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Chapter One
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Midwinter, Empty Bunk

The room they kept my brother in is nine feet by seven, and somebody has emptied it with great care.

I count it, because counting is what I have. One iron bunk, bolted to the floor. One straw mattress, stripped. One grey blanket, folded into a square so neat it could be a parcel. One wooden chair. One washstand with a tin basin and no water in it. One window, high and small, with four iron bars set into the brick and a pane of glass so old it has gone wavy, so that the gas lamp in the yard outside looks like something seen through a river.

One door. Oak, iron-banded, with a lock on the outside and nothing at all on the inside. Not even a handle.

That’s everything. That’s the whole of it. Nine feet by seven, on the second floor of the old dormitory wing of the Gorran Street cannery, where the district office rents rooms by the week to keep omegas under “protective supervision” without the expense of a proper building. I’ve walked past this wing a thousand times. I used to buy hot chestnuts from the man on the corner while Fen waited for the end of his shift. I never once looked up at these windows.

He was eleven feet above my head, some nights. Behind bars. And he wrote to me that he was fine.

Fear is data, I tell myself.

Here’s the data. It’s an hour before dawn on the morning after midwinter. Last night was the longest night of the year. My brother turned nineteen yesterday, on the shortest day, alone in this room, while I was forty feet down in the Pit on Inchmorrow with sand in my teeth and blood in my mouth, winning.

Sometime between the evening check and the second bell, he stopped being here.

*  *  *
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“HOUR’S UP AT THE CHANGE of shift,” says the man at the door. “Half past six. Day porter’s a stickler. If you’re still in here when he comes up them stairs, I never saw you and you never saw me, and Gant can find herself another lad.”

The lad is sixty if he’s a day. Absalom Reay, night porter at the Brineward district office for twenty-two years, with a drinker’s nose and a cardigan buttoned wrong and a ring of keys on his belt as big as a dinner plate. Mother Gant has called him “my lad at the office” since he was a boy of nine running her errands, and he has never, as far as I can tell, been able to refuse her anything.

He’s frightened. I can smell it on him, sour and beta-thin, sweating through the wool. He let five Harrowvane cadets into a sealed Registry room at five in the morning, and he knows exactly what that will cost him if anyone finds out.

“Twenty minutes,” I tell him. “You’ll have the room back in twenty minutes.”

“You said that ten minutes ago.”

“Then I’ve got ten left.”

Jory, leaning in the corridor beside him with his shoulders against the wall and his hands in his pockets, gives the old man a smile so warm and easy you’d think they were sharing a pint. “She’s good with numbers, Mr Reay. You’ll get used to it. I haven’t.”

Reay looks at Jory’s tide-line tattoo and his broken nose and his Brineward vowels, and some of the stiffness goes out of his shoulders. Jory does that. He walks into a room and makes everyone in it feel like they grew up on the same street.

Then Jory’s eyes come to me over the old man’s head, and the smile is still on his mouth, but not in them.

Take your time, says the thread of him in my chest. Not in words. The bond doesn’t do words. It does weight and warmth and direction, like a hand on the small of your back in a crowd. I’ve got the door.

I turn back to the room.

*  *  *
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SEVERIN IS CROUCHED at the lock with a pencil torch in his teeth.

He doesn’t fit in here. None of us do, but Severin least of all: six foot three of pressed charcoal wool folded down into a space built for a boy who draws birds. He hasn’t slept. None of us have. There’s grey stubble along his jaw that I’ve never seen on him before, and his uniform, for the first time since I’ve known him, has a crease in it that he didn’t put there on purpose.

He takes the torch out of his mouth. “No marks.”

“None?”

“None on the lock, none on the plate, none on the frame.” He runs his thumb down the edge of the door where it meets the jamb, the way you’d check a horse’s leg for heat. “This lock’s been opened with its own key, Brenwick. Nobody forced it. Nobody picked it. Somebody walked up those stairs with the key in their hand, unlocked the door, and locked it again behind them on the way out.”

“Reay says the log’s clean.”

“I’ve seen the log.” He stands, ducking his head under the beam. “A check every hour, on the hour, signed and timed. Ten o’clock: occupant sleeping. Eleven: occupant sleeping. Midnight, one, two, three, four. The same hand every time. Occupant sleeping.” His jaw tightens. “And at the second bell the same hand writes room found empty, and the time, and underlines it twice.”

“So the porter’s lying.”

“Or the porter looked through the grille at a blanket in the shape of a sleeping boy for six hours, because that’s what he was told he’d see.” Severin’s grey eyes rest on me, steady. “Either way, nobody signed him out. There’s no transfer. No order. No van on the street. The district office has filed him as absconded.”

The word lands in the room like a stone dropped down a well. I hear it go all the way to the bottom.

Absconded.

I know the schedule. I can recite it. An omega under protective supervision who absconds forfeits the review period entirely. When he’s found, there’s no hearing. No sponsor. No year. He’s placed on the spot.

They’ve taken my brother, and they’ve written it down so that, if I ever get him back, the law will take him from me again.

My hands are cold. They’re always cold, but this is different, a cold that starts in the centre of me and goes outwards, down the arms, into the fingers, until I can’t feel the paper I’m holding.

The paper.

I look down at it. I’d forgotten I had it out.

It’s the size of a postcard, on stiff cream stock, the Wardens’ Synod seal pressed into the top corner in dark red wax. PROVISIONAL CHARTER OF WARDENSHIP, it says, in black copperplate. Issued to Cadet O. H. Brenwick, Trial Pack Seventeen, on the close of the Warden Trials. Subject in all respects to confirmation by the full Synod. Somebody signed it at eleven o’clock last night with a fountain pen that blotted. I carried it across the causeway in my fist.

Twelve hours ago this was the most important piece of paper in the world. I filed the sponsorship petition with it before I’d even washed the sand off my face. Brenwick, O. H., chartered warden (provisional), petitions to stand as custodial sponsor for Brenwick, F., blood kin. A clerk at the Harrowvane gatehouse stamped it and smiled at me.

The petition is addressed to a boy who isn’t anywhere.

The charter isn’t worth the wax until the Synod sits.

I fold the card in half, very carefully, along the line of the seal, and put it back in my inside pocket, behind Fen’s photograph.

*  *  *
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TEO IS ON HIS KNEES by the bunk.

He’s taken his glasses off to see better close up, which always makes him look younger, and his long ink-stained fingers are working along the crack between two floorboards with the patience of a man picking a splinter out of a child’s hand. He doesn’t look up when I come to stand beside him.

“Tavi,” he says quietly. “Will you hold the light?”

I take Severin’s torch and hold it.

The floor is old pine, scrubbed pale with lye. In the crack between the boards, where the bristles of the scrubbing brush wouldn’t reach, there’s something that catches the beam and throws it back. Teo works it out with the tip of a pen nib. Tiny. Curved. Glass.

He holds it up between finger and thumb. It’s the snapped neck of an ampoule, no bigger than a fingernail paring.

“Hospital issue,” he says. “You score the neck and snap it off. The drug’s drawn up from the body of the ampoule with a syringe.” He turns it, and the torchlight runs along the broken edge like water. “This is thin-wall glass. Pharmacy-grade. You don’t buy this in the Brineward, and you don’t buy it from Mother Gant. Whoever brought it in here came from somewhere with a dispensary.”

“What was in it?”

He brings it to his nose. Breathes in, eyes half closed. He has the most careful face I know. He uses it like an instrument.

“Something sweet,” he says. “Chloral, maybe. Or one of the newer barbiturates. A sedative.” His voice doesn’t change at all, but his thread in my chest goes very quiet and very hard, like a stone at the bottom of cold water. “Enough to make a sleeping man sleep a great deal more deeply.”

I’ve stopped breathing. I make myself start again.

“So he didn’t fight.”

“I don’t think he was given the chance to.” Teo folds the little shard into a square of paper from his notebook, and writes something on it, and puts it in his breast pocket. Then he looks up at me. Without the glasses his eyes are very dark and very gentle, and that’s worse. That’s so much worse. “Which means he wasn’t hurt, Tavi. If he’d been awake and fought, there’d be marks. Blood. Something. There’s nothing here. Whoever did this wanted him handled carefully.”

Handled. Like a parcel. Like stock.

I nod, because if I open my mouth something will come out of it that I won’t be able to put back.

*  *  *
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THE WALLS ARE THE WORST thing.

They’re whitewashed brick, and they’re covered in holes. Hundreds of them. Tiny. Pin-holes, in clusters of four, from one end of the room to the other, from the skirting to as high as a boy of nineteen can reach standing on a chair.

Every four holes is a drawing.

I know what was here. He wrote to me about every one of them. I drew you the gull from outside the window. He’s there every morning. I named him Halden. Don’t be cross. The gull. The chestnut man on the corner. The cannery cat. The view from the roof with the gas holders black against the sunset. Mother Gant asleep in her chair with her mouth open, which he’d made me swear never to tell her about. Me. He drew me over and over from memory, the way you’d keep touching a sore tooth. I used to tell him to stop it, that I looked like a heron that had swallowed a fish sideways, and he’d laugh and draw me again with a fish.

They took all of them. Every drawing, every pencil, every scrap of charcoal. They even took the pins.

There’s not one piece of paper in this room. Not one mark. Just the holes, hundreds of them, like the wall has been shot.

I put my palm flat against the brick, in the middle of a cluster. Cold whitewash. Damp. Under my hand, the faint rough pits of four holes.

And I breathe in.

Fen is everywhere.

He’s in the blanket, and the mattress, and the chair. Omega, young, still a little raw at the edges the way late presenters are, as if he hasn’t finished growing into his own scent yet. Linseed oil and pencil shavings, and the green, cut-grass smell of the soap he buys because it’s cheapest, and under all of it something that’s just him, the same as when he was six and fell asleep on my shoulder on the tram. I’d know it in a crowd of a thousand. I’d know it dead.

It’s so strong in here that for one second my wolf believes he’s in the room. She comes up off the floor of my ribs, all at once, whining, turning, looking for him.

He’s not here, I tell her. Sit.

She won’t. She’s casting round inside me like she’s lost a pup. And that’s when I notice it, because she does.

Fen’s scent stops.

Not fades. Stops. Near the door, between the bunk and the jamb, there’s a place about the width of a person where the air is wrong. Where there should be a stranger’s scent, sweat or soap or tobacco or the leather of a Registry boot, there’s nothing at all. A clean, flat, absolute absence. Like a hole cut out of the room with scissors.

Like a room someone has just walked out of.

I know that absence. I’ve worn it for five years. I used to check for it every morning in the mirror over Mother Gant’s sink, chin tucked into my collar, breathing in to make sure there was nothing there.

And I’ve met it once before on Inchmorrow. In the archive under the Founders’ Hall, with the tide coming in and the lamps going out, and somebody standing in the dark between the shelves who smelled of nothing whatsoever.

My skin has gone tight across the back of my neck.

“Severin,” I say. My voice comes out perfectly steady. “Come here and tell me what you smell.”

He comes. He stands where I’m standing, and breathes in, slow and deliberate, the way he does everything. His nostrils flare. His head turns a fraction towards the door, the way a wolf’s does when the wind changes.

“Your brother,” he says. “Reay. Old smoke.” A pause. “There’s nothing else.”

“Exactly,” I say. “There’s nothing else.”

He goes very still. I watch him understand.

Behind us, at the door, Jory has stopped pretending to lean.

*  *  *
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THERE’S ONE MORE THING I have to do before the day porter comes up the stairs, and I’ve been putting it off since we came in.

I take it out of my coat pocket. It’s been in my fist half the night; it’s warm from my hand. A wolf, cast in rough black iron, no bigger than my thumb. Mid-stride. Head low.

Running into the wind.

Reay’s hands shook when I asked him where exactly he found it. On the blanket. Middle of the bunk. Like it was put there for showing.

I set it down on the folded grey blanket, in the middle of the bunk. Exactly where it was.

Then I step back and look at the room the way they wanted me to see it.

Bars. Bare walls. A stripped bed in an empty room, in the cold blue light before dawn, and in the centre of it, the only object left in the whole place, a small iron wolf facing the door. Facing whoever comes in. Facing me.

It isn’t a calling card. A calling card says I was here.

This says We were expecting you.

“Tav.” Jory’s voice, low, from the door. “Clock.”

“I know.”

I pick the wolf up again. It’s mine now. They gave it to me.

I’m turning to go when the light changes. Dawn is coming up grey over the gas holders, and for a moment it hits the old wavy pane in the window at an angle and turns it to pewter. And there, in the window frame, in the soft pine of the sill, just below the bars where a boy standing on a chair would rest his hand, there’s a mark I didn’t see in the dark.

I climb onto the chair.

It’s scratched into the wood. Small. Done with a fingernail, maybe, or the edge of a button, by someone with no pencil left and no paper and a great deal of patience. Three curved lines. A body and two wings.

A gull.

Halden. Fen’s gull, the one who came to the window every morning.

I put my fingertip in the groove. It’s fresh. The wood inside the scratch is pale and raw. A day old, if that.

It’s flying north.

I don’t know if that means anything. He was nineteen and alone and frightened and he drew the only thing he could see. It might mean nothing at all.

I file it anyway. Under Fen. Under alive.

*  *  *
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WE GO DOWN THE BACK stairs in single file, Jory first, then Teo, then me, then Severin, with Reay wheezing behind us jingling his dinner plate of keys. The cannery yard is grey with frost and smells of fish guts and coal and the river. The chestnut man’s brazier on the corner is cold. It’s too early even for him.

Lennox is waiting under the arch.

He’s been there the whole hour. He chose to be, because the Brineward knows the face of the Registrar-General’s son, and half the women in this street have had a husband or a sister or a child go into the back of a grey van with a Drayle seal on the paperwork. He said so, flatly, when we crossed the causeway at four. They’ll smell my father on me before they smell me. I’ll wait outside.

Nobody argued.

He’s standing with his back to the brick and his collar up and his hands jammed in his coat pockets, copper hair dark with frost. His nose and his ears are red. He’s been cold for an hour and he hasn’t moved, because moving would make him visible, and he understood that.

I feel him before I see him. I always do. That’s the trouble.

Severin’s thread in my chest is a plumb line, straight and heavy. Jory’s is a hearth. Teo’s is so faint and quiet I have to listen for it, like a pencil moving on paper in the next room. And Lennox’s is—

Lennox’s is a door. Half open. Him standing in it, not in and not out, with one hand on the latch.

It’s been like that since the night of the first bond. Since he stood at the window afterwards with his back to all of us and didn’t come back to bed.

He looks at my face when I come out of the arch, and whatever he sees there makes his jaw set.

“Well?”

“Absconded,” I say. “They’ve filed him as absconded.”

Something goes across his face so fast I almost miss it. Not surprise. Recognition. As if I’ve said a word in a language he grew up speaking and hoped never to hear again.

I open my mouth to ask him what he knows, and that’s when we hear the footsteps.

They’re coming from the street. Unhurried, regular, the click of good leather heels on frosted cobbles. Not the day porter: he’d come from inside. Someone coming up Gorran Street from the tram stop at a quarter past six in the morning, at a walk, as if they have an appointment.

Severin moves without seeming to, a half step, so his shoulder is between me and the arch. Jory’s hands come out of his pockets. The bond goes taut in my chest, all four threads at once, like a hand closing.

A man steps into the gaslight under the arch.

He’s a beta, thirty or so, thin and clean-shaven, with round spectacles and a grey felt hat. Grey overcoat, Registry cut. A black umbrella, furled, though it isn’t raining. A leather satchel on a long strap across his body. He has a pleasant, forgettable face, the kind of face that stamps forms all day and goes home to a boiled egg, and he smells of bay rum and printer’s ink and absolutely nothing else.

He looks along our line. Five cadets in Harrowvane charcoal, in a cannery yard, before dawn, a mile and a half from where any of us are allowed to be.

He doesn’t seem surprised in the least.

“Cadet Brenwick?” he says politely to me. “Good morning. I was told I’d find you here.”

Every hair on my arms stands up.

Told. By whom? We crossed the causeway at four. We told no one. Reay let us in himself.

“Who told you?”

He smiles slightly, as if I’ve asked something charming and naive, and doesn’t answer. Instead he unbuckles his satchel and takes out a bundle of envelopes. Long, cream, heavy. Five of them, tied with grey tape. Each one has a name typed on the front.

Brenwick, O. H. Wrexley, S. A. Drayle, L. A. Quillon, J. Penhale, T.

My heart slams once against my ribs, hard enough to hurt.

“Is it Fen?” I hear myself say. My voice has gone high and young and not like mine at all. “Is it my brother? Do you know where he is?”

The clerk looks at me with mild, professional sympathy. The look you’d give a stranger crying in a tram queue.

“I’m afraid I don’t have anything for you about your brother, Cadet.” He holds out the bundle. When I don’t take it, he holds it out to Severin, who does, because Severin was raised to take whatever an official hands him. The clerk touches the brim of his hat.

“This isn’t for him,” he says. “It’s for your pack.”
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Chapter Two
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Notice of Inquiry

Severin doesn’t let anyone open them in the street.

“Not here.” He has the bundle in one hand, still tied, and the other hand flat against the small of my back, steering me, and I’m so cold and so angry that I let him. “Not in the Brineward, not in front of the district office, and not where anyone can see your faces when you read it.”

“He knew we were here—”

“Yes. Which is why we’re leaving.”

The clerk is already gone. He touched his hat again, turned on his good leather heels and walked back down Gorran Street towards the tram stop without hurrying, umbrella swinging. Jory went after him to the corner, very fast and very quietly, and came back looking sick.

“Tram,” he said. “Number nine. Up the hill. To the Ledger.”

So we walk. Back through the Brineward in the grey dawn, along streets that are waking up around us: shutters coming down off the laundries, a cannery whistle, women in shawls with baskets on their hips going down to the fish market. Some of them know Jory. One of them knows me. Mrs Pruett from the mutual-aid house on Cutter’s Lane, who stitched up Fen’s head when he was eight and fell off the sea wall, takes one look at my face and crosses the street to put her hand on my arm.

“They said he’s run, love,” she says. “District office says. Word’s all down the Lane.” Her eyes are fierce and wet. “That boy never ran from anything in his life.”

“I know,” I say.

“Whatever you need. The Lane’s with you.” Then her eyes slide past me, to Lennox, to the copper hair and the expensive coat, and her face changes. Closes, like a door on a cold night.

She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. She takes her hand off my arm and goes back across the street and doesn’t look back.

Lennox walks on beside me with his eyes fixed straight ahead, and his thread in my chest doesn’t move at all.

*  *  *
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THE CAUSEWAY OPENS again at half past one in the afternoon. We wait for it in the back of a Cutter’s Lane laundry, among the steam and the wet sheets, because there’s nowhere else in the Brineward I can sit down and not be looked at.

It’s sleeting by then, hard little pellets of ice that come in sideways off the estuary and rattle against the stones. The mud on either side is grey-brown and frozen at the edges, crusted with salt. Harrowvane rises out of it ahead of us, black and wet and enormous, the towers vanishing into the cloud, and somewhere up there in the murk the Vane is creaking round. I can hear it, even if I can’t see it.

The last time I walked this causeway, ten hours ago, I was going the other way, with a running wolf in my fist and my pack round me and the tide at its lowest.

The time before that, I’d just won the Warden Trials. Two hundred cadets on their feet in the Pit chanting my name.

It feels like something that happened to another person. Someone I’d like, probably. Someone I’d want to warn.

We don’t talk on the causeway. You can’t, in sleet; it gets in your mouth. But halfway across, Jory falls into step on my left, so close our shoulders bump, and stays there. And a little after that, Teo comes up on my right, so I’m walking between them like a ship between two tugs. Severin walks ahead, cutting the wind. Lennox walks behind.

Five of us. A pack. Legally, even. Registered, signed and stamped in front of the Dean four days after the night in the signal hut.

I feel the envelope in Severin’s coat pocket like a stone in my own.

*  *  *
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GATEHOUSE ROW IS COLD and dark and smells of last night’s victory. Somebody, Jory, left a bottle of champagne on the common-room table yesterday evening, bought with the last of his winter allowance, for when we got back from the gate. It’s still there. Unopened, beaded with damp, the foil catching the grey light from the window.

Nobody looks at it.

Severin lights the fire. He does it the way he does everything, kneeling on the hearth with the paper and kindling and coal laid in the right order, and he doesn’t speak until it’s caught. Then he stands, takes the bundle of envelopes out of his coat, unties the grey tape, and deals them out across the table like cards.

Mine lands in front of me. Brenwick, O. H.

I’ve been carrying the weight of it for eight hours. I open it with a butter knife off the dresser, because my fingers are too cold to manage the flap.

Eleven pages, typed, single-spaced, on heavy Registry paper with the crest at the top: the Commonwealth seal above an open ledger. Stapled in the corner. The kind of document that’s designed to be too long to read in one sitting, by people who don’t expect you to have a lawyer.

I read it anyway. I’ve read worse.


OMEGA CUSTODIAL REGISTRY

Office of the Registrar-General

NOTICE OF FORMAL INQUIRY

In the matter of: Trial Pack Seventeen, Harrowvane Academy

(registered pack, provisional)

Nature of Inquiry: Unregistered Bonding (Schedule 3, §6)



“Unregistered bonding,” Jory says, reading his own. “What the hell’s unregistered bonding? We registered. We signed. I’ve got the ink on my cuff to prove it.”

“Read on,” says Teo quietly.

So we read on. And here it is, set out in neat dry clauses, as clean as a surgeon’s incision.

On the night of the north-shore navigation exercise, at an abandoned signal station on the north shore of Inchmorrow, the five of us formed a pack bond. A partial one, unplanned, torn open between us by fear and blood and whatever is in me that I still don’t understand. A Registry observer was there. He saw it. He wrote it down. And four days later, in the Dean’s office, we signed the papers that made us a registered pack, and settled the bond into a trial bond with all five of us choosing it.

Four days. That’s the crime.

Under Schedule Three, an omega may form a pack bond only with a pack that is already registered. The order matters. Registration first, bond after. A bond formed outside registration is “unregistered bonding,” and an omega who forms one, or allows one to form, has “acted outside the custodial framework.”

It doesn’t matter that it wasn’t planned. It doesn’t matter that I was bleeding from the nose and couldn’t stop, and that the bond was tearing me apart from the inside, and that all four of them told me, one by one, that I could refuse and they’d stay anyway. It doesn’t matter that I did choose it, in the end, out loud, on my own terms, with every one of them listening.

It happened four days early. Somebody wrote it down.

I turn to page six. Consequences of an adverse finding.


(a) The pack bond shall be declared void ab initio.

(b) The registration of Trial Pack Seventeen shall be revoked.

(c) Any charter, provisional or confirmed, held by a member of the pack shall be suspended pending Synod review.

(d) The omega concerned, being thereby without a lawful sponsor, shall be placed under Schedule 1.



Placed.

My eyes go over the word, and on to the next line, and back to the word again, the way your tongue goes back to a broken tooth.

Not may be. Not at the Registry’s discretion. Shall be.

“Thistlewaite,” Jory says. He isn’t reading any more. He’s staring at the page with his face gone a colour I don’t like. “They’ll send you to Thistlewaite.”

“They’ll send me wherever they sent Fen,” I say.

The room goes quiet. The fire cracks in the grate.

Severin is standing at the end of the table with his own notice in his hands. He’s read it all, every page, in the time it took the rest of us to get to page six. He reads Synod papers the way I read tide tables. He was raised on them.

“It’s not about the bond,” he says.

We all look at him.

He puts the notice down. Squares the edges against the table, the way he can’t help doing. “If they wanted the bond, they’d void it. They wouldn’t need an Inquiry. A trial bond lapses on its own in a couple of months unless it’s renewed. All they’d have to do is wait.” His grey eyes come up to mine. “An Inquiry is a public process. Witnesses. Testimony under oath. Press in the gallery. They’re not building a case to break a bond, Brenwick. They’re building a stage.”

“For what?”

“For you.” Flat. “Think. Yesterday you stood in the Pit, an omega who forged her way onto the Vanguard Track, and beat the Dean’s own protégé in front of the Synod. Half of Cardenmouth thinks you’re a criminal. The other half’s painting your name on the walls of the Brineward. The Courier’s run you on the front page four times since the autumn.” He taps the notice. “They can’t place you quietly. Not now. Too many people are watching. So they need to do it loudly. Properly. With a ruling. So that when you go into the van, it’s the law putting you there, and everyone saw it.”

Teo has taken off his glasses and is cleaning them on the hem of his shirt, slowly, which is what he does when he’s thinking about something he doesn’t like.

“And Fen,” he says, “absconded the same night.”

“Yes.”

“So by the time the Inquiry sits, the one blood relative Tavi could have stood sponsor for, the whole reason she has a charter at all, is a fugitive under the law.” Teo puts his glasses back on. “Even if she keeps the charter, there’s no one left for it to protect.”

I sit very still.

I think about a room nine feet by seven, and a log that says occupant sleeping six times in a row, and a clerk with round spectacles who was told where to find me. I think about how long it takes to type eleven pages on Registry paper and staple them in the corner and tie five of them in grey tape. Longer than a night. Much longer.

They didn’t do this because we won. They had this ready in case we did.

“When?” I say. “When does it sit?”

Severin turns to the last page. “The Inquiry will be heard at the first sitting of the Assembly’s spring session.”

“Which is?”

“The thaw.” He says it like a soldier giving a range. “The estuary ice usually breaks the second week of the third month. Ten weeks. Maybe eleven.”

Ten weeks. I can do things with ten weeks. I’ve done more with less.

“And until then,” Teo says, reading his own copy, “we’re forbidden from ‘acting to renew, strengthen or otherwise alter’ the bond under inquiry. Doing so will be ‘treated as evidence of continuing unregistered conduct.’” He looks up. “They’re telling us not to renew it.”

“And if we don’t renew it, it lapses,” says Severin.

“And if it lapses, there’s no bond left to defend,” says Teo. “And we can’t prove it was ever chosen.”

Jory laughs. It’s an ugly sound, nothing like his real laugh. “So we’re damned if we do. Lovely. That’s the Registry all over. Give you two doors and brick up both.” He shoves his chair back and stands, and walks to the window, and stands with his back to us, fists clenched at his sides, the tide-line on his wrist dark against the skin. “I knew it. I knew the minute that van came up the causeway after the Trial. I said—”

“I know you did,” I say.

He turns round. He looks at me, and the hearth in my chest that is Jory flares up hot and wild and frightened, and then, with an effort I can feel, he banks it down.

“We’ll find him, Tav,” he says, quieter. “Fen. Whatever this is. We’ll find him first.”

I want to believe him so badly that it hurts my teeth.

*  *  *
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LENNOX HASN’T SAID a word.

I realise it slowly, the way you realise a clock has stopped. He’s been sitting at the far end of the table this whole time, in the chair nearest the door, with his notice open in front of him. He hasn’t read past the first page. I’d know; I’ve been watching the stack, the way I watch everything. He’s been sitting with his hands flat on the table either side of it, absolutely still, with his father’s crest at the top of the paper staring up at him like an eye.

His thread in my chest is still a door. Half open. But I can feel his hand tightening on the latch.

“Drayle,” Severin says. Not unkindly. The tone he’d use on a cadet on the range who’d frozen with his rifle up. “What is it?”

Lennox doesn’t answer. He turns the pages of his notice over, one by one, without reading them. Two. Five. Nine. Eleven. To the back. To the last page, the one with the schedule on it, the one Severin read out a moment ago, and below the schedule a short list of names, typed in capitals, that none of us have bothered to read because by then we’d all stopped breathing at the word placed.

He reads it. Once.

All the colour goes out of his face, under the freckles. His hand comes up off the table and closes, slowly, over the old gold watch on his wrist. His mother’s watch. He’s never taken it off. I’ve seen him shower in it, fight in it, sleep in it. I’ve seen him touch it, just like this, when he thinks no one’s looking.

When he speaks, his voice is very calm. It’s the calm I remember from the training wing door, at dawn, when he thought he was finished with me.

“Severin’s right,” he says. “It’s a stage.”

He turns the page round on the table so we can all see it, and puts one finger under the first line of the list.


CONSTITUTION OF THE INQUIRY PANEL

Chair: The Registrar-General,

ALDOUS H. DRAYLE



“And he wants a front-row seat,” Lennox says.
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Chapter Three
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The Fading Bond

“Hold still,” says Teo. “You’re thinking. I can feel your pulse doing it.”

“I’m always thinking.”

“I know. It makes you very difficult to measure.”

The Sanatorium after dark is the only quiet place on Inchmorrow. It sits on the south side of the island, in the lee of the Founders’ Tower, a long whitewashed hall with tall windows and two rows of iron beds and a smell of carbolic and clean sheets that I used to hate on principle. The beds are empty tonight. Every cadet who could walk went home for the midwinter break this afternoon, on the same tide we came back on, in their black cars. The ones who couldn’t are in the side wards with the doors shut.

So it’s just us. Teo, and me, sitting on the end of the bed nearest the stove with my left sleeve rolled to the elbow, and the lamp turned low, and the sleet hissing against the black glass.

He has two fingers on the inside of my wrist and his eyes on the second hand of his watch. He’s been doing this for nine minutes. I know because I counted.

I’ve seen him do it before. On the floor of the signal hut, the night the bond tore open between us, with my nose pouring blood into Jory’s shirt and the four of them crowded round me in the dark, Teo had his fingers on my wrist just like this. His voice counting, steady. Your heart and Severin’s are a quarter of a beat apart. Jory’s is closer. Lennox’s is— And then he’d stopped. And gone on in a different voice. If it stays partial, it will tear her apart.

There’s no blood tonight. Just the clock, and the stove, and his fingers.

“What are you actually measuring?” I ask. “You never said. Back in the hut.”

“You were busy bleeding.” He doesn’t look up. “A pack bond isn’t magic, whatever the old books say. It’s physiological. Everyone in the bond starts to sync to the omega at the centre. Heart rate. Breathing. Sleep. The stronger the bond, the closer they track you. If I take your pulse, and then theirs, at the same moment, and see how far apart the beats are, I can tell how strong each thread is.” His thumb moves, very slightly, against the bone of my wrist. “Severin’s on the ward stairs with Jory, by the way. I asked them to sit down for ten minutes and not talk to each other. I’m told it’s going about as well as you’d think.”

I huff out something that isn’t quite a laugh.

He writes a number in his notebook without letting go of my wrist. Then another. Then he lets go, and sits back, and looks at what he’s written for a long time.

“Tell me,” I say.

“I’d rather show you.” He turns the notebook round so it faces me.

It’s a graph. Of course it is. Teo would graph the end of the world. He’s ruled it in pencil, five lines across the page, dated along the bottom from the night in the signal hut to tonight. Four of the lines start high and run down to the right, not steeply, but steadily, like the slope of a beach. The fifth is a straight line across the top.

“That’s you,” he says, touching the straight line. “You’re the reference. Everything is measured against you.” His finger moves down. “That’s the trial bond. Severin, Jory, me. It’s doing exactly what it should. Trial bonds are made to fade. It’s a safety mechanism, if you like: it stops anyone being trapped in a bond they only meant to try. Without renewal, it drops below the threshold where you can feel it in...” He runs his finger along each line to where it crosses a dotted line ruled near the bottom of the page. “Nine weeks. Give or take a few days.”

Nine weeks.

The Inquiry sits at the thaw. Ten weeks. Maybe eleven.

“So it’ll be gone before the hearing,” I say.

“Yes.”

“And if we renew it to keep it, that’s evidence of ‘continuing unregistered conduct’, and they’ve won.”

“Yes.”

“And if we let it go, there’s no bond left to defend in that room. Just my word that it was ever real and ever chosen, against a Registry observer’s report and Aldous Drayle in the chair.”

Teo doesn’t say yes again. He doesn’t need to.

I look at the graph. Four lines, running down to the right, towards a dotted line in pencil. I’ve seen this graph before. Not this one. A tide table. The same slope, the same quiet, ordinary inevitability. You can’t argue with a tide. You can only know exactly when it’s coming in, and be somewhere else.

“You said four lines,” I say. “There’s three there.”

“Yes.” His voice changes. Not much. Teo’s voice never changes much. But I’ve had a whole autumn to learn the tiny shifts in it, and this is one of them. “I didn’t draw the fourth. I wanted to ask you something first.”

“Ask.”

“What does Lennox feel like? In the bond. Right now.”

*  *  *
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I DON’T ANSWER STRAIGHT away.

Instead I close my eyes, and do the thing I’ve been trying very hard not to do since we came back across the causeway this afternoon. I go looking.

It isn’t like looking. It’s more like what you do in the dark when someone’s in the room with you and you know where they are without seeing them. The bond is in my chest, under the breastbone, where the hook used to be. Four threads, running out from me in four directions, through the stone and the sleet and the walls of this place, to four men.

Severin is close. On the ward stairs, just as Teo said, maybe forty feet away. He feels like what he is: a straight line, under tension, holding something up. Patient and tired and angry in a way so controlled that you’d only know it was anger if you’d stood next to it for weeks. Like I have.

Jory is beside him. Restless, warm, all edges, a fire somebody’s made in a grate that’s too small for it. He’s worried about me. He’s worried about Fen. He’s worried, I can feel, about whatever he and Severin are not talking about on the stairs. Under all of it, steady as a heartbeat, a kind of fierce stupid loyalty, the kind you’d die for, the kind that would get you killed.

Teo is right in front of me. I almost can’t feel him at all.

That’s always been the strange thing. His thread is so faint. A pencil line. Like something sketched rather than drawn. I put it down, back in the signal hut, to him being a beta. Betas don’t bond, the old books say. Not properly. Not like alphas do. Their scent is too faint to hook. And yet there he is in my chest, faint and quiet and absolutely constant, like a lamp left on in a window across the street.

I don’t say any of that. I go on, outwards.

Lennox.

He’s on the island. Somewhere to the north, I think; I’m getting better at direction. The Kennel, maybe. The sea wall. Somewhere cold and alone.

And he’s a door.

That’s the only way I know how to say it. All the others are threads, lines, roads, things that run from me to them and back. Lennox is a door standing half open in the dark, and he’s in the doorway. Not inside. Not outside. One foot over the threshold and his hand on the latch, so I can feel the whole of him, the heat and the bite of him, pepper and struck match. But I can feel him holding it too, holding himself in that exact place, so that the bond can’t close round him and can’t let him go.

He’s been standing there for nearly a fortnight. Since the night of the first bond, when I lay among the four of them and he got up and went to the window.

Tonight there’s something new. His hand on the latch has moved.

I can’t tell which way.

I open my eyes. Teo is watching me. He’s taken off his glasses again, and he’s holding them folded in one hand, and his face in the low lamplight is open in a way it almost never is.

“He’s in a doorway,” I say. “He’s been in a doorway since the first night. He won’t come in and he won’t go out.” I swallow. “And tonight, I think, he’s deciding.”

Teo nods slowly, as if I’ve confirmed something he already wrote down.

“That’s what I got too,” he says. “When I took his pulse in the common room. Before he left.” He turns the notebook back towards himself and looks at the empty space where a fourth line should be. “His beat isn’t tracking yours or falling away from it. It’s doing both. It catches up and drops back. Catches up, drops back. Like someone pacing at the edge of something.” He sets down the pencil. “I didn’t know how to draw it.”

*  *  *
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WE SIT IN SILENCE FOR a while. The stove ticks. The sleet has turned to rain, and the rain is running down the black windows in long silver threads.

“Can I ask you something?” Teo says eventually.

“You will anyway.”

“I will anyway.” The ghost of a smile. “If there were no Inquiry. If none of this was happening. Would you renew it?”

The question goes into me like a needle. Clean. He meant it to.

I think about the night in the common room in Gatehouse Row, when I came down the stairs in the small hours, barefoot, and knocked on the door, and told four men exactly what I’d let them do and exactly what I wouldn’t. And they listened. Every word. And afterwards, lying in the warm dark among them with Jory’s arm across my waist and Teo’s breath on my shoulder and Severin’s hand, carefully, on my hair, I’d felt something I’ve never once felt in my life. Not since my mother walked down the stairwell between two men in grey.

I’d felt held, and not caught.

“Yes,” I say. My voice comes out rough. “Yes. I’d renew it.”

Teo looks at me for a long moment.

“Good,” he says quietly. “I hoped so.” And then, because he’s Teo and can’t help it: “For the record, so would I.”

There’s something under it. Something he doesn’t say. It goes through his faint pencil-line of a thread like a breath across a candle, and is gone before I can catch it.

I look at his hand, resting on his knee, the ink stains on the second knuckle, and I have a sudden and completely unreasonable urge to take hold of it.

I don’t. Not tonight. Not with the dotted line on the page between us.

“Nine weeks,” I say instead.

“Nine weeks.”

“And the Inquiry’s at the thaw. And if we renew it, we’re handing Aldous Drayle his proof.”

“Yes.”

“And the bond’s what’s holding my lodestone steady. If it lapses, I go back to nosebleeds and not knowing what I am. Or worse.”

He hesitates, which Teo never does. “I don’t know what happens if it lapses,” he says honestly. “Nobody does. There aren’t any records. There aren’t any lodestones in the medical literature. There’s only you.” He picks up the pencil again and turns it in his fingers. “But I’d rather not find out.”

“Neither would I.”

So that’s it. That’s the shape of it. Ten weeks to the hearing. Nine to the dotted line. A brother who’s nowhere. A charter that’s worth nothing until the Synod sits. A bond that’s my only defence and the Registry’s best evidence, both at once.

And a man in a doorway, deciding.

I’m opening my mouth to say we need to talk to him, all of us, tonight, when the ward doors bang open at the far end of the hall.

*  *  *
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SEVERIN COMES IN OUT of the rain.

He’s alone. Jory isn’t with him, and that’s strange; I can feel Jory still on the stairs, all edges, going round and round like a dog in a cage. Severin’s coat is soaked dark across the shoulders, and his hair is plastered flat, and he’s walking down the long aisle between the empty beds the way he walks into a briefing. Fast and straight, without looking left or right.

He has a piece of paper in his hand.

His thread in my chest isn’t a plumb line any more. It’s a rope with too much weight on the end of it, the fibres creaking.

I’m on my feet before he reaches us. “What?”

He stops at the end of the bed. He looks at Teo, and then at me, and for the first time since I’ve known him, Severin Wrexley seems to be searching for the right way to say something and not finding it.

“I’ve just come from the registrar’s office,” he says. “In the Founders’ Tower. The academy registrar keeps the pack files over the break. As unit lead, I get copies of anything filed against the pack registration.” He holds out the paper. “This was filed at four o’clock this afternoon. By hand.”

I take it.

It’s a single sheet. Academy form, standard issue, the kind cadets fill in to change a class or request a transfer. Most of it is printed boxes. Only a few of them are filled in, in a slanted, impatient hand that I know. It’s been in the margins of Registry papers all through the autumn. It’s in a note I burned.


REQUEST FOR RELEASE FROM PACK REGISTRATION

Pack: Trial Pack Seventeen

Cadet: DRAYLE, L. A. (Alpha)

Grounds: Personal.



And at the bottom, signed hard enough that the nib has torn the paper, the way you’d sign something you’d decided not to think about:

Lennox Drayle.

The door in my chest swings.

I feel it go. Not shut. Not yet. But his hand is on the latch and the latch is moving, and there’s a draught coming through it now, cold, from somewhere I can’t see.

“He filed it,” says Severin, “an hour after he read his father’s name.”
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