
 
[image: Cover image: Daughter of Crows by Mark Lawrence]




DAUGHTER OF CROWS

BOOK ONE OF
 THE ACADEMY OF KINDNESS

Mark Lawrence

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: HarperVoyager Logo]




Copyright

HarperVoyager

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street,

London SE1 9GF

www.harpercollins.co.uk

First published by HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd 2026

Copyright © Mark Lawrence 2026

Map and cover illustration © Tom Roberts 2026

Cover design by Sarah Foster/HarperCollinsPublishers Ltd

Mark Lawrence asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue copy of this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Source ISBN: 9780008696108

eBook Edition © March 2026 ISBN: 9780008696122

Version: 2026-03-17
 



Dedication

To my editor Jane Johnson. Who has through thick and thin, and the course of many years, skilfully hammered my work into something presentable.




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Map

Prologue

Chapter 1: Molly Plight

Chapter 2: Rue

Chapter 3: Molly Plight

Chapter 4: Rue

Chapter 5: Bek

Chapter 6: Rue

Chapter 7: Bek

Chapter 8: Bek

Chapter 9: Rue

Chapter 10: Bek

Chapter 11: Bek

Chapter 12: Einsa

Chapter 13: Rue

Chapter 14: Einsa

Chapter 15: Einsa

Chapter 16: Rue

Chapter 17: Eldest

Chapter 18: Mollandra

Chapter 19: Mollandra

Chapter 20: Rue

Chapter 21: Mollandra

Chapter 22: Mollandra

Chapter 23: Eldest

Chapter 24: Rue

Chapter 25: Mollandra

Chapter 26: Eldest

Chapter 27: Rue

Chapter 28: Mollandra

Chapter 29: Eldest

Chapter 30: Rue

Chapter 31: Mollandra

Chapter 32: Rue

Chapter 33: Rue

Chapter 34: Mollandra

Chapter 35: Rue

Chapter 36: Mollandra

Chapter 37: Rue

Chapter 38: Mollandra

Chapter 39: Rue

Chapter 40: Mollandra

Chapter 41: Rue

Chapter 42: Rue

Chapter 43: Rue

Acknowledgements

Keep Reading …

About the Author

Also by Mark Lawrence

National Year of Reading

About the Publisher



Map

[image: Start of image description, Map of Gog and Magog. Gog sits north of Magog, slightly smaller and disconnected by the Narrow Sea.The land mass is long and thin and surrounded by a border of gothic structures including a bell, skills and a compass., end of image description]





[image: Chapter header illustration: Small star]

Prologue

All of the people I hate are dead. Some of them I didn’t even kill. Perhaps that’s why I’m still angry. Perhaps if it had been my hand on the knife, my eyes the last thing they saw, perhaps then I would be at peace. Perhaps.

I am old. I have outlived my enemies and my purpose. Some people are hard to kill. I’m one of them. Whether that’s a blessing or a curse can be difficult to tell. I’ve lived so often when I should have died. Lived when the better man or woman has stumbled into their grave. Lived when whole towns have burned. Even a city once. Twice. Three times if you count the Port of Laros, though that place catches fire every week.

Everything they said about age was true. That also irks me. All that the wordsmiths wrote, everything that toothless ancients mutter over long-nursed ales, all of it the gods’ honest truth. And yet only as decades stacked upon me could I understand it. Same words, different ears.

Age took the beauty that I never recognized when it was mine. It dressed me in this tapestry of scars, and for each one of them sewn silver through my skin a dozen others lie too deep to see. Age stole my grace and left me stumbling on towards a final sunset. It exchanged a confidence born of ignorance, for a fear born of knowing that I do not know. And yet … and yet … it has gifted me a measure of peace I never thought to own. A breath of calm after a storm none of us expected to end. The fires of my rage are old coals now. Quiet, and banked against the coming of night.

I am older than anyone ever imagined I might become. Time’s knife has pared away at me, revealing things I thought lost. And still I don’t know if what lies ahead will be a death of a thousand cuts, or the gentle easing into the last bed I will ever lay my head in. Or maybe, at the end, the world will remember me again and we shall have a final reckoning.

One thing I have yet to learn in all this living is how to tell it. How understanding might flow from old tongue to young ear. Facts are blunt, awkward things, hard to miss, and yet the truths about how the years take from you, and what they give, are not ones that can be packed into a single sentence. They’re too ephemeral, too personal, too subjective to be captured within the net of a single paragraph or page. Not even a chapter could hold them. But maybe an entire book could do it … 
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CHAPTER 1

Molly Plight

The calm before this particular storm had lasted ten years, much of which Molly Plight had spent knitting. Trouble had arrived in the shape of a man of no great height, road-dirty and weather-beaten. Save for the cruel curve of the knife at his hip and the dull glint of mail beneath his fleece, there would have been nothing to mark him. But when he paused in the inn’s doorway and smiled that smile, Molly knew that the peace she’d thought would claim her final days was over. She knew what a predator’s hunger looked like. 

‘That bull the Millers have won’t last another season.’ Jayne Clay, the tiny old woman on Molly’s left, was given to predicting the death of prized livestock. That topic and regaling anyone who so much as paused in her vicinity with the doings of her two dozen tow-headed grandchildren constituted the majority of her conversation.

Molly’s needles and ball of yarn lay on the table before her, abandoned in favour of a pipe and a drink. The village children said the pipe smelled like a burning midden heap, perhaps not unfairly, but good weed was hard to find so far from anywhere. The small, thick glass in her hand held ulik, a treacle-dark liquor the locals brewed from turnips. She watched the mercenary cross to the bar. ‘Maybe.’

‘Maybe?’ Doubt was a slap in the face where Jayne’s predictions were concerned. Her ability to number the days of anything with hooves was legendary. ‘It’s a certainty, girl!’

Molly sipped her ulik and made a face. Pipe smoke had numbed her tongue to the stuff’s foulness, but she could still taste it. On her other side the third of their trio, Ambeth, hugged her ample belly and cackled at Molly being called a girl. Jayne and Ambeth might have a decade and more on Molly, but in no world that they knew of was anyone north of sixty summers a girl.

Cackled. Molly sipped again, winced again, and considered laughter. Age had blunted much of her sharpness but in turn it had put a harsh edge on her voice and turned laughs into cackles. Still, if that were the worst the years had done to her she would consider herself blessed.

‘Another round, girls?’ Ambeth patted her coin pouch. She’d sold all the cheeses she brought into Stones Corner on Davy’s cart, even the blue that stank worse than Vale pipe-weed, and for once could back her generous instincts with funds.

A ‘no’ opened Molly’s mouth but she bit down on it and shaped a ‘yes’. One for the road. One to numb the aches before they walked the four miles back to Pye. 

The tides that had left her stranded in the Vale a decade back had given no hint that her driftwood life had found its resting place. For the first few years everything had felt temporary – her pack ready by the door for a departure that never came. Instead, the slow and simple existence she’d picked up in the village of Pye had worked a strange magic on her. The steel spring that she had begun coiling in her chest at an age when she should have been chasing butterflies, or at least dreaming grand and empty dreams as she scratched a living from the soil, had started to unwind. The anger that she had for so many years bound ever more tightly at her core had somehow begun to seep away. The dark dreams, the watchful ways, the cynical poison that soured her days, all of it had started to leave her, worn away by passing seasons. Worn away by something as trivial as the community of peasants with no more learning among the lot of them than could be found in the head of any first-year acolyte of Kindness.

Ambeth struggled out of her seat and went to get the drinks, complaining of stiff legs. A mercenary wouldn’t raise many eyebrows in the cities of the west, but out in the sticks where an oddly coloured pig could be the village’s main subject of debate for several weeks, the man was drawing attention. Ambeth eyed him up and down as she approached, wrinkling her nose at the unfamiliar stink of him. 

Molly stood, muttering something about the privy. It had been a long time since she’d been called on to do what had once been second nature to her. She had put all that aside, buried it both literally and figuratively. It had stayed buried so long that she had started to believe that that part of her life was over. She’d started to think that this was what her death might be, the slow setting aside of the things that had once defined her. A shedding of armour, one layer at a time. Until at last, she might go to her grave shriven of her burdens – stained by guilt but no longer defined by it.

She cursed as a second, larger man banged in through the street door, this one with a sword on his belt and a blackened iron breastplate. They had to be here for her. Nothing else made any sense. There wasn’t anything a mercenary could carry away from the market of Stones Corner that would compensate the long ride to get to it.
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CHAPTER 2

Rue

Age would have taken her if they’d just had the sense to leave well enough alone. Some problems are like that – if you ignore them long enough, they go away. Most problems, actually.

The crow hops from one foot to the other on the haft of a broken spear. The feast before it is reflected in the black beads of its eyes. An open grave in which bodies lie in their scores, layered carelessly, sprawled face down as if they might have fallen here rather than been tossed in from the edge of the cold slot in the ground.

The crow cocks its head, choosing. The mottled patchwork shows little exposed flesh: muddy homespun, bloody shawls, grey hair here, darker locks there. No warriors these, just peasants. Hard lives and easy kills.

Cawww? The crow looks up to where a figure looms at the grave’s edge, dark against the sky’s pain as the last of the sun’s light bleeds away. Here stands a man of war, tall in the sharp angles of his armour, unbowed by the rain-laced wind that tugs at his cloak.

‘Fly away, storm crow. There’s nothing for you here.’

The crow doesn’t challenge the lie. But its gaze flickers to the dead.

‘Greater gods than you have run before me.’ A low thunder edges the voice of this man who is more than a man. ‘Their temples lie in ruin. Their statues are cast down. Their priests are crucified. Their faithful call my name.’

The crow caws but keeps its place on the broken spear that is anchored in the back of a child.

The man draws his sword, pale steel that looks like a cold flame in the last light of the day.

‘Do you threaten me with that?’ The crow is gone, and in its place a woman stands in the grave, her bare feet on the uneven ground of stiff limbs and narrow backs. ‘I have no temples, no statues, no priests, no faithful.’ Despite her newfound height the woman’s head is still below the grave’s edge.

‘Play no games with me.’ The warrior levels his blade at her.

‘Games?’ She smiles up at him, her face indistinct, flickering, perhaps from that of one corpse to the next as she picks her way among them. ‘Are you going to jump down and poke at me with your little sword? I might enjoy that, Sunder.’

Sunder’s teeth show beneath his helm’s guard. ‘I know your names too. Do not think I don’t. Saraswati, Thalia, Woman of the Spiders, Morrigan, many others. You cannot hide from me. This is my empire. There is no space for you here, no souls to steal. Fly away.’

The woman’s face hardens, ages, wrinkles spreading, eyes shading to pale, holding a cold and empty light. ‘Knowing my names is not knowing me. You have nothing I want, little boy. It’s not in my nature to take … only to test. You wouldn’t want to go untested, would you? Older gods than I would be displeased by that.’

He throws the sword like a spear, swift and true. But the woman is gone, and the returned crow has fluttered skywards, snatched away by the wind. The man remains a few moments longer, sniffing at the air, scanning the blasted heath, peering into the grave’s gloom as the shadows thicken. He does not, however, climb in to retrieve his sword. He leaves between one heartbeat and the next, as if he were never here, as if there had been no man, no woman, just a crow already too full of carrion to dip its beak. And of course, the corpses.

A night settled in, and later a grey dawn struggled over the horizon. But not until the first rays of the sun reached into the grave and found her outstretched fingers did the old woman draw in a sudden, unexpected breath, and raise her face to the world. If any other within the corpse heap were still among the living, then the cold light burning in her eyes would have persuaded them to play dead a little longer.

Rue had been born screaming at the world with an anger that took sixty years to fade. Even then her new neighbours had known that though she might look like them, she carried something else within her. Hard as nails, they said. A mean streak. Something in the way she looks at you. Had they known how deep that difference ran, they would have quietly left their homes in the night and never come back. She had told them a name that was true, though it had been so long since she had used it that it had felt like a lie.

The crow that had been following her since the grave landed close by.

‘Stop following me, bird.’ Rue wouldn’t normally waste words on a crow, but she needed distraction from her pain. ‘If I was going to die, I’d have done it back there.’ Her head ached as if what had struck her had been an axe and the blade was still buried in the back of her skull. ‘Fuck off!’

‘I can’t.’ The bird’s croak sounded like words to Rue’s scrambled brains.

Rue stopped walking and finally reached back to examine the damage. Clearly the blow had fractured her thinking. ‘Whoresons!’ The oath escaped her through clenched teeth, but questing fingers had found no obvious fracture, just the tar-like adhesion of old blood in matted hair.

She turned on unsteady feet to examine the crow, now watching her from a rock five yards back along her trail. She had not expected a reply. Even on a day when she’d hauled herself from an open grave this was still the strangest thing to have happened.

‘Don’t test me, bird.’ She eyed the ground for a suitable stone, though the thought of bending to pick one up made her teeth grind against the anticipated pain. Every part of her hurt and the sole advantage to the agony in her head was that it at least shut out the rest of her body’s complaints – for the most part.

‘Test you? That’s not what I’m here to do.’ 

The crow’s croaking was at once a human voice and also just a bird’s chatter. Rue took it as more confirmation that the blow that had put her down, deep enough to be taken for dead, had rearranged her mind. ‘Madness’ was the word that suggested itself. With a groan, she bent and scooped up a stone from the side of the track.

‘I can’t stop following you!’ Panic in the croaking now. The voice was somehow familiar.

More madness. Rue raised her arm to throw. 

‘She told me I had to!’

‘She?’ Rue knew better than to feed a delusion. But there had been a she. Somewhere in the depths from which Rue had hauled herself, a climb that began long before she could raise her head and contemplate escaping the grave, there had been a woman. A woman of uncertain age. Of uncertain everything. But the climb had begun with her touch. With the pressure of her bony foot between Rue’s shoulder blades, perhaps a great enough pressure to squeeze out a reluctant beat from a still heart.

‘She. You know. Her!’ The crow hopped nervously from foot to foot, eyeing the stone in Rue’s hand.

Rue did not know, but another thought possessed her. ‘You sound like Senna Weaver.’

The bird said nothing.

‘I don’t like Senna Weaver.’

The bird shifted its feet.

‘The only good thing about getting attacked was seeing that old cunt take an arrow in the—’

The crow launched itself at Rue in an explosion of feathers. She caught it around the neck, its beak two inches from her eye.

‘I’m slow, but not that slow.’ Rue snarled the words while tightening her grip on the fragile neck.

‘Wait! Don’t!’ Everyone croaks when they’re choking, but a crow double-croaks.

Rue squeezed a touch harder, then with an oath threw the bird away. It landed poorly and stared up at her, eyes black beads of malice.

‘Killing you would be a waste of a good joke. Stay a crow.’ She turned her back. ‘I hope you like worms, Senna.’

‘Why didn’t you kill me when I was a person?’ the crow cawed after her. ‘She said you’d killed more people than the cholera.’ 

‘I’m not a killer,’ Rue muttered. 

The path before her wound around a rise where thorn bushes and stunted trees huddled together, toughing out the wind. On the far side, sheltered by the ridge, the village waited for her. Her small house, her narrow bed, the peace that had become her normal far faster than she had ever expected it to. ‘I’m not a killer.’

‘Everyone said you were. Everyone said back in the day they called you—’

‘The only person who said that was you, Senna Weaver. Stirring up trouble for me from the day I arrived. Starting rumours. You took against me—’ Rue clamped her jaw shut to keep back the loose thoughts spilling from her rattled skull. She might not want to be a killer, but to say that she wasn’t didn’t make it so. She had to be again the thing she had once been, the one who wore this name. The Rue who succeeded in part because of skill, in part because of venom, but truly because she was part of that rare fraternity of individuals grouped only by a single characteristic. Namely that they were, for some gods-touched reason, hard to kill. That where others would fall or freeze or be overtaken by the horror of violence and adversity, Rue’s kind evened the odds by stabbing someone in the throat. Rue was the sort that somehow washed ashore when everyone else from captain to cabin boy drowned. The kind found limping from the bloodiest quarter of the battlefield. The kind that crawled from the grave spitting earth and ready for vengeance.

She’d said more to this crow along a dusty mile of road than the old Rue would have said to any person in the course of a typical week. If death had kept her this time, Rue thought, it would have been an ignominious end, sucker punched from behind. Her time might be coming soon, but she planned to put on a show more in keeping with her reputation. Certainly, she intended to take a lot more people down with her when death came knocking again.

Another wave of pain flooded her head. Rue snarled and bared her teeth, challenging any more sentimentality to try its luck.

‘You shouldn’t go back,’ the bird croaked. ‘The sell-swords will have burned it all.’

‘No smoke.’ Rue nodded to the pale sky above the trees’ reaching arms. ‘Don’t you want to warn your friends, Senna? Your boy? His young ’uns? That niece of yours?’

Senna had been quick enough to warn everyone when Rue came to settle in the village. The stranger wasn’t to be trusted. She was dangerous. A witch perhaps. Children had started to avoid Rue in the main street within days of her arrival.

Senna made no reply. A talking crow wouldn’t last long in Pye. Senna would have been the one to cast the first stone too. In a place where the young men had chased off a stranger for ‘wearing foreign clothes’, anything bearing even a hint of magic about it was treated with deep suspicion. Even the worthless healing charms they purchased at the grey markets were worn beneath their clothes, too shameful for the light to see.

On the long slow climb to the ridge, recent memories returned, images surfacing in Rue’s mind every few paces: a horseman black against the sky as if seen from hoof height, Maddy Spinner’s face twisted by terror, the pounding of Rue’s heart becoming the gallop of mercenaries charging from the field.

Rue paused at the halfway point, shaking her head to rid it of the pictures. ‘Shit …’ The shaking was ill-advised. She put her hands to her temples and squeezed, trying to contain the hurt.

‘Bad?’ The crow could have been asking about the pain, or the memories, or both.

‘Seen worse.’ And Rue had seen worse. Worse than a band of hired blades cutting down peasants on their way back from market. But not for many years. Years spent trying to forget, trying to divert herself with the scratching of a living from unforgiving soil, raising goats, haggling for grain, all the dull, hard business of normal lives that can be lived without others having to die to make room for you.

Rue stopped again just shy of the ridge and whatever scene would be revealed to her on the far side. ‘Why are you a crow?’

Her head still ached as if ten devils were trapped in her skull and wanted out in a hurry, her wits still felt loose and apt to spill from her if she made a sudden move, but she wasn’t mad, she wasn’t barking-at-the-moon mad, and this bird was Senna Weaver … which made no sense at all.

‘I don’t know.’ The crow fluttered to the branch of a nearby tree where the buds were still green fists clenched against the last breath of winter. The bird managed to look guilty. 

‘You do know.’

‘I think …’ The crow pecked reflexively at some unseen thing. ‘I think she sent it. This crow. And … I …’ A shivering of black feathers. ‘It picked me.’

‘Picked at you, more like.’ Nothing drew carrion crows faster than a heap of corpses.

‘It was … I was …’ Another convulsion and the bird took off, aimed at the sky. ‘An eye. I was eating—’ 

The distance devoured the words, but Rue had heard enough. The crow had eaten Senna Weaver’s eye and now it was Senna Weaver. That made no more sense than before, save now at least there was a reason for the connection, for the choice.

Rue walked on. She had been stupid, and she had been weak. How could she have fallen so easily? By rights she should be dead, still with the others rotting in the sun. Age: she blamed age. It had stolen all her sharp edges and paid her with aches, with grey hair, wrinkles, and confusion.

Fifty yards brought Rue to the ridge top from where Pye could be seen nestled in the bend of the river that wound its way down the shallow valley. The Rill – little more than a stream – and Aaron’s Vale. It had been ‘a’ river and ‘a’ valley when she’d arrived ten years ago. Now they had names and characters. Characters she liked more than many of those she shared the village with. Even so, she had time for some of the inhabitants. Or at least the woman they’d tossed into the grave had. That old woman had had friends. Rue felt herself to have become something different now. Something both new and old. She had undergone a thing most unexpected in a person of her advancing years: change.

That other woman, the one she’d been, had had time for the children too, of course, even if they feared her. Children always eased her soul and tightened her heart, their chatter more soothing than the river’s, but so much more vulnerable.

The chimneys in the valley below still smoked, but the thatch did not. She could see no fresh graves. Even so, there were a dozen horses in Steffan’s field that had no business being there.

Overhead the crow circled, cawing alarms.

‘I didn’t want any of this.’ Rue squeezed her head once more, never taking her eyes from the seeming peace of the village. ‘I’m just an old woman. I only wanted to sit and stare at the fire until …’

She lowered her hands and made fists. A very long time ago a young girl had been taught three important lessons. 

She had been taught not to care. 

She had been taught not to get angry. 

And she had been taught how to kill. 

With a soft curse, Rue discovered that she had forgotten the first two lessons.
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CHAPTER 3

Molly Plight

The signs that someone is about to commit an act of violence vary wildly. Those without the proclivity will need to build themselves up to it, like a horse galloping towards a high fence. They become loud, angry; their complexion may darken. Sweat and trembling herald the storm. 

In those familiar with such acts, the indicators are smaller but just as certain for one with eyes to see. Only the broken-minded, in whom compassion, fear, and excitement itself are flattened to almost nothing, can surprise the wary. And even these ones may give themselves away by the necessary preparation, the positioning to gain advantage, the blocking of exits and the like.

Molly left one needle with her knitting, thrust up through and held in place by the ball of yarn – Jayne would know better than to mess with it. She angled past an old couple and their thickset daughter, all hunched together across their table, no doubt whispering about the newcomers.

The first mercenary was a boy of thirty, a child in Molly’s view, but an old man when it came to the game of swinging blades. A short, dark beard hid a weak chin. Pale eyes spoke of a heritage in the frozen east. The rune tattooed on his neck looked like a target as he turned to glance at the second man, a frown furrowing his brow, half question, half irritation. Clearly, the easterner had intended to down an ale before commencing any of the other business that had brought him to the village.

‘Quickly,’ the second mercenary said. ‘We need to get to it.’ He nodded at the bar.

This one’s height threatened the low ceiling. A younger warrior, more guarded than the first, two scars stitching an off-centre cross through his features. Lucky, then. Lucky or dangerous; or both.

Molly had been intending to be quick. But for a moment doubt seized her, its grip physical, arresting her arm, squeezing cold about her guts, bladder, and heart. She should be sure before she acted. There were other explanations. Maybe these men had just stopped to slake their thirst and would soon be on their way?

Survival depends on turning doubts into probabilities and playing the odds. Act or don’t act. Hesitation will kill you more surely than an arrow. Already the larger man’s eyes had settled on Molly, her quivering indecision separating her from the background of curious peasantry.

‘Fuck …’ Molly let her remaining knitting needle drop into her hand and drove it through the smaller man’s neck, skewering the tattooed rune while deliberately missing his spine.

She jerked the needle back out before her victim understood what had happened, and with its crimson length in hand, launched herself at the swordsman. Her slowness shocked her. But for his surprise at having a grandmother rush at him, the grey tatters of her hair flying behind her, he would surely have impaled her on his blade.

Molly hit the man with less force than intended and he took only one step backwards. She had thought to drive her shoulder into his chest, but the breastplate changed her mind, and she ended up embracing him, legs locked around him, heels in the backs of his knees. The shock of the impact stunned her, and she had nearly bounced clear even as the mercenary roared in surprise and reached to pull her off.

As her opponent’s right hand sought purchase in Molly’s hair, she felt his other hand hunt for his knife. Thick fingers tangled and yanked, but Molly stayed put, thrusting forward to sink her teeth into neck flesh. Another step back. Cries of alarm rose around them: the inn’s clientele only now catching up with events, their attention still on the smaller man stumbling behind her, trying to staunch the blood pumping from his neck.

The taller mercenary should have spotted the needle but somehow had not. Molly reached around and stabbed it into his back. She almost didn’t pierce his jerkin and failed to reach his heart by a considerable margin. The knowledge that she was certainly dead now didn’t stop her biting down, or from twisting her head, and struggling to force the needle past his ribs.

Any decent fighter would have ignored both needle and teeth and opted to stop the pain by stabbing her repeatedly. The fortune that forever evaded Molly in games of chance smiled on her now as the man instead grabbed her with both hands, trying to haul her off him.

There should have been no contest. Beefy soldier against old woman. And in truth the outcome of the struggle was never in doubt. Age hadn’t laid a finger on Molly: it had wrapped its whole hand around her and squeezed until the juice ran out, leaving nothing but dry bones and venom. Her strength was a shadow of what it had once been, and even in her prime she wouldn’t have defeated a large man in a simple contest of muscle against muscle. But a wiry tenacity had always run through her, capable of making an inexorable noose of her slim arms, claws of her fingers, and a rope of her body. Even now, some memory of that remained, and for several vital, agonizing moments she clung on, tightening her legs, tearing at his flesh.

One more step back. The low table where Jayne Clay still sat, frozen in astonishment, hit the backs of the man’s legs. The table slid, jammed against the wall, and in the next moment the man fell backwards.

Whether it was the needle which Molly had set there that killed him as it punched through his neck, or whether the other needle found his heart as it was forced further in, Molly didn’t know. What she knew with great certainty was that her knitting days were over. 

Amid the screams, tumbling stools, and pushing bodies as Molly stood up, she saw that Jayne Clay’s rheumy eyes had found her. The shrivelled little woman downed her ulik with a rapid motion, swirling her tongue around the glass, then gulped.

Molly had once been used to seeing that same look. The recalibration as some familiar thing reveals itself to be something entirely new, something in opposition to its stated purpose. Like a knitting needle used to take a man apart rather than to fashion garments to keep him warm. The look had stung her before, and it stung Molly now, perhaps more deeply because this time she had also believed the lie. She had thought herself free at last of the awful truths of her life. Free at the very end to join in with everyone else, even if only in that final shuffle towards the horizon where the sun sets and never rises.

The exodus, that started with the opening of the door and a blast of fresher air, swept Molly with it, taking away her view of Jayne and of Ambeth. She would have resisted, twisted, kept her place, but her body felt broken, every muscle put twice through the mangle to squeeze out what little vigour remained in her withered limbs.

The bellowing and crashing of the first mercenary fuelled the panic. He would take his time to die. He could even have stopped Molly when she grappled the other man. But there’s something about a fatal wound that takes the wind from the sails of most people. Anger and fear are what carry a person on at a time like that. Surprise is no help at all.

To begin with, it felt like an escape, from the inn’s dim confines and the crashing of the dying man, to the brightness of a day still bitter with winter’s trailing edge. It took longer than it should have for Molly to understand the new danger.

Ahead of her the beefy frame of Senna Weaver seemed to be ploughing into the emerging crowd, fighting the flow.

As the panic of the inn’s patrons began to ease, an entirely new set of shouts and cries started to override their protests, underwritten by the thunder of hooves. The noise came from the direction of the market square. Senna, blocked by a farmer in overalls, turned her head to look back the way she’d come. The woman jolted, then fell like a discarded sack of grain.

As the crowd scattered, Molly saw the arrow jutting from Senna’s eye and the loose line of horsemen charging from the square.

‘Fu—’

Something hit her from behind.




[image: Chapter header illustration: Small star]

CHAPTER 4

Rue

Two bodies lay on Main Street, which was about the only street Pye had. The pair of corpses were a reminder in miniature of the slaughter back at Stones Corner Market. Molly Plight had died a kind of death in Stones Corner and been reborn as Rue in a stinking hole a quarter of a mile from where she had fallen. The spot where ten years of peace had come to an unexpected but perhaps inevitable end. The market town had been on fire when Rue had clambered from the open grave they’d tossed her into. The mercenaries gone. So she’d walked back to the place she’d called home for the last ten years and that had, for the last few of those years, even felt like home.

‘Padrick Tanner and Lorrie Smith,’ Rue said to nobody in particular. 

The old Senna knew them well enough to recognize both, even like this, though the new Senna would perhaps be more interested in their eyes. But the crow said nothing and made no move, only watched.

Padrick, who had once served in the town guard at Reddik, had been beaten. His thinning hair was thick with blood. The mud received his battered face, hiding the worst. He’d been loud, large, a bit of a bully, but hardly a bad man in the grand scheme of things. Lorrie had a single wound in her back, perhaps from a hatchet. She’d ended in an untidy sprawl of skirts and limbs. Rue wondered where the woman’s daughter was. Soosa Smith had turned sixteen and flowered like a hedgerow primrose, breaking young boys’ hearts left and right. 

Senna hopped forward and landed on the blonde tangle of Lorrie’s hair. She folded her wings, head cocking left and right in the quick, canny fashion of crows.

‘Seriously?’ Rue narrowed her eyes.

‘What? I wasn’t going to …’ Could a crow look guilty?

The street stood empty, but Rue felt watched. The villagers would be hiding in their homes, except for the clever ones who had already left. Rue cricked her neck to the side, the bones making audible clicks. 

Pye had no formal inn, but a bundle of hops always hung above Debban Tanner’s door. He’d given up his father’s trade and turned to brewing, selling sour pints in the cramped confines of his main room, or the sheds out back when custom was good.

‘In there?’ the crow croaked.

‘Where else?’ It wasn’t as if Pye had a library or as if sell-swords would visit one while they still had grass to wipe themselves.

‘You’ll just get killed … again.’ Senna’s warning carried a note of panic. ‘Isn’t this just going to be a repeat of what happened before?’

Rue’s cricked neck hurt. ‘Maybe. But don’t count me out. I killed someone with a candle once.’ 

The crow’s croak was one of surprise this time. ‘That’s not possib—’ 

‘I burned them. Not my finest hour. Hours. I’m not who you think I am.’

Rue wondered if she even knew what she was now. But it was time to find out. She walked slowly to Debban’s door. Men’s voices reached her through the shutters, loud and unconcerned. She paused, setting a hand to her ribs. The pain in her head had eased a fraction – enough for the rest of her body’s protests to be heard. The years had washed over her and left her brittle, like driftwood. And the fight in the inn, such as it was, had broken what remained. She would not have won even that contest if she’d begun it in this state. She didn’t have so much as a knife. Even her knitting needles were gone.

She stopped with her hand upon the latch. Did she want to die here? The two locals she’d best liked – Jayne and Ambeth, women she had called friends – were rotting in the grave she’d clambered out of. What did the rest mean to her? She could walk away. Start again. Just as she’d started here. Let the winds of chance blow her tumbleweed life to some new resting place.

The flood of years had swept her up and left her useless. Good for nothing but waiting for the end. She thought of waves now, imagining the distant sea as she stood in the too-bright street with her head aching like the devil, and the withered claw of her hand on the door latch. It seemed a stranger’s fingers rested there, ringed in wrinkles. How had she let herself get so old?

Somewhere behind her a crow was cawing, crying warnings. Rue had seen the sea once, forty years ago. Seen waves wash upon beaches of hard, wet sand. Human lives, she thought, were like those waves. We rush into life, all fury and flow and a tumbling, churning hunger for the next thing. We smash ourselves upon that shore, and spread, and slow, climbing the gradient, starting to feel its pull for the first time. And then, either soon or late, but with the same inevitability, we reach our terminus and the sea and the slope start to pull us back into the whole. We leave a crescent of foam to mark the limit of our progress, a froth of bubbles, popping as they realize they’re alone. And before the next wave comes, we’re gone, taking all trace with us.

A shadow loomed across her. ‘Who the fuck are you?’ A rough voice, moments from anger.

Rue turned, took the knife from the man’s belt and pushed it up into the softness where jaw meets neck, pressing it home with the heel of her other hand. She had not been fast, but she had been sure.

The mercenary staggered back, gurgling, then fell onto his arse, clutching at the knife’s hilt, more confused than angry. Ill-advisedly he pulled it free, and a flood of hot blood painted his chest.

‘A Durong,’ Rue muttered. The man’s skin was the colour of old oak, darker even than each summer’s sun stained Rue’s own. Whoever had assembled these mercenaries had cast a wide net, gathering every creed and caste.

She turned away and pushed through the doorway. She knew she should have taken the knife, carefully wiping the blood from its hilt so that her hold would be true, but a strangeness had her in its grip. The imprint of a narrow foot seemed to burn cold between the blades of her shoulders, propelling her forward, and though Rue had long ago refused to let herself be pushed around, she decided to allow it this one time. After all, a failure to embrace change would truly be an admission of her age.

Her unexpected appearance stilled the conversation in the room. Perhaps ten of the newcomers crowded the space. Lorrie Smith’s girl looked up from where she knelt between two of the mercenaries seated at Debban’s rough-hewn tables, pale desperation on her face.

‘I’m looking for whoever’s in charge here,’ Rue said.

It took several moments for the drinkers to swallow their surprise. Perhaps if a warrior with an axe had kicked down the door they would have reacted fast. Rue hoped for the sake of whoever paid them that they would have. She used the time to step to the side, removing her silhouette from the door and revealing the twitching collapse of their friend in the street. The light would blind them just as the gloom had dimmed her own vision.

One man, young with long hair in braids, pushed past Rue, his light mail rustling. He hung on the side of the doorframe, ignoring her, his gaze hunting the street for the killer, first left, then right. One of two women in their number, broad as an ox and with skin so red she might have been sunburned but for the season, came towards Rue, reaching with a sausage-fingered hand as if she were gathering up an errant child.

Rue plucked a knife from Long Hair’s hip. If their underestimation of her wasn’t so close to being deserved she would have been offended. As it was, she welcomed the opportunity it offered to slightly extend this final foolishness. Rue caught one of the woman’s outstretched fingers and broke it. At the same time, with her other hand, she sliced open the side of Long Hair’s neck, his blade proving keen enough to cut off three of his braids in the process.

‘I’ve come about two deaths in Stones Corner Market.’

Rue’s advantage was over. Good things never last. Rue had outlived a great many of them in her time. The burly woman’s snapped finger quickly recalibrated her opinion of the ageing peasant before her, and ignoring the pain, she backhanded Rue, slamming her into the wall, before backing off to draw her blade.

As Rue slid to the floor, the thought bouncing between the front and back of her skull was that she’d seen the blow coming and that the woman she used to be would have ducked in time. She hit the ground feeling like a sack of broken bones and spat out a front tooth in a spray of blood. The force of the impact shocked her to her core. She had become brittle. And as she tried to curse the fact she became aware of her broken jaw.

‘Wait!’ The command, barked from the rear of the room, halted the thrust of a sword. 

The mercenary drew her blade back, snarling, clutching the hilt in an awkward, broken-fingered grasp. ‘The bitch killed Rakkar!’

That was a lie. Rakkar’s eyes were still following the proceedings, though like Rue he was lying on the floor, and the increasingly sluggish pulse of crimson from his slashed neck indicated that he would not be getting up again, at least not of his own accord.

‘The great Tabtha, shield-breaker, heart-taker … she needs a sword to finish off a grandmother?’ The man doing the talking sat between two larger warriors, both wearing leather caps and sharing a blunt-featured brutality that suggested they were brothers. The speaker looked the more dangerous, though. Something about his lack of adornment announced it, that and the creases running the length of his wind-worn face from the corners of his narrow lips to the corners of colourless eyes that watched the world with curious hunger.

‘Bitch had a knife …’ Tabtha glanced around for the weapon. 

Rakkar tried to speak but only managed scarlet bubbles and the faintest gurgle.

The man stood up from his stool, setting down his leather mug and wiping his lips, all without hurry. ‘I’m a simple man. “Isik,” they say, “go burn this shithole.” I go burn it. “Isik,” they say, “go slaughter the farmers and salt their fields.” I slaughter and I salt. But there’s no saying we can’t enjoy ourselves first. This old girl’s got a bit of fire left in her—’

‘She broke my fucking finger!’

‘And you were just going to run a sword through her?’ Isik tutted. ‘What happened to breaking all her fingers first? What happened to good old-fashioned entertainment? You’re not going to let the little girl here’ – he nodded at Soosa – ‘carry that load all by herself?’ He came to stand at Tabtha’s shoulder, nearly as tall but half as broad. ‘See how she’s looking at us. All murder. No give. I’d sign her up if she were twenty years younger. Get up, Granny. Let’s have a look at you.’

Rue made the effort. Grunting in pain and spitting blood, she got to her knees in slow, jerking movements, each punctuated by a gasp.

‘Hurry. Up.’ Tabtha loomed over her, reaching with her good hand to haul Rue to her feet.

Rue let the knife she’d taken fall from sleeve to hand and cut the woman’s wrist, slicing veins and tendons, scoring a groove across the small bones. Tabtha’s roaring retreat pushed Isik back, but not before Rue stabbed her in the meat of the thigh too, twisting the blade as she pulled it free.

She stood in the space cleared by Tabtha’s exit, and showed what she knew to be a gap-toothed crimson smile. ‘If I were twenty years younger, you’d all be dead already.’




[image: Chapter header illustration: Small star]

CHAPTER 5

Bek

Year One

‘Welcome to the Academy of Kindness.’ The address came from a dumpy woman of middling years with an apologetic face. She seemed out of place on a platform that looked more like a gallows than a speaker’s podium. ‘Most of you will not survive the next ten years.’

Bek glanced at her cohort, one hundred children huddled on a windswept courtyard, still wearing the clothes their parents or their own cunning had provided them with. A mixture of emotions fluttered across their faces: fear, determination, some measure of defiance, even amusement. Surprise was the absentee. Whatever illusions they had carried through the gates with them, none were ignorant of the basics. The Academy graduated three students a year, three Kindly Ones, supposedly incarnations of the trio whose name you did not speak. The three who came for those who broke the oldest laws, the three who would hunt down any transgressor – mortal or god.

Some held that the Academy of Kindness trained nothing save assassins. Very, very good ones, but common murderers even so. Many more believed though, both in the promise and in the threat. Retribution and its embodiment were something that the servants of many different faiths could agree upon, an ancient, natural justice that cut through lesser laws, both the secular and the sacred.

Bek’s mother, who had let her slip from tear-soaked hands, told her to believe. It was, her mother had said, belief that would carry her through the trials ahead. The same belief that the Academy’s power rested upon. It was, after all, their reputation as much as their skill that opened doors for the Kindly Ones.

Bek listened as the unimpressive woman laid out a series of horrific truths before the children. The woman – Kindness Marta – stood wrapped in a dark swirl of cloak that the wind kept trying to snatch from her. 

‘The lichgate, there on the left by the sanatorium.’ She pointed to a door so studded with diamonds of black iron that the wood barely showed. ‘In a moment Kindness Undu will open it wide and until the sun sets all of you will be free to leave without repercussions.’

‘Without repercussions from them!’ A girl behind Bek snorted. ‘My uncle has a man out there ready to kill me if I leave. The Academy takes its money back if we go, unless our bodies are returned by morning.’

Kindness Marta’s address continued. ‘Your last chance for a change of heart. Please do consider taking this opportunity. After sunset the gate will return to its purpose – to allow for the carrying out of any corpses to which families lay claim – and it will continue to be the only way to leave this establishment before completion of your training. Unauthorized departures from that point on will result in the miscreant being hunted down. And as you know, hunting miscreants is what the order does best.’

A figure, previously unseen in the shadow of the wall, now moved to open the lichgate. A fat, bald, fish-belly-pale woman also in the black cloak of a Kindness. Bek wondered how such poor specimens as Marta and Undu could have survived the training that would kill up to ninety-seven of the children huddled with her in the wind’s teeth. Though, even as she wondered this, around ten of the candidates hurried shame-facedly towards the exit. Whatever threats or promises their families had made to get them through the front gate now proved insufficient to stop them slipping out of the side one while the chance remained. Perhaps in Undu and Marta’s years everyone but them had had the common sense to leave at this stage.

Kindness Marta opened her mouth to speak again only to be interrupted by a shrill cry from the slopes outside. It seemed that it wasn’t just the girl in the second row’s uncle who had killers out there.

‘The world that gives us one hundred daughters each year to spend in such a cause is not one that would tolerate the loss of one hundred sons. A hundred and seventy-three classes. A hundred and seventy-three years. Seventeen thousand three hundred children.

‘It’s a world that many of you would return to in a heartbeat to escape the death that haunts our halls. But in our early years the records say that we had no bars on our windows and that no threats of retribution were needed to keep the girls here. We did not hunt down those who left us.

‘In those days the Academy paid only a token fee to the families of our acolytes, a loaf of black rye: daughters were unwanted mouths to feed. But payment is a necessary part of our Creed, whether a token or a burden. Money is older than our civilization and as old as any of those that have passed. Money is the salve that keeps the vengeance on which we trade from consuming the world. Some sins can be paid for only with blood; but naked murder, absent compounding crimes of hospitality, oath, or kin, is, according to the ancient lore something that may be atoned for by the paying of a wergild – the blood-gold that may comfort and sustain the victim’s family.

‘And similarly, when we take a child from a family, a price must be paid in compensation. When I came here the Academy paid my father one bronze mark. I paid your fathers nine, each bearing the Academy’s three-whip stamp. Next year we are offering a silver mark for each girl. You can get a sturdy young donkey for a piece of silver!

‘Try buying a hundred sons of Abrona for silver. Even for a gold mark you might struggle to find a healthy man-child for sale within a day’s march of this spot. These facts are not a surprise to you. You know them to be true. You have been taught your value since the day of your birth. Likely by your own parents, and if not, then by the streets, by the institutions, the faiths, and the leaders of our society.

‘Here, and here alone, can a woman take up a blade and slice away a life. Here and here alone does our world learn to fear us, and only through fear can respect be wrested from unwilling hands.

‘If we merely trained you to be deadly. If all we did was to produce the most skilled assassins and sword masters, surpassing in their art, this would not be sufficient. We would be swept away, stamped out. Those who held power over us would have seen the danger, like the first flames flickering among the furniture, and they would have accepted the necessary cost to reverse what would suddenly have seemed like a foolish decision: that of allowing the triple-goddess her own house among the faiths.

‘Fear was required. Terror. We needed to produce monsters and to be seen to do so with such reckless ferocity that our first Kindnesses would be accepted as the flesh-borne avatars of the three sisters who chastise the gods themselves.

‘We are as vicious as we have to be. As loud as we must be. As cruel as is needed. What we do here is a dark prayer to the eternal. A threat carved into our own flesh. We say to the world that if we hold the lives in our care more cheaply than do you who sold them to us; what price do you think we set upon your life, be you priest or general, lord, duke, or king?

‘The people know what we do here. They speak of it in whispers, but the unspoken part is deafening: if we do this to ourselves – what will we do to them?’

She paused her oratory and continued, in less theatrical tones. ‘Once your training has begun you cannot of course be allowed to leave with those secrets save as a fully approved graduate. So please do think about the decision. And for now, that’s all I have for you. Kindness Terra will take you to your chamber. Breakfast is served at dawn, lessons begin at sunrise. Miss the first and you’ll go hungry. Miss the second and you’ll get a strike.’

Kindness Terra actually looked the part: a lean, terrifyingly tall woman with scars seaming her hollow cheeks, and eyes like pieces of broken glass. She beckoned the children and set off towards a nearby door.

The Academy had been built in a great square, with fortress walls facing outwards, and castle-like chambers filling the space within, save for the central courtyard that accounted for perhaps half the area enclosed. Overhead, crows circled, black against the red stain of the sky. Others crowded the tower tops, and the stink of death rose whenever the wind fell.

Kindness Terra led them through unlit corridors of rough stone. The light pooling beneath infrequent wall slits made islands of illumination through which the bowed heads of children bobbed in her wake. She stopped at an arched door and unlocked it with a heavy key. The hall they filed into was large enough to accommodate the full intake of one hundred. Bek imagined that the chambers further down the corridor where Years Two to Ten were housed would be progressively smaller. The thought rekindled the mild panic that had seized her ever since the day her father had summoned her into the tiny room he called his study and explained that a great opportunity had opened itself to her.

As the last child shuffled into the room the door closed behind her. A long, still moment passed, broken only when a particularly large girl with a brutally blunt face declared loudly, ‘We’re allowed to kill each other, you know.’

‘We know, Lucia!’

‘You first!’

A wave of responses, mainly anger and outrage, bubbled through the hall as the girls nearest to the big one pushed back, seeking to claim more distant beds. Lucia just sneered and settled her mountainous form down on her blankets as if she hadn’t a care in the world.

Bek sat on the nearest cot. A hard and narrow thing, bolted to the floor, the blankets grey and worn, the struts stained, scarred here and there by barely legible words or names carved into the wood. A covered bucket sat beneath the bed, the lid insufficient to hide the fact that someone had used it not so long ago.

Her father had called this a great opportunity, though primarily it was the opportunity to exchange the chore of having to watch her die for the handsome fee paid to the family of any girl sacrificed to the Academy. Providing of course that she didn’t leave on the first evening. She was dead whatever she did: the visiting healer had pronounced her incurable and promised a slow demise.

For Bek it offered only the chance to cut short the suffering promised by whatever poison her blood had decided to manufacture against her body. Even so, though she knew that she should be crushed by the betrayal and terrified of what lay ahead, she found herself oddly intrigued at the prospect of being trained by the Kindnesses. This she knew to be a surer diagnosis that something within her lay broken already at the tender age of twelve than any of the healer’s bleeding or their divining stones.

‘I’m Einsa.’ The girl on the bed beside her, solidly built, broad face framed by dark curls, grinned. Someone had broken her nose at some point and left it crooked. The small eyes that sat to either side of it, like black stones, held an unexpected amount of good humour – the warm infectious kind rather than the malicious type. She’d been the one saying her uncle had a man waiting on the slopes to stop her running. ‘Maybe we should keep a watch tonight. Some of these bitches might want to tip the odds in their favour while everyone’s asleep.’

Bek grunted noncommittally. Maybe it was Einsa who wanted to cut her from the list. Just visible past Einsa’s wide shoulders a small girl, perhaps the smallest in the room, crouched in the centre of her cot, legs drawn in tight within the circle of her arms. A painfully thin and delicately featured child who Bek considered would be well advised to take her chances on the slopes no matter how many people her family might have set to watch them.

The girl looked up as Bek studied her, meeting her gaze with bright, pale blue eyes. Bek felt a faint shock of recognition, a moment of connection, though she didn’t know her at all.

‘Mollandra,’ the girl said, barely audible above the conversations all around.

Was this how Bek was going to find her friends? Forming alliances with the very first girls to speak to her? It seemed too random, but perhaps that was just how life was. Maybe the three of them would be sisters. The only three to survive the nightmare years ahead. Bek found herself smirking at the idea. More likely they’d wake up dead, standing by the black river, waiting to cross. Certainly, Mollandra looked to be one of the best bets for girl-least-likely-to-survive-the-night.

‘Here.’ Bek waved the frail, blonde child over and she came meekly, her feet bound in the cloth strips that the very poor pretend are shoes.

‘Really?’ Einsa looked the trembling girl up and down dismissively. 

Mollandra, standing between the two girls’ beds, said nothing, only looked from one to the other with those almost faery eyes of hers.

Bek shrugged. Her illness would get her if the other students didn’t, so why play to win? She could be the sort of Kindly One where ‘kindness’ wasn’t a stage curtain drawn to hide the horror. ‘Small can be useful. Maybe she’s fast too. Are you fast, little girl?’

‘I … I don’t know.’

Bek considered slapping her to find out, but remembered she’d aimed herself at kindness only moments before. ‘You don’t look fast.’

Einsa shook her heavy head. ‘We should get someone else. The girl with the scar.’ She nodded towards her choice.

The girl wasn’t the only scarred face in the hall but this girl with the shaved head truly did have a magnificent scar that had torn open one cheek and healed pink against the smooth brown as if it were warpaint.

‘We should stick to three. If there’s four of us then we’ll always be wondering which one isn’t going to make it,’ Bek said.

‘None of you are going to make it!’ said a wild-eyed girl with an untamed mass of red curls who perched on her bed like a bird of prey in some high place waiting to strike.

Einsa ignored her. ‘So, we throw the minnow back and choose a better third.’

‘Sometimes fate delivers a better choice than anything we can come up with ourselves.’

‘Huh?’ Einsa furrowed her brow. ‘You sound like you’ve had tutors. Someone’s been tipping gold down your throat.’ Disapproval edged her voice.

‘My father’s a scribe,’ Bek said. She kept the ‘not a good one’ to herself. ‘And if he had gold, he wouldn’t have sold me to this place.’

Einsa grunted. ‘The little fish can stay then. I mean, if the gods have sent her …’ She snorted and lay back on her bed. 

‘We’ll watch each other tonight. Take turns. Sometimes the first night can get very murdery.’ Bek looked around the room. The curly-haired girl flashed her a white grin that split her face like a wound. The scarred girl watched with dark eyes, statue-still. ‘I’ll take first watch.’

‘How will you know when to—’

‘I’ll guess, I guess.’ Bek cut Mollandra off and waved her back to her bed.

Heavy shutters covered the hall’s tall windows, and the light came from a score of candles in niches around the room, ushering shadows to the centre. Already a few of them had guttered out, and none of those remaining alight had more than an inch of wax to burn. Slowly, but faster than Bek liked, the gloom thickened, and soon, despite her plan, she’d have nothing to watch save the blackness of the first night.

‘How do you know?’ Mollandra called. ‘About the murdering?’

‘Reading,’ Bek called back. ‘It often pays to read ahead. They’ve been doing this for years, you know. Nearly two centuries.’

‘I don’t know how—’

‘They’ll teach you here. They won’t let you leave without knowing how to read.’

Einsa snorted and pulled her blankets around her. ‘They will if you forget how to breathe first.’

Somewhere across the room a girl with her face pressed to the shutter cracks called out to inform them that the sun had fallen behind the ramparts. 

A short while later, the low bubbling of nervous voices died away entirely as the door grated open. All across the hall girls sat up. Bek could see nothing past the crowding heads. She stood in time to see a shadowy figure slipping out through the gap. 

‘Two!’

‘No three.’

Three girls taking their last chance to escape.

A fourth left some while later. Bek was sure that the sun must have already set but as she focused on listening now that the light had all but leaked away, she heard the clunk of a heavy key turning in the lock.

‘Now you’re mine.’ Lucia’s voice in the darkness. ‘All of you.’

Shortly before dawn the shutters were drawn back from the outside without ceremony or any great noise, but it proved sufficient to wake Bek. Einsa’s snoring identified her in the next bed. As dawn’s grey fingers tested the night Bek raised her head. She could see that Mollandra was also sleeping.

Grinding her teeth, Bek slipped from her bed and went to poke the child awake.

‘Ssssh. Sit up. Don’t tell Einsa.’

Bek returned to her bed on quiet feet, followed by suspicious eyes both from the allegedly sleeping and those set to watch over other groups.

The light increased. Bek kept her place. She had no clothes to change into, no water to wash with, and until they unlocked the door the fact that she didn’t know how to find the breakfast hall wasn’t relevant.

Finally, a girl near the front stood up and tried the door. It had been unlocked without anybody noticing.

A mass migration towards the exit roused Einsa from what was a remarkably deep sleep given the circumstances.

‘Come on.’ Bek joined the exodus, Mollandra trailing her.

She turned at the door to wait for Einsa and they were among the last to leave.

Despite their fears only one girl had died in the night. She made a conspicuously large lump in the centremost bed. Lucia’s head hung slightly past the top end of the cot, the discolouration of her face visible even in the gloom, as was the strip of cloth that had been used to throttle her. 
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CHAPTER 6

Rue

The mercenaries’ leader stepped back, silently applauding Rue while Tabtha howled, clutching her leg and scattering chairs.

‘Stop wailing, woman!’ he barked. ‘Jeron, get her leg bound.’

‘My wrist—’

‘Just stop her bleeding. And if she won’t shut up, bandage her mouth too.’ All the while he kept his eyes on Rue. The overlarge brothers in leather caps had come to stand at his shoulders while two men and the company’s other woman brought Tabtha crashing down into a chair, still pouring crimson.

Soosa Smith looked more terrified than when Rue had come in, and now she seemed just as scared of Rue as she was of the rest of them.

Isik rubbed his narrow jaw, fixing Rue with a shrewd stare, his glance dropping briefly to the bloody knife in her fist. ‘First Hobb out in the street, then Rakkar – though to be fair he was an idiot and was going to end up dead sooner rather than later – and now Tabtha. I have to say I didn’t think I’d see anyone get the best of her. Certainly not in some dirt village out in the wilds. What are we going to do with you, Grandmother?’

‘I’m here for Ambeth Potter and Jayne Clay.’ Rue’s words came out roughly formed, her broken jaw refusing to shape them properly. 

Isik glanced left and right in amazement, the thugs gathered under his command returning his confusion. ‘Who the fuck are Ammath—’

‘Ambeth.’

‘I don’t
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