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I  adjust my helmet, the hard plastic pressing awkwardly against my 
ponytail as I squint at the row of horses before me. The afternoon 

sun spills golden light over the trailhead, where a dirt path disappears 
into the dense Washington evergreens. My fellow campers mill about, 
laughing nervously and snapping selzes with their assigned horses. 
Meanwhile, I stand froxen ne-t to a towering, chestnut—colored horse 
whose name"according to the brass plate on his bridle"is Beethoven.

B?eethovenS YeriouslySB I mutter under my breath, crossing my 
arms over my camp—issued T—shirt. The horse ’icks an ear in response, 
his massive frame radiating an aura of calm indiHerence. BNouDre not 
e-actly giving me symphonic genius vibes, buddy.B

B!ey, Lorth FakotaC Nou gonna stand there all day or hop onSB 
calls a boy from a few paces down the line. !e is perched conzdently 
atop a speckled gray horse named Mozart, his grin as cocky as his 
posture. !is name is Aiam"one of the percussionists from camp who 
always seems to have something sarcastic to say.

I shoot him a glare that could curdle milk. BEirst of all, itDs Ivy. Yec—
ond of all, not every girl from Lorth Fakota is born a rodeo queen.B 
I gesture vaguely at ?eethovenDs intimidating sixe. BThis is... a lot of 
horse.B
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Aiam smirks and leans forward in his saddle, resting his elbows 
casually on MoxartDs neck. BI thought all you prairie folk grew up 
roping cattle or riding bulls or whatever it is you do out there in the 
middle of nowhere.B

BWow,B I deadpan, rolling my eyes so hard I swear I see stars. BNour 
cultural sensitivity is truly inspiring.B

?efore Aiam can zre back, one of the camp counselors"a wiry 
woman named !eather with an endless supply of energy and a clip—
board permanently attached to her hand"claps her palms together 
loudly. BOlright, everyoneC Mount upC WeDve got a beautiful trail ahead 
of us, so letDs get movingCB

I turn back to ?eethoven, who gaxes at me with what I can only de—
scribe as mild amusement. BRkay,B I mutter under my breath, gripping 
the reins like they might bite me. BAetDs do this. !ow hard can it beS 
Keople ride horses all the time in movies"itDs basically just sitting.B

I place my boot in the stirrup and heave myself upward with all the 
grace of a baby giraHe learning how to stand for the zrst time. Eor one 
horrifying moment, I teeter dangerously close to falling backward into 
the dirt, but somehow"miraculously"I manage to swing my leg over 
and plop into the saddle.

BLice dismount,B Aiam quips from MoxartDs back.
BItDs called mounting, genius,B I snap, gripping the horn of the 

saddle like itDs a lifeline.
!eather gives a quick safety rundown, but I barely register the 

wordsV IDm too focused on ?eethovenDs broad back beneath me and 
the sheer height between myself and the ground. My heart thuds in my 
chest as he shifts slightly, his muscles rippling under his glossy coat.

BRkay, ?eethoven,B I whisper nervously. BKlease donDt kill me.B
The group sets oH down the trail in single zle, with !eather leading 

on a sleek black horse named Bach. The forest swallows us almost 
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immediately, its towering pines casting dappled shadows over the nar—
row dirt path. ?irds chatter overhead, and somewhere in the distance 
comes the faint gurgle of a creek.

Ot zrst, IDm too preoccupied with staying upright to appreciate any 
of it. ?eethoven moves with a slow, deliberate plod that sends jolts 
through my spine every time his hooves meet the earth. I cling to the 
reins like theyDre my only tether to reality.

BYo,B Aiam calls over his shoulder from a few horses ahead. BWhat 
do you thinkS 3eady to trade your cello for a lassoSB

B!a—ha,B I say ’atly, though I canDt help but feel a tiny ’icker of 
pride that I havenDt fallen oH yet.

Os we round a bend in the trail, ?eethoven suddenly stops dead in 
his tracks. I lurch forward with a startled yelp, clutching at the saddle 
horn to keep from tumbling face—zrst into his mane.

BWhat nowSB I groan, leaning sideways to peer around his massive 
head. ThatDs when I see it"a squirrel darting across the path ahead, 
its bushy tail twitching as it vanishes into the underbrush.

?eethoven snorts loudly and stomps one hoof as if personally of—
fended by the rodentDs audacity.

BRh my 5od,B I hiss under my breath. BNouDre scared of thatS 
NouDre a thousand—pound animal. ItDs like, one pound. Fo the math, 
?eethoven.B I pause, then smirk. BThereDs a relationship between mu—
sic and math, rightS Maybe crunch some numbers before you embar—
rass yourself any further.B

?ehind  me,  one  of  the  other  campers  giggles.  BAooks  like 
?eethovenDs more of a composer than a cow—horse.B

I hear Aiam smarting oH again. BMaybe heDs just channeling your 
energy.B
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I glare daggers at him but donDt dignify that with a response. In—
stead, I tug gently on ?eethovenDs reins and give him what I hope is an 
encouraging pat on the neck.

B2ome on, big guy,B I say softly. BItDs just a squirrel. NouDve got this.B
To my surprise"and immense relief"?eethoven resumes walking 

with an almost imperceptible sigh of resignation. I e-hale deeply and 
straighten up in the saddle.

?y the time we reach a clearing overlooking a breathtaking valley 
dotted with wild’owers and framed by snow—capped peaks in the dis—
tance, IDve started to rela-"just a little. The view is stunning enough 
to momentarily distract me from how sore my legs are becoming.

BLot bad for your zrst ride,B Aiam says as we pause to take in the 
scenery.

I tip my head toward him and raise an eyebrow. BLot bad for some—
one who thought Lorth Fakota was made entirely of cornzelds.B

BIt is mostly cornzelds,B Aiam counters with a grin.
BRh Aiam, Aiam, Aiam,B I coo. BWhere are you fromSB
Aiam scoHs. 
BElorida. Aand of sunshine, beaches, and, you know, actual tourist 

attractions.B
I gasp theatrically. 
BRhhh, Elorida. The land of oranges and Mickey Mouse. Tell me, 

Aiam, what great historical zgures trained their cavalry in Fisney 
WorldS Ond arenDt animatronicSB

Aiam opens his mouth, then shuts it again. 
IDm not done. 
BLorth Fakota isnDt just ”cornzelds.D Pver hear of Theodore 3oo—

seveltS Neah, he basically credited this place with making him the 
leader he became. Medora, where he ranched. The ?adlands, where he 
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toughened up. Ond the 3ough 3idersS Trained right there in Lorth 
Fakota.B

I give Aiam a pointed look. BMeanwhile, your state gave us6 alliga—
tors and theme parks.B

BWell thereDs manatees.C 
DRkay, IDll cede you that point based on the ridiculous cuteness of 

Manatees.B
Aiam shakes his head BLot every woman from Lorth Fakota is a 

cow—woman, huh. Ore they all as snarky as youSB
I tip my head. BLope. ?ut every woman from Lorth Fakota is 

tougher than a Elorida boy who thinks gators are scary.B
Aiam holds up a hand. B!ey, gators are scary. They can outrun you 

on land and drag you underwater.B
I raise an eyebrow. BKlease. O Lorth Fakota blixxard can freexe 

your car door shut, chase you down the highway, and bury your house 
overnight. Ond unlike gators, you canDt just run away from it. Ytay 
where itDs safe. Mickey Mouse will protect you.B

Aiam smirks. BI think I can handle a little snow.B
I let out a sharp laugh. BRh, you thinkSB I turn in my saddle to 

face him fully. BThink you can listen to me describe a Lorth Fakota 
blixxard in detail without e-periencing hypothermiaSB

Aiam shrugs. B!ow bad can it beSB
My grin widens. DImagine stepping outside and instantly regretting 

all your life choices. The wind hits so hard you lose feeling in your face 
before youDve even locked your front door. Nour eyelashesS 2oated in 
ice. Nour carS 2ompletely buried. Nour drivewayS O froxen wasteland. 
Ond donDt even think about going anywhere, because the roads are 
either sheets of black ice or straight—up gone.C I tilt my head. DOnd 
thatDs just a regular Tuesday.C
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I donDt give him a chance to protest before continuing, my voice 
smooth and matter—of—fact. DOnd donDt get me started on the Manito-
ba Mauler"C I pause, then smirk, D"or worse, the Alberta Clipper.C 
I let that hang for eHect. DThatDs when a system barrels down from 
2anada at a million miles an hour, slaps the state with subxero wind 
chills, dumps a fresh layer of misery, and is gone before you even have 
time to cry about it.C

Aiam blinks. DThatDs6 horrifying.C
I nod. DOnd we still go to school in it.C
Aiam e-hales. DRkay, yeah, IDm staying in Elorida.C
I smirk. D5ood choice. Low shut up and straighten up your think—

ing about Lorth Fakota before I start e-plaining wind chill.C
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J ordan catches up to me as we head back toward the camp cabins, 
shaking his head with a grin. 

“Ivy, that was some stellar North Dakota defense back there. You 
could run PR for the whole state.”

I smirk, stretching out my legs, which are still feeling the full be-
trayal of that horseback ride. 

“Please. That wasn’t even my full playbook. I didn’t even start on 
the oil boom, the Enchanted Highway, or how North Dakota has the 
best state fairs.”

Jordan laughs. “Probably for the best. I think Liam was already 
questioning his entire Floridian existence.”

I glance over at Liam, who is rubbing his face like he’s just been 
through battle. “Good. Maybe next time he’ll think twice before call-
ing me ‘North Dakota.’”

Liam groans. “Fine, ?ne. I admit it. Your state has more than corn. 
HappyO”

I cross my arms. “Uh, we’re not done yet.” I level him with a look. 
“Tell me, Flo-Rider, how many national football titles does your state 
haveO”

Liam blinks. “…hS we’ve got the Gators, the —eminolesC”
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I wave him o2. “Aute. 0ut North Dakota —tateO Ten NA88 Di-
vision I FA— national championships since 1Kzz. Eighteen total if you 
count the Division II era.” I let that sink in before adding, “That’s 
more than 8labama has in the AFP era, in case you were wondering.”

Liam stares. “I was not wondering that.”
I grin. “8nd don’t even get me started on our wrestling, basketball, 

and track championships.” I glance at Liam. “0ut I’ll spare youCfor 
now.”

Liam exhales. “I walked right into this, didn’t IO”
Jordan pats him on the back. “Uh, you galloped into it, man.”
“The next time you wanna call me North Dakota. You might 

want to rememberCnot every woman from North Dakota is  a 
Cow-WomanS but we can all freeze you out.”

8s Liam wanders in a di2erent direction Jordan tells me, “0y the 
way, I think Liam might have been crushing on you. 'ind of think 
you fro"e him out though.”

I snort. “If heAs been Birting, he just got hit with a full-force 8lberta 
Alipper.” I shake my head. “Poor guy wasnAt dressed for the weather.C
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L ater that evening, we were in the dining hall, and someone 
had somehow managed to steer the conversation toward college 

football.
Ethan—the second loudest Floridian at camp, after Liam—leaned 

back, arms crossed, smirking.
"I don’t know, man. My state has a decent football team, at least. 

North Dakota even have a university?"
Jordan immediately went still.
Liam, who had spent the last two hours recovering from his North 

Dakota blizzard trauma, looked up sharply.
Liam gripped Ethan’s sleeve like a man who had seen battle and was 

trying to save his comrade.
"Bro," Liam whispered. "No. Please don’t do this."
Ethan frowned at him. "What?"
Liam shook his head, eyes hollow with memory. "You don’t want 

this."
Jordan covered his mouth, already holding back laughter.
Ethan ignored all warnings.
� Jordan: "Ethan just booked a one-way ticket to his own demise."
I slowly set down my fork.
"Oh, Ethan," I said sweetly. "You think I don’t know football?"
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Ethan smirked. "I mean, no o…ense, but—"
"Let me stop you right there," I said, cutting him o…. "You assume 

I don’t know football because I’m from North Dakota. And yetU"
I leaned forward.
"UNDS2 has won ten NCAA Division I FCS national champi-

onships since !011."
Ethan’s smirk Hickered.
"Eighteen total if you count the Division II era," I added, just to 

twist the knife.
Jordan was shaking with laughter.
Ethan blinked. "I—"
"Oh, and if you’re not a football guy," I added, voice dangerously 

smooth, "we’ve also got the 2niversity of North Dakota hockey pro-
gram, which has won eight national titles and basically owns the entire 
concept of frozen dominance."

Ethan froze.
Jordan recovered enough to add, grinning like a proud parent, "Ivy, 

you forgot the best part."
"Oh, rightT" I said, snapping my Gngers. "Would you like to hear 

about Carson Wentz?"
Ethan groaned. "Oh my god."
Liam burst out laughing. "S<E’S S=ILL >OIN>."
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T rey, a smug overcondtenf guy Orom hilo, weanet Oorkart, 
grlnnlng wl.e ie iat game"

Y’ou .nok,Y ie salt, flwflng ils ieat swlgifwy, YlfJs .lnt oO cufe iok 
lnfo muslc you are"Y

Lortan cio.et on ils trln."
plam, Nawe klfi frauma, woo.et uN siarNwy" YTrey" Bo"Y
Trey lgnoret ilm"
YTie kiowe cewwo filng ls lmNresslve,Y ie conflnuet" Y…uf you 

seemI ? tonJf .nok, .lnta comNeflflveb …ef youJt ze Oun af, wl.e, an 
acfuaw sNorf"Y

Lortan cowwaNset onfo fie fazwe, kiee'lng"
? sef tokn my Oor."
YTrey,Y ? salt skeefwy" Y’ou .nok iok every …lg Ten Oan wl.es fo faw. 

azouf FBDp fawenfFbY
Trey narroket ils eyes" Y"""’eaibY
? smlr.et"
YTko Nwayers Orom fils yearJs BSUG feam are wlferawwy azouf fo ze 

traOfet" Zrey Cazew ant Mam Hlwwer"Y
Trey Oro'e"
Lortan gasNet tramaflcawwy" YhA Bh"Y
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?vy flwfet ier ieat" YUo feww me, TreyI iokJs fiaf …lg Ten suNerlx
orlfy OeewlngbY

Trey sfaret af fie fazwe"
plam, gweeOuw, weanet over ant Naffet TreyJs siouwter" Y’ou Oougif 

iart, man"Y
Lortan kas ln fears"
Trey groanet" Y? regref fils conversaflon"Y
? sirugget, Nlc.lng uN my Oor. agaln" YHayze ne7f flme, youJww 

filn. zeOore unteresflmaflng Borfi Sa.ofa"Y
1fian, sflww Nrocesslng, mufferet, YUieJs ferrlOylng"Y
plam cwaNNet ilm on fie siouwter" Y’ou gef uset fo lf"Y
Trey groanet" YSo youbY
Lortan snorfet" YBoNe"Y
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A  group of us were hanging out around the camp,rel the night 
sett.ing coo. and crisp around usT khe bames biczered in the 

vreeSel casting shadows o-er the campers spraw.ed across venches 
and .ogsT yomeone had a guitar outl strumming ha.fIhearted.L whi.e 
con-ersations ripp.ed across the circ.eT

— was ha.fI.istening unti. Cogan"the tromvone p.aLer from Na.iI
fornial with waL too much con,dence"turned to mel bashing an easLl 
ov-ious.L birtatious grinT

D—f Lou e-er get vored in ’orth Jazotal —-Ll come -isit me in CAlD 
he saidl .eaning vacz with a smug ti.t to his headT D—O.. show Lou how 
rea. cities worzTD

Wordan pressed a ,st to his mouthl trLing not to .aughT
— turned s.ow.LT D?hl CoganT yweetl sweet CoganTD
Cogan raised an eLevrowT D“hatYD
”Uou thinz —Od get voredYF — aszedT D—n ’orth JazotaYD
Cogan chucz.edT D— meanl what do Lou guLs do up thereYD
— smi.ed ominous.LT D“ou.d Lou .ize a .istYD
Cogan v.inzedT DRh"D
DCetOs veginlD — saidl craczing mL znucz.esT
Pirstl thereOs kheodore Moose-e.t ’ationa. Earzl where the .itera. 

father of nationa. parzs vui.t his .egacLTD
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khen we ha-e the 4nchanted 2ighwaLl a BGImi.e stretch of the 
wor.dOs .argest scrap meta. scu.pturesTD

?i. voomY “eO-e got thatTD
4-er heard of the 1edora 1usica.Y jecause itOs iconicTD
?hl and the —nternationa. Eeace Karden"an actua. parz that 

stradd.es the RTyTINanada vorderTD
“e a.so ha-e dinosaur fossi.sl the wor.dOs .argest vuVa.o statuel and 

a town ca..ed MugvL that is .itera..L the geographic center of ’orth 
AmericaTD

Cogan staredT D—"D
Wordan .eaned forwardT D?h manT yheOs not doneTD
And in case Lou thinz weOre xust .andlD — saidl sti.. goingl DweO-e 

got Je-i.s Cazel which is actua..L an in.and sea that changes siSe 
depending on the seasonTD

4-er heard of the jad.andsY Ueahl weO-e got those tool and theLOre 
stunningTD

—f Lou .ize historLl weO-e got …nife Mi-er —ndian @i..agesl where 
Cewis and N.arz met yacagaweaTD

And if Lou want weirdl we ha-e a RP? .anding padT Wust in casel 
Lou znowl a.iens need a rest stopTD

Cogan xust v.inzed at meT
Wordan ga-e me a s.ow c.apT D“owT khat was veautifu.TD
Cogan eAha.edT D?zaLl — get itT ’orth Jazota hasB stuVTD
Wordan nudged meT Dkhat fe.t too easLTD
— smirzedT D2e wasnOt prepared for the EowerEoint — zeep in mL 

headTD
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J ordan, watching: "You just silenced four dudes in a row, and you 
still can’t think of anything to say to Aiden when you get back?"

I froze.
Because he was right.
I could mght with sopeone I didn’t care about.I could banter and 

roast …eo…le who didn’t patter.But when it was AidenT
She words got harder.
Jordan spirked. "Nee? Mow that’s interesting."
)aybe I was ready to go hope. And paybeT just paybeT it was 

tipe to sto… and end the silence.




