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      Tereka wasn’t sure about many things, but she knew this. She had no idea how to start a revolution.

      Nor did she have a clue how to keep her fellow fugitives in line. Some accepted her leadership willingly, others grudgingly, never missing an opportunity to challenge her.

      Angry shouts filled the brisk spring air. Relio and Sebezh were at it again. All winter long, they’d maneuvered for dominance, the former prison brigade boss against his second. Usually, their fights were simply annoying. Today, their animosity could get someone killed.

      Leaning against the parapet, Tereka surveyed the mountain slope tumbling away below her, the fresh green of early summer finally overtaking the gray, barren branches of birch and maple trees. An eagle soared beneath her, then dove into the canopy. If only she could gaze on the tranquil forest all afternoon. With a sigh, she turned and walked to the south side of the wide courtyard.

      Naco was standing on the edge of the cliff, a rope twisted around his muscular forearm and tied around his waist, the breeze tousling his dark hair. Alikse picked up the rest of the rope and strode to a pine tree. He looped the rope around the thick trunk. With a smooth motion, he shifted the coiled rope to his massive shoulder and returned to Naco’s side.

      At least those two worked well together, Tereka thought. Cheery Naco and silent Alikse were a good pair and could always be relied on. Even in the worst of times, like when the prison guards were plotting to execute them. She shuddered at how easily Alikse grabbed a guard’s head and snapped his neck. Good thing he likes me.

      A few feet from Naco, thick-set Hinat sidled toward the edge of the cliff, whistling tunelessly through the gap in his front teeth. But while Naco stood with his face tipped to the sky, Hinat peered over the edge of the precipice, frowning doubtfully.

      “Why are you making this harder than it is?” Sebezh shouted at Relio. He scratched his red, scruffy beard.

      “Because I’m no durak.” Relio spat on the ground.

      “No, just the spawn of a durak mated to a yanshyr.”

      Tereka rolled her eyes and approached them. “What seems to be the problem now?”

      Sebezh poked a finger at Relio’s chest. “Do you think I can’t hold him?”

      Hinat’s eyes darted from Sebezh to the precipice and back. He didn’t look too confident in Sebezh’s strength.

      “I’m the one going over the cliff,” Naco said. “If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather have a little assurance I won’t end the day in a broken heap at the bottom.”

      Alikse chuckled. “Can’t say I blame you.”

      Who would have thought building a pulley to help bring supplies up the mountain would have caused such a ruckus? “No one needs to die today,” Tereka said. “Why would they?”

      “Great, now girly thinks she’s the expert,” Sebezh said.

      Relio scowled at him, deep ridges forming in jowls covered with black and gray stubble. He motioned for Tereka to join him at the cliff’s edge. “The pulley goes here.”

      “If her uncles get around to bringing it,” put in Sebezh.

      Ignoring Sebezh as if he were no more than a buzzing insect, Relio continued. “Your uncles thought this was the best place. Here the cliff edge is hard rock. The problem is the rock juts out in a few spots on the way down. They suggested we chip some of it away, so anything we’re hoisting up won’t get caught.”

      “If there’s one thing we know how to do, it’s chip stone,” Naco said, flashing a grin at Tereka.

      He was right, but just thinking about their days mining for copper in the Prime Konamei’s prison camp made Tereka’s heart pound and her skin crawl. Shaking off the sensation, she surveyed the scowling faces. “So?”

      Sebezh scratched under his arm. “That one”—he spit in Relio’s direction— “wants to loop the rope around a tree.”

      “It will make it easier to hold the men chipping the rock. And it’s only a loop. You’ll still be able to let out more rope if you need to.” Relio crossed his arms.

      “But it uses up twenty yards,” Sebezh shot back. “What if we need that length to send them lower?

      “We can worry about that then.” Relio’s glare would frighten a warboar, but Sebezh didn’t seem to be intimidated.

      “And you call me a durak,” he said, twisting his mouth into a sneer. “If you’re so smart, why don’t you hold the rope?”

      Tereka stepped forward. No sense reminding Sebezh about Relio’s back pain. It was hard enough to get him to accept any direction from Relio. The last thing she needed was Sebezh deciding to exploit Relio’s weakness. “I think we should let Naco and Hinat decide.” She shrugged. “They’re the ones taking the risk.”

      “I’d rather use the tree,” Naco said. “Anything to help the person holding the rope.”

      Hinat nodded vigorously. “That will be safer.”

      He must really be scared, Tereka thought as she surveyed Hinat’s pale face. He didn’t usually oppose Sebezh.

      “Well, since that’s settled, let’s get on with it,” Relio said. A gust of wind blew down the slope and he cursed. “The day’s not getting any warmer. And we don’t want to wait until the wind picks up more.”

      Sebezh stalked to another pine tree and wrapped his rope around the trunk. Wearing a sullen frown, he took his place near Hinat. Tereka noted the end of each rope was tied in a loop with a big knot. Probably to help Sebezh and Alikse hold on to it if they had to let the whole length out.

      Naco stepped to the edge. He fixed his eyes on Alikse. “Ready?”

      The big man nodded. He took a step back and gripped the rope.

      Seizing his end of the rope, Naco lowered himself to the ground. Then he slid off the cliff.

      Tereka’s heart raced. Would Alikse be able to hold him? The man’s biceps bulged as he slowly let out the rope. He seemed able to control how fast Naco was descending.

      Hinat crept to the rim of the cliff. He glowered at Sebezh. “Don’t drop me.” He tied the rope snugly around his waist and wrapped it around his left forearm, then slid off the edge.

      Sebezh took a few steps forward, then pulled back. He let more rope out. “See? This is easy. Even girly could do this.”

      Shouts from below drew Tereka’s attention. She crouched on the rim of the cliff and gingerly peered over. Sweat dampened her palms. Naco and Hinat were brave to let themselves dangle over the precipice, high over the jagged rocks at the mountain’s feet. She shivered. She was relieved no one had suggested she do the job.

      Both Naco and Hinat had reached the rock that jutted out like an accusing fist. They braced their feet against the face of the cliff. Naco wiped his forehead and pulled a chisel and hammer from his belt. Hinat clung to the rope for several moments before he did the same.

      The gentle tap-tap of the hammers made Tereka wince. The chipping sound was a painful reminder of their days as the Prime Konamei’s prisoners, laboring in his copper mines. She shook off the dreadful memory, eased away from the cliff’s edge, and approached Alikse.

      He glanced at her and grunted. “Good thing I’ve got skinny Naco and not that brute Hinat.”

      Tereka grinned. Hinat and Alikse never had a kind word for each other. “Good thing, indeed. You’d be tempted to let him go.”

      “Nah, just scare him a little.”

      “Like this?” Sebezh dropped his coiled rope. Immediately, it began to unwind, pulled by Hinat’s weight. Hinat’s shriek cut through the air. Sebezh lunged for the rope and tripped, landing face-first on the ground.

      By reflex, Tereka grabbed the looped end. Sebezh was groaning, his chin scraped and bloody. He’d never get up in time. She wasn’t strong enough to support Hinat’s weight. If she tried, they’d both plunge to their deaths. She thrust an arm through the loop, grasped the rope, and sprinted for the cliff’s edge. She held her breath, closed her eyes, and jumped.
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      Tereka’s breath caught as she plummeted toward the jagged rocks below. With a jerk, her descent stopped, and she clung to the rope. Her arm felt as it had been wrenched from her shoulder. Sharp pain burned where the rope dug into her flesh through the coarse fabric of her tunic’s sleeve. She took a few gasping breaths, her eyes watering from the shock.

      She peeked down. Fifty feet below her, Hinat dangled, his fall arrested by her weight on the other end of the rope. Now if only the tree that’s supporting us holds. Hinat hung three hundred feet or more above the jagged rocks at the bottom. If he fell…

      “What were you thinking?” Naco swayed ten feet below her, his tawny eyes wide in his coppery face. She tried to give him a smile and failed.

      “That I had to save Hinat.” Her rope jerked, and she dropped a few feet. Her breath caught. “What was that?”

      “Girly,” Relio shouted at her. “Don’t move. You broke the tree.”

      Tereka heard only snatches of Relio’s next words. She hoped they had more to do with hoisting them all back to the top than chastising Sebezh for his recklessness.

      “Heave!” Relio barked the order. Tereka’s rope didn’t move. Then she noticed Hinat had shifted a few feet up.

      “Heave!”

      She dropped two feet. Her heart pounded in her ears. “What was that?”

      “I think as they pull Hinat up, they are letting your side of the rope go down,” Naco said calmly. “My guess is both Relio and Sebezh are pulling Hinat up together, to be faster. They don’t have anyone to hold your end of the rope.”

      It took only a few more jerky downward motions for Tereka to draw level with Naco. “Are you alright?” she asked.

      “I’m fine.” He frowned. “I’d like to finish the job while I’m here. But I don’t want to hit Hinat with any falling rock.”

      “Hmm.” A gust of wind spun her away from him. She closed her eyes to shut out the spiky rocks far below, jutting into the air like sharpened swords.

      Tereka clenched the rope tighter with her sweaty hands, her knuckles whitening. The rope cut into the flesh under her arm like it was digging a canal. Stinging pain ran along her neck. She wasn’t sure how much longer she’d be able to endure it.

      She glanced below. “Why wouldn’t they pull me up first? I’m closer.” She gasped as she dropped another few feet.

      “But you’re lighter. Makes it easier for them to pull you up later when they’re tired.”

      “I’m not sure I want my life in Sebezh’s hands.”

      By this time, Hinat had nearly reached her level. His face was pale, his eyes half closed. The arm he’d twisted in the rope was bent at an odd angle. Tereka winced. Had he broken it in the fall?

      “Hinat,” she said, trying to keep the pain from her voice.

      He opened his eyes. With a frown, he shook his head. “What’re you doing, girly?”

      Before she could answer, she dropped again and Hinat’s rope jerked him upwards. His knees were now level with her nose. She tilted her head up to concentrate on Naco’s tawny eyes, forcing herself to focus on his gaze. She stifled her thoughts of falling to the rocks below, hoping they’d all survive this ordeal.

      A few more jerks downward, then scuffling noises at the top of the cliff told her Hinat was pulled to safety.

      “Hang on, girly.” Relio’s voice sounded strained and tired. Tereka rose a few feet, then a few more, ascending much faster than Hinat had.

      As she neared the top, she heard a crack and dropped about six feet. Pain shot through her arm and shoulder. She screwed her eyes shut. Surely, they wouldn’t drop her now. A few shouts, and a long pull on the rope.

      Tereka stretched out her hand to grab a rock near the top of the cliff. A dark brown hand reached for hers and pulled her over the edge. Her stomach scraped along the rocks right before she looked up into Alikse’s flushed and sweaty face. “Who’s holding Naco?” she asked.

      “The tree, with some help from Poales. Relio’s done for.”

      She crawled away from the lip of the cliff. “Thank you.” She turned and sat on the stone pavement, panting, unable to believe she was no longer suspended hundreds of feet in the air.

      Savinnia and Poales must have heard all the commotion and come running. He was assisting Sebezh and Alikse haul Naco up, while Relio lay moaning on the ground. Savinnia was helping Relio drink from a dipper, her dark hair tumbling around her face.

      The tree they’d wrapped the rope around was cracked and bent, some of its roots pulled from the soil. Had the rope not caught on a branch, she and Hinat would have fallen to the rocks below. She rubbed her sore shoulder, wincing at the sting of the rope burn on her neck.

      The pine tree supporting Naco’s rope creaked. Her heart skipped a beat, and she clenched her shaking hands. Would they manage to get Naco up before the tree gave way? She didn’t want to imagine life without Naco.

      When Alikse pulled Naco over the edge, she let out a breath. They’d all survived. She shakily got to her feet and stumbled to Hinat.

      He lay on the ground, clutching his damaged forearm. 

      Tereka knelt beside him. “Hinat.”

      With a moan, he opened one eye. “My shoulder⁠—”

      With a few strides, Naco reached him and helped him sit up. When Hinat’s arm flopped uselessly, Naco grabbed his elbow. “I’ll fix it. Ready?” Without waiting for an answer, he jerked the arm. With a pop that made Tereka flinch, the arm snapped into place.

      Hinat yelled, then groaned. “That’s better.”

      “Good,” said Tereka. “Now for the bone.”

      Savinnia handed her some strips of cloth, a short piece of wood, and a pot of water. Tereka gently removed Hinat’s torn sleeve from his arm. Angry red stripes scored the flesh of his forearm, which canted at an awkward angle a little below the elbow.

      Naco held Hinat’s other arm down while Tereka pushed the bone back in place. She washed the wounds and bound the splint to the arm. “Better?”

      “Some.” Hinat opened one eye. “Can’t you do some of your magic, girly?”

      She shrugged. “I’ll try once we get you inside. But you know I can’t promise anything.”

      And she couldn’t. The sky-god was the power behind the amulets, and she couldn’t dictate what he would do. She’d found over the winter that usually she could count on her amulets to relieve aches and pains and to speed up healing. Rarely did the amulets allow her to heal instantly and completely.

      Now, she became more aware of her own hurts—the rope burn on her neck, the chafing under her arm, her scraped hands. She lifted her shoulder and hissed at the stabbing pain. Cautiously, she moved her arm. The pain was bearable, so her shoulder wasn’t out of joint like Hinat’s.

      Staggering to her feet, she turned to Naco. He was coiling the ropes and appeared to be unscathed. Relio was sitting up, drinking water. Alikse and Sebezh were glaring at each other like two dogs about to fight.

      “C-could someone tell me what happened?” Poales asked.

      Relio, Sebezh, and Alikse all spoke at once. Naco opened his mouth, closed it, and shook his head.

      Hinat’s face turned purple. His voice rose above the others’ as he shook his fist in Sebezh’s face. “This yanshyr nearly got me killed!” Tereka figured his injured arm was the only reason he didn’t fling himself on Sebezh.

      “Right, blame me,” Sebezh snarled. “I wasn’t the yanshyr who wanted both of them to go down at once. Had you listened to me, none of this would have happened.”

      “Right,” said Relio. “Because you wouldn’t have been holding a rope, so it wouldn’t have mattered if you let it go or not.”

      Sebezh spat. “That’s what you think.”

      Tereka sighed. How was she going to contain this? Tensions had risen over the winter, with Relio and Sebezh coming to blows at least twice a month. What had she been thinking to want to start a revolution? If she couldn’t convince a few unruly men to follow her directions, how would she possibly lead the numbers needed to overthrow the Prime Konamei?

      “Stop it, all of you.” She tried to make her voice commanding. Hinat stopped shouting, at least. Tereka strode up to Relio and Sebezh and forced her way between them. “Stop. Now.” This time, they listened. “We’re not going to survive if we’re at each others’ throats.”

      “We won’t survive if we listen to that durak,” Sebezh said.

      “I’m not the yanshyr who dropped the rope.” Relio glared at Sebezh, his voice rising.

      Putting a hand on Relio’s chest, Tereka pushed him backward. Then she spun to face Sebezh. She tipped her chin up to look him in the eye. “Now hear this. Even if Relio’s plan was no good, you were the one who nearly ruined it.”

      “I don’t have to take this from you, girly.”

      “What are you going to do? Leave?”

      Sebezh narrowed his eyes. “I just might do that.”

      Relio and Alikse cursed, but Tereka stifled her reaction. This was no time to let Sebezh believe his threat held any weight.

      “You need to think long and hard about that, Sebezh,” she said. “In case you’ve forgotten, I promised my uncles that I’d kill you if you tried to leave. And if I don’t succeed in stopping you, they’ll hunt you down and finish the job.”

      “Bah. You and your uncles. You tell us they’re savages, but they do nothing but help.” He waved a hand at the mount Tereka’s Risker uncles had built for the pulley. “And they have wonders the villages never dreamed of. Some barbarians they are. I don’t believe they’d have the stomach to kill me in cold blood.”

      She clenched her jaw. “If you left, they’d see that as a threat to me. And they’d do anything to prevent you from putting me in danger.” She paused, staring into his beady brown eyes.

      Five heartbeats passed before he dropped his gaze. “Fine. Have it your way.” He slouched away down the steps.

      Tereka’s heart pounded, her pulse loud in her ears. He’d backed down. This time.
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      A gust of chilly air puffed through the pine trees and nipped Tereka’s ears. She pulled her hood over her head. Even though by the calendar it was summer, the breeze nipped her ears like early spring.

      Last autumn’s leaves swirled near the ground, tumbling and scattering with each breath of wind that hissed through the woods. She pressed her lips together, wishing the hard feelings that lingered a full week after the accident on the cliff’s edge could dissipate as easily.

      The explosive anger from that afternoon had receded into simmering tension. Sebezh had subsided into grumbling under his breath whenever someone tried to tell him what to do. Relio cursed every time his eyes fell on Sebezh.

      The other two members of their band had been horrified and angered when they’d heard of Sebezh’s nearly fatal joke. Poales muttered that he’d feel safer with the pirates. Savinnia refused to remain anywhere near Sebezh.

      Then there was Naco. Outwardly, he seemed to be his usual cheerful self, but something had changed.

      Tereka rubbed the back of her head and ran her fingers through her hair, now grown out a few inches since being shaved in the prison camp seven months before. Why was Naco being so aloof? She could always count on him to back her up or to shield her from Sebezh’s unwanted advances, but now he treated her the same way he treated his sister Savinnia. Had she imagined he felt something for her?

      Another gust of wind tugged at her tattered gray cloak. She pulled it closer. Surely the sun should be stronger this far south. All her memories of North Rivash were of a hot and dusty town. Not this damp cold that seeped into her feet through the thin leather of her boots. The waiting wasn’t making her feel any warmer. This was no way to start a revolution.

      Added to the challenge of keeping her unruly followers in line was Hinat’s injury. While his shoulder was on the mend and his broken arm seemed to be healing properly, he wasn’t able to join them on this mission. With the risk they were about to take, she didn’t like being short a man.

      Breathing deeply to get her thoughts under control, Tereka fumbled with the bag tied into her pocket and fingered her amulets. The stones were smooth, cold, and motionless, like puddles on the road when there was no breeze. No vibration. She tapped her fingers against her lips. Her amulets had vibrated the night Sebezh got drunk and tried to assault her, as if they were warning her of lurking peril. Did no vibration today mean no danger? It was hard to tell. Learning to use the dragonfly amulets was like walking through a mist. She could only see a few steps ahead, blind to any obstacle she was about to trip over.

      Idly, she watched a squirrel leap from one bare branch of a birch tree to the curving limb of a maple. The small animal had no problem taking a chance to get what it wanted.

      If only she could be as sure of her risky plan for starting the revolt. So much hinged on their success today. If all went well, they would be one step closer to dislodging Juquila, the syndic of Trofmose, from power. That would be their first blow against the Prime Konamei. If they could topple Juquila, they could work on undermining Kaberco, Trofmose’s ephor. Hopefully, as word of their rebellion spread, it would inspire others to stand against the oppressive, corrupt regime that ruled Tlefas.

      And perhaps, once they began to act against their common enemies, Sebezh and the others would put aside their differences long enough to see the revolution through. Tereka didn’t want to consider what would happen if they didn’t.

      She shook her head, remembering how her uncles had laughed when she told them about the accident on the cliff. Of course, Chen and Lilio would find it amusing. They’d spent their childhoods dangling from ropes, harvesting honey off the cliffs. That grown men couldn’t handle a rope job that didn’t involve dodging angry bees was quite a joke for them.

      When they’d stopped chuckling, they made quick work of chipping the stone and setting up the pulley. Sebezh and Relio wore shamed expressions, but Tereka knew they were as glad as she was to be liberated from the drudgery of lugging supplies up the mountain.

      Revolution was far less amusing, evidently. Her uncles hadn’t laughed when she explained her plan to dislodge Juquila and Kaberco from power. “Once a prejudice takes root, it’s like pulling up a tree stump to get rid of it,” Chen told her.

      Tereka leaned against the rough bark of a pine tree and blew on her icy fingers. Chen might be right. But she had to try something. At least action had made Sebezh a bit more agreeable.

      But the waiting was so hard. Alikse had gone to look for the overdue caravan. Naco, Relio, and Sebezh were squatting in the center of the clearing, gambling over a game played with pebbles and little pits they’d dug in a circle. She inhaled a deep breath. They had the right idea. No sense letting nerves take over. She ambled toward them, hoping to get caught up in their competition.

      Naco moved one of his pebbles and laughed. “And with that, I win.” She liked how his face softened when he smiled, happiness smoothing the creases that years of labor in the mines had carved into his copper-colored face. He glanced at her and winked. Relio cursed and Sebezh spat. The three men arranged their pebbles and started another game.

      At the sound of soft rustling in the undergrowth, Tereka spun and reached for her bow. Alikse ducked under a pine branch and pushed his way into the clearing. She let her muscles relax. “Any sign of them?”

      Alikse shrugged his massive shoulders. “None. I went as far as the next bend, but nothing.”

      Just her luck. The first time she tried her plan, the caravan was delayed. Or maybe it hadn’t left Shinroo at all. She rubbed the back of her neck. “Perhaps we should just walk down the road to meet them.”

      Relio barked out a laugh. “That’s what I like about you, girly. Always ready to make a bold move.”

      “I’m game.” Naco scrambled to his feet.

      Sebezh snorted. “That’s because I was about to win.” He stood up. “But girly’s right. Anything’s better than just sitting here.”

      They readied their weapons and slung rucksacks on their backs. Tereka stepped out from the trees onto the road. Clouds scurried across the pale blue sky, hurried along by the brisk wind. A few birds chirped, and a squirrel chittered. No sound of a caravan’s creaking wagon wheels or the gentle clopping of horses’ hooves on the road. She pulled three arrows from the quiver at her hip and held them next to her bow. “Shall we?”

      She set off, heading south toward Shinroo. Naco fell into place beside her, with Relio on her other side. Sebezh and Alikse followed.

      Heartbeat after heartbeat, they walked, until Tereka’s scalp was prickling. Something wasn’t right. They should have met the caravan long ago.

      Quickening her stride, she rounded one bend, then another. With a gasp, she halted. Fifty yards ahead of them, five ragged men were pillaging the wagons, while another ten were fighting traders. The bandits wielded swords while the traders were armed with only whips and whatever they could throw at their assailants. A few brown-clad traders lay scattered on the ground, red splotches staining their tunics and trousers.

      “I think we’re just in time, don’t you, girly?” Relio drew his sword.

      Tereka nodded. “Look, the guards aren’t even fighting back.” She pointed at six men wearing black leather seated on horses. Three held bows with nocked arrows. The other three brandished long swords that gleamed in the sunlight. None of them engaged the bandits.

      Her pulse sped up and her face heated. Cowards. They’d rather watch traders die than risk injury. “I’ll shoot from the right. You four take the left. Ready?” She nocked an arrow. “Here we go.”

      She ran a few steps to the right side of the road, hoping the trees would shelter her from the wind. Then she aimed, held her breath, and released her arrow. It struck a bandit in the neck. Within three heartbeats, she’d shot two more.

      Sprinting toward the caravan, Tereka readied another trio of arrows. Relio and Alikse had already taken down two outlaws—Relio with a few swings of his sword and Alikse by grabbing a bandit by the head and breaking his neck.

      A few heartbeats more, and most of the robbers lay dead. The rest fled into the trees on the north side of the road.

      Relio and Alikse stood panting next to Sebezh, whose face was red and beaded with sweat. Tereka and Naco dashed over. “Anyone hurt?” she asked.

      Before they could answer, the captain of the guardsmen strode up to them, his sword outstretched. “Who are you? What are you doing? You know full well that weapons are illegal.”

      Good, Tereka thought. We were right to wear gray clothing. He thinks we’re villagers.

      Five or six traders crowded around. One stepped forward. “Thank you, whoever you are.”

      That gave Tereka the opening she was looking for. “Friends, we were glad to assist you. But think. Why did you need help?” She pointed her bow at the guardsmen. “Your guards, who are paid to protect you, failed in their task. You’ve been told that you should trust them for your safety. But they sat on their horses while you were attacked. You’ve been told weapons are dangerous. But it’s more dangerous to venture onto the roads unarmed.”

      The traders murmured. Tereka wondered if it was in approval or disdain.

      “And who made you these promises?” She held up her arm, pointing toward the northwest, roughly in the direction of Trofmose. “Do you rely on the word of that leaning fence, Juquila, who will gladly collapse under any force that will give her more power? Or that tottering wall, Kaberco, who will do anything to protect himself but has nothing left for you?”

      The captain waved his sword at Tereka, his black eyes cold. “I don’t know who you are, but if you don’t stop talking, I’ll have you taken.”

      Tereka and her crew burst into laughter.

      Naco grinned. “You don’t scare us, coward.”

      Relio chuckled. “It’s a little late for that, don’t ya think?”

      “I wouldn’t keep threatening us, my friend,” Tereka said to the captain. “And you, traders. What other lies have they told you?” She reached into her rucksack and pulled out a loaf of bread. “Have you ever seen bread like this? Why do they force you to eat hard, black bread?” She tossed the loaf to a trader.

      Alikse, Naco, and Relio reached into their sacks and flung loaves into the group of traders. Relio pitched one into the face of the captain. Sebezh’s sack held a small basket of tomatoes and cucumbers, and he simply placed it in the middle of the road in front of the gathered traders.

      “Who are you to question the Prime Konamei?” yelled a trader.

      Turning the loaf over in his hands, the captain stared as if he held a great treasure. His eyes flicked to the basket. “Where did you get fresh tomatoes this time of year?” His eyes narrowed. “That’s only possible through Risker magic.”

      Tereka opened her mouth to explain about the Riskers’ greenhouses, but a guard cut her off, hefting the bread in his hands. “This is Risker bread.” He dropped the loaf in the dust of the road. “Are you trying to get us taken?”

      The captain jerked, then hurled his bread at Tereka. “You are unsafe and have broken many of the Prime Konamei’s laws. We’re going to have you taken.”

      Many of the traders murmured in approval. “Don’t you see how they’ve lied?” Tereka said to them. “How they are still lying?” She forced the words out through clenched teeth. “Do you have any wounded?”

      Naco put a hand on her arm. She shook it off. Yes, the plan was to talk and distribute food. Her uncles had been adamant that she not use the amulets. But these people wouldn’t listen.

      Two men carried a third to Tereka. Blood pulsed from a wound on his tanned neck. She winced. Had it sliced any deeper, he would have already bled out and died. She pulled out one of her dragonfly amulets and held it up for all to see. “You’ve been told these are dangerous. Or that they are mere remnants of old myths and fairy tales. That they hold no power. None of that is true.”

      She held the amulet over the man’s neck and murmured to the sky-god. Green light flared and the bleeding stopped. The edges of the wound drew together.

      The man’s jaw dropped. “What evil is this? I have no pain.”

      The eyes of the two men next to him widened. They backed away, pulling their friend with them.

      Tereka’s mouth fell open. They didn’t believe her. They refused to see what was in front of their own eyes. Her shoulders drooped and she let out a sigh.

      The captain pointed his sword at Tereka. “Take them.”

      None of the guards moved. Tereka used their hesitation to run back, pulling three arrows from her quiver. She spun and nocked one. Holding her breath, she released the arrows, one after the other. The first knocked the captain’s hat from his head. The second struck his sword just below the man’s grip on its hilt. A heartbeat later, the third scraped his earlobe.

      “Next time, I won’t try to miss.” She glared at him. “Think about what you’ve heard,” Tereka told the traders. “Consider what you have seen, and what you will taste if you dare to eat the bread and vegetables we brought. And decide for yourselves what is truth and what is a lie.” She gestured with her head to the south. “You’ll be late getting to North Rivash if you don’t hurry.” She smirked at the captain. “And don’t try to follow us.” She took off at a trot, running past the halted caravan, heading north for home.
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      Tereka loped down the road, puffs of dust rising with each step. She ignored the snarled insults the traders tossed her way as she passed the halted wagons. A stone struck her between the shoulder blades. She huffed and kept running. The leather vest concealed by her gray cloak had dulled the impact. “Keep going,” she shouted to the men following her.

      Warmth flooded her face, a heat not solely driven by her exertion. How could the traders be so blind? When confronted with evidence they’d been lied to, they chose to ignore it. She pounded her feet on the road as if to stomp on the lies that held the people in bondage for centuries. One, two, three, four… She counted her footsteps. Anything to focus her mind away from their failure. Not a single trader had listened to her at all. Even the one she’d healed had been more frightened than grateful.

      As she ran, she heard only the panting breath of the others behind her. No shouts commanding them to halt, no arrows to stop them. It seemed the guardsmen had enough sense to let them go, deal with the dead and wounded, and get the caravan in motion again.

      When she trod on a rut, Tereka stumbled but recovered her footing after a few staggered steps. She turned more of her attention to the road ahead, but could not shake those traders out of her mind. How could they ignore the evidence in front of their eyes? She’d counted on at least a few of them listening and thinking about the lies of the Prime Konamei.

      Prompted by the sharp pain in her hands, she relaxed her clenched fists. She was a fool. It wasn’t that long ago she’d believed all the lies.

      So why should she expect a group of traders to accept her word? The Prime Konamei’s rules gave people structure. Everyone knew their place, whether they liked it or not. Raised to see everything as a source of danger, it was no surprise people wanted nothing to change. The protection the guards offered satisfied most people.

      Chen, she had to admit, had been right. People wouldn’t easily give up their beliefs. She felt a pang of shame, remembering how stubbornly she’d clung to her prejudice and ignorance concerning the Riskers.

      But now what? It would take them two days of rugged travel to get back to their mountain hideout. At least she’d have that much time to consider her next move.

      She’d asked Da why the earlier occupants of the land would build a tower in such a remote place. He had pointed west, north, and east. From the heights they could see far in any direction. Da thought the tower was used for early warnings of invasion from any of those directions. Who the builders had been afraid of, he had no idea.

      Whoever they were, they’d died centuries ago. Maybe their guard tower had proved useless against the threat it had been built to meet.

      And now she and her fellow escaped prisoners lived there. It was shelter, to be sure. But the seven months they’d spent there hadn’t exactly been comfortable.

      Relio and Sebezh never stopped sparring, trying to achieve dominance in their little world. Savinnia had so far convinced Relio she had no intention of continuing her relationship with him. Poales served as a good buffer, but he was becoming increasingly concerned about his wife and children who lived far to the south in Litavye, and his anxiety was making him short-tempered. Alikse and Hinat were cooperative, but they still followed the lead of Relio and Sebezh.

      And Naco. Strong, dependable Naco. He always supported her and helped keep the others in line. Because he was eating better, the gauntness of his prison days was fading. Dimples appeared when he grinned, and his arms bulged when he worked. And sometimes, very rarely, he gave her a smile that not only brought out the dimples but stretched all the way to his eyes, a smile he saved just for her. Sometimes when he looked at her that way, she allowed herself to hope he had feelings for her.

      Of course, she’d thought Kemet had felt something for her. But when things got dicey, he proved he cared more for his own safety. No. Better to count footsteps than torture herself with hopes that were probably vain. Twenty, twenty-one.

      Tereka jogged around a bend in the road, keeping her eyes to the right. A break in the trees marked a path that led up into the hills. She turned into the forest and slowed her pace. No sense wearing herself out charging up a slope. She turned her face to the breeze, letting the dappled shade cool her sweaty face.

      When the shadows lengthened, they made camp close to a stream. After so many months together, they fell naturally into their routine. Sebezh and Alikse gathered wood. Naco and Relio hunted. Tereka built the fire, sending Alikse to stand guard. Bandits and warboars prowled the slopes of the mountains. Tereka had no intention of being eaten by either.

      Naco returned with a pair of rabbits, and Relio had stumbled on a bush full of hopberries. Added to the round orange fruit Tereka had in her sack, the fruit Osip grew in his greenhouse, they’d have a full meal.

      While the scent of stewing rabbit filled the air, Tereka counted her arrows, asking the others to do the same. Between them, they still had over fifty. Enough to see them home, as long as they didn’t run into many bandits.

      Relio dropped to sit beside her. “So, girly, what do you think?”

      Before she could answer, Sebezh chimed in. “That could have been a disaster. I knew it wouldn’t work.”

      Tereka wanted to pound her fist into his teeth. She swallowed hard and let her breath out slowly.

      Naco answered for her. “You’re right, you’re still with us.”

      Sebezh flushed as Relio chuckled. “True,” Relio said. “But I want to know what girly’s thinking.”

      “Well, I think Sebezh is right. That could have gone very badly for us.” Tereka measured every word as she spoke. “But we all came back, none of us were hurt, and we learned something important.”

      She looked around at them all, Alikse attentive, Sebezh sneering, Relio and Naco wary. “It’s going to be harder to convince people they’ve been lied to than I expected.”

      Relio nodded. “It’s hard for people to admit they’ve been fools.”

      “And they never will, not the way you’re going about it,” Sebezh said.

      Tereka raised an eyebrow. “And what, oh wise one, do you suggest?”

      “Giving them bread won’t work.” Sebezh scowled at her. “The Prime Konamei will tell them Risker bread is poison. The only ones who know different are the konameis who eat it and the traders who sell it. Traders aren’t about to risk their lives to expose the truth.”

      He was right, of course. Tereka studied her hands. “You would think being rescued would make a difference.”

      Naco shook his head. “Maybe some of them were grateful. But no one would say so in front of the guards.”

      Another good point. “That’s why I healed the man. How could they dismiss that?”

      Relio laughed. “All you did was show them a little Risker magic. Even if they agree with you, they’d be taken if they so much as breathed a word about it.” He scratched under his arm. “Keep this up, and you’ll be like the durak who tried to get dirt from his eye and ended up blind.”

      Tereka rubbed her forehead. “But if talking to them is useless, if showing them the things they’ve been deprived of won’t work, and how their leaders have lied to them, what do I do?”

      The others exchanged glances. After a pause, Naco spoke up. “I know you don’t want to hear this, but it’s the truth. And we all agree.”

      “What?” Tereka frowned. She had a feeling she knew what was coming.

      “You have to declare yourself the Desired One of the prophecy. Announce you are Tereka Sabidur, a trader who was taken and escaped through the power of the sky-god and the amulets you carry. Do that, and they’ll have the courage to listen to you.”

      A lump formed in her throat. She’d hoped that Naco, at least, would understand. She crossed her arms. “I’m not the Desired One.”

      “That’s right, girly, you keep denying it,” Relio said. Tereka raked a glare over his grinning face. Why couldn’t they give up this Desired One nonsense?

      Sebezh spit into the fire, the wetness hissing. “You can deny it all you want. I don’t care if that old myth is talking about you or not. All I know is it’s the only thing that will get people to listen.” He smirked. “And if they’re not listening to you, who are they listening to? The Prime Konamei? Or worse, your sweet aunt Juquila.”

      Tereka scowled. Juquila wasn’t really her aunt, and she was anything but sweet. Venomous was more like it. And as syndic in charge of trade for the northern region, Juquila held a lot of power. She was the reason Tereka had been imprisoned in the first place.

      “No.” Tereka jutted her chin out. “I’m not the Desired One.” Couldn’t they see? She was only nineteen years old, not worthy or capable of ruling the entire land. All she wanted to do was take down the corrupt powers and replace them with people who would rule with wisdom and a fair hand.

      She abruptly stood up and strode away from the fire, losing herself in the shadows under the trees. She would not allow anyone to force a name on her, not even a name out of myth. Desired One. That wasn’t her.

      Aunt Juquila had called her “spawn.” Tereka’s stomach writhed and her eyes burned. Useless spawn, not worthy to sit at the same table with her cousins. How Juquila would mock at the idea that she, Tereka, was destined to bring a new order. And if she tried and failed, that would prove Juquila’s taunts had been accurate. That she was incompetent and inferior.

      A familiar ache tightened her throat. When she was eighteen, she learned that “Tereka” was the name given to her by the man who took her in and raised her as his own. She’d never know what her parents had called her. If she only knew that name, maybe she could shake off the shame and humiliation of being the nameless orphan who’d been scorned and abused.

      She snorted. Her caravan scheme failed, not even after they rescued the traders. How could anyone expect her to govern a country? She didn’t want the power, anyway. If she succeeded, would she have to move into the Prime Konamei’s estate in Anbodu? She wanted to settle with her Risker relatives in the free air of the mountains, not be constrained in the towns and cities that huddled in the lowlands below. She returned to the light of the campfire. “What if the real Desired One is someone else?”

      Relio shook his head and Sebezh muttered curses. As usual, Alikse kept his opinions to himself, but from the way his face fell at her repeated denials, she knew he agreed with Sebezh.

      Maybe Naco would back her up now. He must be able to see she didn’t want this. She faced him, hoping for the words she wanted to hear. “You should think about it,” he said. “Who else is an amazing archer and carries two Amulets of Power?”

      “Someone who learned a few tricks and got lucky, I suppose.” Her heart sank. Even Naco wanted her to be the Desired One. That must mean she’d read him wrong. He didn’t want a future with her, so he was pushing her into a destiny that would take her far away.

      “Fine.” She let out a huff. “I’ll think about it. But unless I have proof, you can’t talk me into it.” She stood and stretched. “Who’s taking the first watch? I’m tired.” Without waiting for an answer, she spread her bedroll next to the fire and wrapped herself in the blanket. 

      Closing her eyes did nothing to lull her to sleep. The crackle of the fire, the rustling of the trees, and the snapping of small animals scuttling through fallen leaves left her wary. There were enough people who wanted to destroy her, one or two possibly in her own group. How many more enemies would the Desired One have?
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      Tereka forced her aching legs to take the final steps up the steep, rocky path. With a huff, she stepped into the courtyard of their mountain hideout. After two days of hard travel, they’d made it back without incident. That is, if she didn’t count Sebezh, who needled her about becoming the Desired One every chance he got. It didn’t help that the others thought her revolution was doomed if she refused to claim the role.

      To forestall debate, she announced she would be the first to take a bath. That way, she’d be free of them all. Then she got everyone busy cutting wood and foraging for food to supplement the supplies Poales and Savinnia had gathered in their absence.

      “Girly, you’ve turned into a taskmaster,” Relio said. “Can’t we rest now that we’re home? Are you sure you were a trader, and not a prison guard before they took you?”

      She chuckled. “And what? Let you take a bath now and say you don’t want to work up a sweat afterwards?” She tipped her head to the side. “Are you saying Poales and Savinnia should treat us like conquering heroes and wait on us hand and foot?”

      “Would be nice,” Relio answered.

      Sebezh snorted. “Some heroes we are.”

      With discouragement and weariness weighing on her shoulders, Tereka turned away, leaving the argument and the stale, sweaty odor of her companions behind. She knew she could count on Relio to hash out who would chop wood and who would go fishing. He would get them all moving.

      After hanging her bow and quiver in the lean-to where they kept their weapons, she ambled into the kitchen. Her stomach rumbled and her mouth watered when the aroma of freshly baked flatbread caressed her nose. Resisting the temptation to steal a piece, she filled a large pot with water from one of the tall earthen jars that flanked the door to the storeroom like silent guards. A fire roared in the hearth, most likely Savinnia’s work. She hung the pot on the trivet over the flames.

      While she waited for her bath water to heat, Tereka wandered into the storeroom on the western side of the tower, the driest room that received the most sun. She surveyed the piles of dried fish on the shelves, the sacks of milled flour, the mounds of dried berries. Savinnia, Hinat, and Poales had been busy while the rest of them were away.

      Tereka descended the stone steps to the storage chamber dug into the side of the mountain. Bumps rose on her skin and she shivered in the cooler air. The dim light that penetrated from the room above illuminated the white ropes of onions hung from the ceiling and jars of pickled vegetables lined up in neat rows on shelves. Large clay pots held water. She noted a pair of barrels that hadn’t been there when she’d left. Her uncles must have brought wine or beer. Maybe that would sweeten Sebezh’s mood.

      She did a quick calculation. They had enough food for at least three months. Would that be enough? Her grandfather Osip had been adamant. No revolution without adequate supplies of food, spare clothing, and weapons.

      Osip was right, of course. Once things got going, they’d have no time for hunting or to make more arrows. Over the winter, they’d amassed quite an armory, including many more bows than they could use. But you can never have too many arrows.

      Firm footsteps on the stairs turned her attention away from their stores. She came face to face with Naco, a smile crinkling the corners of his eyes.

      “I thought you’d be here,” he said.

      “We’ve done well, haven’t we?” She pointed up the stairs at the upper storeroom. “I didn’t remember that you’d caught so many fish.”

      A melodic laugh revealed Savinnia had followed her brother down the steps. “Don’t give Naco the credit. While you were gone, your da showed up. Bearing a gift from your admirer who thought you could use some fish.”

      Tereka’s face and ears heated, and she looked down at her boots. Savinnia was talking about Kemet. Tereka had loved Kemet, but he’d decided that she wasn’t safe to know. Her toes curled at the memory. As much as it hurt, she couldn’t blame him for not wanting to take up with a half-Risker who was tangled up in an ancient, outlawed myth. “He’s not my admirer. He just feels guilty.”

      Savinnia snickered. “If you say so.” She turned to Naco. “When you can, we could use some more water. I’m sure the rest of you will want baths once Tereka’s done.” She waved a hand at Tereka and skipped up the stairs.

      Naco took a step after his sister, but Tereka put a hand on his arm. “Naco.”

      “Yes?”

      “Do you really believe that—?” The words stuck in her throat.

      “Water is wet and always useful.”

      She poked him in the hard muscle of his arm. “Not about that. About the prophecy.”

      In the dim light, his tawny eyes darkened to a warm brown, the color of acorns. “Tereka, I don’t think there’s any question that the prophecy speaks of you.” He paused. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t like it any more than you do.”

      That must mean he didn’t think she was worthy of the role. She frowned as Naco ran a hand through his dark hair.

      “I’m afraid for you,” he said. “Who knows what dangers the Desired One will have to face? And what will happen after you bring the new order to the land? You’d have to live in Anbodu, in the Prime Konamei’s house. I know you don’t want that.” He sounded wistful, almost sad. “So, I’d rather you weren’t what they think you are.”

      “That makes two of us.” She let out a sigh. “Can’t I just refuse?”

      He shuffled back a step. “Before I met you, I thought the whole sky-god story was a silly myth. Now I’ve seen too much to have doubts. If the sky-god is calling you, how can you resist?”

      “But why would the sky-god choose me?”

      “Other than thinking you’re the right one for the job? I don’t know. His plans are not my plans, that’s for sure.” He shook his head. “I’m just glad I’m not the Desired One. That would be a perilous and lonely life.”

      Her heart lurched and her limbs felt heavy, as if millstones hung from her wrists. There. He’d said it. If she was the Desired One, he wouldn’t want to be part of her life.

      Naco didn’t seem to notice her drooping shoulders. “I just hope when this is over, when you’ve brought the new order, you’ll have time for your old friends. That you won’t be too good for escaped prisoners and companions of pirates.” He pulled his eyebrows together and gave her a pitiful expression.

      She laughed. “Oh, Naco, of course I’ll have time for all of you.”

      Something flickered in his eyes. “Any of us in particular?”

      Was he hinting at what she thought he was? No, it was impossible. He’d flirted with her on and off all winter, to be sure. She’d allowed herself to hope that he could love her. After all, he was an escaped prisoner like she was, broken and battered, damaged and despised. Not like Kemet, who’d never been anything but the model safe and fair subject of the Prime Konamei.

      Her breath caught. Maybe Naco thought she wanted Kemet back.

      Tereka lowered her eyes. She didn’t have a future with Kemet, she was sure of that. But she’d allowed herself to hope about Naco. Now she had to face the truth. For all his support and camaraderie, Naco had never acted like he foresaw a life with her. And he’d just told her he didn’t want her if she was the Desired One, that he didn’t want that dangerous, lonely existence.

      Could she ignore the way her heart sped up when he smiled at her? The way warmth flowed through her every time he happened to touch her, a warmth that spread down to her toes? She wanted to tell him, yes, she’d be especially glad to see him and would be particularly bereft if he stayed away. But she’d let Kemet into her heart, and he’d spurned her once things got dangerous.

      She didn’t want to endure that again, to feel the anguish and shame of rejection. Besides, they could all die trying to unseat the Prime Konamei. Better to avoid these kinds of complications. She stepped away from Naco. “Perhaps.” She smirked at him. “If you’re kind to me.” She turned from him and bounded up the steps to the kitchen.
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      Juquila struggled to keep from scowling. What was this idiot telling her? The trader kept babbling and repeating himself so that she couldn’t make sense of what he was saying.

      Even more annoying was the sticky sweat on her forehead under her gray turban. She hated wearing the stupid thing, but it was a small price to pay for her power and privilege.

      She picked up her quill and used it to point to the stool in front of her writing table. “Sit.”

      When the man complied, she replaced the quill in her inkwell. Slowly, deliberately, she collected the documents spread out on the table and stacked them in a neat pile. Then she folded her hands and rested them on the open ledger. Staring into the man’s eyes, she smiled. “Now tell me.” She used the sultry voice that had served her well over the years. “From the beginning. No need to rush.”

      Under her gaze, a well-practiced one that tantalized with a promise of many delights, he blinked and took a deep breath. “If you please, the caravan from Shinroo was more than halfway to North Rivash. We rounded a bend and were attacked by bandits.”

      “Hmm.” This was nothing new. Bandits attacked regularly, more now that the ebbing of the spring rains had made travel easier.

      The man gulped and leaned forward. “If you please.” He spoke in a whisper. “The guards did nothing.”

      Juquila nodded, staring into his eyes as if she was captivated by what she saw there. Guards failing to guard, that also was nothing new, and was happening more often. While she bemoaned the lost revenue, it did give her leverage over the ephor Kaberco. “I’m sorry to hear it. I’ll take it up with the ephor. Then what?”

      “All of a sudden, from the north, five people burst around the bend in the road. They shot arrows, a hailstorm of them that dropped the bandits where they stood. Others had swords. One killed with his bare hands.”

      This was interesting. She raised her eyebrows. “Were they guards from North Rivash?”

      “No, if you please. They wore gray.”

      “Villagers who had weapons?” Juquila allowed a tiny frown to slip onto her face. This couldn’t be permitted.

      “I don’t think they were villagers.”

      Juquila resisted the urge to roll her eyes. Couldn’t this man just come out with it? “Then who were they?” She kept her tone soft and caressing.

      “I don’t know. They told us things they shouldn’t have. Forbidden things.”

      “Really?” Juquila tipped her head to the side. The man looked down, avoiding her gaze. “Tell me,” she said. “You have nothing to fear.”

      “They gave us bread, soft bread if you please. And fresh tomatoes and cucumbers.”

      Soft bread and out-of-season vegetables could only mean Riskers. But would Riskers dare violate the treaty?

      “They said that we’d been lied to,” the man continued. “That we didn’t have to live the way we did, and that the Prime Konamei couldn’t keep us safe.”

      “What did the guards do?” She managed to keep her tone soft despite the anger that heated her face. The fools should have run these outlaws through, that’s what they should have done.

      “The captain threatened to have them taken.” The man shivered. “They just laughed. Then the girl⁠—”

      “What girl?” Juquila couldn’t keep the sharpness from her voice. She forced her face to relax and infused her tone with honey. “You didn’t mention her before.”

      “Didn’t I? She was their best archer. Shot three arrows in a row faster than any guardsman could. Took down three men in two heartbeats. Anyway, she asked if we had any wounded.” The man gulped, his face flushed, his long fingers twitching. “One of the bandits had sliced my neck. Blood was everywhere. I thought I was done for. A few others pulled me over to the girl.” He looked down at his trembling hands.

      Juquila leaned forward. “And then?” she asked softly.

      “I, I’m not sure what happened. I was feeling faint. You know, from losing so much blood. I saw a flash of green light in her hand, and she muttered something about the sky.” The man shook his head. “Then the pain stopped. And the bleeding.” He paused; his eyebrows pulled together. “I knew that somehow, I’d live.”

      “That’s impossible.” Juquila stared at him. “How could you bring me such a tale?”

      The man jerked his head up and tugged at the neck of his ash-colored tunic. “See for yourself.”

      Peering at the man’s neck, Juquila narrowed her eyes. She studied the wound, now dried over with a black scab that traveled from chin to chest. Amazing that it hadn’t killed the man outright. “Is this some kind of trick?”

      “No, if you please. All I know is, I was wounded and bloody. Then the bleeding stopped, and the pain vanished.”

      “Would others say the same?”

      His eyes shifted, and he glanced down. “I think so.”

      She pressed her lips together. If the stories turned out not to match, either he’d told her a pack of lies or the others feared to risk telling the truth. “Assuming this is true, how did this girl heal you?”

      “I don’t know. You’d have to ask her. If you please.” Now his voice was trembling.

      Juquila leaned back in her chair and nodded. She needed to reassure the man. No sense scaring off one of her best informants. She smiled, a slow, lazy smile as if he hadn’t told her anything shocking. “What did this girl look like?”

      “Tall, wiry, bright blue eyes. Golden tan skin. Dark hair, a bit shorter than most village women wear it.”

      Her heart thumped, but she ignored it. There was nothing she could do about it, or the heat rising up the back of her neck. That blasted Tereka, her supposed niece, was back.

      Picking up her quill, Juquila wrote on the parchment before her. Anything to give her a moment to collect her thoughts without the trader seeing she was rattled.

      So Tereka escaped prison and survived. Did Kaberco know? That would explain why he’d been so jumpy lately. But Juquila needed to be sure.

      She laid down her quill. “What else did this girl say?”

      “If you please, when the captain ordered his guards to take them, she did her trick with the three arrows. Nearly took off the captain’s earlobe. Gave me shivers to see her shoot so well in that breeze.” The man gulped. “Then she said the next time she wouldn’t miss. And that we all needed to think about what she’d said, if we were brave enough to eat the bread she’d left. She told us to get moving, or we’d be late getting to North Rivash. Then she and her gang ran off.”

      “Hmm.” Juquila inspected her fingernails. “Did anyone eat the bread?”

      “I, I don’t know. I didn’t see what the captain did with it. He ordered us to attend to our wounded and to get the caravan ready to move on.”

      Juquila studied the man’s face. Was he lying? He kept shifting in his seat and was having trouble looking her in the eye. Or was he simply nervous? After all, sharing tales like this could get someone taken.

      “Thank you for telling me,” she said. “I don’t suppose I need to tell you to keep this to yourself?” She gave him a slow smile. “In the interests of keeping everyone”—she emphasized the word everyone—“safe, we need to be careful to not let this girl’s lies spread. You do understand, don’t you?”

      The man nodded vigorously, his eyes wide.

      “Good. I would hate to think that you would do anything unsafe.”

      He gripped his shaking hands together, still nodding.

      Let’s hope that frightened him enough to keep his mouth shut. Juquila waved a hand in dismissal. “Peace and safety to you.”

      Without waiting to see if he obeyed, she bent her head to her writing, ignoring his murmured, “Peace and safety.” She scribbled a few words.

      When she heard the door shut, she lifted her head and clenched her fist. What to do about that cursed Tereka? It would have been one thing if she’d stayed hidden and never came back. But no, she just had to stir up more trouble. Just like that father of hers.

      She turned in her seat to survey the map of Tlefas pinned to the wall. Tereka had chosen well. A lonely stretch of road where it hugged the forest. Easy to pull her stunt and vanish among the pines and birch. Maybe she should disregard this or pass it off as a few disgruntled traders. Or blame the Riskers? Since Tereka’s gang only killed a few bandits, no one would be interested in tracking down the culprits. Unless some bandits wanted to avenge their comrades’ deaths.

      Juquila shifted back in her chair, making the bronze chain she wore over her shoulders clink softly. She fingered the links. Bronze for the syndic, she thought. What she really wanted was to wear the gold chain of the ephor.

      Maybe I can use this against Kaberco.

      A smile spread across her face. Yes, she could definitely use this incident to bring the ephor down. He must have known Tereka survived her escape from prison and he’d kept it quiet, spinning some tale that she’d probably died in the desert. Juquila snorted. The man who prided himself on being so perfectly correct had blundered. And she was the one who’d make him pay for that error.
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      For once they had gathered on time for the konament meeting, milling about like chickens waiting to be fed. Kaberco, ephor of Trofmose, surveyed his four konameis, wondering who would be cooperative and who would be more like a fox stalking a meal.

      Yavaros, the questor in charge of the courts, sat on Kaberco’s right. His faded blue eyes were bloodshot, his shoulders slumped. The man seemed more beaten down than usual.

      Next to Yavaros came Birita, the adile in charge of roads and buildings. She shuffled through her documents, her head bent over them so only the top of her gray turban was visible. She could be counted on to only bring up serious matters.

      Kulooq the ludi occupied the seat across from Birita. He oversaw schools and education. A huge hulking man, he was normally quick with a joke but had been withdrawn and silent lately, as if retreating behind his bushy eyebrows and deep-set eyes.

      Last, Kaberco turned to study Juquila, who managed trade and commerce with a deft and heavy hand. She had sauntered into the room with a sensual grace that was all the more remarkable in a woman approaching forty who’d borne five children. She assumed her place on Kaberco’s left, wearing a wider smirk than usual, as if she knew some delightful secret that she wasn’t quite ready to share. Whatever her game, he wasn’t playing.

      “Peace and safety, konameis,” Kaberco said. “Let’s get started. Reports first
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