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      Tereka hadn’t been sure of much in her twelve years, but this she knew: she had one chance. Just one.

      She winced under her mother’s scowl, cringing at the sharp words and the tone that cut like winter wind. “Would it be too hard for you to make yourself useful for once?”

      “Mam, if you please.” Tereka tried to keep the pleading out of her voice. “I’d be happy to watch Aito while you do your errands.”

      Her mother scowled. “Prove to me you’re not too stupid to do the simplest task. Buy tea and candles. Get your brother something to eat. And be back here in an hour. No later.”

      “Yes, Mam. I can do all that. You’ll see.” Tereka nodded emphatically. If she could please her mother just this once, then maybe, just maybe, she’d be kinder. Treat her like a member of the family instead of an intruder.

      Her mother waved a dismissive hand, shooing Tereka and her three-year-old brother out the door.

      Tereka’s twin, Tirk, was already standing in the lane. “Hurry up, Tereka. Aito wants to see the ducks.”

      Aito tugged on Tereka’s arm. “See ducks. See geese!” He made a honking noise. Tereka thought that for such a tiny boy, it was a fine impression of a goose fighting for food.

      She ruffled his hair and smiled. “Clever boy, aren’t you?”

      Her mother slammed the wooden door of their house shut and locked it. “Be back in an hour.”

      Tereka grabbed the back of her younger brother’s dove-gray tunic as he took a toddling step into the muddy lane. “I will.” She didn’t need to be told why. Today was Aito’s third birthday and their Aunt Juquila was throwing him a feast. Her mother wouldn’t want to be late for that. As syndic of their town of Trofmose, Aunt Juquila oversaw trade and commerce. Which meant she occasionally had exotic foods no one else did. Foods much tastier than gruel or coarse bread.

      She watched her mother stalk down the stony lane, her ash-colored dress swirling around ash-colored leggings, the orange band around her shoulder that proclaimed her a vendor the one bright spot in her drab appearance.

      Tereka sighed. Her mother had never let her set foot in Aunt Juquila’s house. Tirk and Aito were always invited, but never her. Maybe today would be different.

      Tereka hoisted Aito to her hip, a basket dangling from her arm. She scurried after her mother. Tirk tapped her shoulder and grinned when she turned to look at him. He always had her back. She smiled into his sepia brown eyes, so unlike her bright blue ones.

      “Watch out.” Tirk grabbed her shoulder and pulled her to the side just as she was about to step on a mangled rat carcass. She shuddered and skipped past it, dodging the other villagers who trudged along the dreary lane. “We need to hurry, Tirk.” She sped up to pass a row of wooden houses, all the same as their own. Two rooms―a kitchen and sleeping room―small windows with shutters, and peeling paint.

      Their mother strode ahead. “Don’t lose your brother. And be sure you don’t overpay for the tea.” She flapped a hand at them and disappeared into the gray-clad throngs.

      The tension in Tereka’s chest ebbed. Now they could have some fun. “What do you think, Tirk? Errands first? Or pasties?”

      A smile crossed his brown cheeks. “Pasties, of course. If we wait, the best ones will be gone.” He pushed past the tea vendor, dodged a dog worrying a bone, and jumped over a puddle, splashing the hems of his gray trousers. Tereka hoisted Aito higher and hurried after Tirk.

      She caught up with him at the pastie vendor’s stall, where she breathed in the scent of onions, frying meat, sugar, and fruit.

      Tirk pointed. “Look, they have hopberry.”

      Her favorite.

      Aito patted her head. “Pastie.”

      “Which one would you like, my love?” Tereka kissed his smooth cheek, the same brown as Tirk’s.

      “Pastie. Please, Terter.” Aito tugged on her short dark hair.

      Tirk bought four pasties, two stuffed with hopberries and two with cabbage, counting out the bronze sheaves and dropping the coins in the vendor’s hand. Then he broke off a corner of one and handed it to Aito. He gave the rest to his sister.

      Tereka set the squirming Aito down and firmly grasped his hand. She took a bite of pastie and strolled down the narrow lane between the market stalls. Vendors called to passersby, offering candles and crockery, boots and baskets. The clanging of the blacksmith’s hammer competed with the horn that sounded the arrival or departure of a caravan.

      As they ate, they made their way through the central square of the market, dominated by the monument to Prosperity in the center. Tereka wasn’t sure what she thought about the monument. The bronze people held large baskets overflowing with bread, vegetables, and fruit. The statue people certainly looked well-fed, but their clothes were the same shapeless cut as any villager, their hair fixed in the same regulation manner. Surely a prosperous people could afford better clothing. Surely they wouldn’t all have to look the same.

      Except for the shoulder bands, a different color for every profession. And the colored ribbons women tied around the handles of their baskets, the color the only choice they were free to make.

      A caravan of wagons had lined up in the square, brown-clad traders standing near their horses, chatting with guardsmen who wore black and carried swords and bows. Not for the first time, Tereka wondered why traders and guards didn’t have to wear gray.

      Tirk nudged her with his elbow. “That will be me next year.” His eyes shone. “I can’t wait to travel around with Da and see something other than this dumpy town.”

      A knot formed in Tereka’s stomach. Just last week their da had told Tirk he could start as his apprentice. What would she do without Tirk? He’d always been the buffer between her and their mother. Tirk strode down the line of wagons, chattering around mouthfuls of pastie about accompanying their father on trade runs to far off towns like Pir Bakran, Anbodu, and Litavye. Tereka took a firmer grip on Aito’s hand. She didn’t understand Tirk’s excitement about seeing other places. Everyone in Tlefas had to be the same. To make things fair, they said. The other towns wouldn’t be much different than their own. “I’ll miss you,” she said.

      Tirk didn’t seem to hear. He grabbed Aito’s other hand. “Come on. Let’s get to those ducks. I’ll race you!” He trotted ahead of Tereka, pulling a laughing Aito along.

      Then abruptly, he dropped Aito’s hand. “Can you take him? I’ll be right back.” He ran over to a group of boys gathered around the miller and a trader who were exchanging shouted insults.

      Tereka rolled her eyes. Boys. Nothing more exciting for them than a fight.

      Aito tugged at her hand. “More.”

      She broke off another chunk of pastie and handed it to him, putting the rest in her mouth. “Ready to see the ducks?”

      He smiled, dark purple hopberries smeared above his lips. “Ya! Geese, too?”

      Tereka laughed. “Of course.” She pulled a rag from the pocket of her ash-colored dress and wiped his mouth. She took his hand and led him toward the pens that housed the poultry, careful to avoid the piles of waste left by roaming dogs.

      A hard thump on her back nearly knocked her to her knees. She staggered and let go of Aito’s hand. Something crashed behind her. A youth not much older than herself, clad in brown trousers and tunic with a white band around one shoulder, lay sprawled on the ground, an overturned box and broken pottery lying beside him on the cobblestones. It seemed to Tereka that this trader’s apprentice had been in too much of a hurry.

      The apprentice groaned and stood up. “If you please, I’m so sorry. I didn’t see you there. Are you safe?”

      Tereka laughed. “Yes, I’m unhurt. And you?”

      He grimaced. “Safe for the moment, but not when my da sees what I broke.”

      Tereka glanced at Aito. He was sitting on the stones, staring at the nearest horse. “Stay there,” she said to him, setting her basket next to him. She stooped and picked up some shards of pottery. “I hope you won’t get in too much trouble.” She tossed the pieces in the box and reached for another. “Oh, look, this one’s not broken.”

      “At least one, then.” He scooped up the remaining large pieces and added them to the box. “Thank you.” He grabbed the box and ran off.

      “Aito, let’s go.” When she turned, her breath caught in her throat. Her basket sat alone, its bright blue ribbon fluttering in the breeze. The boy had vanished. She scanned the nearby area, wondering how he could have moved so quickly. She’d only spent a few heartbeats helping the clumsy apprentice.

      A flicker of motion caught her eye. There he was, standing near a pair of black horses that were hitched to a wagon in the caravan. Aito was patting one horse’s leg, his gray clothing looking almost white in contrast. Tereka darted past a group of traders. The black horse took a step forward and Aito fell, right in the path of the wagon wheel. She sped forward and dove for her little brother, grabbing him and rolling with him onto the hard stones.

      She clutched Aito to her chest, panting hard. He let out a sob.

      “Don’t cry. We’re safe. We’re fine.” She murmured the words as much for herself as to quiet him.

      When her heart no longer pounded in her ears, she sat up. “Let’s go, shall we?” She stood up and took a firm hold on his hand. She’d only taken a few steps when Tirk dashed over to her.

      “Tereka, what happened? Look at you.”

      She glanced down. Her gray dress was streaked with mud. Aito had mud and the remnants of the hopberries on his chin. She closed her eyes. “Mam will be so angry.”

      A cuff on the back of the head made her eyes fly open. “What have you done, foolish girl?”

      Her mother had found them. And before Tereka had bought the tea.

      “Mam, I― ”

      “I spend a few minutes with my sister, only to find that my daughter has somehow caused some valuable pottery to break and got my son covered in mud. How careless can you be? You’re as unsafe as any bandit.”

      The rebuke stung Tereka as if her mother had struck her. “It wasn’t exactly like that― ”

      Her mother cut her off. She stabbed Tereka in the chest with her finger. “Take Aito to the bathhouse and get him cleaned up. I’ll deal with you later.” She screwed her face into a frown. “Have you done the shopping?”

      “No, if you please. I wanted to feed Aito first― ”

      Her mother ignored her. “Tirk, you do it.” She pointed toward the market stalls then strode away, disappearing into the crowd.

      Tereka let her shoulders sag. She’d failed again. Maybe her mother was right. She was useless. And now there would be no feast for her. If she was lucky, that would be the end of her punishment. Tirk put a hand on her shoulder, gave her half a smile, then walked off. A little of the pain in her chest eased. She knew he’d smuggle her food later. He usually did. She hoped this time he wouldn’t fail her.
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      Two hours later, Tereka was no longer thinking of food. She squirmed as blood trickled down her legs. She wasn’t sure which was worse: the throbbing of her wounds or the nagging itch of drying blood.

      Her knees weakened and she sagged against the kitchen table. She took deep, slow breaths, listening intently for the sounds of her family’s return. Probably they’d be gone a few more hours. Then, maybe, her mother would allow her to go into the only other room of their house―the one they all slept in―and lie down.

      She thought back to the events of the past few hours. All she’d done was try to accomplish the errands her mother had given her. Her failure had unleashed the worst abuse she’d experienced yet. Her mother often singled her out for punishment. Tereka commonly bore the brunt of Mam’s anger when Tirk was equally guilty. He never received more than harsh words or a slap in the face.

      This time, Tereka’s punishment broke like a thunderstorm that had brooded for days, its destructive energy building until it could be contained no more.

      When they’d arrived home, her mother had sent Tirk and Aito into the sleeping room. Then she turned on Tereka, screaming. “A spawn of warboars like you is not worthy to set foot in my sister’s house! Why should you go? It’s your brother’s birthday, not yours.”

      Tereka wanted to point out that her mother never acknowledged her birthday except as an afterthought included grudgingly with the celebration of Tirk’s.

      Her mother’s rage continued unabated. She picked up a mug and hurled it at Tereka. “Clean that up.” She spat the words.

      Knowing that obedience was her only chance to ease her mother’s wrath, Tereka fetched a broom and started to sweep.

      Mam kept up a stream of abuse as Tereka worked, telling her she was worthless, stupid, and ugly. An embarrassment. None of this was new but every word left a wound on Tereka as if she’d been pierced with a spear.

      Tirk entered the kitchen, leading Aito by the hand. “Mam, are you ready to go?” he asked.

      Tereka silently thanked him. Maybe the interruption would be enough to calm down their mother.

      “Not quite,” Mam said. “Take Aito to your aunt’s. I’ll be along soon.”

      “What about Tereka?”

      “Never mind her. Just go.”

      Tirk opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He looked at Tereka and winced.

      She understood. The only time Mam’s wrath descended on Tirk was when he tried to defend Tereka. And whenever he did, her abuse of Tereka was that much worse. The twins had learned early on that any help Tirk gave Tereka had to be rendered in secret.

      The door to the street closed on Tereka’s two brothers. Mam stalked over to her. “Give me the broom.”

      She complied.

      “Pull up your skirt and take off your leggings.”

      Her eyes widened. “Mam, what did you say?”

      “You heard me.”

      Tereka did as her mother ordered, pushing her gray leggings down to her ankles and kicking them off. Her mother glared and pointed at her skirt. Tereka pulled the gray, shapeless garment up to her waist. Her face grew hot despite the chill in the room.

      “Turn around.”

      When Tereka hesitated, Mam said, “Now.”

      Somehow the growl in that voice scared Tereka more than if her mother had shrieked. Her heart raced. She turned away, screwed her eyes shut, and clenched her sweaty hands.

      She cried out in pain when Mam hit her bare legs with the broom handle.

      “That’s one,” said Mam. “Eleven to go. One for every year I’ve put up with such an ugly spawn as you.”

      Tereka tried to fight back her screams as her mother beat her. She’d learned long ago that making noise only infuriated her mother. She whimpered as she felt her flesh break and bruise.

      When Mam finished, she threw the broom on the floor. “You will stand there until we return. Don’t you move and get blood on your clothes. You’ll be sorry if you do.” She leaned in close. “And don’t even think about telling your da. When he gets back and hears the story, you know he’ll agree with me. You got less than you deserved.”

      When the door slammed shut, Tereka closed her eyes. She gripped her skirt tightly and let the tears fall, the tears she’d held back so Mam wouldn’t see her pain. What was wrong with her that her own mother treated her so badly?

      It wasn’t fair that Mam always singled her out. Tirk could break a stool or run under a horse and her mother would just smile. For Tereka, asking a simple question would unleash abuse.

      Was it because she was a girl? Tirk and Aito were scolded but never ridiculed. Perhaps Mam had only wanted boys.

      Or did Mam hate her for being ugly? Tereka resembled no one in the family. Her mother had deep auburn hair and brown skin. Da’s hair was dark brown, his bronze skin a few shades lighter than Mam’s. Tirk and Aito were somewhere in between, favoring Da more than their mother.

      But her? The only feature she’d inherited was her da’s hair. She often wondered where her golden-tan skin and vivid blue eyes had come from. She’d asked Da once. He’d mumbled something about lighter-skinned grandparents. Then he refused to answer any more questions.

      Dark spots danced in front of her and the floor of the room tipped. She rested shaking hands on the kitchen table, willing herself not to faint.

      After a few deep breaths, the room stopped spinning. She let her mind wander into a daydream of someone coming to her rescue, a handsome young man with kind, dark eyes who seized the broom from her cowering mother. And took Tereka far away to a place of light and safety.

      The pulsing in her wounds made it difficult to get lost in the fantasy. Instead, thoughts on ways to avoid more abuse jumbled in her mind. How could she prevent this severe kind of punishment? Be more careful? Or maybe try to anticipate her mother’s needs, help her more with Aito?

      She pushed away the thought that she was already doing her best, but she couldn’t predict her mother’s rages. She sighed heavily. She didn’t see what she could do about them.

      Tereka jerked upright when she heard the front door click open. She turned to see her father step into the house. Her heart sank. He hadn’t been due back until tomorrow. He would be sure to support Mam’s punishment.

      “Tereka?” His eyes were round and his square jaw hung open. He kicked the door shut and dropped his pack on the floor. “What happened? Who did this to you?” He took three quick steps to stand next to her.

      She thought about what to say that wouldn’t make things worse. “I was punished.”

      Da made a strangled noise. “For what?”

      “Aito got dirty.”

      “Aito got dirty.” There was no mistaking the anger in his voice. Tereka braced herself for more torment.

      “My dear girl.” His voice cracked. “My dear, precious girl. I am so sorry.” He touched her cheek with a trembling hand.

      Tereka’s eyes widened. He was sorry she was punished? Mam had always told her that Da’s punishments would be far worse than hers, that she was doing Tereka a favor by disciplining her and hiding her atrocious behavior from her father. And that any appeals to her da would only earn her a double dose.

      He gently stroked the top of her head. “I’m going to clean you up as best I can.”

      Her jaw went slack as he fetched some rags and picked up the bucket of water that stood in the corner of the kitchen. “But Mam will want the water later,” she said.

      He knelt beside her. “I don’t care. You need it now.” He dabbed gently at her wounds. “I’m so sorry.” Every time she winced, he said it again. “I’m so sorry.” He wiped the blood from her legs. “Can you stand there for just a few more minutes? I’ve got something for the pain.”

      She nodded, unable to speak. One thought chased another. Mam said his punishments would be harsh. But he was always kind when he was home. Was that because he never noticed she did anything wrong?

      Then again, Mam never hit her when Da was around. She bit her lip, wondering if Mam had been lying all these years.

      Da dug in his pack and produced a small blue jar. “This may sting a bit.” Ever so gently, he patted the cream on her wounds. He was right, it did sting. But only for a second. She let out a long breath as the burning, stinging agony subsided. The ointment had a faint floral scent that was oddly soothing. “Just a few more minutes, dear girl. Let me bandage you up.”

      Now that her mind wasn’t consumed with pain, her face flushed. She wanted to crawl under a blanket and never be seen again. She wished he would hurry so she wouldn’t be so exposed.

      He tore some cloth into strips. “Lean over the table.” He draped the cloth strips over her backside and legs then wrapped more around her thighs. “Here, hold your skirt just a little higher.” She did as he asked, allowing him to wrap more cloth around her waist, securing the bandages in place. He pulled her skirt down into place. “Right. Now, can you stand?” He put a hand under her arm, lifting her.

      Tears welled in her eyes and she swayed against him. She struggled to find words. “Thank you.”

      “It’s the least I can do.” He shuddered. “What can I get you? Something to drink? To eat? Or do you want to lie down?”

      She flushed and looked down. “Actually, I need the bucket.”

      “Of course.” He helped her into the sleeping room to the covered bucket they used during the night when they didn’t want to go to the outdoor privy. “Can you manage?”

      She nodded.

      “Call if you need me.” He left the bedroom and went into the kitchen.

      Tereka used the bucket, almost moaning with relief. She wasn’t sure if she would have been able to wait much longer. Who knows what her mother would have done if she had wet herself. There would have been another beating if Tereka had left the table to do her business in the bucket, that much was sure.

      She staggered to her pile of straw and eased herself face down, hissing and wincing with every motion. After a few moments, her da returned. The straw crackled as he sat next to her.

      “Tereka, tell me what happened. Surely all this didn’t happen because your brother got dirty.”

      Her muscles tensed. What could she tell him without making things worse with her mother? She turned her head to look at him. His dark eyes were strained, his forehead creased. “Well, maybe there was more. Today is Aito’s third birthday.”

      “I know. That’s why I came back a day early. Where is everyone?”

      “At Aunt Juquila’s.”

      Da pulled his eyebrows together. “Why didn’t you go with them?”

      “Because I’m never invited.” She gulped, then words tumbled out of her without her meaning to say them. “Because I’m ugly spawn.” She closed her eyes so she couldn’t see his face.

      “What?” His voice was a low, menacing growl like thunder that was far away. “Who told you that?”

      She squeezed her eyes tighter.

      Da stroked her hair. “It was either your mother or your aunt, or both. Am I right?” His tone softened. “Please tell me.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because she’ll punish me.”

      When he didn’t respond, she opened her eyes. He was sitting with his face in his hands. She tried to come up with something so he wouldn’t be angry. “I’m sorry.”

      Da dropped his hands and gasped. “No. No. I’m the one who’s sorry. The one who should be sorry.”

      “Sorry about what?”

      Tears sparkled in the corners of his eyes. “Tell me. Tereka. Have you been beaten before?”

      “Yes.” Her voice shook.

      “Did it always happen when I was gone?”

      She hesitated. “Yes.”

      He flinched. “Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

      “What?” It was her turn to be puzzled. “You didn’t know?”

      “Of course, I didn’t know! Do you think I would want you to be abused like this?” His face flushed and his eyes narrowed. “When did this start?”

      “About three years ago, I guess.”

      “Has it ever been this bad?”

      “No. She’s never hit me on my bare skin before. And today, it seemed like something broke and she took out her anger on me. I don’t know for what.” Her breath caught in her throat. “Why is it always me? Tirk never gets in trouble. Or Aito.” She hated how her voice sounded whiny. “It’s not fair.”

      “No, it’s not, dear girl. But I still don’t understand why you never told me.”

      Tereka paused. Should she tell him? His kindness now didn’t change the fact that she’d be left alone with Mam while he was off to do his trading. She might be punished a hundredfold.

      But all her da had said and done since he’d come home was to help her. Her heart beat faster as she decided what to say. “Because she said that whatever punishment she gave me, you’d do twice as much.”

      She looked down as she spoke, bracing herself for his reaction.

      There was a moment of silence. Then he said quietly, “What?”

      Tereka repeated her words. Then she looked at him. His mouth had fallen open. He snapped it shut and ground his teeth together. She’d never seen his face so dark, his eyes so fierce. Not angry. Enraged. She shuddered. “Please don’t be angry with me, Da.”

      His eyes softened. “No, Tereka, I’m not angry with you.” His voice shook. “I promise you one thing. This will never happen to you again. Ever.”

      A weight lifted from her, then fell back on her with a thud. Could he promise that? He was often gone, sometimes for a week or more at a time. And when he argued with Mam, she’d mutter a few words to him and he’d back down. She buried her face in the sheet covering the straw.

      “Tereka.” Da laid his hand on her head. “Can I get you anything? Or would you rather sleep?”

      “I’m thirsty.”

      He fetched a mug of water from the kitchen.

      She drank it down in one gulp, savoring the coolness on her dry and scratchy throat.

      “More? Or some tea? You need something for the pain.”

      “Tea, if you please.” Da, she knew, had a small stash of tea he picked up on his travels. Tea that could reduce fever and ease pain. He took the mug from her and returned to the kitchen.

      Once he left the room, Tereka wrapped her arms around herself. This couldn’t be happening. None of it. She was beaten and Da was angry with Mam, not her. He was helping her. It didn’t feel real.

      When Da returned with a steaming mug of tea, Tereka rolled to her side. “Um, shouldn’t we clean up the kitchen? Empty the bucket?”

      “You’re not cleaning anything. You need to rest. And I’m not leaving you alone until I’ve had a word with Groa. Your mother has a lot to answer for.” He gestured to the mug. “Drink up.”

      She sipped, savoring the warmth in her stomach that echoed the growing hope in her soul. Da was going to defend her against her mother. Maybe she wouldn’t have to wait for a fantasy boy to rescue her after all.
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      Tereka shifted on the straw. The sharp ends poked her skin, prodding her out of her uneasy doze, part of her remaining alert for sounds of her mother’s return. From the shadows on the floor she guessed she’d slept an hour or two. Cautiously she stretched one leg, then the other. All that remained of the stinging pain was a soreness that hurt when she moved. What magic healing had Da done? She twitched a corner of her mouth. Too bad there was no such thing as magic. She’d have to ask him about that salve he’d used. It would be good to have on hand the next time Mam got out her broomstick.

      She turned her head to discern the source of the dull muttering sound in the room. Da sat on the straw he shared with Mam. He was staring into space, his lips moving, shaking his head. Clearly, he was troubled about something. His shoulders slumped and he had an air of defeat or failure about him.

      Could it be that he really didn’t know about Mam’s abusiveness? Tereka pursed her lips. Mam was unpredictable, her moods changing by the minute. And they were always worse when Da was gone.

      A clicking sound told her someone was opening the front door. She raised herself from the bed. Da motioned for her to stay where she was.

      “Girl!” The harsh tone of Mam’s voice made Tereka cower. “I ordered you to stay where you were. Now you’re really going to get it.” She stormed into the sleeping room and advanced on Tereka.

      Tereka covered her head with her hands and curled her legs to her chest.

      “I don’t think so,” Da said.

      Tereka blinked. Had she heard that right?

      Mam spun around. “When did you get here?”

      “A few hours ago. And it was quite a welcome. There I was imagining we’d all celebrate Aito’s birthday. What do I find instead?” Da had started speaking in a cool tone. Now his voice was as cold as a gust of winter’s wind. “My daughter half-naked, bleeding and beaten.”

      Tereka stared first at Da, then Mam. Da was defending her against her mother. Something Mam had said would never happen.

      Her mother pulled herself up to her full height and stuck her chin out. “She deserved it.”

      “Did she, Groa? What was her horrible crime?” Tereka didn’t miss the sarcasm in Da’s voice. She wondered if Mam had.

      “She allowed Aito to muddy himself while she was supposed to be watching him. When she complained that I wouldn’t allow her to come with us to Juquila’s, I was forced to restrain her.”

      “Is that a fact? Would Tirk tell me the same story?”

      “Don’t you bring my son into this. It’s bad enough he has to live with your spawn.”

      “Groa. There was a time when you were glad of her⁠— ”

      Another person sauntered into the room. “Oh, Tarkio, it’s been too long,” cooed Juquila, Mam’s twin sister.

      “Juquila. It’s always a pleasure.” From the edge in Da’s voice, Tereka wasn’t so sure he meant it.

      “For me as well. Tell me, why are you giving my sister a hard time?”

      “Perhaps it’s because she’s been giving our daughter a hard time.”

      Tereka’s breath caught. Horrible would have been a better word.

      Juquila waved her hand in the air. “The girl’s difficult to manage. I keep telling Groa she’s not hard enough on her.”

      Da spoke softly. “So you think that beating her till the blood flows down her legs and forcing her to stand half-naked for hours isn’t harsh enough.” By the time he finished speaking, he’d raised his voice and it shook with suppressed rage.

      Juquila took a step back. She opened her mouth, then closed it and shrugged. “Wonder what she did this time?”

      “I don’t care what she did. This is never to happen again. Do you understand me?” As he spoke, he stepped to Mam. He grabbed her by the shoulders and pulled her toward him. “Do you understand?”

      “Perfectly.” Groa shook off his hands. “It’s you who doesn’t understand.”

      “About what?”

      “Today is Aito’s third birthday.”

      “What of it? And thank you, by the way, for not waiting until I was due home tomorrow to have the feast.”

      Mam smirked. “Aito is our third child. He has lived for three years. And the other two still live.”

      Da frowned. “So?”

      Juquila laughed, her large, dark eyes glittering. “Not as quick as you usually are. Too bad.”

      Da glanced from one sister to the other. “Third child. Three years. You’re not serious.”

      “Oh, but I am.” Mam’s smile widened. “You know the law. Once a couple’s third child reaches its third birthday, and the other two are still alive, they can separate.”

      “You want to separate.” Da’s tone was flat, as if he was asking for more tea.

      “It’s what I’ve been waiting for these past twelve years.” She curled her lip in Tereka’s direction. “Ever since her. You’ve used me long enough. I don’t want you here one more day. And take your road child with you.”

      Tereka gasped. Road child was one insult Mam had never flung at her before.

      Da took a deep breath. “You will not stop me from seeing my boys.”

      Tereka’s skin tingled. Was Da choosing her over her brothers?

      “Whatever you like. Just so you’re not living here.” Mam spun on her heel left the room.

      Juquila smirked at Da. “How I enjoyed seeing that look on your face. The stupefied one.” She followed her sister into the kitchen.

      Tereka stared at Da for a long moment. They were being thrown out, like so much rubbish. Mam didn’t want them. The stab of rejection was replaced with the balm of relief. She wouldn’t have to endure Mam’s abuse anymore. Good riddance to her, but what about her brothers? And what did her mother mean, calling her Da’s road child? Her breath caught in her throat. Did that mean Mam wasn’t—. No. She stopped herself from completing that thought.

      Da stood staring at the floor, rubbing his chin. Then he nodded as if coming to a decision. He walked to the door to the kitchen. “Tirk, come in here.”

      Tirk, tall with the same ruddy bronze skin and dark eyes as his father, sidled into the room. “Yes, Da?”

      “I’m sure you know what’s going on here.”

      Tirk’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know until today⁠— ”

      Da raised a hand. “Help your sister pack her things while I get mine together.” When Tirk didn’t move, he said, “Now.”

      It didn’t take long to pack. Like most villagers, they only owned three sets of clothing, a winter cloak, and little else. Two rucksacks were enough to carry it all. Da sent Tirk and Tereka into the kitchen, saying he had to finish up a few things. Tirk picked up Tereka’s pack and helped her shuffle through the door.

      Mam and Juquila were sitting on stools at the table, drinking tea. Tereka couldn’t help noticing how much the sisters resembled each other, but Juquila possessed a sultry beauty that eclipsed her twin’s more ordinary looks. Maybe that was why Mam was so angry all the time.

      Juquila was bouncing Aito on her lap. Tereka took a step toward her. “May I, if you please, hold him?”

      Juquila looked at Mam, then held Aito out. “If you must.”

      Tereka wrapped her arms around Aito and put her face in his hair. He was warm, but not enough to ease the chill inside her. She blinked back tears thinking of not being with her baby brother. She attempted to think of words to say that Aito would understand but she didn’t succeed.

      Aito patted her face, then squirmed. “Down.”

      Tereka set him on his feet, then turned to Tirk. He frowned and glanced at Mam. Tereka bit her lip. They never showed each other any affection in front of their mother. “Guess I’ll see you in the oppidan lectures?”

      He nodded.

      Da entered the kitchen and dropped his rucksack near the door to the street. He picked up Aito and swung him over his head, smiling as the boy squealed. He kissed Aito and set him down, turned to Tirk and pulled him into a rough hug. “I’ll be seeing you, son.”

      He bent to pick up the packs. “Groa. Be good to my children. If you’re not, I’ll hear about it.” His face softened as he looked at Tereka. “Let’s go, dear girl.”

      Tereka glanced around the room, blinking rapidly. With a slight shake of her head, she limped toward the door.

      “Tarkio.” Mam stood up. “You can come back and see Tirk and Aito.” She pointed at Tereka. “But that one cannot. Ever. I don’t want her in my house again.”

      Tereka blinked. Even though she was glad to be leaving Mam, the rejection stabbed her in the chest like a slim knife. With a scowl, Da motioned for her to go into the street.

      She threw a final regretful glance at Tirk and turned to the door. Life with Mam had been full of pain and fear. She could only hope life with Da, wherever they ended up, would be better.
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      An hour later, Tarkio pulled a rickety wooden stool close to Tereka’s bed. He’d been able to quickly settle her in a room at an inn near their former home. Two piles of straw covered by coarse sheets took up most of the space. A second wooden stool and a small table occupied the rest. A few hooks were the only decoration on the whitewashed walls.

      Tereka lay on her stomach, her elbows resting on the edge of the straw bed, pillows under her chest propping her up so she could eat the stew he’d brought up.

      He ignored his own stew as he watched her spoon broth into her mouth. At least Tereka was eating. She’d barely said two words since they left home. When that door had shut behind them, her bright blue eyes had been shocked and wide, her face pale. Now her golden-tan color had returned and her eyes were relaxed. She appeared calmer, almost pensive, as if she was gazing at a far horizon while she ate.

      He imagined every curse and insult he knew to hurl at Groa. Blast the woman, how could she be so cruel as to beat a child like that? And to berate, mock, and belittle her? His jaw ached from clenching his teeth. He rubbed it, finding no relief.

      As his rage subsided, guilt stabbed his chest. It was all his fault. He’d always known Groa to be moody, especially when he was on the road. He’d suspected she was favoring Tirk. But not like this. Not at Tereka’s expense.

      And then there was Juquila. Shortly after he’d wedded Groa, Juquila had married Valday, the aging ephor’s second in command. A few months later, the ephor died, and Valday took his place. Juquila had risen from a vendor’s apprentice to wife of the most powerful man in Trofmose, a man completely besotted with her.

      Juquila made the most of her new position. When Valday’s health began to fail, Juquila maneuvered him into appointing her syndic. She wasn’t about to lose power over a trifle like her husband’s death.

      A clattering sound broke into his thoughts. Tereka had dropped her spoon into her bowl. She leaned forward to place the crockery on the floor in front of her. With a serious expression, she looked up at him. “Da?”

      “Yes, dear heart?”

      “Thank you. For taking me away from there.”

      “I wouldn’t have left you, not with her.” He swallowed, trying to get rid of the lump in his throat. “That’s the least I could do for you. Are you feeling better?”

      “Yes.” She wrinkled her forehead. “What was that magic salve you used on me?”

      He tensed, then tried to cover his confusion with a laugh. “Magic? You know there’s no magic.” If only he could convince her that was so.

      “I know. But that stuff you used. No healer ever used anything so good.”

      Tarko chewed the inside of his lip. This was dangerous ground. He couldn’t tell her, not yet. She was too young.

      Tereka didn’t seem to notice he hadn’t answered. “Got any other tricks you’re not telling me about?”

      There was an edge to her voice. Surely she didn’t know. She couldn’t know. He’d kept the magic amulets carefully hidden all these years. Some day he’d tell her. When she was older.

      The silence thickened, like fog rolling up from the river. She hesitated, then spoke to the floor. “I have a question.”

      Tarkio suppressed a wince. He’d dreaded this moment. Hopefully, she’d pose questions he could safely answer. “What is it?”

      “Why does Mam call me ‘filth’ and ‘spawn’?”

      “She doesn’t mean it.” He answered automatically, relieved that Tereka had left the dangerous topic of magic behind.

      Tereka snorted. “I think she does. I’ll have the scars to prove it.” Her voice rose. “You didn’t hear the way she screamed at me as she beat me.”

      His stomach heaved, forcing a sour taste into his mouth. “It must have been horrible.”

      “It was.” Tereka pressed her lips together. “And what did she mean when she called me your road child?”

      He pressed the heels of his hands against his face. “Are you sure you want to know the truth?”

      “Yes.”

      From the resolute tone of her voice, he knew he couldn’t put her off. He rubbed his hand over his lips and chin as if to trap the words inside his mouth. Saying it out loud was like stepping off a cliff. There would be no way to unsay the words. But he owed her the truth, at least as much of it as he could safely share. “I suppose it’s because Groa isn’t your mother.”

      Tereka’s eyes widened and her jaw dropped. “What?”

      “Groa isn’t your mother.”

      “But you’ve both always said she is.”

      “Did you never wonder why you have such brilliant blue eyes and honey-colored skin? Why you look like no one in the family?”

      “Mam.” A puzzled frown crossed Tereka’s face. “No. She’s not my mother.” She paused. “Groa said that’s what ugly spawn looks like.”

      Tarkio leaned over and touched her cheek. “No matter what she said, you are beautiful.”

      A smile lifted the corners of her mouth for a fleeting moment, then her lips settled back into a frown. “Then who is my mother?” When he didn’t answer, she raised herself on an elbow and glared at him. “So what am I? The product of your broken vows? No wonder Mam hates me.” Tereka curled her lip. “Who is she? Tell me. Who is my mother?”

      Tarkio sighed. It was so difficult to explain and there was nothing he could say in his own defense. “You can never tell anyone this. Not even Tirk.”

      “Why not? Too shameful for you?”

      He blinked, unsure what to say. To tell her the truth might get them both taken—or killed. Tarkio leaned forward and took her hand. “For your own safety, I cannot tell you your mother’s name or anything about her circumstances. Please don’t ask me, I’m begging you. Just know this. Your mother was a kind and intelligent person. You are most definitely not ugly, filthy, nor are you spawn. She loved you dearly, more than you’ll ever know.”

      “Why? Why can’t I know? You stole me from her and abandoned her.” Tereka jerked her hand from his and clenched her fists.

      Tarkio shook his head. “No, I didn’t. I’m so sorry, Tereka, but by the time I found you, your mother was already dead. So I brought you back here.” He rubbed his eyes. “I didn’t really have a plan. I was thinking of passing you off as a cousin’s child, or a trading partner’s orphan.”

      “Instead you said I was Tirk’s twin.”

      “Tereka, it’s like this. Groa gave birth to twins, a boy and a girl. Tirk was healthy. Tirika, our daughter, wasn’t. She struggled for every breath through her short life.” Tears pricked the corners of his eyes.

      “What happened to her?”

      Go carefully, Tarkio told himself. “About a month after they were born, I had to go on a long trading run. It couldn’t be helped. I didn’t want to leave home, not with Tirika unwell and Groa barely coping.”

      “So why did you?” Tereka’s voice grew louder. “Was trading more important than your family?”

      “Actually, I— ” His voice broke. “I received word that your mother was in distress and needed help.” He eyed Tereka, willing her not to ask what kind of trouble her mother was in. “Let me explain,” Tarkio said, raising his hand, palm out, begging her patience. “By the time I found you, you were a little over two months old. I brought you back here.” He took a deep breath. “Tirika died in my arms the night I got home. Groa was inconsolable, threatening to kill herself. She only calmed down when she held Tirk. I think he was her only reason for living.” His shoulders sagged. “I didn’t know what else to do, so I convinced her to raise you in Tirika’s place, that only she could save your life. Maybe her daughter was gone, but she could save another child.”

      “I can’t believe she agreed,” Tereka mumbled.

      “At first, I think she was so numb she didn’t know what she was saying. We buried Tirika secretly. Groa didn’t want you to have her daughter’s name, so we changed the spelling. We hadn’t registered the births with the ludi’s office yet, so that wasn’t a problem.”

      “And no one suspected?”

      “Tirika hadn’t grown nearly as much as Tirk, so even though you were a month younger, you were about her size. Most people didn’t ask any questions. But not Juquila. She’d been around Tirika enough to know you weren’t her. Until today, I never understood why she’d encouraged Groa to raise you as her own.”

      When he saw Tereka’s puzzled frown he explained. “By claiming you as hers, Groa had two living children. She only needed one more to be able to throw me out.”

      She snorted. “It took nine years to have another child?”

      He dropped his chin to his chest. “It was many years before her grief would let her try again.” With a sigh, he continued. “If the ludi discovered that Groa and I only had two children of our own, I’d have to go back to her. And even if Groa allowed you to return, I could never leave you with her when I was on the road.” He swallowed the painful lump in his throat. “You’d most likely end up in the ludi’s orphan home.”

      The ludi—the official in charge of education, marriages, and care of the sick—ran the ophan’s home as an afterthought. Tereka shivered.

      “Yes.” Tarkio nodded. “I’m sure you’ve heard the market gossip.”

      “You mean the stories of how the babies are neglected and the children mistreated?” She winced. “I’ve seen for myself. Somehow few of the orphans ever make it to the oppidan lectures. No one seems to care what they do.” She shuddered. “And they wear torn and stained clothing and try to hide their bruises.” Tereka visibly shuddered.  “Anything but that. I swear. I’ll never tell.”

      “Thank you. I know it’s a lot to take in⁠— ”

      “A lot?” Her voice rose and she pointed an accusing finger at him. “You lied to me.” Tereka’s blue eyes turned icy. “You’re hiding things from me that I have a right to know. Leave me alone.” She rolled over to face the wall and curled up in the straw.

      Tarkio sighed. He didn’t know what he could say to erase the scorn he saw in her eyes without putting her life—or his—in danger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Two days later Tereka perched on a wobbly stool in the inn’s eating area, letting the laughter and chatter flow around her. Whatever was in that salve her da used on her was good, she had to admit. She’d thought she wouldn’t be able to walk, let alone sit for a week. All her wounds had healed over and the soreness had vanished.

      If only the gash in her heart would heal as quickly. Knowing Groa wasn’t her mother helped a little. It explained why Groa always favored Tirk. Tereka couldn’t blame her for that, loving her real son the best. She stirred her soup, watching the slivers of cabbage swirl in the broth. But did Groa have to be abusive? She wondered what was so wrong with her that Groa would be so cruel to her.

      Then there was her real mother. How could she have slept with Da? Maybe she didn’t know he was married. That’s what traders did when they were far from home. They found girls to take advantage of. She snorted. Her mother wasn’t so intelligent if she fell for any line Da fed her.

      She played with a stray fragment of onion that had floated to the surface of her soup. She’d seen market vendors point out traders who sought a girl for the night. But she’d never thought her da would be one of them.

      He hadn’t said how her mother died. For that matter, he hadn’t even uttered her name. There was a lot to that story she didn’t know. She pressed her lips together and vowed to find out as soon as she could.

      A shadow fell over her bowl and she looked up.

      Da smiled. “I’m so glad you made it down. Feeling better?”

      “I must be, if I’m able to sit.”

      His smile didn’t change but something flickered in his eyes. He sat on the stool next to her. “We need to talk.”

      “About?” Tereka’s mind seethed with questions, but she didn’t think her mother was on his mind.

      “We need to decide what you’re going to do.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Me? What? Are you throwing me away, too?”

      Da gasped and put a hand on her shoulder. “No. Never.” He slid his hand to her arm and squeezed it. “No, I’m talking about your life with me.”

      She scowled over her lack of choices. Life with a liar.

      “First, I went to the ludi’s office and explained the situation. They prepared the separation documents and Groa signed them. I took the papers to the adile, and one of her clerks found us another house to rent. We can move in tomorrow.”

      “Then that’s settled.” Tereka took another mouthful of soup.

      “But you can’t stay there alone while I’m on the road.”

      She lowered her spoon. “Why not?”

      “Tereka, you know why. Even if you were a few years older, I wouldn’t want to leave you home alone, not for days or weeks. It wouldn’t be safe.”

      While she thought about that, Tereka sipped her pine needle tea. Yes, Da was right. She’d heard too many stories of women living alone being robbed or assaulted. Why the Prime Konamei’s guardsmen didn’t do a better job keeping them safe was beyond her. “So where will I go?”

      “The ludi’s clerk told me we have two choices.” He laid a document on the table with the ludi’s stamp next to the signatures near the bottom. “The first is you become my apprentice, and travel with me.”

      Tereka frowned at the paper. “I don’t want to be a trader.” She set down her mug with a thump. “Besides, I’ve never heard of girls being traders.”

      “There aren’t many. Usually women who inherited the trading license from a husband or father.”

      “I don’t want to, Da.”

      “Then you’ll need to think about the other option.” He rubbed a hand over his face as if the words tasted like sour hopberries in his mouth. “When I’m here, you’d live with me. While I’m traveling, you’d live in the orphan home.”

      Tereka pressed her hands to her mouth, bile rising in her throat. “Please don’t make me stay there.”

      “I’m sorry.” Da shook his head. “If we had relatives, you could stay with them. Since we don’t… ” He raised his hands, palms upward.

      Tereka stared at her cooling soup. Trading. Not the life she wanted. She’d dreamed about her own home and family, a place she could be secure in being loved. Living a quiet, stable life. She propped her chin on a hand. Tirk was the one who wanted a life on the road. “What about Tirk? You promised him he could be your apprentice.”

      Da’s forehead wrinkled. “I did. But when I went by there, Groa told me that he’s changed his mind. He wants to apprentice with Juquila.” He took her hand in his. “I’m not going to lie to you. I’m disappointed. I’d looked forward to being on the road with Tirk. But something tells me you’ll do just as well.”

      She didn’t believe him. And neither did the prospect appeal to her. Camping along the road and risking bandit attacks? Not for her.

      But it was better than the orphan’s home. As she scraped her chair back to give herself more room, a tall, red-haired trader with olive skin strode up. He clapped Tarkio on the shoulder.

      “Is this where you’re hiding the girl?” he asked. “Couldn’t find a better place for her?” He nodded to Tereka. “I’m Waukomis. And you know my son, Kemet.” He pointed to the youth who followed him.

      Kemet looked to be about Tereka’s age. He had his father’s hair and warm brown eyes, but the skin of his square face was a shade darker. She squinted at him, then smiled at the memory of a boy she’d played with in the market years ago.

      Waukomis and Kemet pulled up stools, scraping them over the stone floor. Waukomis waved at the innkeeper’s daughter. “Bring us some tea, if you please.”

      “Tereka,” Da said, “Waukomis and I have traded together for years.”

      “That’s nice.”

      Waukomis raised his eyebrows. “Usually it is. Unless I have to save him from bandits.”

      “Or I have to rescue you.” Da smiled, then grew serious. “I’m glad you’re here. We need to speak with the two of you.”

      Kemet didn’t seem surprised. Tereka’s neck tensed. Why was she the last to know?

      Tarkio pointed at Waukomis’ son. “Kemet is twelve, like you. And he’s going to become his father’s apprentice.”

      Tereka eyed the boy. “You want to be a trader?”

      He nodded. “Of course.” He leaned toward her. “It’s the only job where you can come and go as you please. Everyone else is trapped.”

      His eyes sparkled as if he couldn’t imagine a better treat than to join a caravan and get on the road. Tantalizing images of traveling far from Groa, to a new village every day, poured into Tereka’s mind. She pursed her lips and looked at her da. “Would that mean I would travel with you, everywhere you go?”

      “Some of the time. We’d have to work it out that you wouldn’t miss too many of the oppidan lectures.”

      These were the twice-weekly classes held for all children up to the age of sixteen. In the early years, they learned to read, write, and do simple math. In later years, they learned the history of Tlefas and what their part was in building a safe, fair, and prosperous country. At fourteen, most would start working with various tradesmen, craftsmen, and other workers to find what job would suit them. But they could choose a profession and become an apprentice as early as twelve years old.

      Waukomis stretched out an arm and ruffled Kemet’s hair. “I’ve been waiting a long time for my son to travel with me. His mother, however… ” He smiled and shrugged.

      Tereka felt a stab in her chest. Kemet’s mother loved him. It wasn’t fair that the woman she’d thought of as a mother hated her.

      “We just need to hear what the lovely Tereka has to say.” Waukomis leaned forward as if hanging on her every word.

      She frowned. Was he making fun of her? Maybe this was what her da had in mind when he told her Groa would never beat her again. Maybe he’d concocted this scheme as a way to protect her. Which meant he didn’t really want her traveling around with him like some kind of package to be guarded.

      “Da, do you even want an apprentice?” She looked into his dark eyes, trying to read his expression.

      He stared back for several heartbeats. “I do.”

      “But not me.” She pressed her lips together to keep them from trembling.

      “Actually, I wasn’t sure what you’d want to do. But now that I consider it, you’ll make a fine trader. You can calculate sums in your head, much better than Tirk, or me for that matter. You have a strong sense of fairness and don’t back down easily. I think you’ll do well.”

      Tereka looked down, flushing a little with the praise. But did he want her around?

      “What do you say, dear girl? It’s not for life. You can try it for six months or a year and if it doesn’t suit you, you can change your mind.”

      “You couldn’t pick a better person to apprentice to than old Tarkio here.” Waukomis’ grin spread across his face. “Unless of course, you decide to ditch him to work for me.”

      She nodded slowly. She could try this. Maybe trading would be fun, the way Kemet seemed to think it would be. If she sensed Da didn’t want her around, she could quit. If she turned out to be no good at it, she could find something else. Besides, traders wore brown, not the ugly gray everyone else was stuck with.

      Tarkio smiled. “Good. Then tomorrow I’ll go to the syndic’s office and make it official.”

      A knot formed in Tereka’s stomach. The syndic was her aunt Juquila, who’d never missed a chance to tell her how worthless she was. No chance Juquila would approve this new plan. And even if she did, Tereka had no illusions Juquila would make things easy for her. She narrowed her eyes. She might not have had an ambition to be a trader, but she was sure about one thing—she was determined to prove Juquila wrong. She’d succeed as a trader if she died in  the attempt.
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      Five years later

      With a small smile, Tereka spread her documents on the kitchen table. In spite of Juquila’s initial objections, she’d proved to be a good trader. Now everything was in order. The statement from Da attesting that she’d finished her apprenticeship successfully. Sample bills of lading and tax receipts she’d prepared, all duly stamped by the syndic’s clerks. The certificate from the ludi stating she was released from the oppidan lectures, having successfully completed all the requirements. The recommendation from the head of the trade guild.

      Even with all these papers, she doubted things would go well with her aunt. Tereka tapped her finger on each document, settling on the final one. The letter from her father requesting she be made a joint owner of his trading license.

      Because today, Tereka was hoping to not only finish her apprenticeship but become a full partner with Da. Then maybe her aunt would treat her with at least a semblance of politeness, and not sneer at her for being a lowly apprentice. And maybe Groa would thaw toward her enough that she could see Aito. Would he even remember her after all this time?

      She hoped so, just as she’d put all her hopes in becoming a trader.

      At first, she’d balked at the idea. It seemed dull to her, the endless travel over dusty roads, sleeping out of doors in all kinds of weather, the perpetual forms and fiddling rules, and most of all, haggling with traders and vendors. It seemed pointless in a way, just to make a profit that met the minimum quota but didn’t exceed a set maximum.

      But quickly, she began to see the appeal. Being able to leave Trofmose and venture out, to sleep under a clear sky, and watch the nightly dance of the two moons.

      Then there were the stories the other traders told. Some of bandit attacks or warboar hunts. Others were romantic tales of long-distance romance between traders and girls in far off villages.

      Then she learned to value the vendors she bought from as friends, rather than adversaries. To anticipate seeing them on her visits, to know them and their families.

      Sure, there were dangers on the road. Despite Juquila’s warning that Tereka shouldn’t be fighting bandits, Da made sure she could defend herself.

      She smiled, remembering how he started her training. His first move was to teach her a game of throwing rocks against a tree. He made her play that game with him every night they were on the road. When she was able to hit the target consistently from fifty paces, he switched from stones to knives.

      She’d been startled. “This isn’t safe, Da.”

      He’d laughed. “And a bandit with a sword running at you would be safer?”

      Once she mastered the grip on the knife, she skewered whatever target Da named. And she understood why Da had insisted on the rock game.

      One night on the road to Shinroo, a knot of traders had gathered around her, placing bets on her throws. Those who bet against her surrendered their bronze sheaves to those who’d spied her rock-throwing from earlier trips.

      Da juggled the sheaves he’d won in his hand. “And, in case you’re all interested,” he announced to the gathered traders, “my daughter sleeps with a knife.”

      A few laughs answered him, but his message had been received.

      He followed that up by making sure she could use the knife in close quarters. On their very next trip, one of the guardsmen shot a deer. Da volunteered to skin and prepare it for roasting. He used the opportunity to teach Tereka a practical skill as well as give her a very public lesson on where to stab a man who attacked her.

      The lessons didn’t stop with knives, either. When they were home in Trofmose, he taught her how to fight off attackers absent a weapon, how to throw a man bigger than her, to elbow or knee him in the places it would hurt the most.

      And then he moved on to bow and arrows, the weapons that made her the most nervous. The only time she’d need any proficiency in archery was during a bandit attack. And fighting bandits was something Juquila had expressly forbidden her to do.

      Her protests had ended the day Da had mumbled “archery’s in your blood.”

      She didn’t think he was talking about himself. Did that mean her mother had been a skilled archer? Da repelled any questions about her mother, so learning archery seemed to be Tereka’s only way of forming a connection with her.

      And so she practiced, even surpassing Da’s skill, and he was known as one of the best among the traders.

      Her thoughts returned to her upcoming meeting with Juquila. For five years, her aunt had ignored Tereka’s existence. Even the times Tereka brought the bills of lading to the syndic’s office or paid their taxes, Juquila acted as if she’d never seen Tereka before.

      Which made Tereka more uneasy than open hostility.

      “Ready to go?”

      She started at Da’s question. She hadn’t noticed him come in.

      He smiled at her. “Let’s get this over with, dear girl, then go out and celebrate. I’ve waited a long time to have a trading partner.”

      “Let’s hope you don’t have to wait much longer.”

      “What, maybe an hour, waiting for Juquila’s clerks to deal with everyone else? Two, at the most.”

      Tereka gathered her papers, rolled them up, and tied them with a cobalt blue ribbon. She hoped her da was right.

      She kept silent as they walked the short distance to the market, threading their way through throngs of people arguing over the price of dried pelba fruit or the quality of candles. A tabby cat raced past in pursuit of a black rat. A stiff breeze carried the scent of horses, burning leather, and baking bread.

      Too soon they walked through the tall wooden doors into the syndic’s hall, where traders and market vendors came for permits and licenses and to resolve petty disputes. Da led the way through the crowd to the back of the hall. A clerk with an orange band around his shoulder looked up from the letter he was writing and raised his eyebrows. He glanced at Tereka’s documents, then pointed to the door to the inner office.

      Tereka followed Da into Juquila’s office, which, as usual, was crammed with traders and vendors, all seeking the syndic’s decision on matters great and small. She leaned against the wall. Da spoke in her ear. “Nothing to worry about.” He walked to the front of the room to give her papers to the clerk.

      Her gaze followed him and to her surprise, she saw a familiar face. Tirk, her brother, was seated to Juquila’s left in the seat usually occupied by a clerk. She studied his clothing and noticed the band around the shoulder of his gray tunic. Students and apprentices wore white. Tirk’s band was orange, marking him as a clerk. He’d finished his apprenticeship, then.

      Da returned to her and they waited. Tirk turned his hourglass over once as he carried out his duties, handing papers to Juquila, collecting fees, recording decisions.

      Then it was Tereka’s turn. Tirk didn
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