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 Vala shivered as a trickle of sweat ran down her back. She looked at the sky to judge time. How long would it be before the day's work would be finished?


 The buttery-yellow sun shone down with pleasant warmth, but the air was thick as soup. Meltwater from the mountain had mixed into their valley, creating a blanket of humidity. The miners must be enjoying their cool caves today, Vala thought. Meanwhile, the folds under her arms were sticky with hours-old moisture. Another reminder of how farm work did not suit dwarves.


 She hoisted her hoe like a pick-ax, ready to plunge into the soil. Then she saw Tarni running towards her, holding something up.


 "Vala!" she hollered, grinning and waving a red envelope. "I got it!"


 Vala put down her hoe and waited for Tarni to catch up to her. She was thankful for the chance to rest, but the sight of the red envelope made her shudder. "Congratulations," Vala said.


 Tarni hugged her. Vala tensed, self-conscious of her dirt-speckled clothes.


 "I can't believe you... I can't believe you got it." Vala caught herself before she said what she had intended--"I can't believe you got it at your age." Tarni seemed so young. Too young to get a scroll. She still had a girl's stature, with a chirpy voice and young features. Life in the village proper as a tailor's daughter kept the vigor in her skin.


 Not like Vala. Farming wasn't as rough on the body as mining or smithing, but the sun and dirt took its toll.


 "It was sitting in front of my door," Tarni said. "I always wondered how they deliver these things. It must be magic. It feels like magic."


 "It's just the sages. I'm sure they have servants who go out and deliver these things."


 Tarni said, "It took five times to read it, I was crying so hard. Then my mother came home, and we were so happy we were jumping up and down. Did you get yours yet? If I got a letter, you're probably going to get one too."


 "I don't know. I haven't been at the house all day."


 "I didn't see one on your porch."


 Vala exhaled. Maybe they had overlooked her. How did the sages know when you were ready anyway?


 "Do you want to see mine?" Tarni asked.


 She handed Vala the envelope. The parchment felt like crushed velvet paper. It said exactly what every other letter said, like a correspondence from the maker-of-all-things.


 "So two days from now, you'll be wearing a pendant," Vala said.


 "I know." Tarni bit her lip. "I'm so nervous. Do you think anyone's going to pick me?"


 "Of course. Guys would break their axes for a cute girl like you. You won't have to put any effort in. Not like me."


 "Vala," Tarni chided. "Don't sell yourself short like that. People need farmers. They need to eat."


 "But it's the miners who bring in the wealth." Vala looked up at Oakhaven Mountain, a towering noble obelisk overlooking the land below. "Did you tell Darcelle and Runia yet?"


 "Not yet. I came to see you first."


 "You should get going if you want to be back home before nightfall. I need to get this done anyway, as much as I enjoy the distraction. Lartug decided he wasn't going to work today."


 "Your pig? Oh. Do you need help?"


 Vala smiled at her. Poor lovable Tarni. She was so well-meaning, but her arms would tire out in half an hour. "Thanks, sweetie. But I can take care of it."


 "Okay. I just had to come down and show you." She squealed again. "If you don't get it, you'll come to the farewell feast tonight right?"


 "Of course. I wouldn't miss it."


 "Okay, see you tomorrow."


 Tarni ran away, waving goodbye with the red envelope she came with.


 Vala continued tilling until the sun crossed the mountain. Blessed shadow basked her for an hour. Then it became too dark to work. Vala couldn't tell the ground from the empty space in front of her nose. And an eighth of the field remained.


 Her father and his hired hands were over the hill. They might be camping in the fields tonight, but Vala had made a promise to finish her part.


 Vala dropped the hoe and jogged to the house to get the lantern. Hopefully, she could finish before it got too late. She did not want to go to sleep without a bath for the second night in a row.


 The back door creaked as she pulled it open, stretching on a rusty spring. Her blood froze.


 There, on the dining table, leaning against the candlesticks, was a red envelope. Perfectly square, emblazoned with a gold imprint of Coldrock's town emblem. Vala's breath caught in her throat.


 "Oh, no," she said to the empty house.


 



 ······························


 



 To the recipient of this letter,


 



 The sages of the six dwarven villages have congregated to determine those young citizens who have reached the age of cotillion. This year, you, Vala of the Thunderheads, have been selected for this group.


 



 Therefore, you are cordially invited to the biennial diaspora of dwarven girls, known as the Gathering of the Bloom. You, and other females who have reached the age of maturity, will travel to the glen of our ancestors. There, the opportunity will be offered to select a suitable mate.


 



 Please arrive at the Coldrock gates in two days time. There, you will present yourself that you might receive your betrothal pendant, which symbolizes your ascension to womanhood.


 



 Congratulations,


 Dimrak Thurgromson, he of the Allanite, most high sage of Coldrock village


 One of the Council of Sages


 



 ······························


 



 Even while the sherbet-red clouds remained, stars speckled the sky like diamond-white sand thrown in a black bowl. It was a great night for a party.


 Calar Square was lit up as bright as any harvest festival. Orange and blue lantern lights hung over the picnic tables arranged across the grounds. Dwarf men brushed dirt off each other's buffed shoulder armor. Women enclosed in tight circles and flashed their hair ribbons. The smell of fresh soil and bitter ale wafted through the air.


 Vala smoothed out her blue gingham dress. It had been in her wardrobe since she was little, carefully let out year after year. Her life afforded so few opportunities to wear it, so it stayed clean and tear-free.


 The problem was her hair. She'd washed it twice, brushed it, used her mother's hair cream. It still looked like a brickle bush. She felt like a dumpy old house with a dozen coats of paint on it.


 "Stop fussing with your hair, honey. It's fine," her mom said. She always looked lovely no matter what.


 "Sorry. It's scratchy." Vala straightened the white shawl over her shoulder, punctuated with the city's symbol.


 "Vala!"


 From across the square, an old lady waved as if she were about to explode.


 Old Lady Wizzertin waddled up to them like a pink bowl of sour cream, dragging her husband behind. The pudge under her eyes forced them half-closed. She jumped on Vala with a hug.


 "Isn't this nice?" she asked in a lilting voice. "I'm so proud of you. I bet you'll trade pendants the first day. Girls like you are the salt of this village. I can't wait to see what kind of boy you come back with."


 "Um, thank you?" Vala said.


 "Are you looking for something in particular? A carpenter could help raise a barn. Or another farmer! The transition would be effortless."


 "Yeah... or, there's no reason I couldn't meet a bailiff or a steward. They go on the migration too..."


 "Mm, well, it's good to try to reach for the stars." She patted Vala on her shoulder. "I was just reminiscing the other day about when Globin gave me his pendant. The first time he saw me in the glen, I was brushing my teeth. Can you believe that? And he still thought me a looker."


 "Azwuzzashlickintheblock," her husband mumbled. His breath smelled of pure yeast. He must have drained half a keg by himself.


 "And then he made sure to sit next to me during the elder sage's evening toast. He even tried to hold my hand."


 "I heard they just elected the new elder sage," Vala's mother said.


 "Yes! Isn't that fantastic? You get to be the first to meet him. What's his name? Bablar? Wablar?"


 "Idunbloodyknow..." her husband said.


 "No, that's not it," Wizzertin said.


 Globin turned to Vala's mother and started engaging in some incoherent conversation. Wizzertin took Vala aside and asked said, "Listen, Vala. Has anyone talked to you yet about... basket-making?"


 "What?"


 "Look, I remember when I was a young girl, I went to the glen not knowing a thing. I was mortified the first time. Embarrassed and confused. If no one's shared anything with you, I'm more than happy to-"


 "No, no, thanks. That's okay. I... I've a passing knowledge on it from... my sister!" Vala said.


 "That's good. No one wants to speak with a vulgar tongue. But at this age, you can only hear about it from whispers and tattles. The first time Globin wanted to give me a green gown, I didn't know what he meant."


 Vala's eyes opened wide. "Mom?"


 "Um, Vala," her mom said. "Why don't you fetch some grub? You just got back from the fields, you must be famished."


 The Wizzertins were impossible to escape from when they'd been drinking. Good old Mom, always looking out for her daughter.


 Lady Wizzertin gasped. "Oh! Yes, dear, of course you should. You need plenty of food and plenty of sleep. It's a long trip."


 Vala backed away and headed for the food table. Old Lady Wizzertin called out, "And don't worry about that nasty business with Aksmi. I'm sure that won't happen to you."


 Vala cringed. Memories of her and her friends with Aksmi, celebrating her migration two years ago, came rushing back. And for Wizzertin to blurt about her like that...


 She headed for the long table of food. Many of the vegetables came from her own farm. She even recognized the turnip with the long groove in the side. Besides the baskets of cut vegetables were bowls of boiled mushrooms, roasted loaches, squash soup, shredded yak meat, and of course, lots and lots of beer. The appetizers she was looking forward to--golden breads, grasshoppers, frog legs--were now only bowls of scant crumbs.


 Vala was as hungry as a pack of wolves. She piled up her plate and went to find someone she knew.


 Unfortunately, she did.


 Jervis Herplethorp's piggy eyes caught Vala's. He hobbled over, supported by his stonecraft cane topped with a chunk of tanzanite. His limp was so pronounced it had to be painful, but his face showed nothing but contempt.


 "Vala, pleasure to see you," he said.


 She made an imperceptible curtsey. "Pleasure to see you. Did Derna get her invitation?"


 "Yes, she did. Where is your father?"


 "He's finishing up the day's work. He'll be here soon."


 "Mm, I have some things to talk to him about," Herplethorp said. "A disappointing father who doesn't come to the feast honoring his own daughter."


 Because you force him to work to the bone, you ass, Vala thought. Herplethorp was always demanding more out of their farm. More crops, bigger crops, faster crops. He'd raise prices on his equipment and livestock, then haggle and act like they were getting a bargain.


 "He'll be here," she said through gritted teeth. "He wants to make sure the planting's done before it rains."


 "His profit can't be as great as it used to be. Working the mines would offer more capital at this point. You're the youngest, aren't you?"


 "Yes."


 "And now you're becoming an adult. He must be getting on in years. I hope he's made considerations if he has to forfeit his land."


 "I'm sure that's not going to happen. As long as I've been alive, he's never said one word about selling the farm." Vala spoke each word methodically as a way of keeping control.


 Herplethorp scoffed. "Dwarves aren't farmers. We're built for working underground. Not baking in the hot sun like bread."


 "Dwarves have to eat, don't they?"


 Herplethorp smiled like he was reaching for a hidden dagger up his sleeve. "That's why we have trade. We get more food from barter than any local farm. The other races crave metal and gems. Especially the men and elves. Let the ones built for agriculture do so. They have the bodies for it."


 "My father's a farmer. He always was a farmer. His father before him was a farmer."


 "The only good dwarves are in the mines. They're the ones actually bringing prosperity to our country and kin. If your father were mining, he'd have the time to be here for you now." He ground his cane into the dirt.


 Vala imagined kicking out that stupid cane and letting him fall like a cut tree.


 Keep your temper in check, Vala thought, hearing her mother's steady and strong voice. A lady never loses her temper. She took a breath and decided to change the subject.


 "I heard there's a new elder sage?"


 "Yes, I don't know much about him. The affairs of the ministry don't interest me. Each sage is much like the last. They seem to be doing a capable job." Herplethorp looked into the distance, as if he were searching for a way out. Vala was more than happy to oblige him.


 "Well, I have to find my friends. We have some planning to do before tomorrow," Vala said.


 "Yes, of course." Herplethorp pounded his cane like a judge banging his gavel. "If your father arrives, tell him I was looking for him."


 "I'll be sure to do that."


 Herplethorp grunted and limped away. Vala exhaled, realizing she was trembling.


 She wandered around the square, popping appetizers in her mouth and walking off the tension. The fish was delicious, freshly caught. As terrible as she felt, at least she could always depend on food to be there for her.


 She spotted Runia standing alone. Her height and blue-tinged skin made her easy to pick out. Both were inherited traits from her Snowlands Dwarf father.


 "Runia!" They both shouted each other's names and made a beeline. Vala hugged her.


 "It's so good to see you," she said.


 Vala held onto the hug longer than usual. "You have no idea how much I need this." She let out her restrained tears in a single cleansing breath. "I just ran into Herplethorp. Or he ran into me, rather."


 "I understand. He cornered me when I first got here too. Kept asking me when my father would be available to look at his hip. Like I was his assistant. And then he started asking me for medical advice."


 "How many seconds before he said something racist?" Vala asked.


 "Twenty-four. A new record. He said 'didn't see any dried caribou on the table for you'. And he almost got out one of his 'I'm not prejudiced against mountain dwarves but...'."


 "Is Darcelle here yet?"


 "No, she's late. I like your dress," Runia said.


 "Thanks. I like yours too."


 Runia wore a gray wool dress that complimented her purplish hue. "My mom surprised me with it. I think it shows a little too much chest," Runia said.


 "It's fine. Everyone's too drunk to notice. They're acting like gnomes, all giddy," Vala said.


 "Every one of them is telling me how they met and traded pendants. It's not filling me with the utmost confidence."


 After a while, they found Tarni standing with Darcelle. Tarni wore a green frock that, with her petite figure, made her look like queen of the forest fairies.


 "You guys look beautiful," Darcelle said. She held up a snack on a toothpick.


 "Thanks. So do you," Runia said.


 "Is that... a salamander tail?" Vala asked. Her eyes betrayed her hunger. "I don't suppose you want to split it?"


 "I'll give it to you if you let me borrow your shawl the rest of the night."


 Vala touched the white afghan over her shoulders. "Why?"


 "Just look at my dress."


 Darcelle wore a red ankle-length gown made of a fine, silky fabric with large printed flower blossoms. It clung to her like a bed sheet, showing off all her curves.


 "What's wrong.... oh."


 Two of the flowers were situated directly over Darcelle's buxom chest. Vala whipped off her shawl and exchanged it for the toothpick.


 "Thanks. This used to be my grandmother's dress," Darcelle said.


 "I was going to say, I hope it wasn't tailored that way," Runia said.


 "Wear it in the glen. I bet you'll get a lot of attention," Tarni said.


 "Right, and we can pick up your throwaways," Vala said. "They'll come crying on our shoulder. 'Darcelle doesn't like me.' 'Well, my dear, Darcelle is busy...'"


 "I am not giving you my leftovers," Darcelle laughed. "Besides, not all guys like that. Your moms are small-chested." Darcelle pointed to Tarni and Vala.


 "Speaking of the glen, we should figure out what we need to pack. So we don't duplicate stuff," Vala said.


 "Let's go sit down at a table," Runia said.


 They grabbed an empty space. "Is there enough space at the inn for us all? I thought we take off at the same time," Tarni said.


 "I don't think most people stay at the inn, not unless they have the money for it." Darcelle said. "I'm sure Yavra and Derna will be though. Everyone else will camp on the side of the road. It's too bad there aren't any other routes."


 "Is that really the best way? Could you take a boat? On the river?" Vala asked.


 "Let me see." Tarni pulled out a map, which she brought for their discussion tonight.


 "The river winds all the way through the forest. Plus, if you tip over, you're dead. That river's just above freezing," Darcelle said.


 "You could freeze just being in the boat," Runia said. "We should take the road, same as everyone else. It's the safest."


 "I think some of the miners' daughters are taking the tunnels. But I don't think that's going to be any faster," Tarni said.


 They studied the map for a long time, hoping some new answer would present itself. Otherwise they'd have to leave with all the others in a mass migration. "Ever wonder why they named it the dead river?" Darcelle asked.


 Vala shrugged. "It's too cold for anything to live in it. Too cold to ford."


 Darcelle said, "When they were little, the ranch hand boys were always looking for dead animals floating down the river. It became a big contest. 'I saw a bunch of frogs', 'One time I saw a fox', 'I saw a whole elk'. Made me ill."


 A gong rang. Every dwarf in the square parted to let through the village's sage, Dimrak Thurgromson of the Allanite. Dimrak had yellowish skin and bulging eyes. He walked with a stoop emphasizing his long silk hat, like a wizard's cap. His young acolytes carried his silken train as he forged to the amphitheater.


 "Tonight," he said in a muskrat-like voice, "is the vernal equinox. The anniversary of the end of the Six Tribes' Strife. Decades of cold war and animosity, centuries of division. Even after we united under Oakhaven, the vein of hatred still ran in our blood. Only ages would diffuse it. Ages we could not wait. And thus, the Gathering of the Bloom was created."


 Darcelle whispered, "He gives the speech every year, but this is the first time I've really listened."


 Vala nodded.


 "Last year, our sons went forth. Tonight, we celebrate the journey of our daughters. In a day's time, they shall rise as women and venture forth to the sacred glen of our ancestors, where the six roads meet. If they find another with hearts aligned, they will exchange pendants of betrothal and start new lives."


 "Or not and become old spinsters," Darcelle whispered.


 The sage continued. "So through the unconditional love of youth, our race stays strong. Our blood stays fresh, devoid of enmity and anguish."


 "Unless you change pendants with a liar. In which case, plenty of anguish," Runia added.


 "Live in squalor alone or live in it with someone else," Vala added. Dimrak wasn't usually so stodgy. His purpose was to remind the crying parents why their daughter would be gone for a month, coming back with a husband.


 "Those who make preparations for the migration, please come up to be recognized."


 Vala sighed. She and her friends joined the mass of girls trudging up to the stage so everyone could stare at them.


 The girl in front turned around. Derna. She didn't recognize her from the back. Vala became self-conscious of her dress next to Derna's chartreuse chiffon gown. One day she'd get through one social event without feeling like everyone was judging her.


 "Hi, Vala," she said in a sing-song voice. "I like your dress."


 "Hi, Derna. I like your hair." A complex braid wound around her blond hair, like a mountain with a rail car track. The effect highlighted the untouched pearl skin of her neck.


 "Oh, thank you. Modlin spent hours putting it up. It just wouldn't stay, but then we put some soap in it to make it stick. And then I had the idea to plait around it, because it looked too plain. So we had to undo it again and that..."


 Vala cursed herself. She had fallen for the oldest trick in the book: pay a compliment to get one. That gave Derna the opportunity to start talking about herself. She resisted the urge to clamp a hand over Derna's mouth.


 Thankfully, Dimrak called back their attention. He held up a giant book. "May the spirits of the mountain look over these children. Let them find the passage from youth to adulthood smooth and unhurried."


 Come on, just get on with it, Vala thought. She did not understand dwarven spirituality. They were stout creatures of the earth, said to have grown from stone. Why did they need the blessings of spirits and ghosts?


 "May the winds watch over you, the road stay smooth and true. Do not forget those who came before you or those who go after. All benefit from the paths taken-"


 Not all of them would be returning. Some would travel to their new husband's city straight away. Vala's older sister had done the same. No one in her family had even met her husband yet. She must have met someone really...


 Something bopped her on the head. Vala readied to strike out at whoever it was, until she realized Dimrak was "blessing" them all by tapping them on the head with the book.


 "Take a moment to give thanks to your parents, your neighbors, and all those who raised you. Let us pay them respect for sheltering you to this point, the cusp of your adulthood," Dimrak said.


 Vala looked among her cadre instead. How was she supposed to compete with these girls? Just a month to prove your marriage potential? So many of them looked better than her, came from better backgrounds. She felt like a ewe standing among purebred mares. They were prettier, richer, friendlier, and she was a farm girl with chronic impatience. If only there was some way to get an advantage.


 "Raise your hands," Dimrak commanded. Most dwarves had mugs of ale in their hands, but raised them anyway. "To the girls of Coldrock village, we say 'get on wi' ye, by and henceforth. Travel ye under the smoking moon and golden sun to find thy boldened heart.'"


 There was much clapping and cheering as the girls walked off the stage, back to their families.


 Derna approached their little group. "Darcelle, could you get Guarding Wind ready for the day after tomorrow? Make sure he's brushed and prepped and eats all his grain."


 "All right," Darcelle said.


 "One of our house attendants will come by to take him to the gates."


 "You're riding your pony to the glen?" Vala asked Derna.


 "Of course. It's too much to carry for a three-day hike."


 "But... that means you'll get there way ahead of anyone else," Vala said.


 "My father says first impressions are worth more than gold. You know what they say: there's no second chance..."


 Darcelle said, "I'll get everything taken care of."


 "Okay, thank you." Derna walked away, towards dwarves closer to her style of dress.


 Darcelle said, "If she wasn't so polite, it'd be much easier to imagine bludgeoning her with a bat."


 Tarni and Runia laughed.


 "Derna's using her horse?" Vala asked.


 "All her friends. Everyone in the stable was working late so her little horse club could ride in style to the glen."


 "But that's not fair. They'll have more time than any of us to meet the boys. They'll find the best and glom onto them before we've even found a cabin."


 "That's not for sure, just because they'll be the first girls they see," Tarni said.


 "Actually, it does make sense," Runia said. "We're all distrustful when we first meet someone. But the longer you know them, the more comfortable you get. And you tend to lock in to that person."


 "It's insidious," Darcelle said. "They'll come riding in like these perfect princesses on their horses. The rest of us will only get what they leave behind." Darcelle kicked the dirt. "Just like real life. This is our one chance to maybe reach a little bit above our station and they're already ruining it."


 Vala saw how upset Darcelle was. The gears in her head started turning. "Tarni, let me see that map."


 Tarni handed her the scroll. Vala took it to a nearby table and spread it out. The three others looked over her shoulder.


 Vala traced her finger around the path everyone would be taking. The main road led east out of the village, past the edge of the forest. There, it crossed the merchant trail where they'd go south. After that, it was an easy jaunt over the river bridge and west to the glen.


 On foot, the hike took three days, ending around sunset. On horseback, Derna and her crew could be there twelve hours ahead. A whole day's worth to find and cozy up to the prime marriage material.


 "I don't think there are any shortcuts," Tarni said. "The tunnels aren't any faster."


 "It's not like we can fly there on giant eagles," Darcelle said.


 Vala concentrated. If not for that stupid wildwood, they could head straight to the glen. But why should it stop them? It wasn't like a steel barricade.


 "We'll go through the middle. Through the forest."


 "The forest?!" Tarni said.


 "Quickest path between two points is a straight line," Vala said.


 "Except when that path has things like bears, chasms, snakes-" Darcelle said.


 "Poisonous snakes," Tarni added. "And bandits."


 "Underbrush, fallen trees, weeds, animal burrows... it'll take more time than you think," Runia said. "And there's the river."


 "If we go in the forest, we'd be on our own," Darcelle said.


 "But isn't that what this is about? Going off on our own?" Vala asked. "Whatever happens in the glen is going to define the rest of our lives."


 "Vala, remember what happened to Aksmi?" Tarni asked. "I don't want to bring it up, but..."


 "That was an accident. And we'll have each other. I mean, look at us, what choice do we have? Farmer, stablehand, tailor, mountain dwarf," Vala pointed to herself, Darcelle, Tarni, and Runia. "None of us are great beauties. None of us stand out as worthwhile brides. We'll be stuck in the same lives, eking out a few coins a week, getting harassed by our landlords daily. Do you want that?"


 None of the three said anything.


 "Well, this is our way out. Sure, it's hard. But we could get there a day ahead of anyone. The boys as well off as Derna will be there first, and we'll be the first girls they see. We'd be the gold standard. A couple days in the forest for an easier rest of our lives. I think that's a fair exchange."


 Runia nodded. "That's a good point."


 "It'd be worth it to see girls like Derna not getting the best of everything. Again," Darcelle said.


 "Exactly. So are we all in?" Vala asked.


 "In," Runia said.


 "In," Darcelle said.


 Tarni hesitated. "In," she said.


 



 ······························


 



 The four girls spent the rest of the festival going over the plans and preparations. Half the time, they devised routes, resting sites, weather, and how long it would take. The other half they fretted about what could go wrong, what dangers the forest had, and especially how they were going to cross the river. No one had ever constructed a tunnel or bridge. No one knew how to build a raft.


 They still hadn't reached a satisfying solution when the night grew too late. Vala told them they'd deal with it when they got there. Maybe they would find something to use--a fallen tree, a narrow sandbar--but it wasn't worth wasting needed sleep.


 Vala found her mother, pleasantly lifted from a night of good ale, and they journeyed back home. Her mother started dishing the local town gossip before Vala could tell her the new plans. While she gabbed, Vala debated whether she should tell her parents at all. It would just make them worry. Maybe start an argument.


 Vala opened the door. Her father sat at the dining table, head dropped and snoring. He had managed to get his formal top on, but wore no pants.


 "Poor dear. He probably thought he'd get a little rest before the gathering and passed out," Vala's mother said. She draped him with a mohair blanket. "He does love you, you know. I'm sure he would have gone if he hadn't fallen asleep.


 "I know."


 Vala glanced at the wall, where her mother and father's pendants were framed, ribbons intertwined. White opal for her mother and black onyx for her father.


 Vala decided to keep the plan to herself. No reason they needed to know. It wasn't like anything had really changed. She was going to the glen, accompanied by friends. The route they took was incidental. A detour. And if she came back with a fine husband, they wouldn't even care.


 



 ······························


 



 In the morning, Vala realized she had one day to get everything in order. The pendant ceremony was tomorrow. Everything she needed to stay in the glen for a month had been prepared, but with the intention of a smooth trek and staying at a roadside inn. She needed more supplies, and they were in town.


 But her mother told her she had to the do the laundry first. Vala rushed through each phase--gathering the water, scrubbing on the board, rinsing--with a modicum of frustration. Despite being almost an adult, she was still doing the kid chores. Before noon, she hung up the last sheet and ran towards town without telling her mother goodbye.


 The first stop was Runia's to see if she wanted to go together. Her house was in the village. Her father was a doctor, so he needed to be equidistant from all parts of Coldrock. On the way, the storefront windows beckoned to her with jewelry and gems, moldable quartz, and metal mined from Oakhaven. Always the same dusty products she'd seen since she was a kid.


 Near the town border, she saw Oyberon and Toryn, two boys her age who worked at Darcelle's ranch. And by proxy, Vala knew them pretty well too. "Hey, Vala. Getting some last minute supplies?"


 "Very last minute. What are you guys doing?" They each carried a box of food, decorations, and candles.


 "We're throwing Darcelle a surprise goodbye party. You're invited."


 "Oh, thanks, but I think I want to have dinner with my parents one last time. And I want to get a good night's sleep." She knew how hard servants of farmland reveled and caroused. They had so few opportunities away from the constant stream of work, they treated each party like the last.


 "You sure? We might play 'marriage' in the barn again," Oyberon said, raising his eyebrows. "Remember that?"


 Vala laughed, "I had forgotten about that. We were, what, six?"


 Toryn nodded. "We made pendants out of rock and string. I taught my little nephew how to do it too."


 "Okay, but make sure you remind him it's just for play. You can't choose a mate from your own village."


 "Hey, just because you can't buy the bread doesn't mean you can't smell the aroma," Toryn said. The three of them laughed. "All right, we'll see you later." Toryn and Oyberon waved and left.


 Above Runia's house hung a sign with her father's name and a medical symbol. Vala heard yelling within.


 Overcome with curiosity, she placed her stubby ear to the wood. Runia's mother and father were arguing. She recognized her father's deep snowlands accent, full of long o's and sharp e's.


 "You can't say that. That is ridiculous," said her father.


 "I'm telling you, it's not mountain flu. People with mountain flu throw up," her mother said.


 "He has the bumps. He has the fever. He has the fatigue."


 "Flu always comes with vomit and diarrhea, you know that."


 "Bah, why do you even try to argue? You are not the doctor. I am."


 "I've wiped enough runny noses to know the difference."


 "Fine. Then what does he have? Eh, wife? Tell me. What does he have, if you are so smart? Maybe you are the doctor now?"


 "I don't know. Maybe it's something new, something rare. But it's not flu."


 "Bah."


 "You can't only look at the symptoms. You've got to think about the big picture. Why does he have the symptoms in the first place?"


 The door opened. Runia's father stood in a white robe marked with black and red runic marks--sacred symbols for health and good luck. His white wool cap made his skin look smothered in blueberry juice.


 He glared down at Vala, eyes affixed atop his eagle's beak nose. "Vala," he said calmly.


 "I... I'm looking for Runia?"


 "She's not here. She is at the general store to fetch some paste and cloth."


 That was lucky--most of the things Vala needed were at the general store. "Oh, okay. Thanks."


 Vala hurried off, as Runia's father made his way toward his cart. He was off to see a patient.


 His wife was right. Vala had the mountain flu the year before last. At the time, it felt like the disease was meant to empty the stomach as violently as possible.


 The general store smelled of sandalwood and pickling spices. Runia was standing in line, while a white-haired crone with a body like a boulder stabbed her cane in the air.


 "You had some last week. Check in the back," she cackled.


 "Yes, Solomi, I remember you asking. But now we're out," said the general store owner. "We have to wait for more saltwort to cut into it."


 Solomi gnashed her lips, like she was chewing on a sour piece of jerky. "I came in here just last week and you had some. But I couldn't carry it home because my arms were full. You can't tell me you're out now. Check in the back."


 "But I know there isn't any."


 "I don't care. I want you to check."


 The manager sighed and walked back into the storeroom.


 "And hurry. I'm running behind as it is," Solomi called out.


 Runia whispered to Vala. "I've been here ten minutes, watching this."


 Solomi snapped her head to them. She didn't hear what they had said, but knew someone was trading murmurs. "Don't look at me that way. I have every right to demand good service. He's going to come back with the last one left, I guarantee it. And he'll raise the price, too. So he can take advantage of women like me. You'll see. The same thing'll happen to you, if you're not careful."


 Vala and Runia shrank back, too stunned to retaliate at such a ridiculously bitter old lady.


 Everyone in Coldrock knew of Solomi, and she knew that. Vala's mother often came home from town with another piece of gossip about her. She went to the glen three times and came back from each husbandless.


 Not everyone who went to the glen found a mate. One could return two years later, but the options would be limited. Little changed about a girl who no one desired the first time, especially competing with a fresh gleaning of potentials two years younger. Many didn't risk the shame of a second rejection. Vala had seen girls return with ugly old slowboys, just to feel validated.


 Unattached women had no ways to mix with society--no quilting circles or time at the laundry pool. No husbands to complain about or kids to raise. Solomi filled the free space in her hovel with books and vagrant animals.


 Over the years, her legs grew fat and criss-crossed with varicose veins. Her hair went gray early. Blackheads sprinkled her face. No matter what anyone did, she disapproved. Some dwarves politely suggested that maybe she should move on, use the freedom to journey the common land (and never come back).


 The store manager returned. "There's nothing. Like I told you. I'm sorry. The next time any merchants-"


 "How can you not keep saltwort around for emergencies like this?"


 "It only comes from the land of men. If it weren't for the dead river, they'd come around more often, but-"


 She jabbed her cane at him. "Don't give me excuses. You should have planned better. This is the most atrocious treatment I've ever had. Don't expect to see me patronizing your shoddy business again."


 She spun and left with her empty threat in the air. This was the only general store in town.


 The store manager smoothed out his beard. "Sorry about that girls. She's, uh... she's got a lot of time on her hands. Doesn't have anything better to do than argue over two cents worth of penny candy."


 "We understand," Runia said.


 Vala asked for a bag of charcoal, an empty glass bottle, and a small lantern. Runia got her paste and cloth. They headed back to Runia's house, passing by a band of minstrels playing outside their pub.
 



 I knew a man in Lordale


 With nose shaped like a whale


 I asked him how


 He got such a prow


 He said "drinking Coldrock's Hearty Ale!"


 



 Oh, strength from Coldrock's Hearty


 A hundred barrels o'more


 Tis true delight, from dusk to light


 From mountain to the shore


 



 Goldhollow's full of lads and lasses


 With tales of worldly woe


 Give them a cask


 Put Coldrock's in their flask


 It'll set their spirits aglow


 



 Oh, strength from Coldrock's Hearty


 A hundred barrels o'more...


 



 Vala had heard the song a hundred times before, each verse mentioning one of the six cities in Oakhaven. During the day, the pub was closed for cleaning and restocking, so the resident band played their drinking songs on the street, hoping for a few coins in the upturned miner's helmet. Runia plunked some change down as they passed.


 Vala opted to stand outside the doorway while Runia dropped off her father's supplies. "Anything else you need?" Runia asked when she came back out.


 "I thought I might try the bookkeeper. See if they've got any useful maps."


 "I don't think you'll have much luck. No dwarf's ever bothered to make a map of that area."


 "Still worth a try."


 Across the dusty street, a woman held up a baby while talking to a kindly nana. The baby wailed while the mother bounced the child up and down, trying to calm it. The nana made gentle cooing noises.


 "Have you heard from your sister lately?" Runia asked.


 Vala shook her head.


 "Not even a letter?"


 "Mom says she doesn't have time to write. I think I could count on one hand the number of times I've seen her since her pendant."


 "Shame. She still has the one baby?"


 "She has five, as far as I know. She'd visit more often if it wasn't for the distance."


 Runia nodded. "Having to take the path all around the forest to avoid the river seems a deterrent to visitors."


 Vala nodded. Her sister had her own family now to support and cultivate. But the way she pretended they didn't exist, just a hollow letter every year to give courtesy updates. She didn't have time to look back on the family that did the same for her.


 The bookseller's was no bigger than a stable, crowded by the thick shelves. Parson Snibbles poked his head out from a bookshelf, his small, piggy eyes looking over the half-moon spectacles.


 "Eh? Oh, girls." He looked them up and down. "I saw you at the festivities last night. You all looked stunning. Nice to see you've grown into your bodies. You'll make some fine wives."


 "Thanks," Vala said, not making eye contact. Snibbles creeped her out. Whenever she visited the bookstore, she bought all she could so she wouldn't have to come back any time soon.


 "Do you need help finding anything?"


 "Maps," Runia said.


 "For the migration, eh? Got a nice collection here."


 From under his desk (edged with a collection of small glazed figurines), he pulled out a wide folio with Oakhaven maps.


 "Political or topographical? It's good to bone up on your geography of the five other villages so you have something to talk about to those fine strapping lads."


 Vala didn't find anything that depicted the woods as anything but a green amorphous mass.


 "Do you have any in a smaller scale? Maybe one that shows the forest in detail?"


 "No," Pibbles said. "No one goes in there. Least of all untrained youth."


 "Why?" Runia asked.


 Pibbles laughed, as if it were obvious. "Dwarves aren't forestfolk. Elves and men can cover almost twice the ground, but why bother mapping the forest? The trade routes go around it. Plus, you wouldn't get past the river." His eyes widened. "You're not going to try, are you?"


 "No, no," Vala said.


 "Good. Remember what happened two years ago. To Aksmi."


 Vala frowned. "What happened to Aksmi was an accident. A pure accident," she said.


 "You can call it that if you like. Except she's the one who decided to walk off the beaten path."


 "You talk like she knew what was going to happen," Vala snapped.


 "Hmph," Pibbles twitched his mustache. "A small fortune she didn't take anyone with her. Anyway, if you find anything let me know." Pibbles walked away, going back behind a shelf to do whatever he was doing before. Vala imagined throwing a book at his back.


 Page after page slapped against each other as they went through the folio. Nothing. Until she reached the end, to find a folder pocket of loose uncategorized maps. They each took half to search through, but they were pointless--a blueprint of a mansion, sectionings of farmland, flight patterns of ducks.


 Then she found it--a hand drawn map of the forest. It must have been left by an elf or tradesman passing through.


 "Perfect," Vala said.


 



 ······························


 



 Hot potato and cheese stew, corn willy, broasted lamb bought special, chilled berry soup. "I thought you'd want a nice dinner before you go," her mother said. "Something to keep your strength up."


 The table was missing her favorite item though. "Where's Dad?"


 Her mother's expression dropped. "I'm so sorry, dear. The back of the field needs so much work done. He's out camping with the farmhands right now, wishing he was here, I'm sure."


 Vala pulled out her chair. She wished she could say she hadn't been expecting this, but this had been a bad year for growing. It was a matter of priorities--if the farm didn't run, his family wouldn't eat.


 Her mother said, "He came home at lunch and told me. You were still in town. He agonized over what to do for half an hour. But he did leave you a letter."


 In father's place setting, instead of a plate was a letter, marked "VALA" She opened it up.


 



  My dearest Vala,


  



  I am so sorry I cannot be there tonight. When you were little, I would check on you to make sure you were asleep. And I thought about this day and if you'd be ready for it. Now I know you've been ready for it for a long time. I am so proud of what you've become. You aren't the perfect dwarf, but you're perfect for us. And you'll be perfect for someone else, I just know it. Just be patient, be understanding, and don't let an outburst ruin things for you. I look forward to meeting the man who could tame you.


  A whole moon will pass until I see you again. I think it will be the longest of my life. Every night, I will look for that sliver of the night's one-faced stone that tells me we are that much closer to seeing each other again, and pray for you.


  



 "Did you help with that last part?" Vala asked.


 "A bit," her mother smiled. "He knew what he wanted to say. He just had trouble saying it."


 They began their meal. There was too much food for the two of them, but Vala ate until she was fit to burst. Once the hike started, it would be a few days before she had hot food again.


 "Did you have any dreams last night?" her mother asked.


 "I don't think so," Vala said. Her mother believed in the dwarf folklore that dreams were messages that the mind couldn't comprehend. And intense dreams meant something life-changing was on the horizon.


 "You might have some tonight," her mother said.


 "Did you have any dreams before you went?"


 "No, but your sister did. She couldn't wait until the sun rose to tell me about them."


 "Were they about who she exchanged pendants with?"


 "No... she said they were about getting a big feast ready for a bunch of cows. Running back and forth, boiling the water, cutting the vegetables, setting the table."


 Vala picked at her food. It sounded like a regular dream fueled by anticipation. Vala rarely remembered her dreams, so she didn't put much stock in the superstition.


 Her mother wiped her mouth. "Excuse me, I'm going to give Lartug his medicine."


 "I'm done anyway," Vala said, and began to clear the table. Her mother pulled on her fur vest and left. The wooden door clapped behind her.


 Vala flitted around the house, taking everything she would need for a camping adventure. She pulled out a jar of preserves, oatmeal, dried mushrooms, nuts, cheese, and half a loaf of bread. Then she scrambled through drawers looking for anything else useful. A compass, canteen, her sling, and her bedroll.


 She retreated to her room and packed everything up. Her mother still hadn't returned--Lartug was notoriously stubborn when it came to shoving things in his mouth.


 For the umpteenth time, she reached under her mattress and pulled the letter out. Nothing to add or change as far as she could think. Her mind was tired, but she had to look at it one last time, to make sure it said everything it needed to.


 Swallowing her guilt, she replaced it under the bed. She could retrieve it before her mother found it. The only time her mother would dive under there was if Vala wouldn't be needing the room anymore.


 Vala got into her nightclothes and into bed. Her mother knocked on the door as she was tucking herself in.


 "I had to tell you I'm very proud of you for this."


 "Mom, it happens to everyone."


 "I know, but if you're nervous, don't be. Even if you don't get someone's pendant. You can still go back next time."


 "Mom, you're making me nervous," Vala said.


 "I'm sorry. I'm trying not to. Your older sister was terribly nervous before her journey."


 Vala looked out the window. "She married a miner. And she has five children. And we never see her anymore. Is that supposed to comfort me?"


 "Well, just... just be yourself. You'll do fine."


 Vala realized what this was all about. Not only was Mom losing her last child, she was losing guardianship over her child's fate. And how was Vala thanking her? By jumping into a dangerous situation with her first step.


 Her mother started to shut the door. "Mom?"


 "Yes?"


 "Do you think... what happened to Aksmi... do you think it was her own fault?"


 Her mother paused in the doorway for a long time. The longer it went on, the more Vala knew the answer wasn't going to be one she wanted.


 "Honestly?" her mom asked.


 "Yes," Vala said.


 "Yes, dear. I do. She tempted fate. Fate got her. Good night."


 The door shut with a click. Vala laid back on her pillow and stared at the ceiling for a long time.


 



 ······························


 



 The razorback ridges of the mountains cast jagged shadows across the plains as the sun rose. Boulders glistened with the mossy dew of morning. The night's wind flowing down Oakhaven Mountain filled the air with chill.


 Vala took the long dirt path into town, leading her past Fathead Crick. The water reflected the mountains and sky in an oval painting. She and Darcelle used to fish and look for crawdads in that pond when they were younger.


 Tarni stood near the boundary of the town proper, waiting for them. Her giant backpack looked ridiculous on her petite body.


 "Morning," Vala said. "Good day for a betrothal."


 Tarni smiled shyly. "Runia said she'd be waiting for us at the gates."


 They walked through the barren town, past the fountain and through the plaza square. Store displays looked lifeless without people around them.


 All the girls crowded at the village entrance. Sage Dimrak discoursed on the steps between two oak trees that marked the town's entrance. A set of horses, with stablehands holding their reins, waited just beyond.


 "Well, at least everyone will start fairly," Vala said.


 The two of them shuffled through the crowd, looking for Runia. They caught a glimpse of her violet skin standing out from all the other girls.


 "You've missed nothing. He's been speaking for twenty minutes. Where's Darcelle?" Runia asked.


 "You don't know? If she stayed up late partying..." Vala ground her teeth.


 Dimrak continued on about taking responsibility and discovering a new world. Vala just wanted to go back to sleep. She toed designs in the dirt and tried not to think about what would happen after receiving her pendant.


 Five minutes later, Darcelle squeezed up to them. Bits of straw stuck in her eyebrows.


 "Hi, hi, hi, sorry, sorry. I'm sorry I'm late. Did I miss anything?"


 "Just lots of talking," Runia said.


 "Slept on the floor of the stable?" Vala picked the straw out of Darcelle's hair. "This is not the first time."


 "Got kind of late. It was a wild one. None of us wanted to say goodbye."


 The crowd shuffled. Dimrak declared, "To those who received the red envelope, I now summon you to take your pendant."


 All the girls about Vala's age formed a queue heading out of Coldrock. Each dwarf walked up, bowed her head, and Dimrak placed a pendant over it, each a different color. Then he leaned in, whispered something, and sent her on her way. What was the sage saying to everyone? Was it the same message each time?


 Once they received their pendants, most started their journey right away. A few hung around waiting for their friends to finish. Derna and her group were strapping on riding helmets and climbing into their saddles with a boost from the stablehands. Vala noticed it and glared, letting the cocktail of jealousy, anger, and betrayal fuel her drive. Runia had to nudge her to move forward.


 Dimrak smiled at her. He smelled of dried moss. A pendant lay in his hands--a sapphire embedded in a frame of silver mined from the mountain.


 "My words are for you alone. Be true to yourself," Dimrak whispered as he wrapped it around her neck. He stood back and beamed.


 Vala cradled her pendant as she stepped away. It felt heavy with promise. She waited for her friends to join her. Tarni had a leaf green pendant. Darcelle's was a ruby with the red of an infected wound. And Runia got a purple amethyst.


 "Did he say anything to you guys?" Vala asked.


 Runia and Tarni averted their eyes. "Yeah. But it was... personal," Runia said.


 "Really? All he said to me was 'be yourself'." The most meaningless advice in the world, Vala thought. How could she ever be someone who was not herself?


 Darcelle came last. "Looking good. Nice jewelry, ladies. Too bad we all came wearing the same thing."


 Derna's horses were already some distance away, clip-clopping down the road.


 "Here we go," Runia said.


 Vala expected some kind of fanfare, or at least to feel something as she passed the two tall oaks. But nothing. They were just a bunch of girls hiking down a path on their way to meet some boys. The handful of observers stood silent, as if to say, "We've seen this before, we'll see it again."


 By mid-morning, Vala could only see a single group ahead. They had been a mass at the start of this trek. Now their individual paces had separated them all again.


 "So what are we supposed to do once we get there? Do we all stare at each other? Play spin the bottle?" Darcelle asked.


 "It's like taking holiday, kind of. They arrange activities so we can all share experiences and meet each other without a lot of pressure. There are sports and races and swimming. I don't think we'll be bored, at least. My sister went rock-climbing one day," Vala said.


 "It's four people to a cabin, right? Do you get any personal space? Do they have rooms?"


 "I think they're small. Two bunk beds. But I'm sure they're nicer than the floor of a stable."


 "Do you think, once they trade pendants, they... you know... have sex?" Darcelle asked in a whisper.


 The three other girls went quiet for a time, contemplating this question. "It would be hard to get away. You could sneak off into the woods," Runia said.


 "But do you think they do it?"


 Again, a pause. "Maybe some of them do. I guess if you're going to be married all your life, you'd want to know if you're sexually compatible," Vala said.


 "They don't expect it, do they?" Tarni asked.


 "No, I'm sure most of them still wait until they're married. My parents did. But now that I think about it, once you trade pendants, there's not really a reason to wait anymore."


 "So you don't think they do anything before they trade? There's no 'tryouts'?" Darcelle asked.


 "No, I don't think so."


 Vala noticed a natural gap in the treeline, as if the forest built itself a door. It was an obvious place to enter the forest, but no one even leaned toward it. No one wanted to be the one to blame when they all realized what a horrible mistake this was. If Vala wanted to take a shortcut, she would have to accept the consequences.


 "Anyone watching?" Vala asked.


 "Nope," Runia said.


 "We're really doing this?" Tarni asked. As if she wasn't there when they decided.


 "Let's go," Vala said.


 As uneventfully as their departure from the village, they made a right turn into the forest. The tall grass and weeds licked the top of their boots.


 "It feels like we're in a different world," Tarni said.


 The forest swallowed them. Now the only way to get out would be to retrace their steps.


 "So, where are we going?" Darcelle asked.


 Vala took off her backpack. She got out her map and compass. "All we need to know is where we are, where we're going, and what direction we're facing."


 The compass was flaky with rust, but it got the job done. Her father used it when he was a boy, making sure he got home from the fields. Vala tilted it left and right until the needle was still.


 "We came in the forest about here." Darcelle pointed to the line where green met tan. No matter what path they took, they'd have to cross the river at some point. It cut like a blue vein through the parchment, starting at the triangle mountain and flowing west off the page.


 "We can follow this stream," Vala pointed to a tiny rivulet of muddy water next to them. "Or there's a possible clearing down there." She gestured in a westerly direction. "Or we could go straight through."


 "We should go straight south. Get out of the forest as soon as we can," Runia said.


 "Sure," Vala agreed. She rolled up the map and stuck it through the gap in her backpack's top.


 The air was thick but clean-smelling. Birds chirped in a dissonant symphony, calling out for their husbands to return with food for the young ones. Vala took the lead, glancing at her compass every so often.


 "What do you think the boys are doing?" Tarni asked.


 "The same thing--hiking the path. Probably talking about what kind of girls they're going to get."


 "What kind of boy are you looking for, Tarni?" Runia asked. They'd been walking in silence for too long.


 "Oh, I don't know. Someone nice. Funny."


 "That's what everyone wants," Vala said.


 "I just hope I don't get one who drinks every night," Darcelle said.


 "You do have a choice, you know," Runia said.


 "Sometimes it's hard to tell. Will there be beer at the glen?"


 "There should be. We're adults now," Vala said. Although she'd smelled plenty, she'd yet to actually taste a beer. Overheard opinions ranged from swine water to nectar of the gods, depending on the keg.


 "You know who I wish was coming? Ketar Bronzearm," Tarni said. The girls all murmured in agreement. "Wouldn't it be great if he was at the glen? If only he didn't live in Coldrock, I'd run up next to him right away."


 "I always thought he was a teacher's gnome," Darcelle said.


 "Oh, that's why I liked him. He was nice. He had pretty eyes," Tarni said.


 "He smelled weird though," Vala said. "I don't know what it was. Something cedary and muddy."


 "There's also Hefo Drudinsgard. He has his own metal-working shop AND he plays the lute," Tarni said.


 "Oh, yeah. He does horseshoes. You know him, right?" Vala said to Darcelle.


 "Yeah, he's okay."


 "I always imagined he'd be a good father," Tarni said. "I'd be happy if there was someone at the glen like him, in looks and temperament."


 "Vala? Any Coldrock boys you wish were coming?" Darcelle asked.


 "I don't know. All the guys I've liked are pretty diverse. There was one guy who was super stubborn and opinionated, but he was handsome. And at least he was opinionated in ways I agreed with. But then there was another who was so caring, he would go out of his way to pet dogs."


 "Aww," Tarni said. "I hope I find a guy like that."


 "Statistically speaking, there should be at least one boy in the glen who has petted a dog," Runia said. Everyone laughed.


 Vala asked for the map again and compared it to the compass. Even if they were making progress, her bones told her they were going the wrong way. They had passed the small spring, but not the basalt monolith marked on the map. Maybe it was still to come. The map had no scale.


 "I need a boot break," Darcelle said. She propped her foot on a rock and started untying her laces. "I think there's a rock in it."


 "Can the boot break turn into a food break?" Tarni asked.


 Vala didn't mind the stop. This was their first break all day. The thrill of walking on their own kept them energized. She slung off her pack to get her food.


 "What'd you bring?" Darcelle asked Vala with a predatory interest.


 "Stuff that can survive outside the icebox. Mushrooms, preserves."


 "No bread?"


 "A little bread." Vala looked up at Darcelle. "You did bring food for yourself, right?"


 "You said you were bringing food."


 "You asked me 'are you bringing food?' and I said 'yes, of course I am'. As in 'everyone brings their own food'."


 "No... as in 'I am bringing food for everyone'."


 "You think my family makes enough to feed you all for three days? Does it look like I have enough room in my backpack?" Vala shouted.


 "No. But I thought we'd be hunting," Darcelle said.


 "Are you going to be hunting? Because I've never hunted before in my life. Did you bring a bow?"


 Darcelle held up her sack. "This is a saddlebag. It's the biggest thing I could get. Barely enough room for my bedroll."


 "I... I didn't bring food either," Tarni said.


 Vala whipped her head at her. "What? Why? What did you think would happen? Do you think the trees have iceboxes?"


 "I... I don't know. No one talked about food. I guess I was still thinking about the normal route. Everyone talks about the inn and the fruit trees," Tarni said.


 Vala rubbed the bridge of her nose. "Does anyone have anything?"


 "I have some waybread hunks, but they're for snacks," Darcelle said.


 "Some fruit. Water. Won't last the day," Runia said. "I do have a bow though. Brought it for protection."


 "Well, that's great." Vala slammed her knapsack shut. The leather made an impotent slap. "I guess we're going hunting then."


 "It's all right," Runia said to Darcelle. "It's our fault. We should have given out proper instructions."


 "S... should we go back?" Tarni asked.


 Vala paused. She looked back into the forest, where they'd come from. The trees were thick, but it was still possible to retrace their steps. If they were going to change their minds, now would be the time. The main road had places to stay and food to eat. They'd arrive dead last, but they'd be there.


 "No. We can make it fine. We've got our sleeping bags. We've got a bow. We're in a forest--it's full of food."


 Vala took the sling out of her backpack, along with some well-formed stones she'd collected over the years. "All right. Runia. You and me, let's go hunting." She pointed at the girls. "You guys get some wood and build a fire." Vala hoped they were too ashamed to put up an argument.


 They nodded.


 



 ······························


 



 Runia undid the bow from the strap of her pack. Water buffalo horn for the grip and bamboo in the core made it tight and stout. Without a string, the frame would curl back on itself in a circle. A good bow for dwarves, who traditionally eschewed long range arms for hammers and axes. The archery techniques used by humans and elves wouldn't work for them.


 "Where'd you get the bow?" Vala asked.


 "I borrowed it. It was hanging in our house as a decoration. My grandfather used to hunt. I thought it would be good to bring, in case we get into trouble."


 "Do you know anything about hunting?" Vala asked.


 "I read some books. It's not really about hunting, it's about tracking."


 Vala knew a thing or two about that. Pigs and goats tended to break out of worn fences. Tracking mostly consisted of looking for poop.


 Vala looked back at the now empty clearing. "I should have told them to grab any fruit they find. We need as much as we can grab."


 "I'm not sure they know what's safe to eat and what isn't," Runia said.


 "I don't either. What genius thought to make both ripe berries and poisonous berries the same color?"


 Runia smirked. "Maybe it's something only animals can see."


 "Or maybe they see the pile of carcasses next to the bush and think 'Hmm, all those other badgers died. Maybe I shouldn't eat those.'"


 They rustled through the woods, making enough noise to scare off any critters. Runia said there was no point in keeping quiet unless they were sure they found something. Otherwise they'd be wasting energy.


 "Why did you say it was all right?" Vala asked.


 "What was all right?"


 "That they didn't bring any food. It wasn't. It was stupid."


 "I was just trying to keep the peace. It's not like we can go back in time and give them better instructions," Runia said.


 "We should have written out a checklist of who was bringing what." They probably left the feast thinking this would be a fun camping night. If someone forgot something, they could run back to a house and grab it.


 "But there's no point to argue now. If we're not going back. I mean, I agree--they should have known better. But we can't fix it now. Not if we want to survive. We'd spend more time arguing than solving anything," Runia said.


 Vala always admired that trait in Runia. She recognized when something was stopping them from moving forward. "If you hadn't said something, I would have blown up."


 "You already blew up. I was just trying to make sure it didn't get worse."


 "I hope this doesn't sour the trip. You don't think they're going to hate me now?"


 "No, I don't think so. A little time apart is good. That's what I do when I get upset." Runia chuckled. "If you've got a dad from the snowlands and a mom from the lowlands, you learn how to avoid a quarrel."


 "That's how you're so good at this," Vala said.


 "And I learn techniques. I read a lot. I wanted to be a lawgiver when I was a kid."


 Vala almost tripped over a log. This was the first time she'd heard Runia, or any of the girls, talk about a goal beyond snagging a good man. "Do you still? I mean, you still could be."


 "I haven't thought about it much recently. A lot of it depends on what happens in the glen. If I marry someone who needs me to take care of the house and children, it won't matter."


 "Well, come on. There's always... you could always... not get married." Vala realized how stupid that was as she said it.


 "I don't want to end up like Solomi," Runia said. "It's all right. I knew this would happen. All I can do is hope for good luck. What choice do I have?"


 "You always have choices," Vala said, as she wondered to herself, Do I?


 Runia was right. She was smart and her father was a doctor. But all her dreams hinged on who she married. She'd never be a lawgiver if some lowborn cobbler set eyes on her. A lot of women, especially miner's wives, turned out to be simple house tenders. Just cooking and cleaning and taking care of children, with no avenue for other ambitions.


 And with her height and skin the color of her amethyst pendant, she didn't have the means to attract any guy she wanted. Vala didn't blame her for being pessimistic.


 Runia stopped and pointed at a white splotch in the dirt. She poked an arrow from her hip quiver in. The tip came back coated in creamy glop.


 "Fresh," Vala said.


 Runia and Vala kept walking, looking up more frequently. After ten minutes, they spotted a fluttering shadow in the trees. A fat pheasant-like bird with a duck bill roosted in a low branch.


 "I see it," Vala whispered.


 Runia nocked her arrow.


 "Can you hit it?" Vala whispered.


 "I have no idea."


 They had been skulking off the path for an hour. This was the first animal they'd seen. Vala didn't know about Runia's stomach, but hers raged like a volcano. If they missed this, they'd have to empty their stores.


 "I'll circle around the other way and fire my sling at the same time. That way if one of us misses..." Vala said.


 Runia nodded. "Good thinking. Go slow. I think it's sleeping."


 Vala tip-toed to the other side of the tree. After finding enough space to swing, she signaled to Runia.


 Having a sling was no big deal, especially on the farm. There wasn't much to do during winter without a trek into town. And slings were cheap. Vala used the stones gathered from plowing as ammunition against broken jars, trees, and sometimes the butts of animals giving her a hard time. She was no talent, but she could hit things she aimed at.


 Though most of the time, she was not aiming up. She'd never thought about things like wind or gravity or leaves in the way. Her eyes crinkled with worry as she slipped the end of the sling on her ring finger.


 Runia waved to get her attention. Ready? she mouthed.


 Vala pinched the other end and placed a rock in the leather pouch. She started spinning the loop and gave the thumbs up, never taking her eyes from her target. Vala held up three fingers with her free hand. Two. One.


 Runia's arrow made a silent thump. Vala loosed her bullet. She had no idea if she successfully hit or not, but the arrow definitely did. The pheasant tilted off the branch. It hovered in the air for two flaps, then fluttered to the ground like a leaf.


 Runia and Vala ran up. It hopped around, wings spread, as if confused why it was no longer in the tree.


 "We got it, at least," Vala said. "Now what?"


 "We've got to kill it."


 "We do?" Vala asked.


 "Of course. What did you think would happen?"


 "I don't know. I was expecting it to fall out of the branch dead." Now it was at some weird crossroads where its fate lay in their hands. Vala's realization of power over its feeble life felt disgusting.


 "If we don't kill it, some other predator will," Runia said.


 It flitted between the two of them, as if appealing to each individually.


 "Can you do it?" Vala asked. She wasn't squeamish about killing animals, but theirs was a green goods farm. Butchery didn't happen often, and when it did, it was immediate. They had only recently acquired a boar for plowing.


 Runia huffed and gave Vala a grimace. She grabbed its head in her gloved hand, then swung the bird in the air, as if turning a crank. After three swings, the body flopped limp.


 Vala held her breath. She didn't even hear a snap. In fact, she'd heard so little sound during this whole ordeal. The release of the arrow was silent. The bird didn't cry out as it fell to the ground. It made no death rattle now.


 Runia took her arrow out and replaced it in her quiver. "You know the way back?"


 



 ······························


 



 They smelled the smoke before they saw it. Tarni and Darcelle's silhouettes appeared in the thick white fog.


 "You've got too many leaves," Runia said.


 "This is all we could find," Tarni said. She put more skinny branches full of dry leaves on the dying fire.


 Runia didn't say a word. She sat on the ground and started plucking feathers from the bird's carcass.


 "Nice. How'd you get it?" Darcelle asked.


 Runia told the story the way Runia always told a story--without embellishment or humor. She pointed out every detail and backtracked when she forgot some, even if they weren't important. Like remembering to pack the bow and how Vala thought up the plan.


 Tarni started weeping at the point where the bird was hopping around with the arrow in its shoulder. Vala saw her watery eyes and starting welling up herself. She was one of those people who didn't cry alone, but as soon as someone else started, she was useless.


 "Does anyone have a knife?" Runia asked. The bird was now a rubbery pink blob.


 Darcelle gave Runia her utility knife. The blade slit the bird from the top of the breastbone to the tail. With no hesitation, Runia plunged her hand into the incision and pulled out purple intestines.


 "Eww," Tarni said. Vala wasn't looking at the bird. She was looking at Runia's cold eyes.


 "I'll find some more wood for the fire," Vala said.


 "Don't go far, if you're going alone," Darcelle said.


 "I won't."


 A thick layer of leaves and twigs crunched under Vala's feet. She knew it was a matter of fact. They needed to kill and eat animals if they expected to reach the glen without starving.


 But did she have to be so blasé about it? Not a hint of emotion or regret they had to take another life to sustain their own?


 Whoever married Runia was in for a treat.


 



 ······························


 



 Vala has her head down as she walks down the street, concentrating on the bauble in her hand. It's a geode--a spherical rock with a cavity of tiny mineral crystals. She plans to put a token inside the cavity, inscribed with a rune for good health and healing.


 Darcelle is still sick. Vala blames herself. They were chasing each other in the tall grass for fun. Vala escaped into the grassland, which was technically beyond the boundaries, but Darcelle didn't care. It increased the challenge as they tried to pick each other out in the tall saplings and wild grass. She tripped and was bitten by some carniphagic moss.


 This put her in bed for a week, with her mother shoving tea and blackroot down her throat (although Vala thought that plant matter was the last thing she would want to see). The last time Vala had visited, her dresser was full of keepsakes representing the well-wishes of family and ranchhands.


 The geode was one of many excavated from the mountain and sold as goods. Its inside looked like a whole universe, full of reflecting dark violet crystal, but she might need to wear away more of the pit to fit the rune in. This would shine above all the others on Darcelle's nightstand. If only it wasn't taking so long to finish.


 Sculpting the rune needed some tools for precise carving. Tools that didn't exist on the farm. But Tarni might have them. Her parents are the town's clothiers, so they would have small instruments like needles and cutters, maybe a scrap of nice leather to make a stand.


 She knocks on their door. Tarni's father greets her. He has a measuring tape around his neck, entangled with his vest. He's the only dwarf Vala knows who doesn't have a beard. "Oh, Vala, hello. Are you looking for Tarni? She went to get lunch."


 "Actually, I can't stay long. I just wanted to know if you have anything like a spare needle or a scraper. Something to carve into bleachwood. I'm making a thing for Darcelle." She holds up her geode.


 "Oh, sure, I have a wharncliffe knife that's gotten too dull. That should be perfect. And I have some scraps of tanned pig leather I can't use."


 Vala says she would like that. She steps into the tailor's shop for a moment while he gathers a small basket of supplies for her. "Is Runia doing the same thing?" he asks.


 "Runia? Not as far as I know. Why?"


 "I saw her walking past the shop when I was sweeping out. She was carrying a big sack, so I thought she might have been making something. I said 'hi', but she ignored me."


 "She's not much of a crafter," Vala says. Runia also didn't ignore people. She may not have been the most sociable, but she was polite and courteous.


 "It looked delicate, whatever it was. She was holding it out in her arms, not over her shoulder. I thought it might have been something she was making."


 Vala frowns. "Which way was she headed?"


 Tarni's father points. "That way. Towards the old field." He hands Vala the spare basket. She thanks him and leaves the shop.


 Something about this bothers Vala, like a thistle in her sock. Instead of heading home, she retraces Runia's steps, carrying her gift all the way across Coldrock.


 In the old field, butterflies and bees chase each other around the wild flowers. Vala searches among the tall grass for anyone. It's not until Runia stands up that Vala can see her. She's near the creek among the milkweeds. Her brow is sweaty and speckled with dirt. She holds a shovel.


 "Runia?"


 Runia looks up surprised. "Vala?"


 "What are you doing?"


 Runia stands next to a mound of unearthed dirt. An ugly zit in the peaceful grassy riverbank.


 "They found that dog," Runia says. "Remember?"


 Vala does. A wild dog--likely abandoned young--had come across their village. Every week or so, it would pick off a sheep or a pig in the middle of the night. By the time anyone found the evidence, the dog had disappeared back into the forest. A week later, another farmer's animal would turn up, insides gnawed and exposed to the sun.


 To Vala's family and community, it was public enemy number one. Her father would return from the tavern with great enthusiasm and strategies for dealing with "that menace."


 "Did you catch it?" Vala asks.


 "No. Some boys did. They trapped it."


 "Good." She nods confidently. None of Vala's livestock had been killed, but she hated how angry it made people. How unfair that animals they'd raised from babies were being poached by a flea-bitten vermin.


 "They got it. But they didn't kill it," Runia adds.


 "Huh?"


 "I found out from Leonin." Runia scoops on another pile of dirt. "They brought it out. Roped it to a stake in the field and threw rocks at it. Then they held it down when it was too tired to fight back. Someone got a wad of mining explosive and stuck it in the dog's mouth and taped it up. Then they lit it."


 "Holy... That's awful... But at least-"


 "It was still alive when I found it."


 "What?" Vala's stomach lurches.


 "Leonin told me to go see it. I don't know if he thought it was dead or not. When I got there, the dog was standing tied to the stake with half its face blown off. Snout was gone. Its face was flat, just ragged meat. Tongue was hanging down. It was looking around like it was trying to find the lost half of its face."


 "That... I...." Vala has no words. The image conjured by her mind makes her ill. "Well, I guess... everyone in town's been frustrated by that dog. They-"


 "Don't try to justify it," Runia says, her voice cold. "It's not justice, it's cruelty. There's a difference."


 "I guess. It's not like there's prison for dogs, though."


 "No, I guess not. Doesn't mean it has to become a sacrifice. They should have put it down."


 "Yeah. I agree."


 "But they had to have their fun. Had to use it as their sin-eater."


 Vala gestures to the mound of dirt. "Did you... is this it?"


 Runia nods.


 "It's nice. It's pretty." She presses the loose dirt around the border with her foot. "Better than the life it had."


 "I hope so."


 



 ······························


 



 Vala hefted a batch of thick logs, ones that would maintain a fire without smoking them out. When she returned, the bird was skewered and sitting on the embers. Tarni reached in and rotated it.


 They were talking about Ooly and Thoth, a couple that recently completed their marriage rites.


 Vala heard Tarni first. "Ooly said eight boys were fighting for her. Eight! She said two got into a fist fight and the elder sage had to separate them and put them in a cabin for two days."


 "Thoth wasn't one of them, was he?" Darcelle asked.


 "No. She said it was down to Thoth and this other guy. I think his name was Calepa. And Thoth heard Calepa was going to give her his pendant, so Thoth did it first, the night before."


 Runia pulled the browning carcass out of the fire. She used the knife to slice off strips of meat and passed them around to the others. The strips were hardly filling, but delightfully greasy and full of freshness. Vala opened a jar of preserves and a jar of mushrooms. They took turns picking out fingerfuls.


 "Boys fighting over you sounds so weird," Tarni said.


 "You wouldn't like it? I'd like it," Runia said.


 "I... I don't know. It'd be weird, that's all. If it happens."


 "It could. Especially in the last week. At that point, it's either do or die."


 "Who's going to fight over us?" Tarni asked. Then her head perked up. "Oh no. What if we all like the same boy?"


 Vala laughed out loud. "I don't think that's going to happen."


 "It might," Tarni said


 "Well, let's make a pact now. If there are boys we're thinking about trading pendants with, we tell each other. We don't keep secrets or play games or anything, right?" Runia said.


 "Right," Darcelle said.


 "Agreed," said Tarni and Vala.


 An animal howled in the distance. The four of them perked up like prairie dogs. Probably not a wolf--it was daylight and the sound was more guttural. Definitely a predator though. A bear? Maybe it smelled their food.


 "We should get going," Vala said. They had spent, what, an hour? Hour and a half? On hunting and eating? "Douse the fire. Finish up."


 They scraped away any meat left. Tarni threw dirt on the fire pit and Darcelle returned the jars.


 "Come on, we've got a festival to get to," Darcelle said.


 "Will it have cakes of rum amid the drums?" Tarni asked.


 Everyone laughed. Tarni was referring to an old folk song they all learned as children. Revitalized by the food, Darcelle began to sing. The others soon joined in.


 



 We counted the days until the fest


 Through days of toil and without rest


 We raced the sun, the beds undone


 To the strait of Jilon's Crest


 



 We gathered girls with patient guise


 And caravanned toward ocean skies


 Their dresses white, their spirits light


 Strangers to the look in our eyes


 



 At the beach did our hearts reign


 Shed of burden from life's refrain


 The girls tapped the keg, the boys drove the peg


 And celebrated without constrain


 



 The boar aflame, the odes recite


 With music and dance in the firelight


 And cakes of rum amid the drums


 Did nothing break our trance of night


 



 On the sand we lay for hours


 As the pearl orb rose, we counted the stars


 We gazed at the gorge, like the sparking forge


 And marked each of them as ours


 



 A night like no other, a memory ne'er wrest


 As each our souls head into the west


 When dwarves from all came to festival


 Under the strait of Jilon's Crest


 



 "No one does that anymore, like in the song. Where the guys would find some girls they didn't know and start dancing or take them home," Darcelle said.


 "Cause you can't trust anyone. What would you do if some boys you didn't know came by in a horse cart? How do you know they're not going to take you into the woods and rape you and murder you?" Vala asked.


 "They're probably not going to," Runia said.


 "But you don't know. Isn't that sad? Those songs were written before everyone became insane. Or paranoid. Or both."


 "Maybe they just didn't report it," Runia said. "My dad's treated a few bruises from children who didn't want anyone to know about it."


 "He did? From who?" Darcelle asked.


 "You know I'm not going to say," Runia said.


 Vala trailed off from the conversation as she concentrated on the map. Something still felt wrong, but at this point, she attributed it to being a dwarf in the forest. This was nowhere near her natural domain. Forests were for nimble people with long limbs and strong eyes. She stopped counting the number of times she'd tripped over something. Her low center of gravity was the only reason she wasn't covered in cuts and bruises.


 But that rock. That moss-covered rock looked so familiar. On the other hand, she'd seen two dozen moss-covered rocks on this path. Wouldn't they all start to look alike at a point?


 "Vala, you okay?" Tarni asked.


 "I can't shake the feeling we're not on the right track. I keep seeing things I think I've seen before."


 "What does your map say?"


 "I don't know. I haven't seen any landmarks, but maybe we haven't reached them yet." The map had no scale or legend, so she was roughly guessing pace. Depending on where they started, they could be weaving around any of the marked rock piles or creeks.


 "Why don't we just get to the closest landmark, so we can get our bearings," Tarni said.


 "All right." Vala noted an abandoned well and took them in its theoretical direction.


 



 ······························


 



 Their stubby legs were sore, but Vala maintained their pace by staying in front. She never slowed down, never sped up. Each step ticked like a clock, one foot in front of the other. If she didn't lead the pack, the others would start breaking down, complaining, and eventually give up. She knew this by the topics of conversation.


 "I got a rock in my treads."


 "My hair keeps getting in my face."


 "This backpack is heavy. Does it feel heavy to you?"


 "How much longer?"


 Hours passed. They arrived at a landmark, but not the one Vala expected.


 A burned down wooden shack stood within the trees. Even though dwarves stayed out of the forest, a few had tried to blaze a trail. Go-getters who refuted work in the mines (or had it refuted for them).


 Whoever owned this cabin was trying to make a livelihood without the constraints of civilization. The walls of the one-room lodge were blackened and crusty. Vala wiped a finger on one and it came away with carbon smudge. The roof was gone. It looked like a giant had bit into it.


 Her foot crunched over glass. She picked up an eroded cameo of Jockurd, the elder sage thirty or forty years ago. All she could see was an outline of his crooked nose and long bushy beard.


 "It was a dwarf living here," Vala said.


 "I remember this guy," Darcelle said. "He was this old miner who lost his job. Kept showing up to work drunk. Almost took a guy's hand off."


 "So he went into the forest?"


 "He made this big speech about how he didn't need anyone. Like how he was going to live off the land and get closer to the spirits. Said we'd all lost our way. I think he was trying to become a fur trapper."


 Vala hadn't seen a mammal larger than a squirrel thus far.


 "How did it burn down?" Tarni asked.


 "Could have been anything," Runia said. "He could have passed out drunk or fell asleep, left a pipe burning. One ember flies out from the hearth, poof. Cabin burns down."


 "Not like there was anyone around to see it and get him out," Vala said.


 Tarni skittishly stepped out of the cabin. She was probably nervous about finding a dead body, but didn't want the girls to notice.


 "I always wondered what happened to him," Darcelle said. "The equestrian club still talks about him sometimes. The parents do, at least. As a cautionary tale."


 "I hope he wasn't married. I hope he didn't drag his family in here with him," Vala said. "I bet he was pig-headed enough to do so, if he was."


 She explored the cabin, looking for a charred skeleton, but didn't find one. All the furniture had been made from wood. So except for a charred iron pot and knives & axes, nothing remained.


 "I don't see a body anywhere. Even forty years, there'd still be a skeleton, wouldn't there?" Vala asked.


 "Maybe he got eaten by a vampire," Darcelle said, waving witch fingers at Tarni.


 "That's not funny," Tarni said.


 "Or a bear got him. Or he fell off a cliff..."


 Darcelle's voice diminished as she realized she'd gone too far. Everyone glowered at her.


 "That's not funny," Vala said.


 "Sorry. I wasn't thinking."


 An awkward silence fell over the group. Vala pulled out her map. If there was a cabin, there might be a well close by.


 She told the girls to spiral around, looking for a well or water source. They found nothing. Tree trunks as far as the eye could see.


 They regrouped only an hour or so before sunset. "Let's keep going," she said as she whipped out her compass.


 



 ······························


 



 "What the fresh green hell is going on here?"


 Vala stood in front of a fallen tree, with skeletal twigs sticking out. Its middle had eroded and caved in, the remains of a giant knothole. Big enough a small bear could fit inside.


 It was on the map. But it was not the landmark she expected to see, unless the forest had more than one tree like this.


 Vala glanced between her map and the tree, spinning around and searching for markers. She was beginning to hate this asinine piece of parchment that looked like a five-year-old scribbled it. The shades of green were supposed to indicate forest density, but she couldn't tell one space from another. What idiot could have wrote this thing?


 Tarni and Darcelle walked up behind them, talking about elves.


 "My father asked him what house he was from, and he gave this pouty disdainful look. But his wife was nice, my mother said. And she was wearing this beautiful gown," Darcelle said.


 "Someday I want to get an elf-made dress. Or at least a tunic," Tarni said.


 "They make good stuff, but they're not much for ventures. My uncle met some once, from a call for mercenaries. He said all they did was look pretty and say obvious things that sound poetic. Like 'It's a thick wind blowing'. Or 'A moonless night gives no light."


 Tarni giggled. "It's a corpulent sun today. A bountiful harvest is on the horizon."


 "Much wind flows from your mouth."


 Their ambivalence drove Vala crazy. She shook the map like a naughty puppy.


 Runia put a hand on her shoulder. "Are you okay?" she asked.


 "I'm fine, I'm fine. This navigating is harder than I thought." She ran her fingers through her hair. Crumbs of dirt and leaves fell out. The glen better have baths, she thought. "Let's make camp for the night, okay?"


 "Good idea. It'll be easier if we get a good night's sleep," Runia said.


 Darcelle dropped her backpack like it contained lead weights. "My legs feel like... something that legs aren't. Did that even make sense?"


 "No, but I understand it," Tarni said. She dropped onto the flat earth and rubbed her ankles. Vala used her pack as a back rest and stretched her legs.


 "I'm just warning you all, I'm going to take my shoes off," Darcelle said.


 "Look out! Hit the dirt!" Vala said.


 "If we all do it, it won't be weird."


 Everyone unlaced their boots, took off their socks, and stretched out. Four pairs of porky dwarf feet faced each other in a circle.


 Darcelle spread her burly toes out, like a tree monkey, letting cool breeze flow in. "Ah, that's the stuff." Her soles glistened with sweat. Specks of wood and leaves dotted her heel and ankles.


 "Put your socks in your boots, so insects don't get in," Runia advised.


 Darcelle turned to Vala. "Are we going hunting again?"


 "No," Vala said. "It'll get too dark. We'll all share what we have left."


 The dwarves fetched the food out of their backpacks. Vala pulled out a can of pickles and a soggy loaf of bread.


 "Oh no. My jar of mushrooms leaked all over in my bag."


 Vala started pulling out items--her extra socks, a hatchet, the sling. Not only was everything covered in slime, but some of the food was ruined. "The lid didn't get screwed on tight enough," Vala said.


 "I have a towel," Tarni said.


 "Thanks," Vala said. Tarni took a green towel out of her backpack. She unwrapped it from around something and handed it over. Vala tried to wipe everything off as best she could, but dared not use any extra water for cleaning. Given how thwarted their journey had been already, she didn't want to risk missing a stream.


 "What's that?" Runia asked. She gestured to the object that had been wrapped in the towel--a slab of dark, striated rock mounted on wood.


 "This? Just an old family heirloom," Tarni said.


 "Why'd you bring it?" Darcelle asked. "It's not really camping gear."


 "I was going to make it a gift. To the boy I exchanged pendants with. As a present."


 "Tarni," Vala said, ice in her voice. "Is that a lodestone?"


 "This? Yes."


 "Tarni. Lodestones are magnetic."


 "Uh-huh..." Tarni said.


 Vala held up her compass and shook it. "Compasses work on magnetism. You're the reason we keep getting lost!"


 



 ······························


 



 "Vala, calm down," Darcelle said. "It's not her fault. She didn't know better. She didn't think of it."


 "Don't talk about her like she's a toddler. We spent the entire day going who knows where. Wandering around, looking for anything. I don't even know where we are now. We could have been going in a circle all day."


 "I'm sorry. I'm sorry," Tarni said. She held the lodestone against her chest.


 "It's all right, Vala. We made some progress, didn't we?" Runia asked.


 "About half the distance we should have. Assuming that's the right tree." She gestured to the knotholed stump.


 "But we still have plenty of time. And tomorrow we'll make better time, because we know the problem."


 "I guess." Vala rubbed the back of her neck.


 "I'm so sorry. I didn't know. I really didn't. I didn't think of it," Tarni said.


 "Let's just eat," Vala said.


 They made a fire and ate a little from each of their food stores. Vala made sandwiches with her bread and preserves. They tasted like mushroom juice.


 At the end, Vala felt hungrier than when she started. And she certainly never wanted to eat a mushroom again. She'd be smelling it all night.


 The meal was empty and silent, full of shifty eyes and pursed mouths. Vala recalled past dinners with her parents after an argument. Normally, they'd be discussing the day's yield, local chatter, tomorrow's goals. But sometimes, they were both as pig-headed as their livestock. When that happened, their house became eerily quiet, like an abandoned barn.


 "Tarni, did you really bring that lodestone to give to a boy?" Vala asked.


 "The boy I exchange pendants with, yeah."


 "Why?"


 "What do you mean?" Tarni asked.


 "Why give him a present? What's the point? After you're betrothed, don't you already have what you want?"


 The twilight made everything dark. Vala couldn't see Tarni's face but heard her silence.


 "You weren't going to give it as a gift. It was going to be a bribe."


 "No! No," Tarni said. "Not a bribe. Just... I wanted to show that my family's not poor. That even as tailors, we have some worth."


 "That's been in your family for years," Runia said. "You were just going to give it away?"


 "I know. But... come on. Look at me. I'm so shy and timid. I'm afraid I'd freak out if someone talks to me, boy or girl. Besides I wasn't going to give to anyone unless I was really, really sure. Just to..."


 "Seal the deal?" Vala finished.


 "Yeah."


 "Pretty poor way to start out a marriage," Vala said. "If you have to bribe him into liking you."


 "It's not a bribe. It would be a gift of love." Tarni sounded genuinely angry.


 "So your marriage is based on what 'gifts' you give each other."


 "Sometimes relationships are like that," Runia said. "There are lots of ways to show love. Gifts, compliments, doing things for each other."


 "I could never marry someone who used an expensive gift to get my pendant. I wouldn't be able to look him in the eye the rest of our lives. I'd always know what he valued more than me." Vala cracked her knuckles, then went back to rubbing her feet.


 "Why are you so against marriage?" Tarni demanded.


 Vala snapped up. The question startled her. "What? Me? I'm not against getting married."


 "You keep saying you want us to have an advantage meeting other boys. But you sound like you'd rather just beat the other girls. Aren't you interested in finding someone you really care about?"


 "She has a point," Darcelle said. "You've been acting like the Gathering of the Bloom is just a big waste of time. Do you not want to get married?"


 "No! I do. It's just... I don't know. The person I'm going to marry is heading for the same place I am right now. It's weird."


 "Isn't that good though? Don't you want that?" Tarni asked.


 "It's just weird, that's all. Whoever my future husband is, I'm going to meet him in two days. And I'm supposed to trust him with my life after knowing him less than a month. I guess I just don't know why you all find it so appealing."


 Tarni answered, "Because getting married means there's always going to be someone in my life. Someone I can depend on. Someone who's going to be there for me, to help me. Don't you want that?"


 "Of course," Vala said defensively. "I would love that. I want to get married, just not now. I haven't had the chance to try doing other things I wanted. Maybe see a few cities. Maybe try raising an apple orchard. I'm still figuring out who I am, what I like. But instead, life is forcing me to find someone to marry in a tiny time span. I don't know how the rest of you feel, but I'm dreading this."


 "Hey, I'm dreading it too," Darcelle said. "But I'm still going. If we don't get married at some point, our lives will be miserable. We've got to at least try to find a husband."


 "There's never going to be a 'best time' for this," Tarni said.


 "I know. And let me remind you, I'm the one who came up with the idea to get there faster. So that should tell you something." Vala finished setting up, dusted her hands off, and pulled open the cover of her bedroll. "We need to get some sleep. There's a lot of ground to cover tomorrow. Plus we'll be crossing the river."


 "How do you know?" Tarni asked.


 "We didn't reach it today. We'll surely reach it tomorrow."


 



 ······························


 



 Vala woke to noise. A twig snapped.


 She heard it as part of her dream. Her ears knew something was happening and woke her up. Wind rushed through the trees while her eyes adjusted to the shifting darkness. Darcelle, Tarni, and Runia were sleeping in their bedrolls. Red lava cinders from the fire gently glowed. The tree canopy blocked the moon and stars.


 The leaves behind her rustled again. Vala turned in her bedroll, trying to appear as if she were naturally rolling over. It was probably an owl.


 Two blurry yellow circles bobbed up, catching the barest light filtering through the trees. They blinked.


 Vala froze.


 The eyes disappeared. Vala stiffened. There was no more noise for a long time.


 Waking everyone would be the safest action. But the animal hadn't approached, whatever animal it was. She couldn't alert everyone for some tree sloth picking fruit. They needed to rest to make up time tomorrow.


 She turned onto her back and stared into the sky.


 



 ······························


 



 Vala knew she was having a dream. She knew it was a nightmare. But that was the extent of her control.


 Like all dreams, it rose like a balloon from the unfathomed depths of the psyche. From layers where no light penetrated until an image, ever slight, emerged. A little notion of color, then the whole of it spreading out.


 She knew it would be a nightmare before anything scary happened. The emotional intensity gave it away, even though she was walking in her hometown on a cloudy day. Then she was running. At first she didn't know why, then her mind provided a motivation. She was late for meeting her parents.


 Then while she continued across the perpetual landscape, the motivation changed. She was running because someone was throwing spears. One flew past her ear, another grazed her hip. She was no longer meeting her parents. She was fleeing from something.


 A javelin drove through her shoulder, impaling her on a bale of hay that was suddenly there. She winced. Blood trickled out of the wound. She brought her hand up. Another spear drove through, sticking in the hay. She cried from the pain.


 There was laughing from the people throwing the spears. She searched with tear-clouded eyes, though Vala observed all this from an omniscient perspective.


 Tarni, Darcelle, and Runia arrived. They laughed. Laughed at her for not being fast enough. For being stupid enough to get pinned like an insect. Tarni crouched down, pointing and jeering. Runia crossed her arms smugly and snickered. Darcelle laughed and brought up a bow. A long bow with a deadly looking arrow.


 Vala didn't speak, but she pleaded with her tearing eyes. Please don't. Please don't kill me.


 Darcelle loosed the arrow.


 



 ······························


 



 A fresh morning rain woke the girls. "What a fun way to start the day," Darcelle said, wiping off her face.


 "At least we're getting clean," Runia said.


 "My bedroll is soaked," Tarni said. She wriggled out of her cocoon. Her skin sparkled with the morning dew that filtered through the fabric.


 "I'm so hungry," Darcelle said.


 "Me too," Tarni said as she sponged out her bedroll.


 As they dried off, Vala thought about her dream. Her spirit was trying to tell her something her mind didn't know. Or didn't want to admit. Something bad about her friends? But if she didn't trust her friends, they would never get out of this forest alive.


 They discussed how to deal with breakfast. Darcelle said she could find some plants--she could recognize what the horses ate--then boil them up into a stew.


 "Some eggs would be great," Runia said. "Maybe we can find a bird's nest?"


 "Can you climb a tree?" Vala asked. Runia looked away, silenced. Even with her height, the only trees dwarves could climb were too small to support their weight. "Better to go with Darcelle. We need as much food as we can get. We'll need our strength today."


 Tarni and Vala made a fire and filled a pot with water. They boiled the greens and flowers that came back into a milky-sour concoction. That, with the preserves, finished off all the food. But Vala assured them that they could make the road by nightfall, if they didn't run into any more problems.


 Tarni hugged her lodestone, wrapped in the towel, while the others finished their stew. Vala looked at her sympathetically. Poor girl. Vala would bet she didn't tell her parents she took it. She couldn't tell her to leave it or bury it. Instead, she experimented with how far the compass needed to be before the lodestone would stop interfering.


 Once they found a reasonable distance, Tarni's eyes lit up. She swore she would stay fifty feet behind them always.


 "You don't need to do that," Vala laughed. "Just every fifteen minutes or so, when I'm trying to figure out direction."


 A little rest and a little conversation with good friends was enough to lift their spirits. They weren't optimistic enough to start singing, but at least they were full of hope.


 Except for Vala. All she could think of was the river. The others would be depending on her for a way to cross it. And she had no idea.


 Mid-morning, they passed the corpse of a warthog. Vala knew it wasn't what she saw last night--warthogs weren't nocturnal and the eyes were too small. White ribs stuck out of the exposed torso like tusks, emerging from the faded red gums of its flesh. A cloud of flies buzzed around the maw.


 "Eww," Tarni said. "What did that?"


 "Everyone's had a turn at that corpse. Bugs, foxes, carrion birds," Darcelle said.


 "Probably killed by wolves," Runia said.


 "Wolves" made Vala's blood freeze. Was that what she saw? Were there wolves in this forest? And she'd led them all in, sleeping in exposed bedrolls like dinner wraps. She hadn't even kept a watch. She wanted to slap herself.


 But they survived. Just don't make that mistake next time, she told herself. Don't make mistakes.


 They walked a while longer. When no one spoke, Vala thought of food. It was impossible not to. The hunger always drove her back to chicken pot pies, cold capon, biscuits with sausage gravy, cranberry pie, and spiced squash. If she had to keep this up all day, she'd be eating one of her friends before nightfall. Maybe Runia or Darcelle. Tarni was too bony.


 She needed more distractions. Maybe more gross things, like that warthog carcass. Thinking of the vultures and maggots picking at it thankfully did not stir her appetite.


 It made her think of other things though, especially with the river in the back of her mind. Of corpses left to rot, and dead bodies, and death.


 "You guys don't think that Aksmi... you know... did it on purpose?"


 "What? Why?" Darcelle asked.


 "I don't know. To avoid the whole thing. Getting married. Getting into a life she didn't want."


 "I never heard she didn't want it," Runia said. "At least she never said so to me."


 "Everyone said it was an accident. There were people watching her," Darcelle said.


 They walked.


 "What did you guys do when you heard Aksmi died?" Vala asked the group.


 "Sat in my room mostly," Runia said. "Thought about life and death."


 "You think you're over it?"


 "Do you ever get over something like that?" Darcelle interjected. "She was like our older sister. She was a teacher and a kind aunt and a mentor all in one. She taught us all those card games and how to put up your hair in a pencil."


 "She told me about the Regana Rogoli books. I read the first one when she lent it to me and all the rest in a week," Vala said.


 "Tarni, what did you do?" Darcelle asked.


 "Cried a lot."


 Darcelle laughed. "Oh, you always cry," Darcelle said.


 "I can't help it. I have loose tear ducts."


 That started everyone laughing. Even Vala. And thankfully, the mood continued in their travels. The conversations and discussions started up again. Up until the river.


 



 ······························


 



 It had no name. It was the only moving water in Oakhaven, so there was no need to distinguish it. Everyone called it "the river" to give a sense of singularity and foreboding. Sometimes "the dead river."


 The watercourse began with melting snow on Oakhaven's peak. Surrounding ore and metal insulated the channel, keeping the temperature a little above freezing. It was colder than should have been allowed.


 As a result, no fish or plants lived in its waters. It had no resources, mineral or otherwise, to be harvested. And waterwheels and dams built in its path promptly cracked or iced over. The narrow channels prevented large boats from traversing, and small boats couldn't keep the cold out. Only cargo of little value could survive the chill while the sailors fought off hypothermia.


 Coldrock's schoolmarm brought students to the river to demonstrate what criminals and accused witches faced in a darker time. Dwarves' less-enlightened ancestors said that innocence was warm as the sun, while guilt was like tar on the soul--the colder it got, the slower it moved. Of course, anyone judged by the river was found guilty, as their bodies grew slow and sleepy.


 "So how are we going to get across?" Tarni asked.


 Vala studied the rushing rapids. It didn't look cold, but temperature was deceptive by nature. A cook pot didn't change colors on the stove. The water flowed as frothy and clear as any river, on its way to fill another, worthier stream.


 "Let's go down the bank. Maybe someone made a bridge, or there's a fallen log or something," Vala said.


 They toured the river bank for thirty minutes. Every step took them past the same trees, the same embankment, and the same bumpy grass. The only thing worse than wandering without direction was purposefully traveling opposite the path. It accomplished nothing but wasted time.


 "I don't think we're going to find anything," Vala said.


 "What if we chop down a tree?" Tarni asked.


 "Our axe isn't big enough," Runia said.


 "What if we build a raft?"


 "Do you know where to find some wood? Do you know how to build a raft? It'd have to hold at least two people. We'd spend the entire day building it," Vala said.


 "I don't think we're going to find any easy way," Darcelle said.


 "I know. I think we just have to cross," Vala said.


 "How?" Runia asked. "Wading?"


 "I think we can do it. It's pretty narrow here." Vala took a rock and threw it in. "It's not deep, just cold. It only goes up to our shoulders."


 "Are you crazy?" Darcelle asked.


 "Look, we can do this. We all strip down so our clothes don't get wet. And the first thing we do when we get over is build a fire."


 "Are we going to be in the mood to search for firewood while we're freezing to death?" Runia asked.


 Vala pressed a finger to her lips as she thought. "We get some now. We carry it over in our packs, as much as we can. And hold it up overhead so it doesn't get wet."


 She didn't like the idea of wading through without arms to stabilize them. But they were dwarves--low centers of gravity, stout builds, thick skin.


 Vala continued. "We start one log burning. Whoever goes first carries it. Then we put on the rest of the logs. We rub our legs and bodies as fast as we can to keep warm."


 No one voiced any objections. They couldn't think of any except, "I don't like this plan," Tarni said.


 "Look, I wouldn't be proposing this if I didn't think we could do it. I certainly don't want to die. But I think this is feasible."


 The four of them glanced around at each other. Darcelle rubbed her face. "All right, if you really think we can do this."


 "Yes, I really do."


 They searched the leaves and twigs for kindling, then filled the empty spaces in their backpacks. Vala threaded a big log through the straps of her pack and held it aloft. "That should work," she said.


 Runia was selected to go first. She was the tallest, so she could make the greatest strides.


 They created a tiny fire pit and set half the log in. When the end was charred and flaming, Vala asked, "Ready?"


 Runia nodded solemnly and lifted the log over her head like a mighty torch. She placed one foot in the river.


 "Oh!" she said. The thin ice sheets that formed at the sides crunched under her boots.


 "Keep going!" Vala said. "We're right behind you." And they were, lined up and ready.


 "At least I'm not thinking about being hungry anymore," Runia said.


 Vala took the next step. The first impact was like a caustic burn. Not one where instinct took over and yanked her away. More like placing a bare foot in deep snow.


 Vala yelped when the water reached her waist. Adrenaline pushed her forward.


 Darcelle uttered a stream of dwarven curses behind her. Vala smiled, believing Darcelle had been saving them up for just such an occasion.


 Halfway across, it got bad. Vala wanted to drop the pack, rush out jumping and screaming. Ahead of her, Runia marched. The heavy current slowed them down. Knowing her friend was still moving kept her motivated.


 The water rose over her breasts, then leveled out. Froth swirled around them, like ants swarming prey. The two girls behind her gazed forward steely-eyed. Darcelle yelled out, "If we live, I'm never going to forgive you for this." Vala smiled back at her.


 Her body screamed in pain, like thousands of bees stinging her legs. Instincts cried to jump out, climb onto a rock, drop the pack, do anything to leave. But she forced her mind to control her body. One step at a time. One step at a time.


 Runia started to rise. Vala's desire to retreat gnawed like a mole rat at her hips. Please, please, please get out. Get out or you're going to die.


 Even as the water diminished, each step seemed as resistant as the last. Visually, she was stepping on a beach. But inside felt worse than her worst menstrual cycle. And all over her body too. Like icicles stabbing into her abdomen, her thighs. Her feet were losing sensation.


 "Guys? Guys!" called Tarni.


 Vala turned back. Tarni was still at the halfway point. Motionless. Pack above her head.


 "What's wrong?" Vala called out.


 "I don't know. I'm stuck."


 "Just keep moving," Darcelle yelled as she took a step forward.


 "I can't! I can't! I'm too scared!" She turned around. "I can't do it. I can't do it."


 Runia put the thick log down, flame side up, and pulled Vala out of the water. They turned to see Tarni wading backwards to the bank they started from.


 "Tarni! You've got to keep going. Once you're in, you've got to cross-"


 "I can't do it. It's too late. I've been in too long."


 Darcelle emerged and they yelled across. "Tarni! Tarni! Come back!" They all shouted at her as best they could through the shivering.


 "Is she frozen? Was something biting her?" Darcelle asked.


 "I think her foot got stuck in the mud and she panicked," Runia said.


 Tarni climbed up the other side of the bank and threw her backpack down. "I'm fine. I'll be fine, guys."


 "Runia, start the fire," Vala said. Runia bent to her knees and dug a small pit. She yanked out kindling and set the logs inside.


 Even from here, Vala could see Tarni's skin was a bizarrely different shade--the purplish-blue of a potato.


 "Tarni, are you all right?" Vala shouted.


 "I got stuck for too long. I'm sorry," she called back. Her voice rattled from her chattering teeth.


 "You were doing fine. But you need to come back. The fire's over here!"


 Tarni sat on the edge of the bank, massaging her legs. "I'll be okay guys. I can find a way around or I can take the road. You guys go on without me." Tarni dug in her backpack, kindling spilling out, and picked out her towel with fumbling hands. The lodestone rolled out. She dried off her legs and torso, then wrapped it around her shoulders.


 "We're not going off without you," Darcelle said.


 "You've got to move around, Tarni. Or you'll freeze to death," Vala said.


 "What are we going to do?" Darcelle asked Vala. "We can't just leave her there, she'll..."


 Vala tried not to think about it. "Tarni, get back in the water. You can do it. Just put one foot in front of the other."


 "I'm fine," Tarni said. "I just... need to rest."


 Tarni took off the towel and reappropriated it as a pillow. She mouthed the words "so tired" as she laid her head on the beach.


 Vala's eyes widened. "Tarni! Get up. You've got to get up!"


 Tarni didn't do anything. She looked so peaceful--the cold had numbed her. Her body shook with each breath.


 "Tarni! Get up! Get up or you're going to die!"


 Darcelle whimpered. Vala realized they were about to watch their friend die. Right before their eyes. And there was nothing they could do about it.


 Vala whipped back to Runia. "Get that fire blazing!" Before Runia said "what?" Vala burst back into the water.


 "No!" Darcelle yelled. "You'll both die. It's too cold!"


 Vala had no idea what would happen with a second exposure. No, three exposures, because she would have to return. But Tarni's only hope was getting in front of a fire. At least without her backpack, she could move faster.


 "Vala! What are you doing?" Darcelle called out. "Get out of there. There's no sense..."


 Vala ignored her. She would need all her strength to make it, and she couldn't waste it arguing. Their shouts became background noise.


 It felt like walking in a swamp. She couldn't feel anything below her ankle. For all she knew, she was floating. A few times, she almost lost her balance. But without a pack, she could push against the water and speed up. One step at a time, one step at a time.


 "Tarni!" Vala shouted. "Get up!"


 Tarni's head rose. "Vala, you shouldn't have..."


 "Get up or we're both doomed."


 Tarni began the process of standing as if she'd finished a fifteen-hour sleep. By the time Vala finished crossing, she was up. "Let's go. Put one foot in front of the other. That's all," Vala said.


 "I can't," Tarni said in a weepy voice.


 "You can do it. Just count with me. Let's see how many steps it takes. One." She stepped into the river. Every fiber of her being told her to stop. The ice burned like fire, like thousands of needles shoving through her skin upward.


 "Two," Vala commanded. They both took a step. "Three."


 Step after step they walked across. Vala half-carried, half-pushed Tarni forward, never looking back. The river flowed around them, never ceasing, never caring. Runia and Darcelle cheered at them. "Come on, Vala. You can do it! Go Tarni!"


 Vala started mumbling numbers to herself. The more she focused on her outside senses, the less she could feel the pain. Halfway across, Tarni began to drag.


 "Don't stop. Don't stop." Vala tightened her grip on Tarni's shoulder.


 "I'm not stopping," Tarni said sleepily.


 Vala was no longer sure where her body ended and the river began. Her brain was sending signals to her limbs, but she wasn't feeling the response. It didn't get any easier as more of their bodies rose from the water.


 Vala threw Tarni onto the shore. Darcelle and Runia dragged her to the fire. Once she was laid out, Runia helped Vala as well. Darcelle dried her off with clothes as she shouldered Vala forward.


 "Lay nessst to herrrr," Vala said through chattering teeth. "Keeep-p-p-p hurr warrrm."


 Runia laid Vala by the fire behind Darcelle, who wrapped her arm over Tarni. Vala wriggled up to her like a snake, while Runia threw everything combustible on the fire.


 Time passed. Vala told Darcelle to keep Tarni awake. Darcelle did so, poking and pinching her, yelling in her ear, kicking her legs, pulling the hair in her temples. When Runia wasn't working on the fire, she pressed against Vala's back.


 "I think she's warming up," Darcelle said. And that's all she would say. Vala couldn't care at this point. She had to focus on keeping herself alive.


 Runia took a cup of warm water she had been cooking on the fire. Tarni sipped it, coughed half of it up, then drank the rest of it. In an hour, Tarni finally said, "I think I'm feeling better." That was the first time Vala really exhaled.


 Later, they got their clothes back on and sat up. Sunlight hid behind white clouds, which gave the semblance of twilight. The four of them huddled around the still-burning fire. Tarni leaned against a large oak.


 "I'm sorry, guys," Tarni said.


 "We don't need to talk about it," Vala said. "You feel back to normal?"


 "Just about," Tarni said.


 "Well, I want to talk about it," Darcelle said. "What were you thinking? We all said we had to keep moving. What did you think was going to happen?"


 "I don't know. I wasn't thinking. I was so scared, it's like the fear took over."


 "That was really stupid, Tarni," Runia said.


 "I know. I can't say I'm sorry enough. And I can't thank you enough, Vala."


 Vala never knew how to respond when praise or apologies wouldn't stop. It seemed insincere to return false modesty, especially since she risked her own life in the first place. But etiquette demanded otherwise. So she grunted "You would have done the same, I'm sure."


 "Let me see your hands," Runia said. She examined them for white skin, signs of frostbite.


 Tarni laughed. "You know, it's funny. Even when I was lying down, I wasn't that worried. I knew you wouldn't let me die."


 "What made you think that?" Vala asked.


 "I just knew. You wouldn't leave me there on the bank. Like when Darcelle lost her mother's necklace in the tall grass. She looked for hours and called us all for help."


 "I don't remember it being that big a deal," Vala said.


 "But you were obsessed with finding it. We looked for hours. You were still looking for it after night fell, using just the lantern. Even after Darcelle went to bed, you were still searching for it. You wouldn't stop."


 Vala watched Tarni with steely eyes.


 "I think you found it about midnight," Darcelle said. "You knocked on my door, handed it to me, and left."


 "See? You have that 'steadfast loyalty' that makes you such a good person," Tarni said.


 Vala stood up and approached Tarni. She grabbed her by the shoulders and slammed her into the tree.


 Everyone froze.


 "I am not your almighty champion! Do you hear me?"


 Tarni became catatonic, so startled by the outburst. "Do you hear me?" Vala slapped her.


 The others should have jumped on her then, but they were too stunned.


 "I'm not here to dedicate my life to keeping you out of trouble. You understand, you selfish bitch? I'm not your personal savior you can rely on."


 Still nothing. Vala slapped her again.


 Darcelle and Runia sprang up to pull Vala off. They were shouting, Tarni was crying, and Vala's words melted in the din. Darcelle grabbed one arm before Vala got off another weak slap.


 "Hey, hey," Darcelle said. "Knock it off!"


 "What are you doing?" Runia asked. "Have you gone insane?"


 "Do you understand me? I wasn't put on this earth to save you all." Vala wrenched free and, without a word, walked away from the fire. Everyone needed time to cool off after that. Not just her. Hopefully, they would think about what they said once she was out of earshot.


 She walked along the riverbank that had caused all this strife in the first place. No better place to cool off than a frigid river. Vala picked up a rock and chucked it in. The rock made a KA-LOOMP sound and disappeared.


 



 ······························


 



 Vala drops a rock in the water bucket. It makes a PLOOMP sound, and sinks. She pulls it back out, though she doubts a horse would accidentally swallow it.


 Outside the stable, she waits for Darcelle. Her family worked on the ranch, had for many years. Vala's family farmed on the neighboring plot, so they'd been friends as long as they could remember. Vala's parents brought them surplus food--great baskets of eggplants, celery, and lettuce--and Darcelle's family would let them borrow the occasional carthorse.


 Darcelle is supposed to meet her when she's ready. They are going to the watering hole and the day is perfect for it. The sun blazes, the sky is clear, the insects drone in obnoxious throngs. Vala has just finished half a day of intense labor so she could squeeze some fun in. Darcelle apparently hasn't completed hers yet.


 All the horses are stabled for the day. The fenced-in area next to the barn is empty. Many times, Vala has watched the ranch hands trotting a pony in a circle for a potential purchase. Not now.


 Vala drops the rock in again to hear the pleasant dunk sound. Where was she? Vala pulls open the barn door to look around. At least she can say hi to the horses.


 She hears pounding--the gentle thunk of metal into soft wood. She follows the sound to an empty stall. Darcelle is stabbing a post with a hoof knife.


 "What are you doing?" Vala asks.


 "I'm making sure the whole world knows what a pile of horse dung Yavra Yonidol is." She pounds the small blade, not bigger than a jar opener, into the coarse wood. Splinters fly. "And Asabelle and Morga and Thalma and Derna."


 Vala reads Darcelle's message to the future generations. It is not something she could repeat in front of her mother.


 "What did they do?" Vala asks.


 "They found my make-up bag."


 "You have a make-up bag?"


 Darcelle continues carving. "I used to. My mom gave me some of her old stuff, so I could start trying it on. She said I should experiment with colors with my skin tone or something. I don't know. I went out behind the hay barn during lunch to try it. I guess one of the stablehands told them where I was. They took... they started making fun of me. And then they took my make-up case and threw it in the manure."


 "That's awful."


 "They were saying things like 'What are you wearing makeup for? Horses can't see colors.' And 'Are you going to become a jester?' Then they said 'This is the only make up you'll need' and threw it in." Darcelle recommits herself to the wood. Stab, stab, stab.


 "I'm sorry."


 "I hate them all. I hate their stupid little riding dresses. I hate their stupid money. I hate the stupid, selfish way they act like queens of the world. Like they're going to be elves, all dainty and elegant and nubile."


 "They know they're never going to be like that."


 "You know Derna? You know what she does?"


 Of course, Vala knows Derna. Her father is the landlord of their family's property. Derna is no hellion, but she isn't a saint.


 Darcelle says, "Her father came to the ranch. He was buying her a horse for her birthday. He asked for the strongest, fastest, best pony we had. We must have gotten out twenty ponies for him to look at. Took all day. You know what she does with it? Trots him around for ten minutes then sits on him while she talks to her friends."


 "Which one is that?"


 "White Striker. Over here."


 Darcelle leads her to the far end of the stable, to a beautiful white stallion with silky pearl hair.


 "He's gorgeous," Vala says.


 "I know. I was there when he was born. I mean, I was around. I think I was eight. So I've pretty much been taking care of him all my life. I know exactly what he wants. He wants to run."


 Vala believes her. White Striker noses around the stable, pacing proudly but impatiently, like a feisty child. As if he can't wait for the next time he can get out.


 "Derna doesn't deserve a horse like him. None of them do. Look at him. When she takes him out, I can see him straining at the bit. All he wants to do is run, but she won't let him. She keeps holding him back." Darcelle rolls her eyes. "Beautiful horse. And he's going to get fat and slow."


 Vala nods. "Why don't we take him out?"


 Darcelle raises her eyebrows and presses her lips. "You can't be serious. I can't take him out. He's not my horse."


 "No one will know. You said he needs to run, right? This is just care and maintenance."


 "If she found out, she'd kill me. If he threw a shoe or got hurt..."


 "We'll just ride him down to the watering hole. He'll get some exercise; we get there faster." Vala leans forward.


 After a pause, Darcelle says, "Okay, fine. Grab that double saddle."


 Vala grins and they start getting the horse ready to ride: attaching the saddle, the reins, and the bit. "Aren't I the one usually getting you into these situations?" Darcelle asks as they work. She climbs on, using a step stool, then reaches out her hand to help Vala on.


 The ride across the field is amazing. Darcelle holds the reins and stays focused on what lies ahead--this is nothing new to her. Vala grins with every stride. She feels like they are flying over a sea of grass.


 Vala outstretches one hand to feel the waves of wind flow around her. She closes her eyes and they are in the sky, bobbing and weaving between the clouds on a sinuous white dragon.


 Darcelle takes them on a meandering path through the meadow, where the land is left to the wild. She stops at a little copse and reins him to a tree. White Striker eats grass like he hadn't carried two girls across the prairie. Vala and Darcelle strip down to their swimwear and start towards the watering hole.


 Smaller than a lake, but bigger than a pond, nobody has any idea what to call it. It was a favorite spot for dwarves in the farmlands, and boys were almost guaranteed not to show up. They spent their time gambling and fighting and rolling up elfgrass and pretending to be adults. Boys disdained the childlike playfulness of splashing and diving.


 So when Darcelle and Vala spot two other dwarves, they have reason to pause.


 They're standing by a large tree on the precipice above the pond--twenty feet over the water. They look up like they have lost something in the branches. One is a short girl. The other is tall with a hint of mauve complexion and sharp features. They are also dressed for swimming.


 "What are they doing?" Darcelle asks.


 "Dunno. Do you know them?"


 "Nope. That one looks like a mountain dwarf."


 "Yeah. Maybe she's related to the doctor?"


 The short one is holding the other end of a rigging rope and saying something to her friend. The other is holding a plank of wood attached to the rope.


 "Are they building something?" Darcelle asks.


 They watch. Vala bites her lip, tired of acting like they're spying on a boy in the bath. "Let's go see." Vala leads the way around the trees and up to the large oak. It is a great place for shade if the sun gets too hot. One of its thick branches extends over the water. Vala always thinks it would make a great place to dive, if they could climb the tree.


 "Hi," Vala says amiably. "What are you guys doing?"


 The two dwarves look up, like they've been caught in an act. "Trying to make a rope swing," the tall one says.


 "Oh." Vala looks up at the branch high above.


 "We're trying to hook it over, but we can't get it up there," the short one says.


 "A rope swing?" Darcelle asks. "That's an awesome idea! How fun would that be?"


 The two dwarves grin. "I'm Runia," the purple one says.


 "I'm Tarni," the short one says. Vala and Darcelle make their introductions.


 "I have a good arm. What if I stand on someone's shoulders?" Vala asks.


 Runia is the tallest. She volunteers to try. She makes a step with interlocked hands and hoists Vala up. They keep balance by leaning against the tree.


 "If I can get the plank over, we can shimmy it the rest of the way," Vala says.


 "I've never seen you guys here before," Darcelle says.


 "We've come here sometimes. We learned about it last year. It's a long trek from town," Tarni says.


 Vala winds up the plank like a big sling. "Watch your head," she tells Runia.


 The plank sails high in the air, and comes back down in a perfect vertical drop. Vala tries again and throws under.


 "Visualize it," Runia says. "Throw past the point where you want it to be."


 Vala chucks it as far as she can go. The plank goes over, but she loses her balance and tumbles. Darcelle and Tarni catch her before she hits the ground.


 However, the inertia is dragging the rope completely over the branch. Darcelle jumps forward and grabs it.


 "Phew, saved," she says.


 Using a combination of short jerks and teamwork, they shift the rope down the branch. A few feet from the edge of the precipice, the rope catches on a nubbin. It refuses to move any further.


 "This looks good," Vala says. "Can you make a knot?" she asks Runia.


 "I can," Tarni says. "My dad's a tailor. I can make a good knot." She ties the loose end to the other and adjusts the length so it's perfect.


 "Nice," Runia says. "Who wants to try it out first?"


 The girls look at each other. Unspoken through this whole ordeal is the issue at hand--they are kids using scavenged rope and a discarded wooden plank on an old oak tree branch to plunge into water twenty feet below.


 "We'll roll for it," Darcelle says. She pulls out her bone die, a lucky souvenir she always keeps with her. "Highest goes."


 They all roll it in the grass. Tarni and Vala get the highest, then roll again to break the tie. Tarni wins, so to speak.


 "It's okay, you're the lightest. It won't break on you," Runia says.


 "It's not going to break," Vala says. "I yanked on it hard. It didn't even creak."


 Tarni takes a big breath. "It's okay. I'll do it."


 Tarni steps up, placing both feet on either side of the plank. She bucks her hips to start a gentle swing. Vala can't help thinking how natural she looked next to a tree, like a forest nymph in a grove.


 Tarni sways harder. She is not yet swinging enough to get over the edge safely. "Come on, Tarni, you can do it," Darcelle shouts. "You can do it. Swing that rope."


 "Go, Tarni. Come on, girl, you got this!" Runia joins in. Tarni swings faster.


 "Tarni! Tarni! Tarni!" Runia chants her name. Vala and Darcelle join in, rising to as firm a rhythm as a blacksmith's hammer.


 Tarni swings back and forth, like a clock pendulum, reaching the maximum arc. Vala, Runia, and Darcelle keep shouting encouragement, clapping their hands.


 On the apex, Tarni finally leaves. The three whoop and holler as she plummets into the water.


 She doesn't just fall off the plank, she jumps. Tarni's body naturally hunches. Her legs kick at nothing, and she lands with a giant splash and an enormous KA-LOOMP.


 The three peek down to make sure she comes up. She does, wiping hair and water out of her eyes. "That's amazing. You gotta try it."


 The three grin to each other. They dive off the rope swing, frolic, and splash each other until the last shred of sunlight dips below the horizon.
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 Vala approached them sitting by the dwindling fire. "Let's get going," she said, before anyone else had the chance to speak. "We could probably make the road by sunset."


 They all wearily stood up, gathering their backpacks. Tired, hungry, beaten by the forest, they struggled on. Frogs serenaded their march with grating croaks, punctuated by the taps of the woodpeckers. They soon separated into different pairs: Tarni and Runia in the front, Darcelle and Vala at the back.


 "You really think we'll make the road by nightfall?" Darcelle asked.


 "I think so. If we don't have to rest too much. If we're fast enough."


 "What are you going to do when you get there?"


 "Eat a whole meat pie."


 Darcelle laughed. "That's not very ladylike."


 "I don't care. I'm hungry. I'll steal the whole pie tin from someone if I have to."


 Darcelle laughed. They walked for a bit before Darcelle sighed. "You know I should say something reprimanding to you."


 "And you know I'd have to respond in kind. Let's just have this conversation in our minds so we don't have to say it."


 "Deal."


 They walked a little bit more. Darcelle chuckled to herself, "You know, this is like when we were kids. You were always the well-intentioned extremist."


 "I was?"


 "Whenever we read books out loud in school, you were always the bad guy. And when we played pretend too. You volunteered to be the villain. No one else wanted to. I always wondered why," Darcelle said.


 "I don't know. I feel better in those roles?"


 "You played Titania in Patter Piper. You played the witch queen in The Tailor and the Frog. You're always the first to voice the negative opinion," Darcelle said. "Is it that you want to be the bad guy? Do you like being bad?"


 "No! I... those parts, they have more lines, they have... they're the ones who want something. And they have the power to do it, to make change. The hero doesn't want anything. She just has to stop the bad guy, so everything goes back to normal. It's her job to keep the status quo. That seems... boring to me."


 "I never thought about it that way," Darcelle said. "But they always die in the end."


 "I suppose."


 They walked a while longer.


 "You don't like this migration idea much, do you?" Darcelle asked.


 "You said you were dreading it as much as me."


 "I am, but for different reasons."


 "Reasons other than being forced into choosing a partner for life within the span of a month in what's essentially a free-for-all competition with everyone from your village, most of whom have higher social status and wealth?"


 "Yeah, that."


 "Then what?"


 "Well, I mean, think about what we're doing, from a personal standpoint. How am I going to get a boy to like me?"


 "It's the eternal question," Vala said.


 "I mean, do you know what they're looking for? What if you don't like what he likes? I mean, in the bedroom."


 "I don't know. I don't know how you'd find out before you trade pendants. You're supposed to wait until the marriage to consummate it. But I doubt they all do. Didn't you ask this question already?"


 "No, well, yes. Kind of."


 "You seem to be hung up on this thing. Did you..."


 Darcelle scratched the back of her head.


 Vala's eyes opened wide. "You- you've-"


 She stopped in her tracks. Darcelle pled with her eyes to keep going, to act like nothing was wrong.


 Vala caught up, and whispered, "You've already had sex?"


 "Yes," Darcelle muttered.


 "Oh my... Did you get pregnant?"


 Darcelle rolled her eyes. "Well, obviously not."


 "Did- who was it with? Someone from our village?"


 "Hefo Drudinsgard."


 Vala gasped. "Him? How did it happen? I didn't know you knew him that well."


 "We were friends. We went to the barn raising together. His brother rents Black Bottom sometimes. Then we just... started... kissing. And... I don't know, it felt nice. Like romantic. Easy. And maybe that was because we knew nothing could ever come of it."


 Vala nodded.


 "Then one day we snuck off again, and one thing led to another."


 "Whoa, hold on," Vala said. "One thing does not just lead to another. Not in this case."


 "No, really, it did."


 "Someone has to take your pants off. They don't disappear. Either you did it or he did it. Which one?"


 "I did," Darcelle said.


 Vala knew this shouldn't have changed how she thought about Darcelle. In fact, it seemed perfectly in character--she was more daring and wild than the other three combined. She appeared the same, but shined in a different light now. Not tainted, not pure, just... a different color. Maybe adulthood was like that.


 "Why? I mean, didn't you know this would come up?"


 "I know, I know. It... it felt right at the time. I just really wanted to do it. But any boy I marry is going to know." Darcelle wiped away the forming tears. "I mean, they can tell, right?"


 "I... probably." Vala had to admit she knew precious little about boys and how their minds worked. Darcelle's revelation, ironically, now made her the most experienced out of all of them.


 "Can they annul the marriage if they find out I'm not a virgin?" Darcelle asked in a shaky voice. "Can he bring me to trial?"


 "I don't know. I don't think there's a law that says you have to be a virgin on your wedding night, but there might be an implied promise. That's a better question for a law-giver."


 "Yeah, like I can tell anybody else about this." Darcelle wept as she walked.


 "They can tell if you are a virgin, but they can't tell if you aren't. So... I don't know. Guess it depends on how picky the guy is."


 "I'm so stupid. If I lie to him, he could petition for all my assets. If I don't then I might never get married. Because of one stupid mistake." Darcelle sobbed through her words. "It's not fair. Boys have it so easy. He can just take my money and go to another village. Meanwhile I end up like Solomi."


 "You are not going to end up like Solomi. I will make sure of that."


 Darcelle sniffled, "How do you know? What if the person I trade pendants with wants to have sex right away? He'll know something's up if I refuse."


 Vala looked around. In a low voice, "Okay, listen. If it gets bad, for any reason, we'll run away together."


 Darcelle wiped her tears. "Huh?"


 "I already made plans for it. If I don't find a husband this month, I'm running away. I'm not even going back. I'll go to some other village. Or the land of men."


 "Why... why would you do that?"


 "Because no one good is going to want to marry a farmer. And I don't want to marry someone I merely tolerate to have a better life."


 "Do your parents know?" Darcelle asked.


 "I left them a note under my mattress. They won't find it until after they know I'm not coming back."


 "Vala, you can't leave your family like that. What about your farm?"


 "I can't live like my dad does. Never a moment's rest. Can't even enjoy time with the family because he's working from sun-up to nightfall for some toad who reaps all the benefits."


 "So you're just going to leave them behind to fend for themselves? I'm sure they're counting on you to take over. What's going to happen when they get too old to work?"


 "I don't know. But I only have one life. I can't be miserable for it. If they need to sell the farm, then... there's not a whole lot I can do about it."


 Darcelle paused. Her voice returned to a solid tone. "That's disgusting."


 Vala's jaw dropped. "What? You're calling me disgusting?"


 "I may have made a mistake. But it affected only me, not my entire family."


 "All my life, I've been like a hired hand they don't have to pay. If I had to do that forever, I would be so miserable. I should get to choose who I marry because of what I want, not for some unspoken obligation. Don't I get to be happy? Why are my only choices to move away forever like my sister or work a farm all my life?"


 "But I'm sure they're depending on you. You're the only hope to keep the farm going."


 "I am not their savior-"


 Vala heard herself using the same tone and words that she had with Tarni an hour ago. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. If events were repeating, she could no longer blame her friends. She had to blame herself. Maybe the choices she was making, and the way she kept dragging her friends into them, were the wrong ones.


 Darcelle pointed ahead. Tarni was limping. She lost her balance and clutched Runia's shoulder. Vala and Darcelle sped up to meet them.


 "What's wrong?" Darcelle asked.


 "My leg hurts. My foot..." Tarni sat on the ground and massaged her calf.


 "Is it your boot? Is your sock rubbing?" Darcelle asked.


 "I don't know."


 "Your foot? Is it a bone-"


 "I don't know! It's just this sharp, shooty-stabby pain in my leg," Tarni said.


 "How long has it been hurting?" Vala asked.


 "Since the river."


 "The river?!" Darcelle said.


 "I wonder if it's from the cold," Runia said. She unlaced the boot while Tarni held onto Darcelle's shoulders for support. There was nothing visibly wrong--no cuts, no bruises, no abnormal skin tone. Runia gently turned it in her palm. "Nothing I can see."


 "What should we do?" Darcelle asked. "Rest?"


 "We don't have that much further to go." Vala pulled out her map and pointed--half a fingernail's width from the road.


 "I can make it guys, just... ow..." Tarni cringed.


 "I hope it's not serious," Darcelle said.


 "Well, she can't walk on it," Runia said.


 Vala had to stop herself from groaning--one more thing to go wrong on this trip.


 Each started shooting off suggestions: the kind of argument where no one was listening because they were waiting to speak. Vala was frustrated enough to be tempted by the obvious--leave Tarni behind--but no one would agree to that.


 "I guess she can support herself on our shoulders," Vala said.


 "One on each? Like crutches?" Darcelle asked.


 Vala reached down for Tarni's hand. Tarni shrank back.


 Vala's jaw dropped. Only the two of them saw it.


 Runia and Darcelle hoisted her up. They each draped an arm over their shoulders. Tarni bent one leg in the air.


 "Think we can do this?" Runia asked.


 "Not sure we have a choice. Think light thoughts," Darcelle said to Tarni.


 "I'll try," Tarni laughed.


 Like a three-legged monster, they started again, taking enormous, exhausting steps. Vala trailed behind, feeling shaky. Tarni's recoil replayed in her mind over and over again.
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 They called themselves the "three-headed dwarf monster", with great powers of slowing down and being dirty. Their pace didn't slow much. In fact, Vala was having trouble keeping up with them. But the weight, their interdependence on each other, was taking its toll. They would be exhausted by the end.


 The sun dropped low, until it cut through the tree leaves, shining like cut diamonds. Then the blinding lights settled from yolky yellow to a tomato-orange. But they kept walking, emboldened by the promise of reaching the end. Runia, Darcelle, and Tarni started singing songs to keep their spirits up, marching with the rhythm. Vala never felt more alienated. They'd grown up together for years, but had she passed over them? Or had they passed her?


 And then, there it was. The trees scattered away and the ground leveled out, sloping upward. A strange runnel of treelessness stretching from end to end appeared.


 "There it is!" Darcelle shouted. "The road!"


 The trio plodded up the hill and into the open air.


 "Oh, look at those stars. So many..." Darcelle said. She pointed at constellations. "There's Bronzebottom the Trap-finder, and Garconshire Gem Mine."


 Vala looked up too. A bit of road remained to traverse, but the hard part was behind them. They would be sleeping in beds tonight.


 "I think my leg's feeling better," Tarni said. "I can walk on it if the ground's even." The girls let her go, and she took a few steps on her own weight. Light-footed, she could walk fine.


 "Then let's go." Darcelle pounded one fist into the other.


 They continued on the dirt path, still singing, hearts light as dust. Then a silhouette raced towards them. A spindly, old man. Human.


 Vala couldn't vouch for the others, but the first thing she thought of was "bandits." Why else would a human be on this road but to take advantage of young dwarves?


 Not that humans were a strange sight in their lands. Tinkers and nomads peddling wares, traveling theater companies, tradesmen and carpenters. He looked too old to be a bandit. And if he was, where was the rest of his crew?


 "Ooh, you there," he called out, waving. "You four." His puffy white hair ran a ruff around his liver-spotted head.


 "Yes?" Vala said. She edged a little closer to her friends, remaining alert.


 "Can you girls help me? My wagon overturned in the woods, and I'm... well, obviously I can't flip it. But you girls look able-bodied. Maybe all four of you together?"


 Vala knew what the girls' answer would be: No, Vala, we are so close. We're tired, we're dirty, we're hungry. We don't need one more hassle. And this after Darcelle had called her selfish. Her slanderous accusations were still echoing in her head.


 Vala turned back to him. "Sure, we can help."


 "Oh, wonderful. Follow me. It's not far. Just a small wagon. Enough for one horse." The old man toddled back to where he came from.


 Runia, Darcelle, and Tarni whispered, "Vala, what are you doing?"


 "We can't just stand here and stare at him while he needs help," Vala said.


 "How are you so sure we can help?" Runia asked. "You think we can lift a cart?"


 "Vala, I'm so tired," Tarni whined.


 "Me too. My hands are shaking from hunger," Darcelle said.


 Vala spun to face them. "We do this one thing, then we can go on our way. Look, we're even going in the same direction."


 He led them down a gentle slope off the road. A wooden wagon lay on its side, like a sleeping brown cow.


 The old man turned to them. "I can't thank you girls enough. All my precious possessions are in there."


 The four of them situated themselves along the wagon's breadth, sizing up the task.


 "We can do it if we all try," Vala said. "Just heave."


 "Do your best, that's all I'm asking," the old man said.


 Vala and Darcelle turned their backs, tightening fingers underneath the cart's top. Tarni and Runia lifted from the front, bracing their knees.


 "Okay, on three. One, two, three!" Vala said.


 Four dwarven female groans boomed from the side of the cart. Vala had been lifting heavy things all her life--barrels, plows, wheelbarrows--she knew how to do it. The cart budged, but they weren't tall enough to push it back upright.


 "Down," Vala said.


 "Good try," the old man said. "Maybe one more?"


 Vala rotated her shoulder. At least it wasn't a matter of strength, but leverage. Maybe a push with inertia?


 "Where is your horse?" Tarni asked.


 "What?" the old man asked.


 "Maybe he could help us with the pulling. Is he all right? Did he run away?"


 "Uh... yes, yes, it ran away. When it tipped over."


 "One horse?" Darcelle asked with incredulity. "This is at least a two-horse cart. You sure?"


 "It's, uh..."


 Two men jumped out from behind the cart, wearing dark layers. One pointed a scrubby-looking dagger, the other a rapier.


 "Come with us, please," one said.


 "Dammit!" Darcelle said.


 "Quiet." The one with the rapier thrust it at her. "Hands up. Way up."


 The four of them raised their hands.


 "Four dwarf girls..." the rapier-wielder said. "Good job, Simon."


 The old man bowed like a theatrical actor. "The part I was born to play."


 "Roger, tie them up." The man sheathed his rapier and brought out a thick rope. "Let's take them back to camp."
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 "Great, now we're going back in the forest," Darcelle said.


 "Quiet," said Simon.


 The four trudged on with hands tied behind their backs. Roger, the dagger-holder, led them on a rope like a rack of hens. He yanked hard enough to jerk them forward. If one of them went down, all of them would have, as tightly as they were bound.


 They saw firelight behind the trees before too long, flickering against the vertical black bars of the tall pines. Two brown colts were roped to a tree, standing dumbly.


 "Where's Nicholas?" the rapier-wielder asked. "Nicholas?"


 "Walter?" came a distant voice. "Little shit had to take a piss."


 "You got the gun on 'im, right?"


 "Of course!" said the voice. "Be there in a minute."


 Roger yanked them toward the fire. "Siddown," he commanded. The four of them started to sit on the thick logs surrounding the fire. "Not there!" Roger raised his fist as if to backhand them. "Roun' that tree."


 He dragged them to a thick trunk away from the fire's warmth, but close enough to be watched.


 Roger and Simon yanked off their backpacks and tied them around a thick oak tree. The jagged bark dug into their backs like hound's teeth.


 "S'at tight?" Simon asked.


 Roger yanked on it, constricting all their wrists. Tarni winced.


 "Tight enough. Let's see what they got."


 "Nice bags," Simon said as they headed back to the campfire.


 Once they were out of earshot, Darcelle snapped, "This is great. This is really great. We went all this way and now we're kidnapped."


 "What are they going to do to us?" Tarni asked. Her voice sounded like a ghost.


 "I don't know. Sell us for ransom maybe," Vala said.


 "My parents can't afford any ransom," Darcelle said.


 "None of ours can. Can anyone get their fingers around the ropes?" Of course, that was a pointless question. Dwarf fingers were broad and stubby. These ropes were as thick as ship rigging.


 "Cut it out, Vala," Darcelle said. "It's your fault we're here in the first place."


 "My fault? Who forgot to bring enough food?"


 "Whose idea was it to go without an ounce of instruction?" Darcelle asked. "Not all of us are as savvy about outdoor life as you. You think we all have the equipment for a three-day hike? We all keep enough in our larders to raid whenever we feel like it?"


 "And just what did you think would happen at the river?" Runia asked. "Was there supposed to be some ferryman to bear us across?"


 "I'm trying to help you all. I'm trying to make it so we don't always get what other girls leave behind," Vala said.


 "Except now we're going to get sold into slavery or raped or both," Runia said. "Every time you try and help it's just another disaster."


 "No one made you come," Vala hissed. "Don't blame me for what's happening. It's not my fault."


 "Sure feels like it," Darcelle said.


 "Shut up."


 "I hate you."


 "I hate you all too." Vala did not mean to add "all"it just came out that way. The lot of them turned cold with silence.


 "Hey," said a voice from the campfire. "Quiet back there. Next word I hear, I'll gut you all like pigs."


 Vala mused that he had probably never gutted a pig in his life.


 Walter heaved a cook pot on the fire. Simon and Roger dug through their backpacks, snorting as they tossed out clothes and empty jars.


 "All a bunch of camping crap. Dwarf junk."


 Two figures emerged from the darkness--a boy dwarf, not more than nine years old, and someone wearing a black leather mask that covered his entire head except for the ear and eyeholes. Vala wasn't sure what race he was, as his height was in-between a man's and a dwarf's. But he was way too burly and broad to be an elf. He wore a large armor carapace, secured by wide riveted straps.


 Behind them, the fourth bandit held a flintlock pistol at their backs. Presumably Nicholas.


 "The new ones?" Nicholas asked.


 Walter thumbed to the oak tree. "Back there. Tie them up together."


 Nicholas marched them across the encampment. He commanded the dwarf boy and his companion to sit down.


 They sat against the only remaining space around the trunk and put their hands behind their backs. Nicholas tied the big guy first, then the boy. Now it would be impossible for any of them to escape without cutting the rope or the tree down.


 When Nicholas headed back to the fire, the boy turned to Vala. "Hello. Have you been kidnapped too?" His voice had a pleasant lilt, like this was all good fun.


 "Yeah, looks that way. My name's Vala."


 "I'm Brobur. This is my companion, Arcturo."


 Vala leaned forward. "Hello."


 The man in the leather mask said nothing. He stared out into the darkness through his eyeholes.


 "Is he okay? Does he talk?" Vala asked.


 "Yes, that's just his way. He's family. How did you get caught? Weren't you traveling with anyone?"


 Vala told him the tragic story of the old man, introducing her friends along the way.


 "Ah, a tricky ruse," Brobur said. "That must have been my coach, unfortunately. Something spooked the horses and it overturned. My two other family members went to town to see about procuring a new horse. And while waiting, those fellows arrived." He nodded toward the campfire. "They made a surprise attack, us against the four of them. Arcturo chose surrender rather than risk my harm. In the future, we'll have to remain more vigilant."


 "Or less naïve," Vala said.


 "They say experience is the most difficult teacher of all. You have the test before the lesson," Brobur said.


 "Amen to that," Vala said.


 "Quiet," Runia said. "They're saying something. I think they're talking about us."


 Vala shut her mouth. With the quiet, the kidnappers' voices rose over the wind and crackle of the fire.


 "What about slavers? You know any?" Walter spooned stew into carved wooden bowls and handed them out.


 "Girl dwarves? Worthless to them... sailors, maybe," Nicholas said.


 "What'd they be good for?"


 "Cabin boys? Powder monkeys? Swabs? They can fit in small spaces." Simon kicked at the pile of trinkets dumped from their backpacks. "Ain't worth nothing for findings, I'll tell you that much. Smelly blankets, empty jars."


 Walter pulled out a scramasax, a cooking knife that functioned as a dagger, and started sharpening it. "At this point, it's looking better to shuck them on the fire." The bandits laughed.


 "I know a taverner who'd pay for bar wenches," said Simon.


 "They're dwarves. How good can they be at serving drinks?"


 "No, baaaar wenches," he drawled. Why was he hiding the truth? Everyone knew what he was talking about.


 "Oh, oh, I get it," Nicholas said. "Eh, who'd want them? Dwarves're ugly little things. I've seen better looking goblins."


 Simon shrugged. "Don't brush 'em off 'cause of appearance. Men have more varied lusts than plants in the forest."


 "There's got to be someone rutting those flat-chested broads. Always seem to be plenty of them."


 "There ya go," Walter said, pointing at Nicholas. "And they'd never get any taller, you know what I mean?"


 "Make your pecker look huge," Roger guffawed, then coughed on the pipe he'd lit.


 "Nothing'd make your pecker huge, Roger," Walter said. "Problem is I don't know a brothel who'd want them. Not exactly the pinnacles of feminine beauty, dwarves are."


 "What about a port town? Cheaper rates. Sailors don't care where they drop their anchor," Simon said.


 Walter pointed at him. "Now there's a thought. Get desperate enough, a man'll take a short and stout. Though that blue one'd never sell. Too freaky. Looking at her gives me the shivers."


 "Like someone pulled her out of the snow. Maybe she'd make a good roustabout."


 "Wait, if we're talking about labor, why don't we keep one for ourselves?"


 "I'd rather spend a few good nights with the money I get than a lifetime with one crag-faced dwarf," Nicholas said.


 "Plus you've got to feed them, bathe them. Might as well get a dog."


 "You would want a dog, Roger." Nicholas elbowed him in the ribs. The camp roared with laughter.


 Walter sheathed his knife. He stood up and kicked dirt on the dwindling embers. "All right, you lot, finish up. Let's get going."


 "But I ain't finished my pipe yet," Roger whined.


 "Stow your leaf. We've got a long way back to the nearest man village."


 Vala whispered a weak "no" They were walking again? Back into the forest? All night? They wouldn't survive.


 "Nicholas, secure our guests."


 "Right." Nicholas took his flintlock and headed to the oak tree. "I 'spect you lot ain't made the acquaintance of Ol' Jammy here," he said to the girls. He held up the gun so it glistened in the moonlight. "Any of you tries anything, Jammy here'll burst your heads into grapefruit pulp. Understand?"


 "Please, sir, we are really tired. We're starved. We've been walking all day long," Vala said.


 "Looks like you're going to walk a little longer, ain't you?"


 Vala gestured to Tarni. "She has a hurt leg. I don't know if she could re-injure it, but she can't walk fast."


 "Stow it."


 "No, really, she's-"


 "I said, shut up." He shoved the barrel in Vala's face. She could smell the cold death scent of gunpowder and iron. Nicholas undid the knot with one hand and wrapped the line around his fist. "Move."


 Simon and Walter climbed onto their horses and trotted through the forest. Roger followed behind. Nicholas thrashed the rope like a rein. The six of them, Vala at the lead, started walking.


 "He used the same grapefruit line on me," Brobur said.
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 Vala finds Tarni at the top of Yearning Ravine--a swath of canyon that looks like an impact crater. She sits on the edge, feet dangling over. She is the only one there.


 The ravine is a hollow pockmark in an otherwise fluid valley. Its conjunction with the path to Catagog Riverway, Arguros City, and Redror means anyone passing through is headed south. Hence the name. Family and friends would stand here, watching their sons and daughters journey out of dwarven country to seek their fortune, probably never to return.


 Tarni looks out into the empty valley.


 "Sorry. Did you want to be alone?" Vala asks.


 "No, that's all right."


 "Your parents stopped by my house to ask where you were."


 Vala knew Tarni was here because, simply, she wasn't anywhere else. Tarni is no social partisan--she only has a few spaces where she feels secure. The ravine isn't one of them. But it is the only place she can stay away from her boisterous kinsmen and still pay her respects.


 "Aksmi's father wanted me to give you this," Vala says.


 Tarni looks up startled. Even though Aksmi's family had been giving away belongings to friends in town, she still isn't expecting this.


 Vala holds up a charm made of whale bone, roped around a leather string. It had been Aksmi's good luck charm, hanging above her bed. She said it gave her good dreams.


 "I don't want it," Tarni says. She turns away.


 "Come on, you've got to take it. You can't insult him."


 "No," Tarni mumbles.


 "Tarni, just take it. What am I going to do with it?"


 "If I look at it, I'll cry. And I can't cry anymore. I am exhausted. Each day ends and I feel like I've run a hundred miles. I can't do it anymore. I'm literally drained."


 Vala sits beside her. She plays with the charm in her hands.


 "You think she was on a ravine like this?" Tarni asks.


 "I... I don't know. Maybe. I guess when it's our turn, we'll see it. Gobash said she'd put a marker there someday soon." Vala doubts she would. She didn't have much on her mind other than her impending marriage. When people ask about Aksmi, she gives a few facts, then moves onto something different.


 "I can't stop imagining what it was like," Tarni says. "To see her disappear. Then crawl to the edge. See her lying down there. Then they had to go to the glen like that... with that just happened..." Tarni's voice seizes. She holds her breath.


 "Gobash said she wasn't being reckless. She just wanted to see the view. That part where the bend intersects the valley of Oakhaven Mountain is supposed to be really beautiful. It was carved by glaciers millions of years ago. Gobash said Aksmi had said 'I've never seen anything like this.'"


 "She was always brave like that," Tarni says.


 "She was the bravest of us all." Vala puts her arm around Tarni's shoulder.


 "And now she's gone."


 "It wasn't her fault."


 "Then whose fault was it? She's the one who walked out there. She's the one who took the risk. What happens when it's our turn?"


 "It was an accident. I'm sure she didn't know how strong the precipice was. Could've happened to any of us."


 "That's what I'm scared of. In two years, it's going to be all of us. By ourselves. We're going out on the trail, all alone for the first time."


 "We won't be alone. We'll have each other. I promise. No matter what, we'll go together. All of us. You, me, Darcelle, and Runia."


 Tarni wipes away invisible tears. "Even if we're all together, it might still..."


 "Well, there're no guarantees in life. But at least we can all watch out for each other."


 A shadow crosses over Tarni. Vala looks up. A giant gray-speckled hawk glides across the tree-tops and lands three feet away from them. They both hold their breath and watch it.


 "Don't move," Vala whispers.


 The hawk comically darts its beetle-black eyes around, as if not sure someone is there.


 "It's the reincarnated spirit of Aksmi," Vala jokes.


 Tarni rolls her eyes. "I think it's a little older than that."


 "She's free as a bird."


 "Shut up," Tarni says, laughing.


 "She's come to tell you to be brave. And that three-day-old carcass is the best ever and you should try it."


 This time Tarni's laugh convinces the hawk it isn't invited to this party and it flies off. It soars like a loose flag across the vast gorge.


 "See? How come when a hawk drops right by you, you're fine? I was terrified."


 "No, you weren't. You were making jokes."


 "I was making jokes because I was terrified. How can you not be? Those claws, that sharp beak, those cold dead eyes. That thing could rip your throat out."


 "But it wouldn't. You're not a rabbit."


 "I've heard of hawk attacks on dwarves before. We're small enough. And that one landed right beside us. Like it was saying 'hm, which one should I kill last?'"


 Tarni snickers. "I thought it was beautiful. It's part of nature. Nature isn't scary, it just is. People are scary."


 "People aren't scary. You're just afraid of them judging you. But I don't know what for. You're sweet, you're kind."


 "I'm a coward." Tarni hugs her knees. "When my parents fight, I hide under the porch. Did you know that?"


 Vala comes to a realization. "Are you worried about what other people say? Or are you afraid people will judge you for the same things you judge yourself for?"


 "Maybe..." Tarni says. "I don't know."


 "You know what. I hate to break it to you, Tarni, but no one cares. Everyone's thinking about themselves. I mean, do you criticize other people in your mind?"


 "No," she replies, a little indignantly.


 "Exactly. You're thinking about what you want for breakfast, and what dress to wear, and how long until work is done. It's the same for everyone else. Nobody is that concerned about you." She hugs Tarni about the shoulder. "Except when you disappear on a day like this."


 "Thanks," Tarni says. Vala offers her the charm and Tarni finally takes it. She holds the charm in her lap, runs her thumbs along the smooth grainy bone crossed in an X, tied with strips of leather. "There they go." Tarni nods toward the valley.


 Vala peers down. At the bottom, an ox-drawn cart--merely a speck--rumbles across the expanse. If Vala squints, she can see two figures in the cart's driver seat. Aksmi's parents. Their cart is filled with their worldly belongings. It will be the last time anyone from the village sees them. They had nothing else to live for here.


 "Do you think they'll be all right?" Tarni asks.


 "I guess they will. You can only stay down for so long before you have to get up."


 



 ······························


 



 "Get up," Walter said. "I'm not going to tell you again."


 "I can't," Tarni whined. "My foot hurts too much."


 Tarni lay in the mud, propped on her elbows. It was the third time she'd fallen. She'd nearly taken the five of them with her this time.


 Roger dropped off his horse, landing in a wet puddle. Mud splattered his already caked leggings. He yanked his knife from the saddlebag and held it under her chin, forcing her up. "You fall one more time, I'm gonna cut you so even dogs won't want to lick your face."


 Tarni held her neck as high as it could go and whimpered.


 "Just cut her rope and put her on a horse. She's going to keep falling if you don't," Vala said.


 "Shut up," Roger said, winding up his knife arm.


 Walter said, "No, she's right. Put her on the horse."


 "But that means one of us will have to walk in the mud."


 "Very good. You can do math. And look, you're already down there."


 "I'm not giving up my seat," Roger exclaimed. "Who said we had to keep all of them on? We've got six."


 "Because I say so. Now do it!" Walter yelled.


 Roger shrank back. After a moment's hesitation, he cut the knots tying Tarni to the rope. Roger picked her up like a bag of potatoes and heaved her on the horse's rump stomach-first. "Get up there and stay there. I swear I'll cut off all your fingers if you try anything."


 Roger shoved the knife back in the saddlebag and the caravan continued. The five of them marched like prisoners heading for the gallows.


 Mud caked their boots, making them heavier. After a while, Brobur leaned into Vala's ear. The horse's clip-clops were loud enough he could whisper without being detected.


 "Could I suggest we might have an opportunity?" Brobur asked.


 "What do you mean?"


 "For escape. Now that your friend has been repositioned."


 Vala studied the scene to figure out what he was talking about. Tarni's legs and arms draped over the horse's flanks. Her wrists were still bound, but they hung close to the saddlebag, where the knife was.


 Vala's eyes widened. If Tarni could get that knife, she could break her bonds. Or drop it on the ground for them to pick up. Or hold onto it until they reached a stopping point. It was a slim chance, but better than no chance. The problem was that she was on the lead horse. Walter would see her digging in the bag. They needed a distraction.


 "Darcelle," Vala leaned back, "I think we can get Tarni that knife, but we need a distraction."


 Darcelle glanced around. "What do you expect me to do? I can't run off."


 "I know. Can you start faking sick or something?"


 Darcelle's eyes lit up. "I've got something even better." She edged closer to Walter's horse, as much as her rope would let her. "Hey... Hey!"


 Walter regarded her with a modicum of attention.


 "Listen. If you let my friends go, I'll come with you willingly."


 "You're coming with me now. Willingly or not," he laughed.


 "No, listen. I was talking to my friends. They're planning to escape, one way or the other. You let them go and I promise I'll do anything. I won't try to escape."


 Vala raised her eyebrows. She was still acting, wasn't she?


 "Really?" Walter said in an even tone.


 "Of course. I mean, think about it. There's six of us. Four of you. Some of us are going to get away. Or at least we're going to keep trying. Do you want to be constantly worried about that? Or you could take someone less rebellious."


 "And why would you be so willing to make this sacrifice?" Walter boomed.


 "Well..." her eyes rolled to the side and she shrugged. "It's not so much of a sacrifice. Compared to where I was going, life in a brothel sounds better. More interesting. And more fun."


 "You lie."


 "Go ahead, ask my friends. I'm not a virgin."


 Walter looked at Vala. "It's true. She told me earlier," she said.


 "What?" Runia asked. "Are you serious?"


 Walter looked between Vala and Runia. "I thought you lot were on your way to some coupling ritual. That's why we stationed ourselves where we did."


 Vala gritted her teeth. You bastards. But Darcelle didn't miss a beat. "We are. But that doesn't mean a girl can't have fun. Maybe you'd like to check if I'm telling the truth?"


 "You're offering yourself to me?"


 "I kinda have a thing for... taller men."


 Tarni looked back at them with a perplexed expression. Vala glared hard, trying to get her to make eye contact. Tarni finally did and mouthed "what is going on?"


 Vala rolled her eyes to the saddlebag. Then to Tarni. Then back to the saddlebag, with a subtle gesture of the head.


 Tarni scrunched her face. She studied the saddlebag confusedly. Then light of realization entered her eyes.


 Come on, Tarni, be brave.


 Tarni's eyes widened, once she realized what was being asked of her. But she dipped her head to acknowledge.


 Walter said, "I never heard of a dwarf with a desire for men."


 "Oh, yeah. Dwarves? Leathery faces. Beards that go everywhere. Obnoxious table manners. Piggy eyes. And they always smell like coal. Eugh. Girls are always talking about men and elves, how beautiful they are. So elegant, so tall." Darcelle lowered her voice. "I can show you. Maybe we need to take a break?"


 Walter grinned. "Well, we just might. Better to know what you're capable of before I sell you off. More for the bargaining table."


 Vala couldn't tell if he was taking her seriously yet. But he was paying attention.


 "Or I could stay with you guys," Darcelle said.


 "You'd want to stay with us?"


 "With four virile men? Sure, I'd love to be a bandit. Heck, your ruse was perfect. But wouldn't it work better with a young, innocent dwarf girl than an old man?"


 "Hey, I'm not that old," Simon said. He turned his head to Walter. Right when Tarni's fingers were slipping into the saddlebag. Vala held her breath.


 "Hey, what about me?" Runia shouted. She scooted forward to be next to Darcelle. "I volunteer to join. I'd rather live as an outlaw than be sold off as a slave. And I know lots of things. How to set traps, how to hunt. And I'm sure I know more than her about sex." Runia waved at Darcelle condescendingly.


 "What makes you say that?" Walter asked.


 "Books. It pays to read."


 Come on, Tarni, just get the knife already. Before this gets weird.


 "Reading's no substitute for experience. I can prove it," Darcelle said. She looked pleadingly at Walter. "I know positions they only practice in wealthy cities."


 "I know how to pleasure someone using nothing but a feather," Runia said.


 "Who'd want to have sex with you? You're so tall. And your skin's purple," Darcelle said.


 "That makes me more exotic. There are so few mountain dwarves in the lowlands their carnal knowledge hasn't even reached other villages."


 "Dwarves are exotic enough as it is," Nicholas said, "If you don't mind the dumpy, squatty type."


 "But I know their ways," Runia said. "There's a sacred book in my house that details all kinds of progressive techniques. It's a record of a courtesan and her harem and it details..."


 The men were enraptured. And Darcelle and Runia played off each other so well. The only thing that drew a man's attention more than a desperate desirous girl was two desperate desirous girls.


 Tarni was almost there. Her hands were deep in the bag. When she extracted the knife out, she palmed it to her wrist, then winked at Vala. Vala winked back.


 "And mountain dwarves are known for their sensuality," Runia said.


 "I don't mind the rough stuff," Darcelle said. "In fact, dwarves have more endurance for it. Sturdier builds."


 "Ooh, that is a selling point," Roger said.


 "Shut up," Walter said. "I- hey, what's she got in her hand?"


 Tarni looked up like a kid next to a cookie jar. The metal of the blade against her bonds gave an unfortunate glisten in the moonlight.


 "How'd she get a knife?" Walter exclaimed.


 Without a moment's hesitation, Tarni tossed it at the others. But she threw too hard. It sailed over their heads. Vala raised her bound wrists and ended up tipping it backwards by the handle.


 Arcturo caught it and sliced through both the linking rope and his own bonds in one quick swipe. Walter and Simon were still dismounting their horses. Roger and Nicholas stood dumbly.


 Runia, having been last in line, separated herself from the group. Arcturo started to cut Brobur's bonds.


 "Not me! The girls first," he said as Roger ran for them.


 Walter struggled for his pistol, unable to yank it out it with his legs spread in stirrups.


 Tarni rolled off the end of the horse. She landed on the ground hard and groaned, but was able to get up.


 Arcturo, smooth as water, gave the knife to Vala then backhanded Roger. Vala sawed through Runia's and Darcelle's bindings. Runia picked up Tarni.


 "Let's go."


 Arcturo stayed behind, providing cover for their escape. The last Vala saw was him challenging Walter as Nicholas and Simon approached.


 They ran into the dark woods. Brobur was remarkably fast for a young boy. "Go, go, go," he said.


 They heard a shot. Walter's flintlock. Vala resisted the urge to stop scared. Had Arcturo given his life for them?


 Brobur turned. "Over here." He stopped in front of a large, leafy maple tree. "Hurry. Up this tree."


 Vala skidded to a stop in front of it. "How? Dwarves can't climb trees," she said as she looked up.


 "Sure, we can. Just need to pick the right one." He held out his hands for her to step on.


 Vala looked back, past her friends, searching for pursuers. "We need to keep running."


 "Can't run forever. Come on, come on."


 Seeing no alternative, she stepped on his two palms. He lifted her with remarkable force, almost launching her upward. She grabbed a branch with one hand and kicked her legs uselessly. Then someone pushed the soles of her boots higher. Vala grabbed the branch with two hands and flopped over it.


 Runia, Tarni, and Darcelle looked up at her from below.


 "Keep going. Once you get to the first branch, it's easy," Brobur said.


 Brobur gave Tarni a boost. Vala caught her and pulled her up, then climbed to the next branch to make room. They worked like this--boost one, catch one, move one--until they were all up the tree. Vala climbed up the whorls of branches like a spiral staircase. She had never been this high before, but there was no opportunity to enjoy it.


 Five long minutes passed. No one dared breathe. Then the worst thing of all. They heard footsteps. Running.


 "You find them?" a man's voice asked.


 "I can't see anything. It's too dark."


 "Come out here, little piggies. We won't hurt you. We know you was only scared."


 "What if they went up a tree?"


 Vala's heart caught in her throat.


 "Them runts can't climb trees. They can't reach. Keep looking."


 More tramping around. Vala waited for a head to pop up and shout "gotcha." But no one did. After long minutes of dead silence, Vala heard voices in the distance.


 "Dammit. We'll never find them. It's dark as pitch."


 "Let's get back. Maybe Walter and Roger found them."


 Vala counted to one thousand to stop her mind wandering to the horrible things that could be happening. She heard no more shots, no more horses, no more voices. The sky was shading up, softening the cold stars.


 Even after counting, Vala only spoke when she couldn't resist any longer. "Think it's safe?"


 "I guess so," Brobur said.


 Rustling below told her Brobur was getting out of the tree. The four others followed him down.


 Vala landed with a grunt. Brobur put two fingers in his mouth. He whistled a common bird call three times in a row. Out of the trees, Arcturo trudged up to them, like a stocky giant. Brobur hugged him as a child hugged his father. Everyone collectively exhaled.


 "Are you hurt?" Brobur asked.


 Arcturo pulled away his loincloth. A nasty volcano-like wound oozed blood from his thigh.


 "Does it hurt?" Brobur asked.


 Arcturo nodded.


 "I'm sorry." He hugged him again. "You ran off the other way? Gave them two quarries to chase."


 Arcturo nodded.


 Runia said, "We're on our way to the glen. There's an encampment there--shelter, food. Probably a doctor to get him bandaged up."


 "Thank you. That would be lovely," Brobur said.


 Vala turned back to the girls. "Everyone all right?"


 They all nodded.


 "Was that really true?" Runia asked Darcelle. "About the virginity?"


 "No... yes." Darcelle held one arm with the other and looked down.


 Runia clasped her shoulder. "It's all right. Guys are so worried about themselves, they won't care. I'm sure it will be the last thing on their mind."


 Darcelle said, "It's fine. We don't need to talk about it."


 "If it helps, it was true about the book."


 Darcelle's eyes lit up. "Really?"


 "My father keeps it under his bed. Remind me to show you it some time. It's basically a long ancient sex guide. Lots of pictures. I've leafed through it a few times."


 Darcelle laughed. "Then you're going to have a happy husband."


 "But there's no substitute for experience."


 Vala laughed. She came up behind them and hugged their shoulders. "We're horrible actors. We can't make anything up."


 Darcelle gestured to Tarni, who stood an uncomfortable distance away from them. "Tarni? You all right?"


 "Come join the hug," Runia said.


 "No," Tarni said. "It's not all right. This has been horrible. I am traumatized. I'm going to have nightmares the rest of my life." She pointed at Vala. "I trusted you."


 Vala's blood ran cold.


 "I trusted you to help us, to get us out of here. You let us get kidnapped. I almost drowned, I almost froze. I'm starving. I was kidnapped. You attacked me."


 "Tarni... I'm so sorry-"


 "I was trying to give you a compliment. How I had faith in you, even with everything that happened. And you lost your temper and attacked me. You punched me in the boob!"


 Darcelle sputtered, then burst out laughing. Runia did too, then Vala.


 Tarni tried to look mad. She bit her lip. But then the giggles poured out of her. Laughing and crying at the same time. She was always crying. Vala loved her for it.


 Tarni joined the group hug. They touched foreheads together.


 "I'm sorry, Tarni," Vala said.


 "It hurt, you know," Tarni said between laugh-sobs.


 "I'm sure it did."


 



 ······························


 



 With the adrenaline coursing through her veins, Vala felt like she could walk through a hundred forests. Even as the sun rose over the glen, like a golden ball, they didn't feel tired.


 They did feel hungry and spent the path talking about what meals they'd be served--elk cutlets smothered in cheese, stuffed goose with razzenberry sauce, roasted fish and eel. Thinking about it gave them enough of a kick to get to the entryway of the glen. The smell of lavender and pumpkin wafted out from the wooden arch, etched in old dwarven script: "GLEN OF THE SIX DWARVEN LANDS - blessed be the union of love."


 "We made it," Vala said.


 The path sloped into a wide clearing, dotted with the occasional tree. Log cabins surrounded a large fire pit. Two lookout towers, or maybe treehouses, sat at either end, marking trails to other features of the glade.


 "Excuse me," Brobur said. "I'm going to see if I can find a chirurgeon for my friend."


 "Oh, yes, of course," Vala said.


 "Do you need a guide?" Runia asked.


 "Oh, no thanks. You've done enough. You probably want a nice cheese sandwich and a nap. Good to have met you all. Hopefully we'll see each other again." Brobur held Arcturo's elbow and escorted him down into the camp. He could talk to one of the adult dwarves milling around, finishing set-up.


 Musicians were arranging a band pit in front of a dance platform. Chefs placed flatware on long tables for food while others hung streamers from tree to tree. Others were setting up games like horseshoes, races, cards, target shooting, a sports field. One dwarf carried a bag of balls and ropes.


 "This... actually looks like it might be fun," Darcelle said.


 "And we succeeded. We made it early," Vala said.


 "Not that early." Tarni pointed behind them.


 Yavra, Derna, Asabelle, and their group cantered up the dirt road towards them. They rode tall like triumphant rangers returning from battle.


 "You have got to be kidding me," Darcelle said. "After all that?"


 "I guess we should consider ourselves lucky we weren't late," Tarni said.


 White Striker carried Derna towards them at a leisurely pace. She stopped her horse at the gate as her friends headed inside.


 "Vala? You made it," Derna said. "What happened to you?"


 The four of them were covered in dried mud, leaves, dandelion fluff in their hair, clothes stained brown. They reeked of rotting forest sediment, spilled mushroom juice, icy water, sweat, and other unknowable stenches. The girls on the horses looked the same as when they had left.


 "Did you bunk in with some squirrels before coming?" Asabelle asked.


 Darcelle started forward. Vala held out a hand to stop her. The girls on their horses continued into the glen. In the distance, others were coming up the path, walking and talking, happy and fresh.


 Vala turned to her friends, fearing the expression on their faces. She was afraid they would be fuming at her. If their places were switched, she would be.


 But they weren't. They were just tired and hungry.


 "Come on," Vala said. "Let's find a cabin."


 



 ······························


 



 Their bodies told them to make a choice between eating and sleeping. They chose sleeping. After they shed their noxious clothes and scrubbed the filth off, they collapsed into two bunk beds and hibernated for nearly ten hours.


 They missed the opening mingling, the icebreakers, the simple acts of wandering around to know the area, acclimating to each other. Everyone else would have a daylight's worth of familiarity, when they would be appearing as strangers. They accepted this.


 When they woke up, the sun was still in the sky, but setting. Tarni said, "I think my stomach is going to shake my body to pieces."


 "That fire pit better be roasting a whole pig," Darcelle said.


 "Two. One for me, one for the rest of them," Vala added.


 "Guess we better put these on," Runia said. She took her marriage pendant out of her pocket. They were too precious to have kept them in their backpacks.


 The smell of smoking meat greeted them at the door. A gigantic fire pit in the middle of the grounds burned bright. Boys and girls ate at the long tables situated around the fire. Each gem and mineral in their pendants glistened in the firelight.


 A huge roasted boar, ragged with shredded meat, lay on a wagon near the serving table. The four of them sauntered along, drooling over the slices of meat, biscuits with cheese baked in, honey cakes, potato-onion soup, beef and bacon pie, mulled cider, garlic sausage, mashed turnips, and confections made of sugar and fruit.


 They stuffed their faces from the serving platters while they filled their plates. When they got to the end, they returned for more. By that time, most of the food bowls were empty, since they were the last ones to eat.


 Vala momentarily considered what any boys watching them would think. Forget them, Vala thought. She was too hungry to care.


 Brobur passed the table, wearing a diamond-patterned garment of velour. "How are you girls?" He took a baked apple and popped it in his mouth.


 "We're fine. Did Arcturo get bandaged up?"


 Brobur swallowed. "He's right as rain. My two other companions made it as well. Nice to have the family back together."


 "I felt like I'd gone to another world for two days."


 Brobur laughed.


 "Where are you going from here?" Vala asked.


 "Oh, I thought I'd stick around for a few days. See how things go. In fact, I think I'll give a little speech. Excuse me."


 "What? Speech?"


 Brobur didn't answer. He headed off, his vestments flapping behind him.


 "I could eat two plates of this and still not be full," Darcelle said.


 "Was that Brobur? Did Arcturo get help?" Runia asked.


 "Yeah..." Vala trailed off.


 "What is it?" Runia asked.


 "Nothing. Let's find a seat."


 They sat on the end of a nearly empty table. Others were sitting with the friends they made today--girls and boys sitting across from each other. Vala could already see the light of affection in some of their eyes. Although it could have been the mulled cider. It was a little strong for dwarves their age.


 "I hope this goes all right," Tarni said.


 "Did you see any cute ones?" Darcelle asked.


 "A few, but they're all talking to someone else right now. No one knows we're here."


 "No one knows we exist," Vala said. Everything she had been trying to avoid was coming true, and worse.


 Two men carried a large platform in front of the dining tables. The silhouetting of the fire obscured their features, but they were stocky and large.


 "Who are they?" Vala pointed.


 "I don't know," Runia said. "They look like Arcturo. I wonder if they talk."


 A nearby girl said, "Of course, they don't. They're monks. They take a vow of silence when they pledge to serve the elder sage."


 "The elder sage? Where's he at?" Vala asked.


 "Right there."


 Brobur climbed onto the platform, along with Arcturo and the two others.


 "That can't be him. That's Brobur. He's only, like, ten."


 "Yeah, Brobur. The new elder sage. It was only a few weeks ago. Didn't you hear?"


 Vala, Runia, Tarni, and Darcelle froze. They looked at each other with wide eyes. He did say it was his coach that fell over. Only an elder sage would travel in one.


 "I told him I lost my..." Darcelle said in a voice too quiet for a mouse.


 "He heard about that book..."


 "I told him you punched me in the boob," Tarni uttered before her voice went hollow.


 Brobur held up his hands. "Quiet. Quiet, please," he commanded.


 The crowd hushed. Vala had never seen the sacred vestments he had on. She'd never seen an elder sage. No wonder he seemed wiser than his years.


 "Thank you all for attending," Brobur said. "I'm not much for speeches. I'm still learning all this new jargon."


 The crowd laughed.


 "But I wanted to say a few words. Tonight... well, I could say tonight is a special night, but there will be many special nights this month. And you will have many more special nights after that. Marriage is not about the first few lusty days. It's about your entire lives afterward. We call this the Gathering of the Bloom because of the rowan aster that blossoms this time of the year. When the sages started this, they planted them all over the glen."


 He held up a small sprig with tiny white flowers intertwined on the stem.


 "Appropriate, huh? They always grow like this. It doesn't matter how far apart they're planted, they snake around until they find another. It's the only way they grow taller and reach the sun." He put the flower away.


 "What I'm saying is, as you get to know each other, don't let first impressions be your sole opinion. We are like emergent gems. You only see one-eighth of who we are on the surface. There are many amazing people here tonight. But, if you'll indulge me, I'd like to point out four very special ones."


 Vala gulped.


 "Yes, at the back. Those girls. Vala, Darcelle, Runia, and Tarni. It may surprise you that, in fact, you are looking at four extraordinary young women. We had the honor of sharing a... ahem... slight divergence on the way. But I'm glad I did. Because I found possibly the finest debutantes here."


 Brobur laughed. Vala looked at her friends--they were as red-faced as her.


 "But don't let my judgment color yours. Get to know them. They may look rather ordinary. But they are fiercely loyal, smart, funny, with a strong sense of responsibility and ethics. Not the least bit vain or selfish. Oh, forgive me, I'm countering my own argument. Suffice to say, they are the sort of dwarves that make me proud to be the elder sage, young as I am. And between you and me, boys? If I were old enough, they'd be the first girls I'd go after. Any man would be lucky to have one of them for a wife."


 "Oh hell," Darcelle whispered.


 "That's all. Thank you and enjoy the month." Brobur stepped off the stage to moderate clapping.


 "Did I just hear what I thought I heard?" Tarni asked. The others were too stunned to speak.


 A boy, quite handsome, walked up to them, carrying his plate over. "Hey, was that true? What he said up there?"


 "Um, yes?"


 Another boy came up. "You really traveled with the elder sage?"


 "Yes?" Darcelle said, phrasing it as a question. Vala suppressed a laugh--she had never seen Darcelle at a loss for words.


 "It was sort of an accident," Tarni said.


 "What village did you arrive from? I didn't see you at lunch," a new boy said. He wore the broach of a wine-maker.


 "No, we actually went through the forest," Vala said. "But we were so tired we had to sleep-"


 "The forest? I don't know anyone who's gone into the forest. Let alone through it," he said.


 "Are you from the mountain?" a fourth boy asked Runia.


 "Half-mountain."


 "Cool. I'm Rile."


 "Hi, I'm Azbere," said another.


 "Did you go through all by yourself?"


 "The four of us," Tarni said proudly. "It was dangerous."


 Boys surrounded them. And those that weren't were stealing glances or talking about going over there. Vala snuck a look at Derna. She was scowling at them out of her pretty blue eyes. Vala gave a lopsided grin and shrugged.


 "Dangerous how?" a boy asked Tarni.


 "Well, Vala was the one who came up with the idea."


 "Yes, we have Vala to thank for all this," Darcelle said, grinning.


 For the rest of the night, they answered questions, mingled, and became all anyone could talk about.


 



 ······························


 



 Late at night, the four of them tumbled into the cabin.


 "I'm exhausted," Tarni said.


 "Me too," Vala said, rubbing her throat. "My throat feels like I swallowed sand."


 "My cheeks are sore from smiling so much," Runia said, rubbing her face.


 "I cannot believe that just happened. We must have talked to every boy in the camp," Darcelle said.


 The girls got ready for bed. Brobur had, as a gift, made sure fresh clothes and toiletries were sitting on each of their beds: belts and leather straps, beautiful frocks, sturdy tunics, fresh clean cotton robes. New fur hiking boots sat next to the door.


 As they carried out the bedtime ritual, they gossiped about the boys they talked to, which ones they liked, which ones they didn't, which ones were weird. They never reached a consensus but the fun was in the discussion.


 Once in their nightclothes, they each got into a respective bed and doused the lantern. But the strange buzz of fatigue and commotion kept the conversation going.


 "And Kroll seemed nice. He had nice eyes."


 "Did you see Assung? His body was great, his voice was great. If he wasn't so into government and politics..."


 "I saw that. Hoariss was the same way, if you met him. But he said he's trustworthy."


 "Trustworthy, but a little awkward. But sweet and protective."


 The more they talked about the boys, the more Vala realized they weren't speaking in romantic terms. They were listing characteristics.


 "So what'd you think about any of them as marriage prospects," Vala asked.


 The cabin went silent. "They were all really... nice," Tarni said.


 "Yeah, they were," Darcelle said. "Nice."


 "Yeah," Runia said.


 "Nice," Vala said. "And boring."


 "Yes!" Tarni, Runia, and Darcelle said at the same time. "I kept telling the same story over and over."


 "He kept asking about my hair."


 "He wouldn't stop talking about his hammer collection."


 "They just stared and nodded. Like they didn't know how to show us up."


 Vala grinned in the dark. She had been afraid to say it, but they'd confirmed her feelings. Now that they were here, with boys begging for their attention, none of them seemed interesting. Three days of fighting for survival had diminished their threshold for excitement.


 Of course, what could she do about that? It was going to be a long month if she couldn't become interested in anyone. She'd be stuck in the situation she was afraid of in the beginning--settling for a relationship of convenience.


 Vala went to sleep while the other girls agreed with each other loudly.


 



 ······························


 



 The elder sage was staying in a cabin northeast of the glen. Far enough to not be considered nosy, but close enough the dwarves would consider his presence before doing something foolhardy.


 Arcturo--or maybe someone who looked like Arcturo--stood guard at the door.


 "May I see the elder sage, please?" Vala asked him.


 The guard opened the door without looking at her. Brobur's cabin was as modest as theirs, having just a few more antiques and memorials of sages from the past: an oil painting of a historical dwarven warrior, a rare shard of quaverstone. Beyond that, there was a simple plush chair and a lamp for reading.


 Brobur turned from the bay window. "Vala? Come in."


 "Elder sage. It's an honor-" Vala started to prostrate herself.


 "Please, just call me Brobur. I think 'kidnapped by bandits together' means you can be on a first-name basis." He grinned.


 "So you were the elder sage all along and didn't tell us? Why?"


 "It didn't come up. Besides, it won't be long before I can't walk through a village without everyone doing what you were about to do. I guess the moment caught up with me. Being kidnapped... made me feel normal for a little while, strange to say. I wanted to enjoy it as long as I could."


 "But you never had any fear you were going to be killed?"


 "I never had any fear we were going to be killed. Men like Arcturo are trained from birth to protect me. They take a vow of silence and learn fighting skills, stealth, escape, mental discipline. Once the others returned, they would have dealt with the bandits swiftly. But enough about me. How is the matchmaking going?"


 Vala stood up and rubbed the back of her head. "Actually, that's kind of what I'm here to talk about. The whole reason we went into the forest was so we'd get here earlier. So we'd have a better chance to endear ourselves to the boys. And we did. But they all just seem so... dull."


 Brobur didn't laugh, didn't smile, didn't look surprised. Vala thought he would react in some way, but he just nodded.


 She continued, "I don't know if it's them or me. I mean, they're all interesting... sort of. They're good dwarves. Lots of miners, lots of good prospects. I mean, there are few bad ones in the lot, but they're easy to tell. For the most part, they're respectful. They're thoughtful, honest, charming. They look great." Vala added for emphasis.


 "But none of them create that spark of romance?"


 "They're all the same. They worked under their families for sixteen years and they're looking for someone 'nice'. They aren't interested in anything. They don't have any ambition. If the whole month is like this, I don't know what I'm going to do. I don't think I could stand to be married to any of them."


 "Okay," Brobur nodded. "So don't."


 "Don't what?"


 "Don't get married to any of them."


 "What?"


 Brobur sat on his reading chair. "Let me try this. I'll tell you a story. A boy went to a wise man because he wanted to know what love was. The wise man told him to go out to the orchard and pick the biggest, juiciest, ripest apple. But there was a rule. He could only pick one. And he couldn't go back and pick another if he saw a better one.


 "So the boy went through the trees, looked at the apples. And each time he was about to pick one, he thought 'what if there's a better one in the next tree'. So he kept going. Halfway through, he realized the ripest, juiciest apples were already past. So he reached the end of the orchard empty-handed.


 "That's what happens if you search for the perfect mate. You keep expecting something better down the line until there's no more line."


 "Okay... that wasn't exactly the answer I was hoping for," Vala said.


 "Now ask me what marriage is."


 Vala paused. "What is marriage?"


 "The wise man said to the boy 'go to the squash field and pick the biggest squash, then come back'. He set the same rule: he couldn't turn around, couldn't pick more than one.


 "The boy didn't make the same mistake this time. He went to the middle of the field and found a squash big enough to satisfy him. That's what marriage is. You don't find the best one, you find the right one. One that will keep you nourished, keep you happy. Marriage is about finding the best one for you."


 Brobur sat back in the chair.


 Vala put a finger to her lips. "I think I understand. Thank you."


 "No, thank you. That was the first time I had to give some sagely advice." He kicked his little legs like an excited ten-year-old. "How'd I do?"


 Vala chuckled. "I think you've got a fruitful career ahead of you. Except now you've made me hungry."


 "Just in time for lunch, I believe," Brobur said.


 Vala said goodbye and left the cabin. The girls were probably already at the tables, wondering where she was. And some baked squash sounded excellent.


 



 EPILOGUE - THIRTY YEARS LATER


 



 "Everyone ready to go?" Vala asked.


 The girls hefted their backpacks onto their shoulders. Twenty-three this time. Two years ago, it had been seventeen. Vala smiled to herself.


 "Now remember the basic rules. Make sure you always have someone in sight. Pay attention to your surroundings. I trust no one's trying to get lost. You all want to make it to the glen relatively clean and sane."


 "Is this, like, your job now?" one of the kids asked.


 "It's one of them. I do a little backpacking to gather herbs or lumber."


 "I heard you were a farmer," one girl asked.


 "I grew up as one," Vala said.


 "I thought you were a horse trainer," another girl asked.


 "No, falconer," said another. "But I also heard pastry cook."


 Vala threw back her head and laughed. "I've done all that, at one time or another. These days I'm usually taking care of the homestead. But I always make time at the Gathering of the Bloom for those who want to take the less-beaten path." Vala ground her walking stick into the ground.


 One girl whispered to another, "I don't know why you're making me do this. We could have just taken the road like everyone else."


 Normally, Vala would have ignored that. But today, it was important her wards understood the point of this.


 "The reason we're going through the forest is because we're not like everyone else. We're better than the easy way. The easy way is for those girls who want to live like a princess, pampered and sheltered. Yes, we'll get there earlier, but that doesn't make much of a difference. It's your character that matters."


 "But you're married," the protesting girl said.


 "That's right, I am. To a great father and husband. And all the friends I went down this road with the first time found husbands too. They're doing what they want in life, not just keeping a house. That's why we're here."


 "But how did you meet him? How did you get him to trade pendants?"


 "I didn't get him to. But we have plenty of time to tell that story and others while we're walking. Let's not use them up all at once. It's a two-day hike, provided we don't run into any bandits."


 She emphasized the last word, hoping to scare them. No one reacted. "Oh, almost forgot. No one's carrying any lodestones with them, are they?" Vala asked.


 They all shook their heads.


 "Good." Vala whipped out her compass. "Let's start. Daylight's burning."


 She trudged off into the forest. One girl loped up beside her. She reminded Vala of herself at that age.


 "My... my father said you did this the first time with your friends?"


 "Aye, just the four of us. They've all moved on to different cities, but I still see them every now and then."


 "And that you've been places not many dwarves go," she asked.


 "That's true. I've been to Alderham, the city of men. And Nallgarden. And the falls of Dunsring Tor."


 "But that's so far away," the little one gasped in wonder.


 "They said it's the most beautiful place on the continent. I had to see it. Besides, it's less about where you're going, but what happens on the way. At least that's what I learned on my first journey."


 "But that was before they built Aksmi Bridge, right? How did you cross the river?"


 Vala laughed. "I'll tell you that story once we get there. But for now, let's just walk."


 She and her girls headed into the forest as the sun shone through the trees.
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