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CHAPTER ONE
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Marrida stops running...

She’s been running along a narrow river stream for the past two hours, attempting to comply with Alagur’s suggestion of a few days earlier for her to learn to be as efficient with running as he.

At least she’s trying her best...

She bends over, and she pants loudly. She glances over each shoulder with a questioning gaze, with a single thought repeating in her mind, It’s silent. I wonder if we’ve completed this training session but there was no whistle—yet... That was the signal that is supposed to tell me that I'd done enough running...

It takes some effort to straighten up, and she breathes in deeply several times, then she jogs again.

“You can stop.”

Marrida jerks to an abrupt halt, and she glares at Alagur, who annoys her further by standing ever so nonchalantly against the nearest tree that’s bent into a northerly direction for unknown reasons. And then, the tree annoys Marrida as it distracts her from feeling annoyed with the man.

“So—I’m done for today?”

Marrida leans into Yalla, who’d loped to her side; each time the exercises with Alagur are ending. Typically, Marrida regards this, and not Alagur’s words, as a signal to end the exercises for the day.

“Yes, you’re done for today...”

Marrida sits down on a large flat boulder under the bent over tree. It doesn’t offer her much shade, but at least she can relax. It only takes a few minutes before the familiar but painful ache in her calves begins, and she flinches. Alagur is kneeling at her feet only moments later, massaging Marrida’s calf muscles with the experience of someone who’s seen such injury before.

* * *
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MARRIDA GLANCES AROUND for a moment, then she asks, “Do you think it’s safe yet for a campfire? Or is it too close to Achellon? Could they see it from there?”

Alagur glances towards the distant shoreline, and the massive shapes of the Spires beyond it.

It has been a week since they rushed from the city and they travelled every day, with only a few hours’ sleep, until they’d reached the wolves. After that, it was an entire day of riding at top speed on the wolves with Yalla pushing Lya’s abilities to keep up with the older, stronger wolf with her much taller body structure and longer legs.

“Yes.”

Alagur looks up at Marrida, and he smiles warmly at the woman for a moment before he speaks once more in hushed tones, “We’ll make one for cooking, but as soon as we have cooked the meal, we will extinguish it.”

Alagur laughs loudly when again Marrida rolls her eyes at him.

“I guess I’m cold again,” she wails, but she smiles despite her complaint, which suggested to Alagur that she’s just teasing him.

“I guess I can hold you close—again.”

Alagur’s lips curl into a knowing smile, and he brings his face close to hers and their eyes lock for several minutes without either speaking, then Alagur continues the teasing a little longer, “Ah, so that’s the genuine reason—right?”

Marrida snorts a loud giggle when Alagur tries to make himself look innocent.

“I vowed to Anayra, and to others, to keep you safe. What better way exists than being curled up next to me with my sturdy arms around you,” Alagur’s repeated answer comes; he said the same thing every day since escaping from the ancient city state.

Marrida glances over her shoulder at the distant vista. She looks at the ragged rock formation that had been South Spires. 

Though South Spires is more distant than the rest of the unusual city and constructed similarly, Marrida sees what most others cannot see, except for the man who accompanies her on her journey. She can see what had happened to the Spire.

Alagur notices where her gaze has fixed itself. 

“I had to be certain that they couldn’t continue harassing the population.”

Marrida glances back to Alagur, and she heaves a sigh before she speaks. “I know it will cause you having to do things you didn’t like to do. That’s what I meant when I told you to come for me as a Wolf Rider. But it saved my life, and it did also save the lives of many in the city.”

“I guess now I understand the struggle when you tell me how much you hurt from things that have happened to you. I’m realising that some part of me seems to hurt...”

Alagur reaches forward and kisses Marrida on her lips before she can continue talking. A few minutes later, Alagur leans back and adds, “I’ll cook a meal for us. It’s best that it’s a light meal so you don’t end up with pains in your stomach during the training tomorrow.”

Alagur walks off laughing after seeing Marrida roll her eyes once more.

* * *
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MARRIDA FEELS A HAND gently shaking her arm. She slowly opens her eyes, then stares sleepily at a familiar silhouette cast against an almost pink, cloudless sky. She frowns momentarily, trying to remember what could have happened during the previous evening...

“After the meal, you nodded off. I let you sleep for the rest of the evening. We’re foregoing the training today.” Alagur nods sidelong before he adds, “Lya woke me when it started getting towards the afternoon. I guess I also needed to sleep. I think it’s her way of saying that today she wants you riding her.”

Marrida flashes a smile, but immediately afterwards she feels a worry knot form in her stomach and asks, “What about getting far away enough so no one can pursue? And what about me being able to defend myself?”

“We have at least a month or more for me to complete your training. As for the pursuit, Caidus said he’d light a fire at the end of the broken bridge that once connected to South Spires.”

Alagur points east, and Marrida scrambles upright to gaze at the broken bridge. She sees a large pure white plume of smoke coming from a crooked point on the side of the Spire.

“Is that him?” Marrida glances questioningly at Alagur.

“It is... I have a sharper eyesight—even now—though your eyesight is becoming better with the training we’re specifically doing now to make you a Wolf Rider, too. He has a distinct red coat, that he wore on certain days, with yellow buttons. He wore it to annoy the guards, and he’s wearing it right now. I’ve been awake an hour, and I think somehow Lya sensed the smoke. She woke Yalla, and then she woke me...”

“So, what’s he telling us with this smoke he is showing?”

“In the City of Wolves, we—or more precisely, the Elder Men—use smoke signals for specific messages. The colour, thickness of the plume, the time it burns for, and when in the day it’s done, all have meaning. With them, you can convey very precise messages, really. I think Belduran’s plan may be that it helps the cause. I know this from the ‘personal’ training I received from him, Rudrig, Vaymaz, and Jymar and Jymar’s scout squad. Though, I think Jymar was also being trained for something—but I digress. That signal is ‘borrowed’ from Belduran, and I taught its meaning to Caidus. So, he can make signals to show it’s safe. Meaning there’s no people likely coming after us.”

Marrida embraces Alagur because the explanation sounds to her like she wouldn’t have such a tiring time for a few days now.

“Do you want something to eat, or does your stomach bother you today?”

Alagur looks down at Marrida’s stomach.

“I think I can cope eating a bit.”

“Soup or honey bread?”

“Honey bread, please.”

Alagur straightens up, and he walks to his haversack to retrieve the last few slices of honey bread that are left. As he walks away, both the wolves close in on Marrida and she’s treated to their morning greeting. It causes her to giggle loudly when their raspy tongues brush over her neck.

Alagur commands the wolves to lie down as he approaches Marrida once more to hand her some bread. Then he speaks. “I spotted a rock about a hundred paces from here, to the west. I will climb it to scout the western region beyond.”

Marrida nods while eating, then comments hastily, “I think I’ll be alright with them near me. If it’s needed, I’ll scream...”

“Alright, but I’ll be fast.”

* * *
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MARRIDA STARES AFTER Alagur as he walks west, and she sees his pace is unhurried, like he’s just strolling off to collect some wood for the campfire. 

She smirks for a few minutes, then goes back to concentrating on eating the bread. 

It’s so clear to her that had anyone tried to observe his behaviour that they would see him as a casual traveller just like her uncle might have appeared whenever he took his family on an excursion to Ribbon Lake.

I can tell why he behaves this way. It’s harder to recognise him from these mannerisms, Marrida thinks as she looks at the rocks near her, and then she has a new thought. Perhaps I can exercise more while he’s gone. If I become stronger, it will help me later.

Marrida breaks the crust of the honey bread in two and throws both pieces towards the wolves lying side by side. Each snaps the air to catch the bread, then gnaws at it while Marrida looks on. After a few minutes, she turns her attention back to the rocks.

I guess the reason why I didn’t cope in the False Temple is because I hadn’t developed the muscles in my arms well enough. I can remedy that for future encounters.

Marrida leans forward and takes hold of one of the round boulders lying near her. For a moment, she hesitates, then her other hand grips a second one.

Marrida pauses in her actions and looks up to stare at the two wolves who are staring back at her and are paying attention to every motion she makes.

Once before, Marrida had sensed from Yalla’s behaviour that the wolf was questioning the actions of her bipedal companion but now Marrida gets the sensation that both wolves are behaving this way - with Lya copying Yalla, though, mostly because of instinct rather than any training she’d received from Marrida.

Marrida frowns, then she listens for several minutes, glancing in all directions and expecting Alagur to stand nearby in his so familiar, almost annoying posture of nonchalantly leaning against one of the odd-shaped trees. But she doesn’t see him. She glances back at the wolves and sees them still staring at her.

It almost feels like they’re warning me. But about what? I’m not as skilled yet to read the warnings given by the wolves. Dammit, why did Alagur have to walk off so casually? Or is this a test of my resolve? Maybe they think I will do a vision, but I’m not.

Marrida straightens up, gripping the two stones and as she does this she stares at the wolves for another moment.

What was the exercise they made us do in the False Temple? Suddenly, now that I’m learning the Wolf Rider skills, there’s a familiarity to it. Could Sey’qar have conditioned Ladrysa with skills that would become known to Wolf Riders later, and which, later, she’d pass on to her successors in the False Temple? I’m thinking she did. But I can’t do a vision for this information because I need to stay alert...

Marrida gazes once again towards the east, at the broken Spire. Now that she’s alone, she can study it more thoroughly.

It has an uncanny familiarity to it.

When Alagur explained how he’d orchestrated the destruction of the Spires, it had felt so very familiar to Marrida and as she listened, she’d remembered seeing similar destruction once before when Damrachia got destroyed...

“How easy it is to organise thoughts into coherent events without having to do a vision, when you have most of the facts,” Marrida mumbles softly.

The wolves must assume I will do a vision when, in fact, I won’t do one. I don’t know why I’m feeling this way, but the closer we get to Elsana, the more the feeling grows that doing visions with the gem is wrong somehow. I just don’t know where these thoughts are coming from, and I wonder how Alagur will react if I tell him how I feel because I don’t want him to worry...

Marrida squeezes her hands tightly around each stone, feeling their rough surface push hard into the bones in her hands. She shuts her eyes when the pain causes a memory to surface - that of the tiny girl Janya falling to the floor, and hitting her head against a fist-sized stone, and then not getting up however hard Marrida had willed it...

Marrida opens her eyes and stares ahead, feeling some shock filling her heart.

Something about it is a message for me, for the future. At least, I think so. I was so upset when I didn’t see past the event. I should have been comparing it to everything that Alagur has been telling me of his life with the Wolf Riders...

“If you don’t obey or they think you’re too weak, you’re thrown in the pit of wild wolves. I could have ended up there when I came back with Yalla.”

“I understand the events in the False Temple so much better now. That hole in the floor was like the Wolf Rider pit with those wild wolves,” Marrida mumbles.

Marrida’s forehead knots into an angry scowl, and she realises suddenly how much she had needed to unload her feelings for so many months, maybe even years.

“Why did it have to happen to someone so young—where’s Alagur? I need to talk with him.”

Marrida drops the stones abruptly, and she gets to her feet as abruptly. She scans the landscape through narrowed eyes like she’d seen Alagur do whenever he was searching it for important details, and then she listens to see if she can hear Alagur walking closer.

He said he’d be back as fast as possible, but he has only just left...

For a moment, she feels tempted to yell out Alagur’s name. To see if he’d hear her and would rush back towards her from wherever he had gone. Marrida spins around, is about to yell, but she stands staring—again—at a stump that, once, was a menacing place for her incarceration.

Why did I end up imprisoned twice? Is it so I understand the future—or to understand the past? Or both...?

She slumps down and feels almost lost. She stares again at the two wolves who were the instigators of the feelings of foreshadowing she is experiencing, but they’re seemingly now cleaning each other in turns, almost like their previous staring had been a taunt.

“No, I cannot tell Alagur about any of these thoughts, or the feelings that are now making me so worried. Not yet really—”

* * *
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ALAGUR HAS MOVED SEVERAL hundred paces from where Marrida struggles with her feelings to deal with the onslaught of his own feelings. He climbs up a steep hill and at the crest with his arms folded, he allows his gaze to move over the landscape to study it for clues and answers to the questions flooding into his mind. Allowing himself to do this now he didn’t need to concentrate on Marrida’s advancing progress to make her capable of coping with the journey.

Alagur struggles with his own thoughts of the future, and he doesn’t want to have to admit this to the woman, and because of these feelings increasingly overwhelming him, he decides he needs to investigate the source more closely...

He scans the surrounding landscape, and what he sees in it causes him to grow increasingly concerned.

Though initially the southern region seems unspoilt, Alagur notices segments of it that remind him of the land surrounding the City of Wolves.

He angrily narrows his eyes, then he squats to hide his position from anyone possibly present in the landscape, thinking, what’s going on here? I’ve seen this destruction around the City of Wolves. There it happened over many centuries. The destruction here seems too recent, but I won’t know unless we go closer.

He immediately realises that no one from any nearby villages can see him, or people from the once bustling towns that to his sharp eyesight have all the hallmarks of abandonment and the struggle of war; both more recently than he feels comfortable about.

Someone did much destruction in this region. I wonder if this is what I was being warned about by Caidus and the others when we were still in Achellon. But who did all this? And why? Was Samur doing this after he’d left Achellon with his parents and siblings? Did his father disagree with his decisions and is that why he’d killed him? Why his mother let him do it? His attempt to wrest control from his father at such a young age as someone not right in his mind creates a second reason his father had to die such a brutal, senseless death. But what was the other reason...?

Alagur frowns when the answer floats to the surface in his mind. He knew the answers to all the questions. Somewhere in the endless mess of so much information entrusted to him, he knew already that this part of the journey would reveal the answers...

“The truth can be hard to deal with, for both of you,” Jarryca had said so many years ago after Marrida had left the library to go home at Emelyse’s house, which had been a difficult moment for the woman when she’d realised the truth about everything going on. Jarryca had taken hold of his arm and stopped him from rushing after the woman. “She needs to discover something about herself that will help her later when you arrive at the Caves of Elgorra. She needs to go through the pain caused by the truth so she can deal with it when she realises that the actual truth is harder than she realises. So, she can accept herself for who and what she is...”

The words made little sense to Alagur, like so many things. But now, glancing around him at the desolate landscape of the most south-eastern part of Keldarra - where he knew that the Wolf Masters had launched their final battle against the slave masters holding the land in their knell, he comprehends now WHY Jarryca had said what she said to him alone...

Words that had haunted him as he searched for Marrida in Achellon for so many weeks...
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CHAPTER TWO
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Alagur’s mind still vividly remembers Jarryca’s cautionary words, “She’ll discover she’s on the wrong path. She’ll discover her journey is about you and your kind, and not about her. Even if you’re more closely bonded by what you are than you realise so far...”

This truth had prompted Jarryca to confront her townspeople with a truth about herself. This action had prompted them to begin actions whose outcome Alagur hopes to see once everything is over. He already knows he won’t see Jarryca ever again...

The events had an unexpected result that neither Jarryca nor Emelyse, even with their skill of seeing the future, could foresee. The truth of their conversation revealed that it had unexpectedly opened Marrida’s eyes and mind, and that had made her as perceptive as she is now to the actual state the world is in; a situation that Alagur knows he’s partly responsible for with how he’d lived his previous life inside the City of Wolves...

* * *
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FEELING A MOMENT OF dread, Alagur glances over his shoulder towards where he’d left Marrida with the two wolves. He sincerely hopes she’s safe and that the wolves wouldn’t have to do anything that would cause harm to either of them. In an ambush by a few determined Wolf Riders, a group one tenth the size of an average squad or just three determined men such as his brother and his brother’s friends, and the wolves would have no chance. Marrida would suffer a fate far worse than anything she’d endured in the Spires of Achellon. He can only guess at the full extent of it. She’d used the mastery of narration, learnt from Lysanda to fool those around her that the experience had maddened her. But such tactics wouldn’t fool any Wolf Riders. They would rape the woman, or at worse he’d arrive back to three dead bodies with them having set a ‘spider’s noose’ for him...

Alagur glances again in every direction through narrowed eyes so not to let the sunlight hamper his visual cues, and he sees nothing that might show advancing Wolf Riders with their familiar cloud of dust. He closes his eyes, and using the skill of recollection Marrida taught him, Alagur scans his mind for any missed information relating to what they’d always claimed about Samur. He opens his eyes, startled, and his gaze settles to the north, directly past where Marrida is now, with a fresh revelation now echoing through his mind.

The Wolf Riders don’t come here because he convinced them NOT to come here. What’s he hiding from them about himself? What does he hide from everyone...?

Alagur cautiously straightens up, always keeping aware that he might get seen by an unknown foe. For once in his life, he feels some paranoia which disturbs him. He glances around one more time; then he lowers down and descends the hill by sliding down the steepest side, scraping his calf muscles against a few sharp rocks on the way down.

Alagur’s mind races about how to tell Marrida his findings...

“I have to tell her what I saw, but I can’t have her more afraid, than she already is, about going to Elsana,” he mumbles. When he arrives at the bottom with a rough bump, he’s about to walk north, but something urges him to look behind him and he stops walking abruptly. He glances west where Elsana is located and studies the landscape leading to the city, which is hidden in the glare of sunlight, even for someone with his eyesight. It makes it obvious that someone from long ago had used excellent military skill to obscure the city - a skill that got duplicated in creating the false city Marrida and he had found by accident.

Alagur spots a closer outline of a town. The desolation riddling the others in the landscape doesn’t diminish in this town. But he decides a town with no defences would mark added danger.

We need to check a town or village near here, but I’m at a loss which of them to select. Maybe we just go to the nearest village and hope for the best. But first I must prepare Marrida for what we might find there. We could discover something compelling about Samur... or something so disturbing it will cause pain to Marrida...

Alagur pivots ninety degrees and hurries towards Marrida’s location. Every step closer heightens the feeling of foreboding now settling in his mind. A feeling he’d felt this acutely only once before...

* * *
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WHEN ALAGUR CALLS OUT for Marrida, he sees her glance up and then look around with a curious distant ‘stare’ on her face that initially puzzles him. He calls out her name. She responds with hesitation in her voice, like she isn’t certain about him suddenly. She glances at the wolves for reassurance. Alagur watches their reactions, deciding not to signal silently towards Yalla with a command only he and the wolf could understand because of their bond. The wolves are both lying on their sides, panting in the heat. A moment later, they lift their bodies at the same time and each sniffs the air. Their ears twitch and they glance around. Marrida follows their gaze. Trying to assert her emerging Wolf Rider skills she’d been learning...

* * *
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FROM MARRIDA’S PERSPECTIVE the experience of Alagur returning to the small encampment leaves her reeling with nerves and fear like she’s never felt before but only for a few seconds, and something causes the feeling she’d sensed several times in the north, and Alagur had gone south...

She looks up when she hears her name called out gently. The familiarity in the man’s voice settles some of her fear, and she glances at the wolves for any signals to show danger. Both wolves had been docile up to this moment; both lift their heads, staring south, and each sniffed the air. She watches them and sees their ears twitch, and quickly glances around to determine who or what they sense.

“I’m still here, Alagur...”

Her voice sounds fragile to her ears, like she’d often sounded in another place to her east. She repeats the words, willing her mind to add a measure of confidence in how they’re spoken.

But each time she’d spoken, she’d sounded hesitant. So, she closes her mouth and waits. After a minute, Alagur emerges slowly from the undergrowth and meanders towards her. Though he smiles at her, she notices his familiar worry frown, which would normally tell her of trouble, is present. She’s immediately on high alert but hides this from the man using her Temple training...

* * *
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AFTER A FEW MINUTES of uncomfortable silence between them, each of them observing the other person obtrusively and therefore making both more uncomfortable, Marrida finally asks, “Did you find something?”

Alagur, who’d never experienced this feeling between himself and Marrida - at least not since the first time he’d barged in on her conversation with her siblings, responds coldly, “I did... It’s not good.”

The man’s mood puzzles Marrida, but she presses on with her questions. “What did you find? Is it—?”

He nods before she can complete her question. It causes her to soften her stance somewhat, and she says, “I guess I should tell you...”

“Tell me what?” he snaps.

“I have this unpleasant feeling right now about all of this region. Like we don’t belong here. Like it’s another Nightmare Ridge... And each time I look there it grows...” She points with a slender finger towards the east, towards the remnants of South Spires. As she points, she inadvertently looks in the same direction and a grimace has formed on her face. She pulls her hand down abruptly and turns away. Now looking sour and biting her lip nervously, like she’d said something she shouldn’t have...

“Are you worried about anyone coming from the House of—” Alagur asks. She abruptly cuts off his question with an answer. “No, Alagur, it made me... errr... It caused me to realise something about Elsana. Something I hadn’t considered in all the time we’ve been travelling...”

“What about Elsana...?” he asks bluntly.

“I think I’m going there for... I’ll find answers there about myself. But it’s not only that. I feel drawn to the city. Like I NEED to do something there—I need to go.”

“I felt similarly while I checked the landscape for clues about what is going on around here in this... this ‘second’ Nightmare Ridge, however I think we must visit a nearby village I saw to check out what’s been happening there...”

“Show me...” Marrida gets on her feet and is at Alagur’s side and before he can stop her, she pulls him on his feet with a hidden, determined strength he’d never sensed in her before this day and she grunts moments later, “The wolves stay to guard our belongings...”

Alagur stares down at Marrida grimly for a few moments, then he nods and takes her hand and motions for her to silently to follow him. He sees a moment of fear on her face when she recognises the gesture; a gesture made by one Wolf Rider to another, with her being the ‘other’ Wolf Rider. It shows danger is ahead...

“We’re scouting, right?” she whispers under her breath; so quietly that Alagur with his better hearing skill has trouble hearing it. He nods curtly. Then she sees his frown tighten even further. 

Whatever he’s showing me disturbs him...

“I guess I won’t like what I’m being shown, right?” she says louder. He shakes his head ever so slightly. Only enough to let her see it, but if others were around watching them both, they could easily have missed the answer.

“I think I must see it. It might explain the feelings I’m experiencing and explain the other things I’ve been sensing all day long already,” she continues.

“Come!”

* * *
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MARRIDA FOLLOWS ALAGUR as fast as her legs can carry her with him walking ahead of her in long strides, pulling her along by her hand and feeling a need to show his findings to her as fast as possible. Only minutes later they reach the base of the hill, and despite Alagur’s firm grip of her hand Marrida stops, and she stares at the disturbed scree that makes it obvious that Alagur hasn’t been as diligent as before with covering up the evidence of having been somewhere. She looks up at Alagur, who had stopped momentarily because she’d been a more abrupt with resisting his grip...

Marrida looks around at the disturbed ground, making it obvious she’s judging Alagur for his error. Deep down she feels surprised for him to show a different behaviour.

“I’ll sort it out before you go...” Alagur grunts. “I was in a hurry. Please come...”

Alagur holds out his hand to the woman, nodding towards the slope, and Marrida senses urgency. She glances to the summit of the hill, and momentarily she wonders what might be at the top of it. She nods and takes hold of the stretched-out hand. Then he helps her as they slowly ascend. 

When they reach the top, a half an hour later, Marrida realises the air is thinner here, and she stops and bends over to catch her breath. She notes Alagur isn’t urging her on but seems to want her to discover what he’d seen on her terms and in her own time. When she straightens, her gaze immediately settles on the landscape to the south of their location, and she draws in her breath sharply, asking, “What—happened? W-what...?”

“Samur’s handiwork from before travelling to the City of Wolves. This is what they told me about in Achellon. I recognise his signature handiwork anywhere...”

“How recent did all this happen?” Marrida whispers.

“I’d say at most a decade ago, but I would have to go closer to be certain...”

“How long ago did Samur arrive in the City of Wolves?”

“A few years before I arrived. I got there at eleven as I’ve told you before...” Alagur answers with a grim frown on his face now he had to face some of his more painful memories suddenly.

“How old is he now?”

“If I’m right about his age, and to be honest, I’ve never been sure he’s something like forty years or older now,” Alagur grunts. “I remember something he once told me before they warned me about him. He always said he’d be a squad leader before reaching forty...”

“That’s what Jymar is, right?”

“That’s correct,” Alagur replies. “If by being a squad leader, he means control of the damned Wolf Runners, as that’s what I would suspect to be his goal like I saw in the vision I did while we were still in Achellon, then this is the handiwork they’d be capable of—or worse, much worse...”

* * *
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MARRIDA CASTS A FEARFUL gaze up towards Alagur, seemingly to check his current mood. At least that’s the impression Alagur gets from her behaviour. 

She acts like she expects me to be seething with anger right now...

Alagur feels surprised at the assessment. Ever since he’d spoken with the townspeople of Achellon, his need to feel anger had all but evaporated and a placid acceptance of their situation has replaced it. He feels bemusement for when Marrida’s face betrays her surprise at his calmness.

I think I’ve experienced this only a few times before. Once when I talked about my father, the other time when I spoke about Jymar....

His change in behaviour brings on a change in Marrida’s behaviour. She gazes at him and the fear that had been present on her face slowly ebbs away, then vanishes completely. It’s obvious she realises that he’s looking at her because she jerks her head and stares ahead with a similar placidness that she must have seen on his face.

She glances at him again.

He stares back.

They’re now assessing each other’s reactions to their surroundings without saying a word; only letting their skill of reading body language do the talking, and with Alagur possessing so much more of the skill, he picks up on the nuances of her emotion. Alagur wonders what she’s thinking right now. He notes she suddenly alters her expression to a more resolute version he’d seen before; only three times and each time it had led to a situation where she was in danger, but where they discovered something profound relating to the mysteries surrounding the Wolf Riders and the Order of Truth - which by their earlier assessment had some hidden connection.

The last time she’s been this determined, she set in motion events that led to Damrachia’s destruction by my hand, even if hundreds of generations of people of the city had laid out the tools for the destruction. I wonder if this was what urged her on towards Achellon...

Alagur glances for the briefest moment over Marrida’s shoulder at the distant remnants of the South Spires and the more northerly Spires of Achellon that, between them, had made up the bastion of evil-doers linked to the ancient Warlords...

That place has changed her in ways that I cannot even imagine, Alagur thinks bitterly.

“Not necessarily...”

Alagur jumps sideways from Marrida’s sudden communication. He resists the urge to laugh loudly when she does the same thing. They both jerk one more time when a moment later Marrida’s words echo back at them.

“What do you mean...?” he hisses while his eyes dart over the nearby surroundings to determine if there any enemies lurking in the shadows of the few enormous boulders resting on the summit of the hill; something that Alagur’s mind showed that long time ago this region had been under water, as one of Jarryca’s books had showed. He couldn’t even fathom the time span of how long ago this could have happened, and he smirks ever so slightly and for the briefest moment at having such a conflicting thought.

“What did you mean by that?” he asks once more when Marrida doesn’t immediately answer but seems to copy his actions of studying the landscape. This adds to Alagur’s heightened senses about the fact they’d been standing upright at the top of a tall hill for a long time and had been voicing some of their concerns loudly...

Not the way a Wolf Rider would approach this situation, Alagur thinks bitterly. But I guess it proves once more that I’m less of a Wolf Rider now than I want to admit to myself... NO, I’m the first Wolf Master like Marrida has suggested...

“If what you saw Jymar, and his men do—What’s this called again?” Marrida says as she motions a line in mid-air with her hand before she adds, “The thing they do... to stop enemies from riding on and to kill—”

Marrida stops speaking abruptly, as if she realises what she’s about to suggest.

“You are asking about the spider’s noose?” Alagur queries cautiously.

“Yes, that’s it... You told me they had used it to stop the Wolf Runners returning to—What I mean to say is that he can BE stopped. He’s already being stopped. By Jymar. By you... And by... errr... by the Masked Tribe. By everyone else fighting against him. I need to go to Elsana to find out what my role is in all of this so I can help YOU better...”

“Let’s go,” Alagur states plainly, and he doesn’t even ask for any clarifications or explanations. What Marrida was suggesting suddenly put a new thought of what to do into Alagur’s mind...

As they descend, Marrida slips several times. She sets their pace. Fast, efficient, and silently. They stop at the base and Marrida doesn’t move until Alagur has removed all evidence of them having climbed the hill. When he has completed the task, he stands still and observes Marrida for a while, and he thinks, she looks regal...

Alagur holds out his hand, and after Marrida has glanced around - the reason is uncertain to the man - she takes hold of it. After a few minutes, he voices his curiosity. “So, we’re going to a village we saw...?”

She nods silently.

“Come! Our own battle against Samur begins now.”

Just minutes later they reunite with the wolves, who seem to quiz their altered moods for a time. They repack everything silently. Mount up and ride off. First south for a time, then steer their direction westbound...

Marrida glances over her shoulder several times while they ride west. She studies her surroundings and listens for sounds. Alagur sees her shrug her shoulders when he glances, too.

Each time she turns back to looking ahead with an ever-growing pensive stare, Alagur notices it with growing concern in his mind. He is tactful and lets her raise whatever issue there is in her mind without him prompting her for answers. 

Alagur wants answers for the questions drifting in and out of his own mind...
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CHAPTER THREE
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After a few hours riding, Alagur glances up and determines the sun has almost reached its zenith and therefore it was too difficult to advance further. They were in a hurry, but not at the expense of their safety...

Alagur lifts a hand; a signal that Yalla senses with her bond to her master, and it forces her to stop advancing. She paces slower, then she stops. Lya, who almost bypasses her, gets a nip from her pack leader. Once both wolves have stopped advancing, Alagur slides off, or more precisely, steps over the back of his massive wolf; the largest of her kind and larger than most wolves used by Wolf Riders. Alagur, who is a tall, muscular man, makes his motions easy because of a decade of mastering this wolf.

He watches for Marrida, who still struggles with her wolf, and when he sees her sitting atop Lya, unmoving and deep in thought, he walks to her and gently places a hand against her cheek.

His actions startle Marrida out of her pensive mood and she seems to check their location immediately, then feeling confused, she asks, “Are we already stopping...?”

Alagur smirks inwardly. Sometimes Marrida can act more innocent than is good for her...

Alagur glances around for a moment, trying to determine for himself what it may be that the woman is looking for, or perhaps who...

“No, but you have to always remember I’m teaching you to think like a Wolf Rider, or should I say more correctly, like a Wolf Master,” Alagur answers. “The reason we’re stopping is that I can teach you how to approach people and determine whether they are friend or foe. I need sufficient daylight to teach some skills. I think—I believe the skills are crucial for when you meet my brother for the first time. You’ll recognise him from the visions I’ve shown you, but—”

“He won’t be alone, is that what you say?” Marrida interjects.

“Yes, and I cannot show you the faces of his companions because I only remember their appearance from when I met them at the cave, when I met Belduran and the others for the first time,” Alagur answers. “They have others with them who I don’t even know. So, I will teach you the scouting skills he taught me. I think him recognising who you are from your behaviour and actions will earn the trust between you...”

“I guess I need to also bond better with her...” Marrida says, nodding down towards Lya, who stands still, is panting loudly in the remnants of the hot day, and seems content to wait for her mistress to get down in her own time.

“I have a skill that was being taught as soon as I arrived in the City of Wolves, years before I had Yalla,” Alagur says. “Over the next part of our journey, as we travel from here to Elsana, then south to the cities there which you said you wanted to visit, then the time it would take for us to travel to your home and then beyond it to my home city—You have plenty of time to get as bonded to her as I’m with Yalla...”

Alagur runs his hands through Lya’s shorter coppery neck fur, then he adds, “... She already obeys you better than most wolves do with the boys of the City of Wolves with their training. I think part of this comes from your skill as a Keeper and your heritage as the Daughter of Darius Kayrsan. If he stood beside me, he’d look at you with pride in his eyes...”

“Just as I can see in your eyes when you look at me,” Marrida says. “Your pride isn’t pretentious like you own the right to my success, but you look at me like you’ve earned a measure of respect from... well, I guess it’s earned from your ancestors who would be happy to know you’re fixing the things that went wrong in the families of Darius Kayrsan and his closest companions and friends... And that includes restoring Mountain Ghost’s rightful heritage in this world as one of the two first heroes to rise against the Warlords...”

* * *
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THE FIRST STREAKS OF sunlight are lighting up the two roads forking in either direction when Alagur and Marrida finally complete the lessons Alagur had intended for Marrida to learn. Rather than having to repeat instructions as he might have had to do with a boy from the City of Wolves, Alagur realises that Marrida’s ability to keep onto the knowledge comes as an advantage. Despite looking exhausted, she’d pressed on and insisted to continue. He knows that this skill is taxing for her so vows to find an excuse for them to stop, get Marrida to lie down and then just let her sleep as he’d done on their way towards Damrachia years earlier...

After a time, tiredness slows Marrida’s reactions to absorb the knowledge conveyed to her. Alagur notices this and he repeats his latest instruction again without rushing it or lessening the patience being shown; a new resolve that has been present for him all night, so far, for odd reasons that he cannot comprehend. “No, but you have to remember that I’m teaching for you to think more in how a Wolf Rider thinks, even more than I’ve done while we travelled along the coast,” Alagur says. “Recognise the actions and it will help you determine a friend, or determine whether a place is a friendly place... You mastered it without realising it when we found the village near Damrachia.”

“I think I understand what you’re saying,” Marrida whispers. “It’s—maybe not in the same way—like how Eldagu warned me not to tell people I’m a Keeper. By not telling this about myself, I can observe their reactions and recognise a friend from the enemy...”

“I guess that’s a good comparison,” Alagur says, nodding approvingly.

“So, what do I do?”

“Look ahead...”

Marrida nods curtly, then she turns her attention to the path ahead of them. Some distance from them - too far for her to determine the frequency of use - she sees the path forks in two. One path leads somewhat southeast; the other seems to veer off somewhat north, then as she cranes her neck, she sees the other path goes west.

She notes the similarity between this place and where she’d caught up with Alagur outside Ruh’nar. It too had been a road with a fork; one leading to the west and the other to the southeast. She’d determined that one road would have given Alagur a straightforward way back to the City of Wolves, while the other had set in motion the beginning of their lengthy journey. Then she remembers another place with a similar situation at the base of Upper Plains, just past the region known as Nightmare Ridge.

“This is a similar situation, like when we descended from Upper Plains, and you asked me if I was certain about going to Damrachia,” Marrida says. “At least, this whole situation feels similar... also, oddly, familiar...”

Alagur glances at the fork in the road and realises what Marrida might be referencing in her assessment of their situation. Once he’d been in a situation with a choice: whether to stay and abandon his life as a Wolf Rider or for him to return, possibly with the scolding for being a runt by others in the city, and for him to continue with his vile existence as a Wolf Rider...

Alagur sighs before he answers, “Yes, you’re right. Where you need to decide, you cannot always know its outcome. Not even a Caller would know such information, such as a decision for a situation like this. As Emelyse once told you... the closer one is to the event, the less capable you are of seeing its outcome. I guess what is meant by it is that certain persons occasionally decide things without using the Keeper, Caller, or Preserver skill, or the skills they taught long ago in Achellon.”

“I think I understand the meaning of your explanation,” Marrida admits, sighing as she realises that she’s now in a situation where no one else but she can decide her fate.

“Jymar could easily have ignored my rantings as the behaviour of a madman when Eldagu and I encountered him,” Alagur continues, “but he acted on what I told him. Similarly, you made a choice when you went into the False Temple. Though I was angry about it, I recognised the action for what it was. Even I made a similar choice at your house. I think you doubted my sincerity initially, and you thought I would leave on that day. You might even have doubted when I had to get Yalla. In all these examples, we made the choice based on instinct or something else telling the person not to turn their back on what they’re doing...”

“So, you accept what I did inside the False Temple?”

“I do. I think it has made you the wise person you are now, or even wiser as I knew you were clever before, but there’s a marked difference between cleverness and wisdom,” Alagur answers. “You have a wisdom inside your mind that will serve this world well, especially when all this is over, and it will need leaders to rebuild it to a better, safer world.”

“And fairer, too. It sounds like someone has told you those words.”

“Yes... Twice... First Belduran, then later Jymar.”

“I see. So, what’s the purpose of choosing between these roads?”

“I want you to learn to become a leader as we travel from here to my home. You know it’s where the reckoning will happen. For you to be able to tell Jymar the correct decisions that you want to happen and that it conditions your mind for leadership and for the decision making that I’m used to,” Alagur explains. “I’ll dismiss none of the skills taught by Sharriba, and later by Jarryca, but both their leadership skills are different.”

“I guess that’s one difference I noted in the False Temple. They applied cruelty to assert their leadership. But what you’ve told me about Belduran, even with all that the Wolf Riders stand for as a collective group, he strikes me as a man who isn’t an inherently cruel person. I’d even go as far as calling him something like the hero of a retelling. Lysanda told me about how she’d craft her performances when I was young.”

“So, I have to guess from your explanation that you understand what I’m suggesting? I remember what you said earlier. You said that you feel you’re after a destiny for yourself. If that’s the case, then I cannot choose it for you. You need to do it yourself, which you did before, on the day when you got Lya. You walked towards her without fear or doubt in your heart. You need to decide this similarly. I won’t interfere, and whatever you decide, that’s the road ahead. I won’t question it now, or later. You stand ahead, and you choose...”

Marrida studies Alagur’s face for a moment, but his neutral features give her no clue if what he says he intends as a game, or whether he’s sincere. 

Tentatively, Marrida guides Lya forward. She expects Yalla to nip at her wolf, but even Yalla seems passive.

Almost unnaturally passive, considering a wolf is by nature aggressive; the wolves used and trained by Wolf Riders more than others. Well, maybe all of them except for the wild wolves in the City of Wolves. Marrida glances back at Alagur, and he seems to sit motionless on top of Yalla in the middle of the dirt road. His gaze is cast downward, so not to give Marrida clues...

I guess I must figure this out by myself. What was it I was thinking about earlier? Am I looking at everything differently now that Alagur is teaching me Wolf Rider skills. I recall Alagur pointing out that Jymar would send at least one or possibly two men ahead to scout. I guess that’s what I’m doing now...

Marrida stares north for a while, and then south along each part of the road ahead. She realises that the dirt track they’d followed isn’t a true road. She stares ahead, and she sees the continuation of the dirt track.

I think I need to discuss Achellon before I can decide where we will go...

Marrida climbs down from Lya and looks at Alagur and signals at Yalla so the wolf can alert Alagur of her intention. She sees Alagur look up when his wolf walks forward towards her. She takes hold of the heads of both the beasts in an embrace.

“I need to discuss something before I can make this decision,” she mumbles, when Alagur approaches closer.

He nods curtly.

“I’ve been thinking about Achellon, and about what happened to me there. I know I said I didn’t want to discuss it, but I think I want to know because of what we saw from the top of the hill...”

Marrida stares down as she speaks, then she feels a finger lifting her face. She looks up at Alagur, who stares sternly at her, though she notes compassion in his eyes.

“I’ve noticed that you’ve been worrying,” Alagur comments gently.

“I worry about what happened, but it’s not specifically about myself. It’s the fact that I’ve been thinking hard about what I might have overheard. Something about what we see here feels too familiar. I feel constantly like I need to be on my guard, now more than before, since we saw the destruction.”

“What did you hear at South Spires?”

“I don’t know exactly. They spoke oddly. I’d need to know what the dialect is first.”

Marrida feels almost tempted to say the words she’d heard after Alagur says something to her in an unfamiliar dialect.

“No—that—wasn’t it,” Marrida intones a few minutes later. “But what was that?”

“The dialect of Achellon. They’ve taught me more about it in the days before we came to rescue you.”

“Oh, right? But no, that wasn’t what I heard. I guess I could try to figure it out when we’re in Elsana.”

“Maybe someone there might recognise it. Would you be able to recite it?”

“I think so. But they might wonder how I know the words.”

“They might. But you need to learn to be certain with the knowledge you share.”

“You aren’t making this easier for me.”

“Deciding what to do next, when every path can lead to danger, is never easy.”

Marrida turns and stares back at the dirt track, then she glances left and right once more.

“I think whichever way we go it will be dangerous but going north leads back to where the Wolf Riders might be. However, I want to discover what Elsana offers in answers. I want to go west to Elsana, Alagur.”

“If that’s your decision, we’ll go there. But first, I need to prepare you for what we may find on the way there.”

Alagur steps close to Marrida, and he envelops her with his well-muscled arms. She leans back against his chest.

“Are you sure that the towns and villages between here and Elsana are dangerous?” she asks softly.

“I recognise where Samur has been busy. I think he tells lies about the region to make sure that none of the Wolf Riders ever discover what he does here.”

“So, he might have been here when they snatched the boy Ebagar?”

“Either on his way here or coming from here. Perhaps a boy was a greater prize.”

“So, there are boys in the City of Wolves who are there only because Samur snatched them?”

“Yes, and I think I was such a boy based on the way you described the abduction.”

“Hmm.”

“Hmm—what?”

“I guess I can add another thing to check, or do, when I come to rescue you.”

Marrida turns her head when Alagur bursts out laughing loudly.

“What’s so funny?”

“I’m already imagining Jymar’s reaction when you boss him around. If you were anything like Kalisa when you were her age, I wish I would be there to see his face. He likes to do things his own way. He’ll have a hard time with you telling him what to do. Especially when he realises that I taught you everything he has ever taught me.”

“Did he push you hard when he was teaching you?”

“No. He made everything feel easy.”

“But as you said once to me, as a female I don’t have the same body strength...” Marrida squeezes Alagur’s upper arm, then adds, “I wouldn’t ever get muscles this big.”

“In Achellon they told me that both men and women were Wolf Masters. Women gained their own form of strength to ride wolves,” Alagur explains. “I may have strength, but you’re building endurance, and that’s a strength. I think that’s why you felt prompted to go into the False Temple. Something inside you as a woman builds its own strength that’s not that different from a man’s strength. Also—I think one source of strength for a woman comes from here...”

As he speaks, Alagur leans over towards Marrida, and he places a hand over her belly. She glances down at his hand, surprised at the connection implied between her impending motherhood and her making a profound decision about choices. She glances at Alagur, asking, “Do you mean motherhood will give me strength?”

Before he answers her question, he glances east towards the ancient city, whose highest spire is still marginally visible even from this substantial distance. Then he nods plainly, then explains something he’d been told by the people from the city.

“I cannot be certain, but there is something a woman in Achellon said to me when it was her turn to relay knowledge to me,” Alagur explains. “She was telling me about what she knew of past events and the general history of this region, mostly stuff older than what Samur destroyed here. She said something to me, and it wasn’t until your comment to me just now that I understood the meaning of her words...”

“What did she say?”

Before he answers, Alagur glances towards the distant city once more, thinking over all the stories he’d heard and all the knowledge he’d gained. He now knew the city was as old as, or perhaps even older than, Elsana - their current destination if Marrida so chooses it to be. Then he realises he’s on his own fork in the road and had been so ever since he’d spoken to one person in Achellon...
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CHAPTER FOUR
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Alagur studies Marrida’s face for a few minutes before answering her question. Up to this moment he’d been unsure whether to reveal a specific conversation with her, especially considering her desire to have children one day.

“It surprised me she’d want to speak with me because apparently one of her sons died at the hands of Samur a year before he left the city with the rest of the family,” Alagur explains. “She’d heard from others about WHO I was, and initially she blamed me too for her son’s death. She’d decided on the idea that, somehow, I was from the House of Achellon...”

“How did you convince her otherwise...?”

“I showed her,” Alagur continues. “The fact that a man as young as me from the west had the skill to use the Stone of Truth. She said that me being able to use the gem proved something to her...”

Marrida frowns for a moment, wondering how the retelling connects with the decision she needs to make for her exercise. She’s about to protest when Alagur continues talking, pulling information from his memory.

“She’d said something so profound I won’t forget it and I’m going to tell our daughters the same,” Alagur says. “I vowed I’d make sure it is the first thing I teach them...” Alagur touches Marrida’s belly once before he continues speaking, “and she said a woman who can make her own choices and decisions is someone with strength. It’s what the Warlords somehow ignored when all this was in their grip. Identity is important, Marrida, and a part of what I had to learn from her, which is why I’m letting you do the choosing right now...”

“I still don’t see a connection between—” Marrida says, but she’s again interrupted.

“She’d told me to set aside my desire to lead you to your destiny and to allow you to find your strength within,” Alagur interjects softly, “and learn to be a leader. You, not me, will teach your daughters what came naturally for the women of the Old Days. When the Warlords came, they resisted in the only way they could... By deciding whether they wanted to have a child. That power of choice has persisted during the centuries afterwards that came and went. Strength is in your hands, my dear Marrida, and you choose how we go onward and how we deal with what we find will show everyone you are the Daughter of Darius Kayrsan. Even that title of acknowledgement of where a woman came from is a way to exert her strength...”

“I never realised that about myself. I thought I was showing strength by being a fool. Which they incarcerated me for in the Spires,” Marrida whispers. “Now I wonder if they were just ignoring me...”

“You made a choice at substantial risk to your well-being doing it,” Alagur says warmly. “It was a strength that urged you to such action... Not all women in the days of Warlords had such a chance. The thief girl we keep hearing about... when she showed her strength, they’d sullied her name and made her into something she wasn’t. She meant for her actions to counter the Warlords, yet they used their willpower to make certain her identity got forgotten...”

“Did this woman tell you that?” Marrida asks.

“No, I showed her something in a vision that convinced her I was telling the truth and she said it confirmed what she’d always believed about the origins of Achellon...” Alagur answers. “Did you know they founded the city only about a thousand years before the Warlords came and—Well, we saw the truth in the vision...”

“How? What did you see?”

“I saw a woman in the vision who knew what she needed to do to help her people,” Alagur says, “and a son of the Warlord raped her. She made certain that, somehow, she never gave him a child. She was the first to choose whether to have a child. Later in her tragic life, she’d told other women every time she met one that they had two choices - a forked road if you can compare it to this, and one choice would lead to a life of servitude, or they’d live their life fighting against those who’d want to enslave. The people in Callers’ Camp have continued her tradition... They are free from the influence of corruption that spread in the Order...”

“How can I make my choice when I don’t know what I’m facing?” Marrida asks. “When you’ve reduced me almost to a false source of knowledge with you getting all the knowledge from them in Achellon...”

“Let me explain all she said before you comment, alright,” Alagur says. “There’s a lot of information, but I’ll tell you the most important part of it, as that’s probably what we must remember as we go to Elsana...”

“Sure, go ahead,” Marrida comments, beaming a smile now. She likes it even more now than before when someone else would be the so-called ‘expert’ on a topic rather than everyone expecting her, because of her being a Keeper, to know everything somehow...

Alagur nods, then he continues his description of what he’d been told. “She had said that a woman’s choice to decide when to have a child had ended the Warlords’ exertion over them. The Warlords had controlled with, to use your own words as a description, a false source of knowledge. It’s why they destroyed all the knowledge of Keltana. As you know, they enslaved everyone. Men were likely to endure the beatings received,” Alagur explains quietly. “Women needed to develop their own way of resisting, and they did it through delayed childbearing. Knowledge is a powerful tool in the hands of those who can wield it to defeat an enemy such as the Warlords. They were using false information, such as the information they gathered at the Spires of Achellon to keep themselves in power. Once the women knew how to fight back, they became as powerful as a resistance force as the men were creating... There’s a reason it’s called ‘women’s matters’ and once it was a way to fight back, but now it’s regarded as a right for a woman to choose her own fate and whether she wants a child. As it got noticed that it had the desired effect, it taught them strength, though differently. This is the strength the woman carried with her when the Warlords branded her... a ‘girl thief’.”

Marrida is silent for several minutes before she speaks. “I think you’ve said something that’s both oddly disturbing and interesting at the same time. I’ve wondered, ever since my discussion with Anayra, in what she meant when she said, ‘that childbirth isn’t just a matter of choosing when to have a child, but that it also gives the needed strength for the times ahead of you,’ and she explained to me the meaning of the words... But how did you come to these conclusions?”

“I analysed it, like everything else, with a military mind,” Alagur states matter of fact.

Marrida wrinkles her nose somewhat, then she rolls her eyes as she blurts out loudly, “Oh... right...”

* * *
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NOW THAT HER CONVERSATION with Alagur has set her mind at ease, also solving a mystery that had kept her awake, she recommences her task and observes the landscape ahead of them thoroughly before she speaks once more; mostly to break the silence, as it seems now that Alagur stays silent to let her think and control their conversation at her pace.

“I noticed the men at South Spires behaving oddly. And now I keep thinking about Lysanda of all people, especially regarding what you said about her telling you about her performances. I think those men were doing the same thing,” Marrida says. “If you look at the entire history of the city up to the moment when you destroyed the Spires, it seems they were claiming to be Magi, but nothing of what they were doing shows any magical knowledge. They also showed no knowledge that they might have been a Seer, an enigma or anything else. They, and those who came before them, used false knowledge as strength to hold the city hostage...”

“It seems you’ve been busy thinking a lot while you were there,” Alagur whispers.

“Your comment about how women gained their own strength made me realise that. Then you said that about the girl thief, and I realise now why they must have targeted her, of all people. She was a woman, and I’m guessing that she came from a place of power or influence,” Marrida continues. “I’m going to guess that she might have been who had created the whole idea of ‘women’s matters.’ Replace the word ‘matters’ with ‘resistance’ and it all makes sense...”

“You just filled in a few blanks in my assessment saying that,” Alagur comments.

“I think they tried to break me,” Marrida continues, her voice taking on something that reminds Alagur of some amphibian animals he’d seen in the swamps near Callers’ Camp. “It was surreal hearing your voice. I had blocked out all the sounds somehow. If I didn’t, I might have lost my control—One thing Lysanda always told me whenever she and Eldagu visited Ruh’nar, and while she’d entertain me while he talked with Uncle Joharan, is that in stories there are always distinct types of retellings. I remember the conversation so vividly now. Because of her advice, I remembered her words rather than listening to the half-dozen men standing around me. They thought I was vulnerable...”

Marrida pauses a moment and notices Alagur moving closer to her, silently showing his effort to comfort her as she recalls a terrifying time. “But I had strength hiding somewhere deep inside me. I think that’s why I had to go inside the False Temple. The women there were all strong—NOT me. But they taught me their strength. The same strength the girl thief had. The same strength all the women had to have while the Warlords were still here. The strength doesn’t come from acting tough or from pretence. It comes from resisting those who want
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