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	PROLOGUE

	 

	I have stood in this line three times.

	I know that’s not possible. I know how it sounds. But I have stood on this same cracked marble, under this same iron sky, in this same gray shift that smells of lye and somebody else’s fear, and I have watched the four of them refuse me three separate times, and three separate times it has ended with my blood going cold in the snow at the edge of the world.

	So forgive me if I don’t flinch when the bell rings.

	The first time, I cried. I want to be honest about that, because there’s no one left to lie to. The first time the Wolf looked through me like I was weather, I cried so hard I bit through my own lip, and I tasted copper all the way to the trials, and I died at the snow’s edge in March not understanding a single thing that had happened to me.

	The second time, I begged. That was worse. I won’t be doing that again.

	The third time, I tried to run before the ceremony even started, and they caught me at the gate, and the Houndmaster smiled at me the way you smile at a rabbit that thinks the fence is a kindness, and I died in the snow in February that loop, a whole month early, because changing things only ever seems to move the knife closer.

	This is the fourth time.

	I have spent three deaths learning the shape of this year — every trial, every lie, every smiling mouth that wants me gone. I know which of the four will reject me loudest, and which will do it to save me, though he’d cut out his own tongue before he admitted that’s what it was. I know who dies in the east tower in October. I know what’s buried under the academy and I know what it costs to dig it up, because the price has always, every single time, been me.

	Not this loop.

	This loop I am done being prey.

	The bell rings. The doors open. Four hundred shifters turn to watch the discards file in, and I lift my chin and walk to my place on the cracked marble, and I let myself smile, just a little, because I know something none of them know.

	I know how this ends.

	This time, I’m going to change it.

	 

	
 

	ONE

	 

	The bonding hall at Ravenscar was built to make you feel small, and it was very good at its job.

	It went up and up into a dark I couldn’t see the top of, ribbed with black stone that curved overhead like the inside of something’s chest, and at the far end stood the four high seats where the claimed alphas would sit and the rest of us would be sorted into wanted and not. Torchlight crawled up the walls and didn’t reach the ceiling. It never did. I used to think that was a flaw in the design. Now I knew it was the point. They wanted you craning your neck at a dark you couldn’t measure, so that when they told you what you were worth, you’d already feel like nothing.

	I knew exactly what I was worth in this room. I’d been told three times.

	“Discards to the line,” called the master of ceremonies, and the word landed on the back of my neck like it always did, and I walked.

	There were nineteen of us this year. I knew their faces the way you know a song you’ve heard too many times — there was the fox girl who’d weep through the whole thing, and the bear boy who’d pretend he didn’t care and mean it less every second, and a dozen others who’d be dead or scattered by spring and whose names I’d stopped letting myself learn two loops ago, because learning them and losing them was a specific kind of tired I couldn’t afford anymore.

	I took my place third from the end. Same as always. The marble there had a hairline crack shaped like a river, and I set the toe of my boot against it the way you’d touch a thing you’d agreed to meet.

	Above us, on the dais, the claimed shifters came in.

	You could feel them before you saw them. That was the part the discards never got used to and I’d stopped being able to un-feel — the pressure of four hundred beasts under four hundred skins, and then, cutting through all of it, the four who mattered. The air changed when they walked in. It got expensive.

	The Wolf came first, because of course he did.

	Kade Aldright walked like the floor owed him an apology. Heir to the Aldright pack, which had run Ravenscar’s hierarchy for six generations, broad through the shoulder, dark-haired, with a jaw you could’ve struck a match on and a way of looking at a room that sorted it instantly into useful and not. The hall leaned toward him. Literally — I watched a row of second-years tilt his direction like flowers doing the only thing flowers know how to do.

	I knew the exact shape his mouth would make when he rejected me. I’d seen it three times. I’d have recognized it in the dark.

	Behind him came the Dragon.

	Ash ran hot — you could see it even now, the air over his shoulders doing that wet shimmer, like a road in August. Most of the hall gave him a careful arm’s length without seeming to decide to. He kept his hands loose at his sides in a way that wasn’t loose at all, the way you’d hold still around something you didn’t trust yourself near, and his eyes moved over the discard line, and when they reached me they stopped.

	They always stopped. He never knew why. I did. His beast knew me — knew I was the one thing in this hall that could put it down quiet — and it hated that it knew, the way you’d hate a leash. He’d reject me harder than any of them, and it would be the closest thing to mercy any of them showed me, though he’d have torched the hall before calling it that.

	I held his stare for one second longer than was safe, just because I could, and watched his jaw go tight.

	Then I made myself look away, because the third one was coming, and I needed to see his face the moment he saw mine.

	The Raven.

	Corvin didn’t make the air do anything. That was how you knew to be afraid of him. The other three you could feel coming; Corvin you only noticed once he was already looking at you, and by then it was too late to arrange your expression. Lean, pale, quiet, with that stillness that wasn’t calm but the opposite of calm — the stillness of something deciding. He came to his seat without hurry and sat and folded his hands, and then his gaze went down the discard line, unbothered, cataloguing, and reached me.

	And stopped.

	And changed.

	I’d been waiting three loops to catch this and I caught it now: the flicker. Most people would have missed it. His face didn’t move. But something behind it did — a fast, drowning thing, there and gone, the look of a man who has opened a door in a house he thought was empty and found the table set for two. He looked at me like he’d seen me dead. Because, I was nearly sure now, somewhere, in some way I didn’t understand yet, he had.

	There you are, I thought at him, and didn’t let it reach my face. I’ve been wondering which of us would remember first.

	He looked away. Smooth, unbothered, like nothing. But his hands, folded on his knee, had gone white at the knuckle.

	I filed that away with the rest of what I knew, and turned to the last seat, and that one — that one I still wasn’t strong enough for. I’d had three loops to get strong enough for it and I hadn’t managed it yet.

	Léo took his seat at the end of the dais and didn’t look at the discard line at all.

	The Lion. Gold all through, even his eyes, with the kind of easy handsomeness that should have been annoying and instead just made you sad, because I knew what was underneath it. I knew that a year and a half ago — before any ceremony, before any of this — a boy with gold eyes had found me crying behind the kitchens after my first failed shift and sat down on the cold step beside me without a word and shared half a stolen pastry, and not said it gets better, because he was the only person who never lied to me, and instead said, it doesn’t, but I’ll be here anyway.

	And then the bond ceremony came, and pack law made me a discard and him a claimed alpha, and he’d looked at the floor while they read my name into the not wanted column, and he hadn’t said a single word, and that — not the Wolf’s contempt, not the Dragon’s fear, not whatever drowning thing lived behind the Raven’s eyes — that was the one that had taught me what cold actually was.

	He didn’t look at me now. He stared at a point on the far wall and a muscle in his cheek worked and worked, and I understood, because I’d had three loops to understand, that not looking at me was the hardest thing he would do all day, and that he was doing it because he thought it was kind.

	It wasn’t. But I’d stopped expecting any of them to know the difference.

	The master of ceremonies lifted his staff and struck the marble three times, and the hall went silent, and the bonding began.

	It went the way it always went. The claimed came first — the strong, the wanted, the ones whose beasts had called to another beast across the hall and been answered. There was the old beauty in it that I’d hated more each loop: two people turning to each other from across a crowded room like they’d been doing it their whole lives, like the room had finally said a true thing. The fox girl two down from me made a small sound watching it. First loop, I’d have made the same sound.

	Then the master of ceremonies said, “The bond does not always complete,” in the soft, regretful voice they trained them in, and the hall’s attention slid, all at once, to us.

	“Some are called and not answered. Some are answered and refused. Ravenscar honors fate’s verdict in either direction.” A pause they’d built for drama. “The discard line will present.”

	This was the part. This was the part I’d lived three times and would have given a great deal to never live again.

	Because here was the cruelty at the bottom of the whole thing, the cruelty so neat it almost deserved respect: the discards weren’t unwanted because no beast had called to us.

	We were unwanted because a beast had — and been refused.

	You didn’t get put in the discard line for being unloved by fate. You got put here for being loved by it and rejected anyway, in public, by name, so the whole academy could watch your mate look at the thing he was made for and choose to walk away. They called it honoring fate’s verdict. What it was, was a show.

	And my show was the best one in the building. Because fate, in its enormous sense of comedy, hadn’t called just one of the four most powerful alphas at Ravenscar to me.

	It had called all four.

	“Wren Vale,” the master of ceremonies read, and I stepped forward over the river-shaped crack, and four hundred faces turned to watch the runt with no pack get refused by the four boys who ran the world.

	The bond flared the second I moved. It always did. It came up through the floor and into my chest and pulled, four separate threads, four separate directions, toward four seats on the dais — and it was real, it was the realest thing in my life, it had never once been anything but real, and that was the joke, that was the whole joke. My beast, small and half-formed and laughed at, knew exactly what it was made for. It had always known.

	On the dais, all four of them felt it hit.

	Kade’s lip curled. Ash’s hands closed. Corvin went very still. Léo shut his eyes.

	“The Aldright heir is called,” the master of ceremonies said. “Kade Aldright. Do you answer, or refuse?”

	I knew what he’d say. I knew the shape of it. I’d recognized it in the dark.

	I said it with him, under my breath, just for me. I refuse.

	“I refuse,” said Kade Aldright, looking through me like weather, and the hall exhaled its ugly pleasure, and three loops ago I had bitten through my lip and tasted copper all the way to the trials.

	This loop I looked back at him, steady, and let him see that I wasn’t crying, and watched the smallest crease of confusion touch the space between his brows — because the runt was supposed to crumble, and the runt was just standing there, looking at him like she knew something, and Kade Aldright did not like, at all, the experience of a person knowing something he didn’t.

	Good, I thought. Get used to it.

	They went down the line of them. Ash refused me through his teeth, furious and afraid, his eyes saying get away from me and his beast straining toward me so hard I felt it in my sternum. Léo refused me to the floor, to the wall, to anywhere but my face, in a voice with a hairline crack in it that no one else in that hall was close enough to hear, and I hated that I heard it, I hated that after everything I still catalogued it like something precious.

	And then Corvin.

	“The seer is called,” said the master of ceremonies. “Corvin. Do you answer, or refuse?”

	And Corvin opened his mouth, and for one half of one second — half a second, the length of a heartbeat, the length of a flicker behind a still face — he hesitated.

	He’d never hesitated before. Not in three loops. He’d refused me clean and cold every time, the cruelest of the four precisely because it cost him nothing.

	This loop, it cost him something. This loop, he looked at me, and the drowning thing came up behind his eyes again, and his jaw moved like there was a different word in his mouth that he had to physically swallow before he could say the right one.

	“I refuse,” said Corvin.

	But I’d seen it. And he’d seen me see it.

	Across the whole length of that terrible hall, over four hundred heads, the Raven and the runt looked at each other and each understood, at precisely the same moment, that the other one remembered.

	His hands were white at the knuckle. Mine, at my sides, were perfectly steady.

	“Fate’s verdict is honored,” the master of ceremonies announced. “Wren Vale is discarded.”

	The word came down on the back of my neck for the fourth time in my life, and for the fourth time I let it.

	But I didn’t walk back to my place with my eyes on the floor, the way the discards were supposed to, the way I had three times. I walked back with my chin up and my spine straight, and I looked at the four of them on their high seats one by one — the Wolf who thought he’d refused weather, the Dragon who was afraid of the only thing that could save him, the Lion who thought silence was mercy, and the Raven who knew, now, that he wasn’t the only one carrying the year inside him.

	You threw me away, I thought, and I let the smile come, just a little, just for them. Three times before this. You don’t remember. He does, a little, and it’s eating him alive, and good.

	This time I’m going to live. This time I’m going to find what’s buried under this place before it can pull me into the snow. And by the time I’m done, every one of you is going to understand exactly what you discarded.

	The bell rang to end the ceremony. The claimed rose in their pairs, golden and chosen. The discards filed out toward the lower halls and the long bad year.

	I went with them, over the cracked marble, past the river in the stone.

	I had work to do. I knew where the first body would fall, and I had four days to be standing somewhere else when it did.

	 

	
 

	TWO

	 

	The lower halls of Ravenscar were where they put the things the academy didn’t want to look at.

	You went down to reach them. That was the first lesson, and they made sure you learned it on day one — discards didn’t climb to their quarters, they descended, past the claimed dormitories with their tall windows and their fires, past the libraries, past the warm places, down a stair that got narrower and colder with every turn until the stone started to sweat and the torches sat too far apart to do much but prove how dark it was between them.

	I knew the way. My feet knew the way. That was one of the things about the loops that still unsettled me when I let it — my body remembered things my mind had to work to recall, so that I’d find myself turning a corner before I’d consciously decided to, my hand already reaching for a door latch I shouldn’t have known was there. Three years of life lived in this place, folded into a girl who, by every record the academy kept, had arrived eleven days ago.

	The fox girl was crying behind me on the stairs. Quietly, the way you cry when you’ve worked out that no one’s coming. I knew her name now whether I wanted to or not — the master of ceremonies had read it, Della, discarded same as me — and I knew, because I’d watched it happen twice, that Della would not see spring. Third loop I’d tried to tell her. Third loop I’d learned what telling people gets you, which is a reputation as the mad runt who says she’s seen the future, which is a fast track to the kind of attention I could not survive.

	So I didn’t turn around. I let her cry. I hated myself a measured, manageable amount, and I kept walking down, and I told myself the same thing I’d been telling myself since the bell: you can’t save all of them. You couldn’t save yourself three times. Learn the first thing before you reach for the second.

	It didn’t help. It wasn’t supposed to help. It was just true.

	The discard quarters were a long low room with two rows of iron beds and one stove that worked if you fed it and fought you if you didn’t. Nineteen of us this year, which meant nineteen beds, which meant by March there’d be empty ones, and everyone would stop looking at them the way you stop looking at a chipped tooth with your tongue, constantly, helplessly, hating it.

	I took the bed in the corner farthest from the door. Same as always. There was a reason for it that I’d worked out the hard way in an earlier loop, and the reason would matter in about six weeks, and until then it just looked like a runt wanting a wall at her back, which no one questioned, because of course the runt wanted a wall at her back. Everybody down here wanted a wall at their back. That was the whole personality of the room.

	I sat on the thin mattress and took stock, the way I did at the start of every loop now, like a soldier counting what’s in the pack before the long walk.

	What I had: three years of this place behind my teeth. Every trial in order. Every death I’d seen, mine and other people’s. The location of four things that were buried, hidden, or lied about, one of which was the thing under the academy that the whole bad year bent toward. A body that knew corridors my mind didn’t. And four alphas on the dais who had thrown me away without knowing they’d done it three times before.

	What I didn’t have: a pack. A protector. A single soul in this building who’d cross a room for me. Strength — my beast was still the same half-grown, much-mocked thing it had always been, and no amount of remembering the future put muscle on it. Time, past March. And answers. That was the one that itched worst. Three loops in, I knew the what of nearly everything and the why of almost nothing. I knew I died at the snow’s edge. I didn’t know what made me loop, or why I woke up at the start instead of staying dead like a sensible person. I didn’t know why the price of the buried thing was always me, specifically.

	And now there was a new entry in both columns, the first genuinely new thing in three loops, and I’d been turning it over since the ceremony like a stone with something written on the underside.

	Corvin remembered.

	Not all of it — I’d have staked my life on that, and in a sense I was about to. If he remembered all of it the way I did, he’d have moved differently, and he hadn’t; he’d sat his seat and refused me clean right up until that half-second hitch. But he remembered something. Enough to look at a discarded runt and go white to the knuckle. Enough to hesitate over a word he’d said without effort three times before.

	That was new. New was dangerous and new was hope, and I’d learned to be more afraid of the second one. Hope was what got Della telling people, what got the first-loop me biting through her lip. Hope was a thing you had to ration harder than firewood down here.

	But I couldn’t help it. For three loops I had been the only person in the world who knew this year was a circle. And now, maybe, on the dais, in the cold, there was one other.

	I didn’t know yet if that made him an ally or just another knife with better aim. I’d find out. I had a plan for finding out, and the plan started in four days, with a body.

	I lay back on the bed that knew me and closed my eyes and ran the next two weeks in order, the way you’d finger a route on a map in the dark. Della crying two beds down. The stove ticking. Above us, somewhere warm, the claimed alphas sleeping easy in the certainty that fate had sorted the world correctly and handed it to them.

	Sleep well, I thought up through the cold stone at the four of them. You won’t always.
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