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Introduction
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My father smashed a bottle against my head that morning.

By afternoon, my classmates had laughed at the blood in my hair.

By night, my father had tried to sell me.

I had ten dollars left.

So I ran into the tattoo shop at the end of the alley, pushed my crumpled bill across the counter, and looked up at the most dangerous man in the Border.

"I heard you take protection fees," I said. "Can you protect me?"

He stared at the blood on my sleeve.

Then at my face.

"Whose girl are you?"

I should have said no one's.

Instead, I became his problem.

Later, I learned those ten dollars did not buy me one night of safety.

They bought me my life.
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Chapter 1
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"Get up."

My eyes snapped open.

The room was still dark enough that the ceiling looked bruised. Stale liquor hit first, sharp and sour in the back of my throat. Then sweat. Then the old damp smell that never left the blankets no matter how long my mother hung them near the stove. My heart started pounding before I even lifted my head. It always knew before the rest of me did.

"I said get up, you useless girl."

My father stood in the doorway in yesterday's clothes. His hair stuck up in greasy clumps. His eyes were red. That meant he had either been drinking all night or losing all night. Sometimes both.

"I have school," I said quickly as I pushed myself upright. "I'll be late."

He laughed. "School?"

He took two steps in and grabbed a fistful of my hair.

"You think school matters?" Garrick snarled into my face. "What matters is money. Where is it?"

"I don't have any."

His hand tightened.

"Liar."

"I don't," I gasped. "I swear I don't."

"Then ask your mother."

"She doesn't have any either."

"Then you'll both bleed for wasting my time."

My mother rushed in from the other room, still tying the faded sash of her dress.

"Garrick, stop," she said. "Please. She really doesn't have anything. Let her go to class."

He shoved me so hard that my shoulder hit the wall.

"And what good is class?" he snapped at her. "She has no wolf. No rank. No value. All she does is eat."

"She's your daughter."

"She's a burden."

My chest tightened until even breathing felt loud. I wanted to scream badly enough to taste it. I said nothing.

My mother reached for his wrist. "Please. She still has exams this week."

He turned on her with the same smile he always used before things got worse.

"So you do have the energy to beg."

"Garrick..."

"Where did you hide it?"

"I didn't hide anything."

He snatched the empty bottle from the floor and weighed it in his hand.

"Last chance," he said.

My mother went pale. "I told you, we don't have..."

The bottle flew.

It was not for her.

I ducked too late.

Glass smashed against the side of my head. Pain burst bright and hot near my right ear, so sudden it felt white instead of red. I dropped to my knees with both hands out, palms sliding on the dirty floorboards. A sharp whine ripped through me. Then half the room went dim and far away, as if somebody had tipped the house sideways and all the light had run out through the cracks.

"Talia!" my mother cried.

Warm liquid slid down my neck. I touched it. Blood.

Garrick stared at me for a second. Then he clicked his tongue.

"Look at that mess," he muttered. "Now she'll go to school crying again and make me look bad."

My mother fell beside me and pressed the edge of her sleeve to my ear.

"You hit her too hard," she whispered.

"Then tell her not to make me angry."

"She didn't do anything."

"Existing is enough."

Something in me went still, not calm, only stripped down to the part that knew fear could not be reasoned with.

"I'm going," I said.

My mother's hand shook against my face. "No. Sit still. Let me clean it first."

"If I stay, he'll do it again."

Garrick barked a laugh. "Smart girl."

My mother glared at him then looked back at me. Tears welled up in her eyes.

"At least eat something."

"There isn't anything."

She looked worse at that than she had at the blood.

"I can find a little bread," she whispered.

"Save it."

I pushed myself up on unsteady legs. The kitchen floor was littered with broken ceramic and last night's filth. The sink smelled rotten. The window over it was cracked. Pale dawn leaked through in a weak strip.

My mother caught my wrist.

"Talia, listen to me."

"What?"

Her mouth trembled. "Don't talk back today. Don't draw attention. Keep your head down."

"I always do."

"I mean it."

Garrick leaned against the doorframe and folded his arms.

"Tell her the rest," he said.

My mother went still.

"Tell me what?" I asked.

She looked at the floor. "Nothing. Just go."

"Mom."

Garrick answered for her.

"The Academy has no use for girls like you forever," he said. "You should start praying someone else does."

Cold moved through me so fast it felt borrowed, as if the dawn had found a way under my skin.

"What does that mean?"

"It means if I find a buyer before graduation, you smile and say thank you."

"Garrick!" my mother shouted.

He shrugged. "What? You think I'm feeding dead weight for free?"

"I'm not livestock," I said.

He crossed the room so fast I barely got the words out.

His fingers dug into my jaw.

"Say that again."

I could taste blood in my mouth. "I'm not livestock."

He slapped me so hard my head snapped sideways. The ringing in my right ear turned white-hot.

"You are whatever keeps this house standing," he hissed. "If the Council wants a useless girl with empty blood, maybe that useless girl should finally earn her keep."

My mother grabbed his arm. "Stop it! She's bleeding!"

"Then wipe her off."

He threw me away from him and headed for the kitchen.

"If either of you finds money before noon," he said over his shoulder, "put it on the table."

He paused at the doorway and looked back at me.

"And fix your face before school. I don't need teachers asking questions."

The front door slammed behind him.

The room went quiet.

My mother cupped my face with both hands.

"Let me see."

"I'm fine."

"You're not fine."

"I'm going to be late."

"To hell with school."

"No." My voice cracked. "If I don't go, I stay here."

That shut her up.

She pressed an old dish towel to my ear and cleaned the blood as gently as she could. Her hands were thin. Too thin. The sleeves of her dress hung loose around her wrists.

"We should leave," I whispered. "Tonight. I'll work. I'll do anything. We can go somewhere he can't find us."

Her face changed. It always did when I said that, as if escape were not a door but a language she had forgotten how to speak.

"We can't."

"Why not?"

"Because this is still our home."

"It's a grave."

She flinched.

"Don't say that."

"Then tell me one good thing about this place."

Tears rolled down her face with the helpless familiarity of something that had happened too many times in this house.

"He wasn't always like this."

I laughed once, and it sounded bad even to me.

"Mom..."

"He wasn't," she insisted. "He used to bring me ribbons. He used to carry me when it rained. He promised me a good life."

"And now he sells your daughter."

"He didn't mean it."

"He did."

She shook her head and pressed the cloth harder to my ear.

"Just survive today," she whispered. "Please. Just survive today."

I wanted to scream. Instead I took the cloth from her hand, because screaming would only have given the room one more thing to feed on.

"I know how."

I washed the blood off my neck at the sink with cold water that smelled like rust. It stung where the glass had opened the skin, and when the water ran over the cut I had to lock my jaw to stop myself from crying out. I tied my hair over my right ear with clumsy fingers. The mirror above the sink was cracked through the middle. I looked terrible even without the crack: one cheek swelling, one eye too bright, blood still shadowing the roots of my hair like something the house itself had spit back onto me.

My mother stood behind me with both hands over her mouth.

"Talia."

"What?"

"I'm sorry."

I closed my eyes.

"I know."

I stepped around the broken glass, grabbed my bag, and walked out before she could cry harder.

The morning air was cold enough to sting. It got into the cut behind my ear and made it throb with every step. My shoes were wet through by the end of the block. By the time the Academy gates came into view, the blood at my ear had dried tight against my skin, pulling every time I turned my head.

Silver Academy rose ahead of me in white stone with gold trim. Everything about it looked scrubbed and expensive.

I hated it.

I entered through the side door, kept my head down, and moved through the hall with the same prayer I carried every day.

Don't look at me.

Don't touch me.

Just let me get through first bell.

Then the smell hit me, metallic and wet and wrong enough to turn my stomach.

My locker stood half-open at the end of the row.

Something dark glistened along the inside edge of the door.
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Something dark glistened along the inside edge of the door.

I froze.

Then I pulled the locker open all the way.

A dead rat hung from a strip of wire twisted around the top shelf. Its stomach had been slit open. Blood had run down the metal wall and dried in thick streaks around my books, sticky and dark and already starting to sour. The smell hit the back of my throat so hard my eyes watered at once.

A folded note had been shoved into its mouth.

I didn't want to touch it.

I touched it anyway.

The paper was wet.

Filth belongs with filth.

Laughter burst behind me.

"Oh, look," Lyra Vale said. "She found her breakfast."

More laughter.

I shut my eyes for one second. My right ear was still ringing from home. The sound in the hallway came sharp, then muffled, then sharp again, like laughter underwater. I could feel the dried blood at my hairline cracking every time my face moved.

"Say something," one of the girls behind her said.

"She never does," Lyra said. "That is my favorite part."

I turned.

Lyra stood in the middle of the hallway in a cream coat with silver buttons and a smile that always made my stomach twist. Her hair fell in glossy gold waves over one shoulder. Her friends clustered behind her like shadows with better shoes.

She looked clean.

I smelled like dried blood.

"What do you want?" I asked.

Lyra lifted one brow. "I want?"

She stepped closer and looked into my locker.

"Talia, I already have everything I want. A wolf. A future. A family name people bow to." She looked me over from head to toe. "You're the one with the problem."

"Then leave me alone."

The girl beside her laughed so hard she snorted.

Lyra smiled wider. "Did you hear that?"

"The trash barked," another girl said.

"No," Lyra corrected softly. "Trash doesn't bark. Trash rots."

My hands shook. I curled them into fists.

"Take it down," I said.

"Why?" Lyra asked. "It matches your locker."

"Take it down."

She leaned closer until I caught her scent. Expensive soap. Sweet perfume. Cruelty.

"You should be grateful I'm helping your image," she whispered. "Now everyone will know exactly what you are."

"Enough."

"Please." Lyra's smile sharpened. "Girls like you don't get to say enough. Girls like you get taken where they're sent." Her eyes flicked over me with lazy contempt. "You know, even the dogs outside Raven's Ink have standards. You couldn't buy your way onto Ravencroft's floor with that face and ten borrowed dollars."

Her eyes flicked to my ear where my hair had slipped loose over the blood-crusted skin.

"Oh," she said, pretending surprise. "Your father again?"

That got another round of laughter.

"Maybe if you had a wolf, he'd think you were worth feeding," one of the boys down the hall said.

My face burned.

A wave of shame washed through me so fast it almost bent me in half. Not because they were wrong. Because they were loud. Because they had taken what happened in my kitchen and dragged it under clean school light where everyone could look. I wanted to die. I wanted the floor to split open and take me before I gave them the satisfaction of crying.

Something uglier flashed through me so fast it frightened me.

Not tears.

Teeth.

For one impossible instant I wanted to claw Lyra's perfect face open and leave her wearing the truth on the outside.

Lyra reached into the locker, took the dead rat by the tail, and dangled it in front of my face.

"Look at it, Talia. Even this thing had more fight in it than you."

"Give it to me," I said.

"Make me."

I snatched it from her hand so fast that blood spattered across my sleeve.

For one second, nobody laughed.

Then Lyra's mouth curled.

"There she is."

I carried the rat to the trash can at the end of the hall and dropped it in.

When I came back, my books were on the floor.

Lyra's shoe rested on the corner of my notebook.

"Oops."

"Move."

"Ask nicely."

I stared at her shoe.

"Please."

She bent down, picked up the notebook, and slapped it against my chest hard enough to sting.

"Good girl," she said.

The first bell rang.

The crowd started to break apart.

Lyra stepped back at last.

"Try not to bleed on the desks," she called as she walked away. "Some of us are trying to learn."

The hallway emptied.

I stood there with my locker open and my books clutched against my chest. My breathing hurt.

Then a hand appeared at the edge of my vision holding half a sandwich wrapped in wax paper.

"Here."

I looked up.

Ari Vance stood beside me with his shoulders hunched and his eyes on the floor. He always looked like he expected someone to drag him away by the collar.

"I don't want it," I said automatically.

"I didn't ask if you wanted it."

"Then why are you giving it to me?"

He finally glanced at my face. "Because you're swaying."

I hated that he had noticed.

"I'm fine."

"No, you're not."

He pushed the sandwich toward me again.

"Take it before I lose my nerve."

I took it.

"Thank you."

"Don't say it so loudly," Ari muttered. "People will think we're friends."

That almost made me smile.

"Maybe we are."

He blinked at me. "That sounds dangerous."

"Everything is dangerous here."

He let out a short breath that might have been a laugh.

"Fair."

We walked to class in silence. He sat two rows ahead of me and never turned around, but when the teacher passed out worksheets, there was a pencil already waiting on the edge of my desk.

Mine had snapped inside my bag.

I stared at the pencil for a second, then looked at the back of Ari's head.

He did not move.

My heart ached.

At lunch, I found him alone in the library alcove behind the history shelves.

"You didn't eat?" he asked when he saw I still had half the sandwich.

"I was saving it."

"For what?"

"In case home is worse tonight."

That shut him up.

He sat back in his chair and looked at the cracked window over the reading tables.

"My uncle says they're doing another screening soon," he said quietly.

"A screening?"

"For weak wolves. Late shifters. No shifters. Anybody the Academy doesn't want to carry into graduation."

Cold slid through me.

"Why are you telling me this?"

"Because Lyra keeps whispering to the office aides." His fingers tightened around the edge of his book. "And because when rich kids start smiling too much, somebody like us ends up gone."

"Gone where?"

He gave me a look that said I already knew the answer.

"Ari—"

"I heard mine talking last week," he cut in. "My uncle wants to send me to the mines before the school can mark me as a loss. He thinks it will look better if the family gets rid of me first."

I couldn't breathe for a second.

"That's not fair."

He laughed once. "You still think that matters?"

"Mina said her cousin heard a story about the Border Alpha," Ari added quietly, eyes still on the page. "Ravencroft. Said he nailed some drunk Alpha's hand to a bar door for putting hands on the wrong girl."

"That sounds fake."

"Probably." His mouth twitched. "So does half the stuff people say about him. That he doesn't take women as clients. That he hates Quinn debts. That once he starts watching a name, it stops sleeping easy."

No.

It didn't.

I broke the sandwich in half and put one piece on his book.

"Take it."

"What about you?"

"Take it."

He looked at me for a long second, then nodded.

"Thank you."

"Don't say it so loudly," I muttered.

That made him smile.

It was small. Nervous. Real.

It was the first kind thing I had seen all day.

The last bell came too soon.

I packed slowly. My ear throbbed every time I bent my head. By the time I stepped out through the main gates, the late afternoon light had turned the stone path pale gold.

And my father was waiting at the curb.

He leaned against a rusted truck with both arms folded.

He wasn't drunk now.

That scared me more.

"Get in," Garrick said.

"I have homework."

"Get in."

"Where are we going?"

His mouth twisted. "You ask too many questions for a girl with no choices."

Students slowed as they passed us.

Lyra stood halfway down the steps with two of her friends and watched.

She looked delighted.

"Your ride is here, Talia!" she called. "Try not to embarrass the Academy too much wherever they dump you."

Heat flooded my face.

Garrick opened the passenger door.

"Now."

I looked once at the school behind me, once at the truck waiting to swallow the
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