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TO CLAIR MARSLAND,

Tarot reader, crystal carrier, storyteller—and the closest thing to a real-life ghostsmith I know.
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one

 

The rumble of horses’ hooves echoed in the night, an unseen foe riding hard on their heels.

Unseen, but not unknown.

“There they are again,” came Leo’s strained voice from Wren’s right.

“Another Breachfort patrol,” said Julian from her left.

They’d been chased from virtually the moment they’d set foot beyond the Border Wall, the gate creaking open behind them as they’d neared the palisade. Apparently, Wren’s father had chosen to ignore her when she told him not to follow.

It wasn’t entirely unexpected. She had just blown up his plans, exposed his betrayals, and robbed him of two high-value prisoners— a prince of the realm and the heir to the House of Iron—not to mention herself, a tool he was all too eager to use.

Anger flared in her stomach.

She would have to make him regret it.

As they crouched behind a tangle of scrub brush, Wren fingered the ghostsmith ring, the amplifier that gave her magic beyond her wildest imaginings. Magic that controlled ghosts and shattered bones.

Her ears filled with the remembered sound of a living bone being broken with a sickening crack. She squeezed her eyes shut, but the image of the guard’s face inside the dungeons, the look of horror and confusion on his features as he clutched his arm, remained before her darkened eyelids.

She could do it again. Mow down her pursuers. Show her father what happened when he refused to heed her.

But knowing him, such a show of power would only make him want her and her connection to the well even more.

No, they would do what they had been doing all night.

Hide.

“Perhaps we should have taken the time to warn the commander,” Leo said softly, catching his breath. “Told him that Lord-Smith Vance Graven, heir to the House of Bone, is a liar, a murderer, and a traitor. He might not have offered up his soldiers so willingly.”

Wren had had the same thought herself. They could have saved themselves from pursuit, or even secured aid and allies, not to mention justice.

But trust in those in positions of power was thin between the three of them, and while they might have gained help in their quest to destroy the well and stop a second Iron Uprising—or an invasion, as Julian had called it—they might also have wound up questioned, imprisoned . . . or worse.

The complex plot Wren had discovered between Vance, the regent of the Iron Citadel, and the Corpse Queen ran deeper than she’d known, and she didn’t relish the thought of finding out it ran deeper still.

“It wouldn’t have mattered,” she said grimly. “My father would have just ridden roughshod over him anyway, lying and manipulating until he had what he wanted.”

“Sounds familiar,” Julian said, whisper-soft, but they were inches apart, and Wren heard him.

She gritted her teeth. He’d not spoken a word all night; she’d thought the silent treatment was bad, but snide remarks under his breath were definitely an unhappy development.

She glanced his way but got nothing except his cold profile, as pale and distant as the moon. He cut an intimidating figure, helmet atop his head, gleaming black armor covering him from head to toe, making him untouchable—except she had touched him, had kissed his lips and raked her hands through his hair, though it felt like a lifetime ago.

The far-off thunder of the patrol, echoing in the night like an oncoming storm, changed direction and grew louder.

Next to her, Julian tensed, noticing it too.

“We need to move,” Wren said. They’d long since passed the palisade, and though she’d secretly hoped the barrier would prove a line the patrol wouldn’t cross, they had, which meant this chase could go on for hours still.

Even days.

“Where?” Leo asked, surveying the bleak landscape.

The copse of trees they’d hidden among when Julian and the other kidnappers attacked the Wall was too far away, and the fissures and caves that dotted the countryside were difficult to spot in the dark.

“There,” Wren said, darting from behind the brush and forcing the other two to follow.

They skidded onto the ground behind a cluster of rocks that forced them to lie flat on their stomachs, and as Wren chanced a look back at the distant patrol, she saw something that made her heart sink.

There was a bonesmith with them.

Who they were was impossible to tell, but the bone armor was unmistakable.

Apparently, her father intended to follow them into the Breachlands. All the way in.

He intended to follow them for as long and as far as it took.

Stubborn fuck, she thought viciously. Stubborn, ruthless . . . reckless fuck.

She sighed. Of all the times to recognize herself in her father, now was not it.

The three of them remained like that, lying still and breathless on the cold, hard ground, for at least an hour before anything changed.

“Hey,” Leo said hoarsely. “I think they’re—yes, they’re turning back.”

The relief was plain in his voice, and even the tense line of Julian’s shoulders descended from where they’d been hitched up near his ears. After watching the patrol slowly disappear into the darkness back toward the fort, he bowed his head and blew out a breath.

Wren, however, was not comforted. “They had a bonesmith,” she said, getting stiffly to her feet and dusting herself off. “Probably more than one.”

“Which means . . . ?” Leo said with a frown, moving gingerly as well.

“They’ll be back,” Julian said gruffly, standing upright faster than them both. As if it were a competition. “And they’ll risk riding deeper into the Breachlands.”

“They’ll risk getting themselves killed,” Wren said crossly. “They have no idea what they’re up against.”

Julian’s eyebrows rose so high and fast, they disappeared under his helmet.

Wren scowled.

Yes, she had done the same thing mere days ago. And yes, it had been equally, if not more dangerous than what they were doing now, as she’d been traveling with him, a known enemy. But she had done that of her own stupid volition. These people were being ordered here by her father. For all Wren’s flaws and shortcomings, she’d never have asked someone else to do something dangerous that she wouldn’t do herself.

Here he was using people again, just like he’d used Wren. Like he would continue to use her if he had his way.

He wouldn’t.

“If they intend to follow, then may I suggest we keep moving?” Leo asked, squinting after the patrol. “Perhaps we can gain some ground before they circle back—even lose them.”

“Unlikely,” Julian said, but he marched in the opposite direction all the same. “Not without horses.”

“A horse or two would indeed expedite things,” Leo said, speaking to Julian’s back.

“I’m afraid you’ll have to walk, Your Highness,” Julian said without a backward glance.

Leo leveled a look at Wren. “Still angry with you, I see,” he said grimly.

“With me?” Wren spluttered. “I’m not the only person who left him behind.”

“True, but you are the only one to have stuck your tongue down his throat first.”

Wren opened her mouth. Closed it.

“Hurry up, you two,” Julian snapped.

Wren was pretty sure he hadn’t heard them, but she hastened to keep up all the same.





TWO

 

Their immediate goal was to get to the relative safety of the Haunted Territory.

It was a truly ironic concept that stopped just short of being funny when Wren realized that thanks to her ghostsmith ring and the mess she’d made of things at the fort, her own damn family was a bigger threat than the undead.

But the truth of the matter was, with her and the ring, they’d be safer among the dead than the living.

Wren would prefer to draw her bone blades and do things the old-fashioned way, but she couldn’t deny that walking through the violent ghosts and roaming revenants would be much more efficient than slicing through them.

Besides, the alternative was using the ring to slow the Breachfort guards that chased them instead, which would mean more splintered bones and cries of pain.

More looks of horror.

No, she’d rather face the Haunted Territory.

After an exhausting night of evading pursuit, the early hours of dawn were finally upon them. It brought with it a pale mist that clung to the ground before them, and the sight of that creeping fog put Wren in mind of the Breach. Tension knotted her shoulders, and she turned her attention to the dangers that lay ahead.

They had just crested a rise when a small group of figures materialized in the distance. They were Breachfort guards, stationed outside the mouth of the ravine that had seen Wren safely transported both into and back out of the Haunted Territory before.

“Get down,” Julian said, dropping low to avoid being seen. Wren and Leo did the same, though they had enough distance and a higher vantage point, which meant they were unlikely to be spotted.

Still, she groaned at this new obstruction. Of course Vance wouldn’t give up that easily. Rather than chase her around the countryside or deep into the Breachlands, risking walking undead and the wrath of the locals, he would simply bar her entry from the one place he knew she was trying to get to.

The same place he wanted to go.

All he had to do was block them from the Breach and wait for them to screw up and get caught. Despite how vast the region was, there weren’t that many ways into the Haunted Territory, thanks to the Adamantine Mountains and the rocky foothills that surrounded it. There was the pass through the river gorge, the Coastal Road, and potentially some obscure route through the mountains, which would surely double or even triple their travel time.

Her father understood her well enough to know that taking such a detour would infuriate her, but he wasn’t careless and likely had those places covered, too.

“Now what?” Leo whispered, somewhat desperately.

Even with the bonesmiths Vance had assigned to protect the Breachfort soldiers, this was a risky move on his part. She spotted a valkyr, bone armor glowing brightly in the rising sun, and a reapyr, whose robes stood out like a blot of ink on the barren landscape. They accompanied a patrol of around a dozen guards, which certainly wasn’t enough to guarantee safety. Not in a place like this. And while the reapyr would be handy in ridding them of an undead permanently, they were little use in a fight.

“We can take them,” Wren said. Leo gave her a pointed look. “Me and Julian,” she clarified. “My father is likely trying to set up a perimeter around the Haunted Territory to bar our entry. This is a skeletal force, but he’ll send more. We need to strike now. I can’t—”

She stopped herself.

I can’t let him beat me.

I can’t fail.

Not again. Not because of him.

She cleared her throat. “We can’t wait.”

“Act now?” Julian repeated incredulously. “We’ve been running all night, and now you want to take on a dozen mounted soldiers armed with bows?”

“Well, if you’re too tired . . . ,” Wren said delicately, reserving judgment in her words if not her tone. “Then I guess—”

“I’m not tired,” Julian bit out through clenched teeth. “But I’m also not stupid. As soon as they spot us, one of those riders will take off, raising the alarm and bringing more soldiers this way.”

“That’s if they see us, right?” Leo said thoughtfully, gaze roving the landscape. He darted a wary look at Julian. “Isn’t there another way in? The shortcut you took when you . . . uh, followed us . . . after we, uh . . .”

Julian tensed at the reminder of their betrayal before jerking his head stiffly. “It only works coming out of the ravine. Going back in, scaling the scree would be . . .” His dark eyes raked over Leo before landing squarely on Wren. “Impossible.”

He seemed to be suggesting that such a climb would be impossible for them, if not him.

Even if he was right, Wren resented the implication. She also resented being lumped together with the prince, as if she wasn’t a trained fighter with more gall than both Leo and Julian put together. Plus, she was a good climber. Those library bookshelves had been nearly three stories high.

She bit down on a number of snippy comments, but apparently she had too many to muzzle entirely, because one slipped through her less-than-watertight self-control.

“Okay, you don’t want to risk the climb and you are too tired to fight them. What other options do we have?”

Julian clenched his jaw, his nostrils flaring, and jerked his chin in the opposite direction. “We take the Coastal Road and try a different approach into the Haunted Territory. It’ll slow us down, but the Breachfort guards won’t pursue us there. They know they’d be met with hostility.”

“Won’t we as well?”

“You, without a doubt, but I have friends who could help us. These people know me and my family. They’ll give us what we need.”

“Oh, do these friends of yours happen to offer safe passage into the Breach?”

“You know very well that such a thing doesn’t exist. Let’s start with food and a place to sleep. Then we can try to come up with an actual plan instead of this chaotic free-for-all that you’re running.”

“If you’d rather return to the cell I sprang you from . . .”

“The cell you landed me in, you mean?”

“I was trying to save you from that, which is why I left you behind—”

“Tied up.”

“—and told you not to follow.”

Wren’s chest was heaving, but the more riled she got, the colder, stiller, and quieter Julian became.

“Since when,” he said, voice barely above a whisper, “do you give me orders? We were supposed to be a team. We were in it together.”

“I . . . ,” Wren started, at a loss for what to say. His anger was a palpable force, rippling from him like heat waves, whereas hers had suddenly cooled off. “It was more of a suggestion,” she finished meekly.

She couldn’t meet Julian’s eyes, so she found herself looking at Leo when she spoke. He scrunched up his face, shrugging slightly, as if to say, Not your best explanation ever, but probably not your worst.

“I think it’s a good idea,” Leo chimed in, speaking in that easy, confident way of his. “I doubt they’d expect it. Your father, he knows you to be . . .”

“Single-minded?” Wren offered, somewhat hopefully.

“Reckless?” Julian countered, not looking at either of them.

“I was going to say determined,” Leo clarified. “He won’t expect patience or strategy from you. He’ll expect you to fight. Look at them, just standing there out in the open. He’s baiting you.”

Julian shifted slightly at that, looking at the scene before them with renewed attention. “They could already have reinforcements in the ravine,” he conceded, sounding impressed with Leo’s observations. “Then it would just be a matter of luring us into a trap.”

“It’s decided, then,” Leo said. “Julian, where are we headed?”

“Southbridge. I know someone who will take us in. We’ll get some sleep, then strike out from there.”

“Perfect,” Leo said, getting to his feet. “I’ve always wanted to see Southbridge.”

“Haven’t you been there before?” Wren asked. She thought he’d mentioned passing through the coastal towns when he’d been kidnapped.

“Oh, I’ve been there,” Leo said, “but last time, I had a bag on my head. I expect the view will be better this time around.”

Smiling and shaking her head, Wren moved to follow him, but Julian’s hand shot out, gripping her forearm.

“Let me make one thing clear. By taking you to these people, I am putting a level of . . . faith in you. If you betray me again—if you betray them—you will regret it.”

Wren stared down at the place where his gloved hand wrapped around her wrist. She recalled that same hand without its glove, glimpsed for the first time inside that Breachfort cell. Flesh streaked with iron, every bone and fiber reinforced with enough metal and magic to crush a steel lock in its grip. A shiver ran through her.

Seeing her reaction, Julian released his hold at once, looking away. “Do we understand each other?”

Wren stared at the ground. Of course she’d never betray his friends. Of course she’d never betray him . . . again . . . but after what she’d done, she couldn’t blame him for being suspicious. Though she’d already fought hard to earn his trust, his respect—his admiration?—as far as he was concerned, their relationship was back to zero. In fact, it was in an even worse position than it had been the day they’d met. At least back then, when they’d been trying to kill each other, they’d been enemies on principle. Now the things that divided them were decidedly personal.

And it was Wren’s fault.

“Yes, I understand.”

 

It was a long walk to the Coastal Road, made slower by frequent stops to check they weren’t being followed and Julian’s insistence on taking an indirect path that kept them out of the open.

They’d been walking all day and running all the previous night, which meant they were cold, hungry, and exhausted by the time the sun started to set and Southbridge came into view.

As they had done in Caston, Wren and Julian divested themselves of their unique and highly identifiable armor, putting it away in the packs they’d brought with them, and even Leo was forced to conceal his jewelry and wipe away his makeup, the same as Wren. She, however, also had her eyes to worry about. With the failing light, an ironsmith’s or goldsmith’s eyes could easily be mistaken for varying shades of regular brown, but pale white bonesmith eyes were far too distinctive. As such, Wren drew up her hood and was sure to keep her lashes lowered and her gaze downcast.

Unlike Caston, which relied on its walls alone, this town was heavily guarded—probably thanks to its proximity to the Border Wall. Sentries were posted everywhere, meaning they didn’t have a chance of sneaking in.

“State your business,” demanded the guard at the front gate.

“We’re traveling on to Highmore, and we need a place to stay for the night,” Julian answered promptly.

The guard’s suspicious gaze roved over them, including their heavily laden packs. “What for?”

At this Julian apparently drew a blank, but Leo slid in smoothly, a bright smile on his face. “We’re selling our homemade jams and jellies. All made with local fruit, of course. Would you care to try a sample? We have—”

“Your names?” the guard cut in, bored already. Leo was a genius.

“This is my wife, Winnie,” Leo said at once, pecking Wren on the cheek. She did her best to look adoringly at him, while Julian—whose face was hidden from the guard’s view—scowled. “I’m Reginald, though my friends call me Reggie. And this strapping lad is Olaf. He’s the muscle!” He slapped Julian on the shoulder before leaning toward the guard conspiratorially. “Not good for much else, I’m afraid. Completely ham-fisted when it comes to preserves.”

He said this last bit as if it were highly embarrassing, and it took everything Wren had not to laugh.

But the guard, despite appearing bewildered, seemed to think Leo’s words were too outlandish to be anything but true. He waved them through without another question.

Frowning, Julian stooped to pick up their heavy bags, and Leo wrapped an arm around Wren’s shoulders; together, the three of them entered the town.

They didn’t make it far before they noticed the posters.

 

WANTED, DEAD OR ALIVE: 

Julian Knight of House Iron

CRIME: Kidnapping of Prince Leopold Valorian

REWARD: 10,000 tokens

 

Wren gaped.

This was surely the regent’s doing. No one else could be behind this.

The words “dead or alive” were drawn with red ink, and below was a rough sketch of what appeared to be a younger-looking Julian, probably based off an old portrait. His face was pale and his cheeks plumper, his hair curling boyishly around his face.

“Prince-Smith,” Leo muttered, but he, like Wren, was staring at Julian. Thankfully, with his face dusty from the road and his dark hair slicked back, he looked little like the person in the wanted poster—but Wren doubted that would hold true in daylight. Besides, Julian was known around these parts. He’d said so himself. The locals knew him and his family. Did that familiarity and affection extend to his uncle Francis? And if it did, who would they choose? The future heir or the current regent?

Julian still hadn’t spoken. His jaw was clenched so tight, Wren could see the muscles strain.

“We need to find your friends.” She glanced around warily. “Immediately.”

Julian’s angry expression faltered. “I can’t drag them into this.”

“Either you drag them in, or we get dragged out of here in chains.”

His broad shoulders slumped, and he nodded. “Come on,” he said, leading the way off the main street and toward the nearest alleyway and, hopefully, to safety.
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