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 CHAPTER ONE 

Goodbye, My Village 

 
ommon sense was not a gift all dwarves inherited. You‟d think the same, too, if you woke up to 

the noise of your neighbour shovelling heaped up snow at the first break of dawn. Snowy buried 

his head under the pillow with a growl. It was impossible going back to sleep with the din drumming on 

his ears like that. But he didn‟t want to get up, and he didn‟t want to go out. He didn‟t want to hear the 

whispers.  

    But get up he did, shivering from head to toe. The cold was as unbearable as the stupid racket that 

followed him all the way to the living room. 

    The dwarf called Torosus, who happened to be Snowy‟s neighbour, had been practicing that ritual 

since ever Snowy could remember. Every morning, he would shovel the heaps of snow coating his 

yard, then take a very short stroll with his wife and son to experience the unparalleled joy of walking on 

solid ground, not caring that all his hard work would go to waste by midday, as snow would've built up 

to its previous height by that time.  

    Snowy shook his head as he put the kettle on and sat by the fireplace. He didn't know what got on his 

nerves more—the noise or the fool causing it. 

    “But it‟s almost a good distraction,” he told himself as he waited for the water to boil. He knew he 

could always depend on the ruckus to distract him and that he could not even dream of having a quiet 

morning any time soon. After all, Snowy lived in a village where winter lingered all year long. Yes, the 

Winter Village. Dwarves having long lifespans didn't help his case much either. 

    The kettle‟s whistle startled him, but he recovered fast. He poured himself a cup of steaming hot 

pine-needle tea before throwing a big slice of rabbit meat into a skillet and then into the fire. He didn‟t 

touch the tea though until the roast was ready. 

    Oh, how I wish for time to stop at this moment, he thought as he gobbled his breakfast. Snowy was a great 

food lover, but that was not the reason his heart was full of dread over finishing his meal.  

    With the last bite down, Snowy let out a sigh. The time had come at last. He slowly changed out of 

his pyjama into one of his regular, everyday clothes—which all were thick and heavy—took hold of his 

axe and paused at the door. 
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    “I can do this,” he assured himself as he grabbed the knob. Taking a deep breath, he turned it, sad to 

be parting with the warmth of his shelter.   

    With all his might, Snowy pushed against the fierce gales blowing at the door from the other side, 

opening it slowly. He stepped outside, with the cold wind snapping at his heels making him tremble. 

He threw his axe aside to keep the wind from slamming the door shut and rattling the walls, but not 

before some of the swirling snowflakes sneaked inside. So what? A little snow dampening the wooden 

floor was nothing compared to the plates on the walls getting knocked down and shattering into pieces. 

He always enjoyed looking at them hung up and intact. 

    As he turned to his right, Snowy saw his neighbours weren‟t fazed by the frosty weather at all. They 

were at their habit yet again.  

    "Good morning," Snowy politely greeted his aimlessly wandering neighbours, because one must 

treat his neighbours with respect, no matter how much he wanted to punch, kick, or bite them. 

    "Morning," Torosus replied airily, looking everywhere but at Snowy and swivelling his head as if he 

was irritated by a persistent fly, while his wife and son were content with throwing Snowy some 

disdainful looks.  

    This kind of treatment from his neighbours was nothing new to Snowy, so he didn‟t particularly 

mind the morning exchange much. But he couldn‟t shake the feeling that a family of dead fish would be 

more endearing as neighbours—at least he‟d get to eat them if he ever got hungry, right? 

    A little happy to be through with this, Snowy picked up two things: his axe and his pace. He braced 

himself as he set across the snow, his boots sinking in a little bit with every step he took. 

    It wasn‟t long before Snowy could take refuge from the falling snow. At the edge of the forest was a 

screen concealing the woodcutters‟ workspace, protecting them from hail and snow and drafts—but 

not completely, since its ends would be a little way above the ground to provide ventilation—and 

lastly, from rain, which was rare enough. 

    Despite the screen, the inside of the workspace was as bright as day, with dozens of shining lamps 

scattered all over. And that‟s why it was the perfect place to note the slightest change in one‟s 

complexion.  

    “You look pale, Little Snowy,” said Mr Elmenfork the moment his eyes fell on him. Mr Elmenfork 

was the group leader, and like many of the dwarves residing in the Winter Village, he was one stout 

dwarf, if not one of the strongest—possibly only second to Torosus. 

    “I‟m fine, sir. Thank you very much.” 

    “You sure?” he asked with a hint of scepticism, but when Snowy nodded vigorously, he had no choice 

but to let it go. He clapped his hands at the rounded dwarves. “Let‟s get started, everyone!” 

    Like a trained swarm of ants, the woodcutters took their places along a huge log and raised their axes 

above their heads in waiting. Snowy did too, standing at the head. 

    “Go!”  



    As Mr Elmenfork‟s booming voice signalled for them to start, the woodcutters brought their axes 

down. Swing after swing, the dwarves worked in remarkable synchrony, the warmth building up inside 

their bodies and their spirit of unity helping them forget the strong gusts of wind biting at their feet.  

    But Snowy struggled. For one thing, he was thinking about tomorrow, and for another, he could 

hear whispers coming from the other end of the log. 

    Just ignore it, Snowy. Don’t let it bother you. Don’t let it get to you. They don’t mean you harm nor they wish 

you ill. It proved helpful; such thoughts could always stop a lump from forming in the back of his throat. 

    All in all, things were going down smoothly, with piles of chopped firewood getting tied into 

bundles and wrapped in leathery sacks. But when it was finally time for the afternoon break, the 

woodcutters threw their axes, let the screen‟s edges fall to the ground, and started a fire. After a few 

minutes, the air was overflowing with warmth and the smell of barbecue. 

    “Where‟s your food, Little Snowy?” Lucus, the second in command, asked when he saw Snowy 

sitting by himself in a corner, sipping some water and staring into space. 

     “I didn‟t bring any,” said Snowy, thinking how weird it felt to have Lucus call him little when the age 

gap between them wasn‟t that big. 

     “Come and join us, then,” offered Lucus. “We have enough for one more person.” 

     “Thank you, but I don‟t need it.” 

     Lucus blinked at him. “Am I dreaming, or did I hear you wrong?” He turned to call at Mr 

Elmenfork. “Hey, leader, will you listen to this?! Little Snowy said he doesn‟t want lunch!” 

    “I knew something was wrong!” Mr Elmenfork scurried toward them with a half-empty skewer in his 

hand. “You‟re very sick, aren‟t you, Little Snowy?” 

    “I‟m not, sir,” Snowy responded, hoping he didn‟t sound defensive or disrespectful. 

    “What‟s the meaning of this, then? Have you run out of meat? If that‟s the case, I can send someone 

to the rabbit hunters or the fishermen to make a trade for you.” 

    “I appreciate your concern, sir, but this is unnecessary,” said Snowy. “I have a lot of meat back 

home.” 

    “You must be sick, then. This is the only plausible explanation,” affirmed Mr Elmenfork, chewing at 

a lump of meat. “What do you think, Lucus?” 

    “I agree with you.”  

    “No, sir, you‟re mis—” 

    “It‟s okay, Little Snowy,” Mr Elmenfork interrupted. “We all know you‟re delicate. There‟s no need 

for you to feel shy about this.” 

    “But I‟m—” 

    Mr Elmenfork held up his free hand for Snowy to be quiet. “I get it, Little Snowy,” he said. “But 

that‟s it for today. You‟ll have to go home and have a very good rest.” 

    “But—”  

    “That is an order.” Mr Elmenfork‟s tone left no room for negotiation. 



    “Do what he says,” said Lucus, and before Snowy knew it, the two of them were back to the group, 

enjoying their meal with everyone else. 

    Snowy let out a small grunt. He wished they‟d stop worrying over him as if he was a helpless 

toddler; he was not a child anymore. Sure, he was younger than most, but that was not what granted 

him the nickname Little Snowy. He was just too short for a dwarf his age and happened to have a 

babyface. Sheesh, it was not much of a big deal!  

    Snowy stood and picked his axe. There was no use arguing with dwarves when they were known to 

be too obstinate and hard headed. In fact, this was a stroke of good fortune, as he intended to stop by a 

certain place before heading home. At the same time, he wasn‟t particularly ditching, since he wouldn‟t 

get paid for today‟s portion of work anyway. 

    Still, he had one more thing to do. He approached his mates and peered at them. In response, the 

talk and laughter ceased, while heads turned to look in his direction. 

    “Goodbye,” he said. 

    “See you, Little Snowy!” the lot of them replied in unison with flattering smiles plastered over their 

faces. Well, it was better than nothing. 

    On his way to wherever he was going, Snowy passed by the frozen lake. Naturally, the fishermen 

were still there, holding onto their spears as they tried to hit the fishes swimming near the dwarf-made 

holes at the surface. As a member of the group, Torosus was there, too, mercilessly stabbing a fish to 

its death for no reason but to satisfy his barbaric nature. Not to misjudge his fellow fishermen though, 

they were not okay with this, but they couldn‟t help it; them dwarves were only a few centimetres tall, 

and having to catch fish two or three times their size was very risky. That's why Torosus‟s physical 

strength was a great asset, no matter how much everyone hated to admit it. 

    Snowy was about to move when he caught a glimpse of Joculator waving at him and grinning. He’s 

such a simpleton, thought Snowy as he waved back. Whose fault is it that whispers had been following me for a 

whole month? Never mind that now; he‟d better flee the scene before someone else took notice of him. 

And so, fleeing the scene he did. 

    Snowy‟s hood and shoulders were completely covered in snow when he finally reached a small 

cottage door. He brushed off his clothes before making three loud knocks, and as he blew into his hands 

and rubbed them together, he could pick up the sound of slow steps approaching.  

    The knob turned and an old face full of wrinkles came into view; it belonged to the village head, 

Mundus. Mundus‟s appearance was not ordinary in the least. His white hair and beard were so long 

they almost touched the floor, and his eyes were barely visible under his thick, bushy eyebrows. After 

the few moments Mundus had spent looking at Snowy attentively—or so thought Snowy, as he 

couldn‟t actually see his eyes—he said, “Snowy! Hurry inside, my son! Hurry inside!” 

    “Thank you, sir,” chirped Snowy, feeling as if he had made a great escape.  

    Mundus led the way, leaning on his wooden cane. He prompted Snowy to sit by the fireplace before 

taking a seat himself. He also offered him a cup of hot tea which Snowy accepted gratefully—his pink 

nose and cheeks indicating clearly how much he needed it.      



    “I was wondering when you were going to visit.” Mundus leaned forward in his chair. “To tell you 

the truth, I‟m surprised you didn‟t come earlier.” 

    “I didn‟t want to trouble you, sir.” 

    “Snowy, my dear boy …”  

    Snowy cleared his throat.  

    “Anyway, I‟m okay. So you don‟t need to worry about me.” 

    Mundus smiled at him, and Snowy appreciated how genuine that smile was.  

    “Do tell me, Snowy,” said Mundus softly. “What did you say exactly?” 

    “You mean one month ago?” 

    Mundus nodded. 

    “I just asked Joculator if he‟d ever thought of what lies outside our village.” He paused before his 

brows quirked into a small scowl. “Joculator is such a chatterbox, and nothing he does makes sense. 

When I confronted him about the rumours, he just laughed it off!” 

    “Yes, Joculator may be a chatterbox, but be it him or anyone else, it would‟ve been the same.” 

    “I didn‟t expect the villagers to react in this way,” said Snowy, taking a sip from his cup. “I mean, I 

know that talking about the outside world is taboo and all, but why did they have to be too wary?” 

    “They think it‟s a bad omen.” 

    “That‟s silly,” grumbled Snowy. “But do they have a reason?” 

    Mundus took a deep breath.  

    “For ages, our ancestors kept inside the village, crossing its borders for food and wood only, just like 

we do now.” He paused, heavy-hearted. “The people here don‟t know anything about the outside 

world, and people fear what they don‟t know, Snowy. It‟s only normal.” 

    “Weren‟t there dwarves who wanted to know? Ones who weren‟t afraid?” 

    “There were,” said Mundus quietly. “There were quite a few who left the village. The last time was 

five hundred years ago. But none of them made it back. It only served to strike the villagers‟ hearts with 

a greater fear.” 

    “Maybe they liked the outside world better than here,” reasoned Snowy. 

    “They left their families and loved ones here, Snowy,” said Mundus with a bit of sadness to his voice. 

“Of course, they‟d want to come back.” 

    “But the book …” His voice wobbled. 

    “The book?” inquired Mundus in confusion, but after a moment, his eyes twinkled in recognition. 

“Yes, the book.” He stood abruptly and left the room. When Mundus was back in his seat, he was 

holding an old book. Its pages were yellow and tattered, but nonetheless, its words were as if they had 

lives of their own. “This is it, right?” 

    Snowy nodded in silence, unable to turn his eyes away.  

    The book told a story, a story about a village from another age and time. The shining sun, the green 

of that place, and the stories of happy days spent there were not like anything Snowy had ever heard of. 



For the first time in his life, Snowy experienced the thrill of treading an unknown ground even without 

him having to move an inch from his seat. As he kept reading, his eyes fell on a couple of lines that were 

about to change his life forever. “Oh, how I wish to go home and breathe the fresh air of the morning, for no air 

is like the air of Originem. Heavy yet light, cold yet warm, as if mingled with the breath of every living creature. 

But what I miss the most is my treasure. The treasure I left there, buried deep in the ground.”  

    The mysterious treasure caught Snowy‟s attention, but no matter how much he looked for another 

mention of it, he couldn‟t find anything. The treasure haunted him in his wake and sleep. Day and 

night, the allure of the mystery he accidentally fell upon never left him, and day by day, his desire to 

leave the village only grew stronger.  

    “I regret letting you read this,” said Mundus in an undertone, looking as if he wanted to throw the 

book into the hearth fire. But he didn‟t; he only patted it. “Do you mind if we have dinner together?” 

    “Oh.” Snowy was in a mild shock. He hadn‟t planned to stay, but he also couldn‟t turn Mundus 

down. “Okay.” 

    Over the dinner table, Mundus insisted Snowy tell him what he‟d done today and how he‟d gotten 

here by afternoon. Snowy had no choice but to explain. 

    “And I‟ve tried over and over to tell him I was not sick, but Mr Elmenfork wouldn‟t listen. In the 

end, he ordered me to go home.” 

    “I see,” said Mundus as he took another bite of a fisheye, which was too big it filled a platter. “But 

why didn‟t you have any food with you? Did you forget to bring it?” 

    “Oh, that,” faltered Snowy, his eyes flickering from side to side. “What I have at home is smoked 

meat, so I felt it would be a waste if …” 

    “If you couldn‟t take it with you when you leave the village tomorrow,” said Mundus calmly. 

    “You knew?” said Snowy, his eyes almost going as wide as the fisheye in front of him. 

    “From the moment you knocked on my door.” 

    Snowy bit his lip. “I‟m sorry,” he said, his voice full of remorse. 

    “Don‟t be, my son,” said Mundus, reaching for Snowy‟s hand over the table and squeezing it. “I‟m 

glad you came to see me.” 

    Snowy said nothing in response. He certainly didn‟t think he had the right to be forgiven that easily, 

and that twinge of guilt urged him to take his leave. But it was rude running off in the middle of the 

meal, so he continued to eat in silence. 

    “I have to leave now, sir,” said Snowy after they both were finished eating, avoiding eye contact. “I 

have an early rise tomorrow.” 

    “You‟re not going to bid the villagers farewell?” 

    “Of course not. They‟ll try to thwart me,” said Snowy. “Even though they don‟t really want to,” he 

added in a whisper. 

    “Snowy, my son, you‟re taking this the wrong way.” 

    “Am I?” wondered Snowy. “Except for you, sir, everybody‟s attitude toward me has changed. All of 

them are trying so hard.” 



    “Everyone in the village loves you,” Mundus assured him. “Even though you‟ve been keeping a 

distance from them.” 

    Snowy dropped his gaze. “You mean they used to love me.” 

    “They still love you, my boy!” exclaimed Mundus in incredulity, as if it was preposterous to think 

otherwise. “Listen to me. I know this has been weighing down on your chest, but you must believe me 

when I tell you they still love you. My boy, from the bottom of their hearts, they still love you.” 

    Snowy‟s lips trembled slightly. “Thank you very much, sir,” he said as tears rose to his eyes. 

    “Let me accompany you to the exit,” said Mundus. He sounded as if he was trying to hold back tears 

himself. 

    An awkward silence befell them once they were at the door. Snowy wanted to say goodbye with a 

smile, but every time he attempted to upturn the corners of his mouth, they would fall downward. 

Unable to bear it anymore, Snowy threw the pretence away.  

    “Thank you, sir! For everything!” he cried as he threw his arms around Mundus‟s waist, which was 

the highest point he could reach. “I don‟t know if this will make you feel any better,” he added in a 

quivering voice, tears running down his cheeks freely, “but I promise to make it back.” 

    “It does make me feel better,” said Mundus, leaning in a little and resting his hands behind Snowy‟s 

shoulders, a single tear rolling down his long nose. 

    Snowy had to leave quickly or else he feared he‟d be crying for an eternity. However, he couldn‟t 

fend off the bad feeling that his last words did not have the desired effect, because old Mundus looked 

as if he had just walked out of Snowy‟s funeral, which was not comforting in the least.  

    Leaving his axe at the entrance, Snowy had a fire up and roaring in the fireplace in a hurry. He made 

sure to pull the curtains together, even though it was dark outside, in case one of his neighbours—

Torosus‟s family members—decided to peep from behind his windows, since it was a good pastime for 

them. He couldn‟t help but feel special; not everybody had neighbours willing to risk having frostbite 

just to spy on them.  

    Snowy threw more wood on the fire and watched the flames blaze. Slouching in his armchair and 

rubbing his arms, he welcomed the warmth that spread through his body. He was lucky he got to eat at 

Mundus‟s house since he‟d spent all of his earnings on smoked meat—it was very expensive. Speaking 

of smoked meat, he had to pack his bag for tomorrow. 

     Packing had been a lot of trouble, since Snowy wished to pack many of his belongings—or all of his 

belongings, to be exact. If only he could pack his bed, his armchair, and his cooking pots, but pulling off 

such a feat was impossible. He chuckled to himself at the silly thought of packing the entire house 

instead. At last, he decided to pack the smoked meat, a bottle of water, a blanket, a small shovel, some 

clothes, some firewood, the tiniest of his pots, and his bunny doll—which he‟d been sleeping with 

since he was an infant—and call it a day.    

    Dawn was almost about to break and Snowy hadn‟t slept a wink; he was too excited about the 

upcoming journey he ended up thinking about it all night long. Well done, Snowy, that was too much 

for preserving energy. On another note, he had to hurry up and leave before Torosus went outside; he 



was the last dwarf on earth Snowy would want to see him off, even though he wasn‟t that nice to do so. 

In fact, Snowy figured Torosus might throw him with snow to let off some steam. 

    “Outside world, here I come.”  

    Arming himself with a fur coat and long-necked boots, Snowy set out. It was snowing hard, but he 

walked on and on, leaving his home and the memories of a life he was about to cast away behind. He 

climbed a mound high enough to view the whole village. It was like how it always used to be—a piece 

of a pearly white land. With ambivalent feelings dwelling in his chest, Snowy cast one last glance at his 

village and began his journey. 

  



CHAPTER TWO 

The Mother of the Forest 

 
nowy had never—nor any of his fellow woodcutters—wandered deep into the forest. No wonder, 

it was more desolate than a desert, darker than the depths of an ocean, and its long, towering trees 

loomed like scary ghosts in the dead of night.  

    But that was not about to deter Snowy. For the last two weeks, he‟d been trying his hardest at 

surviving the harsh weather conditions. He‟d only have one slice of meat a day and would spend the 

bitterly cold night inside a shelter he dug in the thick layer of snow covering the ground. 

    As a drop of water landed on his face, Snowy forced his eyes open. It’s morning already, he thought as 

he eyed the vent of his globe-shaped refuge. The absence of darkness was his cue to go, but when he 

was about to throw the blanket cocooning him off, he saw something move outside the opening. He 

froze at once, and his body went all tense when a big black eye stared back at him through the hole.  

    It’s a rabbit, Snowy realized. He knew that rabbits didn‟t eat dwarves, but he couldn‟t help but feel 

anxious. 

    “Go, Mr Rabbit,” he whispered. “Go back to your burrow.”  

    As if it understood what he said, the rabbit sprang forward, and Snowy slumped against the wall 

behind him in relief. 

    With the rabbit gone, Snowy proceeded to crawl out of his haven, looking like a large worm coming 

out of an apple. The appearance of the rabbit reminded him of rabbit hunters, and therefore, his village. 

It was not easy not to think of it often, especially with the snow being everywhere.  

    Oh, how he missed his home, his comfy armchair, and sipping hot tea by the hearth after a long day 

of work. He wondered how everyone was doing. Were they all right back home? Come to think of it, 

today was the day the annual sledding competition was supposed to be held. He wondered who would 

win this time since he was not participating. He hoped it was not Torosus‟s son, Jerry. He really hated 

that boy.  

    Lost in his own musings, Snowy didn‟t notice how thin the snow under his feet had become. But 

after a while, it was hard not to notice it was getting really hot. 

    “The snow has disappeared,” Snowy observed in amusement. 
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    Feeling as if he was about to melt like the last snowflakes scattered here and there, Snowy removed 

his coat and boots and stuffed them inside his bag. He, though, abandoned the idea of walking 

barefooted after taking a few steps; the small stones and twigs had pricked his feet. 

    He thought of using tree bark to cover them, but it was not flexible enough. While he considered his 

choices—which weren‟t many, anyway—something descended from the sky. Two leaves drifted down 

right in front of him, and as the little dwarf looked up, he saw something that made his jaw drop.  

    Green leaves shone under a blazing sun. Sun rays looked like threads of gold stretching everywhere 

and leaving no spot except for shadows. Even the usual grey of the sky was now a clear blue. To 

Snowy, it was too beautiful to be real, for that was the first time he had witnessed such a scene. Even 

the air had a different sensation to it, he noticed as he took a deep breath. It was thoroughly soaked 

with the refreshing scent of grass and soil. Ah, the scent of spring! 

    Wide eyed, Snowy kept looking up until a gentle blow of breeze slammed the two leaves into his 

face and stomach. Back to earth, at last, he wrapped them around his feet, using the petiole to tie them 

a little above his ankles. Done with his new shoes, he marched around happily.  

    Beside himself with joy, that his grin spread from ear to ear and threatened to split his face in half, 

Snowy was now skipping—the change of scenery was somehow overwhelming—and his feet led him to 

a wide lake. Crystal clear water glittered brightly, reflecting the sunlight.  

    Snowy threw himself at the lake‟s shore, cupping his hands and splashing water on his face. He was 

but very refreshed and ecstatic. If he had known the outside world to be this mesmerizing, he would‟ve 

left the village ages ago. There’s nothing to be afraid of. However, that thought fled his head the instant he 

saw a pair of eyes staring at him from the middle of the lake.  

    The top of its head and its fear-inducing eyes were all Snowy could see; the rest was under the water. 

Suddenly, the strange creature let its head out of the water completely, giving Snowy a tremendous 

scare. 

    “Hello,” the creature said in a low hissy voice, a creepy smile crawling across her masklike face with 

the ashen skin and long black hair that hung down on each side like curtains. 

    “H-hello,” said Snowy hesitantly. To his surprise, his voice came out a little shaky. 

    “Why are you scared?” said the creature in the same hissy voice, pretending to be confused. “We can 

be friends,” she added, grinning eerily.  

    Snowy believed the creature was mistaking him for one of his neighbours; one must be a complete 

idiot to fall for such pretence. 

    “I‟m sorry,” said Snowy, maintaining his manners. “I‟m in a hurry.” He was counting the seconds to 

get away. 

    “Why the hurry? You will have all the time in the world … inside my stomach!” 

    Her head shot high into the sky, and the crazy look on her face suggested one of a hunter who had 

found her prey. Her neck is too long, thought Snowy as the creature‟s head was now five meters high, or 

is this her body?! Whatever it was, it wasn‟t good news.      



    The head swerved and lunged toward Snowy at breakneck speed, mouth wide open, giving Snowy a 

good look of her shining sharp teeth.  

    For a second or so, Snowy was paralyzed with fear, but the next moment, his feet were moving on 

their own.  

    Running for his life with all he had, Snowy shot forward as fast as he could, not caring where he was 

going. He was sure he heard the creature‟s jaw snap shut twice right next to his ear and realized it was a 

near miss. He forged ahead, not daring to stop or even turn around, but he was forced to stop and catch 

his breath when his knees buckled underneath him. He sat there, panting and turning his head around 

frantically, looking for his predator, but no one was there.  

    He decided to stay still for now. There was a chance he‟d attract the creature‟s attention if he were 

to move. He didn‟t even know how he had managed to lose it. Yes, he had to keep a low profile, at 

least until his body stopped shaking and his mind was clear again. However, the next moment 

something very unexpected happened. 

    “Are you all right?” called a very hoarse voice, one akin to the voice of someone who‟d been smoking 

for years.  

    Snowy looked around hastily but saw no one. Fear bubbled up inside his chest. Was he hallucinating? 

    “Who‟s there?!” he said, half yelling and mentally slapping himself because it was clearly obvious 

nobody was around. 

    “I‟m here. Right in front of you.” 

    No, no, no! Something was very wrong! He was not optically impaired to a degree where he 

couldn‟t see a person right in front of him. In fact, he thought he had pretty good eyesight, so being 

optically impaired would‟ve come as a shock to him. 

    Nonetheless, nothing was in front of him—nothing but a large tree with three black holes. Looking 

closer, he thought those black holes resembled, oddly enough, two eyes and a mouth and they were … 

moving. Okay, hold on! What was the last thing he had eaten this morning? Maybe the fright he 

received earlier had affected his mental strength. Or maybe the tree could really talk, and he wasn‟t 

going crazy, but was that even possible? 

    “Is it you?” Snowy asked, not helping but sounding suspicious and feeling like an idiot at the same 

time. To his astonishment, the tree answered him. 

    “Yes.” 

    He was still sane, after all. 

    He moved closer to the tree as some of his earlier fear alleviated—mainly the fear of being preyed 

on, though Snowy couldn‟t deny he was relieved he wasn‟t going blind or bad in the head. Certainly, 

the tree wouldn‟t grow fangs and chase him around, trying to devour him, or so he thought. 

    “But who are you?” 

    “The mother of the forest,” said the tree. “The first one to sprout here. All the trees here are my 

daughters.” 



    “The first tree to sprout here,” repeated Snowy in awe. Now that the tree mentioned it, he noticed 

how gigantic she was. She was as wide as ten trees and her huge trunk rose above all her daughters. Her 

age must be at least one thousand years, he thought. 

    “Now, if you don‟t mind me asking, why were you looking so terrified earlier?” 

    And so, Snowy told the tree about the malicious creature and how he had escaped it. 

    “I see. So, you met Nure Onna.” 

    “Nure Onna?” 

    “Yes,” said the tree. “It‟s a monster with a woman‟s head and a snake‟s body. She attacks anyone who 

gets near her lake. Fortunately, she can‟t leave the lake. Some wizard cast a spell that made the lake‟s 

bottom clasp her tail.” 

    So, that‟s why he was able to escape her. He shuddered to think of his fate had it not been for that 

spell. 

    “Does that mean she will be stuck in the lake forever?” he inquired, hoping that was the case. 

    “It depends. You see, the spell weakens every time Nure Onna spares one of your kind until it wears 

away completely,” the tree explained. “But still, it‟s very unlikely to happen.”  

    “So, there‟s a wizard out there who‟s a dwarves‟ ally?” said Snowy. “I never knew of that, but it‟s 

reassuring.” Come to think of it, he didn‟t even know that magic existed.  

    “You‟re still shaken by what happened to you,” said the tree, her brow furrowed with the largest 

number of wrinkles Snowy had ever seen—even more than those of old Mundus. “I know of a perfect 

place where you can rest. Would you like to go there?” 

    “And where is this place?”  

    “Underground,” declared the tree. “And I am the door.” 

    Snowy hesitated. Going inside the tree was not his idea of getting rest, especially after what had 

happened earlier. 

    “Don‟t be afraid,” said the tree as if she was reading Snowy‟s mind, “for no harm shall befall you. 

Coming back here is your choice.” 

    Snowy thought that was very fishy, but curiosity got the better of him, and he decided to trust the 

tree; she was very kind to him, after all. He hung onto a branch she lowered, and then the tree lifted 

the branch to her mouth where Snowy let go to slide inside. 

      Snowy couldn‟t see anything on his way down; it was dark. The tree‟s insides twisted and turned, 

but he wasn‟t about to complain; it was fun. But, as everything in this world was bound to end, the fun 

came to an end as well, and Snowy found himself falling face-first onto the ground as he exited the 

wooden tunnel.  

    Raising his head slowly, Snowy couldn‟t believe his eyes, but the throbbing pain of the lump that 

began to form on his forehead told him clearly that he was not dreaming. He was standing in a wide 

garden bathed in light.  

    It was such a mysterious and magical place. Trees with red, orange, light blue, and light pink leaves 

filled the place, bearing what were supposed to be very peculiar-looking fruits with the same colours. 



Said fruits resembled big eggs in clusters and were humming a soft melody when no one was looking 

their way. Almost dazed with its charm, Snowy wandered through the garden, taking in everything 

around him and feeling very soothed, until he saw an old dwarf resting under a large camphor tree 

(covered in green mould) next to a pond.  

    No, Snowy‟s eyes weren‟t playing tricks on him; there really was a dwarf there. He got closer only 

to see the dwarf was fast asleep with his big mouth wide open. He patted his shoulder but the old dwarf 

did not respond. He shook him gently but to no avail. 

    “Sir! Wake up! Open your eyes!” Snowy shook the old dwarf with more force, his patience reaching 

its end. 

    The old dwarf woke with a start and let out a loud screech that caused Snowy to jerk backward. 

“What?! What?! Who is it?! Who?!” His eyes fell on Snowy; he frowned before asking the question, 

“Who are you?!” 

    “I‟m Snowy, sir,” said Snowy, thinking that there was no point in giving his name, whatsoever, “from 

the Winter Village.” 

    “From the Winter Village, you say?” The old dwarf regarded Snowy with one eye—the other one 

was closed—an unpleased look written all over his face. “Don‟t tell me the youngsters these days are 

this frail looking. Back in my days, we were tougher than the stones we used to break the lake‟s ice 

with.” He stroked his pointy white beard smugly. “What a great generation my generation was!” 

    “So, you‟re from the Winter Village too?” said Snowy, ignoring the insult he had just received. 

“When did you leave it exactly?” he asked, what Mundus told him coming in mind. 

    “I don‟t know,” said the old dwarf irritably. “It‟s been a long time, and it‟s hard to keep track of days 

here, as there is no night.” 

    “And where have you been all the time?”  

    “Here,” said the old dwarf impatiently. He was, at this point, seriously considering stuffing Snowy‟s 

mouth with dirt to stop him from asking his stupid, annoying questions. 

    “Here?” echoed Snowy, somewhat disappointed. 

    “Is there better? This place is like a paradise!” said the old dwarf, his eyes wide with disbelief. “My 

companions here agree.” He casually pointed at a pile of bones lying under a near tree. 

    Snowy didn‟t need to stare at them much to confirm those bones actually belonged to dwarves. His 

heart beat fast against his chest as a surge of fear seized him; had he, by any chance, stumbled into a 

graveyard? 

    Snowy cleared his throat. “Nice company you‟ve got here,” he said, trying to sound as casual as 

possible. 

    “I know, right?” The old dwarf broke into a wide smile for the first time, revealing some missing 

teeth as he did. “If it weren‟t for them, I would‟ve lost my mind a long time ago, but talking to them 

saved me.” He nodded knowingly. 



    Snowy wanted to point out that talking to bones was not sane to begin with, but he bit back; making 

the senile dwarf angry was the last thing he wished for at the moment. However, he was about to take a 

chance at that with his very next question. 

    “Say, sir, if you left the village to learn about the outside world, why did you stay here?” 

    “I must have been out of my mind back then,” said the old dwarf as he went back to stroking his 

beard. “Almost lost my life after encountering that horrible monster, Nure Onna! But the mother of 

the forest offered me a safe place where I don‟t have to do anything or worry myself; delicious food and 

water for free, a merry company” (yes, indeed, thought Snowy). “What else could I ask for?! 

    “I realized that the outside world is not a place for dwarves to wander as they like, and for you to be 

here, I reckon you must‟ve reached the same conclusion.” 

    Snowy raised his eyebrows. “So, you basically gave up.”  

    The old dwarf stopped stroking his beard and gaped at Snowy. 

    “Listen here, you little brat!” he spat angrily. “I didn‟t give up! I‟m content with life here, and even if 

I had the chance to go back in time, I‟d still make the same choice!” 

    “All right,” said Snowy nonchalantly. “Have a very good day, sir.” He turned away from the old 

dwarf and went in the opposite direction. 

    Snowy‟s mind was fixed on one thought: he needed to get out of here as fast as possible. With that 

decided, he headed back to the wooden tunnel he came from. He walked into it with his hands 

stretched in front of him, careful not to trip in the darkness. Soon enough, it was difficult to walk as the 

slope started to increase. He tried to climb, but the wood was flat and had no lumps to hang onto. 

Time after time, he tried, but he would just end up rolling backward and falling on his back. Furious 

with the futility of his attempts, Snowy shouted, “I want to go back!” 

    He waited for a response, but the only reply he got was the echo of his own voice. After a minute or 

so of merely standing in the dark he headed back—head hung down in disappointment—to the brightly 

lit garden and sat on the grass, pulling his knees against his chest and burying his face in them. What 

was he thinking when he took the tree‟s offer? Was he to spend the rest of his life here because he 

trusted her?  

    Despite feeling very betrayed at the moment, a part of Snowy still wanted to believe in the tree. 

Maybe he was just missing something. The old dwarf did mention that he, too, had met Nure Onna 

before coming here. Was it possible that getting out of here had something to do with her? But, for the 

love of his life, Snowy couldn‟t concentrate on figuring out the connection between Nure Onna and the 

way to go back up; the fruits‟ singing was very distracting. Hold on, weren‟t they only humming a 

while ago? He closed his eyes tightly and listened hard to what the fruits were saying. 

    “To escape your terror   

    Leap through the mirror    

    You’ll be glad  

    For you’ll see at its centre 

    What truly makes a wonder    



    Upon what you decide 

    Will you take courage 

    And of yourself make it a part?   

    For its flower is not luggage 

    For those weak at heart.”  

    What kind of song was this? Leaping through a mirror? And something at its centre would make a wonder? 

The song made no sense whatsoever, but suddenly, Snowy‟s expression changed, and he stood bolt 

upright. It was just a hunch, and putting it to test wouldn‟t hurt … or would it? 

    Snowy sprinted to the place he had in mind and saw the old dwarf was back to sleep again. He 

stepped close to the pond and stared at his own reflection. He found what he was looking for—the 

mirror. He paused a little; was it really worth it? If he jumped in right now, he might lose his life. The 

risk was simply huge, but so was the burden of staying underground forever. 

    The fruits‟ song rang in his ears. 

   “For its flower is not luggage  

    For those weak at heart.”  

    “I‟m not weak at heart!” he yelled and jumped into the water with a big splash, scaring the living 

daylight out of the old dwarf for the second time that day as he awoke to the sudden noise.  

    Snowy let himself sink to the bottom of the pond where he found, to his great delight, that light still 

reached. Once his feet hit the ground, he manoeuvred to the centre, but as he walked on, his need for 

air grew strong; he hadn‟t taken a proper deep breath before diving. His chest tightened painfully, and 

his lungs felt like they were about to explode. And then, he saw it.  

    A white flower stood there, tall as if in dignity, bathing in the light, swaying back and forth with 

every subtle movement of the water. But it was too late. Snowy couldn‟t hold his breath much longer. 

He was sure he was going to die, but he was okay with that. Didn‟t he try his very best to avoid it? At 

this point, his death was not his fault; it was only his fate. That was what he tried to convince himself of 

anyway.  

    Not able to bear the pain, he gasped for a breath, expecting to be met with a more excruciating pain. 

His vision darkened for a moment, and all pain was gone. His vision brightened again, and he was still 

standing in the same spot. He breathed in and out. It was clear he wasn‟t suffocating. The tree didn‟t lie 

to him when she said no harm should befall him.  

   Snowy gazed at his hands as he clenched and unclenched his fingers, taking in the reality. He was still 

alive, and he still had to find a way out of the underground garden. He took nine steps forward and 

picked the flower. Such a pity, it was a very beautiful one. He didn‟t know what he had to do with it 

for sure, so he made a guess. Well, it wouldn‟t do harm to taste it.  

    He gulped it down, and as soon as he swallowed, Snowy felt a light tingle in the middle of his back. 

Intrigued by the odd sensation he glanced over his shoulder and blinked furiously at what he saw. Two 

white feathery wings were out … out of his own back? His heart skipped a beat. How could this be? he 



thought. And what are these, exactly? Could he move them? He ought to try. He took a deep breath—

ironic enough since he was underwater—and made an attempt. 

    “They‟re moving!” he blurted in excitement before falling into a fit of uncontrollable laughter. It was 

simple, as simple as moving an arm or a leg. 

    Okay, calm down, he told himself. He took another deep breath and flapped the wings several times. It 

could work; the wings were strong enough to carry him. A small whirlpool formed as Snowy ascended 

through the water, and with a final powerful wing stroke, he was out and hovering.   

    A mighty squeak from the old dwarf greeted his ears. He gave Snowy one horrified look at the wings 

sprouting from his back before fainting immediately. Snowy stared at him, mouth half open, as his heart 

fell between his feet—for fear he‟d killed the old dwarf with shock—but relief washed over him when 

the old dwarf was back to snoring. Snowy smiled faintly as he flapped his wings to dry them. 

    “Farewell,” he whispered to the unconscious dwarf lying under the camphor.  

    I have no regrets, thought Snowy as he flew up the dark wooden tunnel. Much to his astonishment, he 

was able to use his newly attained wings as if he had been born with them. At last, he saw a faint light in 

the distance coming from three large holes. He shot up and exited the nearest one, only to land before 

the mother of the forest. 

    “I see you‟re back,” she said with a smile. 

    “Yes.” Snowy returned the smile and flapped his wings once more. 

    “Good. You made your choice and acted upon it. In the end, you chose to face the world.” 

    “Of course, I did.” 

    “Very well,” said the tree softly. “Now hurry up and fly out of the forest. You don‟t have much time 

till your wings disappear.” 

    “All right,” said Snowy brightly, though a bit sad he wouldn‟t be keeping his wings. His feet floated 

above the ground. “Thank you for everything.” 

    “Goodbye,” said the tree, “and take care.” 

    “Goodbye,” said Snowy, waving his hand as he levitated higher and higher. 

    Snowy‟s flight through the forest was an uneventful one, and even if it wasn‟t, you could always 

depend on him to enjoy the view from high in the sky and the coolness of the wind brushing against his 

body. 

    Luckily, Snowy‟s wings shrank gradually, and so he managed to land safely, though in the forest. But 

soon enough, the forest and its mother were already behind him. 

  



CHAPTER THREE 

Kokoro 

 
nowy hadn‟t even been walking for half an hour and he already was sick of it. Compared to flying, 

walking was just boring. He forced himself to keep going until he was out of the forest to a field of 

clover surrounded by green hills. His eyes fell instantly on the worst of his nightmares—a river. Snowy 

was now scared of bodies of water—a trauma induced by the events he went through in the last hour. 

The wide river crossed the field, passing between two hills in the distance.  

    After a lot of hesitation, Snowy decided to walk alongside the river. It was the best course of action 

to take if he wanted to keep a steady supply of water, but he couldn‟t help but eye the water 

suspiciously every time he dared have some of it, as if he was expecting something to jump at him from 

beneath.  

    As he was about to pass the curve, Snowy wondered what the two hills could possibly be hiding 

behind them, but what he saw wasn‟t something he had expected in the least. A young dwarf lay on the 

grass by the riverside; his legs were crossed, his right arm covered his eyes to block the sunlight, and 

next to him was a long, thin wooden stick supported with stones to keep it from falling, while a thread, 

half-submerged in water, was hanging from the stick‟s end. After he recovered from his rather sudden 

and brief shock, Snowy approached the young dwarf and cleared his throat.  

    The young dwarf, suspecting that he heard some sort of noise, moved his arm a little and half opened 

his left eye. He didn‟t seem to be one bit interested though, because he closed his eye almost 

immediately as if nothing had just happened. 

    Snowy cleared his throat again but was louder this time. He could feel his blood starting to boil. 

    The young dwarf moved his arm away completely, opened both of his eyes, and propped himself on 

his elbows. That was when Snowy had a good look of him; he had light skin like him, if not even 

lighter. Yet, he didn‟t have blue eyes and hair like Snowy but rather coal-black ones, and his fringe 

covered the right side of his face. 

    “What? Are you lost, kid?” he asked nonchalantly. 

    Snowy had had it. First, he was totally ignored, and now he was being mistaken for a child—he 

couldn‟t blame the young dwarf for thinking so though. 

S 



    “I‟m not a child,” he said gruffly. 

    “Really? Are you not?” The young dwarf sounded utterly unconvinced.   

    “Yes!” said Snowy in indignation, swelling himself up the best he could. 

    Moments passed while both dwarves stared at each other.   

    “Are you sure?” said the young dwarf, looking as if he had just heard a bad joke. 

    That was the straw that broke the camel‟s back.   

    “How many times do I have to tell you?!” Snowy was now practically yelling. “I‟m not a child! I‟m 

one hundred and fifty years old!”  

    “You‟re the same age as me then. Not that I would‟ve guessed it, even after one hundred and fifty 

years,” said the young dwarf coolly. “Now that we‟re clear on that, do you mind telling me what you 

want?” 

    “Nothing,” snapped Snowy. In fact, he wanted to ask the young dwarf what he was doing—out of 

curiosity—but now he felt very angry to talk. 

    “Nothing?” The young dwarf sounded upset as well. After all, that short dwarf interrupted his alone 

time for nothing. “Good for me then. If that‟s the case, get going,” he added coldly. 

    “Don‟t tell me what to do,” growled Snowy. “I was going to leave before you told me to, but now 

I‟m go—” 

    Suddenly, the wooden stick shook and the young dwarf reached for it swiftly. He pulled backward 

hard so the thread was out of the water, a fish twitching at its end. 

    “What is this?!” said Snowy, forgetting all about his anger as a thrill of excitement rushed through his 

body. 

    “Can‟t you see it‟s a fish?” said the young dwarf in annoyance as he put the fish in a small basket by his 

side. 

    “You call that a fish?! It‟s tiny!” said Snowy, goggling at it while it quivered. Beneath it lay several 

other fishes of approximately the same size. The only difference was they were dead still—and dead. 

“Actually, it really does look like a fish, but it‟s … small.” 

    “Are you done with your blabbering?” said the young dwarf testily as he picked up his things and 

started to move. 

    “Wait!” called Snowy, his curiosity flaring up yet again. “Where are you going?” 

    “To my village, of course,” said the young dwarf brusquely. He didn‟t even know why he bothered 

to reply. 

    “To your village? You mean there‟s a dwarves‟ village nearby?” 

    “It‟s right in front of us,” the young dwarf forced out the words with difficulty, thinking that the short 

dwarf was trying to drive him insane. 

    Snowy‟s eyes fell on the village. It was really close; just ten minutes away from where they stood. 

Snowy worried that his eyesight was going bad again but then reasoned he was just distracted by the 

stranger in front of him. He let out a sigh of relief. 

    “Stop following me,” snapped the young dwarf as Snowy trailed behind him. 



    “I‟m not following you,” retorted Snowy in irritation. “I want to go to the village too.” 

    But Snowy regretted saying that once he was inside the village. The air turned very hot—it was like 

stepping into a flaming oven. The young dwarf noticed Snowy‟s discomfort but didn‟t care to offer 

help; the short dwarf‟s misfortune was none of his business. Instead, he raised his speed to increase the 

distance between them even more. 

    Snowy wondered if this village was the one he was looking for, Originem. The greenery and the 

blazing sun kind of matched the description, though he didn‟t expect the heat to be that scorching. He 

decided to ask and clear any doubts he had. 

    “Hey,” he said, picking up his pace. “What is this village called?” 

    The young dwarf made a disgruntled noise in the back of his throat. Why wouldn‟t the short dwarf 

leave him alone already?!  

    “The Summer Village,” he answered, despite his obvious dissatisfaction. 

    “I see,” said Snowy. Now that he thought of it, this village didn‟t feel as if it‟d seen many happy days, 

if any at all. 

    They were passing a somewhat high building when Snowy heard a bell ring.  

    All of a sudden, a crowd of little dwarves burst from the building with a great racket and swarmed 

him. Between his light dizziness—caused by the incredibly high temperature—and the force of the 

crowd, Snowy was swept away. He was about to fall when he felt a strong grip on his arm.  

    The hand that caught him did not let go until he was safely dragged out of the horde. It was the 

young dwarf‟s. 

    “Thank you,” said Snowy, trying to hide his surprise. 

    “You‟re welcome,” said the young dwarf, turning away immediately. “You‟re being a nuisance. Go 

away,” he added in displeasure when he saw Snowy walking beside him. 

    “I‟m not going away. I‟m sorry, but I don‟t recall that I take orders from you.” 

    “If I knew it would turn out like this, I wouldn‟t have helped you in the first place.”  

    “Wouldn‟t you?” 

    There was a long silence. 

    “By the way, what were those children doing in that building?” asked Snowy. “Judging from how 

happy they were to be out, you‟d think they were being tortured in there.” 

    “It‟s the same as torture, really,” replied the young dwarf. “It‟s a school.” 

    “A school?” 

    “Yes,” said the young dwarf, vexed. “What? You don‟t know what a school is?” 

    Snowy shook his head. 

    The young dwarf heaved a sigh. He was stuck with the worst type of dwarves at all, a blockhead. 

    “It‟s where children are taught reading, writing, and all the other stupid stuff they won‟t be needing 

in their nonsensical worthless lives to begin with,” he said sharply. 



    “Wow,” was all that Snowy could find in himself to say. He did learn how to read and write and 

found the learning process quite entertaining, perhaps that was because he learned at home and not at a 

school. However, he found the unexpected outburst of the young dwarf very uncalled for—and 

worrisome, to some extent.  

    They had been walking in silence for a while when two brats suddenly dashed in front of them and 

ran into an old woman walking with the aid of her cane, causing her almost to fall if it weren‟t for the 

young dwarf catching her under the arm just in time. 

    “Thank you, de—” began the old woman, but stopped once she recognized her saviour. She 

immediately wrenched her arm free and hastened to get away. 

    “What was that about?” asked Snowy in bewilderment. 

    “Nothing,” said the young dwarf in a steady voice. “The villagers here are mental. That‟s all.” 

    “Oh,” said Snowy. For the second time that day, he was at a loss for words. 

    Shortly after, they were standing in front of a humble cottage. The young dwarf crossed the 

courtyard and opened the door. 

    “I‟m home,” he said as he stood at the door. 

    “Welcome back,” a woman‟s voice came from inside. 

    “Mother, I brought a guest with me.” He gestured with his head for Snowy to enter. 

    “No.” Snowy shook his head. “I don‟t want to intrude.” 

    “Oh, really?” said the young dwarf with a half sneer, half scowl as he leaned against the doorframe 

with crossed arms. “According to my standards, you‟ve been intruding for a long time now. Let me 

hear where you‟re planning to stay if you‟re not coming in.”   

    “Where do I plan to stay? Hmm …” Contemplating, Snowy held his chin between two fingers. “I 

have no idea.” 

    “You‟re supposed to be glad I invited you then since you can make use of some shade.”   

    “Well, since you‟re that blunt about it …” said Snowy and shrugged as he passed the young dwarf to 

go inside. 

    An old woman stood in the hallway. Her grey hair was tied in a bun, her eyes were black and beady, 

her nose was big and round, and her face was covered in wrinkles. She eyed Snowy with a soft look. 

    “Sorry for the intrusion, ma‟am.”  

    “Don‟t worry about it.”  

    “Let me introduce you,” said the young dwarf. “Mother, this is Shortie. Shortie, this is my mother.” 

    “Shortie?! I have a proper name, you know. It‟s Snowy!” he snarled. 

    “My bad,” said the young dwarf, but he didn‟t look like he meant it. 

     Snowy wiped the frown off his face as he turned to the mother.  

    “Pleased to meet you, ma‟am.” 

    “The pleasure is all mine. Now, let‟s go inside. It‟s not in good taste to keep a guest standing in the 

hallway.” 



    “I don‟t think he understands what in good taste means,” said the young dwarf. “He kept going after 

me like a baby duckling following its mother.” 

    “Shall I start calling you „Mommy‟ then?” quipped Snowy. 

    The young dwarf stopped to glare at him. Oh, if looks could kill, Snowy would‟ve fallen dead in an 

instant. 

    “That‟s enough, Kokoro,” said the mother rather gently. She was quite lenient on him. “What you 

said was disrespectful.” 

    “I was only stating the facts.” 

     They were finally sitting in the living room, but even with the slight coolness the house provided, 

Snowy was still feeling extraordinarily hot. The mother offered to adjust some of Kokoro‟s clothes for 

him, and he gratefully accepted. 

    “Here.” Kokoro handed Snowy a small clay pot full of water.  

    “Thanks,” said Snowy, taking hold of the pot. It was cool to the touch. He could even feel the 

coolness flowing through his innards as he gulped the contents down. Water had never tasted more 

delicious. 

    Kokoro announced he was going to sell the fish and stepped out, leaving Snowy to wait on his 

unfinished change of clothes alone. But Snowy didn‟t mind, as he, strangely enough, felt at home. 

    Snowy watched Kokoro‟s mother attentively as she sewed, working her hands quickly between 

cutting cloth and making stitches with a needle. He wondered if his mother would‟ve turned out like 

her had she lived long enough. He shook his head. His mother was dead; there was no use thinking 

about this. 

    “Is something the matter, son?” asked the mother as she continued to work. 

    She saw me, thought Snowy. He felt like burying himself under the ground at the moment. 

    “It‟s nothing,” he said with a smile. 

***** 

Snowy felt a lot better after changing into his new clothes; it was almost as if he had been revived. He 

went back to the living room only to see that Kokoro had returned. 

    “A gift for you.”  

    Kokoro caught Snowy by surprise, throwing him a small pair of shoes.  

    “Thank you,” said Snowy as he peered at them. They were beautiful and brand new. It was 

reasonable to believe they cost a hefty sum. 

    Soon after, Kokoro headed to the kitchen to prepare lunch, and Snowy followed him. 

    “What do you want?” said Kokoro, rolling up his sleeves. 

    Snowy took the last two slices of meat he still had out of his bag and placed them on the table. 

    “Will you accept these in exchange for the shoes?” 

    “I told you they were a gift,” said Kokoro with an edge to his voice. 



    “Then in exchange for my stay here.” 

    “Just so you know, I didn‟t intend to charge you anything when I suggested you come inside,” said 

Kokoro. “In all truth, I find what you‟re saying very insulting.” 

    “Then consider them a gift,” said Snowy quickly. “They‟ll go bad soon anyway, and I didn‟t want to 

hog them to myself.” 

    “You could‟ve said so from the beginning.” 

    “By the way, do you need a hand here? I can help.” 

    “What can you do exactly?” 

    Snowy looked over what Kokoro was doing. He was cutting weird things Snowy had never seen 

before on a cutting board. Snowy had no idea what to be done with them. 

    “I can roast the meat,” he said with an innocent grin. 

    “Suit yourself.” 

***** 

Snowy took a deep breath, sniffing the aroma of cooked food as he joined his hosts at the dining table. It 

smelled exquisitely scrumptious. 

    “What is this dish called? Mushroom soup? I‟ve never had anything like this before! And this one? 

Maqluba? Wow! And this one here? Oh, a salad!” He couldn‟t help but express how impressed he was. 

    Between biting, chewing, and swallowing, Snowy told them everything he‟d been through on his 

journey, and he was not finished talking until the meal was over.  

    The mother was a great listener, courteous enough to show interest, asking questions and nodding 

every while and then.  

    Kokoro, on the other hand, remained stone faced the whole time as if he didn‟t hear anything of 

value. 

    “You‟re welcome to stay here as long as you like,” said the mother.  

    “Thank you, ma‟am. I‟m indebted to you.” 

    “Don‟t even mention it.” The mother beamed at him. “Kokoro, why don‟t you take Snowy on a tour 

around the village tomorrow?” 

    “Huh?” said Kokoro, looking both shocked and upset at the same time. 

    “I said, why don‟t you take Snowy on a tour around the village tomorrow?”  

    “I heard you the first time, Mother,” said Kokoro. “What I meant to ask is, why do I have to do that?” 

    “I‟ve figured Snowy would like to see the village since he‟ll be staying here for a while.” 

    “Okay, Mother. I‟ll do as you wish.” He didn‟t look happy about it at all, though. 

    Snowy and Kokoro barely talked to each other until it was time to sleep. 

    “Good night,” said Snowy as he climbed into the bed, guilt eating away at him. He‟d been insisting he 

didn‟t need the bed when Kokoro finally put an end to his protests by lying down the mattress he had 

on the floor. Aside from feeling guilty for taking the bed for himself, Snowy wondered why Kokoro 



had looked so upset about taking him for a tour tomorrow. Did he hate tours that much? Or was it him 

the one he hated? He didn‟t have to agonize over that for long though. The excitement he experienced 

throughout the day had rendered him exhausted, and he was out in a jiffy as if he slipped into a coma. 

***** 

The next day, all of Snowy‟s questions from last night were answered. Snowy must not have noticed it 

yesterday, because there were not a lot of people outside by noon, but now that they were out early, 

presumably at the same time people were heading out to work, he noticed. Everybody was looking at 

Kokoro with eyes full of condemnation, if not hatred. Despite that, Kokoro was walking down the 

streets with a face devoid of any expression.  

    Kokoro took Snowy first to the farms and orchards surrounding the village. Snowy was totally 

amazed; the concept of fruits and vegetables was foreign to him. Next, Kokoro showed him the 

livestock they kept and explained how they were used to get milk, eggs, and meat. Snowy kept 

pestering him about how small everything was, from trees to animals, especially rabbits. 

    “Jeez,” said Kokoro impatiently. “Then how big are rabbits in your village?” 

    “One rabbit needs ten grown men to carry it.” 

    “Sounds more of a monster than a rabbit.” 

    Beautiful buildings in the distance caught Snowy‟s attention. They were red and white with what 

looked like four sails pinned to wood going in circles. Snowy learned later they were windmills. 

    They then headed to the village centre, where shops were. They passed the forge, the carpenter‟s 

shop, the tailor‟s shop, the baker‟s, the butcher‟s, the grocery, and the fruit-and-vegetable market. All 

the time, Kokoro was looked at with disdain and avoided like the plague. 

    They were back home in time for lunch, and after a meal of bread and some beef stew, Kokoro went 

fishing, while Snowy opted to stay indoors. 

    Snowy knocked on the door and waited. As the mother permitted him enter, he stepped into the 

living room.  

    The mother looked up from the piece of cloth she was embroidering. “Do you need anything, 

Snowy?”  

    “Well …” He paused, wondering if it was really okay to say anything. “The truth is …” He told her 

what happened when he and Kokoro were out today and about the old lady‟s incident yesterday. 

    “I see,” said the mother when Snowy was finished, a rather sad look on her face. 

    “I‟m sorry I brought this up.”  

    “It‟s all right,” said the mother. “It had always been like this for him.” 

    “May I know why?” He didn‟t care if he was crossing a line. He wanted to know. 

    The mother suddenly stopped moving as if caught off guard. “Yes, I suppose.” She hesitated before 

she resumed embroidering. “He quit school.” 

    “What?”  

    “This must be quite shocking since you‟re a stranger, but quitting school is a violation of our rules.” 



    “Even so,” said Snowy in disbelief.  

    “Rules are of the utmost importance in the Summer Village. If you violate them, you‟re sentenced to 

live as an outcast for the rest of your life.” 

    “This is stupid!” said Snowy hotly. “What if your rules were wrong in the first place? Your rules were 

made by dwarves. They are not the words of the creator!” 

    “I know. But this is the reality,” said the mother in submission. “Do promise me though you won‟t 

mention any of this to Kokoro.” 

***** 

As he lay on the bed, Snowy recalled what he‟d just heard. He tried to imagine how Kokoro must be 

feeling. Not good, he was sure. Kokoro‟s mother said he was used to this. But can one actually get used to 

something like that? He shook his head. No. He remembered how disheartened he felt when the villagers‟ 

treatment toward him changed. One does not get used to it. Every act adds a fresh wound on top of old 

ones, making the pain all the more unbearable. 

    That night, as they lay themselves to sleep, Snowy asked Kokoro if he knew of any place that would 

hire him. 

    “You want to work? What kind of work you can do?” 

    “I'm a woodcutter.” 

    Kokoro's eyes widened. “A woodcutter?”  

    “Is there something wrong with being one?” 

    “No,” said Kokoro, restoring his composure. “You just don't look like one.” 

    “Do they have a certain appearance?” 

    “No,” said Kokoro with a slight shake of his head. “Anyway, no one is going to hire you. The village 

has enough woodcutters as it is.” 

    Snowy folded his arms behind his head. “This is troublesome,” he whined.  

    Kokoro frowned at the ceiling. “You don't need to work. You're our guest.” 

    “But I'm going to stay here for a while. I would like to, at least, earn my keep. I don't want to 

inconvenience you.” 

    “I told you it's unnecessary,” said Kokoro, looking cross—his voice slightly higher. “Don't make me 

repeat myself.” 

    “That's it!” Snowy slammed a fist in an open palm. “How about you hire me?” 

    Kokoro looked more irritated than not. “What would I hire you for?”  

    “I can carry your things for you.” 

    “No, thanks. I can handle everything myself. I don't need your help.” 

    “Then how about this?” said Snowy in excitement. “Will you teach me how to fish?” 

    At this, Kokoro looked sceptical. “Do you really think you can do it?” he said. “Fishing requires a lot 

of patience.” 



    “Well, I won't know until I try,” said Snowy. “I promise to do my best.” 

    Kokoro pondered for a little before letting out an exasperated sigh. “Very well. I'll teach you. But 

you can't quit halfway through. If you're going to learn from me, you‟ll have to make my efforts 

worthwhile.” 

    “I will. Thank you very much.” 

    “Thank me after you catch your first fish. I'm going to sleep now, so don't talk to me.” 

    “Good night.” Snowy closed his eyes, his heart full as he looked forward to tomorrow. 

***** 

Sunlight sneaked through the windows while Snowy and Kokoro had a breakfast of milk, bread, and 

cheese. Finished with their meal, the two dwarves were off to the village centre to buy Snowy a fishing 

rod. 

    At the fishing equipment store, Kokoro took hold of the small fishing rods and started swinging them 

one after another, all under the watchful eyes of the jarred-looking store owner. 

    “Don't you think this is enough?” said Snowy in a small voice. He didn't want Kokoro to get rebuked. 

He felt bad enough about having to drag him here. 

    “I have to check if they are flexible enough,” said Kokoro, undeterred. He didn't stop until he tried 

all of them. “We'll take this one,” he said at last. 

    After handing out the money, the two dwarves set toward the river, with Snowy swinging his new 

rod about. He was raring to have a go at fishing so much that he cast the fishing line the moment they 

reached the riverside. 

    “Wrong,” said Kokoro. “You have to hang a bait first.” 

    “A bait?” 

    The bait turned to be a wiggling worm. 

    “Amazing!” Snowy kept gawking at it for too long that Kokoro had to clear his throat. He urgently 

secured the worm to the end of the hook like Kokoro instructed. 

    “Now, listen. First, you grab the rod firmly, then you raise it over your head,” said Kokoro, 

demonstrating with his own stance. Snowy followed. “Then, with all your strength, you whip it 

forward.” 

    Splash! The two hooks had landed successfully in the water. 

    “Good,” said Kokoro, supporting his rod with some stones. “Now, you sit and wait for a fish to take 

the bait.” 

    “Don't you need to keep watch?” asked Snowy as Kokoro lay on the grass and closed his eyes. 

    “No, you keep watch. As for me, my sixth sense will suffice. That's said, it's better you stay quiet 

since the fish can hear you.” 

    Snowy agreed, but Kokoro seriously doubted he could hold his tongue. Surprisingly enough, he did. 

Well, that was until his line started quivering. “Something is there!” 



    Kokoro sprang to his side. “Pull it upward first to make sure the fish is hooked … Good, now pull it 

back but not too forcefully, or else the line will break.” 

    “I got it!” Snowy pulled back, but the fish was showing a strong resistance. It was no match for 

Snowy though; in a matter of a few seconds, he had it out of the water and under the morning sun.  

    “My first catch!” 

    Kokoro could clearly see the excitement in Snowy‟s eyes as he goggled at the fish like it was some 

endangered species. He wondered if he felt that thrilled when he caught his first fish too. It had been 

such a long time that he couldn't even remember. 

    “Thank you,” said Snowy, pulling Kokoro out of his thoughts. 

    Kokoro merely nodded and went to lie in his spot again. He expected Snowy to say something before 

the end of the day, but he didn't—not even when he caught his second, third, or fourth fish, even 

though he looked so happy every time. Kokoro found that strange. And after one week, he was 

officially weirded out. 

    “What do you hope to gain by this?” he asked one day when he and Snowy were out fishing, with a 

frown not so uncharacteristic of him. 

    “Excuse me?” said Snowy, bewildered that Kokoro actually talked to him. 

    “I'm asking why you're doing this?” said Kokoro. “Do you like fishing this much? Do you intend to 

become a fisherman and stay here forever?” 

    “I don't understand what you mean.” 

    “You look like you want to say something, but you've kept quiet for a whole week.” 

    “Weren‟t you the one who asked me to be quiet, Kokoro?” 

    “Give me an answer,” Kokoro demanded. The whole thing was grating on his nerves. 

    Snowy let out a sigh. “I want to be your friend.”  

    Kokoro huffed as if this was the most ridiculous thing he had ever heard. “And what makes you think 

I want one?”  

    “Don't you feel lonely sometimes, Kokoro?” 

    “Not really,” said Kokoro flatly. 

    “I do.” 

    “And how is this any of my business?” 

    “But I don't feel lonely when you're around,” Snowy went on. 

    Surprise flickered through Kokoro's eyes for a moment. He pursed his lips taut and kept his silence. 

    The sun was about to set, and the two dwarves were about to leave when Snowy felt something 

pulling at his thread. He stood up and pulled back in return, taking on what was supposed to be his final 

catch of the day. 

    “Is the fish giving you that much trouble?” said Kokoro as he grabbed his basket. 

    “I'm okay,” said Snowy, but it was obvious he was struggling. His knees were bent, and he was barely 

able to stop himself from being dragged along the grass. 



    “Hurry it up then,” said Kokoro, turning to leave. But almost at the same moment, he heard a loud 

splash. He whipped around at once, but Snowy was nowhere to be seen. With his heart in his throat, 

Kokoro wasted no time jumping into the water.  

    Two minutes later, the two dwarves were grovelling up the riverside, with Snowy coughing up 

water. 

    “Why didn't you let go of the fishing rod?!” said Kokoro fiercely, puffing. 

    “I was confident that I had it,” said Snowy, gasping for breath. 

    “Hmph,” scoffed Kokoro, but he thought something was odd; Snowy was shivering a lot, even 

though the water was not that cold. 

    “Are you … Are you afraid of water?”   

    “Not going to lie,” said Snowy. “I feel very uneasy just looking at it,” he admitted. 

    Kokoro was silent for a while. 

    “Do you want to learn how to swim?”  

    Snowy looked up at him.  

    “I can teach you.” 

    “But I ...” His voice trailed off as he looked down. 

    “If you don't face your fears, they'll never go away,” said Kokoro. “The longer you wait, the harder it 

gets. You have to make a decision, now.” 

    The hesitation clouding Snowy's eyes disappeared. 

    “I understand,” he said firmly. “I'll do it.” 

***** 

Kokoro proved to be a very good teacher. He never rushed Snowy. On the contrary, he was quite 

patient with him. With his guidance, Snowy was able to overcome his fear of water completely, and 

moreover, he found swimming to be almost as enjoyable as flying. Over the course of the past few 

weeks, Snowy felt Kokoro had warmed up to him a little. If he didn‟t, Snowy would‟ve had qualms 

about what he told Kokoro tonight. 

    “Can I ask you a favour?” he said as he pulled the cover over himself. 

    “Depends on what kind of favour it is.” Kokoro gazed at the ceiling from his spot on the floor. “Well, 

go ahead. I'm listening.” 

    “Will you accompany me on my journey?” 

    “How is this in any way a favour?” said Kokoro, his brows going down in a slight frown. “Either way, 

forget it.” 

    “Eh? But why?” 

    “Getting myself killed for no reason sounds like a silly thing to do,” said Kokoro. “Do you have a 

reason to be doing this?” 

    “I have,” said Snowy. “I'm looking for the village of Originem and its treasure.” 



    “And what kind of village is this Originem?” 

    “It's a place where the sun always shines and people live happily,” said Snowy with a broad smile; just 

thinking about it filled his heart with great warmth. 

    Kokoro cracked an eyebrow. 

    “Hmph. The sun is always shining in the Summer Village, but it hardly ever feels so,” he said. 

“Anyway, aren't you mistaken about this? People can't be happy all the time. Even the sun has to go 

down at some point.” 

    “But the book didn't mention any misfortune happenings.” 

    “Was the one who wrote it reminiscing? People tend to remember only the good things when they 

do that.”  

    “I‟m not quite sure,” Snowy drawled as he considered this. “But still, you're wrong about this.” 

    “Do you have any proof?” 

    “I can feel it.” 

    “What?” 

    “Just like how you have a sixth sense, I believe that Originem is what I imagine it to be.” 

    “This is utter nonsense.” 

    “Anyway, come with me.” 

    “No.” 

    “But this is an adventure.” 

    “I have no interest in adventures.” 

    “What about the thrill?” 

    “I can imagine it‟s quite thrilling,” said Kokoro. “But this is not enough of a good reason to risk my 

life.” 

    “Does that good reason of yours even exist?” 

    “It does,” said Kokoro in an icy voice. “My beliefs, my freedom, and my mother are worthy to be 

ones.” 

    “What about your friends?” 

    Kokoro paused. He opened his mouth to say something but closed it. He did that a few times. 

    “I don‟t have any,” he said in the end, turning onto his right side and facing away from Snowy. 

    Snowy‟s lips trembled a little. He turned to his left. 

    “I see,” he said. “You know? I think tomorrow will be my last day here.” 

    Silence. If Kokoro had heard him, he didn‟t make it apparent. 

***** 



The next day, Snowy and Kokoro didn‟t exchange a single word, not even a simple greeting. Never in 

his one hundred and fifty years of living did Kokoro imagine he‟d be more upset than what he used to 

be on a regular basis. But he was. 

    No matter how much he tried that night, Kokoro could not sleep. Around midnight his mattress was 

abandoned. As he stepped into the living room, he saw his mother was there, embroidering a 

handkerchief. He went and sat next to her. 

    “Why are you still awake, Mother?” he said. “Staying up late is not good for your health.” 

    “I couldn‟t help it,” said his mother. “When you get old you don‟t get much of sleep anyway. I‟m just 

trying to relieve my boredom.” She paused. “Why are you awake? You even have a glass of milk with 

you. Can‟t sleep?” 

    “Yes,” he said, looking down at his hands. 

    “What is it? Is it something Snowy said?” 

    He tightened his grip around the glass. “Yes.”  

    “What is this about?” 

    “He wants me to go with him on his journey.” 

    “What‟s wrong with that? It‟s actually a great idea.” 

    Kokoro stared at her, dumbstruck. “What are you saying?” 

    “You hate the village.” 

    “I do, but going away is out of the question,” said Kokoro hotly, averting his gaze. “I‟m not leaving 

you here alone.” 

    “Don‟t say that,” said his mother as she placed her old, wrinkled hand over his. “You‟ve wanted to do 

this for a long time now, haven‟t you?” 

    “It doesn‟t matter.” 

    “I told you not to say that. I can‟t stand the idea of me being in the way of your happiness.” 

    “Don‟t say that, Mother,” said Kokoro in a hushed voice. “I‟m happy because I can be by your side.” 

    “I‟m the same.” Kokoro‟s mother gave her son a fond smile, squeezing his hand. “But, if you let those 

feelings keep you trapped here, then I, as your mother, won‟t be able to forgive myself.” 

***** 

Snowy awoke with a start when his blanket got snatched abruptly. He thought he heard Kokoro telling 

him to wake up but wasn‟t sure; he was very sleepy, and his eyelids felt very heavy. However, he knew 

he wasn‟t dreaming when the pillow under his head was removed and used to hit him in the face. 

    “Stop that,” he said as he raised his arms in defence. 

    “Get up,” said Kokoro. “We have a lot of work to do.” 

    Snowy sat up in bed, rubbing his eyes. “What is it all of a sudden?”   

    “I‟ll tell you later, now hurry.” 

    “Yes, sir,” said Snowy in a weary voice, wondering what on earth had happened. 



    After they were done with their prayers, the two dwarves headed out, with Kokoro holding a bag 

over one shoulder and an axe over the other. 

    “So, where are we going?” asked Snowy with a yawn. 

    “To the forest.” 

    Snowy flicked a glance at the axe Kokoro was carrying. “Are we going to cut wood?”  

    “More or less.” 

    “Did we really have to get up this early to cut wood?” said Snowy. “By the way, is this axe yours?” 

    “No.” 

    “Whose is it then?” 

    “It‟s none of your business.” 

    “You refuse to answer my questions yet ask for my assistance,” said Snowy with a pout. 

     “It‟s for your sake as much as it is for mine,” said Kokoro in pique. “So don‟t think I‟m asking you a 

favour.” 

     “Whatever,” said Snowy under his breath. 

    The sky assumed a light shade of blue, and sunlight flooded the land and shined on the early morning 

dew, and Snowy and Kokoro were finally at the forest. 

     “Before we get started, let me tell you what we‟re going to do,” said Kokoro. “We‟re making a 

raft.” 

    “A raft?” 

    “Yes, a raft.” Kokoro sat with one knee bent to rummage through the contents of his bag. “It‟s to 

transport us by the river, in case you don‟t know.” He got a knife out. 

    “Hold on, did you just say it‟s to transport us?” 

    He couldn‟t have misheard this, could he? 

    “Yes,” said Kokoro. “It‟s only natural to say us since I‟m going with you.” 

    “Ouch!” yelled Snowy. He had pinched himself too hard. 

    “What are you doing?” said Kokoro in astonishment. 

    “Only making sure I‟m not dreaming.” 

    “Okay, now that you‟re sure of it, stop acting like an idiot,” said Kokoro. He had intended to sound 

harsh, but the words came out as if he was embarrassed. What a slip. 

    For once, Snowy didn‟t mind being called an idiot. His heart swelled with happiness. 

    “You can‟t blame me. This is quite a sudden change of heart,” he chortled. 

    “Hmph.” 

    “May I ask what brought it up?” 

    “No.” Kokoro planted the knife and the axe in one of the trees. He then put his feet on the trunk as 

he hung to their handles. He withdrew the knife and planted it higher, taking a step at the same time. 

He did the same with the axe.  



    Snowy watched him go up the trunk—as he repeated what he was doing time after time—from 

where he stood, amazed. 

    After he reached the closest branch, Kokoro hung to the knife in his right, leaving the one holding 

the axe free to cut down said branch. Snowy had to admit that he was impressed with Kokoro‟s 

strength—he could handle an axe with one hand splendidly. 

    A measly ten minutes later and the branch was hitting the ground with a loud crash, covering Snowy 

with dust and nearly tearing up his eardrums.  

    “Thank you for the heads up,” said Snowy sarcastically in a throaty voice—some of the dust went 

straight into his mouth—as he wiped off his clothes. 

    “You‟re welcome,” retorted Kokoro, climbing the tree down as gracefully as he did climbing it up.  

    Snowy cleared his throat several times to get rid of what dust remained. 

    “Still,” he said, “I have to say that cutting one branch is pretty clever.” 

    “Decisively, we weren‟t going to cut down the whole tree just to make a single raft,” scoffed 

Kokoro. 

    Snowy cleared his throat again, but it wasn‟t because of dust this time. He neglected to mention that 

was the way they cut wood at the Winter Village. 

    Snowy and Kokoro took turns cutting the branch into logs. They took a break to have a breakfast of 

bread, cheese, and some hardboiled eggs. They headed home when it was time for lunch, only to go 

fishing after they were done eating. They did this for another two days—working on the raft in the 

morning and fishing in the afternoon—and on the third day, the raft was, at last, finished.  

    A feast was awaiting them when they went home that evening. The table was full to its ends with 

food. Tomato soup, roast beef, roast corn, a carrot cake, an apple pie, and kunafa adorned the plates 

covering the table alongside mugs full of lemon juice. 

    “Mother, you shouldn‟t have troubled yourself,” said Kokoro as he sat at the table, his expression 

unreadable. He was grateful his mother had made all of this for him, but he somehow felt equally bad. 

    “Kokoro is right, ma‟am,” said Snowy. 

    “I wanted you to enjoy your last meal here,” said the mother. 

    “You make it sound like I‟m not coming back,” said Kokoro. 

     Snowy couldn‟t help but feel a little envious of Kokoro; the mother‟s love for her son was evident 

through her cooking. And even though the food was very delicious, it felt as if none of them enjoyed it 

much. 

***** 

The two dwarves were prepared to leave at the crack of dawn. They had already packed their bags last 

night, and all that was left now was to say their goodbyes. Kokoro brought a small sack from his room 

and handed it to his mother. 

    “What is this?” asked his mother. 

    “Money I‟ve been saving just in case something unexpected happened to me.”  



    The mother burst into tears. 

    “Don‟t cry,” said Kokoro almost in a whisper as he threw his arms around her. “If you want me to 

stay, then stay I will.” 

    “No,” she said, dabbing her eyes with a handkerchief. “You‟ve stayed here long enough. It‟s time for 

you to go.” 

    “I‟ll be sure to come back,” said Kokoro softly, “if God wills it.” 

    “If God wills it,” she replied, fighting back the tears. “I‟ll pray for your safety, both of you.” 

    “Thank you, ma‟am,” said Snowy, staring at his feet while he shuffled on the spot. He felt very 

awkward for some reason. 

    Kokoro pulled away from the hug and kissed his mother‟s hand. “Goodbye.”  

    “Goodbye. May God be with you.” 

    The mother stood at the door and continued to wave at them heartily until they were out of sight.  

    And with that, their short goodbye was over. 

***** 

The two dwarves pushed and pulled until the raft was finally bobbing on the surface of the river.  

    “Just so you know, I dislike doing something without having a prior plan,” said Kokoro as they 

hopped into the raft. “But since we don‟t know what we‟re going to face from now on, our plan will be 

to have a plan for anything that stirs up.” 

    “You know this is not really a plan, right?” noted Snowy. 

    “Oh, shut up,” growled Kokoro. “How else am I supposed to convince myself that this is not a totally 

bad idea?”  

     The two dwarves rowed in silence, as the farewell was still fresh in their memory. But the lived 

silence was short, as a whirlpool appeared out of nowhere beneath them and swallowed the raft and its 

riders. 

    I knew travelling by water was a bad idea, was Snowy‟s last thought before his consciousness faded away. 
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