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The book you now hold in your hand started as a dream. Many people in the indie author community know that I'm a little bit crazy, and that's precisely what Brittany thought the first time I pitched the anthology to her. "On top of everything else?" she had asked. And it was a fair question. 
In the span of two years, I had published seven books—a pace that, admittedly, is not entirely sustainable. And in the midst of all that, I wanted to pull together over twenty sci-fi and fantasy authors (twenty-two including me), give them a topic as broad as honor, and let them run with it? Yes. Yes, I did. The process of organizing everyone, editing drafts, compiling all the stories, working with artists for epic interior pieces, and bringing everything together for a cohesive and beautiful anthology was no simple task. In fact, it took over a year and a half to put this book together in all its glory, but I just couldn't help myself. The fascinating spirit of honor compelled me.
The concept of honor is such a multifaceted and beautiful enigma. Looking up the definition of honor will doubtless result in numerous ideas. Most of them stem from qualities of worthiness, integrity, valor, respect, favor, and compassion. But the list goes on. It's hard to define singularly, but as lovers of good stories, we know it when we see it.
How many of us have cried when Aragorn defers the respect shown to him as the new king and turns it back on the unassuming hobbits for their unwavering determination, loyalty, and quiet heroics? How many of us have nodded with respect from our couch when Lt. Worf sets aside his pride and the perceived honor of his Klingon heritage, time and time again, to do what was right in the moment and serve bravely beside his Federation brothers and sisters?
In the end, this is what I was hoping to accomplish with this anthology. I wanted to publish an anthology filled with sci-fi and fantasy stories that encompassed the vast variety of ways honor swells our hearts. And honestly, I believe we did just that.
In this anthology, you'll travel from distant planets on the edge of space to enchanted worlds filled with magic. You'll laugh with plucky thieves and cry with aging mages. You'll discover ancient wisdoms, rise above unbeatable odds, and reflect on personal sacrifices.
It is not an embellishment to say that putting together this anthology and working with so many talented authors was an absolute joy. They exhibited their class in their craft with the utmost professionalism and heart. I am honored by their commitment and willingness to share these amazing stories with me and with you.
And to you, dear reader, I hope you have so much fun with this book. Truly. If you're as big a sci-fi and fantasy fan as I am, you might even find a new favorite author by the time you finish it. I know they all have loads more stories to share.

Z.S. Diamanti

March 2026
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Our bodies all feed the earth in death. I won’t escape that and neither will you. But I’m one whose body feeds the soil while I’m still alive. 
That’s what makes this funeral so strange to me. I don’t think anyone else could possibly understand why. No one but that dead man whose body is now flame, will soon be ash, and then will scatter over the ground like seed. Well, no, not like seed. Seeds have life in them. And Rothem—that difficult old leacher—has no life left to give.
The ground ate him all his breathing days. And now it receives whatever scraps he tried to keep for himself. It gets everything, in the end.
Rothem was a hard man and a hard teacher for me. I often resented him for throwing me to the mercy of the earth with so little guidance. I honestly did not expect to feel this much grief. I don’t think he liked me all that much, being saddled with me since I was only six years old and completely incapable of being much help to him for the first year or two. First words he said to me: this soil hates us from its breadth to its depth, so get ready to be hated all your life.
Perhaps he did the best he could, but his best was miserable.
Yet now, when the song-of-dusk starts, I have tears in my eyes for him. Pain in my throat for him.
Well, he was all I had, I guess.
The old man had a relationship to the soil like a master to a slave—not too dissimilar from his relationship to me, now that I think of it. More stick than carrot. Rather stingy and never, ever content in his work. I don’t really blame him for that. It’s not work to make anybody glad or strong or proud. My father and he did not agree in their approach, I don’t think. But my father did not live to teach me.
The black-knife marauders from the west saw to that.
And because my father was a leacher like me, he didn’t have the strength to protect himself or anyone else from death.
Now, listen: He wasn’t a coward. Nobody ever accused him of that. Not once. Just completely without capacity. But what do I know? I barely remember that day. I barely remember their faces.
I just have one image in my memory from a few months before the attack. A memory of my father saying “touch the earth son. Feel its spine lift to caress your hand. I know it stings at first. But it’s affection.”
All I got was the sting. Not the affection. I hate to say it, but I think Rothem was right about the earth, not my father.
The flames of Rothem’s pyre are brutally hot now and, given who I was to the old man, I have to stand very close to it. The heat in the cold night air felt good at first, but now I can barely stand it and I don’t like that I’m in front, firelit, and everyone can see the grief on my face. I thought that I would be blank and stoic, like Rothem always insisted I be.
“Take that sad look off your face, Zur. I don’t need to deal with your troubles on top of my own.”
The chief’s oldest son, Allohn, glances at me with a look of concern. Or pity. Always pity from those who are strong, whose backs can carry others. The more tender it is, the more it frustrates me. I’m a bit like an invalid to them. No. I’m exactly like an invalid. To them and to myself. So it’s not unjust. I just hate it.
That’s the life of a leacher.
My jaw locks up. My eyes glaze over, not looking at anyone or anything properly.
I am neither the strongest nor the best of my kind, but now, in our village, I am the only one left.

      [image: ]The first thing you need to know about my life is that the soil is bad. It’s sandy and acidic and doesn’t teem like it should.
You know how, when you go to the river, the sun hits it through the brush, the bugs form a moving haze over the water, and the fish aren’t afraid to tell you where they are because you haven’t threatened them just yet?
That’s what good soil feels like, I’m told. A leacher from another village visited a few years ago and said so. But he looked just as earth-eaten as Rothem, so maybe that was a lie. Doesn’t really matter, does it? I’ve never leached into good soil. I doubt I ever will. All I know is this stuff, which fights me at every grain, and feels beneath my hands like nothing more or less than a lean and rabid wolf. This soil doesn’t want to be good. It wants to go about its own way.
Can you imagine sticking your hand gently into some dark loamy earth? Can you imagine? Can you imagine soil that welcomes you instead of sucking you dry and spitting out your bones?
Neither can I.
When I wake up in the morning I am filled with the dull, everyday dread of going to battle with this sharp, evasive earth. Trying to tell it to dream of dates and olive trees and grape vines and durum and soft wheat, while it petulantly tells me it wants nothing more than scraggly, half-hearted patches of Shepherd’s Purse, fennel, chicory, and river beans.
It doesn’t know what’s good for it, feral thing. I don’t know if a hundred leachers could do with this land what needs to be done. We’ve been at it for generations and still it bucks and kicks and tries to throw us off.
But I have to try.
We cannot afford another year like last year. Especially not if the marauders return… and the rumors say they might. Those fiends with their obsidian knives, their vile rituals, and their devilish speed.
When I get to the fields, I procrastinate for a good twenty minutes first. Obviously. You would too, I promise. A farmer can go right to task because he doesn’t hear the soil’s silent language, though it seems to me he must soon figure out that it’s cursing at him.
But eventually there are no more excuses. I go to the first cleared patch—a tenth of a dunam is as much as I can handle in a morning. I tie my pants above the knee, and tack the sleeves up above the elbow, even though the morning is bitter cold.
I kneel with a wince because this is about to hurt. Fingers claw down into the dirt. I always have to take a deep breath because it’s actually a lot worse if you do it half-heartedly, and it’s a waste of time anyway. But there’s a part of me that doesn’t want to give my all, wants to save a bit of my mind or body for other thoughts, other tasks.
I’m telling you, you can’t do that. You think you can, but you’re lying to yourself.
Trust me.
The pebbly bits of rough soil burrow into my knees, but it works a thousand times better if its skin to soil, nothing between us.
I close my eyes.
And I wake the earth.
At first it’s just like susurration across the hairs of my skin, like wind through the leaves. The soil doesn’t start out greedy or aggressive. It starts out merely curious. Sizing me up as if I’m a stranger.
You should know me by now. Why don’t you?
Now, this isn’t the hardest part, but it is the worst. I’m waiting for the bite to come. I want to brace but I can’t, because if I’m tense it all goes horribly awry. I learned that the hard way. Rothem told me. He says my father told me too. But you can tell a kid a million times that fire burns; some kids just have to stick their hand in it. I stuck my hand in it more than once, and it took several days to recover each time.
Just as the sapping heat from the earth starts pulling across my skin in streaks—that sensation which feels simultaneously like all the strength of the world and all its weakness—my cousin Kativ’s voice looms behind me. I can’t hear a word he says because the soil is drinking me and the sound within my ears is so low that no human could make it, swimming in my skull, thudding in my spine.
He realizes it’s too late. He waits me out.

      [image: ]An hour or who-knows-how-long later, I’m leaning against a rock, my arms limp at my sides. I feel like water, like I can’t hold my shape. If I tried to raise my own hand it would float languidly and seem like it was detached from my body, so I just let it lay there like a dead thing.
Kativ pours water into my mouth and decides that even if I can’t move, he can still talk. He’s not appalled to see me in this state. Honestly nobody is. They’re used to it. You’d think I would be too, but I never really am. It still bothers me deeply, feeling so, so weak and helpless. I can’t make my body do much of anything.
“So the last caravan was telling the truth,” Kativ says. “The chief is gathering all the young men today.”
Through my sticky mouth I manage to ask why. But I already know why.
“Those black-knifed demons have landed along the shores west of here. This time in such numbers, Zur…”
Kativ is grave. He has a wife and children. He has none of the buoyant excitement that the younger men do when there are wars and rumors of war.
“The chief has made a treaty with Ridanav and the Otzam-al-tus. Between us and our sister villages throughout the hills, we’ll owe five hundred men. It’s a miracle if we can spare so many. But he’s called the gathering.”
I lick my lips and move my tongue around in my mouth. I flutter my fingers and pulse them against my palms. The sensation and life is coming back.
“Help me up.”
“I think you need a few more minutes. Besides you don’t—”
“Just help me up.”
“A leacher is no good on the battlefield, Zur.”
“If I can hand my body over to the earth, then I can hand it over to war. Let me stand with the gathered, at least. Otherwise they’ll say I have no honor. That I’m afraid.”
“You should be afraid.” But Kativ picks me up and stands me on my feet.
My knees are weak, and my arms still feel like they are weighted with stones, but with Kativ’s shoulder and tremendous care, I can hobble along. By the time we get back to the village I can walk on my own, even if I look like a bit of a drunk.
I stand among the men of the village, for I am decidedly of age, and I have a right to stand there same as anyone. A few of the other young men laugh when they see me coming. It isn’t particularly malicious, nor are they wrong to laugh. Anyhow, I’m too weak for anger. I hate knowing that, if ever I was stupid enough to lose my temper or try to start a fight, I would be flat on my back in three seconds.
My arm is the same olive brown as my cousin Kativ’s. But there is the glow of life and the sun in his face, whereas the soil has taken all the brilliance from my skin. You can know a leacher from a mile off. So they say. And it’s true. They’re either dying, they’re a leper, or they’re a leacher.
It takes a lot of will to keep my head up and look straight ahead as Chief Huata counts the men. He looks to his son Allohn as he comes to each man. Allohn gives the faintest nod or shake of the head to determine that man’s fate. His face is a mask of stone.
Our chief is brutal in his pride. We will give the most men out of all the nearby villages; two hundred and fifty are called forth to put their forehead to his palm.
Obviously, I’m not one of them. I’m left with the too young, the too old, and whoever else they think needs pity or sparing. Only a smattering of fighting men will remain.
But Kativ was called. His forehead went to our Chief’s palm.
Kativ is going to war.
And I’m going back to crawling in the soil till it drinks me to my dregs and rests defiant and untamed beneath my ashes.

      [image: ]Our first contribution to the defense of our dry, biting hills will leave within the week.
On my way to the fields I stop and watch the men practice with spears. Some use sticks because they have no spears. Only a few have leather armor. They say that the marauders are unnaturally nimble, scaling cliffs like geckoes and shooting arrows down from them. If that’s true, I don’t see what our spears and scraps of leather will do.
Kativ looks strong and swift as he trains, though. He is five years older than me, but seeing as the earth likes to lend me some of its age every time we meet, outsiders and villagers who don’t know much about leachers always assume I’m older than him.
He wipes the sweat from his face. I’m proud of him. Or trying to be. And idiotically jealous. Really depends on the moment which one of those feelings will shoot off my tongue, so I keep that thing tucked behind my teeth. The warmth and camaraderie emanating from the whole crowd of them sticks in my craw. Even if you have three or four leachers together, working at the same time, there is a loneliness in the task. Each hand meets the earth in its own way, to its own inexplicable pain, its own silent, bitter grappling.
But these men are training to a wordless closeness, which overcomes blood and fear.
You have to understand. I’m not a little boy, who thinks war is simply grand and honorable and shining like gold. I’m old enough to know better than that. My father was killed not because he went to war, but because war came to him and all his strength and skill had already gone into the soil. He was just brush burned by the fire, with nothing in it to stave off the flames. That’s what war is for most.
Only a few gain glory by it. It’s not as though I think I could actually be one of them, though I still think there is worth in the attempt to do something brave, even if you fail.
It’s just that my world is so small, so low to the ground.
I’m giving it everything I have and I’m fairly certain it won’t ever be enough.
All my victories are so nebulous and unseen, that I’m not even sure they’re ever really there. My father gave. Rothem gave. I give. But this land has yet to give much back.

      [image: ]Our fighters left yesterday. Kativ’s wife, Mila, was stoic. The children, too little to understand, but full of nervous energy. And I go back to my unrelenting task, which ends only and precisely when I’m dead.
I draw the pattern of the riverbeds and tributaries into the dry soil of the cleared patch. I draw the symbols for seed and sprout. I admit this part is pure superstition. It’s one of those things that feels like it helps only because you want it to. My father actually thought it made a difference, but I think it just calms you down so you don’t seize up when the earth grabs you.
Hands and knees. A few deep breaths. Brace a little, but then let go and force the muscles to relax.
I still gasp when I feel the soil wake up and reach out to me.
Deep, deep breaths.
Come on, take it easy. I’m here to help. Why don’t you ever believe me?
The earth seems to be thrashing and rumbling beneath me as if I’ve touched a fresh nerve, or am about to. I’m straining not to strain, struggling not to struggle. I press a long, long breath out, as if I’m giving all my lungs to this violent basalt, sand, clay, acid, jagged rock, and salt beneath me. How are you so many different kinds all in one place? Which are you? Who are you? Just tell me.
My eyes are closed, my skin is burning. Infinitely worse than standing too close to Rothem’s pyre. I turn my body half-slack and my mind soft, soft, soft, trying to tell this wild thing that I won’t hurt it, I promise. For four, five, six seconds, I truly can’t breathe. The earth has my breath and it won’t let me draw.
Then something happens that has never happened to me before.
I feel a richness pooling deep, deep down below me. It hurts first like grief, an ache in the chest, a stone in the stomach. Then, it takes a turn. Like ice-cold water over the head and down the spine, it’s sharp and bracing, but not… awful. Not like what usually happens. I take air in and it burns, a little like smoke, and a little like incense. Can you feel scent in your ribcage? Can you taste the rumble of rock in the back of your throat?
Well I can. The strangeness of it makes me dizzy.
I’d love to tell you the rest but, after this, it gets very, very hazy. The pain is still there, but it is subsumed by a heady rush, as if I am galloping on a horse that might throw me. Will throw me. Any minute now. Meanwhile, I lean into the current. And then everything goes black and quiet as if I am buried in a deep, lovely loam.
“Zur. Zur. Come on. Can you hear me?”
I hear the voice. But it is a good long while before I muster the strength to twitch my mouth. And then, a few minutes after, to open my eyes. This was quite the feat.
I can’t move my head, but my eyes roam around slowly. I am resting with my back against the well-stones. My head and shirt are both soaked. I don’t know if it’s sweat or if someone threw water over my head. I look to the side, expecting to see Kativ, but it is the chief’s son, Allohn.
Kativ is gone. Why is Allohn not with him?
“Did something go wrong, Zur?”
I slowly shake my head.
I think something went right. Only I wasn’t ready for it, because Rothem never taught me to go that deep in the soil, to let it have that much of me. Like I said, he was stingy with both me and the earth. Maybe the soil got that trait from him. Not a kind thought for the dead, but I do wonder.
Allohn seems to realize I can’t talk yet.
“You shouldn’t come out here alone,” Allohn said, pressing his hand to the ground and rubbing the soil between his fingers like someone who’s never been bitten by it, and never could be. “Your cousin’s wife was worried about you. Said you had promised to tell the little ones land-and-earth stories.”
I nod.
“I think you’ve been laying in the dirt for hours, Zur.”
Dirt. What a thin, lifeless word for such a deep, dangerous thing.
He’s quiet for several more minutes. I try to say something—that doesn’t work—and he pours water in my mouth a few times.
“Why,” my voice comes out sandy, so I clear my throat. “Why are you still here?”
Allohn makes a strange face. Sadness or bitterness. Hard to tell.
Look, I am not trying to, I promise…but it seems I am doomed to strike all sorts of nerves today.
“My father decided that he should go with the first soldiers instead,” Allohn’s voice is knot-tight. “And I should stay home to prepare the last of our men for when the need arises and…to ready the village for war to come to us. Because he thinks it will.”
I give Allohn a look of understanding. The old man was putting pride and honor over practicality. Allohn’s father had been a great warrior in his day. He wanted to be just as he once saw himself, and he wanted others to see him that way too. Can anyone blame him? To want to be seen as strong and great, cast in a golden light, vitality suffusing your every movement?
You can’t pretend that, though. You can’t put it back on once it’s fallen like leaves in autumn. You can’t pull it over a frame it no longer fits.
“I just worry for him,” Allohn said, still pressing grains of earth between his fingers. “Can you lift your arms yet?”
No.
Not even close.
“Well, you accept your duty gladly—”
Ha! Does it look that way? No I don’t. Don’t be ridiculous. I’m complaining all the time. It’s just my tongue won’t always move in my mouth to tell people that. I look at the ground beneath me. Because of you, you sea of minerals and grit.
“And I will accept mine gladly too,” he says firmly.
Maybe you will. But your face tells me it’s a mixed thing, Allohn.
“I think I could have liked working the soil.”
My throat finally makes a sound. A scoff-laugh that sounds like I’m choking.
You don’t say things like that if you’ve ever dug your hands into the soil and felt like you were being eaten alive one infinitesimal bite at a time. Felt like a hundred birds were pecking at the inside of your skull. Like every muscle and every nerve-ending in your body was firing off in a sensation that I’ve been told is like pure panic.
I don’t know if I ever truly knew panic. But I do know the whole earth ticking violently in my blood.
“Happy to trade,” I manage with another sound that is supposed to be a laugh, but definitely comes across like I just can’t breathe properly. My lungs do feel very flighty at the moment.
Allohn smiles. “I don’t think it works quite like that.”
If only.
Allohn has always been kindest to me of all the chief’s family. I don’t actually remember it clearly, but I was told that he was the one my mother handed me too when the black-knifed marauders came last time. That he slung me on his back like a satchel and carried me a mile or three to safety. Then he went back and got another.
Imagine being so strong.
Look. I can finally move my hands. Give it another twenty minutes and I might be able to walk like a two year old who just found their feet.

      [image: ]Kativ has been gone for well over a month. No word of his fate, but a runner came yesterday saying that the treaty has bound us, and between all the hill country, we owe another four hundred men. Allohn is deeply troubled. Remove too many stones from the wall, and the whole thing will crumble. All the wolves can have all the sheep.
Weak from leaching, I still walk over to be counted among the men.
I have a faint hope this time, for Allohn knows me and he knows I would go and take it as an honor.
He gives a faint shake of his head when he sees me stand among the gathered.
Why am I so angry that I can’t throw my life into a jagged black knife?
Why am I jealous of those marching so vibrantly toward death?
Why is my own duty so brutally hard, yet so imperceptible, and so seemingly pointless?
“I’m not leaving yet either, Zur,” Allohn tells me as I wobble off the field back towards the village. “Not until we’ve walled the fields and dug the ditches. Not until the planting.”
“And then I can go too?”
He doesn’t answer me.
“Just show me how to use a spear. If they come here, shouldn’t I know what to do? Shouldn’t I be able to do something worthwhile?”
“You are doing something worthwhile.”
I want to spit on the ground, but I worry that it will know I did that and retaliate later. And, now that I think about it, I don’t really want to spit on my ground. I am not as angry with it as I used to be. I feel exasperation still, but not hatred.
Yes, I don’t black out as hard as I did that first time and, yes, sometimes it feels like the earth doesn’t draw as violently or carelessly on me as it used to. We’re still skittish with each other sometimes, but at other times I have the sensation of running—yes, me, running—at lightning speeds.
But that strange, terrifying high doesn’t happen very often. And it’s not the same thing as being strong and able; Allohn has to know that.
“All anyone sees is me crawling and tottering around. And this soil doesn’t give back a tenth of what it takes. I feel like I’m wasting my time trying to teach it, to shape it. It doesn’t care. It just does whatever it wants.”
Allohn laughs.
“You sound like my wife when she talks about our children.”
This infuriates me.
Maybe it shouldn’t, but it absolutely does. That is not how I want to be seen. That is not how I want to be known. I think Allohn sees this. I’m good at holding my tongue, but apparently not at training my expression.
“That wasn’t an insult, Zur,” he says wryly. “Only, I don’t want to let you fiddle with a spear just to give you false confidence.”
“I think my father would have been glad to know how to handle a spear, if nothing else,” I say in a sharp, cold voice.
Guilt works.
His face hardens.
“All right. I’ll show you a little of the spear and a little of the sword. Just common sense things. Twice a day. Till our time runs out. A few minutes before leaching, when you’re at your strongest. And then after, as soon as you can stand again. So long as you promise me one thing.”
“What?”
“Don’t save your strength for it. Don’t hold back from the earth for the spear’s sake. Do you understand me?”

      [image: ]I’m like a little kid in more ways than one. Excited. Jumpy. Barely in control of my body.
I didn’t black out today, and I promise it wasn’t because I held back. I swear. I’m not sure Allohn believes me, but really it was one of those soaring times, where I ache from the tips of my fingers to the depth of my bones, but it’s a delicious ache. Like loving someone from afar with at least a chance, however infinitely small, that maybe they might someday love you back. Or at least give you a fleeting thought. But you’re never sure, and the longing is never quite answered. It just sits there like a bruise and drumbeat, but you wouldn’t give it up.
It was like that.
And it didn’t take as long to get back to my feet.
If only it could be like that every day. A much better form of obliteration than usual.
A few years ago, I did love a girl like that. And I really held on tight to that chance. But she never gave me that fleeting thought, as far as I could tell, and she married someone in another village twenty miles from here.
Marrying a leacher is a raw bargain. Let’s be honest.
From what I can see on Allohn’s face, trying to make a leacher hold a spear right when his arms are still halfway numb is also a bit of a raw bargain. His son, Salu, is watching us, and Allohn is using the opportunity to teach him as well. The boy is only thirteen years old, but if things get bad enough, the spear may come to his hand much, much too early.
“You can’t lift your hand any higher?” Allohn says to me.
“I’m trying. It’ll get there.”
“You should train for your weakest state, not your strongest,” he was looking at his son when he said this. “Plan a perfect fight. A perfect attack. Then plan for it to fail.”
Allohn deals with me very gently. I know he has to. If he came for me at full strength, I’d collapse to a pile of ash. I just wish he didn’t have to.
By the end, all I really have is the stance and proper grips. Laugh all you want, but the grip part is the hardest for me. I’m so accustomed to opening my palms and staying as slack as possible that a good firm grip goes against my grain.
When his son tries it, he is a natural. I can see the excitement on Salu’s face, the joy in his young strength. But I can also see the subtle anguish on Allohn’s face. Preparing his son for a path he would rather he not have to walk.
Allohn is so patient.
He tries to teach me every day.
I am so weak, it must be exasperating for him. It’s embarrassingly evident that this is doing no one any good whatsoever. I am doing no one any good whatsoever.
But God help him, he tries.

      [image: ]There is a sense of desperation in the air, as it fills with that telling warmth. The warmth is a warning. As the hazards of winter dissipate, the marauders move in from the shores of the sea with the devastating ferocity of locusts. More than have ever come before.
This feels like the end of the world, the elders say.
But that terror is not my terror. I cannot even think about that danger.
It is time for planting.
I do not only crawl while I am leaching. I crawl everywhere. I cannot afford to wait until my legs work to pick up stones for the wall. I’m like the little children, taking the smaller stones to be wedged in the holes. I stick them in a satchel, hook it over my head and drag it.
As soon as I can stand, I leach again. I have to be so, so careful. I can’t afford to lose consciousness. I can’t afford even regular sleep. I leach in the night. I drag stones while I eat. If the black closes in around me, Allohn, Salu, or Mila drag me and douse me.
It’s so strange, and I don’t know how to think about it. As a man, I have never been weaker. I look like death. I look like a weather-beaten rock, half-eaten by the earth.
But as a leacher, I have never been so strong. Nobody realizes this and it would be pointless to explain it to them. They don’t understand that to leach just before the seed goes into ground, then to do it again afterwards is something I could never have done even a year ago. I didn’t even know it was possible. If you had asked me to do it I would have told you that it would kill me.
I mean, it nearly does.
But here I am. Not dead yet. Opening my eyes once again in the middle of the night with water dashed over my head, telling my body to wake up, crawling back into the field. The planters use up every inch of daylight, and the soil uses up every inch of me. The elders observe the skies and its portents to tell us that we are swiftly running out of time. The watchmen observe the hills and the runners, and they too tell us we are running out of time.
I’m not the only one brutalizing myself this way. Allohn and Salu work themselves raw too. Heaving stones to wall in the animals and fields. Digging trap trenches till their hands bleed. Allohn looks out across the plantings with desperation in his eyes. I know this feeling so well, I don’t have to ask him about his thoughts. They are written plainly. Will it be enough? Will it even matter? Will anything come of it? Anything at all?
This soil has not been generous to us in the past. It has been wild and unwieldy and twisted about in our hands. It has eaten the seed only to spit out thorns and briers.

      [image: ]In the night I leached the final field.
Could I do it again for good measure? Maybe. Do I need to? For the first time in my life, I don’t think so. I have not held anything back. I have not held anything back. I poured myself out like water, to the last drop.
Dawn simmers at the edge of our rough, ragged hills. I stand at the south, durum fields to my right, soft wheat to my left. All that work, and it looks like nothing, nothing, nothing. Flat, empty soil roaming the plains and hills.
I don’t remember this happening to me before, but I feel the earth through my feet even though I’m not reaching out to it. I’m not doing anything. It’s as if the earth is craning its head ever so slightly, touching me with the barest tip of its nose. It doesn’t hurt. Not really. But it does pull on me, so that my feet feel firm as roots. I like that feeling.
My chest hurts. I’m not even sure why.

      [image: ]Allohn is taking the last of the fighters out to the valley.
Everyone stands among the gathered this time.
Even boys as young as Salu. It hurts my eyes to see them standing there. Yes, these striplings are stronger than me, but they are so, so young. And they have no idea what they’re getting themselves into.
Salu is incredibly proud to be among the gathered. He is so desirous of this honor.
Allohn is a fair and just man. Tries with all his might. He would not take someone else’s young son to spare his own. I know that. Though he is blank-faced and pragmatic while boys of fourteen—and men nearing seventy—put their foreheads to his palm, there is a thickness of agony in the air.
No one has been able to halt the marauders and turn them back.
Why would the last of these be able to do so? The dregs of the villages.
When Allohn comes to Salu, I see his hand twitch.
And I can’t help it.
I step in front of Salu, lift my chin and mouth ‘please.’
Maybe because he thinks he’s doing it for the sake of my honor and pride rather than for his son’s life, Allohn hesitates. His son would be the youngest one of them all. I… I am used up. Please.
Maybe I was wrong to do it. Maybe Allohn was wrong too. But as best I can tell we were both trying to do right.
I put my forehead to the palm of my chief’s son.
He puts a spear in my hand. A satchel on my shoulder.

      [image: ]As we march toward the goat hills, hoping to give our villages one last chance at life, I look back because, apparently, I am split-hearted like that. Saying I want one thing. Finding out I might be dead wrong.
I see the women who have been set as watchmen. Spears and knives in hand. I envy their confidence and strength. Mila stands there, like an oak. I think she would trade with me if not for her children. Maybe she would do so regardless. She looks mighty and fierce as she watches us leave.
I look like a thin reed in the marshes. Not even sturdy enough to lean on. But I can stand up from the earth. And then I can stand up again.
I’ve been told that’s not nothing. I’ve been told that’s half the battle.
I’ve also been told the whole thing’s hopeless anyway, so make of all that what you will.
People will say whatever they want to say. They will say what they want to hear, or what they think you want to hear. And then, when you catch them in an honest current the way wine does, they’ll say what they really think.
If you caught me in the current of fear I’m in right now?
Well, I think I’m going to die.
But I don’t want to.
And I’m going to try not to. I promise. But, also, I will hold nothing back.

      [image: ]“Tell me a land-and-earth story, Zur,” Allohn comes beside me in the march.
“I don’t want to.”
I don’t want to do anything but step, step, step. I want my mind as blank as the inside of my eyelids. My whole body aches because it is not used to miles underfoot and a satchel to the shoulder. It cries mercy, and I keep having to tell it to shut up.
“I wasn’t giving you the option.”
My head jolts upward. He used a voice of authority that time. Not what he usually uses with me. He is the chief’s son after all. He is the one leading us to battle.
I start rambling irritably through all the tales that a leacher hears from the cradle a hundred times. Those little mythologies by which we keep our scant pride. Only halfway through the telling do I realize why Allohn told me to do this. He sees that the road is hard for me, whereas the others think little of it. He sees that I am afraid. And he is, so to speak, grabbing my head and yanking it in a direction. Giving it a job to do. A thought to think that isn’t fear-death-fear-death-fear-death like a drumbeat inside the stomach.
So I stop being halfhearted.
I tell the leacher story that I like the best. The one that part of me actually believes, because it would be so beautiful if it were true.
“When our ancestors came to this land, through sea and storm, over mountain and desert, they saw this place and wondered: is it good? For the richness of the land was hidden from them by divine wisdom.
“The river swelled in its season and out of the life of the river came a voice that sounded like water, but also like earth, but still more like wind, but it was none of these things. It told the people that the land was good. And they should stay.
“‘If you do what is righteous the earth will hold you still in its arms and love you deeply,’ the voice said. ‘It will fill your heart as well as your belly and you will want for nothing. If you do what is vile, it will vomit you out, casting thorns in your path and brambles in your eyes. It will never hear your voice or do as you ask.’
“‘But let there be shepherds of the earth. So that when the land grows wild against you, and you have grown wild against yourselves, there will still be hands to hold and to restore what has been lost.’”
I sigh blackly as I finish the little story. It sounds less true now to me than it ever did. So purposeful and grand. I’m sure you realize by now that it isn’t like that at all.
“You told me that one before,” Allohn says.
“I don’t think so.”
“Yes. You did. Less eloquently, since you were so little. I carried you a ways… that day. Do you remember?”
“Barely.”
Not at all.
“You told me stories almost the entire way. You wouldn’t shut up.”
“That doesn’t sound like me.”
Allohn laughs. Taciturn is the kind way of putting it. A grumpy old man in the body of one not yet thirty, would be more accurate. “But you did. And I… I had tears in my eyes.”
I almost halt my feet. I have never seen Allohn cry.
“Why?”
“Because you didn’t know what was happening. You didn’t know that you would never see your parents again. But I knew. And you clung to my back telling all the stories they told you, giving me everything they ever gave you freely. Not knowing. They’re good stories, Zur. I’m glad you kept them.”
He walks back to the head of the march. And I know I’m not so special, because I see him talk to one of the older men, bolstering him just as he tried to bolster me.
Allohn is a strange one. I’m glad I’m walking behind him instead of behind his father or anyone else.

      [image: ]We’ve joined with what is left of our soldiers in the east, beyond the hills, and farther than I’ve ever been from my native earth. I haven’t found Kativ yet, but I’ve decided not to conclude anything from that. I find that my breaths go wrong and my hands seize up if I define his absence in any particular way.
There are more soldiers in the next valley. He could be there.
I am set on lookout atop the western hill, where the rocks and drops make an enemy approach very difficult. Everyone expects the marauders to wait until night and approach from the soft eastern route, so they can swarm quickly.
The evidence of bloodshed is everywhere in this valley. Coarsely buried bodies. Stench. Blood shading the gravelly earth beneath my feet as I walk back from the privy to my lookout.
The waiting is a hell all its own.
If I calm down, I admonish myself “be vigilant,” and if I am vigilant, I feel sick to my stomach. And then to calm myself down, I become distracted. And then we start from the beginning again.
The night is shockingly warm for how early in the year it is.
I have one moment of strange and absolute calm where I am glad for the stars and I am not worried for Kativ or for myself. The stars are bright and the breeze is kind and, believe it or not, this earth beneath my feet hums softly even though it does not know me. It seems to be reaching to me to see if I am, as the story says, a good shepherd.
The moment is brutally brief, but so sharp, digging all the way to the blood and bones.
They put me on this lookout because they thought it the least likely avenue of approach for the enemy.
They were wrong.

      [image: ]I get off the shout and torch signal before the first arrow strikes, straight to my shoulder.
Rocking back, I manage not to fall. I shout again, then duck.
If all I do is give the alarm, then I did something. Something.
Crouching, I hold a knife in one hand and a spear in the other. They feel like absolute strangers in my hand. What I don’t feel is my shoulder. I don’t feel the pain. I don’t feel the blood trickling. I barely even remember that I’ve been hit. I’m not able to spare a thought for it.
Vile shadows flood my lookout. The other lookouts rally to me, but they are not so different from me. Too young, too old, too weak.
I don’t know what I’m doing. I jab the knife over and over, holding the spear more like a shield than anything else. I feel like I’m fighting the air, they are so fast and so many. But then I hit flesh. I swear, at least once, my knife went into one of them.
A black knife slashes across my ribs as I hold and thrust my spear properly for the first and only time. Maybe I got them. Maybe I didn’t. No one will ever know. I crumple to the ground and slide down the shale side of the hill.
I try to slow my tumble with my hands and the heels of my feet. Something goes wrong with my ankle on the way down, then I reach the bottom, palms to the earth.
With all my might—my meager, meager might—I stand up.
Instantly I am struck down. I don’t know by what, or from where.
But I can’t get back up this time. I feel blackness taking me. Not warm black like the rich loam of my imagination. No. Bitter cold blackness like ash and shrieking and an endless fall down an endless hole with no air to breathe and no earth to touch and no blood to pulse.

      [image: ]“Zur. Wake up. Zur. Drink this.”
Allohn? I think his name, but I can’t say it. My tongue is stuck to the roof of my mouth. I have had a lot of dreams. Days of dreams. Weeks of dreams. It could be years for all I know. I don’t remember any of them, but the general feeling of it all was thirst and fire.
When I do open my eyes, it is not Allohn, but Kativ.
He smiles brilliantly. He has tears in his eyes. He feels my forehead and calls out to…someone. The words are hazy.
“Drink!”
I try. It does not go down easily, because my mouth isn’t working right. This herby taste was in my dreams too.
It is a full day before I even try to speak. I just lay amongst the wounded, watching the goings on. Did we retreat? Did we flee? What happened?
But that is not what I ask when my voice returns, because I’m stupid and narrow-sighted sometimes.
“Who dragged me off the battlefield?”
I am not surprised by the answer.
“Allohn.”
I don’t ask the next question because I don’t want the answer. But Kativ gives it to me anyway.
“He led us to victory. He threw them back, sent them running,” Kativ looks out toward the hills. “He gave all he had. Everyone will honor him at the pyre tonight.”
I cannot stand up so as to go to the pyre. But I hear the song-of-dusk. And it cuts me to the heart. I would have traded. But I couldn’t. I was too weak. I couldn’t do what he could do. I feel so much shame that it threatens to poison my grief.

      [image: ]We remain in that valley of death for several weeks. Both to tend the wounded and to wait and see if the marauders return.
The green begins to invade the hills, the rains fill the gullies.
And it seems I will not walk again. The healer is not sure.
I keep trying though.
When, at long last, we begin the journey homeward, and I am tucked in a cart like a helpless child, the world is in coarse bloom. Both flower and thorn, both fruit and brier.
But I will tell you what is not alive. The fields in the villages we pass. The fields are burned, assaulted, blackened, failed. I don’t know if the marauders did that, or if the earth sealed itself up in fear and refused to give what it could. But everywhere, everywhere, the fields that should be durum and wheat and olive and grape are instead lank, weak, and barren.
Their earth is broken.
My heart sinks. I dread the sight of home. Yet—so, so strangely—I long for the feel of the earth. Even if it has betrayed me completely. Which it might have.

      [image: ]“Will you take me Salu?”
Allohn’s oldest son nods. Young as he is, he already has much of his father’s strength, and it is not hard for him to shoulder me as his father sometimes did. I have even less strength in my body now than I did then, but Salu shows no sign of difficulty.
He brings me outside into the baking sun, and though it is some distance and difficulty, he takes me beyond the village. Out towards the fields. Sweat covers Salu’s face, but he does not complain or falter. I try to put weight on my feet when I can, but it doesn’t usually help much.
We breach the hill. The sun covers the liquid gold swaying in the breeze: durum and soft wheat as far as the eye can see. If Salu had released me, I would have collapsed from sheer awe.
Children are picking the heads of grain, laughing, fearful of neither war nor starvation. My eyes burn, and my chest aches. But I am smiling like a fool.
“Help me to the ground,” I say, my voice breaking on the edge of the words.
I want to touch it. I want to feel the neck of the earth rumble beneath my hands, stinging my blood with affectionate violence. Here. Here is my victory. Even if no one ever knew it was mine. It rose silently from the depths while I was not looking.






  
  [image: ]

“I’m looking for a dwarf named Tarvo. They say he’s a deliverer, and I was told I could find him here.” 
Tarvo grimaced. Nobody in this seaside tavern should know his name. Nobody at all should know his occupation.
He turned to discover an older dwarf sporting a thick white beard and a tunic that strained against an oversized belly. The shadows etched deep creases into his forehead—signs of years spent scowling or worrying. Based on the dwarf’s current expression, Tarvo had a pretty good guess which.
The dwarf’s presence was only confirmation that Tarvo should have gone to bed after his previous pint.
Despite his racing heart, Tarvo maintained his neutral expression. “I wouldn’t know anything about that.”
He scanned the room, uneasy. His name had been said far too loudly. Thankfully, the pub was nearly empty—a few drunkards slumped in the corners—but it was another sign that he’d lingered too long. “This is no place to be asking questions like that.”
The stranger stepped closer, the dim light catching a jagged scar on his cheek and the glint of green eyes like polished jade. “I need a package delivered,” he lowered his voice. “It’ll be worth your while.”
Tarvo leaned back in his chair, the wood creaking beneath him. “You don’t listen too well, do you?” 
A clank broke the quiet of the room as the dwarf dropped a bag onto the solid oak table. The clink of coins was unmistakable, and the weight of the pouch suggested it contained a hefty sum.
“Double as much when the package gets delivered.”
Tarvo had drunk just enough to know he’d had too much to drink to be making deals. “I’m not interested,” he said, taking another swig of ale.
“You don’t even know what the package is,” the dwarf said gruffly.
Tarvo set his tankard down slowly, meeting the dwarf’s gaze. “I never know what I deliver. It doesn’t matter what’s in it.”
The dwarf’s mouth twitched, but whether it was amusement or frustration, it was hard to tell. He leaned in conspiratorially. “What I’ve got is something that will change the course of the rebellion. Force the king’s hand.” 
Tarvo held up a hand to stop him. “No details. I’m not taking the job, and I don’t want to know what it is.”
Every other client believed they possessed some magical item that would change the course of the rebellion. Perhaps in the time of legends such objects remained. Even if someone stumbled across one, they would need to be a powerful mage to wield it. But the king had done a thorough job of cleansing magic from the realm of Hybarn. Whatever this dwarf thought he had, it likely wasn’t what he believed it to be.
Another sack hit the table with a thud. “You’ll get another two when the job is complete.”
Two bags of coin was a hefty sum for any delivery, if it were all coin and not iron bits. 
“Copper?” His instincts twitched beneath a few hazy layers of drink. He shouldn’t be entertaining this. But that much coin could go a long way in silencing his nightmares. 
The dwarf smiled in amusement. “Gold.”
Gold? 
Tarvo nearly choked on his ale. He wanted to ask. What in the six depths of the mines kind of mission was worth that much gold? But he didn’t. No questions. That was the code he abided by. The only way he could live outside of the system that had broken him. 
Still, with that much gold… 
He didn’t do this for money. But there were those who could use this—men and women forced into hiding because they possessed magic, because their lives were in danger.
Tarvo set his mug down, fighting to keep the room from spinning.
The tavern door swung open as some weary patron stumbled outside. The doors opened just wide enough to reveal two dwarven men standing outside. Each of them was nearly as wide as they were tall, built like oxen and standing on guard. Axes in hand, ready for an assault. 
Who the blazes is this guy, that he can employ his own bodyguards? And drop two bags of gold like it was nothing?
“We’ve gone through a lot of trouble to secure this package,” said the dwarf. “It can only be delivered by the very best. All my sources say that’s you. Is that true?”
Tarvo muttered a curse. “What sources? How did you find me?”
The dwarf smiled, leaning closer, his hot breath carrying the sweet smell of supper. “As you might have gathered, I am very well connected, and I have extensive resources. Ones you don’t want to find yourself on the wrong side of.” He stepped back, crossing his arms.
Tarvo sighed, gesturing lazily with two fingers. “Come on then, let’s have it.”
The dwarf didn’t hesitate, sliding a folded note across the table with thick, hairy fingers. Tarvo’s eyes flicked to the dwarf’s hands, catching the glint of multiple heavy, jeweled rings.
Whoever this guy was, money was no object—or that’s what he wanted Tarvo to believe. But in situations like this, the gold and glitter were usually stolen.
Not that it was any of Tarvo’s concern.
“Be there just before first light. Three days,” the dwarf said.
Tarvo frowned. “You want me to stick around here for three days?” 
“Do you have somewhere else to be?” The dwarf’s lips curled into something resembling a smile. “Don’t worry, your room is already paid for.”
Tarvo picked up the note but didn’t open it. “You’re not worried I’ll disappear?”
The dwarf turned to leave but paused. Over his shoulder he said, “No.” 
“Hold up,” Tarvo growled. “I need more than this if I’m going to prepare. “
The dwarf raised an eyebrow. “I thought you didn’t ask questions.”
“Not incriminating ones. I don’t want to know who you are or what this package is, but if I’m taking this job, I need logistics.”
For a moment, the dwarf’s eyes narrowed, and Tarvo thought he’d refuse. Then, with obvious reluctance, the dwarf stepped back to the table. Tarvo motioned to the chair opposite him with a lazy flick of his boot. “Sit.”
The dwarf hesitated, visibly irritated, but eventually sat down. Tarvo leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table. If he was going to risk this much, he wouldn’t do it blind.
“Now,” Tarvo said. “We don’t use names, but I’ve got to call you something, so from here on out you’re known as Fancy Fingers.”
The dwarf didn’t respond, but the glare in his green eyes spoke volumes.
Tarvo did his best to hold back a smirk but carried on. “What size am I dealing with? And how far am I taking it?”
Fancy’s lips twitched—half annoyance, half amusement. “Not one to be pushed around, eh? I like that.” He rapped his knuckles on the table. “It’s a standard chest. Three hammer-spans long, two wide. Small enough for a cart. You’re taking it to Black Pool. I’ll give you the exact location when you pick it up.”
Tarvo grimaced. Black Pool was clear across the island territory. He’d have to take the back roads, and going that way meant Black Pool was almost a two-day journey with a cart.
“What happens if I don’t show?” Tarvo asked, though he was certain he didn’t want to know.
The dwarf’s smile vanished, and he stood slowly. “That would not be in your best interests. Now, if there are no further questions. I’ll bid you goodnight.”
Without waiting for a response, Fancy turned and strode toward the door, his boots heavy against the floorboards.
For a moment, he considered walking away. But Fancy’s words—that would not be in your best interests—echoed in his head. He didn’t want to find out what lay on the wrong side of those “extensive resources.”
Grimacing, Tarvo reached for his ale and took another swig, wondering what kind of mess he’d stepped into.

      [image: ]Another delivery, another trip to the docks. 
It’s always the docks.
Tarvo had lost count of how many of his jobs had begun or ended at the water’s edge. In a land where magic was forbidden, it was often smuggled in from distant shores—or quietly spirited away before anyone could notice.
Magical items always came to Hybarn by sea, and Cuanmore was just one of many ports that dotted the coastline of the island realm.
Tarvo breathed in the fresh, salt-filled air. There were perks to always being called to the shoreline.
The sun threatened to make its appearance, offering just the hint of a glow beyond the horizon. Max, his trusted horse, snorted as they stopped beside a weathered building. The pier creaked under the weight of the seagulls and the ocean breeze, stretching into the dark water that waited for daylight to break.
More than a dozen boats were anchored here this morning. Most were smaller fishing vessels, their crews already preparing for the day’s work. A few large trading ships loomed among them, bobbing with the ocean waves, waiting to either pick up or deliver whatever goods they carried.
That was another benefit of utilizing the docks as the pickup point—they always made for an inconspicuous location. Crates came and went, hoisted and hauled by shadowy figures. One more dwarf with a chest would hardly raise an eyebrow.
Heavy footsteps echoed further down the pier, marching in rhythm. Disrupting the tranquility of the morning. They were too far away to see, but the steady rhythm and sound of boots on wood left no doubt of their source.
Soldiers. Tarvo would recognize the cadence anywhere from long days of practiced, steady routine. Instinctively, he backed his cart further into the shadows. There was only one reason the king’s army would be stomping around on the docks—they were looking for something.
Tarvo let out a long sigh. Why did he get the feeling their search was tied to Fancy Fingers?
It wasn’t that long ago that he’d been one of those soldiers, conducting raids on traders’ ships, ordered to squash out any items that potentially carried magic. It could have just been coincidence that they were here, but if that were the case, it was a poorly timed one, for sure. 
Tarvo hoped Fancy Fingers had accounted for their presence. 
He instinctively held his breath, but if they questioned him, he had nothing to hide—just an empty cart and a faithful horse—but that didn’t mean he wanted to draw attention to himself. 
Six uniformed dwarves strode toward a nearby ship, their posture stiff and their gloved hands resting on the hilts of their weapons.
An inspection. 
If Fancy Fingers was aboard that ship with his chest of magic, Tarvo wouldn’t be picking up any packages this morning.
The soldiers boarded swiftly, their barking orders cutting through the morning stillness. Shouts and cries from the cabin crew on board echoed as the raid started. Whether or not the soldiers found anything, it wouldn’t end well for them. 
Tarvo shook his head. Too many inexperienced freedom fighters had been trying to smuggle in goods, without knowing the first thing about clandestinity.
Amateurs.
A sudden scuffle behind him yanked Tarvo from his thoughts. Instinct took over—gripping his dagger, he turned.
“Easy there, Deliverer,” Fancy Fingers chuckled from atop a small wagon. “I hope you’re not always so easy to sneak up on.”
Tarvo exhaled through his nose, releasing the tension in his shoulders as he slid the blade back into its sheath. 
Fancy grabbed a leather strap attached to one side of the chest and gave Tarvo a pointed look. “A little help here?”
The chest wasn’t anything special to look at. Solid craftsmanship, sure, but it was unassuming, with no indication that it held a magical item. Tarvo let out a quiet sigh of relief. Too often, clients—especially wealthy ones—arrived with their items in gaudy, elaborate cases, believing their precious goods deserved to be showcased like a trophy. A rookie mistake that easily caught the eye of bandits and thieves along the way.
Tarvo moved to the side of Fancy’s wagon and heaved the other side of the chest. It was heavy, but nothing the two dwarves couldn’t handle. They hauled it to Tarvo’s cart, where it tucked in nicely beneath his bench at the front. 
Fancy gave the chest a firm pat, his jewel-encrusted fingers lingering on the lid. Tarvo didn’t miss the gesture—or the glint of light off all that excess wealth.
Tarvo scanned the shadows. The dwarf wouldn’t still be flaunting wealth without his entourage nearby.
“I expect there will be no issues,” Fancy said, breaking the silence. “And I trust the chest will remain sealed until you arrive in Black Pool.”
Tarvo snickered, taking a few steps back. “They wouldn’t call me the best if I went around inspecting the merchandise. Just make sure the receiver’s where they’re supposed to be when I get there.”
“There’ll be no problems with that. But just in case you get any ideas to the contrary, know that the lock is sealed with bonding magic. Without the key, you’ll have a most unpleasant experience if you try to manipulate it.”
“I’m just here to do the job,” he added. “Nothing more, nothing less.”
The dwarf laughed and clasped a meaty hand on Tarvo’s shoulder. “Good deal, lad. I’m confident this is in good hands.”
The sound of voices carried through the dawn. Tarvo glanced up in time to see the soldiers disembarking from the freight vessel. That was quicker than he’d expected. 
“Enough chatter,” said Tarvo. “If you want this to make it there, I need to leave—before those soldiers decide to take an interest in us.”
Fancy nodded and reached out with another small piece of paper in his palm. “You’ll meet your contact here,” he said. “I know you said no names, so you can call him The Blacksmith. He’ll be expecting you by midday tomorrow. Don’t be late.” 
Tarvo took the paper without a word and slid into the driver’s seat, the chest tucked securely under the bench. With a flick of the reins, Max snorted and pulled the cart forward. 
“Good luck,” Fancy said, his voice rough. “Don’t miss the drop off.”
“I don’t believe in luck,” he said. “I’ll be there.”

      [image: ]By late afternoon, the sun was already sinking as Tarvo reached the Shannon Mountains—a jagged chain of dragon-tooth peaks stretching from the island’s northern tip to the southern sea. He’d been climbing for hours and was nearing the pass that cut through the peaks, dividing the realm in two.
This stretch could be the most treacherous part of the journey. Mountain weather was fickle, and he’d learned long ago to cover as much ground as possible while the gods were smiling on him. If the clouds threatened rain or snow, it was better to set up camp and wait for morning.
Today, though, the sun was shining, the birds were chirping, and he was making good time.
This route would take longer than the main roads, but the alternative was typically crawling with soldiers and bandits. After encountering the watch at the docks, he wasn’t eager to test his luck.
The road was quiet, save for the crunch of the cart’s wheels and the soft clink of Max’s reins as he plodded along. These moments were what Tarvo enjoyed most about his work: just him and the road, no one to bother him, no reason to look over his shoulder.
He absently patted the chest under his seat, feeling the softness of the blanket he’d draped over it. Just him, his thoughts, and his work.
The wind shifted as the climb steepened, and Tarvo tugged his cloak tighter around his shoulders. “It’s only going to get colder from
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