Prologue

Duli enjoyed receiving a kiss gentler than might be expected from the dwarf warrior, Geordan Greencutter. She never wanted that touch to end, but duty tugged her husband away. He drew back, his eyes never leaving hers, his hand trailing one last touch through her sandy-brown hair. She held her pose steady. Duli knew he was relishing an image of her to sustain him on his journey.

Geordan began dressing for the road, lit by a dying hearthfire. She watched lover turn to warrior. His movements echoed in their stone warren, deep under Dhea Loral’s surface world. Metal armor covered a brawny chest. An axe with a notched blade sat comfortably in his belt. He tucked a helm featuring the symbols of Nandorrin, God of Fire, under one arm.

His attire contrasted Duli’s nakedness, as she lay partially covered in furs upon their bed. Duli looked away from her husband for only a moment, throwing a glance at an item resting against the wall. “I wish you would take your musket. It would make me feel safer.”

Geordan sighed and shook his head. He collected the gear close to his musket, yet left the weapon where it rested. He hefted his pack, never turning his back to his loved one. “It wouldn’t be proper for the journey. I won’t be alone.”

“I know the tales about leaving a gun behind.”

Geordan gave her a comforting smile. “What do they say?”

In the face of his easy attitude, Duli began to feel that her fears were silly. Perhaps she was worrying too much. She lowered her eyes, “Well, you usually take it with you…”

“Not always…”

“…but you aren’t allowed to take it on forays that have a good chance of ambush or capture. Are you being honest with me? How grim is this journey?”

He waited until she looked back up at him. Even though her countenance was beset with worry, Geordan’s eyes clearly held her in awe. She didn’t know what had attracted him to her so, but he always let her know that Duli was his light in the dark.

“We’ve had border clashes with the Tariykan Empire, but this isn’t a matter worth worrying. My company is going to a peace talk. It isn’t proper to walk in there with muskets.”

Duli nodded. “I guess I’m just worried for you. I gave up my old life to start one here by your side. You are my home; not these tunnels. If you ever meet your death before me, I hope the gods take my life soon after.”

Geordan stood by the door, offering a confident, reassuring visage. “I would feel the same way. You are my world. Try not to worry.”

The door closed and he was gone. Duli reclined alone on their bed, trying not to dwell on her fears. The dwarf woman set her mind on the bright future they would have. Her thoughts wandered to when they would try for a baby and what names they would pick. Sleep came peacefully.

CHAPTER 1

Duli walked among the other dwarves living in the subterranean city Tok-Maurron, bartering away the leather goods she crafted in favor of household needs. A new noise drowned out the low, constant echo of voices characteristic of Lower City’s large cavern. A pause settled over the crowded marketplace as a series of horn blasts sounded. The cadence of notes carried a clear message: a company of warriors had returned to the clan.  The news lifted Duli’s spirits. As far as she knew, her husband’s company was the only one that had been out. Other dwarves reacted with equal excitement, voices echoing louder across the cavern.

She wasted no more time with her neighbors. It had been eighteen days, almost two full weeks, since he departed for the human country of Tariyka. The chamber they shared felt lonely with his presence gone. She wanted to greet him properly.

Her sturdy, dwarven frame weaved through the crowds as she made for Nandorrin’s Halls, a warren full of working-class families. To get there from the market, she had a long run down the gentle, terraced slope of the gargantuan cavern of Lower City toward the bright glow of Hearthfire that gave the city and warrens warmth. She raced through the smoky haze permeating the merchant section, past decorative pillars supporting the cavern roof. Smokeless lamps and a fair amount of luminous plants on walls and in gardens lit her path. Dwarves needed only small amounts of light to see in the dark. It wasn’t a lack of sight but a confusing movement in the crowds which caused Duli to stumble into an old friend. 

“Pardon me, Sargas!” She told the older dwarf, twice her age, “I shouldn’t be running like that.” She put out a hand to steady him.

The hunched-back dwarf, shorter than Duli, swiveled his good eye up to look at her. The other eye glinted milky white.

“Nay worries, but don’t fuss over me! A hundred and five years doesn’t make me an invalid prone to falling on my rump.”

Duli relaxed her grip upon noticing Sargas’ drinking buddies nearby. They enjoyed some mirth about the collision over ale at Deepmug’s.

She tried to turn the situation away from her embarrassment by complimenting him. “A century under your belt and not a gray whisker to show for it.”

Before Sargas “Gun Hand” Bristlebeard replied, one of his friends spoke. “How would you tell? His beard is under so much black powder, if he lit a pipe his face would blow up!”

The aging warrior pointed up at his blind eye. “My face already blew up once,” His grin stretched the burn marks marring the growth of beard on that side. “Made me pretty!”

Laughter ensued as he turned back to Duli. “I’m going up to greet the boys. I assume you were heading home to get things ready for your fellow?”

Duli blushed, which wouldn’t have been noticed on most dwarves except she had been forced to get rid of her beard in order to live with Geordan in Tok-Maurron. Since Duli was born non-clan, and her beard removed because of it, she ranked among the lowest class of anyone in the city. Her old friend could plainly see the red glow about her smooth cheeks as she answered, “It’s proper that I have a cozy fire and warm food waiting for him.”

“Well, I won’t cause you to tarry…”

Sargas barely spoke the words and she went on the move again. Duli’s sand-colored hair bobbed loosely just past her shoulders. She did have a braided tail, longer than the rest of her hair, which peeked out from under the back. Some strands bounced into the silver, hoop earrings she wore; a parting gift from her family when leaving her home city. Duli hoped the run wouldn’t mess her hair up too much. Generally, once the horn sounded the arrival, there was little time to get ready before Geordan arrived in their chamber.

Duli thrust open the door of their abode, dumping her purchases from Lower City on a stone table cut out of the wall. She spoke a command, causing the smokeless sconces on the walls to light up. It was a simple miracle offered by the priests, allowing many similar sconces and gems to light up the underground city. Duli strode over and fed more wood into the starving fire. The extensive air flues weren’t enough to warm the distant warrens; unlike Lower City, which stayed warm due to the forges and heat from dwarf bodies. She paused, taking stock of the larder. Lack of fresh food limited her options. Duli settled for a pot of leftovers sitting near the hearth; a mix of meat and vegetables from the previous evening. It wasn’t uncommon to re-cook something the next day, even the day after. Duli hoped some sauce and a chunk of bread might cover up any old taste from the mix.

As the food heated up, she set aside the clutter accumulating in the underground home. Duli grabbed a large wooden frame, supporting a stretched skin, and shoved it into a back corner. Her hands cleaned off the scraper before tossing it and a skinning knife onto a shelf. It surprised her to realize she still wore her self-crafted tool harness. It wouldn’t be good for her husband to get jabbed by part of her hatchet or the handle of the big knife when they hugged. Duli undid the harness and tossed it over by the skin-frame.

It further mortified her to realize she still wore her leather buckskins from the trip to the surface that morning. She favored the comfortable outfit while trapping animals, but didn’t want to greet her returning husband wearing it. Duli sat down on the edge of the bed, tugging everything off at once. She labored to get into a decent dress and bodice. It was a homely outfit that could be ripped off easily later if he came home in the mood to ravage her. She hoped he was in that mood today! Even if he wasn’t, she looked forward to warming herself against him under their blankets this night.

“Sandstone! Nay fresh bread, only these hard biscuits!” With a flurry of motion, she stirred the pot before grabbing some coins and rushing back towards Lower City.

The leather crafter was so distracted she didn’t notice the excitement level of the huge cavern had changed to an angry mood. Her first hint of something out of the ordinary struck when she laid eyes upon a friend. Like Duli, Shauna Horgar had seen fifty winters; unlike Duli, her braided beard marked her as native to Tok-Maurron. Shauna had been married for twelve years compared to Duli’s three, and had been a friend of hers since arriving in the city.

Duli would have waved a quick greeting, had not Shauna been in the process of going ashen in the face while talking to a member of Geordan’s company. Duli couldn’t hear the conversation, but she saw Shauna go limp in the arms of another friend. Shauna’s husband had been with Geordan.

Several heated words carried through the marketplace, Duli began paying attention to the scattered voices.

“…will be war now! Tariyka will pay with blood!”

“We went to talk and they set an ambush! The humans didn’t catch many of us. We rallied and pushed back…”

Duli stood in shock, listening to the outraged cries of her husband’s kin. Dwarves were normally a stoic race; their emotions hid behind low brows and thick beards. Anger was the one emotion that could be brought most readily to the surface. From Shauna’s open reaction, Duli knew the woman had received the worst news any wife could ever hear. There were already too many widows in Tok-Maurron from small melees with human-dominated Tariyka. She had been hoping Geordan would bring back news of an agreement that would end the bad blood between their cultures.

She didn’t waste time in Lower City. Someone called her name, but Duli did not heed it. She would get the news from her husband soon enough. Geordan would probably come home with all manner of worries on his mind. Duli traded for the bread and ran home amidst the growing clamor, and crowds, in the cavern. Grizzled veterans who had once chased monsters from the mountains were calling out to their kin that the king needed to take action.

Duli arrived in her chamber to discover Geordan had not yet returned. She had been worried she would miss him. “Probably talking to a general or noble; more time to prepare for his return.”

Satisfied that the pot was hot enough, she moved it further down the spit so as to not overdo it. After all, there was no telling when he would arrive. Duli lost track of the time as she put away clothes, cleaned the table and straightened the bed. Chores kept her so busy that she paid little attention to the dying hearthfire. Duli paused to check on the food again; worried why Geordan was taking so long.

A creak came from the door as it swung open. She put on her welcoming smile and turned around. Sargas “Gun Hand” Bristlebeard stood halfway inside the open portal. Duli realized she had never properly closed the door. Sargas paused there, but his eye avoided looking at Duli. He spoke while watching the floor; his voice pitched barely above a whisper. “I don’t mean to intrude; the door was open. Just came to get Geordan’s musket and powder.”

She took no offense at his apparent gloom. Instead, Duli remained cheerful, hoping for some news about her husband. She pointed to the musket. The polished barrel reflected the care Duli devoted to it while her husband was away. The powder barrel and a bag of lead shot sat nearby.

Duli smiled as she dropped a few lines to inquire about her husband. “Haven’t seen him yet. I can help you carry it to him.”

The older dwarf’s one good eye darted in surprise. He glanced to either side at the preparations on the table and the kettle of food, before turning his gaze upon her content face.

“You haven’t heard?” He wasn’t directing it at her as much as musing out loud.

Out of respect for the news of the fighting, and knowing that at the very least Shauna’s husband had died, Duli returned to a stoic dwarven countenance.

“I know the talks went badly. I heard the humans were aiming to catch some of our men unaware. Someone said we gave them a beating for it.”

The older dwarf, veteran of many fights before an exploding musket barrel took one eye, stared at Duli. His feet shuffled a step. Although she could tell he was having trouble saying something, she respectfully waited for his words.

“Duli,” he might have paused to swallow, although such action would have been hidden under his bristly beard, “I heard from the others, Geordan was killed in the ambush…”

Duli’s mind tumbled. As Sargas continued, she put up a wall to protect her feelings.

“You heard? Heard from who?”

The veteran paused at the interruption and glared with his good eye. “People who were there.”

“Then you didn’t see a body!” Duli’s tone became less respectful by the moment. Sargas had no reason to be dishonest with her, but she preferred to think he had erred rather than face the truth. “Nandorrin’s hammer! He could be out there lost or something. We should go find him!” Duli worried about her husband being alive and needing their help in the wild. If Geordan had died, she would have felt it in her gut.

In response to her outburst, the veteran showed offense to her insinuation of falsehood. Gun Hand straightened to his full height, though his hunched back still made him shorter than the woman he faced. His voice came across as a respected male of the dwarven patriarchy, addressing an upstart, bottom-caste female. “They brought the body with them! If you have any doubts, you can go up to the Stonebrow Vault and look for yourself! Geordan was a good friend of mine, and other friends of his were there to see him fall. His soul rests in Dorvanon.”

His tone set Duli back on her heels. She wanted to denounce his words, but she could form none of her own. Dwarven women were used to hardships, and Duli had made sacrifices of her own. She gave up her previous life to live with Geordan in his clan. Since then, he had made all her burdens seem trivial. If she accepted his death, the world would be an unbearable place.

In the uneasy silence, her fists clenched with nervous energy.

Gun Hand wasted no more words with her. As Master-at-Arms of the clan, he was the one tasked with caring for their arsenal. All the guns were clan property first and foremost. She watched in mute frustration as he walked over to grab Geordan’s musket. The gun displayed designs reflecting the dwarven beliefs. The flintlock hammer depicted Nandorrin, God of Fire, raising his smith’s hammer to strike. Along the stock were eleven notches carved into the durable wood. Duli had never given thought to the fact that they represented enemies Geordan had killed with the musket. He had faced Tariykans in past skirmishes along a disputed border. Duli refused to believe he was a notch for some boasting Tariykan.

Duli could not bring herself to speak as Sargas snatched up the gun, powder barrel, and bag of lead shot. She wanted to admonish him for taking her husband’s things. Her heart ached to snap at the dwarf and tell him that Geordan would be back to claim his belongings later. Sargas had no right to take her husband’s gun and pass it on to some young fool. Even as he walked out, refusing any more eye contact, she could not bring her mouth to voice the words she wanted to say. Duli stood there, brow furrowed, eyes glaring, fists clenched, unwilling to give in to despair. Despair was for those who lost their husbands. Duli had no plans to become a widow.

Her body remained so tense that she felt as if many of her muscles were pulled taut. She finally lost strength and dropped to a sitting position on the edge of the two-person bed. Duli whispered to herself that it wasn’t true. Her voice, pitched so low that little air actually came out from her moving lips, begged for Geordan to walk in the door.

Another dwarf ran up to her doorway, daring to peek inside. Her closest friend, Glaura Greencutter, was married to a cousin of Geordan. She had befriended Duli the first day the leather crafter arrived here from her home city. Glaura’s eyes sought Duli’s from within reddish-brown hair and beard swept down to her beltline.

Duli turned her eyes upon this latest intruder. She didn’t want anyone coming to her door unless it was her husband.

“Oh, Duli, I heard…” Glaura started to say before Duli interrupted her.

“You heard wrong!” Duli spat with more anger than intended. Her tone caused Glaura to shrink back into the hall a bit. “Geordan is fine. I’m cooking a meal for him. When he gets home, I’m going to give him a big kiss and show how much I love him!”

Her voice cracked, betraying the pain building inside. Glaura got past the frightful moment and stepped into the chamber. Duli knew her friend wasn’t about to leave her alone.

Glaura spoke regarding her own husband, “Tormero told me what happened. He helped bring the body down from the surface.”

Before she even finished, Duli defiantly shook her head.

“I’m telling you he is alive. He has fought Tariykans before and beaten them. Humans are stupid. They can’t catch Geordan!”

Glaura sat down on the bed next to Duli. The beardless dwarf looked away from her friend. Glaura slowly managed to get her arms around Duli, despite the adamant woman flinching from any such comfort.

“I know he’s alive!” Her voice cracked. “He’ll be here any moment. I’ll ask him if he saw any amazing new creatures on his journeys, like I always do.”

Glaura held Duli close as her green eyes began to water. There were no words in the dwarf language for crying or tears. Males got somber, while females suffered “sorrows”. Glaura held her friend close, yet Duli could see she turned her eyes away out of respect. It wasn’t polite to witness a dwarf in the midst of sorrows.

“We are just starting to plan on children.” Duli made every effort to make the words sound firm, even as her voice lacked strength. “I hope to talk him into naming a boy after my father. You will still offer us that old cradle, when it’s time?”

Duli could not hold her faith any longer. She surrendered her denial while in her friend’s comforting arms. The sorrows ran freely down her cheeks.

CHAPTER 2

Two days passed before the bodies of those slain in the Tariykan ambush were placed in Staprel Gom, hallowed hall of dwarf gods, for mourning. The emotions stirred from the surprise attack drew almost every dwarf of the clan to pay their respects in this holiest of places. Mourners crowded the hall, as the air hummed with muttered curses aimed at the humans responsible. Guards turned away foreign ambassadors and merchants who would normally enjoy a walk through this portion of the city. The sight of the fallen was reserved for native families. The dead lay on slabs before the patron deities they most worshipped, thin shrouds covering their fatal wounds.

Duli moved through her husband’s kinsmen in a haze of her own creation. She saw and heard her fellow dwarves, but her mind wandered a world apart. Duli felt alone in a clan that was not her own.

The light of her life existed no more. She had barely eaten in the last two days, yet her stomach felt no hunger. The few bites Duli forced down that morning settled uncomfortably in her belly, defying digestion.

One of the first altars she passed belonged to Taekbol, God of the Underworld. Like many others below the surface world, Duli had once held this god in her highest esteem. She knelt before his altar and tried to find words for prayer.

“Taekbol, God of my beginnings, watcher over my youth,” Duli projected her thoughts to the statue before her. “I’m afraid I’ve forgotten the proper way to open a prayer for you. My mother always told me to start by praising the generosity of the gods…but I can’t feel any thankfulness at this time. I feel…”
Duli paused, clearing a lump in her throat. “…forsaken.”

She was at a loss in how to proceed. Her mind explored all her worries.

“The fire of my life is extinguished, yet my body remains. How am I to live on as an empty shell? Half-finished crafts, leather scraps, my livelihood, sit waiting to be completed. My traps on the surface go unchecked, yet I have no heart for it. How can I be creative and industrious when my spirit is so weary from loss? What difference would my craft offer my coin purse? A female crafter, non-clan, bereft of her husband, is little more than a vagabond.”

“Night becomes a timeless eternity when underground. Sleep remains elusive, only to arrive alongside terrible dreams. I wander outside my home to the great clock in Lower City, only to realize I have spent long hours of the night watching the hearthfire dwindle.”

In that reflective moment, she finally knew what prayer she sought. “I wish to be reunited with my husband.” The sorrows wet her eyes. “I pray for death.”

Duli dabbed her eyes with the dark-gray headwrap worn about her shoulders. The molber wool headwraps were the mantles of mourning worn by all the widows. The soft fabric, made from sheep native to the Molberus range, covered their hair, shoulders, and draped past beards. For Duli, the touch of that wool against her beardless cheeks served only to remind her of the sacrifices she made to be with a man who could no longer be with her.

She rose up and turned to view the throng of dwarves. Traditionalists composed the majority of her race; adhering to customs long after they were outdated. The loss of her beard was one such example. It was a custom born from the Godswars, when even dwarven clans warred among themselves. Females, so often ignored in dwarven society, sometimes became saboteurs against rivals. The success of those women resulted in clans removing the beards of non-clan females that sought to stay in their cities. The removal of a beard left a distinctive mark that could not be hidden in dwarven society, warranting extra attention from guards. The war faded into ancient history; the custom still persevered.

For that reason, Duli’s appearance had been slighted. She accepted the sacrifice in order to make her home by Geordan’s side. His death left Duli bereft of her bright future. In her heart, she felt no compulsion to call Tok-Maurron her home. Duli’s home was Geordan, and soon he would be entombed in stone.

Duli moved further into Staprel Gom. She came upon Geordan’s resting slab, positioned before the god Nandorrin. The God of Fire was revered by smiths and those who made war using the black powder of the guns.

Guffan Stonebrow, a general related to the king, approached her. He didn’t ask Duli how she felt. The general apparently felt the best way to talk to her was to tell her how good of a soldier Geordan was.

“He was a dependable gun to have at your side,” Guffan slurred his words. His thick fist waved a half-empty mug in emphasis. “I could count on him nay matter what came at us. Now he guards the gates to Dorvanon! He’ll serve the gods with as much devotion as he gave to the clan. If only our gods could walk this world again, as they did before the Godswars. They would cast down the humans. We’ll go after the Tariykans for you, Duli. We’ll bring them justice in a hail of shot. I don’t even know why those foolish humans bother wearing armor; our guns’ll tear right through it!”

Duli nodded, more for his sake than hers. He stumbled off to drink some more. Like the general, her thoughts cursed the humans, but Guffan’s threats seemed hollow. How many fallen humans would it take to bring her love back from the dead?

Duli failed to understand the attitudes of the men. For the most part, they said little to her whenever they did speak. The males were too busy drinking toasts to those fallen. They reminisced about the dead, laughed about past deeds and lifted mugs in last respects. The women were all too often invisible to them.

A gnarled male shambled towards her while leaning on his cane. When Duli saw the pinched face hidden amongst a scraggly mat of white hair, her heart felt a wave of dread. In that visage, she could see the prison destined to become her future. Popguv Rockhand honestly felt he was helping the “poor” women, while putting them in a position the women considered a form of slavery.

Popguv reached out to her shoulder, giving her an arthritic squeeze with his hand to offer comfort. “A sad day this be, but the Mennurdan Guild is there for you. We’ll be happy to finish your training and thus help you provide for yourself.”

His attitude turned Duli’s stomach. She forced a polite tone when she replied. “Geordan never had to teach me anything. I mastered my craft.”

The words didn’t seem to get through Popguv’s maze of hair. “Of course, I’m sure your leatherwork must have made your family happy. The guild is here to help you learn true mastery. The Stonebrows and their kin set very high standards.” His tone made it seem that no matter how good Duli considered her craftsmanship, it was amateurish compared to anything their males could teach. “Don’t forget we are here for you. We do hate to see it when women try to craft without the enlightenment we offer. The Mennurdan Guild will always be happy to take you in.”

Duli knew he genuinely thought he offered her a favor. Popguv took much pride in what he and his masters could teach; he couldn’t fathom how a woman could survive without male guidance. As he continued on, moving towards the next widow, he missed the shudder that ran through her body. Duli’s future narrowed. She could try to earn a living on her own despite the prejudice the males showed towards solitary females, or she could join the Mennurdan Guild in order to sell more. In the guild, she would be giving up profits as well as her freedom. Worst of all, her pride in her craft would be slowly dismantled by disapproving, narrow-minded males.

The women in Staprel Gom observed the mourning time vastly different from the men. They were more attuned to the loss that the widows felt. They approached Duli with comforting words unsaturated by ale or promises of vengeance.

Duli observed some things lacking amongst her conversation with her friends. Her best friend Glaura tried to bring her comfort. Glaura had her heart in the right place, but not the effort. Duli heard her falter over words and suffer through awkward pauses. The new widow was grateful for her friend, but on this occasion Glaura only reminded Duli of her past words to other widows. The leather crafter remembered how she had always felt unsure what to say when her friends lost their husbands. Glaura’s uncertainty seemed to mirror her past attempts to console others. Duli knew no words could give her comfort, though she appreciated her friend’s efforts.

Glaura ended the conversation by offering to stop by her chambers later and perhaps sharing a drink. Duli absently nodded.

Her friends tried to bring her comfort. None of them really understood the hole in her soul. Some even dared to wish for good things to come to her. Duli felt that nothing good would ever outweigh her sorrow.

The tone was different when greeted by older widows. They touched hands with Duli or hugged her. Many offered an open door anytime if she needed to talk to someone. They didn’t offer false promises or tell her how things would get better. Duli felt the most comfort in their presence, even when few words were expressed.

Duli was now part of a sisterhood, born from the common feeling of sorrow that bound their emotions. They looked into her eyes and shared their loss. Duli was in their shoes now. With new understanding, Duli could see the shadow of pain hidden in their hearts. Some had lost husbands, some had lost sons, and more than a few of them had lost both.

Duli wondered where they got the strength to endure such loss. How did these women persevere? How did they pick up their shattered lives? When does the pain ever become tolerable?

Duli felt the need to find someone with whom she could relate the most. Glaura, despite their friendship, lacked the ability to understand her pain. Instead, Duli found herself standing close to Shauna Horgar. She remembered seeing Shauna across the marketplace the day the news hit her. Her husband, Bolgor, died alongside Geordan. Her pain was as fresh as Duli’s.

Shauna’s fair hair and golden eyes, (both a rare and attractive attribute to dwarves), were nearly covered by the same molber wool headwrap Duli wore. She stonily held her outward composure well despite the pain, as expected of dwarves. Even as they spoke, their eyes were on another recent widow who fared worse at hiding her feelings.

“That is Katy Dornan,” Shauna stated. “She works in the back of Deepmug’s preparing food.”

Duli noted the young widow named Katy suffering from “the shakes”. It was a condition of one who couldn’t hold back the signs of their inner pain. Their shoulders would shake, even as the sorrows ran unchecked from eyes to beard.

Duli listened to Shauna’s words. “She is maybe forty? Perhaps a year or two older? So young, barely past her childhood, though same as my age when I married. I can look back on twelve years beside a wonderful husband. Katy was only married three months ago.”

The two of them watched as Katy’s sorrows distracted the male dwarves toasting the fallen. The dwarf warriors called on her to quiet her emotions out of respect for the dead. A few of the widows, women who had lost their husbands a long time ago, went to Katy’s side and promptly led her out of Staprel Gom. They threw dagger-sharp looks at the backs of the uncaring men.

It left a sour taste in Duli’s mouth. She whispered her disgust to Shauna. “Why do men-folk feel embarrassed to be witness to our suffering? Can we not mourn in whichever way we see fit? I have lost the joy of my life, as Katy has. Do I not have the right to give in to the sorrows if the pain overburdens me?”

Shauna reached up to readjust her headwrap. It lifted high enough for Duli to see the six braided sections of her beard. Shauna leaned closer. “It is a male world. If you aren’t the one serving their meals or spreading your legs for them, you’re of nay use.”

“Geordan made me feel equal. He made me feel loved.”

“As was Bolgor special to me,” Shauna nodded, “But this is a land of fathers and sons. They care not for our opinions. We are not their equals.”

Duli and Shauna stood in silence for a moment. Duli’s hand came up, dabbing the headwrap against the moisture at the corners of her green eyes. Even with a friend standing next to her, she felt utterly alone.

Shauna confided, “If Bolgor’s death didn’t end all my happiness, then it surely ended when Popguv came over and assured me an apprenticeship in his guild.”

The mention of the guild leader and what he represented submerged Duli’s heart deeper into depression. “He already approached me,” Duli mumbled, just barely loud enough for Shauna to hear. “What are you going to do?”

“What choice is left to me?” With no eyes upon them, Shauna took that moment to raise the edge of her headwrap. The woman spit upon a statue of Kelor, God of Luck. It was a reaction from someone who felt that the Lord of Fortunes had spit upon her. The fair-haired widow continued without missing a beat. “I will lessen myself by placing my craft at their disposal. They will teach me to do things their way. My own designs will be ridiculed, for I do not follow custom. When I finally make traditional items the way they tell me to, they will boast over my craft as if it was their sweat and not mine. The only other choice is to become impoverished making rogue creations without the guiding hand of a male. The men shun the works of a woman trying to survive on her own.”

“I face the same prospects.” Duli tried to swallow her emotions past the lump in her throat. “I have nay need of a male mentor. Geordan didn’t skin animals or craft leather until I showed him how.”

She recalled her pride when the masters of her home clan had bestowed the rank of master upon her work. Duli did not want to humble herself to a guild of overbearing males. Green eyes looked towards the exit of Staprel Gom, where Katy had been led out only minutes earlier.

Duli declared, “I won’t go to that guild. I can sell my wares to the women.”

Fair-haired Shauna glanced at her. “But it’s the men who control the coins. Most women spend only what their husbands or fathers grant to them.”

Duli closed her eyes. She felt Shauna’s arm reach around to offer a slight hug.

“Don’t mind my words, Duli,” Shauna whispered. “It might be possible to make a decent living that way. Maybe I’ll get stubborn and turn my back on Popguv as well. I just can’t decide how to face a future without my love.”

Duli nodded. “Same here.”

She reopened her eyes and returned Shauna’s hug. “I think I’ll be going back to my hall. I’ve had enough mourning in public. Time for me to be alone.”

Once goodbyes were exchanged, she walked through the tunnels of the underground city. Few dwarves or outsiders were around. Once Duli had descended as far as Lower City, it seemed as if she was in a ghost town. Listening to her footsteps echo as she walked, she felt alone with her thoughts.

Tok-Maurron would never be her home. She briefly entertained the thought of returning to her family’s halls, but discarded the idea. It was too far over the mountains, and she wasn’t even sure where, having only traveled the route once. She couldn’t go alone, and a merchant caravan wouldn’t take a female crafter. It might be possible if she joined the Mennurdan Guild and finished an apprenticeship, but that could take decades. She would not give in to Popguv at all. Even if she made it back, she might be forced to remain beardless, a ‘used’ wife no good for remarrying, and be a burden to her family. She simply couldn’t return.

Duli’s solitary shadow made its way into Nandorrin’s Halls, her feet dragged as if resisting her fate. A future without Geordan was an unacceptable destiny. A life alone under the patriarchal customs of Tok-Maurron and Clan Stonebrow would be hell.

Her thoughts turned towards a solution taboo to any dwarven god. If living was hell, then she had nothing to lose by dying. If Geordan was waiting for her at the gates of Dorvanon, she would not make him wait long.

Duli made up her mind and her pace quickened with new purpose. She had to act before she changed her mind. It was up to her to take her own life.
This was a sample of “The Widow Brigade” by Douglas Van Dyke Jr, available on Amazon and Kindle.

