tables, and his red face betrays his self-imposed shame.

"If you're worried about the dust, Alagur," Marrida says in a reassuring voice, "It's not an issue. The flying creatures we heard may have searched the table for food or items suitable for building a nest. We can make it appear as though this is what happened here after I'm done..."

Alagur smiles at Marrida, feeling grateful. She's only twenty-one years old, but he often notices a wisdom in her observations of the world which makes her appear decades older. When she glanced up after her statement and noticed the redness in her companion's face, she decided the most tactful way to deal with his embarrassment would be to put the blame on the current inhabitants of the building. Where Alagur excels in strength, he's matched by the growing wisdom of the woman, and he knows this. And in moments such as this, he appreciates it.

"I think I've transcribed all I can," Marrida says after a silence of ten minutes in which she has worked fast and methodically, writing all the words she can make out. She has even left blank places in her writing for further study if she has time later. "You can make this table as disorganised as you wish now," she adds, chuckling softly. "I've just seen another table I want to check."

Marrida walks to the other table, around twenty paces from the first one. As she walks, it sounds behind her almost as if two of the flying animals are having a fight over food. She smiles at the picture the sounds are creating in her mind, and hopes that anyone who may come here to investigate will think that's exactly what happened.

The second table isn't as filled with books as the first. However, Marrida immediately notes the thick book on the furthest end; some instructional book - like Elder Sharriba used during her lessons with her Acolytes. Marrida walks over and looks at the open page. With one finger she carefully tests the book's structural integrity, then decides she needs to take it with her, perhaps when she returns to the Temple of Ruh'nar. She is sure Elder Sharriba will have great interest in this book, especially if an Elder once used it in ancient times.

She glances around and sees two other books of similar size and appearance nearby.

"Alagur," Marrida calls out. She hears some fast-paced footsteps, and a minute later the man is with her. "Find something to wrap these three books in so we can take them with us."

"Won't that draw attention to the fact we were here?" Alagur asks, frowning at the probable outcome if this happened.

"It may do, but we have to risk it. They seem too important to leave here, and I'd be here for a month or more to transcribe all the pages. Besides, I don't think we should return here after we leave."

Alagur nods, turns, and searches for a suitable wrapping for the books. And a cord, too, so he can fashion whatever he finds into a rucksack. As Alagur walks around, he glances up at the tiny windows above and sees the purplish-red of the setting sun streaming in through them. He walks on, and in the corner furthest from the door through which they entered he finds what he needs. Someone in the past had packed a simple-looking rucksack with books, but they either abandoned the task in their haste to get away from whoever interrupted them or were prevented from continuing the task for more sinister reasons which Alagur doesn't want to mull over.

He empties the rucksack and finds something which looks like it's made of wool nearby. After some more searching, he finds a thick cord too. He walks back to Marrida, bringing all three objects with him.

"I found these," he says as he turns the corner to where Marrida is leaning over the book as if trying to read it. She has already said she doesn't know the dialect, so he guesses she's trying to imprint the letters into her mind for reference only.

She looks up when he speaks and sees he has brought useful items with him.

"If you could wrap the three books inside the cloth, then put them in the rucksack and use the cord to bind it," she suggests. Alagur nods. Marrida knows the man to be an expert when it comes to packing things. She has often watched in amazement as he packs both their haversacks, so hers always seems very light and his heavier. But from watching him, she knows her haversack probably contains as many items as his.

Now she watches as he turns a rucksack, three books, a woollen cloth and a cord into what could pass as a pack containing wooden logs.

"I think we need to visit Dargu too," Marrida says. "He may know what happened in this building."

* * *
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The moon has risen by the time Alagur and Marrida arrive at the address Dargu wrote on the parchment. The woman checks the parchment one more time before placing it over one ember lighting up the street and watching as it burns slowly to a dark ash. Finally, it blows away in the soft breeze.

Marrida looks in both directions along the street, then knocks gently on the door. Both she and the man beside her listen observantly for any sounds coming from within, and when none come she knocks again, somewhat louder. Alagur looks at the woman and sees her looking back at him. He can read panic in her face, and his own thoughts mirror her expression. What if they have misread the contents of the parchment and are in the wrong street at the wrong house?

A noise makes both of them turn, and they see Dargu standing in an alleyway to the left of the house they have arrived at. Silently, the man motions to them to follow him. They walk a short distance to a building which seems to be nestling between two houses at an impossible angle, making it look comical. Dargu opens a door and nods to indicate the couple should walk inside.

After intently staring in the direction they have come from, listening for any sound, he follows them. Once inside, he bolts the door shut and lights an ember. Marrida raises an eyebrow in surprise when she sees they aren't the only three in the room, which seems much larger than she would have thought possible from the outside. She recalls feeling the floor descending as she walked from the door and wonders about the architecture in this city. Visiting the building she believed to be the second library, she in fact ended up in a large room far below street level, yet the windows, or at least what remained of them after neglect, indicated the building also exists above ground.

The curiosity of the city's architecture is not lost on Alagur, either. He also feels the city exists in two layers. The upper layer seems to be connected with whoever is in charge, whereas the part of the city he and Marrida are now starting to discover seems forgotten. He recalls how Marrida pointed out some features to him before they arrived, but now they are inside the city, the evidence is prominent.

"These are the visitors I told you all about," Dargu says.

"How can they help us?" a voice says.

"They can write what you tell them and spread the word when they leave," Dargu says, sounding irritated. Several of the individuals in the room seem to be doubting him.

"I think we can help in more ways than you realise," Marrida says. "And you can all help us too."

"In what way can we help?" Dargu asks the two young people standing in front of him.

"We saw the ancient library," Marrida responds, looking back at the man.

"Then you have presumably guessed what's going on here."

"Kind of," Marrida acknowledges. "It seems odd that they have abandoned such an important place."

"It's been like this for perhaps three or four hundred years."

"What exactly happened to the building?" Alagur asks.

Dargu stares at the younger man and appraises Alagur for several minutes before he answers.

"I said in the tavern she knows what happened here," he says, pointing at Marrida. "Perhaps not directly, but she has probably had warnings that told her about these eastern lands."

Marrida blanches. Her discussion with Eldagu in Alzamar, with all the implications about what could happen to her if anyone found out she is in fact a Keeper of Truth, comes flooding into her mind. She frowns and looks defiantly at Dargu. She doesn't want to let this man, or any other person, report her presence to whatever authorities there are there. Eldagu, her uncle's oldest and most trusted friend, warned her in no uncertain terms not to let anyone in the east know who she is, why she is there, and what she is looking for.

"The name will pop up more the further east you travel..." 

With the realisation that a direct west and east divide exists in Keldarra, Marrida has grown more cautious with every step she has taken into the eastern region. At first she made a point of hiding away her Stone of Truth in a small side pocket of her haversack when she and Alagur were in their lodgings. Then when she needed to travel through the city, she fashioned a hidden pocket below her small knife, which is hidden in a sheath inside her left boot. Alagur even took the small knife to a local blacksmith to get it shortened by a thumb length and slanted to allow the gem to be placed below it. Whenever Marrida leaves their lodgings, she takes the gem with her to prevent any chances of discovery if a person enters their dwelling in a less than honest manner.

"And what about me?" she retorts in a slow and deliberate voice.

Alagur jerks his head and looks at the woman beside him. In the two years they have travelled together, he has never heard Marrida speak with such coldness in her voice. Not even when he inadvertently caused a rift in their relationship by following her in Alzamar. He wonders about Marrida's behaviour, and frowns as he looks around at their surroundings. He sees, or more precisely senses, a lot more people fill the room than he initially realised. Something about this group is causing him to feel like he's in a dangerous situation, and that he will be required to be the 'scouting Wolf Rider' rather than Alagur, travelling companion to Marrida Kayrsan and essentially a free man to come and go as he wishes.

He sees Marrida staring at Dargu and the others hidden in the room by shadows. Dargu stares back at Marrida and he has an amused smile on his face. He is acting like he wanted to get this reaction from Marrida.

"I stated you know because you're the person who wants to learn the things that happened in the world," Dargu explains. "Even more so because of your calling."

Marrida frowns. She wonders how obvious it is to any person in this city she's someone with a secret to hide.

"I think you need to understand what's going on here," Dargu resumes. "I... we... called you here to allow you to learn the things you will need to know to defeat the Wolf Riders. Although you're not the ones who will do this, and not alone. There are others who are waiting for the prophecy to come true, and they are waiting for both of you. There's conflict inside the ranks of the Wolf Riders which will be their undoing, but their end will truly come about at the hands of one man..."

Now it's Alagur's turn to deal with the shock of discovering people who may know more than he wants them to know. Dargu's words sound like he might be... a Caller too?

"Tell them about what's going on in the Temple of the Hidden," a woman's voice says. "They ordered you to deliver your only daughter there two years ago."

Dargu turns and looks towards someone who is standing to his left about fifteen paces behind him

"Do you want me to tell them about the history of this city for the last three hundred years, Anayra?"

"I think you should. She wouldn't be so suspicious of you then," the woman replies, not confirming or denying the name used belongs to her.

Marrida looks towards where the woman is standing. Despite Anayra's voice sounding young, Marrida sees an elderly woman with white hair gathered into an intricate layering at the back of her head which partially drapes over her right shoulder. Anayra's hair is so white and so shiny, it reflects the soft yellowish light of the few embers present in the room.

"What's happening in the Temple of the Hidden?" Marrida asks, softening her voice to show she understands what the old woman is referring to. She realises Dargu's comments refer to the strange building whose name she now knows, and she need not present herself as hostile to these people. Perhaps they are only regarding her as an inquisitive stranger in their city for research. Perhaps they do not understand about her being a Keeper of Truth.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER FOUR



[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


Marrida had softened her stance, but she doesn't immediately release her mind from caution. She won't be telling anyone here who she really is.

"I want to tell you about it, but I think I approached it in the wrong way," Dargu says. "Anayra has reminded me of our goal here."

Marrida nods. She understands it was a misunderstanding, or a miscommunication caused by perhaps fear too. They're strangers to one another.

Marrida looks at Alagur and sees a frown on his face. She places her hand on his arm and shakes her head ever so slightly when she sees he is looking at her. The unspoken communication softens the frown from Alagur's face, and the gesture isn't lost on Dargu, who smiles knowingly.

Those two are closer to one another than they want anyone to know, he thinks.

"In answer to your question about the building, it's where all those go who are..."

He stops and looks around.

"How can I explain it in simple terms to two people who aren't even from these parts?" he asks no one in particular, his words reminding those around him of the importance of what is going on in this room now. "My daughter was one of those called," he continues. "They call you, and when you enter, you never leave. She was called about a year ago... I'm not even sure how long ago it was anymore. It could be more; it could be less. Whether she is still alive is something I'm even less sure of."

There's a deadly silence when Dargu stops talking. Marrida feels a contraction in her throat. She isn't sure now whether she can speak. She and Alagur arrived in Damrachia after a journey which commenced two years earlier, and they have been in the city itself nearly a year now. Ever since their arrival at the gates, Marrida has felt like she's being watched, but she has never found out why this is the case, and the feeling has never ceased since. But something about what Dargu is saying puts certain aspects of this feeling into place. Something about the specific words the man used didn't explain what the building is, but did perhaps explains its purpose. Something about it is evidently 'hidden.'

"If you look at this text here, you'll perceive the words Callers use when they speak about the future," Jarryca said during one of Marrida's visits to her library. "When a Caller says they deal with an unknown part of the future, they always say it is hidden to them..."

The words echo through Marrida's mind as though the old woman is standing right beside her and murmuring in soft tones in her ear. She fights off the urge to look behind her in case Jarryca is there, whispering unknown knowledge about Callers to her. The name of the Temple is the 'Temple of the Hidden,' at least according to this group of people. And why would Dargu say, "If she is still alive?"

"How old is your daughter, Dargu?" Alagur questions. To Marrida it seems like his voice is coming from far away, even though she can sense his presence less than half a pace from her.

"She'd be twenty-three next season," Dargu says, and his voice betrays the feelings which are tearing through his body. He almost feels as if he'll collapse under the weight of the emotions, so he sits down. Marrida stares at the man, who seems broken.

Three who are standing in the shadows move forward, and each now places a hand on Dargu's shoulders. One of them is Anayra.

"We all know how you feel, Dargu," she says. "We have all lost daughters, either to the horrors in that building, or because we needed to send them away for their own safety, sometimes with their unborn or very young children."

Marrida remembers the carts full of people she saw leaving the city and looks up at Alagur. His expression echoes her own as they realise they didn't see simple travellers on the day of their arrival, but those who were fortunate enough to escape whatever is going on in the city. It adds a renewed feeling of foreboding to the warning she received separately from Emelyse and Eldagu, and possibly from Jarryca too.

Alagur's military mind is also analysing what he is seeing around him. It seems, at the moment at least, that they're surrounded by individuals whose views differ to those held by the occupiers of the mysterious building he and Marrida walked past earlier that day. It's only now that reality has struck him. He glances at Marrida, and the familiar expression she wears, whenever she is learning a new truth, speaks volumes about the impact the statement may be having on her. She understands Dargu's words to their fullest extent. And those words are having an impact. Not just on her, but on Dargu too, who is sitting on the chair in front of them. All bravado he showed in the tavern has vanished as he leans forward, arms resting on both his legs, staring at the floor silently. A grimace on his face shows everyone in the room that he's fighting emotions he can't or won't display. Unknown to him, some emotions have welled up and a single tear rolls down his cheek until it clings to the hint of stubble on his lower jaw.

Anayra stands next to Dargu. She too has a grimness on her face that tells Alagur that she's endured the pain of loss. It seems to him suddenly that the calling from the Temple of the Hidden does not differ from the Wolf Riders' 'snatching.' At least those children lived - maybe not long, but they lived.

He thinks of Bergas. How similar his rescue from life as a Wolf Rider was to what these people are asking for. They want their children safe, too. And their nemesis isn't the Wolf Riders, who have never penetrated this city, but the mysterious people inside the blackened temple that stands like an indelible blemish on the otherwise grand-looking city. A city dating back to The Old Days, and even then it was probably old.

"Dargu," Alagur says hesitantly. He doesn't want to interrupt the older man's grief. Dargu looks up at him with a distant expression in his eyes. It takes several moments to comprehend that someone has spoken his name.

"Dargu," Alagur says again with increased urgency in his voice. It gets the older man's attention. His gaze focuses when he hears Alagur's question, "You said you have a daughter inside that building. Do you know anything that could explain why she was chosen to go there?"

Marrida now focuses on Alagur, too, and he can see that the question has got the attention of all who are standing within the range of the light cast by the few embers at intervals around the room. Marrida frowns somewhat at the question's implications. It suggests that Alagur wants to know more of what's going on inside the blackened Temple, and regardless of Dargu's state of despair, he's going to get some answers from the man.

"My daughter," Dargu says, and he frowns momentarily like he's trying to remember what he was going to tell these two visitors.

"She's a special one," Anayra explains, glancing down at the man sitting next to her.

"Special? How?" Alagur asks, frowning when his mind connects the name of the Temple and the words of the old woman, answering his own question.

"Don't you see it, Alagur?" Marrida says. "They mean that their daughters go there because they have a skill that's needed inside the building. The Temple of the Hidden was a place for Callers before. They've asked us here to help end whatever vile activity they do in the Temple... now..."

Alagur stares at Marrida incredulously. How did she guess the answer? For a moment, he has forgotten that she - like those around them, if they are who they say they are - has the skill to connect memory to facts. She does it as a Keeper; they likely do it as Callers. They are in a room full of Callers. Or perhaps the parents of Callers. And it means that in this city, the skill has become distorted and corrupted. From what they learnt from Emelyse, they know the Temple of Azaquina was destroyed for some unfathomable reason by Keepers who didn't want Callers to practise there.

"Was the building originally called a Temple of Truth?" she asks, her voice now almost a whisper.

"Yes, it was. But that was something like eight hundred years ago, and none of us are even sure if that's the correct time span," Dargu says quietly, then after a short hesitation, he adds, "We're not able to see the past. We only know the future..."

"But you could see it," Anayra says, and she stares directly at Marrida, who feels uncomfortable under the woman's gaze. Marrida looks at Anayra, seeing a familiarity in the gaze which she isn't able to understand. She stores this information in her mind for later.

Movement catches Alagur's attention. He sees now how many are standing with them in this room. Until moments ago, he thought it was a group of perhaps twenty or thirty. But as those who were hidden from the light step forward and blow on the embers, making them brighter, it becomes clear how many are here. By the time all have moved forward, Alagur sees that he, Marrida, Dargu on the chair and Anayra beside him are surrounded by eighty or more individuals, both male and female, old and young - a few as young as Marrida herself. Some are crying openly. Some have anger etched on their faces. Some stand staring at the floor with lips clenched and arms folded. Are these the parents, sisters, brothers, daughters, sons, aunts or grandparents of those inside the Temple of the Hidden? There are no answers to that question at this moment, but Dargu's refusal to continue speaking says a lot more than any long discussion they might have had. These people need help. But in what way is uncertain.

"It's late," Dargu says all of a sudden. "Perhaps we should meet again tomorrow. I'll explain all then."

As if by a hidden command, all in the room depart, not via the door through which Alagur and Marrida entered, but by some other means which is shielded by the darkness that still envelopes over half the room. Moments later, only Dargu, Marrida and Alagur remain.

Dargu gets up and opens the door through which they entered. "I'll send a message saying where to meet me tomorrow," he says softly. "It's best not to meet in the same place two nights in a row."

Marrida and Alagur nod solemnly and step outside. They hear the door close quietly behind them.

In silence, the pair walk back towards their lodgings. They feel a sharp chill in the air from the lateness of the evening. Time has passed quickly during their encounter with the people who gathered with Dargu. When they arrived, it was shortly after sunset, and looking up now, they see the moon is already descending in readiness for the sun to rise once more. As they reach their lodgings, the first hints of the dark of night turning the indigo of early morning settle in the sky.

* * *
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"Do you think Dargu will tell us more about what's going on?" Marrida queries. Alagur is sitting opposite her. She suppresses a yawn before sipping from her drink of tea.

"I'm not sure," Alagur says. "I'm still not sure what to make of all this."

"I think we need to trust someone locally. If not Dargu, who can we trust?"

Marrida looks down into her cup, thinking about their encounter the previous evening with the large group of individuals. To her, one stood out - Anayra. She seems old, but something about her is familiar, like Marrida knows her from somewhere. Marrida looks up once more and her gaze meets that of the man opposite, quietly observing her, organising her mind.

"Alagur," she begins hesitantly.

"What's wrong, Marrida?" he asks, mirroring her hesitancy.

"I'm seriously wondering now if I made a mistake coming here," she says in a quiet voice. "It's clear that it's not safe here for someone with a skill such as mine."

Alagur and Marrida stare at each other silently for several minutes after her statement.

"Also..." Marrida still sounds hesitant. After a sigh, she quickly says what she has been thinking about since they had arrived back at their lodgings. "Also, I think there's something about Anayra that feels odd. It's like I should know her from somewhere."

Marrida glances down.

"Odd in what way?" Alagur asks.

"I don't know," Marrida replies. "She seems familiar. I felt the familiarity as soon as we arrived at that place with all those people, and it became stronger when she spoke..."

"Familiar in her appearance?" Alagur asks. "Maybe you saw her on the streets somewhere, and you forgot about it until you noticed her there."

Marrida shakes her head.

"She doesn't strike me as someone who'd walk randomly in the streets. And her behaviour seems like she's on her guard continually. Even more so when I mentioned the Callers. She glared at me in a way that made me feel like I'd said something very hurtful, reminded her of something terrible..."

"Maybe you can ask Dargu about her later, when we meet him."

"Perhaps," Marrida replies, looking down at her cup at the same time. "But he doesn't seem to be in the mood to talk himself. I wonder who his daughter is. He says she went to the Temple of the Hidden about a year ago. I think it was at the same time you and I were on our final approach here. You remember how I said I felt like I was constantly being watched? Actually..."

Marrida stops talking abruptly when she realises she has never told Alagur in all the time they've been in the city that the feeling has not ceased once. She has told him frequently she's alright. Now she has to tell him this isn't the case. And she remembers that they'd promised one another that neither would ever keep anything hidden from the other.

Silence from the other side of the table indicates that Alagur has waited for her to continue. He has already guessed there's more to this conversation than Marrida is telling him, specifically regarding her last statement about being watched. He has experienced the same feeling, but he guesses that Marrida, with her better skill as a Keeper, is more attuned to picking up on whatever is causing the sensation.

Finally, Alagur helps her when he sees how uncomfortable she's getting. "I also feel like I'm being watched, if that's what you're trying to tell
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