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			I was born just feet from the surface of the earth, completely unheard of for a dwarf, but it couldn’t be helped. Most dwarves are born deep underground, at least a mile below The Surface, preferably in a cavern filled with crystals and gems: diamonds for strength, emeralds for wisdom, and sapphires for truth.

			Mothers and fathers try to feed their dwarflings as many healthy powerful gems as they can within a few hours of birth, to give them the best chance in life. But I was fed none.

			My parents had been traveling downward the day I was born. Mother could feel me turning hard inside her belly, a sign that the time was drawing near. She wanted the very best for me. She wanted to be as deep in the earth as possible, in the birthing caverns, with their rich deposits of nutritious crystals and gems. But as my parents traveled downward, before they had even descended below the main cavern, there was a sudden collapse in one of the tunnels. The rocks nearly crushed my mother, and me with her. My father was able to get us out of the way just in time.

			
			Unfortunately, the collapse had blocked the tunnel, so we had to go up to find another way down. The strain of the climb was too much for my poor mother.

			“Rubald!” she cried, clutching her belly. “It’s time!”

			And there was no time to waste. A dwarfling can stay inside its mother’s belly for a solid decade or more, but when we’re ready to come out, we come fast.

			And so I was born in a cavern mere feet below the earth’s surface, where roots dangled from the ceiling, water trickled down the walls, and the only available food was a salty gruel called strolg, made out of common rocks and minerals. Mother was devastated.

			“My poor little dwarfling!” she cooed as she spooned the strolg into my mouth, then fed me a few pebbles to satisfy my need to bite and crunch. “What kind of life will he have, Rubald?”

			“A fine life, Rumelda,” said my father, ever the optimist. “A happy life.”

			“And what will we call him?”

			My parents both looked at their surroundings. Dwarves are usually named with some regard to the gems and crystals within the cavern in which they are born, but there were no diamonds or sapphires in that cavern. Not even quartz or marble. Just plain rocks and roots.

			
			Father brushed his hands over the rough walls, studying the layers of dirt and minerals. “Borlen,” he said with wonder.

			Borlen was a mineral found only near The Surface. It was not so common in our colony but useful when it could be found. It was too bitter to eat, but potters liked it because it made their clay more malleable without weakening it. Borlen could also serve as a warning. A mining crew knew by the sight of it that they were digging dangerously close to The Surface. Most dwarves would rather not find any.

			“We’ll call him Borlen,” said Father.

			“You don’t think that name will make him seem a bit…odd?” Mother asked.

			“No, it’s special,” said Father. “He’ll be one of a kind, our dwarfling. We’ll get him deep into the earth as soon as possible and feed him all the best crystals and gems. But wait!” My father pulled something from his pocket and held it out to my mother. “I almost forgot. I’ve been saving this from the moment I knew we had a dwarfling on the way.”

			Mother gasped. “A ruby!”

			Rubies were rare and particularly powerful gems. They could ward off evil, enhance powers, and even lengthen lives. Emegert of Tunnel 588 was said to have found a large deposit of rubies, and he lived for ten thousand years. Two thousand years was considered a good long life for a dwarf.

			Mother took the ruby from my father and dropped it onto my tongue. I crunched on the gem, gave a little belch, and fell asleep.

			
			The very next day, my parents tried to move me to deeper caverns, but as soon as they started to carry me downward, I began to cry. The deeper we went, the louder I wailed, until my eyes leaked tears of dust, a sign of deep distress and discomfort from any dwarf.

			“Oh dear,” said Mother. “Rubald, I think our dwarfling is afraid of depths!”

			“Nonsense,” said Father. “He only needs to adjust.”

			But I did not adjust. I cried for hours on end. My parents tried everything to console me. They fed me amber, amethyst, and blue-laced agate. They bathed me in crushed rose quartz and hung peridot above my cradle, all to no avail. And so, distraught from my endless wails, and desperate to try anything, my parents took me back to the cavern near The Surface where I was born.

			I stopped crying.

			“Oh dear,” said Mother.

			“How odd,” said Father.

			And after that, my parents were obliged to make my unfortunate birthing cavern our home, hoping my fear of depths would subside eventually. But it didn’t. It only got worse.
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			For years, my parents worked to get me used to depths. Father tried to lead me a little deeper each day, luring me with my favorite gems and the different sights and wonders of the colony—the lava rivers, the blue springs, the dragon hatchery, the potters and glassblowers and goldsmiths. But no matter how interesting the surroundings, no matter how many sapphires and rubies he offered, my depth symptoms would always overpower me. I’d start to get dizzy, then I’d feel like I was shrinking and shriveling, and we’d have to go back home.

			
			It was shameful enough that I was afraid of depths, but that wasn’t the worst of it. As much as I hated going downward, I was equally drawn to going upward. My first word was “up,” much to my parents’ chagrin, and as soon as I understood that there was an actual world above us, I wanted to know everything about it. I pestered my parents with questions. What did The Surface look like? How was it different from our caves? Did any dwarves live up there? Why didn’t we live up there? Could we go there?

			My parents knew next to nothing about The Surface. Neither of them had seen it, nor did they have any desire to. Mother usually sidestepped my questions or changed the subject, but Father indulged my curiosity. He took me to the colony’s records room—a vast cavern filled with many millennia of our history and collective knowledge engraved on stone tablets and slates. Normally, I wouldn’t have tolerated the depths of the cavern, but my thirst for information overcame my fear. I scoured the records for any facts I could find about The Surface. I learned it was a big, open place with an endless blue ceiling called the sky, and a big golden ball suspended in the sky called the sun. There were things that grew on The Surface that didn’t grow underground. Things called trees and flowers and bushes. There were strange beasts that roamed The Surface—horses, bears, and wolves. But the most fascinating of all were the humans.

			
			According to the records, humans were dwarflike creatures, but not really dwarves at all. They could grow three times the height of a dwarf but no wider. They were born without teeth, and they lived no more than a single century. They couldn’t eat gems but, instead, wore them around their necks, on their fingers and wrists, and sometimes even on their heads. I imagined a giant, skinny dwarf with no teeth, wearing my dinner as a hat. I laughed at the thought. I definitely had to see that spectacle!

			Because we lived so near The Surface, sometimes gnomes would find their way into our cavern and bring us news from the human world. Gnomes were creatures who lived underground like dwarves but delivered messages for humans on The Surface. They were about the same size as dwarves or a little smaller, but they were extremely stupid, probably because they only ate rubble. Still, I loved it when gnomes appeared, because they always brought some fascinating information from the humans.

			“King Gerald has been crowned! Long live the king!”

			“Queen Eleanor has borne a daughter. Long live Princess Snow White!”

			“Queen Eleanor has died!”

			Mother hated the gnomes and always chased them out of our cavern with her iron cooking spoon, but they always came back, and I was always eager to hear their news. With each little nugget of information about The Surface that I mined and collected, my heart seemed to beat a little louder.

			
			Up-up, up-up, up-up.
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			One day, when I was no more than twenty, Father brought me a leaf he’d found on his way home from the mine. He said it must have been carried into our caverns by a bat. The leaf was bright green, like an emerald. Curious, I took a nibble of one of the corners. Blech. It tasted as bad as emeralds, too. Like bat droppings.

			But I loved the leaf. I kept it for almost a year, watching it turn brown and brittle before it finally crumbled to bits. I begged my parents to let me go to The Surface and find another, but they flatly refused. I could get lost. I could get trampled by a Surface beast. Worst of all, I could run into a human.

			“But I want to see a human!” I told my parents.

			“Really?” said Mother. “And what if the human takes you by the beard, hmmm?”

			I gasped and put my hands up to my beard. A male dwarf’s beard is very important to him. It’s the source of his power, and it grows as his powers grow. But it’s also his greatest vulnerability. If anyone grabs him by the beard, he is at the grabber’s mercy and obligated to fulfill a request. If he tries to resist, he will experience the severest pain, and possibly death. I’ve never heard of a dwarf taking another dwarf by the beard. It’s an offense worthy of banishment. But there were plenty of stories of humans taking dwarves by the beard, and they weren’t the happily-ever-after sort of stories. It was the one thing my parents could mention that gave me pause about going to The Surface.

			
			“But my beard isn’t that long,” I said. At twenty-one, I had only a short, pointy tuft, hardly long enough to grab at all. “It’d be less of a risk now, wouldn’t it, than when my beard is longer and easier to grab?”

			My parents shared a look, the one that said they didn’t know quite what to do with me. “Here, try these on.” Mother tossed me a pair of bat-hair trousers she’d been weaving for me. I wiggled into them. “How do they feel?”

			The trousers felt a little itchy, but the bat hair would eventually soften and become quite comfortable, and they’d last at least a century, so long as I didn’t grow too much. “They’re fine. What do you think a human would ask me to do if they did take me by the beard?” I asked. I wouldn’t be distracted.

			“Oh, all sorts of horrible things, I expect,” said Mother. “Maybe dance on hot coals for a year.”

			I winced. “Could be worse,” I said.

			“Yes,” said Father. “They could command you to mine every ruby out of the earth and give them all to the humans. You wouldn’t be able to eat a single one.”

			I gave an audible gasp. To mine all the rubies under the earth but not be able to eat one seemed a torture beyond anyone’s capacity to bear.

			“That’s right,” said Mother, smiling. “So you be sure to keep your beard underground, safe and sound with us.”
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			That night, Mother tucked me into my little alcove with a heavy slab of granite over my chest to press me to sleep. She placed purple crystals all around my head to ward off nightmares. “We shouldn’t be frightening you with such talk about those vile humans. Try to put it out of your mind.”

			But I couldn’t. I’m sure my parents thought they were doing their job well, but, in truth, their stories and warnings only made me all the more determined.

			As I lay in the dark and quiet, I took hold of my beard and promised myself that someday I would escape to The Surface.

			I felt a buzzing that tickled my chin and shimmied through my whole being, and I knew I had invoked some kind of magic upon myself. I was going to see all the strange, growing things. I’d gaze at the sky and feel the warmth of the sun. I’d find another leaf, or maybe even two! And I’d spy on the strange humans who wore our food on their heads, and see the ugly human babies born without teeth.

			My wish would come true. I knew it. If only I’d known that getting your wish comes with its own load of rubble.
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			“Come down, Borlen.”

			“Nnnno!”

			“Borlen! You’re acting like a spoiled little twenty-year-old! Now come down!”

			I was fifty-one now, still considered a dwarfling, yet far too old to be hiding from my mother or throwing tantrums, but I didn’t care. “I won’t!” I clung to the top of the column. Mother was trying to take me down to the nursery mines again. She said I had to go at least once a month. But she couldn’t make me. I’d stay here all day and night if I had to. Even longer. I had stuffed my pockets full of limestone this morning so I wouldn’t have to come down for food.

			Mother pulled her kitchen ax from her apron. “If you don’t come down this instant, I’m going to chop down this column and chain you for six months!”

			I gasped. Chaining was reserved for simpletons too dim-witted to avoid falling into the lava rivers. Or for an odd dwarfling like me who tried to escape to The Surface on a regular basis. Last year, I tried to dig my own tunnel to The Surface right from our cavern, but Mother caught me before I had dug a dwarf-length. After that, Father sealed our cavern with a solid gem plaster, and Mother chained me for a month so I couldn’t move five feet from her. I was the laughingstock of the colony. I didn’t wish to repeat the experience.

			
			“Fizznugget,” I grumbled. Reluctantly I slid down the column.

			“That’s better. Now come on.” Mother snatched my hand and pulled me after her. “You’re going to make friends today.”

			“No, I’m not,” I muttered. Despite Mother’s considerable efforts, I hadn’t made a single friend in my five decades of visits to the nursery mines. I didn’t see why today would be any different.

			We descended a narrow staircase. Each step increased my dizziness. I tried to keep my mind off the depths by counting all the tunnels and caverns, reviewing where they led, how they connected, which ones went up, which ones went down. Which ones I hadn’t yet explored for a possible escape to The Surface.

			I probably knew the colony as well as any ancient dwarf—the upper tunnels, at least. I’d memorized every inch of our caverns, which tunnels intersected, which ones led to dead ends or sharp drop-offs. I kept track of the collapses that had blocked old tunnels and of the crews that dug new ones. But I still hadn’t found any means of escape.

			
			“Come on.” Mother tugged on my arm. “We’re almost there.” We came to a steep, spiraling descent, at least a hundred feet down, that led to the nursery mines. I immediately grew nauseous. I tried to turn back, but Mother snatched me up and placed me on her lap. We slid down and around, down and around. It was probably no more than five seconds, but it felt like five hours. My head was pounding, my heart racing, my palms sweating. Finally we landed in a pile of fine dust.

			“Here we are!” said Mother, standing up and dusting herself off first, then me.

			The nursery mines were a network of tunnels and caves, made especially for dwarflings. There were stalactites and stalagmites and sparkling mineral columns for younger dwarflings to climb and teethe upon. Older dwarflings played Dig for Diamonds and Pebble, Pebble, Geode and Spitzeroff, which was my favorite rock-tossing game, but I couldn’t play it down here, not with my headaches and dizziness.

			I usually stayed huddled in a corner, whimpering. Sometimes Mother forced me to go join a game of Pebble, Pebble, Geode, but I would just sit there the entire time, curled up into myself and completely ignored by the other dwarflings as they ran circles around me. I made a good pebble, I suppose.

			This time, instead of joining the others, I veered down the tunnel that led to the dragon hatchery, with my mother close behind. It was the only place in the nursery mines where I felt the slightest bit comfortable.

			The dragon eggs were kept in a warm, dark cavern. The burning coals surrounding the eggs were the only source of light, casting a weak glow. The eggshells were speckled gray, like polished granite. A few newly hatched dragons lay sprawled on the table, their thick eggshells in pieces around them. I scooped up a handful of coal and tossed bits of it to the baby dragons, and they snatched them up deftly with their sharp little teeth. They puffed smoke from their nostrils as the coal fed the tiny flames in their bellies. When the dragons were full grown, their big flames would help turn the rubble into diamonds and other gems, and ward off unwanted creatures from our caverns—Surface beasts and humans who feared the dragons would eat them alive. But, really, dragons weren’t dangerous. They’d never eat another living creature. They mostly ate coal, and only grew agitated if they were cold or the light was too bright. Dragons preferred heat and darkness. I used to want one as a pet, but Mother said no. They grew too quickly and ate too much. Besides, dwarves didn’t have pets. They had the dwarf colony: their mining crews, their friends, and their families.

			
			“All right, enough dragon time,” said Mother. “Let’s go play with some real dwarves now.”

			“I’d rather stay here,” I said. I picked up one of the baby dragons. He crawled onto my neck and puffed hot steam, which tickled my face.

			“Borlen, you’re a big dwarfling now,” said Mother. “You need to make some friends.”

			“What if no one wants to be my friend?” I asked.

			She ignored me. “And you must get used to the depths by the time you receive your summons.”

			
			“What if I don’t want to receive my summons?”

			Mother sighed and shook her head. “Don’t be ridiculous, Borlen.”

			My parents tolerated my obsession with The Surface to a point, but the thought that any dwarf might not be thrilled with the idea of mining with a crew was completely beyond their comprehension. Most dwarves couldn’t wait to receive their summons. And yet, I felt my chest collapse at the thought.

			“Come on.” Mother pulled the baby dragon off me and dragged me back into the caverns where all the dwarflings were playing. She pulled out a sack of gems—some pink crystal chips and fingerling sapphires—and offered the sack of treats to any dwarflings who passed by. Bribery.

			“My son would just love to play a game of Spitzeroff. Won’t you let him join you? He’s very good!”

			Most everyone ignored Mother. A few accepted the treats and then ran away, giggling. No one asked me to play with them. No one ever did. They didn’t want to be associated with the odd dwarfling who was obsessed with The Surface. But Mother kept trying.

			“Need another member on your crew?” Mother persisted. “Borlen would make a wonderful Fifth…or Sixth! Whatever you need. He’s a very agreeable fellow!”

			I wrapped my arms around my middle and hung my head. “Mother, please stop,” I grumbled.

			“He can play with us,” someone said. I looked up to see an older dwarfling at the head of a small group. I’d seen him in the nursery mines on occasion, though he’d never paid any attention to me. He was much older than me, nearly a full-wise dwarf, with a thick ginger beard already a few inches long. He must have been close to receiving his summons. “I’m Rudger.” He took one of the sapphires and gnawed on it as he spoke. “We’re playing Dig for Diamonds, and you can be on our crew.”

			
			“There, now. Isn’t that nice?” Mother smiled down at me. I didn’t move.

			“You’ll be just right for the job,” said Rudger. “Won’t he, crew?” The other dwarflings nodded vigorously.

			I hesitated. I could barely move. My head felt like it was being crushed between two boulders, but I also felt something else—a kind of spark in my chest. Rudger said they needed me. The idea that my presence might have some importance, some essential purpose to others, was like a silver string being threaded through my heart, pulling at me.

			I stood up on shaky legs and hobbled toward them.

			“Very good,” said Rudger. He snatched a few more sapphires and followed behind me.

			“I’m the Foredwarf. I’m quite expert-ienced.”

			I knew he meant experienced, but I thought it would be rude to correct him.

			“And this is my crew.” Rudger gestured to a handful of dwarflings with play axes and shovels. I counted them off. Six. I looked to Rudger, confused. A full crew consisted of six members, including the Foredwarf. Rudger grinned, showing big white teeth with shards of sapphire stuck between them. “You get to be the Seventh,” he said.

			My heart crumbled like a dry lump of dirt. There were only two reasons a dwarf would be summoned to a crew as a Seventh—because you were a troublemaker or an idiot. Either way, you were treated like rubble. Any member of the crew could give the Seventh orders, and the Seventh was obliged to carry out the most awful and menial tasks.

			
			I looked back at my mother, ready to run into her arms and make her carry me home, but her smile was so big and proud, I didn’t have the heart to go back to her without at least trying.

			“Okay,” I said. “I’ll be the Seventh.”

			“Excellent,” said Rudger.

			For the next hour, I was ordered about by six dwarflings, half of them younger than me.

			“Here, Seventh, take out the rubble.”

			“Seventh, polish my ax.”

			“You’re not digging fast enough, Seventh!”

			Play felt an awful lot like work.

			Finally, Rudger tired of Dig for Diamonds, and we played Pebble, Pebble, Geode. I was always a pebble and never a geode.

			Then we moved on to Spitzeroff. Surely I’d gain their respect now, especially when they saw how good my aim was. I could knock over two towers at once from fifty feet away. But Rudger and the others never even let me toss the rocks.

			“Someone has to pick them up,” said Rudger. “That’s your duty, Seventh. It’s very impertinent.”

			“You mean important,” I grumbled.

			The others tossed their rocks, dancing a jig each time they knocked over a tower. I had to rebuild the towers and take the other dwarflings’ stones back to them. I bore it all with as much patience as I could, right up until Rudger threw a rock while I was still stacking a tower. It hit me right in the fizzy-bone—that place on the elbow that fizzes and burns when you hit it wrong. I grimaced and hopped around, knocking over the tower.

			
			“Sorry about that,” said Rudger. “You blend in with the rubble.” The other dwarflings keeled over laughing.

			My anger erupted like a volcano. I scooped up the pile of stones and threw them as hard as I could. I hit one dwarfling in the chin, another in the chest. I saved Rudger for last. I hit him right in the forehead.

			Rudger grasped his forehead and started rolling on the ground, moaning. I knew he was pretending. Dwarves were so tough, we could get hit with a dozen stones twice as big and hard as the ones I’d thrown and not get a scratch. But that didn’t matter—I’d wounded his pride more than his forehead.

			“Borlen!” Mother shouted.

			“What a temper!” said one of the mothers. “You ought not to bring him here if he can’t control himself.”

			“Borlen, come here this instant!”

			My chin trembled, and the cavern blurred. I ran out of the nursery. Mother called after me, but I didn’t stop. I ran up the winding tunnels as high as I could go. I crawled in a shallow little cave to sulk while I crushed pebbles in my hands. Mother found me not long after.

			“I’m not going back down there,” I grumbled.

			“You don’t have to,” she said gently.

			
			“I’m not going to be on a crew, either.”

			“You don’t have to worry about that for a few decades,” said Mother.

			“And I’m going to live on The Surface,” I said. “Away from everyone.”

			Mother sighed. “Come on out now, Borlen. Let’s go home.”

			I was inching out of my hiding spot when I heard a little squeak. I searched for the source of the sound and discovered a dark little lump that twitched.

			It was a bat—a baby, I guessed by his size. I scooped him up in my hands. He squeaked pitifully.

			My heart ached for the lonely little creature. There was no one to care for him. I showed him to Mother. He was tiny, no bigger than my palm, with a soft furry head and thin little wings wrapped around his warm body. He kept his eyes squeezed shut, and trembled with fright.

			“Can I keep him?” I asked.

			“He looks like a runt,” said Mother. “He probably won’t live long.”

			“Please?”

			If things had gone differently in the nursery mines that day, if I had made any friends, I believe she would have said no, but perhaps she thought my having a pet bat was better than nothing at all.

			“You’ll have to find food for him,” she said. “Bugs, I think. Bats don’t eat rocks.”

			“I’ll find some,” I said.

			We went home, and I felt more content than I had in a long while. Mother and Father worried that my bat would keep us up all night, seeing as bats were nocturnal, but after I fed him a supper of rock mites and spiders, he crawled inside my shirt and curled up into a ball, a soft warm lump against my chest.

			
			“He’s an odd bat,” I said. “Just like I’m an odd dwarfling.”

			Mother gave a sad smile.
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			I named him Leaf, because his soft webbed wings reminded me of the leaf Father had brought me.

			My parents hoped that Leaf would be just the distraction to keep my mind off The Surface, and for a time, he was. In the beginning, he needed a lot of feeding, and I had to search for bugs almost constantly to keep him from crying. As he grew stronger, his company consoled me. I loved how he perched on my shoulder and flapped his leathery wings in my face when he was upset or excited. I taught him how to hang upside down and then to fly. Before long, we were racing each other up and down the tunnels.

			But, after a time, my attention was again drawn upward. I went back to my Surface hunts, and Leaf aided me in my quest. I drove my mother to madness, escaping our cavern, searching for a Surface hole, or attempting to dig my own. She chained me regularly. She begged and pleaded for me to stop. I didn’t. I couldn’t, but I underestimated the pains it gave my mother, the constant watching and worrying. Eventually, it became too much for her to bear.

			
			One day, I woke to find my parents sitting solemnly at the table, cups of steaming strolg and a tablet between them.

			“Good morning,” I said. I poured my own strolg and popped a few pink crystals into my mouth. I hummed while I crunched, thinking of which tunnels Leaf and I would explore today. We’d found a promising one with a steep-rising shaft that might lead to The Surface, if it wasn’t too steep or narrow.

			“Borlen, dear,” Mother said. “Sit down.”

			“No thank you,” I said politely. They were always telling me to sit down, slide down, go down, down, down. Staying upright was my quiet act of defiance, more difficult to punish than outright disobedience. This morning, however, my parents’ patience was thin.

			“Sit, Borlen!” Father snapped. “We have news.”

			My crunching slowed as I noticed their expressions. Mother was fidgety and seemed anxious. Father sat rigid, clutching his cup of strolg so tightly I thought it might break. I sat.

			“What’s wrong?” I said. “Has something happened?”

			Maybe there had been a collapse or someone had died. Maybe both. My grandmother Peridoti and my great-grandfather Nuum still worked in the mines. Both were over a thousand years old. But nothing could have prepared me for what my parents told me.

			
			“Nothing is wrong,” said Mother. “You’ve received your summons. You’ve been assigned to a crew.”

			I looked more closely at the tablet on the table. It was a golden tablet. Crew summons were always made on golden tablets.

			“But…I’m not old enough. Neither of you joined a crew until you were almost a hundred. You said yourself it would be at least two decades, maybe three.”

			“Exceptions can be made,” said Father. “For exceptional circumstances.”

			I looked between my parents. Understanding suddenly crashed down on me like a boulder. “You did this, didn’t you? You made them summon me!”

			“Borlen, dear,” said Mother, “it’s time for you to be among other dwarves, working in the mines.”

			“But I don’t want to work in the mines,” I said.

			“I’ve already told the First Foredwarf,” said Father, ignoring me. “You’ll be getting your ax and Fate Stone at the crew ceremony. It’s tomorrow.”

			Tomorrow! The room started to spin.

			“What tunnel?” I asked. “What tunnel have I been assigned to?”

			Father and Mother glanced at each other before Father finally said, “Tunnel 896.”

			I opened my mouth but couldn’t speak. My airways seemed to be blocked. It felt like my whole chest caved in as my heart shrank to the size of a pebble.

			Eight hundred ninety-six? That was a base tunnel! In the deepest depths! I wouldn’t last a day. I felt dizzy already.

			
			“It’s an honor,” said Mother. “Many dwarves only dream of working on such a distinguished crew.”

			My suspicions deepened. “Then why would they choose me?” I said. It was well known in the colony that I had a fear of depths. The Foredwarf of this crew must have known I would be utterly useless.

			“Well,” said Father. “The Foredwarf said he could use a Seventh, so…”

			I gasped. “A Seventh?”

			Memories of Rudger and the nursery mines came flooding back. Mother must have read my mind.

			“He really seems a kind Foredwarf, Borlen,” said Mother. “Very cheerful. I’m sure you’ll be quite…content on his crew. Let’s have a nice celebratory breakfast, shall we? You’re a full-wise dwarf now.”

			I slumped in my chair. My parents crunched their breakfast and chattered on about how proud they were, how wonderful it would be. I couldn’t eat. I just sat there, thinking how my life had disintegrated in a matter of moments. The shock of what had just happened started to wear off and anger set in.

			“I’m not doing it,” I said.

			Mother’s smiled vanished. “What?”

			“I’m not joining a crew. I’m not going to be a Seventh.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous,” said Mother. “Of course you will. No dwarf refuses a position on a crew. Have some more sapphires.” Mother tried to dish me up some of the roasted sapphires, but I slapped my plate away. It fell to the floor and broke into several pieces.

			“You didn’t even ask me!” I shouted. “You went behind my back and planned my entire life without even talking to me!”

			
			Mother stared down at my broken plate. Father spoke quietly, but his voice rumbled like a cave before a giant collapse. “And how many times have you gone behind our backs, Borlen? How many times have you tried to go to The Surface? Do you understand the consequences of such a thing? You could be killed. You could be taken by the beard. You could be banished.”

			“I won’t go to The Surface,” I said. “I promise I won’t try to escape again, just don’t send me to the depths! You know how ill it makes me.” I was whining now, like a little twenty-year-old dwarfling, but I didn’t care. I was desperate.

			“That’s enough, Borlen,” said Father. “You’ve been spoiled. And it’s my fault. I’ve indulged this nonsense for far too long. I believed you would grow out of it, but now I see I’ve only encouraged your bad behavior. You’re a dwarf. It’s high time you started acting like one.”

			“But—”

			“We will not discuss it further,” said Father, his usually cheerful face now stony and cold.

			I looked to Mother, pleading with my whole soul, but she shook her head. “It’s for the best, Borlen.” She bent down and began to pick up the pieces of my shattered dish.

			I did not have the strength to pick up the pieces of my shattered hopes.
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			The crew ceremony took place in the main cavern, the largest cavern in all the colony, hundreds of times larger than our home in both width and height. It was difficult to believe there could be any space in the world bigger than this, though I’d read that The Surface was endless. I couldn’t imagine. I wanted to see it with my own eyes.

			An enormous copper pendulum hung from the cavern’s domed ceiling. It arced gracefully back and forth over our heads, marking the earth’s rotation, our days and months and years underground.

			Glowing rivers of lava in deep trenches below made the air hot and sulfurous. Above and all around floated hundreds of glimmering, pulsing orbs—glowfish. Glowfish were small fireball creatures who lived in the lava rivers, but when we fished them out, they’d float all over the colony to light our tunnels and caverns. When they started to lose their glow, they’d drift back to the lava river to rekindle their light, and then we’d fish them out again. One glowfish bobbed right in front of my face. The heat tickled my nose. I gave the glowfish a gentle nudge and it drifted away.

			
			My attention was then drawn to the bustling activity around me. It seemed the entire colony had come to witness the ceremony and perhaps show off a few of their tricks. There were knife throwers who could juggle twelve blades at once and catch them in their teeth. A lava drinker downed a cup of lava in one gulp and burped up flames while smoke curled out of his ears.

			There were Spitzeroff contests and dragon rides. Dwarflings squealed with delight as they rode around in circles on the backs of gentle dragons puffing smoke through their nostrils, the occasional flame streaming through their mouths.

			Leaf poked his head out of my shirt to investigate all the noise and commotion. He squeaked his discontentment at having his peace and quiet interrupted.

			“You didn’t have to come,” I said grumpily.

			He squeaked further displeasure and tucked himself back into my shirt.

			A puppeteer sat on a high ledge and dangled rock puppets from silver strings, terrorizing her audience with “The Tragedy of Beryl’s Beard.” It was a story as old as dwarves, one that my parents told me regularly in an effort to deter me from trying to escape to The Surface.

			The legend goes that a dwarf named Beryl the Bushy-Bearded attempted to make friends with the humans back when their existence first became known to us. He believed humans were similar to dwarves, even though they were so tall and strange-looking, and not nearly as intelligent or strong. Humans died very young, many at birth, the rest barely living a few decades before they fell to sickness or were devoured by wild beasts. Beryl attempted to help them—taught them how to light fires, make tools, and find shelter and even showed
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