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IT’S BEEN YEARS since I was small enough to ride Buttermilk, but she’s still the best pony in this whole town.

Buttermilk is who you lead out when a kid isn’t sure he wants a pony ride. She is round and soft with big, dark eyes under a shaggy white forelock, her back so broad it’s like a nice, sturdy chair. Her step is so even that kids forget they were scared and start pretending they’re rangers, or bandit hunters, or fleet riders.

When the ride is over, kids hug her goodbye. Sometimes mothers have to drag them by the hand off the town common while they bawl and plead for another turn.

Hazy likes to kick up her heels. You put an adventurous kid on her back, or one who’s a little older, or who’s ridden before. Boris is strong enough to carry two kids at once and sweet enough to be willing to do it. I love all three of our ponies, but Buttermilk is the one that keeps bringing in kids.

This is why she’s the best pony in Mael Dunn. It’s definitely not her attitude. She breaks wind like a dockhand and enjoys nabbing hats off passersby. She’ll eat apples and candy sticks right out of the hands of children who aren’t paying attention to their treats.

But every time I put a kid on Hazy or Boris or Buttermilk and lead them in a well-trodden circle on the common, we earn a copper piece.

More kids mean more coppers, which means every pony ride puts me a little closer to making Ricochet my own.

Greta and I are supposed to trade off every other day, one of us giving pony rides and the other going to school, but Father found out she was letting me have her turns on the common because she’d rather go to school and I’d rather be with the ponies. We both got in trouble, and there were extra chores and a lecture about honesty, but that’s when Father started giving us one copper out of every twenty that each of us earned from rides.

My sister puts her coppers aside to buy books.

I’m saving for Ricochet.

Mother and Father can only afford the half-day school session, so the instant that noon creeps near and Mistress Crumb reaches for the handbell on her desk, I’m already gathering my copybook and pencil stub.

Before the ringing stops, I’m out the schoolroom door and galloping through the lanes. I duck into our house just long enough to dump my copybook and change into trousers, then it’s a quick canter to the royal stables where they spread out like a crescent hugging the steep mound topped by the castle.

There’s an armed guard at the entrance, of course. A ranger who drew the short straw. They’re used to me, though, and I’m always waved inside with a bored flick of the hand.

To my right is where the royal family’s personal mounts are housed. I’ve never been through that door, but I like picturing the king’s beautiful stallion and his daughters’ ponies content in giant box stalls.

Straight ahead are the cavalry horses: big standardbreds that are all muscle and Arabians that can run forever. If a soldier’s going to ride it, it lives down that straight-ahead hallway.

But I turn left, into the long corridor lined with stalls where the fleet horses live.

They’re not called fleet simply because of their speed. These are the working horses of the royal household. If a message must be sent to a neighboring kingdom, the courier gets a mount here. If one of the princesses needs a coach-and-six, these are the stalls they’ll clip-clop out of.

These horses are a fleet, like a fleet of ships.

I’m counting. Sixteen stalls down. Face left. And there he is. Shining chestnut coat. Beautiful brown eyes. Four white stockings up to his knees.

Ricochet.

I let myself into his stall and press my face against his neck. He smells clean, like someone just rubbed his coat with fresh straw.

So far I own roughly one of his hooves. I did the figuring on a day when Greta and I were cleaning pony stalls out behind our house. Ricochet is worth fifty gold dinars. There are one hundred coppers in a dinar. So to buy him, I will need five hundred coppers.

Right now I have twenty-two coppers. I keep them in a small linen bag that I drew a horseshoe on with berry ink.

We scrubbed walls and floors that day and tried to decide how to divide Ricochet into parts so I’d know when I earned what part.

“I don’t think it matters,” I tried to tell her. “Master Harold says I can’t have him until I can pay all fifty dinars.”

“No, it does,” Greta assured me. “You’ll need to earn a lot of coppers, and there’s going to be a point when you get discouraged. You’ll want to spend all your money on candy sticks just to have something now. But this way, you can tell yourself: Look, I already own one hoof. Twenty more coppers and I’ll own two. Buying Ricochet will seem possible, and when something seems possible, it’s that much easier to make it happen.”

Greta is pretty smart for someone who’s only ten. I’d say it was all the school, but she was this way long before either of us started going.

I kneel and put a hand over Ricochet’s left front hoof and whisper, “I won’t let you down.”

There’s an echo of bootsteps, and I leap to my feet in time to see the royal stablemaster rounding the corner. Master Harold is big like a draft horse, with the same powerful, deliberate strides and shaggy mane. He waves, then makes his way down the aisle toward me.

I’ve known Master Harold since I was tiny. He’s laughed at our hearth and eaten at our table and shared more than one mug of cider with Father. But he goes home to a four-story townhouse with real glass panes in the windows and eats meat at every meal, and when he stops outside the stall, I curtsy with the ends of my shirt.

“Time for our ride,” I say, patting Ricochet’s neck, and even though Master Harold has told me hundreds of times that I don’t have to ask permission if Ricochet is in the pasture or his stall, I add, “If that’s all right.”

“Yes. About that.” Master Harold strokes his whiskery chin. “Ricochet is in top form largely because of you. All that time on the exercise course. The extra attention—grooming, bathing, fussing. And that’s on top of his sweet, calming nature.”

My heart goes still. “You’re selling him.”

“Sonnia.” Master Harold puts a big hand on my shoulder in some version of a hug from an old man with no kids of his own. “It’s not my choice what the king decides to do with his horses. But I meant it when I said I’d do what I could to keep Ricochet from being sold to anyone but you. Besides”—he’s teasing now—“you’re the only one who wants him.”

I’ve known the rhyme since I was a little kid. White on his forehead, white on his feet, grind up his bones and throw away the meat. I don’t say it aloud, though. I don’t want to hurt Ricochet’s feelings.

“Ricochet’s been chosen to be a companion for the king’s newest racehorse,” Master Harold goes on. “Perihelion is supposed to tear up the track this season, but he’s high-strung and skittish. He needs a good calm friend to walk beside him before the starting bell and settle him down.”

Only Master Harold hasn’t yet looked me in the eye. He’s still blocking the door of Ricochet’s stall.

I bite my lip and ask, “What does that mean?”

“Well… Ricochet will have to live at the racetrack all season. So he’s not going to be here for you to fuss over till winter.”

I study the ground. Pet Ricochet’s nose again, once, twice, to keep the tears back. Of course he’s been chosen to walk with a skittery racehorse. Ricochet is the best, most peaceful and happy gelding in this whole stable.

“Well.” I lift my chin. “The track is pretty far, but I’ll figure out a way to get over there to exercise him. It won’t be every day, but—”

“There’s a rider already chosen.” Master Harold still isn’t quite looking at me. “The boy’s name is Paolo. He’ll be riding Ricochet exclusively while he’s there. Not really a job for a girl, is it? Even a horsey one like you.”

Master Harold laughs uncomfortably, but my mouth falls open.

“I can’t even ride him? I’ve been coming here every other day for more than three years and—”

“I beg your pardon!” snaps the royal stablemaster, and I startle and drop my eyes and curtsy again because I forgot for a moment who I am and who he is.

Master Harold shuffles awkwardly, and I can tell that he feels bad for raising his voice, but also that he doesn’t. Still, his tone is careful and precise when he says, “Perihelion has all the makings of a champion. Ricochet can help him achieve that, and this decision is final. Approved by the king. Do you understand?”

I nod, then whisper, “Can I visit him there?”

“You can, but you should know Ricochet will have handlers and trainers who’ll need him to be in certain places at certain times.” Master Harold looks away. “You won’t be able to just walk in like you can here.”

Ricochet whuffles. He really is in top form. A silky coat that shines like a newly minted copper. Strong shoulders, graceful haunches. Smart, too.

I helped him get this way. It’s like he’s partly mine already.

Master Harold is in charge of the royal stables. I can come and go here because he and Father have known each other a long time. I don’t know what I’d do if I turned up one day and the guardsman on duty refused to let me in.

“I understand.” I make myself smile. “I can still ride him today, right?”

“He was supposed to be at the track this morning,” Master Harold replies gruffly. “I kept him here this long so you could say goodbye.”

I stand close to Ricochet so he can put his nose on my shoulder. I’m going to miss his warm breath on my cheek as we say hello. I’m going to miss seeing the world from his back. I’m going to miss the way he’ll wait till I’m not paying attention, then lick my whole face from chin to eyebrow, just like a dog.

“Paolo should be here soon to ride Ricochet over,” Master Harold says as he walks away. “A stablehand will be along to get him ready to travel, so now’s your chance to fuss over him.”

I’m allowed to ride Ricochet on the exercise course anytime he’s not on a fleet mission, but the stablehands are the only ones who can groom and feed him. They put on his saddle and bridle while I watch. I can’t even adjust the stirrups.

It doesn’t seem glamorous to be a stablehand, but everyone connected to the royal stables receives free room and board on top of a portion of the income from everything the horses do. The king gets twenty shares. Master Harold gets twelve. Fleet riders get three and grooms get one. Stablehands get a quarter share.

Master Harold may be in charge of the royal stables, but the king loves horses and personally approves every man or boy who so much as lifts a shovel here.

They don’t come from the lanes, either. They come from families who have been taking care of royal horses for generations.

All but Torsten. My brother has a position here because Master Harold has no kids of his own and his years of service have earned him a single big ask.

“Sonnia, hey!”

Torsten appears in the aisle, grinning and holding a lead rope. The royal stables are huge, and even though I’m here a lot, we don’t always run into each other. Sometimes it’s because he’s so busy, but other times I avoid him on purpose.

I’m supposed to be happy for my brother. The royal stables offer an incredible opportunity for an unremarkable boy from the lanes of Mael Dunn. It’s a future that can be counted on, one that will let him escape the hand-to-mouth scrabbling for hiring fair contracts that last just a year, that everyone in the lanes must take to make a living.

I’d be happier for him if such a thing were possible for girls.

Torsten asks how Mother and Father and Greta are doing, and I fill him in as he leads Ricochet out of his stall. The faint shadow of the moustache he’s so proud of looks less like a smudge of dirt than it did last time, and when I tell him so, he musses my hair till I shove his hands away, giggling like we did when he lived at home.

The stable aisle opens into the sprawling paddock full of horses being curried and having their hooves picked. It’s sunny, and there’s a nice breeze that blows the fresh green smell of the pastures beyond. Nearby, a sturdy bay mare is standing saddled while a fleet rider checks his message bag.

At some point growing up, every kid in Mael Dunn wants to be a fleet rider. You hear about brave couriers rushing urgent trade agreements to neighboring kingdoms and outriding bandits and arriving just in time with medicine or vital news. Then you learn they mostly do boring things like deliver invitations to royal cotillions.

I can’t think of anything better than spending whole days in the saddle, just you and your horse. Whatever the message.

A boy I don’t recognize is leaning against the tack shed. His gray riding jacket and breeches look new, but he’s rangy like a quarter horse and his brown wrists stick out well beyond the cuffs. He’s smiling as if he’s among old friends.

I know pretty much everyone at the royal stables, so he must be Paolo.

Master Harold said a rider had been chosen. He didn’t say the rider would be a kid my age. If the rider was going to be a kid my age, there’s no reason it couldn’t be me.

Except for all the reasons it couldn’t be me.
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I AM BITING my lip. I am not going to cry.

Torsten is saddling Ricochet, but it’s not the one I use to ride. This saddle is newer, and there’s a purple cloth under it, and even though I know the color is meant to let Ricochet through all the tollbooths for free, it’s not our old felt pad, and my stomach lurches.

Paolo crosses the paddock, nods politely at Torsten, then puts one shining boot into the stirrup.

Ricochet is leaving today. He’ll be gone for months. I’d ride with a whole bandit company if it means spending another few minutes with him.

I slip back into the stable, hurry down the corridor, through the entryway, and along the side of the building until I come to the moss-damp gate where horses emerge into the city. I don’t have long to wait. Soon I hear the distant clopping of hooves coming at a sedate walk, and Paolo and Ricochet appear at the top of the path.

Paolo gives a little half-wave as I approach. “Hey there. Didn’t I see you in the paddock just then?”

I’m a little out of breath as I fall into step by his stirrup. “This is going to sound weird. But can I ride along with you? To the track?”

He peers at me, then makes a strange gesture, bringing both hands in front of him near his belly. I don’t know what to make of it—until it hits me.

If Paolo’s been chosen for Ricochet, he’s from a riding family. The same people who become fleet riders and rangers and sometimes win a place in the cavalry. I’ve just asked to sit close behind him in my grubby thirdhand trousers and shirt stained with horse slobber. All the way through Mael Dunn. In front of everybody.

While I’m trying to work out how to explain, to apologize, Paolo smiles in a friendly way and holds out a hand. “Trying to avoid the road tolls? Can’t blame you for that.”

“Thank you.” I try not to sound relieved as I settle onto Ricochet’s rump behind the saddle. I hold on with my legs and let my arms dangle, deliberately not touching Paolo’s fancy jacket.

If I close my eyes, I can pretend it’s just me and Ricochet.

“You picked a good day to visit the track,” Paolo says. “Deirdre’s riding Perihelion in the breezing runs. It’s almost the same as a race, but you don’t have to pay to see it.”

As if I have coppers to spend on admission to the racetrack.

“Basically, the horses gallop four furlongs at not-quite-racing speed,” he goes on, “and those times are how the betting office decides on odds for the pay table, so it’s still pretty exciting.”

“Deirdre,” I echo, and just saying the name makes me smile. We used to have a babysitter called Deirdre. For nearly a year, before Torsten was old enough to be in charge, she would turn up when the sky was barely pink to look after us while Mother hurried out the door to get to the sweatshop before the whistle blew.

“She’s hoping her times are good enough that the trainers will choose her to ride Perihelion in the next race,” Paolo explains.

“I heard how a girl won a spot among the king’s jockeys a while back.” I wait, but Paolo doesn’t mutter something mean about how being a jockey is a man’s job. So I add, “People keep saying she was raised by bandits. Do you think that’s true?”

“I think bandit companies are a lot more complicated than people realize.”

We’re coming up on the city gate. The racetrack is just outside the walls. Paolo will expect me to climb down so he can take Ricochet to wherever Perihelion is, and I’m not ready to say goodbye.

“Do you know her?” I ask. “Deirdre? Do you think I could meet her?”

Paolo shifts enough to glance at me. His smile has faded. “You hoping to be the next girl jockey?”

I laugh aloud. I might as well hope to be adopted into the royal family. Not just anyone gets to be one of the king’s jockeys. There’s a tryout, and you have to turn up in proper racing silks and make one of the twelve fastest times of anyone there, including jockeys who already ride for the king.

Exercising a fleet horse every other day is a world away from knowing how to win a race.

Paolo faces forward in the saddle once more. The gate isn’t far now. There’s a grid of blue sky at the top where the iron portcullis has been raised for the day’s comings and goings.

Somehow it’s easier to talk to his back. “It’s just… if one girl jockey rides racehorses for the king, that means there could be another someday. Then another, and another, and if there’s enough of them, people might leave off the girl part and just call them jockeys.”

As I talk, Paolo’s shoulders relax. When he turns again, his grin is real. “You’re in luck. I’m pretty sure Deirdre will be where we’re going.”

Soon we’re passing through the southern gate. There are no houses or shops outside the walls here, just the racetrack sprawling into the open space all the way to the greenwood. There’s a series of grandstands for townhouse people and special viewing boxes for the nobility and royal family and any visiting dignitaries. The stables and outbuildings stand on the left-hand end of the oval, and beyond them lie ancient, dense forests that span as far as a horse can run in a week.

I shiver. I can’t help it. There are bandits in the greenwood, but they don’t stay long near the city walls. They drift through the forest, moving from place to place, stealing anything that’s not nailed down—especially horses.

This forest all but overhangs the pastures. It must be full of rangers. Just in case.

It’s not a race day, but the track is busy regardless. Horses are everywhere, and riders too, and stable grooms and trainers and the occasional owner in fancy brocade. They’re boys and men, but I’m used to being the only girl not in riding clothes in places with lots of horses.

I can’t look away from those horses. Bays, roans, grays, chestnuts. Shiny black horses and splashy pintos and horses scattered all over with tiny spots. Braided manes. Arched tails fluttering like banners.

It’s like paradise.

Paolo gently directs Ricochet toward a series of long stable buildings facing one another across a wide dirt horseway. The buildings on the left spread out big and glorious like a nobleman’s country estate. There are racehorses in the pastures attached to those stables.

I love Ricochet, but he is nowhere near the horse that any of them are. You can tell at a glance that those horses have been bred, trained, fed, and fussed over—vitamins, rubdowns, supplements, insulated blankets—so they’ll look like this. So they’ll perform like champions and win races and fat purses.

A pale gold stallion dances in front of the closest stable, surrounded by a dozen grooms and trainers. He’s huge, easily seventeen hands, and so muscly that the jockey on his back looks like a little kid.

“That’s Perihelion,” Paolo says over his shoulder. “Let’s get down.”

I slide my legs over Ricochet’s rump, but I’m barely on the ground when Perihelion grunts and rears, forelegs thrashing, and grooms and trainers leap out of his way. His rider shortens the reins and leans forward, and when the stallion comes down, he kicks and stomps at the dust.

Master Harold was right. Perihelion does need a calming influence, because he almost threw that poor jockey twenty feet into the hard dirt of the horseway.

Perihelion’s rider swivels him in a circle, trying to calm him, singsonging, “Dang it, Helie, what is wrong with you lately?”

That voice.

All at once I’m small again and sitting on the back step and Deirdre is teaching me to braid so I can make Greta a friendship bracelet, but then Deirdre surprises me with one made from red and blue string which I wear till it rots off my wrist.

“Deirdre,” I whisper. Then I squeal it, loud and delighted and disbelieving. “Deirdre!”

The jockey looks up, and it’s her. Years older, hair shorter, but it’s her, it’s our Deirdre, and only Perihelion and his hulking size and fast-kicking hooves keep me from rushing over for a hug.

But Deirdre stiffens when she sees me. Her eyes get big, and she pushes down the brim of a fancy black riding helmet so her face is in shadow.

“It’s Sonnia,” I go on, and I am remembering how hard I cried when she stopped coming to watch us. How Greta toddled through the house for days, peeking behind doors and under our table, repeating Deedee? in a bewildered, hurt voice. “From Edge Lane? You used to—”

“Sonnia. Of course.” Deirdre slides off Perihelion and gives me a quick, light hug across the shoulders that also guides me several paces away from the big horse and his trainers and the groom holding his halter. Lower she adds, “Yes. I remember you.”

Deirdre would let us finger paint with water on the kitchen floor and eat all the blackberries we could handle from the bushes down the common. She’d be the stablemaster when Greta and I crawled around the house, pretending we were misbehaving ponies.

“You’re the girl jockey?” I gesture around us, at the racetrack and the dozens of beautiful horses moving past. “But you weren’t raised by—”

“Yes. It’s me.” Deirdre leans close. “People say a lot of things. Winning this spot wasn’t easy, and neither is keeping it. So if you’d lower your voice, it would do me a lot of good.”

She tips her chin at the knot of trainers clustered around Perihelion as they examine the stallion’s forelegs and gesture to his big haunches.

I nod slowly. Deirdre grew up in darker corners with a lot less hope than I did. Bandits are criminals, but they’re practically born in the saddle. The nearest to horses most lane kids get is collecting their dung for burning.

“What are you doing here?” Deirdre’s voice is calm but careful, like there’s a right answer and a wrong one. “You don’t come to the racetrack much. That’s more than obvious. So you didn’t come about the cadre. Why are you here?”

Another shiver goes down my back when she says cadre. It’s a word bandits use to describe how they ride—in a pack, like wolves. How they move together through the greenwood, day and night, watching their targets, biding their time.

I’ve never been to the racetrack at all. Not when I can spend hours with our ponies or the horses at the royal stables just up the road, and not when getting here involves so many tolls.

But I’m stuck on cadre. Shadowy figures outlined in moonlight. Hooves thudding on dirt.

Deirdre folds her arms tight, like she’s a shield, and I am counting the years it’s been since she stopped watching us and reckoning how she must have spent them. How girls from the lanes spend their years.

“What are you doing here?” she repeats, sharper this time, and my mouth is so dry that all I can do is gesture to Ricochet, who’s standing a cautious distance from Perihelion while Paolo pats his neck in a calming, reassuring way.

“Aren’t you a little young to be chasing boys?” Deirdre asks, and I scowl because it’s annoying when adults say stuff like that, but then her expression softens. She smiles halfway and murmurs, “Ah. It’s that horse you love.”

Hardly anyone understands how much I love Ricochet, but Deirdre saw it right away. It makes me want to hug her. “He’s basically my best friend. After Greta, I mean. He’s a fleet horse at the royal stables, but he’s going to be Perihelion’s new companion.”

Deirdre still looks unconvinced, and it’s like I’m five again and explaining what happened to the last cookie because I add, “I’m going to buy him one day.”

Her brows go up.

Right away I press my lips together. There’s a reason I stopped telling people why I’m saving my coppers.

You have nowhere to keep him. Boarding will cost you a fortune. You’ll soon be taking hiring fair contracts and your master and mistress won’t tolerate daydreaming. You’ll barely have time to ride him.

But Deirdre says, low and quiet, “They probably tell you it’s foolish, right? Wanting something so big? So unimaginable? No one thinks kids like us should expect better.”

Mother says I should be thankful for what I have. Mistress Crumb tells barefoot kids bound for the hiring fairs that scraps of education will improve us somehow.

Deirdre leans closer and whispers, “The only way kids like us—girls like us—get anything better is when we make it happen for ourselves.”

She smells like expensive leather polish. Her racing silks look as soft as a horse’s ear. A girl born two streets over from me, who never set foot in a schoolroom, who was no older than I am now when she started minding me and Greta and Torsten.

A girl who’s achieved an unimaginable thing, telling me it’s okay to want unimaginable things while standing in front of me as proof they’re possible.

Deirdre steps away, toward the beautiful gold racehorse. Away from me and my thirdhand trousers with cuffs halfway up my shins.

“He’s not a want,” I say fiercely. “Ricochet’s not a dessert or a jump rope. He—” I pull in a stuttery breath and blink hard. “He’s waiting for me. I can’t let him down.”

Deirdre regards me for a moment that feels too long. Then she gestures to Ricochet and says, “He’s a beauty for sure. A horse like him is going to cost a lot of coppers. Are you at the hiring fairs yet?”

I shake my head. “I’m old enough, but Father says it’s better if I keep on with the pony rides.”

Deirdre growls, short and wordless, and I study my feet. I’m lucky. I know I am. Plenty of parents haul their kids by the elbow to the big grassy plains on the north side of the city and make them join the long lines of available workers while magistrates and sergeants-at-law peer into their faces and demand to know if they’re honest and diligent, as if there’s any answer other than “Yes, m’lord.”

Father says he’d never in a thousand years send us to the hiring fairs, but what he doesn’t say but has to mean is he won’t send us, but that doesn’t mean we’ll never have to go.

That changed for Torsten when he went to the royal stables. My brother will never have to stand in a hiring fair line and take the best contract he can get.

There’s no question that in a year or two, I will.

No one’s going to hire a girl for horse work, and that means a kitchen. That means scrubbing pots and floors, the only time outside on trips to the well. That means only a precious few spare coppers to keep Ricochet.

Assuming I ever get to five hundred.

Deirdre smiles sadly. “Well, I guess that’s that, then. Nice seeing you.”

“Wait. I don’t understand. What do you mean?”

“I thought perhaps I could help you, but it looks like I can’t,” she replies. “If your father doesn’t want you at the hiring fairs, he’d never let you work here as a stablehand.”

“At the racetrack?” I can’t keep the wish out of my voice. “There’s no way. I’m not from a caretaker family. The king would never approve.”

“The track operates entirely separately from the royal stables. The king’s racehorses win big purses and bring him lots of fame, and as long as that happens, the track stablemaster is allowed some… liberties.” Deirdre squints. “I could make it happen, but you wouldn’t get a share of the track profits. Only coppers.”

Only coppers. I want to be the kind of person who has so many coppers in their pocket that they stop knowing exactly how many there are.

“How many coppers?”

“Three hundred a month.”

I pull in a sharp breath. It’s hard to imagine that much money in my hands all at once. Father can get the stable roof redone in slate. Greta can go to school for the whole day session.

More than that, I’ll see Ricochet all the time. I’ll be able to walk past his stall and pet his nose and whisper all my promises to him.

Even more than that, I’ll never have to set foot at a hiring fair, and best of all, my Ricochet money would pile up so quickly, he’ll be mine in a few months, way before the king might think to sell him.

“I will be the best stablehand!” I squeal, before I remember that I need to seem like a responsible person that can be trusted with the king’s horses. “You don’t even have to train me. There’s been a stable full of ponies in my yard for years now, and I’ve been spending time with fleet horses since I was ten.”

“Well, this place is nothing like the royal stables,” Deirdre says, “but you’ll get along fine if you do what you’re told, you do it well, and you don’t ask questions.”

“I can do that,” I say. “I absolutely can.”

“You’ll have to live here, too. In the bunkhouse. It’s not free.”

I nod. It makes sense. Torsten lives at the royal stables because horses don’t care about curfew.

She peers at me. “You keep nodding. But what about your father?”

“I’ll talk to him. I know he’ll say yes. Mother, too. This is nothing like the hiring fairs. I mean, it’s you. You used to change Greta’s diapers. And it’s three hundred coppers a month!”

Deirdre bites a thumbnail like she’s deciding whether to accept a merchant’s price. “I’m sticking my neck out for you because I know what it’s like to be a girl in the lanes. So if you do take this job, you can’t make me look bad.”

“No. No. I would rather die.”

If Greta were here, she’d tease me for being dramatic, but it’s not every day that someone is willing to take a chance for you. Take a chance on you. Like there’s something in you that only they can see, that they want to help along. A tiny flame that needs to be gently blown on, or a seed tucked in spring-dark earth.

Someone must have done the same for Deirdre. She must have come to the track when Mother had no more need of a babysitter and found someone to teach her to ride. She must have had her own Master Harold to bend a rule here and there.

She must want to pay it forward.

“I would rather die,” I repeat, and I glance at Ricochet fierce and loving.

Deirdre smiles faintly. “Let’s hope that won’t be necessary.”



OEBPS/e9781534480797/fonts/EBGaramond-Bold.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534480797/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Dedication


		Chapter 1


		Chapter 2


		Chapter 3


		Chapter 4


		Chapter 5


		Chapter 6


		Chapter 7


		Chapter 8


		Chapter 9


		Chapter 10


		Chapter 11


		Chapter 12


		Chapter 13


		Chapter 14


		Chapter 15


		Chapter 16


		Chapter 17


		About the Author


		Copyright







Guide



		Cover


		Start of Content


		Title Page


		Dedication


		About the Author


		Copyright








		III


		V


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218








OEBPS/e9781534480797/fonts/EBGaramond-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534480797/images/common01.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534480797/images/common02.jpg





OEBPS/e9781534480797/images/9781534480797.jpg
e AmPrC IYoer Coats





OEBPS/e9781534480797/images/title.jpg
IGHT
[DE

J. Anderson Coats

A

atheneum

ATHENEUM BOOKS FOR YOUNG READERS

New York London Toronto Sydney New Delhi





OEBPS/e9781534480797/fonts/StintUltraCondensed-Regular.ttf


OEBPS/e9781534480797/fonts/EBGaramond-Italic.ttf


