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TO JESSI RAE FOURNIER,

the best semiprofessional

hype-woman a girl could ask for.

I can’t wait to return the favor.






ONE

“Ready your blade.”

As one, the novitiates knelt in the snow, their weapons held high on upturned palms. For valkyrs like Wren, it was a blade fashioned from dead bone. For reapyrs, a scythe of gleaming steel.

The sun had set, the sky inky black and riddled with stars—the Gravedigger’s hour was upon them. Any moment now, the sickle moon would crest the would-be trees.

Any moment now, the trial would begin.

Wren’s heart thundered in anticipation.

The branches of the forest stood pale and stark before them, sharp with reaching hands and gaping mouths. With splintered spines and cracked ribs.

This was no ordinary forest, after all. This was the Bonewood.

Arms and legs soared up from the ground, twisted and warped. Bent and broken.

Dead, soulless bones.

Undead, haunted bones.

Human bones, yes, but other creatures too. Reindeer with spiky antlers and great woolly mammoths with arching tusks. Ancient bones from unknowable beasts. Bones from the dawn of time.

The Bonewood was at once a graveyard and a training ground. It was here that bonesmiths tested their skills, extended their magic… and showed their mastery over the undead.

Now, after years of training and a lifetime of living in its shadow, Wren would traverse the Bonewood and compete in the Bonewood Trial.

She lifted her head slightly, considering the novitiates kneeling on either side of her. There were ten of them total, each dressed in Bone House black and with black grease lining their eyes, making their sockets look sunken like skulls. Ghostlight was bright enough on its own but turned blinding when it flashed against the snow, so they used the wax-and-charcoal mixture to reduce glare. It also made the mark of their magic—their pale, bone-white irises—stand out all the more.

Sometimes Wren extended the eye black into her hairline or painted her lips for a more dramatic effect, though her teachers usually told her to wipe it off.

Sometimes she spread it on her teeth and smiled wide, just to give them a fright. There wasn’t much to entertain in the House of Bone, frigid and isolated on the northernmost tip of the Dominions, so Wren had to make do.

Not tonight, though. Tonight Wren would play by the rules… for once.

If she passed the trial, she would serve for life as a valkyr of the House of Bone. In the Dominions, where magic welled up from deep in the earth, the dead lingered—violent and unpredictable—unless a bonesmith severed the ghost from its earthly remains. That was the duty of the reapyr.

But not all ghosts went quietly. Some put up a fight, so it was the valkyr’s task to defend the reapyr from the undead.

Without the House of Bone, ghosts would overrun their land, making it uninhabitable, as it had been for centuries. Their work was more than a job or a calling. It was a necessity.

But that didn’t mean Wren couldn’t enjoy it.

In contrast to their blacks, the valkyrs also wore bones. They wore them fastened to their forearms as gauntlets and their chests as breastplates, and bone weapons were strapped across shoulders and in belts or loaded as artillery into bandoliers.

They all had their favorites—Wren wore twin swords in sheaths on her back, while Leif had a broad ax made of sharpened pelvic bone and Inara carried a flail with a spiked skull on the end.

In short, they were dressed for war. The battlefield was the Bonewood, and the enemy was the undead.

Though they would one day be allies, tonight the other valkyr novitiates were Wren’s rivals, her competition—sons and daughters of the House of Bone and its various branches, or upstart nobodies from across the Dominions who somehow found themselves with bonesmith blood. Cousins and distant relations, strangers and outsiders, but not friends. Not family.

Her father had explained it to her during one of their rare conversations: They were linked by magic, not love. Duty, not affection.

That was the way of the House of Bone.

Wren had worked hard, had scraped and clawed to get here. She was the best damn valkyr novitiate her house had seen in years, and tonight she would prove it in front of everyone: her teachers and instructors, Lady-Smith Svetlana Graven—head of the House of Bone—and most of all, her father.

“Psst,” whispered a voice from her right.

Inara.

Of all Wren’s cousins, Inara Fell was the biggest threat to her superiority among the valkyrs—and her only worthy adversary. They were of an age and had comparable height and build, so they were often paired together for lessons and exercises, though the similarities ended there. Inara had coarse black hair, carefully arranged in rows of tight braids, while her ivory bonesmith eyes stood out starkly against her brown skin. Wren, meanwhile, had wild bone-white hair—always tangled and unkempt—and eyes to match, her skin equally pale and colorless. Inara was organized, by the book, and always on time. Wren was more intuitive, coming and going as she pleased, and considered rules as suggestions more than laws to follow to the letter.

The two of them had been at each other’s throats for as long as she could remember, but after tonight, they’d go their separate ways. Once they passed their trial, they’d each be paired with a reapyr and sent to travel the Dominions, performing death rites and battling dangerous ghosts, ensuring all the dead were reaped. Elsewise, they might be lost and forgotten for centuries until some hapless fool dug them back up and unleashed an undead horde.

Like what had happened at the Breach—the darkest challenge the bonesmiths had ever faced. But it was in such times that heroes were forged and legends were made, like Wren’s uncle Locke Graven.

She longed for such notoriety, and one day she would achieve it. But first she had to pass the Bonewood Trial.

“Shut up,” she said to Inara, not turning her head. She was generally in favor of whispered conversation—the more inopportune the time, the better—but tonight was far too important for Wren to allow herself to get distracted.

The terms of the trial were simple: Each valkyr and reapyr pair must pass safely through the Bonewood, reaping three ghosts along the way. They had until dawn.

But the Bonewood did not suffer travelers lightly. There were ghosts there that did not sleep, undead that would never find peace.

And that was to say nothing of the living.

Wren had to protect her reapyr from violent ghosts and contend with the other valkyrs making their way through the trees. Valkyrs like Inara, who would love nothing more than to see her fail.

“Want to make things interesting?” Inara pressed. For someone who loved to toe the line, she was being surprisingly insistent tonight.

“I’m talking to you,” Wren drawled. “I’m not sure that’s possible.”

Yes, Inara was worthy competition… but she was also a constant thorn in Wren’s side and always nipping at her heels. Second place in everything, except rule breaking.

In that regard, Wren had no equal.

Inara was unfazed. “You might make things more interesting for him, then,” she said softly. She spoke to the ground, the pair of them still poised on their knees in the snow, but Wren heard the words clearly. There was only one “him” she could mean.

She glanced up at her father.

Lord-Smith Vance Graven stood next to his mother, Svetlana, atop the podium with the rest of the trial’s judges. As heir to the House of Bone, he was required to witness certain events—whether his only child participated in them or not.

He gave her the subtlest of nods. Acknowledgment, yes, but also a reminder.

“I’m counting on you today,” he had said to her mere hours before. They’d stood inside the training grounds of Marrow Hall, bone-white pillars arching over them and black sand underfoot. “Make me proud.”

To Wren, it sounded like a challenge. She hadn’t seen him for three months, and she was determined to make him more than proud. She wanted to make him stay, even just for a little while.

She lifted her chin. “Yes, Father.”

He’d surveyed her for several silent moments, then given her a reluctant, indulgent smile. “They tell me you spent half the night sweeping bonedust from the librarian’s bookshelves. Why?”

Wren couldn’t help but smirk back at him. She shrugged. “I was bored.”

Technically true. She’d climbed the bookshelves on a dare because she’d been bored during lessons, and when the librarian caught her three stories high with her dirty boots perched on a first edition of The Gravedigger’s Watch, the cleaning had been the eventual punishment.

Her father’s pale eyes danced, reading between the lines as he often did. Whenever he came home for a visit, however rarely, he asked Wren about her various studies—and accompanying punishments—with a serious air, like he was looking for something. For proof of her abilities? Or lack thereof? The topic was dull, even to her, so it seemed only proper, then, that her antics should entertain him. It was the least she could do.

He sighed, going for stern, but the amusement was still there in his gaze. Wren lived for that spark. Though he’d never own up to it, Wren had heard stories of Vance Graven as a young bonesmith, and he was at least as much of a troublemaker as she was. In fact, given Wren’s problematic origins, he was more so.

“I do hope the lack of sleep won’t affect your performance in the trial,” he said, the smallest amount of censure there.

Wren shook her head resolutely. “Never.”

He nodded, then turned to survey the rest of the novitiates who continued to practice in the training sands. Forgetting her already.

“In fact,” she added, reclaiming his attention. “I’d been planning on staying up anyway—acclimate to the night trial, you know—so the librarian did me a favor.”

His lips quirked. “I suppose that also explains why you slept until noon and missed morning lessons?”

Wren beamed. “Exactly.”

His focus shifted back to the other novitiates, Inara among them, and Wren had the sudden urge to tell him about the things she hadn’t screwed up lately. “I’m undefeated in our sparring class, and—”

He spoke over her as if he hadn’t heard. “Your grandmother is watching you, Wren. You must be careful. She will take any excuse to fail you.” His gaze returned to hers. “Do not give her one. You cannot simply pass tonight…. You must pass spectacularly. Do you understand?”

Now, with the Bonewood Trial mere moments away, Wren tilted her head toward Inara. “What did you have in mind?”

Inara smiled, and behind her, Ethen—her reapyr novitiate for the trial—exchanged a look with Wren’s novitiate, Sonya. This was not Wren’s and Inara’s first time going toe-to-toe, and their conflicts rarely ended without some form of collateral damage. Both reapyrs likely feared they might be it.

“A race,” Inara said, darting a glance up into the trees before looking down again. “First one through wins.”

That was already, more or less, the purpose of the trial. It was not timed, but being last to finish would not look good. Everyone wanted to be first, Wren most of all.

“And the second one through?”

Inara turned her head enough to frown, as if the answer were obvious. “Loses.”

Wren smirked. It was sufficient motivation for both of them, but… “That hardly makes things interesting. I plan on winning whether you dare me to or not.”

Inara licked her lips, her gaze fixed on the ground. “If you win, I’ll give you Nightstalker.”

That caught Wren’s attention. Nightstalker was the Fell ancestral dagger, currently sitting in Inara’s open hands and gleaming in the moonlight.

Like Wren’s own blade, it had a long history within the House of Bone and had belonged to dozens of talented valkyrs over the years—most recently, Inara’s mother. She had been Wren’s father’s schoolhouse rival, just as Inara was hers.

How sweet would it be to lay claim to such a weapon? To show her father that she had not only outclassed her greatest competition—and in a lesser way, his—but now possessed two valkyr blades?

They were more than just practical weapons; they were symbols of the valkyr order itself, representative of their place within the House of Bone. They were not given lightly and could only be taken by a worthy opponent during a formal challenge. Or by the head of the house if a blade bearer was deemed unworthy.

Wren couldn’t imagine a more powerful way to prove herself. To be spectacular.

There was, however, a flip side to the arrangement.

“And if I win,” Inara continued, “you give me Ghostbane.”

Wren’s dagger, and her father’s dagger before her. It felt heavy suddenly, sitting in her palms, causing her arms to tremble with the weight.

Once this night was through, Wren would either have two ancestral blades… or none.

But with or without the bet, she had no intention of losing, as Inara put it, and not coming first. Then again…

You cannot simply pass tonight…. You must pass spectacularly.

“Oh, one more thing,” Inara added, with the superiority of someone who has set the bait and is ready to release the trap. “We have to take the Spine.”

The Spine. It was the hardest path between the trees, slicing right through the middle of the forest. It was the shortest way, but also the oldest and most severely haunted, traversing the very heart of the Bonewood.

It was the surest way to run into trouble, even if they weren’t traveling together. But they were. They’d be directly in each other’s path the whole way through, which presented its own opportunities and obstacles. Much as Wren flouted the rules on principle, she didn’t intend to sabotage Inara. But if they traveled together, she could.

And, of course, Inara could sabotage her, too. Doubtful, since Inara was a teacher’s pet who loved the rules, but this was the Bonewood Trial. The stakes had never been higher.

It would be risky, and reckless, and make what was already a challenging test twice as dangerous.

You cannot simply pass tonight…. You must pass spectacularly.

A horn call sounded, making Wren jump. She looked up at the moon, just now cresting the highest branches. She lurched to a standing position along with the others, her grip on her dagger achingly tight.

She glanced at her father once more; then her gaze shifted to Inara. “You’re on.”

The moon cleared the bonetrees.

All eyes fell on Lady-Smith Svetlana. It was she who had called them to arms in the first place.

Ready your blade.

And it was she who spoke again now.

“Defeat the undead.”

The Bonewood Trial had begun.






TWO

The forest was ten miles wide and another ten deep. Some said the ancient bonesmiths had been giants, their limbs as long as Wren was tall—but it was more likely that they had stretched and distorted the bonetrees, making them narrow and spindly or thick as oaks.

That was the magic of the bonesmiths, the ability to sense, move, and manipulate dead bones without touch. Within a ten-foot radius, bonesmiths could summon a bone to their hand, guide its movements in midair, or heft bones much heavier than their muscles alone could bear. Valkyrs like Wren carried bone weapons, their magic lending them extra speed and strength, as well as pinpoint accuracy.

Bonesmiths could also see spiritual tethers—the fibers that connected the ghost to its bones—that were indistinguishable to the non-bonesmith eye.

If Wren was totally honest, they were often invisible to her eye as well. It came down to training and natural talent—the former of which Wren hadn’t bothered with, knowing that it was the realm of the reapyrs and she was meant to be a valkyr, and the latter she’d simply been born without.

Reapyrs had a more delicate touch, able to detect and label every bump and groove, and were better at sensing and locating the anchor bone—the bone that connected the ghost to the body. While all bones in a dead body contained some trace of the spirit, the anchor bone was the strongest. It was usually the bone nearest the mortal wound that had killed the person, or in the case of death by illness or age, the bone nearest the ailment or first organs that started to fail.

The anchor bone was also the most coveted by bonesmith fabricators, who used a combination of tools and their magical touch to create armor, weapons, and talismans. They could shape rib cages into breastplates and carve femurs into longswords, or pulverize knuckles into bonedust. The possibility of crafting her own weapons certainly held some manner of appeal for Wren, but the idea of being locked away inside Marrow Hall’s catacombs for the rest of her life did not.

As such, it was valkyr or bust for Wren. Their job was the most dangerous, and Wren loved nothing more than a challenge.

And for valkyr novitiates, there was no greater challenge than the Bonewood.

It was filled with undead bones, haunted by ghosts and beyond a bonesmith’s magical reach. Only by fighting back their spirits and allowing the reapyr to cut the tether to their bodies could the bonesmiths use and manipulate their bones. In one swift move, bonesmiths made the world safe from ghosts and acquired the materials to do so. After all, there was nothing that ghosts hated more than dead bone. It was the bonesmith’s first and best protection against them.

It was a tough job, but somebody had to do it, and Wren was only too happy to oblige.

But the Bonewood was more than a haunted forest—it was a maze, dense and confusing. Marking the barrier to the House of Bone’s lands, the Bonewood doubled as a line of defense and was filled with the bodies of would-be attackers and trespassers.

And just because there were trails through the wood did not mean those routes were safe. Stray off the path to find a shorter road—or one less haunted—and risk never finding your way again.

Many novitiates would rather travel twice as far and take twice as long than have to encounter a ghost higher than a two on the undead scale.

But not Wren.

She smiled fiercely at Inara before striding toward the bonetrees. Her reapyr followed, while Inara and her reapyr—as well as the other pairs on either side—did the same. When Wren moved toward the entrance to the Spine, Inara close behind, the other pairs balked and shook their heads, choosing safer routes.

Wren thrived off their doubt, but the instant she stepped into the trees, her attention sharpened and her focus was honed.

The Spine was not, in fact, a real path, but rather a rough route through the forest, demarcated by old smears of red paint against the pale trees. That meant Wren and Inara would not actually be walking together, hand in hand like lost children from a fable, but following their own instincts and choosing their own way, ever heading toward the next flash of red.

The only light came from the moon above, obstructed by soaring bone branches that creaked and rattled together, drifting in an undead wind Wren could not feel—and, of course, from the ghosts.

There were surely thousands of them, some bright as the sun but with an eerie, green-white light and others as soft as a guttering candle, begging for release. Some were mere wisps of vapor without shape or form—tier ones—while others were nearly solid, their edges sharp and clearly defined. Tier twos. No matter how dense and substantial, there was no way to mistake any of them for the living. Their bodies rippled in the same, unearthly wind as the bones, and their features were stretched and distorted or flickering in and out of existence like flashes of lightning. There were animals among them too, swooping bats or stalking snow cats, and the lot of them blurred together between the trees.

With a small amount of distance now between herself and Inara, Wren turned to Sonya. It was the valkyr’s job to lead, to choose the safest path and soundest strategy, but the most successful pairs worked together in well-balanced harmony. While Wren had never been the best team player, she tried to include Sonya so the reapyr could do her job properly.

Wren needed her, after all.

“How do you want to play this?”

There were numerous different strategies they could implement for the trial. Tier-one ghosts were virtually harmless, but that was because their tether to their bones was weak. That made finding their earthly remains more difficult, even if trying to do so was safer. The higher on the undead scale, the more corporeal the ghost—and the stronger the connection to their bones—but it also made trying to reap them more dangerous.

Targeting tier ones would mean a nice, safe trial… but the reapings would be slower. Not ideal in a race that had an extra bet with a lifelong rival tacked on. Targeting more dangerous ghosts would be faster, but the likelihood of mistake and injury higher.

The likelihood of failure higher.

It wasn’t terribly common, but it did happen—a reapyr and valkyr pair got lost and failed only the previous year—and would mean another year of study at Marrow Hall before the next trial began.

Wren was generally a fan of the chaos approach: barreling through at top speed and choosing targets on the fly. She didn’t like to back down from a fight, but if a ghost was too volatile, they’d leave it and move on. If a ghost was too weak, it likely wasn’t worth the time and effort.

“Take them as they come?” she prodded as Sonya chewed on her lip, uncertainty written on her face. “Avoid ones and fives?” Wren quirked a smile. There were no fives in the Bonewood. In fact, they shouldn’t even exist. Only in the Haunted Territory to the east, behind the Border Wall, did the bones of the undead walk with their ghosts—and that was because of the Breach. Apparently, if you dug deep enough, like the ironsmiths had, you could unearth all manner of surprises… including hundreds of buried corpses flush with dark power and happy to be set loose.

Those walking undead—or revenants—had been the work of ancient ghostsmiths, a long-extinct order of necromancers shunned by the rest of society for using their magic to command and control the undead. Even Wren, who loved nothing more than a good fight with a ghost, suppressed a shiver at the thought of them. Thankfully, the ghostsmith civilization had been buried by some sort of cataclysm centuries ago, and anyone who possessed their abilities was buried with it. Unfortunately, just before Wren was born, the ironsmiths’ mining had dredged their lost world back up along with their undead creations. It was because of the Breach that bonesmiths had to come up with the undead scale in the first place.

While the idea of tier fives in the Bonewood might make her smile, Wren had no desire to face one tonight.

Sonya’s gaze flicked over Wren’s shoulder—in the direction of Inara and Ethen—and she nodded. “S-sure. What you said. Take them as they come.”

Like the valkyr novitiates, the reapyrs also dressed in black, but while Wren’s blacks consisted of formfitting leather and thick, padded layers, the reapyrs wore long, sweeping robes that dragged across the snow—a bit dramatic, honestly. They bore no weapons save for the scythe: the curved, handheld blade used to make the final cut. Each bone in a body contained a complex web of ley lines—these were the seams, the places where ghost met bone, the junctures that could hold the two together or the fissures that could wrench them apart. It was the reapyr’s business to identify the ley lines and sever them, releasing the spirit.

“Stay behind me,” Wren advised, sheathing Ghostbane and withdrawing one of the twin bone swords strapped across her back. It gave her a longer reach and was better suited for the task at hand.

As Wren and Sonya moved through the trees, the sound of the others faded, and a tense silence rose to take its place. Not true silence, but the heavy, weighted silence of the undead.

Wren’s magic could sense the bones all around—humming like a current against her skin—and her eyes caught every shift and movement, waiting, watching…

When a bowed arm—no, arms, twisted and fused together with three or four elbows—leaned precariously over their path, Wren held out her sword to stop their forward progress.

She approached the monstrous tree warily, but closer inspection revealed the bones were dead and unhaunted, as she’d expected, crafted by some creative and slightly disturbed bonesmith long ago. Bone transformations undertaken while the ghost was still attached, performed on undead or even—Wren shuddered—living bones, were impossible.

“Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a few extra elbows,” called Inara, who was closer than Wren realized and watching them through the trees.

Wren smiled stiffly and used both hands to bring her sword down in a flashy move, cutting through the many-elbowed tree with one fell swoop. Her blade might have been made from the same material as the tree, but it had been sharpened and hardened under a fabricator’s careful touch and was almost as strong as steel.

Splintered bits of bone littered the ground at her feet, combining with the fresh snow to create a pale and brittle forest floor that crunched and crackled underfoot.

A cloud of bonedust settled onto Sonya’s pristine black robes.

“Whoops,” Wren murmured in false concern, reaching out a hand to swipe at it.

Sonya stepped out of reach and rolled her eyes, flicking her wrist and causing the dust to rise from the fabric and disperse in an instant. It was the kind of delicate work Wren could never have achieved and that characterized a reapyr’s talent. Wren was fairly average for a bonesmith in terms of magical ability, and while she was capable of powerful bursts, she was not much good at subtlety or finesse.

Sonya wasn’t a friend, exactly, but hardly anyone in the House of Bone really was. Wren had enemies like Inara and then people who tolerated her like Sonya. Her father was her only emotional touchstone, and he was never there.

It was tempting to wish for more—and certainly she had, when she was younger. Looking for a mother who was alive or a father who would stay, but any time someone started to fill the hole her parents left behind, her father would turn up again, and she’d forget whatever surrogate she’d attached herself to. The truth was, she wanted something real, even if it was painful.

That was the point of all this. Pass spectacularly and be named a valkyr. Then she’d actually get to leave Marrow Hall and travel—sometimes with her father—fighting ghosts in every corner of the Dominions, from Giltmore to Granite Gate and everywhere in between.

They were about to press on when something raised her hackles.

She whirled around just in time to see a silver-green mist rise. A ghost, floating mere feet away and with a direct path to Sonya, called into existence thanks to their presence and drawn, as all undead were, to the living.

The disfigured arm had been keeping the ghost at bay, but now that it lay in broken pieces upon the ground—perhaps Wren shouldn’t have hacked that arm to bits just to show off for Inara?—the spirit had free rein to move across the path.

Wren didn’t wait to see what it would do next. She jerked Sonya aside and stepped forward, reaching into the bandolier across her chest, releasing a handful of knucklebones. They shot out in a small burst of magic, piercing the vaporous form and causing it to slow its pace, swirling and undulating in the air.

It was probably a tier-one ghost, incorporeal to the point of almost being no threat at all, but Wren couldn’t risk being fooled by a two or three that had yet to take its shape. She waited a second more to see what it would do, and much to her satisfaction, it began to coalesce into something human-shaped. Or at least, it had a face, with a wide, gaping mouth—stretched and distorted—and long, trailing limbs.

“What do you think?” she called over her shoulder.

While Wren’s attention was on the ghost itself, Sonya’s attention was lower, on the ground, seeking the body the spirit was still tethered to. She dropped onto her knees in the snow, a small spade in her hands.

The shovel hit the dirt below with a soft thump and scrape, but it wasn’t long until Sonya was scrabbling through the snow and soil with her bare hands, relying upon touch and magical senses as she sought the ghost’s bones.

Wren watched, itching to help dig and speed things along, but that went against a cardinal rule of valkyr-reapyr training. No matter how seemingly benign, never turn your back on the ghost. Never let your guard down.

It was also why she didn’t just slash at the specter as she had that many-elbowed arm.

She might get the ghost to disappear entirely as it recoiled from the dead bone, but such a reprieve was only temporary. There was no telling how quickly it would return… or where. Better to keep it trapped in her line of sight than to dispatch it now and have it turn up behind her back or directly on top of them.

So Wren did as she had been trained and withdrew her second bone sword, holding them before her like scissors, trapping the spirit within. A stronger ghost would fight back, but this one only ebbed and swirled with mild and uninspiring menace.

To Wren’s delight, Sonya made a soft exclamation of pleasure and lifted a muddy femur from a pile of bones in the dirt.

The anchor bone.

With her attention split between the wobbling, silently trembling ghost and the reapyr at her feet, Wren watched as Sonya lay the mottled, off-white bone against the stark white snow. She withdrew her scythe and closed her eyes. Her muddy hand ran the length of the bone once, twice, three times. On the fourth she brought the weapon down on the invisible ley line, cracking into the bone and severing the connection between the ghost and its earthly remains.

There was a familiar, sucking sensation, leaving the air in Wren’s lungs sparse, and a heartbeat later, the ghost disappeared in a puff of cold air and ether.

As Sonya collected the now-dead bone and got to her feet, Wren cleared the area, swiping her blades through the air to make sure nothing remained, then gathered her scattered knucklebones for later use.

As she did so, she caught sight of a spectator between the trees.

“One already,” she said, smiling smugly at Inara. “Try to keep up.”






THREE

The deeper they moved into the Bonewood, the more tightly packed the trees became, their swaying branches knocking together and snagging the fabric of Sonya’s robe. She brushed the bone aside with a casual wave of her hand, while Wren preferred to keep her swords raised to discourage their grasping reach.

The ghosts, too, were more plentiful, though the majority were tier ones, hanging in the air like fog or swirling in an unseen current like woodsmoke. They spotted what looked like a tier two, but it was too far off the path—trying to lure them into the darkness like a will-o’-the-wisp—and a tier one that glowed so brightly Sonya had to look away until Wren dispatched it.

Their next reaping came nearly an hour later.

They spotted the bones before they saw the ghost, so when the glowing form suddenly appeared out of nowhere, angry and violent, both Sonya and Wren—much to her embarrassment—leapt back in alarm.

Wren recovered first, swords raised, but the ghost wasn’t interested in her. It had surely been a bonesmith in life, its vaguely human shape draped in a wispy fabric that could have easily been a reapyr’s robes, and it focused on Sonya with single-minded intent that suggested it knew exactly what they were about. Reaping might provide peace, but the undead wanted to live, just like everything else.

When it crashed against Wren’s swords with a physical impact strong enough to make her boots slide in the slush beneath her feet, Wren realized it wasn’t just a self-aware tier three. It was able to affect the world around it. Only a tier four—also called a geist—and higher could do that.

Sonya quailed, neglecting her task as the ghost drew nearer.

“Hey,” Wren barked, glancing away from the ghost for a split second—but that was all it needed. The next time it slammed into her bone blades, heedless of the damage such contact did to its form, Wren dropped one of her swords thanks to her distraction.

Sonya cried out and took a hasty step backward, ready to bolt in fear, forgetting another fundamental rule of the death trade: Never run.

The simple, terrible truth was that tier-three and higher ghosts were fast. They were able to disappear and reappear in the blink of an eye, or streak across an open field in half the time it took a horse galloping full tilt.

Running was far too dangerous and risked the person running directly into the ghost, which would mean instant death or such severe deathrot that they’d be a shell of a person, immobile and in constant pain until they eventually succumbed. Wren had seen the victim of such an attack once—her father had, on Lady-Smith Svetlana’s orders, dragged her out of bed and hauled her to the infirmary to witness it firsthand. Wren had hardly ever spoken to her grandmother before then—she hardly ever spoke to her now, either—and had approached with wary fear.

“I’m not sure—” her father had said, trying, perhaps, to protect Wren, but Svetlana quickly shut him down. Then he just stood there, silent and unflinching, while the woman’s clawlike hands gripped Wren’s narrow six-year-old shoulders and forced her to hover next to the bed until the dying man’s last, choking breath.

After, her father’s voice had seemed kind, almost gentle, as he said, “This is the price of failure in the House of Bone.”

Wren would not fail now.

“Sonya,” she snapped, using her now free hand to dig into her bandolier. The reapyr halted, her gaze fixed on the quivering spirit. “The bones.”

Turning back to the ghost, Wren sent more knuckles hurtling outward, slicing holes clean through the misty shape, but the attack seemed only to enrage the spirit further.

Wren cursed and picked up her fallen sword just in time for the next impact. The ghost’s form hissed and crackled like a flame against water as it connected with her blades.

It was time to try something different.

Before it could gather itself for another violent surge, Wren went on the offensive. Instead of fighting defensively and protectively, as valkyrs were trained, she angled her body and stepped forward, her swords outstretched. The movement drove the ghost back and away. Creating space between it and its bones.

The spirit did not like this. It was like separating a shoulder from a socket—unnatural and uncomfortable.

In response, the ghost fought harder and more erratically, but Wren could take it. She drew its rage and attention, not her reapyr, allowing Sonya to work.

The move was risky, of course. There could be other ghosts nearby, waiting to pounce, and valkyrs were taught to never let their reapyr out of arm’s reach.

But it worked. Sonya gripped the haunted bone—the clavicle, in this case—and performed the cut with a somewhat shaky hand. The scythe fractured the bone and severed the ley line, and the ghost disappeared.

Wren whooped in delight. Sonya looked like she wanted to be sick.

“Almost there,” Wren said cheerfully, already imagining Inara’s sour expression when she handed over Nightstalker. Then she thought of her father’s face, glowing with pride when Wren held two blades before Lady-Smith Svetlana and swore her fealty.

She had lost sight of Inara and Ethen, but she and Sonya were already two-thirds of the way through their task, and they’d yet to hit the midway point of their journey—or their timeline. Judging by the moon above, they had at least three hours left until dawn, and they’d been at it for about two.

To her surprise, it was Sonya who pushed hard to find their next reaping, forgoing Wren’s offer to take a short break—not that Wren minded. The sooner they had Sonya’s task done, the sooner they could focus on speed. Wren would go all night if it were up to her, and she was eager to reach the center of the forest. She had heard all manner of rumors about the deepest parts of the Bonewood. Cook said the very first bone in the entire forest was “planted” there by the Gravedigger himself, founder of the House of Bone and the first-ever bonesmith, and the hostler swore there was a dragon skeleton deep in the trees, the ghost unreaped, though Wren’s father insisted that was nothing more than peasant superstition. No one had ever seen such a creature, nor was there an official record of one. The largest bones they had were from mammoths or whales. Still, Wren imagined fighting some great beast’s spirit and carrying that skull back to her father as their third and final reaping, and swelled at the thought.

As it turned out, their third reaping was an animal, but nothing so fantastic as a dragon. The elk had impressive antlers though, jutting from the ground where Sonya had unearthed it.

The deer’s spirit was utterly peaceful in comparison to the bonesmith ghost they’d just reaped, and while Wren enjoyed fighting human spirits, she found the animal undead almost soothing. They didn’t understand life and death, like people, and seemed to exist much as they did when they were alive, without all the angst and torment. It also meant their spirits didn’t linger long in this world. Most animal ghosts would disappear on their own over time—even those that had been domesticated or kept as pets would rarely last longer than a few months after their corpse had decayed—and since they provided little threat to the living, they were rarely properly reaped by a bonesmith. Instead, they could be found scattered across the Dominions in forests and fields, like fireflies, carefully avoided by the living until they eventually winked out.

As such, the reaping was swift, and while an animal was as easy to deal with as a standard tier one, it still counted toward the trial, and Wren wasn’t about to be picky. Not with so much on the line. She helped Sonya load their third and final bone—the long, narrow-faced skull complete with antlers attached—into the reapyr’s satchel, and they pressed on.

Triumphant and flushed with adrenaline, Wren perked up when they reached a clearing. Could it be the center of the Bonewood? The entire place was hazy and lit with the barest hint of ghostlight, as if whatever undead lurked here were so incredibly ancient that they existed only as the tiniest of molecules, barely discernible to the naked eye.

They approached a gigantic rib cage, the cartilage gone and the bones open and gaping like some monstrous flower, reaching for the moon. It must have belonged to a mammoth, each individual rib longer than Wren was tall.

And standing in the middle of it was Inara. Ethen was next to her, sitting on a moss-covered stone, and they both had pieces of dark bread in hand.

At Wren and Sonya’s approach, Ethen leapt to his feet, his wary gaze flicking to his valkyr.

A knot Wren hadn’t realized was there eased at the sight of them. She was relieved to know that Inara hadn’t managed to get far ahead—and better yet, judging from the two bones poking out from Ethen’s satchel, they had yet to finish their third reaping.

“Come on, Sonya,” Wren said, smiling victoriously, as if she had already won. Forget the dragon—this was their chance to make some headway. They could eat as they walked.

She made for the far trees without a backward glance.

Footsteps crunched behind her, but it took Wren a second to realize they were moving away from her, not toward.

She whirled back around. Inara had taken several steps toward Sonya, though she halted well short of her.

“Did you get them?” Inara asked the reapyr. Sonya nodded, gaze fixed on the ground.

“Sonya,” Wren said, brow furrowed in confusion. Sonya ignored her.

“Come on, then,” Inara said.

Then, to Wren’s surprise, Sonya obeyed. Instead of going to Wren’s side, she went to Inara’s, skirting the edges of the massive rib cage to stand next to Ethen.

Wren’s gaze went to Inara’s, realization dawning. “What do you think you’re doing?” she demanded. Inara’s face revealed nothing, and both Ethen and Sonya refused to look at her. “You think you can just—what, hold my reapyr hostage?” She laughed incredulously and shook her head. “Sonya,” she said again, keeping her voice calm and reasonable as she spoke over Inara’s shoulder. “We’re almost there. Let’s finish this. Whatever she’s promised you, whatever she’s said… it’s not worth it. They could exile you for this.”

Sonya wavered, fear flashing across her features, but Inara’s hand shot out, holding her in place. Wren wondered what threats or promises had gotten Sonya to her side. The Fells were rich and influential. Ruthless. But not stupid.

This was a bold move for Inara. Risky to the point of reckless. It was, admittedly, something Wren might do.

“Fine. I’ll just tell them what happened when I get there.” She shrugged, hoping she looked more unconcerned than she felt.

“Who would ever believe you?” Inara said, smiling sweetly. “I’m a model student and bonesmith. You’re the rulebreaker in this house, not me.”

The validity of that caused unease to flicker inside Wren’s chest.

Inara’s smile stretched wider, as if she could see it. “Poor Wren,” she said with mock sympathy. “Daddy will be so disappointed in you. Not only will you fail, but you’ll have bargained away his precious ancestral blade. The one thing in this house he actually cares about.”

“Shut your mouth,” Wren snapped, her heart pounding. She withdrew Ghostbane and took an angry step toward her cousin. “You want this blade? You’ll have to pry it from my cold, dead hands.”

“It would be my pleasure,” Inara said, her hand dropping to the hilt of Nightstalker.

Inara was goading her—that much was plain. They were several feet apart, and it was taking all Wren had not to attack her. But while Inara’s sabotage left no visual evidence that Wren could discern, if Inara returned with a bloody nose—or worse—it would be far too easy to point the finger at Wren. Backstabbing happened all the time in the Bonewood Trial, but those who did it were smart enough not to actually stab anyone in the back. Tricks and traps, bargains and mind games—these were the weapons most bonesmiths wielded against each other.

Most, but not all.

Wren sheathed her dagger, took a slow, steadying breath—then swung her clenched fist and punched Inara hard in the gut. If Inara wanted to hurt her where no one could see, Wren would do the same.

Inara keeled over, scrambling backward in a surprising show of cowardice. Blood pounding in her ears, Wren pursued.

One step, then another, until suddenly—the ground gave way.

Her breath caught in her throat as she fell, crashing into a heap of dead bones and sliding snow. Once the initial shock wore off, pain radiated through her body, stinging across a dozen cuts and scrapes and aching bruises sure to come. Coughing, she got gingerly to her feet.

She was in a small pit, rising several feet over her head and a foot or so wider than her arm span on either side. But the sloping ground was slick with mud and snow, and when Wren tried to scrabble upward, more of the soil gave way, cascading down upon her… along with the truth.

Inara had dug this hole—had set her up from the very start. She had initiated the bet, dictated the route, then waited here for Wren’s arrival. She’d lured her close—taking that punch and scampering away like a dog with its tail between its legs—just so Wren would follow, would step in this exact place….

“Inara,” she growled, swiping at bits of mud and bone stuck to her face. In fact, there were bones everywhere, small and large, broken and whole, saturating her senses and humming against her skin.

Inara leaned over the edge of the pit wearing a gloating smile, though she was still hunched from the blow to her stomach. “What was that? I can’t hear you from all the way—” She froze, and a second later, Wren felt it too.

There was a creaking sound, a rumble, and then the ground beneath Wren gave way again, bringing the sides of the pit along with it. Inara cursed and stumbled backward as the hole widened, while Wren threw her hands over her head and braced for impact.

When she opened her eyes, it was to see that she’d fallen even deeper underground, landing in some kind of cavern, cold and musty and untouched by snow.

Inara wore an expression of shock as she squinted down into the darkness. Wren’s anger was hot, but surely Inara hadn’t dug this deeply.

“Now what are we supposed to do? We can’t just leave her down there,” Sonya said, somewhat shrilly.

“I told you this was a bad idea,” Ethen said, his face chalky and pale.

They were cowards, both of them. At least Inara had the stomach for what she was doing.

“She’ll be fine,” Inara said, though her voice was slightly breathless. “Won’t you, Graven? Best valkyr of our generation, aren’t you?” Wren bared her teeth in frustration. She had said that, dozens of times, to anyone who would listen, and often to Inara’s face.

“You won’t get away with this,” Wren said, fear tightening her belly as Inara prepared to leave. “My father—”

“Is not the hero you think he is,” Inara said softly. “See you on the other side. Don’t forget to bring my blade.”

Then she walked away, the two reapyrs following close behind, leaving Wren alone in the dark, with a view of nothing but stars and bones and the moon’s unwavering progress through the sky.






FOUR

“Fuck!” Wren shouted, the word reverberating off the cavern walls and echoing out into the night. She clenched her hands into fists to stop them from shaking.

It didn’t work.

She kicked and punched and spat, raging at everything and everyone, but at herself most of all. How could she have let this happen? She had been halfway there, her victory within reach, and she’d allowed Inara fucking Fell, perpetual second-best and shameless bootlicker, to snatch it away from her.

Wren halted, her chest heaving. She stared up at the sky, and the moon stared back at her.

There was still time.

She had until dawn, and Inara and Ethen needed to do one last reaping, which gave Wren a chance to catch up. All she had to do was get out of this Digger-damned grave Inara had somehow managed to drop her into.

She examined her surroundings more closely. The opening above was at least twice her height, and the earth was surprisingly muddy and wet underneath the snow that had fallen down with her. It was early winter, and though the cold never really left the Northern Dominions, the ground was soft enough to allow Inara to dig this hole and set her trap.

But how? As Inara had pointed out, Wren was the rulebreaker in the House of Bone, and even she had never managed to get into the Bonewood on her own. Had Inara gotten outside help? And from whom? Her mother, perhaps? Ingrid Fell hated Wren’s father and had been vying for power and influence alongside him for most of their lives.

Pushing those thoughts aside, Wren considered all she’d brought with her. She carried her swords and her dagger, knucklebones, and pouches of bonedust, but she had, unsurprisingly, not brought any climbing or grappling tools. In her defense, of all the things she’d thought to prepare for, her conniving cousin burying her alive wasn’t one of them.

But Wren was resourceful. She pressed her hands into the muddy sides of the pit, feeling a distant tingle from bones embedded within, and while the outer layer was indeed soft and slick, the deeper she pushed, the more solid the ground became. The digging was what had made the earth so unstable, but just past the surface, firm, semi-frozen soil remained. It was, however, impossible to get a proper hold with her bare hands.

She grinned. It was a good thing she had her blades.

The first sword sank nearly to the hilt into the muck, just above Wren’s right shoulder. She did a cursory tug, then let it take her full body weight.

It held.

She fixed the second sword higher and to the left. The angle was more difficult, but she pushed and hammered on the grip, using her magic to help the blade along until it, too, was stable enough to bear her weight.

Wren was a good climber, light on her feet and agile—she had proven that on the library bookshelves. But the hard part was yet to come. She would have to remove and reinsert one blade while dangling from the other, repeating the action several times if she wanted to make it to the top. She could shove her booted feet into the holes the swords left behind, but it would still be a tall order.

As she stepped back to admire her handiwork and wipe her slimy hands for the climb, she stumbled over something. Not solid and firm, like bare bone, nor slick like melted snow or mud. Instead, it was soft and… squishy.

She looked down.

It was a body.

Not a skeleton, ancient and eroded. No, this was fresh… or at least, fresher than it should be. Too fresh to make sense. They’d stopped disposing of bodies in the Bonewood decades ago. It had originated as a way to defend their borders and ward off attack, but that was in the time before the Dominions, when dozens of rulers vied for power and control over these lands. Now, in times of peace, such protections were no longer necessary.

The corpse Wren was looking at now, though partially preserved thanks to the cold, could not have been there much longer than a few years… five, tops.

The flesh was mottled, the features gaunt but not fully decomposed. Even the clothing was well preserved, the thick layers of wool and leather and mud-spattered boots telling her this person had undertaken a long journey before they’d arrived here. Had they been a wayward traveler? A messenger? There was nothing else to indicate who they were or how they’d wound up here.

Well, that wasn’t true. There was one piece of evidence that pointed to how this person had wound up dead in the Bonewood.

The back of their head was caved in.

It was certainly the death blow, but the more Wren looked, the more unease she felt.

This person had not wandered into the wood and gotten lost—the crushed skull was proof of that. They had been killed and disposed of in the one place in the Bonelands where a dead body might go unnoticed.

No death rites. No reaping. And hidden in the Bonewood.

Lost, never to be found again.

Until now.

The manner of death fueled a ghost’s spiritual existence. A peaceful death meant a peaceful ghost. An old, tired death meant an old, tired ghost.

A death on a battlefield amid violence and hatred left behind a violent, hateful ghost.

But there was nothing more violent or hateful than cold-blooded murder.

It was clear to Wren that this death had not been peaceful or tired, and a blow to the back of the head meant a surprise attack—a cowardly attack. The Bonewood was no battlefield… at least, not for those outside the House of Bone, which this person surely was. They carried no bones, wore no armor; they had no weapons of any kind that she could see.

For a moment Wren just stood there, frozen, wary of disturbing the body further than she already had.

Ghosts didn’t instantly detach from their bodies with death. That separation took time. How much time usually depended on the state of the body, which acted as a sort of container and camouflage for the soul.

Not only did it trap a ghost, but it obscured a bonesmith’s ability to detect bones. It was one of the reasons why bonesmiths couldn’t sense or manipulate the bones inside a body, because their flesh acted as a shield.

But a body didn’t need to be fully decomposed for the ghost to rise. If the anchor bone was exposed—likely the skull in this case, given the obvious death wound—then the spirit could detach. Just because it hadn’t yet didn’t mean it wouldn’t, either, which made the prospect of turning her back on it in order to climb even more precarious.

But there was nothing for it. She had already lost too much time.

As she turned to go, her gaze landed on a flash of pale white against the muddy ground.

She shifted a piece of stiff, partially frozen fabric to reveal a ring.

It hummed powerfully in Wren’s senses, telling her it was made of bone, except… bonesmiths didn’t make jewelry.

She carefully lifted it from the ground, seeing designs carved into the band’s smooth surface—another thing bonesmiths never did. She thought it was a pattern at first, but the odd shapes and lines were actually glyphs of some sort, spanning the entire band. The images nagged at Wren, and she had the feeling she’d seen something similar before.

Turning the object in her hands, she spotted additional carvings. There were two spread-winged birds, one on either side of the flat bezel top, and where a signet or gemstone might be, something dark and polished flashed in the moonlight.

It looked almost like metal, pointed in a spike, and it protruded from the surface of the ring like a nail through a board of wood, its flat head visible on the underside.

It was too small a point to be much good as a weapon, and the longer she examined it, the more confused she felt. There was something distinctly off about that small black spike, the way it pierced the bone. Something wrong.

Wren knew of only one kind of material that shone black like that.

Ironsmith metal.

But the thought of bonesmith and ironsmith artisans coming together to construct such an artifact was difficult to imagine. The Houses of Iron and Bone had been enemies for decades—ever since the ironsmiths had caused the Breach. Wren’s father hated them with particular vitriol, but she supposed that was to be expected. He’d been on the front lines of the battles that had followed, and his older brother, Locke—the original heir to the House of Bone—had died in the fighting.

The House of Bone was the Dominions’ only chance to stem the flow of walking undead that had poured forth from the Breach, but the bonesmiths had never faced such a threat. There was a reason the ghostsmiths had been exiled in the first place—their necromancy was not only unnatural, but it was a danger to the very survival of the Dominions. The same things that limited ghosts—their incorporeal state and the fact that they couldn’t move far from their bodies—were negated by undead that could carry their bones with them.

Tier fives had always fascinated Wren, who loved the idea of testing her skills against the revenants, but as her instructors constantly reminded her, it wasn’t all fun and games. Countless people had died at their undead hands, including bonesmiths and ironsmiths, as the lands to the east had been lost one by one to the ever-growing Haunted Territory.

In fact, the Border Wall had been built in an attempt to save the rest of the Dominions from being overrun. It was a massive structure spanning the entire island from north to south, and unfortunately for them, the House of Iron was trapped on the wrong side of it. Even though they had caused the Breach in the first place, the king had offered the House of Iron the chance to relocate to the safe side of the Border Wall, but they’d refused.

Then, barely five years afterward, they staged an uprising, determined to destroy the Border Wall and have both their lands and their place in the Dominions—by any means necessary. Once again, the king called upon the House of Bone. Now they were fighting living foes as well as undead ones and were integral in putting the rebellion down and keeping the Border Wall intact.

The ironsmiths had been all but obliterated, the Knights of the Iron Citadel—their ruling bloodline—wiped out, and the House of Bone had lost their shining heir, plus hundreds of other bonesmiths besides.

Wren sometimes wondered if her father had been different, before. Before all the fighting. Before his brother had died. But that was also before Wren had even existed, so she supposed it didn’t matter, and he sure wasn’t going to tell her.

Needless to say, there was no love lost between their houses. And yet here, in the depths of the House of Bone’s territory, was a ring that was at least partially ironsmith-made.

It could easily predate the Iron Uprising and the Breach, of course, but it was still a strange object, and Wren couldn’t help her inquisitiveness. It was a character flaw, she’d been told, by her grandmother, her father, and several of her teachers.

She stared at the ring in the palm of her hand—then pocketed it.

Getting to her feet, she moved toward the wall and her swords.

She had barely taken a step when something stirred in the air behind her. An almost-wind brushed the hair along her neck, the slightest touch of cold against her sweat-dampened skin.

She turned her head slowly, hardly daring to breathe, and found herself face-to-face with a newly risen ghost, hovering in the air above the corpse she’d just been examining.

They were barely a foot apart.

Dead spirits took on the last shape they’d known in life, wearing the same clothes, hair, and flesh.

However damaged.

This ghost wore the same travel-worn clothing that lay on the ground at Wren’s feet, stained with brightly glowing drops of blood. Light poured from the death wound on the back of its head, causing Wren to squint in the sudden, fierce glare. Ghostlight also emanated from the eyes—windows to the soul, or so her tutors claimed—but thanks to the head wound, the entire face had become little more than a gaping maw of sickly green glow.

But while they might look as they had in life, ghosts did not move like living things.

No, they streaked and exploded into motion, only to halt suddenly, trembling with agitation and pent-up aggression. In many ways, ghosts behaved like fire buffeted in a breeze—just as likely to flicker out as to be stoked to blazing brightness.

Wren blinked furiously, cursing herself for her foolishness—both in exploring the corpse and in leaving her bone blades several feet away and out of reach. She gave several hard tugs with her magic, but they were just at the edge of her range, and the mud held them hostage.

Some ghosts, once unleashed, took time to acclimate to the living world.

This ghost did not.

After a breathless, still moment, it set upon its nearest living target—Wren—with rapid, malicious intent, streaking forward in a terrifying blur.

Wren did the only thing she could do: She cried out and fell backward.

The spirit swooped toward her, over her, missing her body by inches as it ripped past. The momentum took it careening toward her swords, cutting Wren off from her best weapons.

She scrambled to her knees, jostling more bones.

No, not just bones.

Bodies.

There were others there, in the mud.

With a sinking feeling, Wren realized that of course this giant hole hadn’t been dug to bury a single body. It had been dug to bury many. Then years later, this fresh one had been unceremoniously thrown on top.

She had stumbled into a mass grave.

Panic seared her chest. Surely Inara hadn’t meant to kill her? Not that it mattered. Whether Inara had intended it or not, Wren was in a fight for her life.

There were five at least, maybe closer to ten, though it was difficult to tell with all the random bones that had shifted during her slide down here. Their bodies were older than the first, their bones broken and scattered, but their ghosts would be no less malevolent.

Hand shaking, she withdrew Ghostbane, but it would be of little use.

Already the other undead were rising, filling the cavern with light.

Wren might have had a chance against one ghost, or a handful of tier ones or even twos, but judging by the attentive, violent stares of the undead she had uncovered, they were tier threes at least.

She’d managed to get into a crouch, putting the wall of the cavern behind her, but she was trapped. To her left were her abandoned weapons and the first ghost. To her right, the rest of the steadily rising undead.

Her knucklebones would not stop the ghosts, only anger them, and her bonedust, while having the same ghost-repelling properties as any intact bone, was less powerful. The dust dissipated in the air, making a flimsier barrier than true bone, and was best used in a fight as a distraction or deterrent. It was, however, more versatile, and it did have other uses….

While the undead continued to swirl and coalesce into more glowing specters, the first ghost flared brightly, growing in strength.

It was ready for a second attack, which was both good and bad.

Bad because, well, it was a ghost, and one touch would be enough to land her with deathrot and a slow, agonizing death.

Good because it meant the undead would move away from her swords—and her best chance for escape.

When it came streaking at her again, its features blurred and distorted, Wren threw herself forward into a roll, avoiding it once again—but only just. The movement also brought her dangerously close to the other ghosts that were stirring but had not yet taken full form.

Staggering to her feet, she made for the newly vacated space across the cavern, near her swords.

For all their speed and supernatural movements, ghosts couldn’t fly or climb. They were tethered to the earth the way they had been in life. She just had to get out of their reach, to climb high enough that they couldn’t touch her.

So what she needed wasn’t to defeat the ten or so undead she was trapped with; she merely needed to stall them, to buy herself time—and space—to climb.

And her bonedust could give her that.

Keeping her eyes on the ghosts before her, Wren withdrew a pouch and poured a hasty half circle in the mud, creating a protective ring around herself.

The magic that enabled a ghost’s existence came from the earth, so no matter that they hovered above the ground, they couldn’t cross certain barriers. Water, for one, and bones for another. Both were tied too strongly to life, their very nature repellent to the undead.

It was still a risky move. She couldn’t enclose herself fully, thanks to the mud wall she was about to climb, and theoretically, a ghost could just pass through the wall and circle around. But that would require problem-solving skills that the undead didn’t have. Their attacks were never sneaky or strategic—they were blunt and direct.

That didn’t make it any easier for her to stand, sheath her dagger, and turn her back on them.

It felt wrong deep to her core—it went against her training and her instincts. But Wren needed to get out of this pit as fast as possible.

She tore the first sword from the soil and jumped to grab the second, hauling herself up and using the momentum to swing her body and reinsert the first sword. Her feet scrabbled in the mud, searching for purchase, when she felt a tingling against her back, followed by stuttering, flickering light. One of them had charged her and made contact with the bonedust barrier, and it held. For now.

Everything inside her wanted to turn, to look, but she feared what she might see—all of them ranged behind her, maybe, ready for attack. The last thing she needed was to stumble in shock, landing in the dust and disturbing the circle. Instead, she heaved, climbing with all the strength she had.

When the top of the pit was within reach, she embedded her swords side by side, and with both arms she managed to drag herself upward, muscles trembling.

Her left toe found one of the vacated sword holes, and it was the leverage she needed. She pulled and then pushed, climbing up and over the swords and cresting the edge.

She gasped, flopping onto her back. With one last shuddering breath, she crawled back to the pit. It was as she’d imagined, the lot of them clustered together just outside the ring of bonedust, ghostlight crackling in agitation as they charged and recoiled again and again.

With shaking hands, she reached over the edge and yanked out her blades, then got wearily to her feet.

She glanced up at the moon, making its relentless progress across the sky.

Time was running out, and she had her reapyr to find.






FIVE

When Wren finally emerged from the Bonewood, filthy and exhausted, dawn was a not-too-distant promise on the horizon.

She stepped from the trees, a pair of torches marking the finish line and burning too bright after hours of ghostly darkness.

Wren was the last to cross… and she had to cross alone.

Silence descended as she approached the judge’s podium, every novitiate from the trial—including Inara, Ethen, and Sonya—standing there except for her.

Wren’s heart pounded in the base of her throat.

While everyone stared at her, Wren stared unblinkingly at Inara. She had ruined everything, and yet she met Wren’s gaze shamelessly, her hand settling, almost absently, on the hilt of Nightstalker.

Wren bared her teeth. She wanted to lash out, to strike her, but she knew her situation was far too tenuous. Panic threatened to overwhelm her, but she squashed it.

It wasn’t over. She could still fix this.

She strode to the front of the group, ignoring the whispers and stares that followed her. She undoubtedly looked a mess, and while several of the others were spattered in mud or bore shallow scrapes, Wren looked like she’d been swallowed by the Bonewood and spat back out.

She lifted her attention to the judges’ table. Her father looked alarmed by her appearance, though he’d schooled his features into an approximation of his usual, confident expression. The others studied her with more open and obvious rebuke.

Their disapproval was, unfortunately, something Wren was quite used to, so she blocked them out and focused entirely on the person whose opinion mattered most.

“My lady,” she began. Her mouth was suddenly as dry as bonedust, while her palms and the back of her neck were damp with cold sweat. Everyone turned at the sound of her voice, Inara among them, eager to hear what she would say. “I—”

Svetlana ignored her and got to her feet.

“Reapyr novitiates, come forward and present your bones.”

The reapyrs opened their satchels and laid their reaped bones at the foot of the podium for inspection. The judges counted the offerings and looked for skill and accuracy in the scythe’s cut, but also checked to ensure the bone was recently reaped and not scavenged from the forest floor or smuggled into the trial.

Afterward, all the novitiates ranged themselves in a line and stood at attention.

“Tonight you faced the Bonewood Trial,” Svetlana said, looking down her nose at the collected novitiates. “A rite of passage for all who wish to serve the House of Bone in its battle against the undead. Your task was to reap three ghosts and make it through the forest unharmed”—her pale gaze paused for a moment on each of them, though it lingered on Wren—“in your assigned pairs.”

Wren bowed her head. If she could just explain… Sonya was fine, and they had performed three successful reapings together. Yes, they had gotten separated, but Wren had recovered from that bullshit betrayal, had fought off a swarm of tier-three ghosts, had climbed out of a sunken cavern in the deadliest part of the Bonewood, and still made it back before dawn. If that didn’t prove she deserved to be a valkyr, she didn’t know what did.

“Smith Colm and Smith Eiryn,” Svetlana said loudly and clearly. “Ready your blade.”

Both dropped to their knees, weapons unsheathed and held high in the exact pose they’d taken at the start of their trial.

There was no sound save for the wind in the bonetrees and the crackle of the torches.

“Do you offer it and yourselves, now and forever, in service to the House of Bone?”

“Yes, Lady-Smith Svetlana,” they said in unison.

“Stand, valkyr and reapyr. Death is as certain as the dawn, and just as a new day will come, so too will the new dead rise. And we will be there. To find. To fight. To free. So the living may thrive, and the dead may rest in peace.”

They were the House of Bone words, their most sacred purpose and rallying cry. Colm and Eiryn had passed the trial. They shared a grin, their shoulders rounding in relief before they moved to the side.

Then came Kalisen and Ginevra.

Leif and Imogen.

Finally Inara and Ethen.

“And Smith Sonya,” Svetlana added.

Wren’s head jerked up, and she stepped forward too, but her grandmother’s cold look stopped her short.

“Ready your blade,” Svetlana said, and all three went to their knees. “Rise, valkyr and reapyr… and reapyr.”

There was a buzzing in Wren’s ears as Svetlana spoke the rest of the words, and she could only watch numbly as her reapyr and the valkyr who had betrayed her accepted their victory.
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