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Chapter One
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The Forged File

The tide gives me six hours, and I’ve already spent eleven minutes of them being afraid.

Fear is data. That’s the first rule I ever made for myself, and I made it at twelve, standing in a Brineward stairwell while two Registry officers in grey coats walked my mother down to a van with no windows. You can’t stop fear. You can count it. Pulse: fast, but I’ve had worse. Hands: cold, which means nothing, because my hands are always cold now. Breath: steady enough to pass.

Exits: behind me, two miles of wet causeway and an estuary that will close over the stones at a quarter past noon. Ahead, Harrowvane.

I’ve seen it from the Cardenmouth quays my whole life, a black smudge on the far side of the water that the fish-wives use to frighten children. Keep crying and the wardens will take you to the island. From a distance it looks like a broken tooth. Up close, at first light, with the mist peeling off the mudflats in long grey strips, it looks like something that grew out of the sea and decided it liked the taste of people.

Basalt, all of it. Towers stacked on towers, covered bridges strung between them like ribs. Gulls wheeling over the battlements. The causeway runs straight at the gatehouse, two lanes of old stone slick with weed, and on either side the mud stretches away silver and pocked and stinking of salt, the water already sulking at the edges, waiting.

At the very top of the tallest tower, the Vane turns.

It’s bigger than it looks from the city. An iron wolf, mid-stride, head low, running into the wind. It creaks as I watch, swinging a few degrees north, and the sound carries across the flats like a door opening somewhere I can’t see.

I don’t believe in omens. I believe in tide tables, and the tide table says I’m wasting time.

I shift my kitbag on my shoulder and walk.

*  *  *
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THERE ARE OTHER CADETS on the causeway. Of course there are. The Vanguard intake crosses on the first low tide of term, and the Commonwealth’s finest young wolves don’t arrive on foot carrying their own luggage, so most of them are in the line of black cars crawling along the stones behind me, tyres hissing through the puddles. Family crests on the doors. Drivers in gloves.

I keep to the walkway on the left and let them pass. One slows beside me. The rear window slides down an inch, and I catch the scent of whoever’s inside: alpha, young, expensive cologne over the top of something like hot brass. A boy’s voice says, “Is that a bag? Did she bring her own bag?” and somebody laughs, and the window slides back up.

Alpha. Alpha. Beta, I think, from the third car, the scent so faint it’s almost polite. Alpha again.

I breathe through my mouth. It doesn’t help much. On the causeway with the wind behind them, they come at me in layers, every car a new note, and under all of it is the knowledge that, if this goes wrong, every one of them could smell me just as easily.

They can’t. That’s the point. I check anyway, the way you check a lock you know you’ve turned. I tip my chin down into my collar and breathe in.

Wool. Salt. Coal smoke from the tram I took to the quay at four this morning. Under that, nothing. A clean, flat absence, like a room someone has just walked out of.

Good.

Not perfect. Nothing about this is perfect. But good.

The lining of my coat is heavier on the left side than the right, and I’m the only person who knows why. Fourteen glass vials, each the length of my little finger, each wrapped in a twist of waxed paper so they won’t clink. I sewed them in myself at the kitchen table last night by the light of the gas ring, while Fen pretended to be asleep in the other room and wasn’t. Mother Gant’s green. Two weeks, if I’m careful. Two drops under the tongue, morning and night. It tastes like a mouthful of crushed nettles and pennies, and it makes your fingertips go white and dead, and it is, at this moment, the only thing standing between me and a van with no windows.

In my inside pocket, over my heart, there’s a photograph.

I don’t take it out. I don’t need to. Fen at eighteen, all elbows and ears, squinting into the sun on the cannery roof with a pencil behind one ear and a gull’s feather behind the other, because he’d been drawing the gulls and one had come close enough to drop it for him and he’d decided that made it a gift. He hadn’t wanted me to take the picture. He’d wanted me to look at the feather.

You’ll write, he said last night, at the door, in the dark. Not a question.

Every week.

You’ll come back.

At midwinter. With a charter.

He’d looked at me then the way he only does when he’s frightened and trying not to make me carry it: a little sideways, chin tucked, as if he could make himself smaller and so take up less of my worry. And if you don’t?

I’d said, I will, and kissed his forehead, and left before he could see my face.

Here’s the arithmetic. Fen presented late, at seventeen, an omega on paper and on record, the way the law says he should be. At midwinter he turns nineteen. On his nineteenth birthday the Omega Custodial Registry opens his file and gives him one year to prove he can support himself, or register a bond with an approved alpha or pack, or find a sponsor. A cannery wage doesn’t count as independence. I’ve read the schedule. Nobody in the Brineward has ever met the schedule.

He will not register a bond. I will not let him sell himself to some dockside alpha with a pack licence and a back room, which is what happens to most of them, and which the Registry calls a happy outcome.

So, sponsor. A registered pack, a Registry-approved institution, or a chartered warden, and a chartered warden may stand as sponsor for blood kin.

One clause. Section nine, paragraph four. I can recite it in my sleep and sometimes do.

The Warden Trials close at midwinter. Win a charter, and the morning his file opens, I walk into the Ledger with my licence in my hand and sign him out of their reach for good. The review year is my margin. I don’t intend to need it.

The only problem is that omegas are barred by statute from the Vanguard Track, the Vanguard Track is the only road to a charter, and I’m an omega.

So, as far as anyone on this island is concerned, I’m not.

*  *  *
[image: ]


THE GATEHOUSE SWALLOWS the causeway whole.

It’s a tunnel more than a gate: forty feet of black stone, the iron portcullis raised and rusting in its slots overhead, the walls weeping seawater in long brown stains. At the far end, the light of a courtyard. Halfway down, under a row of electric lamps that buzz and flicker like trapped wasps, there’s a long counter, a row of porters in charcoal wool, and a queue.

I count exits. The way I came. The courtyard ahead. A small iron door on the left marked PORTERS ONLY. A grille in the floor that I assume drains the tunnel when the spring tides push too high. Not an exit unless you’re a rat or desperate. I file it under desperate.

The queue is the walkers. Scholarship cadets, mostly: you can tell by the luggage. There’s a girl with a cardboard suitcase tied up in string. A broad boy with Brineward knuckles, the kind you get from hauling crates or hitting people, who smells of tar and alpha and nerves. A beta with a stammer who keeps rehearsing his own name under his breath. The car people go through a different arch with a velvet rope and a porter who bows.

Fine. I’ve spent my whole life in the other queue.

When it’s my turn, the clerk behind the counter doesn’t look up. She’s a beta, fifty or so, with iron-grey hair scraped into a bun and half-moon glasses on a chain, and she has the dead, patient air of someone who has processed ten thousand terrified twenty-one-year-olds and been surprised by none of them.

“Card,” she says.

I put it on the counter.

It’s a good card. It cost me eleven months of night shifts and a favour I’m still paying off. Laminated, embossed, the Commonwealth seal stamped in silver foil that catches the light when you tilt it. My photograph: unsmiling, braid tight, the scar through my left eyebrow where a cannery hook caught me at fifteen. BRENWICK, OTTAVIA H. Born Cardenmouth. Designation: BETA. Presented age 16.

Every word of it is true except one.

She picks it up. She doesn’t look at me, which is a relief, and then she does, which isn’t. A long, flat look over the top of the glasses, matching my face to the photograph. My scar to its scar.

I let her. I keep my hands loose on the strap of my bag. Betas don’t fidget. Betas have nothing to fidget about.

She slots the card into a reader on the counter. It’s an ugly grey box, newer than anything else in this tunnel, wired into the stone by a fat black cable that snakes away into the wall. A light on top of it turns amber.

Somewhere inside it, my file is opening.

I know what’s in that file because I paid a woman in a back room on Cutter’s Lane to put it there. Twenty-one years of somebody’s life that is almost mine. Schools: real. Address: real. Next of kin: Fennick Brenwick, brother. Father: Halden Brenwick, deceased. They couldn’t take that out; the Registry would have noticed a dead warden’s daughter going missing from her own records. Mother: Ines Brenwick, deceased.

Medical: ordinary. A broken wrist at nine. Stitches at fifteen. A clean beta panel at sixteen. No cycle, no scent band, no presentation flags. Resting heart rate, a beta-normal sixty-four, which I’ve trained myself towards with breathing and cold water and stubbornness, and which currently, I would bet my left hand, is nowhere near sixty-four.

The amber light blinks.

The clerk’s eyes move along a line on her screen I can’t see. Then another. Then they stop.

She doesn’t frown. That’s worse, somehow. A frown would be a reaction. This is nothing: just the sudden total stillness of a person who has found the one thing in ten thousand that surprises her.

I count. One. Two. Three.

Her finger rests on the screen. I can see the reflection of it in her glasses, a smear of pale light, a column of text, and I’m too far away and it’s too small and backwards, but I know the shape of the section she’s looking at, because I memorised every section of that file the way I memorise tide tables. It’s the medical history.

Four. Five.

Behind me, the stammering boy has stopped saying his name.

The PORTERS ONLY door is nine paces to my left. The courtyard is thirty paces ahead. The tide closes in five hours and forty minutes, and there’s nowhere on that causeway to hide.

Six.

The clerk lifts her head. Not to me. Past me, over my shoulder, to the small dark window set high in the tunnel wall behind the counter, the kind of window that has an office behind it. She looks at it for a heartbeat, the way you’d look at someone you were waiting on for a signal.

I don’t turn around. Turning around is a tell.

Seven.

She looks back at the screen. She types something short with two fingers, hits a key, and the light on the reader turns green.

“Brenwick,” she says, and slides my card back across the counter. “Vanguard intake. Report to the Pit at the second bell. Kit issue’s through the arch and to the right. Next.”

That’s all.

I pick up my card. My fingers are so cold I can barely feel the laminate. I put it in my pocket, next to Fen, and I nod to her the way a beta would. Polite, unbothered, already thinking about lunch. And I walk.

Through the arch. Into the light.

I don’t let myself look back until I’m across the courtyard and in the shadow of a buttress where no one can see my face. Then I do.

The clerk is processing the stammering boy. She isn’t looking at me. Nobody is.

But high up in the tunnel wall, in that small dark window over her head, a blind that was open when I walked in is closed now. The slats are still swinging.

*  *  *
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I FIND THE KIT ISSUE. I sign for two sets of charcoal wool, one set of tear-away shift kit, a pair of boots a size too big, and a silver vane pin no bigger than my thumbnail. A wolf, running with the wind, tail streaming. The quartermaster pins it to my collar himself and tells me not to lose it, because cadets who lose their pins pay for them, and they’re real silver.

I tell him I won’t.

Afterwards, I lock myself in a toilet stall in the west cloister, sit on the closed lid with my bag on my knees, and shake for exactly two minutes by my father’s old watch.

Then I unscrew a vial, tip my head back, and let two bitter green drops fall under my tongue.

Nettles. Pennies. The slow cold spreading out along my jaw.

Fear is data, I tell myself. So here’s the data.

My file held. Someone looked at it, and then looked at someone else, and then let me in anyway.

I don’t know yet whether that’s the luckiest thing that has ever happened to me.

Or whether it’s the first move in somebody else’s game.
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Chapter Two
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The Rule

The Pit is a hole in the ground where Harrowvane keeps its violence.

That’s not the official description. The official description, in the prospectus I read so many times the spine split, is the historic sunken arena in which the academy’s public Trials have been contested since its founding. Which is a lot of words for a sand floor forty feet below the courtyard, ringed by tiers of stone benches, with iron grates set into the walls at the bottom where, I assume, they used to keep the things they wanted cadets to fight.

The grates are rusted shut now. The sand is fresh. Raked into neat lines like a Brineward chapel garden. Somebody has gone to a lot of trouble to make it look like nothing has ever bled into it.

I don’t believe that either.

The second bell is still echoing off the towers as the Vanguard intake files down the steps. Two hundred of us, near enough. Charcoal wool, silver pins, red cords on our left shoulders, so new they’re still stiff, and you can see people touching them when they think no one’s watching, the way you touch a fresh tattoo. We sit where the porters point us: the lowest three tiers, closest to the sand. The upper benches stay empty. A great ring of dark stone rising around us towards a sky the colour of dishwater.

It’s built to make you feel watched even when no one’s there.

I take a seat at the end of a row, near the aisle, with the steps at my back. Old habit. You sit where you can leave.

And then I make myself do the thing I’ve been dreading since the causeway. I breathe in.

Two hundred shifters in a stone bowl, out of the wind, nervous. It hits like walking into a kitchen where everything’s on the boil at once. Alpha, mostly. The Vanguard Track is nearly all alpha. That thick, heavy, territorial musk, a dozen variations of it, cedar and brass and gunpowder and wet earth, crowding each other, testing each other. Betas in the gaps, faint and clean. Fear-sweat under all of it, because no matter what anybody’s father told them in the car, every person in this arena is scared.

No omegas. Not one. Not on the Track. Not by law.

Except.

I keep my breathing shallow and my face bored and I don’t let my body do the thing it wants to do, which is to curl up very small. My wolf is somewhere under my ribs, pressing. She doesn’t like this. She’s never liked crowds of alphas. She thinks, in her simple, furious way, that we should either run or bite someone, and she can’t understand why I won’t let her do either.

Sit, I tell her. Sit, and be nothing.

She sits. Sulking.

Down on the sand, a woman walks out alone.

*  *  *
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I’VE SEEN PHOTOGRAPHS of Dean Perpetua Vosk. Everyone in the Commonwealth has. She was on the front of the Cardenmouth Courier the year she took the deanship, and again when the Assembly gave her the Order of the Iron Vane for services to the security of the nation, and again last spring, cutting a ribbon on a new wing at Thistlewaite House while smiling omegas in pale-blue smocks stood behind her holding flowers.

Fen and I cut that one out of the paper. We put it on the stove and watched it burn.

In person she’s smaller than I expected. Slight, silver-haired, in a long dark coat that falls straight from her shoulders to her ankles, and no jewellery except a silver vane pin on her lapel identical to mine. She walks to the centre of the raked sand without looking down, so her boots leave a clean line of prints behind her, and she stops, and she folds her hands, and she waits.

She doesn’t call for quiet. She doesn’t need to. Two hundred alphas and betas go silent one row at a time, as if she’s laying a hand on each of us in turn.

When she speaks, she doesn’t raise her voice either. The Pit does that for her. It was built for this.

“Welcome to Harrowvane.”

It’s a pleasant voice. Low, warm, a little dry. The voice of someone’s favourite aunt.

“You are the Vanguard intake for this year. Two hundred and six of you. You’ve come from every province of the Commonwealth, from estates and from tenements, from families who have sent their children to this island for a hundred and forty years, and from families who have never set foot on it. Some of you passed our entrance with distinction. Some of you scraped through.” The faintest smile. “I know which is which. It doesn’t matter any more. As of this morning, you are all equally nothing.”

Somebody behind me laughs, nervously, and stops.

“The Vanguard Track exists for one purpose,” the Dean goes on. “To produce chartered wardens. The men and women who stand between this nation and disorder. Who guard its borders and its courts and its vulnerable. Who are trusted, by law, to carry authority over the lives of others.” She turns, slowly, taking in the whole curve of the lower tiers. “That is not a small thing to be trusted with. So we do not trust you with it lightly. We test you. All year. Until midwinter.”

She lets that settle.

“In previous years, cadets have been graded individually. Not this year.” A small movement of her hand, as if she’s brushing a crumb from a table. “This year, the Synod has asked us to try something closer to the real work. Wardens do not work alone. They work in packs. So this afternoon you will each be assigned to a trial pack of four or five, and you will sit every round of the Warden Trials as that pack. Scent-tracking. Siege. Tidal survival. Interrogation. Combat, here, in the Pit, before the Synod’s observers. You will rise together. And you will fail together.”

The silence changes. Tightens.

“The top packs at midwinter will be chartered. Some will be offered elite placements. Some will be registered as packs, with all the legal standing that brings.” Her eyes move along our row. “The packs that fail will be released. They will leave this island the next morning and lose, at once and entirely, the protection of this academy.”

Protection. I turn the word over and look at its underside. For a rich alpha from the estates, losing the academy’s protection means going home and being sulked at by his father. For a scholarship boy from the Brineward, it means back to the docks. For a beta, maybe it’s not so bad.

For someone unclaimed and unchartered and not what her card says, it means the open market. And the Registry.

My hands are folded in my lap. I look down at them. The knuckles have gone white.

“I’m sure you understand what that means,” Dean Vosk says gently, “for the people who depend on you.”

She can’t mean me. She can’t. She’s talking to two hundred people.

It still feels like a hand closing round the back of my neck.

“A word, then, about the rules of this Track.” Her tone stays exactly as warm as before, which is somehow worse. “You will find a copy in your quarters. Read it. Most of it is common sense. Cadets may not use the command voice outside sanctioned drills. Cadets may not leave the island when the tide is in. Cadets may not use suppressants of any kind, prescribed or otherwise, because a cadet who masks her fear-scent has an advantage over a cadet who cannot, and this academy does not tolerate unfair advantages.”

Her eyes are moving along the lowest tier again. Along my row.

“And, as you know, by the statute of the Charter Assembly, and by the long practice of Harrowvane, the Vanguard Track is not open to omegas.”

She says it lightly, like a line in a hymn everyone knows. Omega.

And on the word, she looks at me.

Not past me. Not along the row. At me. Her eyes come to rest on my face and stay there, pale grey and perfectly calm, for one breath. Two. Three. Her expression doesn’t change at all. There’s nothing in it. No suspicion, no warmth, no threat. Just attention. Complete, patient, unhurried attention, the way you’d look at a chess piece you’ve been meaning to move.

Under my ribs, my wolf goes flat to the ground.

I don’t look away. Looking away is a tell. I look back at the Dean of Harrowvane with my beta face on, mild and faintly bored, and I count. Four. Five.

On six, she lets me go. Her gaze moves on, along the row and up, as if it was never anywhere in particular.

“That’s all,” she says. “Pack lists will go up in the Kennel at the fourth bell. I look forward to watching you.”

She turns and walks back across the sand, stepping precisely in her own footprints, so that when she reaches the gate there’s only one line of them, as if she went out and never came back.

*  *  *
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THE TIERS EMPTY IN a roar of noise and scent. I stay where I am until my hands stop shaking, which takes longer than I’d like. Then I join the crush going up the steps.

She looks at everyone like that, I tell myself. It’s a technique. You make every person in the room feel seen. Politicians do it. Priests do it. Mother Gant does it, and she’s half blind.

The data does not agree with me. The data says: she looked at me for six seconds during the only word in her speech that could hang me.

“Brenwick.”

I’m halfway up the stairs and I nearly miss the step.

The woman leaning against the wall by the arena gate is not a cadet. She’s forty, maybe, and built like the stone around her: broad through the shoulders, short dark hair shot with grey, sleeves rolled to the elbow over forearms crossed with old white scars. Instructor’s coat. No pin, just a strip of red braid at the collar. She smells of alpha, clean sweat and something sharp, like gun oil. She’s watching the cadets come up out of the Pit the way a horse dealer watches a ring of yearlings.

She’s watching me.

“You’re Brenwick,” she says. Not a question.

“Yes, Instructor.”

“Sarrow. I run combat for the Vanguard Track. You’ll see a lot of me.” She pushes off the wall and looks me up and down, unhurried. Not my face. My feet. My hands. The way I’ve stopped on the step, side-on, weight on the back foot, with the wall at my right shoulder and the drop to my left. “Huh.”

“Instructor?”

“Nothing.” But she’s smiling, faintly, one corner of the mouth, like I’ve told her a joke. “Most of this lot,” she says, jerking her chin at the cadets streaming past, “learned to fight in a gymnasium, with a man in a white shirt shouting and step at them. You can always tell. They stand like they’re waiting for a whistle.” She tips her head. “You don’t stand like that.”

I keep my face very still. “I trained for the entrance, Instructor.”

“Sure you did.” She leans in an inch. Lowers her voice so it’s for me alone. “You’ve fought before, Brenwick. Properly. Somewhere it counted.”

Brineward board school, the year I was eleven, with a rich boy’s nose under my fist. The back of a cannery at fifteen, with a foreman who thought a girl with no father was free for the taking, and a gutting knife. Fifty nights since, in Mother Gant’s cellar, with an old woman’s walking stick cracking across my shins every time I dropped my guard.

“I grew up in Cardenmouth, Instructor,” I say. “Everyone fights a bit.”

Odile Sarrow laughs. It’s a real laugh, short and startled, and it changes her whole face, makes her younger. “Everyone fights a bit,” she repeats. “I like that. I’m going to steal that.” She straightens. “Fourth bell. Kennel. I hope they give you a good pack, Brenwick. I’d hate to see you wasted.”

Then she’s gone, shouldering away into the crowd, and I’m left on the step with my heart going hard and a strange, unwelcome warmth in my chest that I don’t trust at all.

Somebody at Harrowvane has noticed me and liked what they saw.

I should be glad of that.

I file it with the clerk’s pause and the swinging blind and the Dean’s six seconds. A short list, getting longer. Things I don’t understand yet, on an island where the tide is coming in.
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[image: ]


The Assignment

The Kennel is exactly what it sounds like.

Long, low, and barrack-plain, built against the north wall where the wind comes straight off the sea, it’s the oldest building on the island after the Founders’ Tower. Stone floors worn into dips by a hundred and forty years of boots. Iron bed-frames in rows. A mess hall at one end with benches that have been carved, gouged and initialled by every generation of cadets that ever ate a bad dinner on them. It smells of wet dog, coal, boiled cabbage and two hundred new uniforms.

At the fourth bell, it also smells of panic.

The pack lists are pinned to a board in the mess hall: four long sheets of paper, typed, already curling in the damp. The crowd in front of them is six deep. Alphas shoving, betas getting shoved. Someone near the front shouts yes! and punches the air. Someone else swears in a low, steady stream, the way you swear when you’ve read your own name twice to be sure.

I don’t push. I wait at the edge, by the door, until the crowd thins. You learn a lot about people by watching them read bad news.

A pair of estate alphas reach the board, find their names, and visibly relax: shoulders dropping, a quick grin between them. A beta girl reads hers and goes white, then very carefully expressionless. The broad Brineward boy from the gatehouse queue reads his, says ah, hell with feeling, and goes to sit down with his head in his hands.

And there’s a pattern. Every few minutes someone gets to the third sheet, about two-thirds of the way down, and stops. Reads. Looks at their neighbour. And you hear it go round in a mutter, a word I don’t understand yet:

Powder Keg.

Who’s in the Powder Keg?

God help them.

Did you see who they put with Wrexley?

When the board finally clears, I walk up to it.

Third sheet. Two-thirds of the way down. Trial Pack Seventeen.


WREXLEY, S. A. (Alpha) — Unit Lead

DRAYLE, L. A. (Alpha)

QUILLON, J. (Alpha)

PENHALE, T. (Beta) — Medic

BRENWICK, O. H. (Beta)



I read it twice.

Then I read the second name a third time, because it can’t be right, and it is.

Drayle.

It’s a common enough name, I tell myself. There must be hundreds of Drayles in the Commonwealth. Cousins and second cousins and people who just happen to have it. It doesn’t mean anything.

My hand has gone up to my face. My fingertips are resting on the old bump on my knuckle where I broke it, ten years ago, on a boy’s nose.

I take it down.

“Seventeen?”

The voice comes from beside me. A cadet I don’t know, a pleasant-faced beta with a clipboard and a red cord, wearing the slightly harried expression of someone who’s been made a monitor and is regretting it.

“Seventeen,” I agree.

He looks at me with frank pity. “East wing. End of the corridor, the room with the broken lamp. They’re—” He hesitates. “They’re mostly in there already. Good luck.”

“Why does everyone keep calling it the Powder Keg?”

He blinks at me like I’ve asked why the sea is wet. “You don’t know?” Then, seeing that I don’t: “Wrexley and Drayle. The two biggest warden families in the Commonwealth. They’ve hated each other since before either of them could shift. And Quillon’s—” He lowers his voice. “Quillon’s the pit fighter. The scholarship boy. He put an estate alpha in the Sanatorium during last year’s preliminaries and they still let him on the Track.” He shakes his head. “They put the three of them in one pack. Everybody’s got money on who kills who first.”

“And me?”

He looks me over. Charcoal wool. Kitbag. Beta. Nobody.

“You’re the one who gets caught in the blast,” he says, not unkindly, and moves off to pity somebody else.

*  *  *
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THE ROOM WITH THE BROKEN lamp is at the very end of the east-wing corridor, where the stone sweats and the windows are just slits in walls four feet thick. Through the door I can hear voices. Two of them. Low and male, and not friendly.

I stop outside and count exits. Corridor behind me. Stairwell twenty paces back. The slit windows, too narrow for anything bigger than a cat.

Then I breathe in, through the crack under the door.

Alpha. Two of them, at least, and strong. One of them is cedar smoke and cold iron, so clean and controlled it’s almost architectural, a scent with all its edges squared off. The other is salt and engine oil and something warm and sweet underneath, like clove, and it’s the kind of scent that has had a hard life and wears it cheerfully. Under both, so faint I almost miss it, is a third note: clean linen, green tea. A beta. Quiet as a held breath.

No pepper. No struck match. No fourth scent.

I don’t know why I’m relieved. I’ve never smelled Lennox Drayle as an adult. I wouldn’t know his scent if it walked up and bit me.

I’m still relieved.

I open the door.

The room is long, bare and cold, with a scarred table in the middle, five chairs and a map of Inchmorrow pinned crookedly to the wall. The single lamp over the table has a cracked mantle and is hissing gently to itself. Three men turn to look at me.

The one standing at the head of the table is the cedar and iron. I’d have known it even without the scent. He’s tall, taller than anyone else in the room, with dark hair cropped close to the skull and a soldier’s way of holding himself, square and still, as if he’s been told to stand there and will continue to stand there until the building falls down. His uniform is so precisely pressed it looks like it might cut you. His eyes are grey, the flat no-colour grey of the sea before a storm, and they go over me once, top to bottom, the way you’d check a weapon somebody’s just handed you.

He doesn’t seem to like what he finds.

“Brenwick,” he says.

“Wrexley.”

“Severin Wrexley. I’m unit lead.” He says it as a fact, not an introduction. “Sit down. We’re about to start.”

The second man is lounging in a chair with his boots up on the table, and he grins at me like we’re old friends.

He’s not handsome, exactly. His nose has been broken at least twice and set by someone in a hurry, and there’s a split in his left eyebrow that mirrors mine. Curly brown hair that hasn’t been near a comb this week. Easy, loose-limbed, sprawled in the chair as if it’s an armchair in front of a fire, but his shoulders are a fighter’s shoulders, and when he moves, even just to swing his boots down, he moves like a dock cat: all of a piece, no wasted effort. His sleeves are shoved up. Round his left wrist, inked dark blue, a thin wavering line circles the bone.

A tide-line.

It’s a Brineward mark. Fishermen’s sons get them, the year they first go out on the boats. It means I came back.

“Well, hello,” he says, warm as a hearth. “Thank God. I was starting to think it was going to be just me and the Marshal’s son, staring at each other till midwinter.” He kicks the chair next to his out from under the table with one boot and pats the seat. “Jory Quillon. You can sit by me. I’m the fun one.”

“You’re the one who’s going to get us disqualified,” says Severin Wrexley, without looking at him.

“Same thing, really.”

I don’t sit next to him. I take the chair at the end of the table, the one nearest the door, and put my bag down beside it. Jory’s grin widens, as if I’ve done something charming.

“Fair,” he says. “Very fair. Never sit next to the pit fighter on the first day. Somebody’s told you about me.”

“Somebody’s told me about all of you.”

“Oh, I bet they have.” He leans forward on his elbows, interested. Close up, his eyes are a warm, startling hazel. “Go on. What do they call us out there?”

“The Powder Keg,” I say.

He throws his head back and laughs. It’s a big laugh, generous, a Brineward laugh. It fills the room and bounces off the stone, and even Severin Wrexley’s jaw tightens, as if laughing were something he’d prefer to schedule.

The third man hasn’t said anything. He’s sitting at the far side of the table with a battered notebook open in front of him, and he’s writing.

He’s rangy, long-legged, folded into the chair like a heron. Brown skin, black hair curling at the nape. Wire-rimmed glasses, perfectly round, slipping a little down his nose. His fingers are ink-stained to the second knuckle, and his sleeves are rolled with a neatness that suggests he’s done it the same way every day for years. He’s the clean linen and the green tea. He smells of almost nothing, and after the Kennel and the Pit and the two alphas in this room, the almost-nothing of him is like stepping into shade on a hot day.

He looks up when I sit. Behind the glasses his eyes are dark and steady, and they don’t go over me top to bottom like Severin’s did, and they don’t flirt like Jory’s. They just look. As if I’m a page he’s reading, and he’s in no hurry to get to the end.

“Teo Penhale,” he says. His voice is quiet, a little husky, very calm. “Medic. Nice to meet you, Brenwick.”

“Tavi,” I say, and then wonder why I did.

He nods, as if that’s an important piece of information, and writes it down.

*  *  *
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“RIGHT.” SEVERIN WREXLEY puts both hands flat on the table. “Rules.”

Jory groans. “There it is.”

“Rule one. In drills and on Trial rounds, I command. You can disagree with me afterwards, in this room. Not in the field.” Grey eyes on each of us in turn. “Rule two. Nobody fights inside the pack. I don’t care what your history is. I don’t care who your father is.” This one lands somewhere on the empty fifth chair, pointedly. “The first person who throws a punch at a packmate, I’ll report to Sarrow myself. Rule three: we train every morning at the fifth bell, before the tide-turn. All of us. No exceptions for injuries unless Penhale signs off.”

“I’ll sign off,” says Teo mildly, still writing. “Very rarely.”

“Rule four—”

“How many of these are there?” Jory asks.

“Eleven.”

“Eleven.”

“Rule four,” Severin goes on, as if Jory hasn’t spoken, as if Jory is a draught from a window that he’s decided not to acknowledge, “no one goes into the Drowned Yard alone. Ever. It floods in eleven minutes, and the currents will drown a wolf as easily as they’ll drown a man.”

That one I file. Not because I like him. Because it’s the first useful thing anyone’s said to me all day.

He goes on. Kit to be checked nightly. Curfew at the tenth bell. No one leaves the island without telling him, and I watch Jory’s mouth twitch at that, the corner of a smile he doesn’t let out. Then rule nine, and here he turns his head, slowly, and looks straight at me.

“Rule nine. Every member of this pack pulls their weight. If someone can’t keep up, I’ll request a transfer for them before the first round, and I won’t apologise for it.”

He means me. Everyone in the room knows he means me. Jory has stopped smiling. Teo has stopped writing.

I hold Severin Wrexley’s gaze across the table. It’s like looking into a cold grate.

“Understood,” I say. “And if it’s you who can’t keep up?”

Silence.

The lamp hisses. Somewhere outside, the gulls are screaming over the north wall.

Jory makes a small, delighted noise, like a kettle that’s just found out it can boil. Teo looks down at his notebook and writes something short. I can’t see what. I’d give a great deal to see what.

Severin doesn’t blink. Something moves very far back in those grey eyes, so far back I can’t tell if it’s anger or interest or something else altogether.

“Then I’ll request a transfer for myself,” he says evenly. “Rule ten—”

The door opens.

He doesn’t knock. Of course he doesn’t knock. The door swings in hard enough to rattle in its frame, and the lamp gutters, and the man in the doorway stands there for a moment with his hand still on the iron latch, taking in the room with the air of somebody who’s walked into a party he was obliged to attend and has already decided to hate.

He’s tall, nearly Severin’s height but leaner, built for speed rather than weight. Copper hair, the true deep red of a fox in winter, falling across his forehead. Freckles across the bridge of his nose, a scatter of them, the kind that would look boyish on anybody else. On him they just look like something he’d have removed if he could. He’s in uniform like the rest of us, but somehow his looks more expensive. On his left wrist, under the cuff, the gleam of an old gold watch. And his nose.

His nose has a bump in it. Slight. Just below the bridge. The kind of thing you’d only notice if you were looking for it.

The kind of thing you’d get if a girl from the Brineward broke it when you were thirteen.

My wolf comes up off the ground.

Not in fear. That’s the worst of it. Not in fear at all. She comes up the way she does when the tide turns, all at once and in one direction, and she stands there under my ribs with her hackles up and her whole body pointed at the doorway like a needle swinging north. And I don’t know what that means. I’ve never felt her do that before, not once, not in five years. I clamp down on her so hard my teeth ache.

Nothing, I tell her. We are nothing. We smell of nothing.

He breathes in.

I watch him do it. I watch his nostrils flare, very slightly, the way an alpha’s do when he walks into a room full of strangers and sorts them by instinct. Alpha. Alpha. Beta. His gaze slides across Severin with flat dislike, across Jory with something like contempt, across Teo without interest.

And then it reaches me, and he breathes in again, deeper, and I know what he’s getting.

Wool. Salt. Coal smoke.

Nothing.

His eyes narrow. Something in them turns over, like a card.

And then I see it happen. I see him look past the uniform and the braid and the bored beta expression, and find the scar in my eyebrow, and find my knuckles, and find my face. The real one. The one he last saw ten years ago, across a schoolyard full of screaming children, with his own blood running down over his mouth.

He doesn’t smile. He doesn’t do anything at all. He just stands there in the doorway, perfectly still, while the lamp hisses and the gulls scream and every man at that table goes quiet, because every alpha in the world knows what it looks like when another alpha has found something he means to hunt.

Then Lennox Drayle says my name.

Not Brenwick, like the others. Not Tavi.

All of it. Slowly. Every syllable laid down on the table like a card he’s been holding for ten years.

“Ottavia Brenwick.”

It isn’t a greeting.

It’s a threat.
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Chapter Four
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First Clash

Nobody moves.

The lamp hisses. Lennox Drayle stands in the doorway with my name still hanging in the air between us. I sit at the end of the table with my hands flat on the scarred wood and my beta face on, and I make myself breathe slowly, in through the nose and out through the mouth, the way Mother Gant taught me in her cellar with the stick across my shins.

Your scent follows your breath, girl. Panic, and it pours out of you like water out of a split bucket.

“Drayle,” I say.

“Oh, good.” He lets go of the latch. “You remember.”

“Hard to forget. You bled on my shoes.”

Jory makes a noise like he’s swallowed a fishbone. Severin Wrexley’s head turns, very slightly, towards me, then back to the door. Teo’s pen has stopped.

Lennox walks in. He doesn’t take the empty chair. He comes round the table, slowly, past Jory’s boots and Teo’s notebook, until he’s standing over me, close enough that I have to tip my head back to keep his eyes. Up close, the freckles are worse. So is the bump on his nose. His scent hits me properly for the first time: black pepper, and something sharp and bright and dangerous underneath, like a match just struck. My wolf, that traitor, lifts her head.

I put her down again. Hard.

“Brineward board school,” he says, to the room, not to me. “Year of the cannery strike. My father thought it would do me good to see how the other half lived.” His mouth curls. “It did. I learned they bite.”

“You learned what happens when you call a girl’s father a joke in front of two hundred children.”

“I said you were a warden’s brat with no warden.” He shrugs. “That wasn’t a joke. That was a fact.”

My hands are still flat on the table. I keep them there.

“And here’s another one,” Lennox says, and now he does look at me. His eyes are a pale, clear brown, almost amber in the lamplight, and there’s nothing in them but contempt. “Halden Brenwick’s charter was revoked for obstructing the Registry. His family was struck off the warden rolls. His daughter grew up gutting herring on the Brineward quays. And now, ten years later, she turns up on the Vanguard Track with a clean file and a scholarship.” He leans down, one hand braced on the table beside mine. “So tell us, Ottavia. Who did you pay?”

“I sat the entrance.”

“Everyone sits the entrance.”

“Then you’ll know how hard it is.” I let my eyes drop, very deliberately, to his gold watch, the uniform that fits like it was cut on him, which it was. “Or maybe you won’t.”

For a second I think he’s going to hit me. I see it go through him, the jolt of it in his shoulders. I’m already counting: the chair’s legs, the table’s edge, the door behind my right shoulder.

“Drayle.” Severin’s voice, flat as a blade laid on a table. “Rule two.”

Lennox doesn’t take his eyes off me. “I wasn’t here for the rules.”

“Then I’ll repeat it. Nobody fights inside the pack.” Severin hasn’t moved from the head of the table. He doesn’t need to. “If you’ve got a complaint about a packmate’s admission, take it to the registrar’s office. If you’ve got a grudge, keep it until it’s sanctioned.”

A slow breath. Then Lennox straightens, and smiles, and it’s a horrible smile, charming and empty as a shop window.

“Sanctioned,” he says. “All right, Wrexley. I can wait for sanctioned.”

*  *  *
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HE DOESN’T WAIT LONG.

Fifth bell, next morning. The sky over the Pit is still the colour of a bruise, and the sand is so cold it bites through my boots. Instructor Sarrow has a whistle round her neck and a canvas sack of practice blades at her feet: wooden, the edges dipped in chalk so every cut leaves a white line.

“First rule of the Vanguard Track,” she tells the forty of us shivering in front of her. “You will be hurt. Second rule: you will learn to keep moving while you’re hurt. Third rule: a white line across the throat or the inside of the thigh means you’re dead, and dead cadets go and stand by the wall and think about their choices.” She tips the sack out onto the sand. “Within packs. Pair up.”

I’m reaching for a blade when a hand lands on it first.

“Brenwick,” Lennox says pleasantly, “and me.”

Sarrow looks between us. She doesn’t know our history. She doesn’t need to. She’s been doing this for twenty years, and she can read a grudge across an arena the way I read the tide.

“Drayle, Brenwick.” She jerks her head towards a clear patch of sand. “You two are looking at each other like you owe each other money. Go and settle up. Clean. First white line.”

Jory, beside me, says under his breath, “Want me to fake a fit? I do a very good fit.”

“No.”

“Shame. It’s my best one.”

I take my blade and walk out onto the sand.

*  *  *
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HERE’S WHAT I KNOW about Lennox Drayle, from ten seconds of watching him warm up.

He’s taller than me by eight inches and heavier by three stone, and none of it’s fat. He’s been trained by the best private masters in the Commonwealth since he could stand, which shows in his feet: precise, economical, never crossing. He holds the blade like it’s part of his arm. And he’s angry, which he thinks makes him dangerous, and which actually makes him predictable.

Here’s what he knows about me. I broke his nose when I was eleven.

That’s all.

We circle. The sand squeaks. Around us, the other pairs have already started: grunts, the slap of wood on wood, someone swearing. Out of the corner of my eye I can see Severin and Teo, paired, not fighting, both of them watching us.

Lennox comes in fast. A long, straight thrust at my centre, the kind that would end it if it landed. I don’t block. Blocking an alpha that size is how you break your wrist. I slide off the line, let the blade go past my ribs close enough to whisper on the wool, and tap the back of his hand with the flat of mine as it passes.

Not a cut. Just a tap. A little you missed.

He hears it. His jaw sets.

The second attack is faster and wider, a slash, and I go under it. The third is a feint I see coming because his left shoulder drops a half-second early, the way it did on the first one. I give ground. I give ground again. I let him drive me back across the sand towards the Pit wall, and I let him see me glance at it, a nervous little flick of my eyes, and I let my breathing go ragged.

He smells it. Not my scent. My fear, or what he thinks is my fear. A predator’s instinct lights up in him, and he presses, harder, wider, reaching for the finish.

The wall is two paces behind me. One.

He commits.

I drop. All the way down, onto one knee, under the line of his blade as it comes across at chest height, and on the way down my free hand scoops up a fistful of cold sand and throws it, low and hard, at his front foot. Not his eyes. His foot. His weight is already moving through it, and the sand rolls under his boot like ball-bearings, and for one perfect half-second Lennox Drayle is off balance.

I come up inside his reach and draw my blade across his throat.

The chalk leaves a clean white line from under his left ear to the hollow of his collarbone.

“Dead,” I say.

There’s a moment where the whole corner of the Pit goes quiet. I hear somebody say Christ. I hear Jory, somewhere behind me, whoop.

And then Lennox’s hand closes round my wrist.

He doesn’t stop. That’s the thing. He’s dead by every rule Sarrow gave us, the line’s right there on his skin, and he doesn’t stop. He twists my wrist until the blade drops out of my fingers, and he uses that grip to swing me round, and the whole three stone of him comes down on me like a door falling.

I hit the sand on my back. The breath goes out of me in a single ugly whoosh. His forearm settles across my throat.

Not hard. Not yet. Just there.

From this close I can see the chalk line on his neck, smudged where my blade dragged it. I can see the pulse going under it, fast and furious. I can see the bump on his nose, and the freckles, and his pupils blown wide and black. I can smell him, pepper and struck match, so strong now it’s almost a taste, and under my ribs my wolf goes perfectly still. Not frightened. Listening.

I put my knee where it’ll hurt. He shifts his weight and pins it without even looking. I go for his eyes and he catches my hand and presses it into the sand beside my head. He’s so much stronger than me that there’s no point pretending otherwise. I’ve won on tactics. He’s winning on everything else.

“Did you know,” he says, very softly, so only I can hear it, “that my father’s Registrar-General now?”

I stop struggling.

I didn’t know. I knew Aldous Drayle. Everyone in the Brineward knows Aldous Drayle: the registrar who signed my father’s revocation, who sent the grey vans down Cutter’s Lane, whose name is on half the placement orders taped to half the doors of half the houses where an omega used to live. I knew he’d climbed. I didn’t know he’d reached the top.

The man who ruined my father now runs the Registry. The Registry that opens Fen’s file at midwinter.

“Since the summer,” Lennox murmurs. His arm
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