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PART 1: THE BOND













PROLOGUE






“THEY’VE BREACHED THE gates!”


Battle horns blared all throughout Fisher’s Rest, drowning out the cries of panicked citizens. Swords clanged, children wailed, and inhuman gibbers echoed throughout the town.


Kya hid under her porch, watching boots run back and forth as the town militia fought off the invaders. Pale, unclad feet joined the fray, and human soldiers fell left and right.


What are these things? Kya wondered. It was a peaceful fishing village. They had nothing of value, nothing to kill over. But these attackers fought with a lust for destruction, hooting with delight as they cut down their prey.


The creatures rushed through the town like a tidal wave, losing none of their own as they obliterated the local defenders. Within minutes the town was quiet again. A handful of invaders wandered the dusty street, looking for any humans they might have missed. Black smoke wafted by, carrying the odor of burning wood. Occasionally a survivor would cry out in pain, only to be silenced by the cruel assailants.


I need to get out of here, Kya thought. Footsteps stomped on the porch above her, followed by the sound of wood cracking. The creatures were now in her house, most likely looking for more victims.


Kya had been alone when the battle started. Both her parents were fishers, and they would have been out on the lake at this time of day. I hope they escaped, she thought. But it didn’t seem likely. Her parents would have come for her, despite the danger. She’d have to worry about that later.


Three pairs of white feet milled about in front of the porch. Go away, Kya thought. Surely they’d be gone soon. They’d find her house empty, then move on to the next house. As soon as the street was clear, Kya would flee, maybe hide in the forest until this invading army moved on. Then she’d come back and look for her family.


The feet shifted back and forth. Strange voices gibbered at each other. It sounded like one was giving orders. The other two creatures moved on, running in opposite directions.


That left one monster blocking Kya’s route to freedom. She heard a sniffing sound, then what she took to be a chuckle. Kya froze in place, not even allowing herself to breathe.


The creature took a step forward, then turned away from the porch. For a moment it seemed to be headed for the house across the street. Then suddenly it turned back around, dropped to its knees, and stared Kya right in the face.













TRADITION






A SINGLE FIGURE trudged through the knee-high snow, leaving a trail that quickly filled in behind her. The animal skins she wore offered little protection from the biting winds. Through the blinding snow, she spotted the slightest of movements. The snowbank bulged almost imperceptibly to her left.


Marta stood perfectly still and readied her knife, her mouth already salivating. She hadn’t eaten since the previous day, and she hoped her rumbling stomach wouldn’t scare away the icevole. They were skittish creatures, and extremely difficult to catch… unless you knew the trick. Marta repeatedly clicked her tongue, perfectly imitating the chittering of the small rodents.


The bulge halted, then began to move in her direction. Marta raised her dagger, ready to strike as soon as the creature was within reach. She realized, a second too late, that the mound of snow was much too big to be an icevole. A huge serpent erupted from the snow, its mouth open wide.


Marta dove to the side, barely avoiding the monster’s snapping jaws. She tried to stab it as it went by, but her dagger wouldn’t penetrate its thick blue scales. The serpent vanished into the snow again, and Marta squinted to follow its path. She thought she saw it circling to her right, but the thick snowfall made it hard to be sure.


Reacting more on instinct than anything, she sidestepped the next attack right as the creature emerged. It missed her with its bite, but it began to coil around her, closing tight around her legs. She tried to step out of the way, but the serpent was too strong. Her legs were now pinned together, and the monster continued to circle its way up her body.


The serpent was at least twenty feet long, and its body was as thick as Marta’s thigh. It was extremely fast for its size, and it was already up to her waist within seconds. Though she’d never faced one of these serpents before, she had the presence of mind to raise her arms so that they wouldn’t get pinned to her sides. She stabbed at the creature repeatedly, but none of her strikes left so much as a mark.


The serpent stopped circling when it reached her chest, and once again attempted to bite her. It lunged at her face, and she blocked it with her arm. The serpent bit down on her forearm, releasing its venom. Marta immediately felt her left arm go numb, but she refused to give up. With her other arm she stabbed the serpent in the eye, and this time the dagger went in up to the hilt, killing the monster instantly. It gave one last squeeze that nearly crushed Marta’s ribs, then uncoiled limply into the snow.


I have minutes to live, Marta thought. The numbness had spread to her shoulder. If it reached her heart, she would die. Fortunately she’d paid attention to her lessons. While this was the first snow serpent she’d faced, she’d learned all about them from her clan. She knew that a snow serpent’s blood was a natural antidote to its venom. It was believed that this had something to do with the creatures’ mating rituals – two snow serpents would bite each other and lick the wounds before the act, and the rhythmic numbing bursts put them in a procreative mood.


Focus, Marta told herself. She could feel the venom spreading throughout her body, and she wouldn’t be able to act much longer. The serpent’s head now lay a few feet away in the snow, its eye gushing bright green blood. Marta could barely move her legs, but she managed to lean forward and fall so that she landed near the creature’s head. Her right arm was now her only functional limb, and even it was starting to lose feeling. She dropped the dagger and pulled the serpent’s head to her lips.


She was now completely paralyzed, and she could feel her heart slowing. The serpent’s blood burned like firewater as it dribbled down her throat. She felt the sudden urge to cough it back up, but she managed to suppress the impulse. After a few seconds, it barely mattered. She could feel herself choking on the liquid, but she no longer had the ability to cough. Her heart felt even weaker, and her vision was getting cloudy.


Her people weren’t exactly scholars, but they were smarter than most outsiders would have thought. Marta knew that the antivenom had to spread through her body to work. She wasn’t sure if her current heart rate would be enough to do the job. Worse, her lungs were barely moving at all, and might even be filling up with fluid. Her mind wasn’t doing much better, as she felt unconsciousness beckoning her, teasing her, trying its best to pull her into a tight embrace.


At least I don’t have to go through with the ceremony, she thought. She wondered what death would feel like. The elders spoke of an afterlife where she would meet her ancestors, but Marta wasn’t sure she believed that. It was a story that had been passed down for so many centuries that it no longer felt like the information could be trusted. Marta had seen gossip get unrecognizably distorted after only two or three retellings, so it seemed unlikely that a story would remain accurate after so many generations.


Guess I’ll find out soon enough, Marta thought. There was a three-way race going on in her body, and she wondered which would give out first – her heart, her lungs, or her mind. She hoped it would be her mind. If she was going to die anyway, she wanted to lose consciousness first.


But if anything, she was starting to become more alert. She felt a tingling in her toes, then her fingers. Her heart rate started to increase. She suddenly felt immense pain from the bite in her arm. She tried to scream, but she was choking. She coughed. It was weak at first, but as her strength came back, she coughed louder and harder. When she could move her arms again, she got to her knees and vomited. She continued to cough and vomit for more than fifteen minutes, only taking one short break to wrap up her wound.


I hate this tradition, Marta thought as she wiped her mouth. It would have been different if the reward were something she actually wanted, but her prize – the hand of a man she barely knew – wasn’t worth the effort. But her clan’s numbers were dwindling, and they needed her to contribute her share of offspring to keep her people from dying out.


Though given the events of the last half hour, their marital traditions weren’t exactly conducive to the survival of their clan. Before a bride could be married, she had to survive a week on her own, in the harshest wilds on the mountain. She could only bring a dagger and the clothes on her back. She’d have to build her own shelter, kill her own food, and most importantly, stay warm.


The husbands had to endure trials of their own, but theirs weren’t nearly as grueling. Marta once asked why women had to endure so much more, and was told that since it was their duty to protect their husbands, they had to prove themselves capable. She’d gone on to ask why the men didn’t have to prove they could protect their wives, and was told that the men were already capable. She’d followed up with several more questions about the clan’s views on gender equality, only to end up with a month’s worth of extra chores.


The numbness was now completely gone, and Marta could breathe normally again. She looked hungrily at the dead snow serpent. Their meat wasn’t edible to humans, but that didn’t mean they were useless. She stretched the serpent out and rolled it over onto its back, then felt along its stomach for bulges. There, she thought, as she slipped her dagger between the scales and cut into the creature’s belly. She reached inside and pulled out two partially-digested icevoles. Then she returned to her makeshift shelter and started a fire.










The sun turned the snow red as it set on the seventh day. Marta began the long march back to the settlement. She now wore much thicker furs and some bone armor, thanks to a pair of mountain tigers she’d killed. Part of the tradition was to return with a gift for her husband, and she’d spent the latter half of the week constructing a sturdy shield out of a frost hippo’s skull. The shield was roughly three feet high, somewhat rectangular, and the front was covered in snow serpent scales.


The journey back took most of the night, and the sun was beginning to rise when she saw the smoke rising from the village. But it was more smoke than she’d expected. The elders traditionally lit a bonfire on the day of a bride-to-be’s return, but from this distance, it looked as if smoke rose from every single house in the village.


Marta picked up the pace, her feeling of unease growing with every step.










She reached the village half an hour later. It sat on a plateau more than halfway up Frostmoor Mountain, and consisted of thirty-two wooden buildings. The fires had burned out, and most of the houses were nothing but piles of crumbling wood and ash.


“Hello?” Marta called out, but all was silent.


She saw no one – living or dead – anywhere she looked. Maybe they fled the village to escape the fire, she mused. But why didn’t they send someone to find me?


The wind changed direction, and suddenly she could smell the overpowering odor of overcooked meat. The stench led her to the burned-out bunkhouse, where the clan’s soldiers slept. She gasped as she saw dozens of bodies filling the building. It had to be the entire village. Marta frantically studied the faces of the dead. Most were burned beyond recognition, but she recognized a few.


My parents are in here somewhere, she thought, but she couldn’t bear to look any longer. She turned away from the bunkhouse and dropped to her knees, weeping. When she was out of tears, she searched the village for answers. She found many signs of battle, but no fallen enemies.


In her absence, some passing army had raided the village and killed every last one of them. Why us? Marta wondered. The Frostmoor Clan lived simple lives and didn’t hoard wealth. They had no enemies and mostly kept to themselves. There was nothing to gain from their slaughter.


Mountain life was brutal and often short. Her people were taught not to dwell on their emotions. Though Marta mourned in her heart, it wasn’t long before her thoughts turned to practical matters. What now? she wondered as she rooted through the remains of her home. I can’t stay here. I suppose I’ll have to find another clan and see if they’ll accept me.


She knew of a farming community at the base of the mountain. The Frostmoor Clan often traded with them. It wouldn’t be easy to adjust to that lifestyle, but at least she wouldn’t be alone.


She found a relatively undamaged backpack and began looking for supplies to fill it, to prepare for her journey down the mountain. There wasn’t much left, but she packed the backpack with rope, pitons, some dried meat, and a few other sundries. There was a hidden pit under her home where she kept a few supplies, such as a change of clothes and a few weapons.


Her eyes fell on a rolled-up tube of leather. She unrolled it, revealing an exquisitely-crafted sword. It had been in her family for ten generations and was one of their most prized possessions. Her parents had planned to give it to Marta’s husband on their wedding day. Now that day would never come, but she wasn’t about to leave the sword behind.


She continued rooting through the cache, deciding what to bring and what to leave behind. Soon she came across a small wooden box.


Inside she found a few remnants of her childhood, including her baby teeth and some parchment she’d drawn on as a child. There were a few bits of jewelry, most carved from the bones of her first kill. She brushed these aside and pulled out a small leather bag. She emptied the contents – a wooden ring and a feather quill – into her palm. Both items were infused with magic, and she could feel a mild tingle where they touched her skin.


She took the quill in her right hand and began to draw on her arm. Her body was covered in tattoos, red lines that detailed every significant event of her life. Every dangerous beast she’d ever killed was represented by a hash mark on her thigh. There were also symbols representing each birthday, as well as educational benchmarks. Larger sigils documented events such as Marta learning to swim, her first climb up Grim Peak, and her first monthly cycle. A drawing of a tiger cub represented the birth of her baby brother, and a teardrop beside it signified his untimely death.


Marta now drew a snake and a hashmark on her thigh, to represent the killing of the snow serpent. Then she added a double heart to her bicep to document surviving the betrothal test in the wilds. Finally she drew a burning house on her stomach to represent the destruction of her village. Each tattoo glowed slightly as she drew it, before turning into permanent red lines.


She put the quill back into the leather bag. Then she looked at the ring. It was carved from gray wood, and engraved with holy runes inlaid with silver. It had been crafted by the village shaman on the day she had come of age, and she’d kept it in this bag ever since. 


Magic-infused items weren’t overly common in the land of Zyden. Enchantment was becoming a lost art, and the Frostmoor Clan had been lucky to have such a talented jewelry smith. The ring’s mate – wherever it was now - belonged to Pall, her late fiancée.


The ring had never been worn. It was intended to be placed on her finger during the wedding ceremony, creating a bond that would last a lifetime. Several married couples in the village wore such rings, which allowed them to speak to each other telepathically. The rings were forged in pairs - a single ring without its mate was just a useless trinket.


Marta studied the ring, lost in thought. She’d never wanted to wear it. Pall had been one of the village’s greatest warriors, and Marta had been the envy of her peers when they’d been matched. But she’d have gladly let someone else have him. Today, however, she would have been happy to marry him if it meant her people had survived.


Guilt feelings flooded her mind. It was almost as if she had wished for the disaster. You finally got what you wanted, she told herself. Are you happy with the results? Intellectually she knew it hadn’t been her fault. It was sheer coincidence that her village had been attacked in her absence. But she couldn’t help feeling like she was somehow responsible.


She slipped the ring on her finger. It was too big at first, but it immediately resized itself for a perfect fit. She could feel its magic, a very slight tingle almost like static electricity. I never wanted to marry you, Pall, she thought as she studied the band on her finger. But you didn’t deserve to die.


Who said that? someone answered.


Marta looked around frantically. The village was still silent, and she was still alone. But the voice had sounded as if they’d been right beside her, speaking directly in her ear. She looked back at the ring again. Hello? she thought.


What is this? the voice replied. Who’s talking to me?


Who are you? Marta asked. Are you wearing my husband’s ring?


The voice is coming from the ring? came the reply. Is this ring haunted?


Were you part of the group that slaughtered my village? Marta thought.


Oh no, is the ring cursed? I didn’t kill anyone, I swear!


Calm down, Marta thought. Start from the beginning. How did you get the ring?


I’m a slave of the Bonegrinders, the voice said.


The Bonegrinders, Marta thought. Of course. They were a tribe of pale-skinned humanoids who raided and killed without mercy. It all made sense now. Bonegrinders turned into dust when killed, so that was why Marta hadn’t found any enemy bodies.


I watched them raid your village, the voice said. But I was bound in irons at the time. I promise I didn’t participate.


Then how did you get the ring?


My master put it on me, the voice replied. The Bonegrinders like to decorate their slaves with jewelry. It’s a sign of prestige – it means you have so much wealth you can waste some on your servants.


What’s your name? Marta asked.


Kya, the voice answered.


Where are you now, Kya?


In a camp, Kya replied. The Bonegrinders are traveling north. From what I’ve overheard, they’re preparing for another raid soon.


Marta looked at the ring again. I can find them with this, she thought. I can track them down and slaughter the whole lot.


They’ll kill you instantly, Kya replied. They wiped out your village. What chance do you stand by yourself?


I’ll have the element of surprise, Marta told her.


Then you’ll get in a couple of kills before they overwhelm you, Kya replied. Don’t get me wrong, I’d be overjoyed if you won. But I watched them raze your village. Your best warriors fell in minutes. The Bonegrinders are strong and relentless. They fight like animals. What can you do?


I can come up with a plan, Marta replied. Raise an army. Surround them, take them by surprise.


Marta thought she heard a sigh. I’ll help you however I can, Kya told her.


Then it’s settled, Marta thought. She gathered up a few more supplies, took one last look at the remains of the village, and set out on a path down the mountain.













EXPLORATION






“SO MY FRIEND and I went to a costume party,” the jester said. “We agreed not to discuss our costumes beforehand. Imagine my surprise when we both showed up dressed as giant raisins. I guess grape mimes think alike!”


Not one laugh, not even a chuckle. The audience stared at him like they were still waiting for the punchline. In a panic, Dobo pulled three balls out of his pocket and started to juggle. His stagehand buzzed around his ear. “You’re losing them,” Silli whispered, then flew over to the prop box.


Like I ever had them, Dobo thought. “But enough about me,” he said. “Anyone here from out of town?” Crickets. The audience refused to engage.


Silli rooted through the box until she found an apple, which was almost as large as she was. She also found an egg and a foot-long metal rod that emitted sparks from one end. Using her fairy telekinesis, she tossed them to Dobo one at a time, and he incorporated them into his routine.


Now juggling six objects, Dobo asked the audience, “Does anyone have a small item they’d like to add? How about you, sir?” He nodded to a burly man sitting at the table closest to the stage.


The customer finished his beer in one swallow, then threw the empty stein at Dobo. The jester caught the stein and added it to the juggled objects.


“More!” Dobo said, and nodded to another patron. “How about you, miss?”


“How ‘bout this?” the woman slurred. She reached into her bag and threw a dagger at him.


Dobo dodged the dagger, and it stuck in the wall behind him. “Maybe something less sharp? I mean, I’ve died on stage before, but let’s not make it literal. How about you, sir?”


As he juggled, the front door opened and the biggest woman Dobo had ever seen entered the tavern. She was at least six-foot-five and made of pure muscle. She had long auburn hair tied into a ponytail. She wore winter furs and much of her exposed skin was covered in red tattoos. She’s not from around here, Dobo thought.


He was so distracted that he didn’t see the dinner plate come flying toward him. A customer had thrown it for him to juggle, but instead the plate hit him in the chest and he dropped the rest of the objects. Thinking fast, he tumbled backward and performed an impressive acrobatic pratfall. The egg landed on his forehead, eliciting the first real laugh from the audience. “Thank you, that’s the show!” he shouted as he stood and bowed. Then he hurried backstage to remove his makeup.










“Good, you’re still here,” Dobo said as he approached the large woman. She sat alone at a table, brooding. Dobo pulled out a chair and sat down. Silli sat on his shoulder.


“Whatever you’re selling, I have no money,” the woman replied gruffly.


“Allow me to introduce myself,” Dobo said. “Dorian Beauregard the Third. But if that’s too much of a mouthful, you can call me by my stage name, Dobo the Dodo.”


“Mm-hmm, and the fairy?” Marta asked dully. She was surprised to see that fairies existed outside of children’s books, but since she knew so little of the world below her mountain, she’d been taking things as they came.


“My assistant, Sillivene,” Dobo said. “I saved her from a cat once, and she hasn’t left my side since. I can’t seem to get rid of her.”


“Hey!” Silli shouted in a high-pitched voice.


“Just kidding, love,” Dobo said. “She’s a wonderful assistant. Couldn’t do my job without her.”


Silli smiled at that, then curtsied and sat back down. “Pleased to meet ‘cha!” she squeaked.


“Marta,” the woman said, though she wasn’t really paying attention. She scanned the rest of the patrons as if looking for someone.


“May I ask what brings you to Reuben’s Refuge?” Dobo asked.


“I’m trying to raise an army, but so far this town seems to be full of cowards,” Marta said.


“And your assumption would be correct,” Dobo said. “This town was founded by survivors of the Smythe’s Fjord Massacre. Know of it?”


Marta shook her head.


“It was ten… no, eleven years ago,” Dobo said. “A legion of invaders devastated Smythe’s Fjord, then went on to ravage Willowvane. Some of the townfolk fought back, but were cut down. Those that fled came here.”


“Were you one of them?” Marta asked, looking into Dobo’s face for the first time. He was about five feet tall and had very prominent ears. There was still a smudge of white paint on his nose.


“No, no, I’m just passing through town,” Dobo replied. “I’m on a quest to find an audience who actually finds me funny.”


“Then how do you know so much about this town?” Marta asked.


“That’s what I do,” Dobo answered. “I collect information, tales from far and wide. Someday I hope to be an author. That’s why I approached you. You look like you’ve come a long way. I imagine you have quite a tale for me.”


“Hmmph,” Marta grunted. “I don’t have time for this.” She started to stand up.


“Wait, wait,” Dobo said. “What if I make it worth your while? I could pay you… not much, but…”


“Unless you have an army, I have no use for you,” Marta said.


Be nice, a voice said in Marta’s mind.


What? Marta thought back.


Be nice, Kya repeated. You never know who’s going to be able to help you.


Can you hear our conversation? Marta asked.


No, but I can hear you think your responses, and I can feel your annoyance, Kya replied.


He’s just a performer, Marta thought.


If you’re going to raise an army, you need contacts, Kya told her. And this is the first person you’ve spoken to who seemed willing to listen. At the very least he might be able to point you in the right direction.


“Are you okay?” Dobo asked. “You’ve been staring into space for nearly a minute.”


Marta sat back down. “I will tell you stories,” she said. “About my life, about my clan, about why I’m here.”


Dobo nodded vigorously and rooted through his coin purse. “I’ll give you—”


“And in return,” Marta interrupted, “You will help me gather an army so I can wipe out the monsters who slaughtered my people.”


“That’s a bit of an ask,” Dobo said. “People aren’t going to—”


“It’s a deal,” Silli said, flicking Dobo on the ear.


Dobo shrugged. “Okay, it’s a deal.”


They made an awkward display of shaking hands. Marta’s people shook by grabbing each other’s forearms, while Dobo tried to grasp her hand itself. They fumbled for a few seconds before Dobo relented and followed Marta’s lead.


“Off to a great start,” Silli said with a touch of sarcasm.










Where are you now? Kya asked.


In the back of Dobo’s wagon, Marta thought. On our way to Oaken Dawn. It’s a logging community. According to Dobo, most of the people there are part-time soldiers, making a living during peacetime.


Think they’ll help you?


Dobo sounded doubtful, Marta thought. But he still thinks it’s our best bet.


What do you look like? Kya asked.


Marta was taken aback. Why? she asked.


Just curious, Kya replied. You’re my best friend at the moment. I don’t even get to talk to the other slaves.


I have reddish-brown hair and lots of tattoos, Marta replied. I’m not sure what else I can say. What do you look like?


Human, brown hair, lots of freckles, Kya answered. Probably a lot shorter than you, given what I saw of your people. How old are you?


If I live another month, this will be my twenty-third year, Marta replied. You?


Twenty-one, Kya replied. As of two months ago. Normally my family would take me out to a play on my birthday. But they’re gone now.


The Bonegrinders killed them?


I don’t know, Kya answered. I haven’t seen them among the other slaves, so I assume they were ki… ki… I don’t think they made it.


I’m sorry, Marta told her.


I’m going to get some sleep now, Kya replied.


Rest well, Marta thought, and tried to fall asleep herself. It wasn’t easy in a moving carriage. She was extremely hot, despite having stripped down to her underclothes. She missed the frigid air of her hometown, but she supposed she’d have to get used to the warmer climate. It wasn’t like she’d ever go back to the mountain.


No… no… leave them alone! Kya’s voice murmured in Marta’s ear.


Kya? Marta thought loudly. What’s going on?


Whu? Oh, I was dreaming.


Do you always have nightmares like that?


I don’t think I’ve had a good night’s rest since my capture, Kya replied. It’s been four months but the memories are still fresh.


I will get you out of there, Marta told her. I promise.










“Not a chance,” the foreman said. He was a big man, almost as big as Marta, with chiseled features and a sparse beard. He leaned against a tree with a large X carved on the side.


“But we know how to find them,” Marta said. “We can surround them, take them while they’re sleeping.”


“I’ve fought Bonegrinders before,” he replied. “We’d have to outnumber them ten-to-one before I’d even be tempted. They’re beyond savage.”


“Sir,” Dobo interjected. “If things go to plan, you will outnumber them twenty-to-one, at least.”


“How do you figure?” the foreman asked.


“You’re not the only village we’re planning to visit,” Dobo said. “What if I get signatures from a few more towns, promising that they’ll join if it looks like the army will be big enough?”


“I don’t know,” the foreman said, scratching his chin. “What’s in it for us?”


“Survival,” Marta said angrily. “If they’re not stopped, the Bonegrinders will find you eventually.”


“We’re pretty out of the way,” the foreman said, waving his arms. The logging camp sat in the middle of a thick forest, with miles of trees in every direction.


“So was my village,” Marta said. “They had to scale a mountain to reach us. They’ll think nothing of a few trees.”


The foreman nodded. “You get those signatures and come back. But we won’t join unless we’re sure we have the advantage.”










What do the Bonegrinders make you do? Marta asked. She lay in a worker’s bunk, as a guest of the loggers. In the bunk above her, she could hear Dobo snoring, sounding not dissimilar to the loggers’ saws she’d heard earlier in the day. In the morning they would leave at the crack of dawn.


Mostly fetch and carry, Kya replied. Make their meals, haul their supplies. I’m actually not that much help, to be honest. They just like having slaves because it makes them feel powerful.


Do they ever… do things to you? Marta asked carefully.


You mean like… Kya replied. No, never. They think of us as animals.


Do they beat you?


They did at first, Kya answered. Until I learned to follow their commands. But as long as I do everything perfectly, they don’t hurt me… much.


Do you speak their language? Marta asked.


Some of it, Kya replied. I’ve learned maybe forty or fifty words. Enough to follow orders. Enough to know they’re planning an attack. Not enough to know what town they’re going to attack.


If you find that out, let me know right away, Marta thought. Maybe I can warn them.


Of course, Kya replied.


They didn’t speak for a while, and Marta assumed Kya had fallen asleep. Marta was still warm. She wanted to remove her blanket as well as her clothing, but that didn’t seem appropriate in a bunkhouse full of male soldiers. She was almost asleep when Kya spoke again.


Marta? Kya asked.


Hmm?


Do you miss your family? Kya asked.


It’s a wound in my heart that will never completely heal, Marta replied. I’m sure you feel the same way.


I can’t remember my mother’s face, Kya replied. Though they were speaking telepathically, Marta could hear the anguish in her voice. I try to think of her, and her face is just a blur. I remember she looked a bit like me, but I can’t see her in my mind anymore.


Marta had no idea how to respond to that. Her people were so stoic that they almost never discussed their emotions. I’m so sorry, Marta replied, unable to think of anything else.


I know you don’t understand, Kya replied. And that’s fine, it’s not your nature. I can feel that about you. But my memories are all that remain of my family now. When I forget them, it’ll be as if they never existed.


A person is more than their face, Marta told her. As long as you remember all the good things your mother did for you, she will live on. Remember her laughter, her kindness, and everything she taught you. And if you pass her lessons on to your offspring, she will live forever.


Marta?


Yes?


Do you believe in an afterlife?


Marta had to think for a moment before answering. My clan believes that our spirits live on, and that after death we spend eternity with our ancestors.


Your clan believes, Kya repeated. Does that mean you disagree?


I’d… like to believe it, Marta replied. But I believe it is unknowable. I can’t bring myself to treat it as fact when I only have the word of others to go on.


What about faith? Kya asked.


I’ve had faith in many people who were later proven wrong, Marta replied. It is human to be wrong sometimes, and I don’t hold it against them. But I don’t accept everything they tell me as fact, either.


I hope my mother’s spirit lives on, Kya admitted.


Then hold onto that hope if it gives you peace, Marta replied. I will even hope it with you.


Good night, Kya thought to her.


Sleep well, Marta replied.













RUINATION






“SEE THAT CARRIAGE lying across the road up there?” Dobo asked. The horses slowed to a walk as he tugged on the reins. A woman stood next to the overturned carriage, waving for help.


Marta sat beside Dobo in the driver’s seat of the wagon. “Should we help her?”


Dobo shook his head. “It’s a ruse,” he said. “An ambush. Once we stop, bandits will come out of the woods.”


“So you’re going to turn around?” Marta asked.


“Wouldn’t help,” Dobo said. “If these bandits are worth their salt, they’ve already got people behind us.”


“Then we fight,” Marta said.


“I like our odds with you here,” Dobo said. “But they’ll have archers in the woods. I think I have a better idea. Get in the wagon and put on your armor. Silli, plan thirty-seven.”


The fairy flitted off of his shoulder and into the back, followed by Marta.


A few minutes later Dobo came to a stop in front of the forlorn-looking woman.


“Help!” the woman shouted. “We were attacked by bandits, and they overturned our carriage.”


“Madam, you are in luck,” Dobo said. “I happen to be transporting twenty soldiers to join the garrison at Riverton. They should have no trouble righting your carriage.” Then he shouted over his shoulder, “Isn’t that right, men?”


“Sir, yes sir!” came the reply. Silli used illusion magic to make her voice sound like twenty men.


The woman’s eyes widened, and she glanced toward the woods. She made a subtle “stand down” gesture with her hands. “Thank you,” she said weakly.


“Send out Marta!” Dobo ordered, and Marta hopped out of the back of the wagon in full battle gear. 


The bandit woman stepped back as Marta grabbed the carriage and pulled it back onto its wheels.


“She’s the runt of the litter, you see,” Dobo explained. “The others are trying to bulk her up a bit, but we’re afraid she’s never going to measure up to the rest.”


“Should be good now,” Marta said, as she pushed the carriage to the side of the road.


“Then if you’re good, we’ll be on our way,” Dobo said.


“Thanks again,” the woman said, clearly looking disappointed.


“One moment,” Marta said, eliciting a confused look from Dobo.


Marta crouched until she was eye-to-eye with the bandit woman. “I see your companions in the woods,” she whispered. “I am raising an army to defeat the Bonegrinders. I know you live on the run, but they’ll find you too, sooner or later. If you’d like a chance to fight back, there will be a meeting in Riverton later today.”


The woman said nothing, but looked lost in thought. Marta climbed back into the wagon and they were on their way.










So you and the man this ring belonged to… you were engaged?


Yes, Marta replied. She now sat in the back of Dobo’s cramped, prop-filled wagon. In retrospect, Marta was amazed the bandits had fallen for their ruse. There was no way twenty soldiers could have fit in such a vehicle.


They were still an hour away from Riverton. Silli lay on a pillow on the bench across from Marta, sound asleep. The fairy seemed to take a lot of naps, as if each human day was equal to five or six fairy days.


But you didn’t want to marry him? Kya asked after a long pause.


How do you know that? Marta replied.


It was the first thing you said to me, Kya told her. Before you knew I could hear you.


Oh, Marta thought. No, I didn’t love him.


I understand, Kya replied. My town had arranged marriages as well. Mostly between rich families.


Were you betrothed? Marta asked.


No, we were poor, Kya replied. But there was always a chance one of the wealthy boys would set his sights on me.


Did you want that to happen? Marta asked.


No, I dreaded the possibility, Kya replied.


Why? Marta asked.


But Kya evaded the question. Was your fiancée a good man?


Yes, Marta replied. One of the greatest warriors in the village.


Do you think you would have grown to love him?


Maybe in a familial sort of way, Marta thought. But not as a blanket companion. I just don’t… feel that way about men.


I see, Kya replied. But you would have married him anyway?


For the good of my clan, Marta thought.


That’s… very noble of you, Kya told her. I don’t know what I would have done. Probably run away from home. And now that my home is gone, I feel so selfish for having felt that way. If I’d married a rich boy, I could have pulled my entire family out of poverty. But it wasn’t what I wanted and now they’re all gone—


Hey, Marta interrupted. It wasn’t your fault your town got raided.


I know, but— 


But nothing, Marta told her. The Bonegrinders weren’t summoned by selfish thoughts. And your thoughts weren’t even selfish. Only one person can live your life – you. It’s not selfish to have your own goals in life. It’s not selfish to want more than the fates have in store for you. It’s not— 


Are you trying to convince me or yourself? Kya asked.


Marta stopped for a moment. I think we could both benefit from the advice, she finally replied.


“Are you practicing for a play?” Silli asked, stretching.


Marta realized that she’d been mouthing some of the words as she’d thought them. We’ll talk more later, she thought.


“It’s the ring, isn’t it?” Silli asked, stifling a yawn. “I can see its aura. You’re talking to someone.”


“My friend is a captive of the Bonegrinders,” Marta said.


Silli tilted her head. “I think she’s more than a friend,” she said. “I saw passion in your eyes while you were talking to her.”


“I’ve never even met her,” Marta said.


“Oh,” Silli said, not looking convinced. “Well, you should tell her that Bonegrinders are allergic to milk. Maybe she can poison them and escape.” Then she stretched again and flitted out the front window to join Dobo in the driver’s seat.


“Milk,” Marta repeated softly, a plan forming in her mind.










The meeting at Riverton went better than expected. Not only did the town militia agree to sign Dobo’s document, but a mysterious man showed up who claimed to represent a band of mercenaries. Of course, Dobo and Marta knew that by mercenaries, he meant bandits. But an extra sword was always welcome, and they were happy to collect his signature as well.


From there they rode on through three more villas, where they gathered more support. The more signatures that appeared on Dobo’s parchment, the more comfortable the local guardsmen felt in adding their own.


They spent the night in Proudpath, a small village just south of a large forest. The townsfolk were in the process of rebuilding from some sort of disaster, but they nevertheless agreed to add their village to the list.


Unlike most towns they visited, the people of Proudpath didn’t seem very surprised to see a fairy accompanying them. Most people didn’t believe in fairies, and Dobo often played that up in his stage act. Sometimes he’d present her as one of his illusions, or he’d claim she was a doll he’d enchanted to work as his assistant. But in Proudpath, she didn’t even turn any heads.


As Dobo and Marta prepared for bed, Silli told them she needed to run an errand, and she flew out the window with no further explanation. They didn’t see her again for the rest of the night.










I can’t do that, Kya lamented. Where would I get the milk?


Don’t the Bonegrinders eat cows? Marta asked.


They eat anything that bleeds, Kya replied. But it’s not like they keep cows here in the camp. When they take down an animal, it’s a feeding frenzy right then and there.


There goes that idea, Marta thought. I was hoping we could weaken them a little before the battle.


It sounds like it won’t be necessary, Kya replied. You seem to be making good headway at raising an army.


If they actually show up, Marta thought.


They will, Kya replied.


What makes you say that? Marta asked.


Because people are basically good.


Marta blinked. You really believe that?


Kya hesitated before answering. I don’t know, she finally replied. But I really hope so.










Silli returned at sunrise. She now wore a thin gold necklace with a tiny red jewel. When Dobo asked about it, she simply replied, “My friend gave it to me,” and evaded any further questions.


They left right after breakfast, on a path to the town of Fletcher’s Dam. They reached it just in time for lunch. Marta was biting into a turkey leg when she heard Kya’s voice.


We’re on the move, Kya reported. I think they plan to attack a town today.


Did you get a name? Marta asked.


I heard one of them say Proudpath, Kya answered.


Marta stood up. “We need to go back,” she said. “The Bonegrinders are on their way to Proudpath.”


Dobo immediately stood and ran to the town hall. “Send couriers to the following towns,” he said, presenting his list of signatures at the administration desk. “They must leave as quickly as possible. Tell them to send their armies to Proudpath.”










That evening, soldiers from Riverton, Oaken Dawn, and a few other towns hid in the houses of Proudpath, waiting for an attack. Others climbed the many trees around the town, watching for the oncoming army. The sun went down and the moon rose high in the sky, but there was still no sign of the Bonegrinders.


Any updates, Kya? Marta asked as she sat on a bed, surrounded by several soldiers.


We’ve been marching all day, but they have me blindfolded, Kya replied. I don’t know when they’re… wait. Something’s happening. They’re coming to a stop. Now they’re tying me to a tree. I think they’re getting ready to attack.


“Spread the word,” Marta told a soldier. “The attack is about to begin.”


The soldier left the house to report to his commanding officer.


Something is definitely about to start, Kya said. I hear them getting their weapons ready. The commander is issuing orders. I think he’s… It’s started! They’re charging!


“It’s time,” Marta said, standing up. She and the other soldiers drew their weapons and filed out of the house.


“Anybody see anything?” a soldier asked. Another soldier signaled one of the lookouts in the trees, but got a negative reply.


Kya, we don’t see anything, Marta thought.


I hear battle cries all around me! Kya replied. People are screaming! You don’t hear any of it?


Marta’s shoulders slumped. You’re not in Proudpath, she told her. Then she sought out the captains so she could inform them of her mistake.


After another awkward hour, a courier rode up on horseback. “Riverton’s been destroyed!” he announced. “The Bonegrinders came out of nowhere. They killed everyone and burned the houses to the ground.”


And all their soldiers were here, Marta thought, sinking to her knees.


I’m so sorry, Kya replied. I didn’t know…


The captain from Riverton marched up to Marta and slapped her. She didn’t retaliate. “You…” the captain stammered, but he couldn’t think of a pejorative harsh enough for what she’d done. He took a deep breath and said, “Don’t contact us again.” Then he ordered his men to their horses to ride back to Riverton.


The other armies left soon after. Marta remained on her knees, eyes closed, her face a mask of pure anguish.


I didn’t mean to— Kya began.


Don’t talk to me right now, Marta interrupted, and removed the ring.










Marta woke up at daybreak, still lying in the middle of the street. Farmers carefully stepped around her as they went about their morning routines. The ring lay in the dirt a few inches away. She quickly picked it up and slipped it back on her finger.


Kya?


Leave me alone, Kya replied.


I was wrong to blame you, Marta thought. It wasn’t your fault, and you’re hurting just as much as I am. Please forgive me.


I shouldn’t, but I will, Kya told her. I don’t really have a choice. You’re the only one who can help me. The Bonegrinders are setting up camp. They’re even digging a well. They only do that if they’re planning to stay in one place for a while. And I think I might be able to tell you where we are.


Where? Marta asked.


We traveled for about four hours after leaving Riverton. Mostly south, I think. I recognize the Yanree Mountains to the east. It’s not far from where I grew up. My parents took me camping in these woods once when I was a child. If I’m right, we’re about a mile east of Farside Peak.


Marta didn’t know any of those places, but she knew who to ask. Let me get with Dobo, she told her.










She found him performing at the inn. Marta took a seat and waited for his act to be over. This crowd was more enthusiastic than the one at Reuben’s Refuge, and he actually finished to a bit of applause. 


Dobo spotted Marta and joined her at a table. A few minutes later, a server brought them some breakfast.


“You’ve got a bit of dirt on your face, just there,” Dobo told her, pointing.


Marta dabbed at it with a napkin and discovered that the entire left side of her face was caked in mud. “About last night…” she began.


“You did what you thought was right,” Dobo said. “Using the only information you had available. It’s not your fault and you know it, but you’re going to beat yourself up over it anyway.” Silli darted down off of Dobo’s shoulder, grabbed a grape off of his plate, and returned to her perch.


Marta nodded. “Thanks for understanding,” she said. “Kya thinks she knows where the Bonegrinders are making camp.”


“It’s not going to be easy garnering that much support again,” Dobo said.


“I know,” Marta replied. “But I have to try. Not just because I want revenge, but to keep any other towns from ending up like Riverton.”


“I’m not much of a fighter, but I’ll help however I can,” Dobo said.


“Contact the armies again,” Marta said. “I don’t expect them to help us, but if even one joins us, that’s more than we had.”


The server stopped by to check up on them. “Can I get you anything else?” she asked.


“Could I get a glass of milk?” Dobo asked, and the server nodded. Then she turned to Marta.


“I’m good, thanks,” Marta said. Then a thought occurred to her, and she grabbed the server’s arm just as she was turning away. “Hold on… milk. Is it possible to get a large amount? Perhaps a jug or two?”
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