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      Iskra wasn’t sure about many things, except one: this would be a day she’d remember her whole life. She stared at her mug of tea, lost in anticipation. Today, for the first time in her fifteen years, she was going to leave the village of Gishin.

      People didn’t often travel from village to village; it was considered an unnecessary risk, which made no sense to Iskra. The idea of seeing a new place and new people seized her imagination and sent tingles down her spine. She was confident that the thrill of something new would be worth the discomfort of a few hours on a wagon.

      At first, her mother had been adamant: Iskra was not going anywhere. Undaunted, Iskra put her mind to convincing her mother. Every time her mother complained about the quality of candles, Iskra reminded her that better ones were to be had in Shinroo, along with soft woolen stockings and shawls. And she’d heard a rumor that the shoemaker in Shinroo was already selling summer shoes, and Luza needed a new pair.

      By some miracle, and perhaps by Iskra’s zealous attention to her chores and tireless arguing, her mother relented. In fact, she had no idea why her mother had granted her permission . . . maybe she’d decided to indulge her daughter just as she’d indulged in a little too much wine that night at the inn.

      Whatever the reason, Iskra didn’t care. Her heart raced at the thought of just seeing something, anything, beyond drab Gishin and its surrounding fields. For once, she’d taste the illusion of being free from the rules that constrained her every move. She lost herself in a daydream of what was out there, what wonders she might see in Shinroo, a town two or three times the size of Gishin.

      Then she heard whispers, the words arriving as if on a cold breeze, breaking into her happy reverie:

      “Old Cassie was taken last night.”

      Iskra jerked her head around, seeking to find the speaker. She scanned the faces of the women sitting to her left on the worn wooden benches, all huddled over the meager breakfast of runny porridge and pine needle tea the village provided. The women all looked the same, garbed in shapeless, faded, and mouse-colored dresses and aprons over woolen leggings, all with hair cropped under their ears and across their foreheads. The only variations were the colored bands that circled their left sleeves at the shoulder to announce their professions.

      “That’s right,” said a thin woman hunched over her tea. “She’s gone.”

      Iskra noticed the woman’s shaking hands and pale, fearful eyes. She wondered if Cassie was someone the woman had been close to.

      The words repeated themselves in Iskra’s mind, cramping her stomach. She stared at her half-eaten porridge, no longer hungry. Old Cassie was taken last night.

      A hand grabbed her shoulder and brought her back to reality. “Are you coming? We’ll be late.”

      “Yes, Tavda,” Iskra replied. She shook herself as if to free her mind from the fear that had gripped it and followed her friend through the crowded hall in the inn where most villagers ate their meals, since cooking was considered to be unsafe. The hall didn’t seem as noisy and energetic as it had just a few moments ago. She shivered as she stepped onto the dirt street, a chilly breeze puffing in her face, making her blink. She drew her threadbare, slate-colored shawl closer.

      Iskra hurried to catch up with Tavda, passing rickety wooden stalls displaying withered apples and potatoes with sprouting eyes, pottery and candles, shoes, and shawls, past people wearing their drab gray clothing. She caught up to her friend just as Tavda burst out from between the rows of stalls into what the village of Gishin called a main square. The town’s monument to safety stood in its center, a statue of a man holding a sword in one hand, his other arm held out to protect an old woman and a little boy. Iskra thought the woman and the boy looked as though they didn’t think the man could protect them from a cockroach. She frowned at the monument, noting it was shabby and worn down, much like the village.

      Six or seven wagons were lined up to one side of the monument, some empty, others piled with the coarse earthenware made in the village, along with stacks of newly cut wood. Brown-clad traders piled goods on wagons or checked harnesses. Tavda and Iskra sprinted to the third wagon, where Tavda’s mother, Revda, was negotiating with a trader.

      “These girls are only fifteen,” Revda said, pointing to the white bands on the girls’ shoulders that marked them as students. “You’ll look after them?” Revda looked hard into the man’s eyes.

      He smiled, his grizzled eyebrows almost completely hiding his eyes. “Like they were my own granddaughters.”

      Revda didn’t smile back. “Make sure my other daughter meets them.” She handed the man a few coins. “She’ll pay you the rest when you get there.” She hugged Tavda. “I’m still not so sure about this.”

      Iskra felt her knees grow weak. If Revda didn’t allow Tavda to go, her own mother was sure to forbid the trip. She’d looked forward to this excursion for weeks and winced at the thought of it being denied at this last moment.

      Tavda pulled on her mother’s sleeve. “Mam, you promised I could visit. We’ll be fine. See all the guardsmen?” She pointed to the opposite end of the square, where ten guardsmen wearing their dark brown leather uniforms sat on their horses. “Ten men to protect us. We’ll have no problems on the road.”

      Tavda’s mother pursed her lips and shook her head.

      Iskra hadn’t thought about the bandits known to prowl the road between Gishin and Shinroo. It just now occurred to her to wonder if going to Shinroo was such a good idea. Her mouth felt like she’d eaten dust for breakfast. Her enthusiasm for travel started to evaporate like dew on a hot summer morning.

      “Humph.” Tavda’s mother scowled at the guardsmen as if she doubted their ability to protect anyone.

      “Besides,” Tavda said, “you know the candles in Shinroo are safer than the ones here. Just like the darning needles. And you did want me to try to find a new teapot.”

      Guardsmens’ cheers interrupted her answer. Kaberco, the Ephor of Gishin, strode through the market, his long black cloak swirling around him, his leathers creaking, the gold chain of his office draped over his shoulders glinting in the sun. Kaberco walked down the line of the caravan, placing his men at the front and rear of the line of wagons. He stopped when he saw Iskra.

      “Peace and safety, Iskra.”

      “Peace and safety to you.” She smiled at the huge man who’d been like an uncle to her after her father died.

      Kaberco looked from her to Tavda. “Tavda is staying in Shinroo for a week. But you? You are coming back today?”

      “That’s right,” Iskra said. “Tavda’s staying with her sister. She asked me to ride with her, since I’ve never seen Shinroo before. I’ll be back on the afternoon caravan.”

      “Are you sure this is safe?” Revda pushed forward to get closer to Kaberco.

      “Of course. My guardsmen will make sure they arrive safely. You have nothing to worry about.”

      Iskra felt the knot in her stomach relax. She was silly to be concerned. Kaberco was right. He always was. She smiled at him, grateful for his reassurance, her excitement about leaving the village stirring back to life.

      Kaberco smiled at Revda and the girls. “Peace and safety.” He turned and continued his progress along the line of wagons.

      A loud horn cut through the crisp air.

      “Here, it’s time we got ready,” their trader said. He boosted the girls onto the wagon’s wooden seat. He settled into place beside Tavda. “Don’t worry,” he said, looking down at Revda, “they’ll be safe.”

      A few more minutes of jostling horses and shouted goodbyes, another blast of the horn, and the caravan set off.
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      An hour later, Iskra was nodding off, the slow rocking motion of the wagon and the warmth of the sun having lulled her into drowsiness. She let her thoughts wander, barely paying attention to Tavda’s chat with the trader.

      Old Cassie was taken last night.

      She hadn’t realized she’d spoken out loud until Tavda poked her with her elbow. “What did you say?”

      Iskra shrugged. “That Old Cassie’s gone. Taken. At least, that’s what I heard.” She grabbed the wood rail of the wagon as it lurched over a pothole. Hopefully they wouldn’t break an axle passing over the holes and ruts that pitted and scored the road. Dried leaves from last fall spilled onto the dusty surface, twigs and branches scattered about bore testimony to winter storms.

      “How do you know?” Tavda asked.

      “About Cassie? People in the inn were whispering about it this morning.”

      Tavda nudged the trader with her elbow. “Is it true? Is Old Cassie gone?”

      “’Tis true.” He shook the reins to spur the horses to move a little faster.

      “It’s about time,” Tavda said.

      Iskra gaped at her friend. “How can you say that?” Tavda couldn’t mean what she was saying. She often didn’t.

      “She was old,” Tavda said. “And crazy and slow. I hated to get behind her in the market. She’d study each raisin, inspecting it for anything wrong before she’d put it on the scale. Took her half an hour to buy half a pound.” She shook her head, shaking her wavy auburn hair. For what seemed like the hundredth time, Iskra noticed how the prescribed haircut of cropped hair and bangs flattered Tavda’s round face. The fact she also had thick curly hair and large dark eyes didn’t hurt, either. The short hair didn’t look well at all with Iskra’s straight dirty blond hair and long oval face. She thought the cut made her resemble a horse.

      “It’s not so crazy to not buy moldy raisins, is it?” the trader asked. His voice was low and he spoke slowly, mimicking the cadence of the horses’ hooves.

      “Maybe not,” Tavda said. She picked up her basket and started adjusting the perky red bow she’d tied around the handle. “Maybe she’s sick, and they’ll send her back.”

      Iskra pressed her lips together. She didn’t think so. When the healers came for sick people, they usually told someone, a family member or neighbor, and announced when the person might be coming back. But Cassie hadn’t been ill, so no healers would have come for her. That only left the Prime Konamei’s Guard, which removed the worst troublemakers. Those people were gone, taken in the middle of the night. Never to be seen again, not even to be spoken of. Simply taken. People who committed lesser crimes at least got a trial. Iskra wondered what kind of horrible crime an old woman could commit, barely aware of Tavda and the trader swapping gossip.

      “Maybe,” Iskra said. “Maybe she really is crazy.”

      “Who?” Tavda asked.

      “Cassie.” Iskra wrinkled her forehead, frowning. “Yesterday she grabbed my arm and demanded to know when I’d give her the ‘de-zeer-uh-dun,’ whatever that is.” She shivered at the memory of Cassie’s wide, wild eyes and menacing tone.

      The trader dropped the reins and stared at Iskra, mouth open, brows drawn together. “The what?”

      “The dezeerudun. She said I had it, or would have it, and she wanted me to give it to her.” She leaned back and blinked a few times when she saw how pale the trader’s face had become.

      “Better forget you ever heard that, girl. Don’t tell anyone. Ever.” He practically spit the words out.

      “But—”

      “Hush. A guardsman’s coming.” He picked up the reins and clucked to the horses.

      Iskra noticed the trader’s beefy hands were shaking.

      She watched the guardsman ride past their wagon, a burly man on a large horse, armed with a short sword and a bow. Iskra had always been told the Prime Konamei’s guards were there to protect the people, but somehow today she felt a sense of unease when they drew near. A cloud slid in front of the sun, casting a chilly shadow over her, making her shiver. The guardsman glanced at Iskra, Tavda, and the trader, then he moved along the caravan.

      When the guardsman was a few wagons away, Iskra asked, “Why should I forget? What’s a dezeerudun, anyway?”

      The trader’s face reddened. “It’s dangerous. Don’t talk anymore about it or I’ll put you out and you can walk the rest of the way.” He slapped the reins against the horses’ rumps. “Forget the words of a crazy old woman.” He leaned over to glare at Iskra. “Do you want to be taken, too?”

      She bowed her head, shivering under his anger, cringing at his disapproval. She most certainly did not want to be taken. Then Cassie really is gone, Iskra thought. No one had been taken for several years. But in the past six months, four people had vanished and the village gossips whispered they’d been taken.

      Iskra hunched over her basket as another guardsman approached. He passed their wagon, then guided his horse alongside the wagon in front of them. “Hey! Trader!” the guard shouted.

      The trader spun to look. “Yes, if you please?”

      He sounded nervous to Iskra. She would be, too, if a guardsman yelled at her that way.

      “What’s that you have there? A sword?”

      “No, if you please. Just a knife. For cutting ropes and such.” The man’s hand shook as he pulled the knife out and held it up.

      “Huh. Make sure that’s all you use it for. It would be a shame if you weren’t here to trade this route any more.” The guard touched his heels to his horse’s sides and urged it to proceed up the line.

      Suddenly the spring air didn’t feel so warm anymore, the spring sunshine barely able to penetrate the shadows of the trees lining the road. Iskra huddled in her cloak, clutching it tightly around her, thinking. Iskra wondered that the guard would threaten a trader like that. Did Kaberco know his guards did that? He must. No doubt he only took people who threatened others’ safety.

      The wagon jolted over a rut in the road. Iskra clutched the edge of the wagon. Tavda fell against Iskra, laughing. Iskra sighed. Tavda didn’t seem at all bothered by the trader’s warning. Her own thoughts were as unsettling as the uneven road.

      She glanced at the trader, who was still scowling. She didn’t dare ask any more questions; no sense getting him even angrier. She had no desire to walk to Shinroo. Or to have to explain why the throbbing vein in his forehead burst.

      But something didn’t seem right. Everyone knew that the taken were unsafe to be around or wanted to overthrow the Prime Konamei. That didn’t seem to fit Cassie.

      She swayed back and forth with the bouncing of the wagon, letting her questions jostle each other in her mind like chickens in a box. She jerked upright, startled by the thought that maybe some of the people who were taken didn’t know what they had done was a crime, like asking about the dezeerudun. One way or another, she determined to find out. But who could she ask?

      Iskra was still lost in thought when the sound of a different horn blared over the rumble of the caravan. They passed through the Shinroo town gate and stopped in the market. The trader helped the girls down from the wagon.

      “Don’t forget what I said,” he said to Iskra. “And best you ride back with someone else.”
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      A few hours later, Iskra tugged on Tavda’s hand. “Hurry up! I don’t want to miss the caravan.” She pointed to the sun, now past its high point and starting to descend.

      “What’s the rush? Say, there’s a woman selling pasties. Maybe she has the ones with cabbage. Do you think she might have cookies, too?”

      “Tavda, we ate with your sister. You can’t be hungry.”

      “When did you last eat a pasty? It won’t take long.”

      With a sigh, Iskra gave in to Tavda’s insistence. The aroma of fresh pasty was too good to ignore. They stepped around some puddles, pushing through the crowd of people strolling along the lane. The girls each put two small bronze coins called sheaves in the pasty seller’s rough hand, and chose crescent-shaped pasties stuffed with cabbage, still warm from the oven.

      “Aren’t you glad we stopped?” Tavda asked.

      “Sure am.” Shinroo’s market had lots that Gishin’s didn’t, pasties and cookies and iron candleholders, instead of the earthenware ones sold in Gishin. Iskra assumed it was because Shinroo had twice as many people as Gishin and was a little less remote. What was the same were the clothes the villagers wore, everyone except traders and guardsmen all in drab gray, plain and shapeless, everyone alike.

      Tavda finished chewing her last bite of pasty. “I don’t see why you don’t spend the night and go back tomorrow.”

      “You know I didn’t get permission from Kaberco. Besides, I don’t think your sister would like it.”

      “Oh, she loves company.”

      Iskra smiled to herself. Maybe Tavda’s sister did, but probably not her husband. “You sure about that, Tavda?”

      “Oh, yes.” She laughed, then shrugged. “Well, maybe. I don’t know. I don’t care.”

      The raucous horn signaling the caravan’s imminent departure sounded, preventing Iskra from retorting.

      “Let’s see who has to wait for who!” Tavda jerked away from Iskra and ran toward the town square. Iskra shoved the rest of her pasty in her mouth and followed close behind. They sped past a woman selling pottery and plates, men carrying trays of bread and sacks of coarse flour, and dodged children playing games and dogs in search of food.

      “Watch where you’re going!” one man yelled at Tavda after she jostled him off balance. She kept running and crashed into a pyramid of potatoes piled high on the front shelf of a stall, knocking most of them into the mud.

      “Now see what you’ve done, careless girl! No sense of safety.” The woman selling the potatoes grabbed Tavda by the neck of her dress and gave her a shake. “You’ve ruined my display.”

      “We’re sorry,” Iskra said. “We’ll pick them up.” She set her basket down and waved for Tavda to do the same. Then she began collecting potatoes, piling them into her apron.

      “Those are her potatoes, Iskra. Let her take care of them.”

      “But it was our fault. Don’t you think it’s only fair we help?”

      “You’re the one so worried about being late.”

      “We’ll be done faster if you help.” She stood and stacked potatoes on the rough table.

      “You’re doing it wrong.” The old woman waved a bony finger at the pile. “Big ones on the bottom.” The woman tugged at the orange band on her shoulder, as if to emphasize her status as a market vendor who knew her job.

      Iskra bit her lip. “Here, why don’t you stack while I pick up the rest?”

      She ignored the old woman’s grumbling and scurried to gather the rest of the potatoes. Tavda wandered a few stalls down. Iskra wished she would help, but knew it wasn’t worth arguing about. She dumped the rest of the potatoes into an open sack next to the woman’s table. “I’m so sorry, I have to go.” She grabbed her basket and ran after Tavda.

      “Come on,” Iskra tugged at her friend’s arm. “Now I’m really late.” She peered nervously at the sun, now well past the high point in the sky and half shrouded in dark clouds.

      “Look! Plums!”

      “Great. You can get them later.”

      “What are you talking about? This time of year, you’re lucky to see anything but wrinkled apples. If I don’t get them now, they’ll be gone before I get back.” She shook her head at Iskra. “What are you worried about? The second horn hasn’t sounded yet.”

      She haggled for three tiny plums. Iskra paced outside the stall, glancing nervously at the sun, struggling to keep her breathing steady. As soon as Tavda handed over her sheaves and put the fruit in her basket, Iskra seized her hand. “Come on.”

      The girls sprinted past the last row of market stalls into the square. No line of wagons. They sped over the stone pavement and past the monument to Fairness that stood in the center of the square, the tall statue of a man holding a pair of scales. They dashed up to the main traders’ post and found the clerk locking the weatherbeaten door.

      “Where’s the caravan for Gishin?” Iskra asked.

      “Left quarter of an hour ago. Didn’t you hear the horns?”

      “We only heard one.”

      “Don’t know what to tell ya. We sounded all three. It’s gone.”

      “Do you think she could catch it?” Tavda sounded like she thought running after it was a good idea.

      “If she ran after it? Maybe. But it would be worth my job if I let her. A girl running down the road? No.” He shook his head. “Against the rules, you know.”

      Iskra stared at him. “But I need to get home tonight.” She swallowed hard, gulping back the panic that rose in her throat. “I’ll be in so much trouble.” Kaberco had always been kind to her, but to stay overnight in Shinroo without permission, what would he say? And her mother. Iskra closed her eyes, cringing at the thought of her mother’s wrath.

      “Don’t think you’ll make it.”

      Iskra stared at the man. “What do I do? I can’t break the rules!”

      The man shrugged. “You can hang around here, see if any other traders come by. You might be able to hire a ride.”

      Iskra didn’t like the sound of that.

      “I’m goin’ for my dinner. I’ll ask at the inn, all right? You stay here and wait.”

      Iskra nodded and sat down on the stoop outside the trader’s post.

      Tavda sat down with her. “What are you worried about? If you can’t get home tonight, you can’t. Kaberco will understand.”

      “He might. Maybe. He’ll be so disappointed in me. But my mother?” Iskra squeezed her eyes shut, trying to blot out the thought of Luza’s anger. She put her head down on her knees so Tavda couldn’t see her tears.

      Iskra listened to the dripping of the water clock mark off half an hour, then another quarter. Her restlessness increased with every drip and she struggled to keep herself calm. She idly untied the yellow-green ribbon on the handle of her basket and retied it, working out some of her nervous energy in the mindless task. Time drags faster than a rock erodes.

      At least Tavda had stopped pestering her and was flirting with the baker’s apprentice, who wiped a dusting of flour off his face with one graceful flick of her hand. That left Iskra free to sit and speculate about the punishment for people who left the village overnight without permission. She bounced her foot against the stoop, wishing the clerk would come back with some good news that would save her from the consequences of missing the caravan.

      A shout startled her from her gloomy reverie. “Hey, where’s the caravan?” Iskra looked up and saw a short, fat, dark-skinned man wearing the brown clothes of a trader sitting in a wagon loaded with two elk carcasses.

      “Gone.” Tavda pointed toward the village gates.

      “Think I can catch them?”

      “They left a while ago,” Iskra said.

      “Can you take my friend with you?” Tavda asked.

      Iskra shook her head, attempting to get Tavda to stop.

      “Not a good idea,” the trader answered. “If we’re attacked, I can’t protect you. It wouldn’t be safe.”

      “But you’ll catch up with the caravan,” Tavda said. “It’s still early. The bandits won’t attack before dark.”

      “I don’t know.” He frowned and shook his head.

      “She really does need to get home tonight.”

      “If you’re sure.” The trader gestured to the seat next to him.

      Iskra bit the inside of her cheek. “I don’t know. What if we don’t catch up? Then we’ll have to go the whole way alone. That wouldn’t be safe.” Her heart pounded and her breath came faster.

      “If you hurry, I’m sure you’ll be fine,” Tavda said.

      “But is it safe?”

      Tavda took Iskra’s basket from her and handed it up to the trader. “Yes, of course. What could possibly happen? They’re barely half an hour ahead of you. Well, maybe a little more.”

      Iskra shook her head at Tavda’s overly optimistic estimate. Easy for her to talk. She gave Tavda a quick hug and climbed to the seat next to the trader.

      The trader slapped the reins against the horses’ sides. “Git up!”

      Iskra blew out a deep breath at the sight of the clouds moving in, dimming the sunlight. Everyone knew bandits loved to attack lone wagons. Before she’d had a chance to protest, here she was, riding on one.
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      After they rode out of the village gates, Iskra relaxed her grip on her basket and sat up a little straighter. She glanced from side to side at the bare fields lining the road. At least here there weren’t too many places for bandits to lurk. She knew if the bandits attacked she’d be frozen with fear.

      “You don’t have to be so nervous,” the trader said. “There’s not been a raid on a caravan lately.”

      “That’s good, isn’t it?”

      “Hmm.” The trader let out a deep breath. “I’m not sure why they’ve been so quiet. Maybe it’s because the last time they tried it the guardsmen killed six of them. The bandits they took alive, they tied to trees and left for the warboars’ lunch.”

      Iskra shuddered. She’d never heard of guardsmen doing such horrible things. She shrank into her seat and crossed her arms over her chest. She cringed at the thought of warboars, tusked beasts with the bulk of oxen and the speed of wolves. They roamed the mountains that towered over the villages nestled in the foothills. “Will the warboars attack us?”

      “Not likely, this time o’ year. They move up the mountains in the spring. Come fall, they prowl the lower slopes. That’s when you haf to be careful.” The trader glanced at Iskra. “Why’d you miss the caravan?”

      “My friend was bargaining for plums.”

      “While I was bargaining for elk. Greed’s got us both in a fix.” He gave her a half-smile. “What took you to Shinroo?”

      “I went with my friend, who’s visiting her sister. All I wanted was to see something other than Gishin.”

      “And did you?”

      She wasn’t sure if the trader was laughing at her. “Different people wearing the same clothes, different kids playing in the same mud, different monument making the same promises.”

      “Disappointed, are you, in your first travels?”

      She sighed. “A little. I was hoping for . . . I don’t know what I was hoping for. Something exotic. Or exciting.” She snorted. “Missing the caravan wasn’t what I had in mind. Will we catch up with it soon?”

      “My horses are tired, that’s fer sure. I drove ’em hard, hoping to get to town in time. It may take us a while.”

      Iskra bit her lip. “Do you really think we’ll be able to, before we meet any bandits?”

      The trader shrugged, the shifting of his bulk making the wagon seat jiggle. “Hard to say. Depends if they feel like stayin’ home or not.”

      “Where’s that?”

      “No one knows. Some say they keep moving, others think they have camps on the cliffs or in the wilds between towns.” He pointed at the top of the mountain. “One thing’s certain. They don’t live up high in the mountains, near the Riskers.”

      “I wouldn’t want to live near them, either.”

      “Nor I. Filthy barbarians, those Riskers.”

      They rode silently, following the road nearly due north through open fields. The trader looked from side to side constantly, alert for any sign of approaching beasts, human or otherwise.

      Never again, Iskra promised herself, will I do something this dangerous. Even if I have to break the rules. She clasped her hands together and watched shadows made by the clouds scamper across the horses’ backs and along the road.

      After what seemed to Iskra to be half a day of fearful waiting, but in reality could only have been about an hour, they approached the bridge that crossed the river Mirna.

      “Now, listen to me,” the trader said. “Sometimes bandits hide under the bridge. Stay real still. If you hear anything, jump out and run. Don’t look back.” He wiped his face and neck with a dirty brown rag, the sweat dripping from the rolls of fat under his chin.

      Iskra wondered why she’d wanted to even try to get home. She held her breath as they ascended the slope of the bridge, hearing each clop of the horses’ hooves, the protesting creak of the wood planks, the faint echoes of their steps. The scent of damp decay rode the cool breeze. Iskra wrinkled her nose, stifling a sneeze. She let her breath out in a long sigh once they had reached the other shore.

      “So far, so good,” the trader said. “Maybe they’ve got business elsewhere. Let’s hope it’s far away.”

      “We’re safe now, aren’t we?”

      The trader slapped the reins on the horses’ backs. “Safe? Nope. Not ’til we get to Gishin.”

      That’s not reassuring, Iskra thought. She listened for dangers from the woods that surrounded the road that twisted through the trees. Every caw of a crow sounded like a warning of a warboar’s approach; every creak of a tree branch swaying in the wind sounded like a bandit on the move.

      About half an hour later, the horse on the left stumbled and slowed. “Steady now.” The trader pulled the reins to stop the horses and jumped from the wagon. He felt the horse’s legs and studied its feet. While he worked, Iskra shifted her glance from the road ahead to the forest on their right, drumming her fingers on the seat beside her.

      The trader frowned as he gently touched the underside of the horse’s hoof. He let out a slow breath. “He picked up a stone. Hand me my bag, will you?”

      Iskra found the trader’s leather bag under the seat and passed it to him. He rooted around in it and withdrew a metal spike with a hooked end. Taking the horse’s front leg between his knees, he dug into the underside of the hoof. Iskra winced at the sound of the iron scraping against the metal horseshoe.

      “Whoa.” The trader put a calming hand on the horse as it tried to shift its weight. He dug a little more and pried out a large rock. “That’s all I can do now. We’ll have to do the best we can.”

      “Can he walk?”

      “He can.” The trader swung back into his seat and picked up the reins. “We’ll be a bit slow. Not much chance of catching the caravan now. You’re not afraid, are you?”

      Iskra clenched her hands together so he wouldn’t see them shaking. “No.” Just terrified.

      The trader laughed. “Well, I am. But we’ll have to hope for the best.”

      “Do you think we should turn back?”

      “I been thinking about that. But the afternoon’s half gone, and we’re more than halfway. We’d have to cross the bridge again, which is the most likely place to run into trouble.” He paused, surveying the road behind them. “We’re best off taking our chances going on.”

      As they traveled north, the pine trees huddled closer to the side of the road. Iskra peeked between them, searching for signs of movement. She licked her lips and pressed them together, concentrating on keeping her breathing even.

      The wind picked up, raising goose bumps on Iskra’s arms. It rocked the branches of the trees that stood behind the pines back and forth, rustling the leaves, sounding to Iskra like a thousand whispered threats. She clenched her teeth to keep a moan from escaping her throat.

      A few miles on, Iskra noticed the trader shifting in his seat, leaning forward, peering through the trees ahead. “What’s wrong?” She gripped her basket harder so the wood handle bit into her hand.

      “There’s something ahead. Maybe it’s the caravan, stopped for some reason. Get ready to move if there’s trouble. Run up the hill, then cut left and keep going north. Walk about an hour, you’ll be close enough to Gishin to turn back down to the road.”

      “But the warboars, and the Riskers. . ..” Iskra didn’t know which would be worse. Her knees were shaking so badly she wasn’t sure she’d be able to run.

      “You can climb a tree to get away from the warboars. The Riskers won’t hurt you if you stay away from ’em. Better either of them than the bandits.”

      “But we haven’t seen any bandits at all.”

      “That’s starting to bother me,” the trader said. “I reckoned they’d want revenge after what the guardsmen did to the last lot they caught. Last month, with all the mud, it made sense the bandits weren’t about. I wouldn’t have wanted to be on the road in that if I could have helped it. But now the road’s drying out.” He shook his head. “And no sign of them today. See? There’re the wagon tracks.” He pointed to the lines in the dirt road, then off to the side. “And the marks of the guardsmen along the edges. I been watching the whole time, but no one has tried to come onto the road.” He shook his head. “I don’t like it. Something’s not right. I got a bad feeling about this.”

      Iskra squeezed her eyes shut. The one time she got her way with her mother, this disaster had to happen. Why, oh why, had she insisted on going home? She hadn’t gotten permission to leave the village for the night. Big violation of the safely rules. The ephor had to know where everyone was, to keep them safe; he would understand why she stayed, though; he would. This was all Tavda’s fault, making her miss the caravan.

      “Quick, girl, run for it!”

      She snapped open her eyes. They had rounded a bend and caught up with the caravan. The caravan that was now being plundered. Bandits were looting the wagons and all the traders and guardsmen Iskra could see were dead. She stared, unbelieving.

      The trader shoved her out of the wagon and jumped down beside her. When she didn’t move, he slapped her shoulder as if she were a horse. “Run!”
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      Iskra ran straight up the hillside, toward the lower slopes of the mountain. Over the noise of her gasping breath she heard the bandits’ shouts. The trader ran behind her, panting hard.

      “Don’t try to get away, fat boy!” a bandit called.

      “Wait,” the trader called to Iskra. She turned back to see him leaning against a tree, face purple and sweaty, chest heaving. He broke a cord around his neck and handed the bag that had hung there to Iskra. “See that my wife gets this, will you? Now run!”

      Iskra stood motionless, clasping the bag. “Run, I say!” The trader slapped her face and pushed her toward a faint trail leading up the hill.

      She ran like a scared alloe rat scurrying for its burrow. Behind her she could hear the trader making his way up the mountain, churning his way along the trail, stomping through the underbrush when the trail faded out. The sounds of pursuit grew closer, and the shouts and taunts of the bandits grew louder when they caught up to the trader. She heard a brief argument, a scream of pain. Then silence. She froze, too afraid to move farther. Wrapping her arms tightly around herself, she ducked her head, clutching the trader’s bag.

      “Was he alone?” she heard one bandit ask.

      “I thought there was someone else, mebbe a girl. See that mark on his neck? I’ll wager he pulled his money bag off and gave it to ’er.”

      “I’ll go. If she’s pretty, you kin have the money.”

      Iskra choked back a scream. She crept into a thick stand of pine trees and inched her way up the slope. Behind the pines the hillside turned into a rocky cliff about twenty feet high that looked like a pile of untidily stacked massive blocks. She thought if she could get over the cliff without being seen, the bandits would give up looking for her. She shoved the trader’s bag into her pocket and pushed the branches of the nearest pine to make a way through the trees. A flock of birds took flight from its upper branches, squawking.

      “Better not run, little girl. I know where you are!”

      The bandit’s shout spurred Iskra into action. She gave up trying to be quiet and ran with all she had, shoving the prickly branches out of her way, trying to ignore the sting of the needles as they scratched her face and arms.

      She clambered up the cliff, using its jagged face as a ladder. At the top she seized the root of a tree that twisted around the rock like the talon of a huge bird’s claw. She hoisted herself over the edge and glanced back.

      The bandit had gained on her. He was nearing the base of the cliff, his wide grin mocking her. “Don’t make me work too hard for you, pretty girl.”

      She started to run forward, and stopped. She smelled smoke. Who would have a fire up here in the hills? Bandits, perhaps. Or Riskers. No use to hope for anything good from either one. She started to run again, the smell of smoke growing stronger. She glanced around, searching for the fire. Maybe the bandit won’t venture near it.

      His heavy footsteps cracking downed branches told her she was wrong. Gasping for breath, she ran on, scrambling over fallen trees, breaking the underbrush as she staggered on the uneven ground. She felt as though she couldn’t breathe, her panic squeezing all the air from her lungs.

      “You’re makin’ me mad, girl.” He was close behind her, his breath loud and rasping. “Ugh.”

      Iskra heard a heavy thud and the crackling of underbrush. She spun around and saw an arrow in the bandit’s knee, blood staining his pants. She looked around wildly to see where the arrow had come from. The bandit sat up and wrenched the arrow from his leg. He seized his hunting knife and pulled his arm back, as if to hurl it at Iskra.

      Another arrow lodged in his eye and he fell backward. A muscular, dark-haired man ran up and slit the bandit’s throat.

      A taller man carrying a bow joined him. He pulled the arrow from the bandit’s eye and picked up the other one. “What made him come this far from the road?”

      The first man pointed at Iskra. “She’s his prey, I’ll warrant.” He took a step toward her, concern etched on his copper-brown face. “Are you hurt?”

      She stepped back, holding her shaking hands out in front of her. “No. Don’t touch me.”

      He laughed. “As long as you’re not a bandit or a warboar, you’re safe enough with us. I’m Tarkio, and I think I’ve seen you in Gishin.”

      “Yes, I’m Iskra.” Now she noticed he wore the brown clothing and short boots of the traders. “You’re a trader, right?” She lowered her hands slowly. Maybe she wasn’t going to come to some horrible end in the forest today.

      “That I am.” He pointed at the other man. “This is Xico.”

      “Hee-co?” She repeated the strange name. He was a little younger than Tarkio and had vivid green eyes and dark hair that fell in loose curls around his golden tan face, much longer hair than a village man’s. He wore a leather vest over a red shirt, not the clothes of a villager. Who was he?

      Xico studied her for a moment. “Come with us. We can take care of the wounds on your face.”

      Iskra touched her burning cheek. Feeling the wetness, she pulled her hand away and gasped to see blood on her fingers. “You’re not a bandit, are you?”

      “You would call me a Risker. But we aren’t what you think.”

      She stared at him wide-eyed as he turned and walked to the campfire, Tarkio following. Iskra stayed where she was, watching the two men walk a short distance between the trees. They doused the fire and picked up their bundles.

      Xico called to her. “Coming? I live not too far from here.”

      “Here? In the woods?”

      “In Zafrad. A Risker camp.”

      She looked from him to Tarkio. Go with a Risker? Impossible. “Tarkio, I can’t. It’s not allowed.” Villagers were strictly forbidden to associate with the savage Riskers. “It’s not safe.”

      “Then you can stay here with the warboars or wait for more bandits,” Tarkio said. “If you think that would be safer.” He smiled at Xico, and the two men started walking along a trail through the trees.

      Iskra stood motionless. She’d spent her whole life striving to stay out of trouble, and now she was about to commit one of the worst crimes a villager could commit. How will I get over the shame? She knew her mother would rather she died in a bandit attack than associate with Riskers.

      She looked around at the deepening shadows, listened to the rustling trees. With no other choice, hand pressed to her mouth to keep her fear in check, Iskra stumbled after Tarkio and Xico, accompanied by the raucous cawing of a crow.
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      Trotting to keep up, Iskra could hardly believe what she was seeing. Tarkio strode up the steep trail in front of her, laughing and joking with Xico. With a Risker, a barbarian. How could he be friendly with such a person? Didn’t he know it was forbidden? She hoped she’d be safe enough with Tarkio, who, as a trader, was at least a known quantity. Maybe.

      Over half an hour passed as they tramped through the woods before she realized they were approaching the Risker camp. Exhaustion battled with her fear. She didn’t think she could walk any farther. She didn’t expect to find any rest with the uncouth Riskers.

      By now the sun was starting to sink toward the tops of the trees. Long shadows crossed the streets of the camp, shading the houses. She frowned. From what she’d been told, she expected the Riskers to live in caves, or maybe tents. Not houses made of . . . what? She ran her hand along a wall. Stone, with some wood. Glazed windows, too. And there were so many houses, fifty or more. The camp was about the size of Gishin, but with wider streets and bigger yards around each house.

      Xico opened the door to one of the houses, letting the smell of a savory stew float into the lane. He smiled and motioned for Iskra to enter. She approached warily. All she’d ever been told was stay away from the Riskers, it’s not safe. She grit her teeth and walked in.

      “Xico, who’s this?” a woman’s voice asked.

      Iskra stared wide-eyed at a middle-aged woman with dark blond hair pulled back in a bun, stirring a pot sitting on what looked like a stove. She was cooking! That was dangerous enough, but in her own house, that was far worse.

      Iskra shifted her gaze from the stove to the woman. Her dress was green like pine needles and was pulled in at the waist by the ties of her yellow apron. Risker women were supposed to be unkempt and dirty, not neatly dressed and clean like this one.

      “This is Iskra, Mam. She was running from a bandit when we found her.”

      “Oh.” The woman looked steadily at Iskra. Her eyes were as green and as kind as her son’s. “You’re hurt.”

      “No.” Iskra shook her head. “Not really.”

      The woman raised her eyebrows. “Xico, why don’t you and Tarkio go find your father and sisters? Supper’s about ready.” She waited until Xico and Tarkio left, then turned to Iskra. “You’re not hurt, you say? Then what’s that blood on your face and sleeve?” Iskra looked at her arm and saw what the woman was talking about: her sleeve in bloodstained ribbons, little trickles of blood drying in rusty lines that extended to her wrist.

      “Sit down there.” The woman gestured to a wooden bench facing the table. Iskra slowly stepped away from the door and sat down. The woman took Iskra’s arm, pulled back her sleeve, and held the arm up to the sunlight coming through the window.

      Iskra looked at the long scratches in her arm. “How did that happen?”

      “You ran through some igla pines, didn’t you? They don’t call them needles just because that’s what they look like.” She dropped Iskra’s arm and fetched a woven basket from a shelf over the bench. “Where are you from, Iskra?”

      “Gishin. I was in Shinroo and missed the caravan.” She hunched her shoulders. “We were attacked by bandits and I had to run. I don’t have permission to be out all night. What am I going to do?” She surprised herself, talking so openly with this Risker woman. Something about her winsome and gentle manner made Iskra relax a little.

      “Let’s get you fixed up first, then we’ll worry about that.”

      “If you please, you don’t have to go to any trouble.”

      The woman laughed. “No wahalu at all, dear.” By that Iskra guessed she meant helping her was no trouble at all.

      As she talked, the woman crushed dried herbs between her fingers, then poured oil on them and mashed them with a mortar and pestle. She wiped the blood from Iskra’s face and arms with a damp cloth and dabbed the oil mixture on the cuts. Then she removed a cord from around her neck and held up something shaped like a dragonfly that flashed green and lavender as it reflected the light. “May the power of the sky-god heal her, may the power of the sky-god protect her, may the power of the sky-god see her home,” the woman chanted. As she sang, she passed the jeweled dragonfly over Iskra’s wounds.

      In spite of her pain and fear, Iskra felt an urge to laugh. Silly superstitions these Riskers have. They may not be savages, but they are ignorant.

      “Do you want something to eat?” the woman asked as she replaced the dragonfly around her neck.

      “Yes, if you please.”

      The woman turned back to the fire and Iskra took the opportunity to look around. The floor was pine, polished and shining, as were the tables and chairs. She ran her fingers over the smooth surface of the table, tracing the rounded edge. She noted how solid and sturdy the bench was, not making a move or creak as she shifted her weight. Braided rag rugs made bright splashes of color on the floor, the reds and yellows of autumn leaves mixed with green, brown, and white. A huge brick oven filled most of one side of the room. Rows of tiny plants in pots sat on the windowsills. A ladder rested against a wall, leading up to a loft. Iskra felt the room embrace her in a warm and comforting hug.

      Maybe the Riskers weren’t so bad. Iskra bit her lip. No, they’re barbarians. I can’t let them fool me.

      Iskra watched the woman as she opened a small door on the side of the oven. Heat from a roaring fire wafted through the room. The woman tossed some wood in and shut the door. Tilting her head to the side, Iskra shook her head. These barbarians made cooking over a fire safer, enclosing the fire so no one would accidentally get burned. Why are none of our fires built like that?

      The door flew open, and Iskra jumped. She jerked her head around to see a silver-haired, thicker version of Xico stride into the room. He was followed by three young women, Tarkio, and then Xico himself.

      “Cillia,” said the man, “I hear from our son we have company.”

      “You hear right.” She smiled at him, then pointed at Iskra. “This is Iskra. Iskra, this is my husband, Osip. Sit down, all of you. It’s time to eat. Xico, open the ikkuna, please.”

      What’s ikkuna? Iskra wondered. Maybe it’s some horrible wine they’ll force me to drink. She wasn’t left to speculate long. Xico reached up and opened a small pane set within the larger glass pane of the window.

      How clever, she thought. They can have fresh air without creating a draft. And they have glass windows. No one has glass in the village, except the ephor.

      The next thing she knew, Iskra was seated next to Osip and across from Tarkio and Xico, eating food she’d never imagined. The pale-brown bread was soft with a crunchy crust. One of the girls poured a steaming sauce from a pot into a clay dish. Iskra watched as the others tore off pieces of bread and dipped it in the sauce. Not wanting to be rude, she imitated them, then gasped as she tasted the warm sweetness, like honey mixed with a darker kind of sweet. She had barely swallowed when Cillia set a clay pot the size of a large apple on the mat in front of her and handed her a spoon.

      The stew in the pot was like nothing she had ever tasted, a stew with a sharp taste that created a pleasing heat in her mouth, mixed with a subtle sweet. Iskra imagined it probably was made with some kind of wild game. She hoped it wasn’t warboar.

      “This is so tasty,” she told Cillia. “What meat is it?”

      “It’s just our old cow.” Cillia laughed as Iskra blinked. “And a few herbs.”

      “Herbs? You eat medicine?”

      Cillia smiled. “They’re good for you, but I wouldn’t call them all medicine.” She pointed to the pots on the windowsills. “I forgot, you don’t use them in the villages. Pepper and basil and anise, that’s what I used tonight.”

      Osip reached over and stroked his wife’s cheek, brushing back a few strands of hair that had escaped from the bun on the back of her neck. “It’s a blessing to me, whatever you use, woman. Keep feeding me like this and I’ll always come home.”

      Cillia swatted his hand away with a smile as she stood up. “Oh, get on with you.”

      Iskra stared at them. They seemed to have affection for one another. Shouldn’t barbarians be brutal and curt? She watched Cillia pull another tray of little pots out of the oven and offer the steaming stew to her family.

      Riskers eat with such abundance? I was told they lived on roots and nuts. And what makes that sauce so sweet?

      “Tuli, fetch some candles, will you?” Osip asked.

      One of the girls stood and walked to a shelf, then returned with a metal candlestick that split into three branches. The three branches supported a ring. Sitting on the ring were three pale yellow-green candles, held in place by delicately wrought metal leaves that surrounded the candle. Iskra had never seen such a graceful candlestick. Tuli lit the candles. To Iskra’s surprise, they gave off no smoke or odor.

      It was all so strange, she thought. What gives the candles that earthy color? And why don’t they smoke or smell like rancid fat?

      She took another bite of stew, savoring the flavors. Far better than anything she’d ever eaten in the village, and the food seemed to have no limit. Most villagers ate their meals at the inn, since cooking was so dangerous. Portions were strictly rationed out so everyone got their fair share, no more, no less. But here everyone just took what they wanted.

      Confused by what she was seeing, she listened to the chatter of the three girls, who she soon learned were Xico’s older sisters, Veressa, Fialka, and Tuli. She could see the family resemblance in every attractive face, all with skin in varying shades of golden tan, the girls with blue eyes like their father’s, and the same confidence that stamped Xico’s features.  Xico seemed to be a year or two older than Iskra; his sisters were a little older.

      She puzzled a bit over how old Tarkio was. He’d seemed about twenty-five when they met in the forest. Now, teasing Xico’s sisters, he appeared to be about their age.

      As the girls talked, Iskra glanced from one to another, endeavoring to match these lively, pretty girls with the uncouth savages she had always imagined Riskers to be. They all wore their long dark hair in different ways, not cut short like village girls. One even had braids. Their dresses were as different as their hair, one blue, one crimson, the third a rich brown with some kind of complicated pleating on the bodice. No one Iskra knew had clothes that fine.

      She pursed her lips, wondering. Perhaps what we’ve been taught isn’t right? She shook herself. No, those are unsafe ideas. The Prime Konamei and our ephor wouldn’t lie to us. These Riskers must be dangerous.

      She looked around the table. Both Xico and his father were clean-shaven. She’d expected barbarians to have scruffy beards. Their tanned skin told of an outdoor life. Tarkio was a few shades darker, his skin more the color of burnished copper.

      A few giggles from the girls pulled Iskra’s attention to the other end of the table. The girls were telling their mother something about a house.

      “Yes, it has rooms and a floor,” said the youngest.

      Her sister chimed in. “And can you imagine, there’s even a roof.”

      The girl called Veressa shook her head at them and turned to her mother. “And, Mam, it even has an herb closet off the kitchen, just like yours.”

      The two other girls smirked. “You’re planning on spending a lot of time drying herbs?” Even the men joined in their laughter, some kind of joke Iskra didn’t understand. Veressa blushed and laughed along with them. What could be funny about herbs and medicines? She wrinkled her brow, gazing at Veressa, who didn’t seem at all put out by her sisters’ teasing.

      Then Iskra saw Xico staring at her, his eyes the color of the fields in late summer just as they start to turn from green to yellow, ripening for the harvest.

      She felt the heat rise in her face. To hide her confusion she looked down at her stew, noticing for the first time her pot was decorated with a pale blue flower painted on one side. Even what they eat out of is pretty, she thought.

      “So, Da, I’ve thought it through,” Xico said.

      “I’m not so sure, Xico,” Osip said.

      Iskra looked from Xico to Osip. What were they debating? Whether they would let her go or not?

      Xico waved his spoon in the air. “I went scouting the other day, east of the lake. It’s teeming with game.”

      Osip nodded. “I’m sure it is.” He held up a hand. “An’ yes, I’m sure you’ll catch a lot an’ end up with more furs than you’ve ever had. But think, think about the bandits.”

      Xico shrugged. “I saw no sign of them.”

      “This time. If there’s as much game as you say, they’ll be after it. When they see one of your traps, they’ll be sure to set one for you.”

      Iskra’s eyes grew wider during this conversation. Cillia leaned over to her. “Xico, like his da, is a trapper. They’ve been arguing for weeks about trapping off to the east, deeper into the mountains.”

      “Isn’t that dangerous?” Iskra asked.

      As the light outside faded, the shadows deepened in the room, making everyone look other-worldly and strange under the flickering candlelight.

      “Only if you think warboars and bandits are dangerous,” Tarkio said. “Like most people do.”

      “If you want something, you’ll have to take a risk or two,” Xico said. “Isn’t that what you taught me, Da?”

      Osip picked up a piece of bread. “I did.” He broke the bread in two pieces. “I also taught you to consider carefully what risks you’ll take.”

      “Xico never met a risk he didn’t like,” said one of the sisters.

      “I learned that from you, Tuli.” Xico reached across the table to ruffle her hair.

      Fialka stood to help her mother clear the table. She returned with four candlesticks topped with tall candles.

      Extravagant, these Riskers, Iskra thought. Four more candles! She watched, fascinated, as Fialka lit them with a brand from the fire. Who are these people?

      “Son,” Osip said, “you’re a grown man. I won’t tell you what to do. But if you go much past the lake, please don’t go alone.”

      Xico opened his mouth, glanced at his mother, then closed it, nodding. “Yes, Da.”

      Iskra stared at him, jaw hanging open. “You don’t mind if bandits attack you?”

      Xico grinned. “It’s not so bad when bandits shoot at you. They usually miss.” He tossed a grape into the air and caught it in his mouth.

      Iskra could think of no reply to that. She looked around the table, amazed that no one seemed at all surprised by Xico’s attitude. She turned her attention back to her stew, letting the conversation flow over her. She felt she had landed in some upside-down world where risks were good and safety was unimportant. No wonder visiting Riskers was forbidden. It was too confusing.

      When the meal was over, Cillia stood up from the table and rubbed Osip’s neck, resting one hand on his shoulder. “Are you too tired to see our guest home?”

      Before he could answer, Tarkio spoke up. “I was thinking about that. I need to go into Gishin this week, and I may as well go tonight. I’ll take her down the Guarded Trail.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Cillia asked. “It might be too much for her.”

      “It’s the shortest way,” he answered.

      Cillia frowned. “Are you afraid of heights?”

      Iskra knew this question was directed at her. “Of course I am, everyone is. Heights are dangerous.”

      “You see?” Cillia said to Tarkio.

      Osip shook his head at her, then turned to Iskra. “You told Cillia you had to get home tonight; you didn’t have permission to stay out. If we take you down a gentler slope, the long way around, it would take much longer. You might not get back in time. And we could run into bandits. The Guarded Trail is well-protected.”

      “By who? The Prime Konamei’s Guard?”

      Osip smiled. “No. By Riskers. We take care of ourselves.” His face grew serious. “The trail is steep and rocky, but it’s the quickest way for you to get home.”

      Iskra hung her head. After fleeing from bandits and eating with Riskers, she didn’t think she could take a hike down a treacherous path. What if she slipped and fell? She closed her eyes and tried to suppress the tremors that shook her body.

      “I’m sure she’ll be fine. I can help her over the steepest parts. We’ll have no problems,” Xico said.

      Iskra looked at him, wide-eyed, amazed at his confidence, feeling a release of the tension she’d been holding for hours. Looking at him, she almost believed she’d get down the mountain safely.

      Osip and Cillia exchanged a long glance. Then Osip said, “All right. But Xico, you go just to the foot of the mountain. No farther. Take no chances. Samatale?”

      Xico nodded. “Samatale.”
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      Iskra followed Xico as he strode along the path that ran north along the steep side of the mountain. He carried his bow and three arrows in one hand and wore a full quiver slung at his hip. He hummed as he walked, cheerful tunes that made Iskra feel like she could face down a bandit. Maybe an old and feeble bandit, but a bandit nonetheless. She was relieved to see that even though the sun had nearly set, it wasn’t as dark as she had feared. There was enough light to see where she was putting her feet.

      Suddenly Xico disappeared. Iskra stopped, heart pounding. What was he up to? He wouldn’t attack her now, would he? But, that’s what barbarian Riskers did. They jump you when you least expect it. But he didn’t seem like the kind of person who would do such a thing.

      Tarkio, a step behind her, nearly ran into her. “Just keep going. You’ll see.”

      Sure enough, a few steps on Iskra saw that the path turned abruptly around an outcropping of rock. Xico was walking slowly, kicking rocks to the sides of the trail. A bird whistled, and Xico whistled in return. “The guards know we are here. Come. Be careful on the steps.” He held out his hand to Iskra.

      She hesitated a moment before putting her hand in his. It was bad enough to eat Risker food, but to touch one of them was worse. Or so she’d been told.

      She let her fingers wrap around his, feeling a sense of security from clinging to his strong hand. Her heartbeat slowed and her breathing steadied.

      The path abruptly changed from a gentle slope to a steep incline, with a few uneven steps chiseled into the stone. He calls them steps. They seem more like notches to me. She could barely fit her heels on some of them.

      She caught a glimpse of the path winding down the slope of the mountain, and fought back a wild urge to throw herself down to end the dizzy sensation in her head, to stop the pounding of her heart. She paused, gasping as if she’d been running and put her hand against the side of the cliff.

      Xico looked up at her. “You can do this. Just put one foot in front of the other. One in front of the other.” He squeezed her hand and smiled.

      She gasped as she felt a tingling sensation race from her hand all the way to her toes.

      Xico tugged gently on her hand. “Come on.”

      Iskra wasn’t certain she’d make it down the mountain. What she did know was she wanted to see Xico smile at her again. She gripped his hand tighter and cautiously took a step.

      “Good, just keep going. One foot in front of the other.” She cautiously took a few more steps. With each step, her confidence grew. She looked up to see Xico smiling at her, with not just his mouth but with his large green eyes. Suddenly feeling confused, she looked down and skidded a few feet on some pebbles.

      “Not so fast.” Xico laughed as he steadied her, wrapping an arm around her waist to keep her from falling. “One step at a time.”

      She froze in place, head tilted back so she could look into his eyes. A Risker has his arm around me. Worse than that, I like it. She felt a flush spread across her face. “Um, sorry,” she said. She stepped back from him and took another step, her attention torn between the feeling of his hand holding hers and trying not to trip and fall.

      As they made their way through the lower part of the path, Iskra felt her fear ebb. She shook her head, trying to understand why she felt calmer; surely, it had nothing to do with the Risker holding her hand.

      Xico pulled his hand from hers at the foot of the mountain. “You’ve got quite a grip, girl.” He shook his hand and flexed his long fingers. “Iskra, I’m glad we met you. Hope to see you again. Goodnight, Tarkio.” He turned to begin the climb back.

      “Xico, wait,” Iskra said. “I haven’t thanked you for saving me, for helping me.”

      He waved a hand in the air, smiling. “Think nothing of it. You’d better get going before they lock the gates.” He nodded his farewell and started trotting up the slope.

      “He’s right, we don’t have much time. Can you walk fast?” Without waiting for an answer, Tarkio strode toward the road.

      Iskra scurried to keep up with him, not wanting to lose him in the twilight. Rustling leaves in the forest set her imagination running, conjuring up images of fierce bandits and ferocious warboars. An image of her mother popped into her mind, an angry, scolding woman Iskra feared all the more because she was real. So far, she’d survived her adventure without too much trouble. She could only hope she could get home safely and forget all about it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Tarkio was silent as he strode along the road. It was one thing to rescue Iskra from bandits, another to explain to her mother what had happened. This girl was probably in for a bad time. He chewed on the inside of his mouth. It would be his fault for taking Iskra to the Riskers, breaking all the rules. Not that he’d had much of a choice. He’d have to do what he could to see she didn’t get in trouble.

      “Iskra, listen to me. You know villagers and Riskers are forbidden to mingle.”

      “You seem to know them. Why is it all right for you?”

      He frowned. Interesting that this girl who seemed as timid as an alloe rat wasn’t afraid to ask questions. “I’m a trader. I have a special license to trade with
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