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    Chapter One


    The east says it's dawn


    My mouth speaks a yawn


    My bed clings to me and begs me to stay


    I hear a work song


    Say winter is long


    I peel myself up and then make away

    



    Miri woke to the sleepy bleating of a goat. The world was as dark as eyes closed, but perhaps the goats could smell dawn seeping through the cracks in the house's stone walls. Though still half-asleep, she was aware of the late autumn chill hovering just outside her blanket, and she wanted to curl up tighter and sleep like a bear through frost and night and day.


    Then she remembered the traders, kicked off her blanket, and sat up. Her father believed today was the day their wagons would squeeze up the mountain pass and rumble into the village. This time of year, all the villagers felt the rush for the last trading of the season, to hurry and square off a few more Under blocks and make that much more to trade, that much more to eat during the snow-locked months. Miri longed to help.


    Wincing at the rustle of her pea-shuck mattress, Miri stood and stepped carefully over her pa and older sister, Marda, asleep on their pallets. For a week she had harbored an anxious hope to run to the quarry today and be already at work when her pa arrived. Perhaps then he might not send her away.


    She pulled her wool leggings and shirt over her sleep clothes, but she had not yet laced her first boot when a crunch of pea-shucks told her that someone else had awakened.


    Pa stirred the hearth embers and added goat dung. The orange light brightened, pushing his huge shadow against the wall.


    "Is it morning?" Marda leaned up on one arm and squinted at the firelight.


    "Just for me," said their father.


    He looked to where Miri stood, frozen, one foot in a boot, her hands on the laces.


    "No," was all he said.


    "Pa." Miri stuffed her other foot in its boot and went to him, laces trailing on the dirt floor. She kept her voice casual, as though the idea had just occurred to her. "I thought that with the accidents and bad weather lately, you could use my help, just until the traders come."


    Pa did not say no again, but she could see by the concentrated way he pulled on his boots that he meant it. From outside wafted one of the chanting songs the workers sang as they walked to the quarry. I hear a work song say winter is long. The sound came closer, and with it an insistence that it was time to join in, hurry, hurry, before the workers passed by, before snow encased the mountain inside winter. The sound made Miri's heart feel squeezed between two stones. It was a unifying song and one that she was not invited to join.


    Embarrassed to have shown she wanted to go, Miri shrugged and said, "Oh well." She grabbed the last onion from a barrel, cut off a slice of brown goat cheese, and handed the food to her father as he opened the door.


    "Thank you, my flower. If the traders come today, make me proud." He kissed the top of her head and was singing with the others before he reached them.


    Her throat burned. She would make him proud.


    Marda helped Miri do the inside chores—sweeping the hearth and banking the coals, laying the fresh goat dung out to dry, adding more water to the salt pork soaking for dinner. As Marda sang, Miri chattered about nothing, never mentioning their pa's refusal to let her work. But gloom hung heavy on her like wet clothes, and she wanted to laugh and shake it off.


    "Last week I was passing by Bena's house," said Miri, "and her ancient grandfather was sitting outside. I was watching him, amazed that he didn't seem bothered by a fly that was buzzing around his face, when, smack. He squashed it right against his mouth."


    Marda cringed.


    "But Marda, he left it there," said Miri. "This dead fly stuck just under his nose. And when he saw me, he said, 'Good evening, miss,' and the fly . . ." Miri's stomach cramped from trying to keep speaking through a laugh. "The fly wobbled when he moved his mouth . . . and . . . and just then its little crushed wing lifted straight up, as if it were waving hello to me, too!"


    Marda always said she could not resist Miri's low, throaty laugh and defied the mountain itself not to rumble as well. But Miri liked her sister's laugh better than a belly full of soup. At the sound, her heart felt lighter.


    They chased the goats out of the house and milked the nannies in the tight chill of morning. It was cold on top of their mountain in anticipation of winter, but the air was loosened by a breeze coming up from a valley. The sky changed from pink to yellow to blue with the rising sun, but Miri's attention kept shifting to the west and the road from the lowlands.


    "I've decided to trade with Enrik again," said Miri, "and I'm set on wrestling something extra out of him. Wouldn't that be a feat?"


    Marda smiled, humming. Miri recognized the tune as one the quarry workers sang when dragging stones out of the pit. Singing helped them to tug in rhythm.


    "Maybe extra barley or salt fish," said Miri.


    "Or honey," said Marda.


    "Even better." Her mouth watered at the thought of hot sweet cakes, honeyed nuts for a holiday, and a bit saved to drizzle on biscuits some bleak winter evening.


    At her pa's request, Miri had taken charge of trading for the past three years. This year, she was determined to get that stingy lowlander trader to give up more than he had intended. She imagined the quiet smile on Pa's face when she told him what she had done.


    "I can't help wondering," said Marda, holding the head of a particularly grumpy goat while Miri did the milking, "after you left, how long did the fly remain?"


    At noon, Marda left to help in the quarry. Miri never spoke about this daily moment when Marda went and Miri stayed behind. She would never tell how small and ugly she felt. Let them all believe I don't care, thought Miri. Because I don't care. I don't.


    When Miri was eight years old, all the other children her age had started to work in the quarry—carrying water, fetching tools, and performing other basic tasks. When she had asked her Pa why she could not, he had taken her in his arms, kissed the top of her head, and rocked her with such love, she knew she would leap across the mountaintops if he asked it. Then in his mild, low voice, he had said, "You are never to set foot in the quarry, my flower."


    She had not asked him why again. Miri had been tiny from birth and at age fourteen was smaller than girls years younger. There was a saying in the village that when something was thought to be useless it was "skinnier than a lowlander's arm." Whenever Miri heard it she wanted to dig a hole in the rocks and crawl deep and out of sight.


    "Useless," she said with a laugh. It still stung, but she liked to pretend, even to herself, that she did not care.


    Miri led the goats up a slope behind their house to the only patches of grass still long. By winter, the village goats worked the hilltop grasses down to stubble. In the village itself, no green things grew. Rock debris was strewn and stacked and piled deeper than Miri could dig, and scree littered the slopes that touched the village lanes. It was the cost of living beside a quarry. Miri heard the lowlander traders complain, but she was accustomed to heaps of rock chippings underfoot, fine white dust in the air, and mallets beating out the sound of the mountain's heartbeat.


    Linder. It was the mountain's only crop, her village's one means of livelihood. Over centuries, whenever one quarry ran out of linder, the villagers dug a new one, moving the village of Mount Eskel into the old quarry. Each of the mountain's quarries had produced slight variations on the brilliant white stone. They had mined linder marbled with pale veins of pink, blue, green, and now silver.


    Miri tethered the goats to a twisted tree, sat on the shorn grass, and plucked one of the tiny pink flowers that bloomed out of cracks in the rocks. A miri flower.


    The linder of the current quarry had been uncovered the day she was born, and her father had wanted to name her after the stone.


    "This bed of linder is the most beautiful yet," he had told her mother, "pure white with streaks of silver."


    But in the story that Miri had pulled out of her pa many times, her mother had refused. "I don't want a daughter named after a stone," she had said, choosing instead to name her Miri after the flower that conquered rock and climbed to face the sun.


    Pa had said that despite pain and weakness after giving birth, her mother would not let go of her tiny baby. A week later, her mother had died. Though Miri had no memory of it save what she created in her imagination, she thought of that week when she was held by her mother as the most precious thing she owned, and she kept the idea of it tight to her heart.


    Miri twirled the flower between her fingers, and the thin petals snapped off and dropped into the breeze. Folk wisdom said she could make a wish if all the petals fell in one twirl.


    What could she wish for?


    She looked to the east, where the yellow green slopes and flat places of Mount Eskel climbed into the gray blue peak. To the north, a chain of mountains bounded away into forever—purple, blue, then gray.


    She could not see the horizon to the south, where somewhere an ocean unfolded, mysterious. To the west was the trader road that led to the pass and eventually to the lowlands and the rest of the kingdom.


    She could not imagine life in the lowlands any more than she could visualize an ocean.


    Below her, the quarry was a jangle of odd rectangular shapes, blocks half-exposed, men and women with wedges and mallets to free chunks from the mountain, levers to lift them out, and chisels to square them straight. Even from her hilltop, Miri could hear the chanting songs in the rhythms of the mallet, chisel, and lever, the sounds overlapping, the vibrations stirring the ground where she sat.


    A tingle in her mind and a sense of Doter, one of the quarrywomen, came with the faint command Lighten the blow. Quarry-speech. Miri leaned forward at the feel of it, wanting to hear more.


    The workers used this way of talking without speaking aloud so they could be heard despite the clay plugs they wore in their ears and the deafening blows of mallets. The voice of quarry-speech worked only in the quarry itself, but Miri could sometimes sense the echoes when she sat nearby. She did not understand how it worked exactly but had heard a quarry worker say that all their pounding and singing stored up rhythm in the mountain. Then, when they needed to speak to another person, the mountain used the rhythm to carry the message for them. Just now, Doter must have been telling another quarrier to lighten his strike on a wedge.


    How wonderful it would be, Miri thought, to sing in time, to call out in quarry-speech to a friend working on another ledge. To share in the work.


    The miri stem began to go limp in her fingers.


    What could she wish for? To be as tall as a tree, to have arms like her pa, to have an ear to hear the linder ripe for the harvest and the power to pull it loose. But wishing for impossible things seemed an insult to the miri flower and a slight against the god who made it. For amusement she filled herself with impossible wishes—her ma alive again, boots no rock shard could poke through, honey instead of snow. To somehow be as useful to the village as her own pa.


    A frantic bleating pulled her attention to the base of her slope. A boy of fifteen pursued a loose goat through the knee-deep stream. He was tall and lean, with a head of tawny curls and limbs still brown from the summer sun. Peder. Normally she would shout hello, but over the past year a strange feeling had come inching into Miri, and now she was more likely to hide from him than flick pebbles at his backside.


    She had begun to notice things about him lately, like the pale hair on his tanned arm and the line between his brows that deepened when he was perplexed. She liked those things.


    It made Miri wonder if he noticed her, too.


    She looked from the bald head of the miri flower down to Peder's straw-colored hair and wanted something that she was afraid to speak.


    "I wish . . . ," she whispered. Did she dare?


    "I wish that Peder and I—"


    A horn blast echoed so suddenly against the cliffs that Miri dropped the flower stem. The village did not have a horn, so that meant lowlanders. She hated to respond to the lowlanders trumpet like an animal to a whistle, but curiosity overcame her pride. She grabbed the tethers and wrestled the goats down the slope.


    "Miri!" Peder jogged up beside her, pulling his goats after him. She hoped her face was not smudged with dirt.


    "Hello, Peder. Why aren't you in the quarry?" In most families, care of the goats and rabbits was performed only by those too young or too old to work in the quarry.


    "My sister wanted to learn wedge work and my grandmother was feeling sore in the bones, so my ma asked me to take a turn with the goats. Do you know what the trumpeting is about?"


    "Traders, I guess. But why the fanfare?"


    "You know lowlanders," said Peder. "They're so important."


    "Maybe one had some gas, and they trumpeted so the whole world would know the good news."


    He smiled in his way, with the right side of his mouth pulling higher than the left. Their goats were bleating at one another like little children arguing.


    "Oh, really, is that so?" Miri asked the lead goat as if she understood their talk.


    "What?" said Peder.


    "Your nanny there said that stream was so cold it scared her milk right up into her mutton chops."


    Peder laughed, stirring in her a desire to say something more, something clever and wonderful, but the wanting startled all her thoughts away, so she clamped her mouth shut before she said something stupid.


    They stopped at Miri's house to tie up the goats. Peder tried to help by taking all the tethers, but the goats started to butt one another, the leads tangled, and suddenly Peder's ankles were bound.


    "Wait. . . stop," he said, and fell flat to the ground.


    Miri stepped in to try to help and soon found herself sprawled beside him, laughing. "We're cooked in a goat stew. There's no saving us now."


    When they were finally untangled and standing upright, Miri had an impulse to lean forward and kiss his cheek. The urge shocked her, and she stood there, dumb and embarrassed.


    "That was a mess," he said.


    "Yes." Miri looked down, brushing the dirt and gravel from her clothes. She decided she had better tease him quickly in case he had read her thoughts. "If there's one thing you're good at, Peder Doterson, it's making a mess."


    "That's what my ma always says, and everyone knows she's never wrong."


    Miri realized that the quarry was silent and the only pounding she heard was her own heartbeat in her ears. She hoped Peder could not hear it. Another trumpet blare roused them to urgency, and they set off running.


    The trader wagons were lined up in the village center, waiting for business to begin, but all eyes were on a painted blue carriage that rolled into their midst. Miri had heard of carriages but never seen one before. Someone important must have come with the traders.


    "Peder, let's watch from—" Miri started to say, but just then Bena and Liana shouted Peder's name and waved him over. Bena was as tall as Peder, with hair browner than Miri's that hit her waist when loose, and Liana with her large eyes was acknowledged the prettiest girl in the village. They were two years older than Peder, but lately he was the boy they most preferred to smile at.


    "Let's watch with them," said Peder, waving, his smile suddenly shy.


    Miri shrugged. "Go ahead." She ran the other way, weaving through the crowd of waiting quarry workers to find Marda, and did not look back.


    "Who do you think it could be?" asked Marda, stepping closer to Miri as soon as she approached. Even in a large group, Marda felt anxious standing alone.


    "I don't know," said Esa, "but my ma says a surprise from a lowlander is a snake in a box."


    Esa was slender, though not as small as Miri, and shared the same tawny hair with her brother, Peder. She was eyeing the wagon, her face scrunched suspiciously. Marda nodded. Doter, Esa and Peder's mother, was known for her wise sayings.


    "A surprise," said Frid. She had shoulder-length black hair and an expression of near constant wonderment. Though only sixteen, she was nearly as broad-shouldered and thick-armed as any of her six big brothers. "Who could it be? Some rich trader?"


    One of the traders looked their way with a patronizing smile. "Clearly, it's a messenger from the king."


    "The king?" Miri felt herself gawk like a coarse mountain girl, but she could not help it. No one from the king had been to the mountain in her lifetime.


    "They're probably here to declare Mount Eskel the new capital of Danland," said the trader.


    "The royal palace will fit nicely in the quarry," said the second trader.


    "Really?" Frid asked, and both traders snickered.


    Miri glared at them but did not speak up, afraid of sounding ignorant herself.


    Another trumpet blared, and a brightly dressed man stood on the driver's bench and yelled in a high, strained voice, "I call your ears to hearken the chief delegate of Danland."


    A delicate man with a short, pointed beard emerged from the carriage, squinting in the sunlight that reflected off the white walls of the old quarry. As he took in the sight of the crowd, his squint became a pronounced frown.


    "Lords and ladies of. . ." He stopped and laughed, sharing some private joke with himself. "People of Mount Eskel. As your territory has no delegate at court to report to you, His Majesty the king sent me to deliver you this news." A breeze tapped his hat's long yellow feather against his brow. He pushed it away. Some of the younger village boys laughed.


    "This past summer, the priests of the creator god took council on the birthday of the prince. They read the omens and divined the home of his future bride. All the signs indicated Mount Eskel."


    The chief delegate paused, seemingly waiting for a response, though what kind Miri had no notion. A cheer? A boo? He sighed, and his voice went higher.


    "Are you so remote that you don't know the customs of your own people?"


    Miri wished that she could shout out just the right answer, but like her neighbors, she was silent.


    A few traders chuckled.


    "This has long been a Danlander custom," said the chief delegate, pushing the wind-beaten feather away from his face. "After days of fasting and supplication, the priests perform a rite to divine which city or town is the home of the future princess. Then the prince meets all the noble daughters of that place and chooses his bride. You may be certain that the pronouncement of Mount Eskel shocked many Danlanders, but who are we to argue with the priests of the creator god?"


    From the tightness of his tone, Miri guessed that he had indeed tried to argue with the priests of the creator god and failed.


    "As is the tradition, the king commanded an academy be created for the purpose of preparing the potential young ladies. Though law dictates the academy be formed in the chosen town, your village does not"—he squinted and looked around—"indeed, does not have any buildings of appropriate size for such an undertaking. Given these circumstances, the priests agreed the academy could be lodged in the old stone minister's house near the mountain pass. The king's servants are even now preparing it for use." The wind tapped the feather on his cheek. He swatted it like a bee.


    "On the morrow, all the girls in this village aged twelve to seventeen are ordered to the academy to prepare themselves to meet the prince. One year from now the prince will ascend the mountain and attend the academy's ball. He himself will select his bride from among the girls of the academy. So let you prepare."


    The updraft thrust the feather into his eye. He tore it from his hat and threw it at the ground, but the wind snatched it up and sent it flying out from the village, over the cliff, and away. The chief delegate was back in his carriage before the feather was out of sight.


    "Snake in a box," said Miri.

  


  
    Chapter Two


    Water in the porridge


    And more salt in the gruel


    Doesn't make a belly


    Full, not a bellyful

    



    Let's do what we came for," shouted a trader. His voice was an invitation to break the silence. Even such strange news could not delay the most important trading of the year.


    "Enrik!" Miri jogged to the trader she had dealt with for the past two years. He was lank and pale, and the way he looked down his thin nose at her reminded Miri of a bird that had gone too long without a grub.


    Enrik drove his wagon to the stack of finished stones that represented her family's portion of the past three months' work. Miri pointed out the unusually large size of one block and the quality of the silver grain in others, all the while eyeing the contents of his wagon and calculating how much food her family would need to get through the winter.


    "These stones are easily worth your haul," said Miri, trying her best to mimic Doter's warm, solid tone of voice. No one ever argued with Esa and Peder's ma. "But to be nice, I'll trade our stones for everything in your wagon except one barrel of wheat, one bag of lentils, and a crate of salt fish, so long as you include that pot of honey."


    Enrik clicked his tongue. "Little Miri, your village is lucky any traders come all this way just for stone. I'll give you half of what you asked."


    "Half? You're joking."


    "Look around," he said. "Haven't you noticed fewer wagons this year? Other traders hauled supplies to the academy instead of to your village. Besides, your pa won't need so much with you and your sister gone."


    Miri folded her arms. "This academy business is just a trick to cheat us, isn't it? I knew it had to be something sneaky because no lowlander is going to make a girl from Mount Eskel into royalty."


    "After the news of the academy, no family with eligible girls is going to barter for any better, so you'd best take my offer before I drive away."


    Sounds of frustrated conversations blew around the town center. Peder's ma was red-faced and yelling, and Frid's ma looked ready to hit someone.


    "But I . . . I wanted . . ." She had visualized coming home triumphant with a load fit to feed two families.


    "But I wanted . . . ," Enrik mimicked her in a squeaky voice. "Now don't let your chin get to quivering. I'll give you the honey, just because someday you might be my queen."


    That made him laugh. As long as she got to bring home some honey, Miri did not mind his laugh. Not much, anyway.


    Enrik drove to her house and helped her unload, at least. It gave Miri a chance to take some pleasure in how often he stumbled and tripped on the stony turf.


    Miri's house was built of rubble rock, the plain gray stone the quarriers pulled out of the earth to uncover linder. The back of her house leaned against the sheer wall of a dead quarry, the one of her father's childhood that had offered linder with soft blue streaks. Linder and rubble rock debris piled as high as the windowsills.


    Miri busied herself around the house all afternoon, sorting and storing their winter supplies, shying away from the thought that it would not be enough to see the three of them through winter. They could eat many of the rabbits and perhaps kill a goat, but that loss would make things even tighter the next winter and the next. Stupid, cheating lowlanders.


    When the sunlight streaking through her shutters was orange and hazy, the sound of pounding began to falter. By the time her pa and Marda opened the door, it was night. Miri had ready pork, oat, and onion stew, with fresh cabbage to celebrate a trading day.


    "Evening, Miri," said her pa, kissing the top of her head.


    "I got Enrik to give us a pot of honey," said Miri.


    Marda and Pa hummed over her small triumph, but the poor trading and strange news of the academy were on their minds, and no one was able to pretend cheeriness, even over honey.


    "I'm not going," said Miri as she prodded her chilling stew. "Are you, Marda?"


    Marda shrugged.


    "They think the village could do without half the girls?" said Miri. "Who'd help you in the quarry with Marda gone? And without me, who would do all the housework and tend the rabbits and the goats and all the things that I do?" She bit half her lip and looked at the fire. "What do you think, Pa?"


    Her father rubbed a callused finger over the rough grain of the table. Miri held still as a rabbit listening.


    "I'd miss my girls," he said.


    Miri exhaled. He was on their side, and he would not let the lowlanders take her away from home. Even so, she found it difficult to finish dinner. She hummed to herself a song about tomorrows.

  


  
    Chapter Three


    Tomorrow's a red flush in the western sky


    Tomorrow's a black hush in the middle night


    Tomorrow swears the truth of now, now, and now


    In the trembling blue gasp of the morning light

    



    Before dawn, Miri woke to trumpeting. The same sound that in the day had been curious and even comical was now unsettling. Before she could stand, her pa was at the door, and what he saw made him frown.


    Miri's first thought was bandits, but why would they attack Mount Eskel? Every villager knew the story of the last bandit attack, before Miri was born, when the exhausted outlaws had finally reached the village at the top of the mountain only to find little worth stealing and a horde of men and women made strong by years in the quarry. The bandits had run off with empty hands and a few more bruises and had never returned.


    "What is it, Pa?" asked Miri.


    "Soldiers."


    Miri stood behind him and peered under his lifted arm. She could see pairs of torch-bearing soldiers all over the village. Two approached their door, their faces visible by torchlight—one was older than her pa, tall, with a hard face, and the other seemed but a boy dressed up.


    "We've come to collect your girls," said the older soldier. He checked a thin wood board burned with marks that Miri did not understand. "Marda and Miri."


    Marda was standing on the other side of their pa now. He put his arms around both their shoulders.


    The soldier squinted at Miri. "How old are you, girl?"


    "Fourteen," she said, glaring.


    "Are you certain? You look—"


    "I'm fourteen."


    The young soldier smirked at his companion.


    "Must be the thin mountain air."


    "And what about you?" The older soldier turned his doubtful gaze to Marda.


    "I'll be eighteen in the third month."


    He smacked his lips together. "Just missed it, then.


    The prince will be eighteen in the fifth month of this year, and no girl older than the prince is allowed. We'll just be taking Miri."


    The soldiers shifted their feet in the rock debris.


    Miri looked up at her pa.


    "No," Pa said at last.


    The younger soldier snorted and looked at his companion.


    "I thought you were joking when you said they might resist. 'No,' he says, as though it's his choice." He leaned forward and laughed.


    Miri laughed back loudly in the young soldier's face, surprising him into silence. She could not stand to have a lowlander mock her pa.


    "What a good joke, a boy pretending to be a soldier," said Miri. "But isn't it awfully early for you to be away from your ma?"


    He glared. "I'm seventeen and—"


    "Are you really? That muggy lowlander air does stunt a thing, doesn't it?"


    The young soldier started forward as if he would strike Miri, but her pa stepped in front of her, and the older soldier knocked back his companion and whispered angrily into his ear. Miri had enjoyed returning the insult, but now she felt cold and tired. She leaned closer to her pa and hoped she would not cry.


    "Sir," said the older soldier courteously, "we are here to escort the girls safely to the academy. These are the king's orders. We mean no harm, but I do have instructions to take any resisters directly to the capital."


    Miri stared, wishing the soldier would take it back.


    "Pa, I don't want you arrested," she whispered.


    "Laren!" one of the village men, Os, called out to their father. "Come on, we're meeting."


    The soldiers followed them to the village center. While the adults and soldiers conversed, Miri and Marda stood in a huddle of other village girls and boys, watching and waiting for a decision. The adults argued with the soldiers, who in turn tried to calm everyone and make assurances that their girls would be safe, well cared for, and as near as a three-hour walk.


    "But how will we manage without the girls to help in the quarry?" asked Frid's ma.


    Of course no one asked, "How will we manage without Miri?" She folded her skinny arms and looked away.


    They argued about needing the girls, the shorter food supply that winter, the threat of arrest, and the unknown future the girls would meet at the academy. The soldiers continued to answer questions and claim that attending the academy was an honor, not a punishment. Miri saw Os ask her father a question, and after a thoughtful pause, her father nodded agreement. Miri felt chills.


    "Girls, come on over," Os shouted.


    The girls stepped away from the boys and made their way to the gathering of adults. Miri noticed that Marda stayed behind.


    "Girls." Os looked them over and rubbed his beard with the back of his hand. Though he was large and was known for his temper, there was a softness in his eyes. "We've all agreed that the best thing is for you to attend the lowlander academy." Sighs and moans rippled through the crowd. "Now don't worry. I believe these soldiers that all will be well with you. We want you to study hard and do your best and be respectful when you should. Go gather your things and don't drag your feet. Show these lowlanders the strength of Mount Eskel."


    Suddenly Peder was beside her. "Are you going?" he asked.


    "Yes, I guess. I don't know." She shook her head, trying to rattle her thoughts straight. "Are you? I mean, of course you're not—you're a boy. I meant to ask, do you wish I weren't? Never mind."


    His mouth twisted into a mischievous smile. "You want me to say that I'll miss you."


    "I'll miss you. Who else can make a mess of every, thing?"


    Walking away, Miri wished she could undo her words and instead say something nice, something sincere. She had turned to go back when she saw that he was talking with Bena and Liana.


    Marda returned from their house with a bundle of clothes and a bag of food for Miri, and Pa pulled them both into his arms. Miri sank into his chest, his body blocking the light of torches and the sound of goodbyes. Surely his embrace meant that he loved her, though he did not say it. Surely he would miss her. But Miri could not help wondering how he would react if Marda, the daughter who worked by his side, were going to the academy. Would he have protested more? Would he have refused then?


    Say that you'd miss me too much, she thought. Make me


    stay.


    He only hugged her tight.


    Miri felt torn in half, like an old shirt made into rags. How could she bear to leave her family and walk into some lowlander unknown? And how could she bear to admit that her pa did not care if she stayed?


    Her father's arms relaxed, and she pulled away. The noise of gravel underfoot said that most of the girls were already on the road.


    "I guess I should get on," she said.


    Marda gave her a last hug. Pa only nodded. Miri took her time walking away in case he called out for her to come back.


    Just before leaving the village, Miri paused to look back. Four dozen houses leaned against the stripped walls of a dead quarry. At the edge of the village stood the stone chapel, its ancient wood door carved with the story of the creator god first speaking to people. The sky was rust and yellow in the east, illuminating the village as though by firelight.


    She could see the hilltop where she spent afternoons with the goats and surprised herself by feeling a tiny flash of relief that she would not sit there today, watching the quarriers work below. The crunching noise of the girls on the march beckoned her with a promise of something different, a place to go, a chance to move forward.


    "Hurry on," said a soldier bringing up the rear, and Miri complied.


    The girls had drifted into small groups as they walked, and Miri was unsure which to join. For the past few years, all her childhood friends had begun to work in the quarry, and Miri had grown used to solitude in her house and on the hilltop with the goats. Around others, Marda was usually by her side.


    Ahead walked Esa and Frid, and Miri jogged to catch up. Though Esa had no use of her left arm since a childhood accident, she still worked in the quarry when need was great, and Frid performed even the most difficult quarry tasks. Miri thought they were marvelous. If they thought Miri a burden on the rest of the village, as she had often feared, then she would never let them see she cared.


    Despite her uncertainty, Miri took Esa's hand. Village girls always held hands while walking. Doter, Esa's mother, had once said it was an old custom meant to keep them from slipping off cliffs, though Miri had felt as safe as a goat scampering alone around Mount Eskel since she was five.


    "Do you have any idea what all this is really about?" Miri asked.


    Esa and Frid shook their heads. She eyed them, trying to read in their expressions if they wished she would go away.


    "I'd wager this princess nonsense is a trick thought up by the traders," said Miri.


    "My ma wouldn't let me leave if she thought I'd come to harm," said Esa. "But she doesn't know what to make of it either."


    Frid was staring straight ahead as though looking at death itself. "How would a prince decide who to marry, anyway? Would they have a contest for the princess like we do on a holiday, lifting or running or throwing stones for distance?"


    Miri laughed, realizing too late from Frid's serious expression that she had not meant it as a joke. Miri cleared her throat. "I don't know, but I have a hard time believing lowlanders marry for love, anyway."


    "Do lowlanders love anything?" said Frid.


    "Their own smells, I imagine," said Miri.


    "At least there will be one less stomach to fill in my house," said Esa, glancing back as if thinking about home. Her voice softened. "Look, there's Britta. I can't believe she's going, too."


    "She's a lowlander," said Frid.


    "But she's been on the mountain all summer, so I guess she means to stay," said Esa.


    Miri glanced over her shoulder at Britta, walking alone between two groups. The lowlander girl was fifteen and delicate, as though she had never wrangled a goat or pounded out a wheel of cheese. Her cheeks were ruddy like the sun side of an apple, and the feature gave her a merry, pretty look when she flashed a rare smile.


    "I've never spoken to her," said Miri.


    "She's never spoken to most people," said Esa. "Doesn't she ignore everyone who talks to her?"


    "She did in the quarry," said Frid. "She carried water this summer, but when workers asked for a drink, she acted as if she were deaf. After a couple of weeks, Os said, what's the use? And sent her home."


    The story had circulated that when her lowlander parents had died in an accident, her only living relations had turned out to be distant cousins from Mount Eskel. So one spring morning Britta had come riding on a trader wagon with a bag of clothes and food supplies bought from the sale of her parents' remaining possessions. At least now she was wearing a shirt and leggings like the rest of them instead of dresses cut from dyed cloth.


    "I can't believe Peder thinks she's pretty," said Esa.


    Miri coughed. "He does? I don't think she is. I mean, she acts like she's too good to talk to anyone."


    "All lowlanders think they're above us," said Frid.


    "We're the ones on the mountain," said Miri, "so aren't we the ones above them?”


    Esa smirked at one of the soldiers, and Frid made fists. Miri smiled, warmed by their shared sentiments.


    For three hours they wove around the puddles, holes, and boulders of quarries long ago abandoned, until at last they spied the roof of the academy. Miri had seen it six years ago, when the village had held their spring holiday inside its stone walls. Afterward they had deemed the walk too long to do so again.


    It was called the stone minister's house, and the villagers assumed that the structure had once housed a court minister who oversaw the quarry. No such person now lived on the mountain, but the house did prick in Miri a desire to see what other wonders there might be in the lowlander kingdom, just out of her sight.


    Even from afar Miri could detect a white gleam—polished linder had been laid as the foundation, the only finished linder she had ever seen. And though the rest of the house had been built from gray rubble rock, the stones were squared, smoothed, and fitted together in perfection. Three stairs led to the main door and columns supporting a carved pediment. Workers perched on the roof, fixing weather damage. Other lowlanders replaced empty windows with glass panes, pulled up grass growing between the floor-stones and steps, and swept away years of dirt.


    The arriving girls milled around, peeking into wagons or gawking at the commotion. There were twenty of them, from Gerti who was barely twelve to Bena who was seventeen and a half.


    A woman appeared in the building entrance. She was tall and lean, her cheeks sunken, her hair flat on the end like a chisel. She waited, and Miri felt self-conscious of the mountain girls, all standing about and staring, unsure of what to do.


    "Step closer," said the woman.


    Miri tried to line up even with the others, but no one else seemed to have her idea, and they formed a small mob rather than a straight line.


    "I see I did not underestimate the degree of finishing mountain girls would require." The woman pressed her lips in a twitch. "I am Olana Mansdaughter. You will address me as Tutor Olana. I've heard about Danland's outlying territories—no towns, no marketplace, no noble families. Well. Once you pass these columns and enter this building, you're agreeing to obey me in all things. I must have absolute order in this academy if ever I am to turn uneducated girls into ladies. Is that understood?"


    Frid squinted at Olana. "So, are you saying that we don't have to go to the academy if we don't want to?"


    Olana clicked her tongue. "This is even worse than I expected. I may as well set up the academy in a barn."


    Frid's expression became troubled, and she looked around, trying to fathom what she had done wrong.


    "Please excuse our rudeness, Tutor Olana." Katar stepped forward. Her curly hair was reddish like the clay beds beside the village stream. She was the tallest girl after Bena, and she held herself as though she were taller than any man and twice as tough.


    "We must seem pretty rustic to you," said Katar, "but we're ready to enter the academy, learn the rules, and do our best."


    Some of the girls seemed none too eager, with backward glances and shifting feet, but Os had been clear. Most nodded or murmured in agreement.


    Olana seemed doubtful but said, "Then let's have no more nonsense and in you go."


    As soon as Olana was beyond earshot, Katar turned to glare at the girls. "And try not to act so ignorant," she hissed.


    Miri stared down as she entered the building, letting the tip of her boot slide across a floorstone—white as cream, with the palest streaks of rose. It seemed remarkable that with no one to tend it, the stone had held its luster for so many decades. The villagers had to clean and oil the wooden chapel doors regularly to keep them undamaged.


    Olana led the girls through the cavernous house, warning them to stay silent. The walls and floor were bare, and Olana's voice and the click of her boot heels echoed over Miri's head and under her feet, making her feel surrounded.


    "The building is too large for our needs," said Olana, indicating that most of the dozen or more chambers would be left closed and unused so they would not need to be heated through the winter. The academy would confine itself to three main rooms.


    They followed Olana into a long room that would serve as a bedchamber. Several rows of pallets lay on the floor. The far wall held one hearth for warmth and one window facing home. Miri mused that the girls on pallets farthest from the fire would be mighty cold.


    "I have a separate bedchamber just down the corridor, and if I hear noises at night, I . . ." Olana paused, an expression of disgust crawling over her face. "What a stench! Do you people live with goats?"


    They did, of course, live with goats. No one had the time to build a separate house for the goats, and having them indoors helped both the goats and the people keep warm in the winter. Do I really stink? Miri looked away and prayed no one would answer.


    "Well, a few days here might air out the odor. One can hope."


    Next they visited the huge chamber in the center of the building that would serve as a dining hall. A large hearth with a carved linder headpiece was the only indication that the room might have been grand once. Now it was bare but for simple wood tables and benches.


    "This is Knut, the academy's all-work man," said Olana.


    A man stepped through the adjacent kitchen doorway and cast his gaze up and down as though unsure if he should meet their eyes. His hair was gray around his temples and in his beard, and he gripped a stirring spoon in his right hand in a way that reminded Miri of her pa with his mallet.


    "He will be very busy," said Olana, "as will you all, so don't waste time addressing him."


    The introduction seemed brusque to Miri, so she smiled at Knut as they left, and he returned a flicker of a smile.


    Olana led the girls back through the main corridor and into a large room with three glass windows and two hearths. Wood fires were a rare luxury in the village, and the smoke was fresh and inviting. Six rows of chairs with wooden boards secured to their arms filled up most of the space. At the head of the room, a shelf of leather-bound books hung over a table and chair.


    Olana directed them to sit in rows according to their age. Miri took her seat on a row with Esa and the two other fourteen-year-olds, put her hands in her lap, and tried to appear attentive.


    "I will begin with the rules," said Olana. "There will be absolutely no talking out of turn. If you have a question, you will keep it to yourself until I ask for questions. Any nonsense, any mischief, any disobedience, will result in punishment.


    "This teaching position was supposed to be an honor. I'll have you know I left a post at the royal palace tutoring the prince's own cousins to climb up here and baby-sit dusty goat girls, though I suppose you don't even know what the royal palace is."


    Miri sat up straighter. She knew what the palace was—a very big house with a lot of rooms where the king lived.


    "Well, deserved or not, you are now part of a historic undertaking. In the past two centuries, the princess academy has merely been a formality, with the noble girls of the chosen town gathering for a few days of society before the prince's ball.


    "Since Mount Eskel is merely a territory, not a province, of Danland, and you cannot boast of any noble families, the chief delegate believes the academy must be taken very seriously this generation. Never before have the priests named a territory the chosen region. I may tell you that the king and his ministers are quite uneasy about marrying the prince to an unpolished girl from an outlying territory. Therefore the king granted me the solemn responsibility to verify that every girl sent to the ball is fit to become the princess. If any of you fail to learn the basic lessons I teach you this year, you will not attend, you will not meet the prince, and you will return to your village disgraced.


    "Now, I understand that there is a true Danlander among us, is that so?" Olana sighed at the silence that followed. "I'm requesting a response. If any of you were not born on this mountain, you have my permission to speak now."


    Most of the girls had turned to look at Britta sitting in the fifteen-year-olds' row before she raised her hand.


    "I was born in the city of Lonway, Tutor Olana."


    Olana smiled. "Yes, you do have a look in you of some breeding. Your name?"


    "Britta."


    "Is that it? What's your father name? I would expect the villagers to be ignorant of such a formality, but not one from Lonway."


    Miri adjusted in her seat. They were not ignorant—a girl took her father's name and a boy took his mother's name to help distinguish them from anyone else with the same first name. Mount Eskel shared some Danlandian traditions, it seemed.


    "I'm orphaned this year, Tutor Olana," said Britta.


    "Well then," said Olana, looking ill at ease at how to respond. "Well, such things happen. I'll expect you to lead the class in your studies, of course."


    The stares pointed at Britta began to turn to glares.


    "Yes, Tutor Olana." Britta kept her eyes on her hands. Miri suspected that she was gloating.


    Then began the instruction. Olana held up a shallow box filled with smooth yellow clay. With a short stick called a stylus, she marked three lines in the clay.


    "Do any of you know what this is?"


    Miri frowned. She knew it was a letter, that it had something to do with reading, but she did not know what it meant. Her embarrassment was appeased somewhat by the general silence that followed.


    "Britta," said Olana, "tell the class what this is."


    Miri waited for her to spout the brilliant answer and revel in her knowledge, but Britta hesitated, then shook her head.


    "Surely you know, Britta, so say so now before I lose patience."


    "I'm sorry, Tutor Olana, but I don't know."


    Olana frowned. "Well. Britta will not be an example to the class after all. I am curious to see who will jump forward to take her place."


    Katar sat up straighter.


    While Olana explained the basics of reading, Miri's thoughts kept flitting to Britta. One summer trading day, Miri had overheard Britta read words burned into the lid of a barrel. Was she pretending ignorance now so she could amaze Olana later withhow quickly she would seem to learn? Lowlanders are asclever as they are mean, thought Miri.


    Her attention snapped away from Britta when Gerti, the youngest girl, raised her hand and interrupted Olana's lecture. "I don't understand."


    "What was that?" said Olana.


    Gerti swallowed, realizing that she had just broken the rule of speaking out of turn. She looked around the room as if for help.


    "What was that?" Olana repeated, pulling her vowels long.


    "I said, I just, I'm sorry . . . I'm sorry."


    "What is your name?"


    "Gerti," she breathed.


    "Stand up, Gerti."


    Gerti left her chair slowly, as though longing to return to its safety.


    "This little girl is giving me an opportunity to illustrate the consequences of rule breaking. Even the prince's cousins are punished when they choose to misbehave, though I think I'll employ slightly different methods for you. Follow me, Gerti."


    The tutor led Gerti out of the room. The rest of the girls sat motionless until Olana returned with two soldiers.


    "Gerti is in a closet thinking about speaking out of turn. These fine soldiers will be staying with us this winter. Should any of you have ideas about questioning my authority, they are here to make it clear. Each week that you show a marked improvement, you are permitted to return home for the rest day, so let us continue our studies with no further interruptions."


    At sundown, the workmen on the roof stopped hammering and Miri first noticed the noise for its absence. Pa and Marda would be home by now, white dust wafting from their work clothes. Marda would say how she missed Miri, her conversation, maybe even her cabbage soup. What would Pa say?


    In the dining hall, the girls ate fried herring stuffed with barley porridge, onions, and unfamiliar flavors. Miri suspected it was a fancy meal and meant to mark a special occasion, but the strange spices made it feel foreign and unkind, a reminder that they had been taken away from home.


    No one spoke, and the sounds of sipping and chewing echoed on bare stone walls. Olana dined in her own room, but no one could be certain if she was listening and would emerge at the first sound, trailing soldiers in her wake.


    Later in their bedchamber, the tension had wound so tight, it burst into a flurry of whispered conversations. Gerti reported on the closet and scratching sounds she had heard in the dark. Two of the younger girls cried for wanting to go home.


    "I don't think it's fair the way Olana treats us," Miri whispered to Esa and Frid.


    "My ma would have a thing to say to her," said Esa.


    "Maybe we should go home," said Miri. "If our parents knew, they might change their minds about making us stay."


    "Hush up that kind of talk, Miri," said Katar. "If Olana overheard, she'd have the soldiers whip us all."


    The conversation lagged and then stopped, but Miri was too tired and anxious to sleep. She watched the night shadows shift and creep across the ceiling and listened to the low, rough breathing of the other girls. Her pulse clicked in her jaw, and she held on to that noise, tried to take comfort from it, as if the quarry and home were as near as her heart.
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