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Content Warning

 

Rise of the Sparrows contains content some readers may find upsetting such as, but not limited to, homelessness, suicide, mentions of rape, violence, bloodshed, and human sacrifice. 

Please proceed with caution if this might cause distress.


Dearest Reader,

 

I have a 10-year-old.

Wtf

*ahem* I mean, a book, yes, but I’d be lying if I said this book (okay, yes, this whole series) hasn’t kept me up some nights, hasn’t caused its fair share of grey hairs, and that I’m not every bit as proud of these books as any mother watching her child take their first steps.

It’s been a wild ride. Rise of the Sparrows is my first book, and as such it was the steepest learning curve. Back then, I prepared so much. I read The Books. I learned from The Blogs. I thought I knew what I was doing, and I was so wrong. Maybe it’s unprofessional of me to admit this, but it’s true: writing is hard, self-publishing is harder, and marketing with undiagnosed and unmedicated ADHD is a bloody nightmare that just kind of doesn’t go anywhere most of the time.

You might, perhaps, feel like arguing that I still don’t know how any of this works, because I’ve decided to release all four anniversary editions at the same time. That’s not how you do this, Sarina, you might say as you shake your head at this book. You go one at a time, as the sequels have their anniversaries. I hear you. I considered it.

But, you see, I’m self-published and I can do what I want, and it wouldn’t have felt right to me to let these new editions trickle in slowly over the next few years when I could be celebrating my debut series in time for my debut anniversary. So, that’s what I chose to do. You only get one debut series, after all. I wanted to celebrate this first lot together, because writing all of these? Learning from each book? Growing as a new author with each one? It was awesome.

Debatable unprofessionalism aside, I’m still here, writing ever more books. This series is still here, and Rachael’s story has amassed a proud number of glowing reviews. Thank you. I’m so grateful for every single one, for every single reader who just had to read the sequels, and also to those who tried it but didn’t like it. I’m chuffed you saw something in these and wanted to try. Thank you.

Maybe you’re a returning reader who’s been with me and Rachael since the beginning and really wanted these beautiful new covers? Or maybe you’re a new-to-me reader who’s here because of these pretty anniversary editions? However you found your way to me, welcome, and happy reading. I do hope you enjoy your time amidst my pages.

Thank you, Sparrows.

And Happy Anniversary.
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To my Sellybean

You tried so hard, but I finished it despite your best efforts.

Even now, this first book will always be dedicated to you.
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The island of Kaethe didn’t get many visitors. Aeron and the dead baby she held loosely in one hand were a rarity. She took her time walking up the three hundred steps to the Mothers despite the Dark One’s infernal servants’ impatient glares. There’d be no doubt she, not they, was in charge today. Their master’s temple was their charge, but Aeron outranked them in power and ability. The Mist’s crones wouldn’t get in her way.

The sacrifices at the temple’s base watched her every step; she felt their concerned eyes on her. They’d likely never seen another living soul, and they were too inconsequential to attend any events of import—unless the Dark One demanded they die to strengthen Him. That was their only purpose. The farmer didn’t inform his sheep when a butcher talked business. It simply happened to them.

Aeron smiled. She’d finally bring death to the world—something the Mothers had failed to achieve after centuries of exile. It was beyond her what they were waiting for, but it didn’t matter now. She’d take things into her own hands.

The two Mothers guarding the temple’s entrance greeted her with indifference. They were creatures of the Mists, the dark realm the Dark One inhabited, and didn’t look human. The Mists that gave them shape were ever-shifting, ever-flowing around them in effervescent wisps. They were made of darkness and shadows. Aeron had never seen one in person before. They were formidable, but they didn’t impress Aeron.

She saw more than they. Their time was ending. The Dark One wouldn’t need them now she was here—she’d come all this way from Rifarne to ensure just that.

The Mothers didn’t speak. They were the perfect servants—obedient without doubt or question, deadly, and impossible to harm with normal weapons. They saw both worlds at once—Aeron’s world and their world, the Mists—to better do their master’s bidding. It worked both ways—He saw through them when he needed to. Their cries came from the Mists, too. They were low, animalistic hisses, the breaths of demons laced with a mortal’s terror and the promise of pain.

Aeron put more effort into her false smile. The Mothers were powerful and perhaps deserved more respect than she’d given them, but she still held more power than all Mothers combined. She could wipe them all out with a flick of her hand if she wished.

But she hadn’t come for that.

‘The offering.’ She dropped the bloody lump in her hand on the cold stone floor, not taking her eyes off her hosts.

The space where a face would have been on humans twisted into vicious grins.

‘I have work to do. Take me to the sacrifices.’

One of the two Mothers turned around and opened the heavy stone doors with its dark gift. The intricate spellwork wouldn’t react to anything else—the Mothers were her only way inside, and her only way out.

Aeron had wasted enough time. It was a privilege to walk inside these halls, an honour without equal to spill blood inside their sacred chambers. She’d bleed the sacrifices until they had not one drop of blood left in their bodies.

Aeron placed a small light of raw magical energy over the Mother’s shoulder, following it wherever it went as it escorted Aeron.

They stopped by an unassuming stone door. While it didn’t look special, Aeron could feel the leftover magic of old sacrifices’ anguish pulse behind it. She walked past the Mother and placed one hand on the cold stone. She fed her gift into its own spells and forced it open—she could have been more delicate, but it would have taken more time, and she was eager to get started.

‘I won’t need you for the rest,’ she said to the Mother. ‘Return to your duties.’

The Mother hissed, but Aeron dismissed it. They’d die soon enough, like the rest of the livestock awaiting its day below in the village.

For now, they’d done as she had asked. Aeron closed the door behind her, feeling more excited than she’d done in years. Terrified whimpers from the seven people cowering in the middle of the room filled the darkness. They clung to each other like defiance alone could save them. They’d been raised for this—had lived their whole lives knowing what the Dark One would expect of them one day—but now the time had come, they were afraid nonetheless.

Good. Their terror would please the Dark One.

Aeron called a flame into her palm with her gift and centred it above the sacrifices. She smiled. They were already stripped bare, and their faces spoke volumes of the horrors inside their minds. Whatever they imagined was coming, she’d do worse. They were shaking. All seven had left children behind—a rule the Mothers reinforced without mercy to ensure the sacrifices’ continued survival. Sadly, she’d end the world before their children could grow to maturity, but perhaps they’d find another way for them to serve the Dark One.

Aeron took off her clothes and joined the sacrifices in the centre. Her knife, a gift the Mist Women had given her on the day she graduated, was restless in her hand. To think it had once been her pride and joy… she intended it for so much more.

Despite their visible fear, none of the sacrifices spoke or begged for mercy. They weren’t foolish enough to defy the Dark One—not when His darkness was about to embrace them.

With practised precision, Aeron drew a long cut across her arm and walked around them, her blood forming the circle she needed for the spell to work. Aeron had rehearsed the intricate magic many times. The incisions had always healed quickly, but today they’d leave scars. The Dark One would drink from her and feed on the sacrifices. He’d finally make her weak world His. Aeron was more than happy to pay in cuts of any size to ensure it. They’d be a reminder, a promise of what she could do for this world and its pitiful ants.

She sent out her gift into the sacrifices and pulled out theirs. Finally, they screamed, like sweet confirmation that her spell was working. It was a painful affair to have your gift removed by force, but they’d be grateful once it was over. Their pain ensured something better. Their gifts were weak, but Aeron’s was strong enough to make up the difference. She commanded her gift to the centre of her circle, and it obediently pulled the sacrifices’ thin threads behind.

She swallowed. She had waited her entire life for this moment.

The surrounding air vibrated with power when she shoved their gifts together and opened a door into the Mists. Forbidden, yet so easy once you knew how to do it and were willing to pay the price.

She cut the sacrifices deeply. They screamed when her blade pierced their skin, but not one asked for an end. Her own body ached from the many cuts covering every inch of her naked skin. She lifted her head, spread her arms, and welcomed the Dark One’s touch on her soul.

His presence surprised Aeron. She had expected Him to need more convincing, but He seemed just as eager as she.

‘Come! I, your loyal servant Aeron, set you free!’

Dark tendrils blacker than the night sky burst into the chamber from every direction. They rushed to the sacrifices and encased them until Aeron couldn’t see them anymore. They gasped as He drained their lives. Aeron herself couldn’t stifle all sound as death filled her, licking at her wounds and considering her body as a potential host. A chill colder than ice filled her as a darkness of which she’d only dreamed poured into every aspect of her being. It was violent, the pain too great for screams, but it was done.

Her vision had changed. She now shared her consciousness with His vision. Within herself, she felt His appreciation of her power.

Now the real joy began. She’d kill the Sparrow once she had toyed with it and handed its blood over to her infernal master, and then she’d see herself on the throne of a world doomed to burn screaming under her reign.
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Rachael kept her eyes on the shadows in the alley ahead of her while she picked small chunks off the bread she’d secured for herself the day before. Someone was following her. They had been on her trail for a while, tailing her through Blackrock while she clung to her shadows. She had a bad feeling about it, made worse by her headache, but her pursuer stayed hidden in the dark alley while she sat on her hole-ridden blanket, the prize of yesterday’s hunt in her hands.

It wasn’t much. The woman who’d thrown the loaf at her feet only gave her half—the rest she kept for Blackrock’s other strays. She had been generous in giving Rachael such a big portion, which was far bigger than what she usually found for herself. Not enough by any means, but more. No one cared about a stray dog or another homeless child. Now winter had reached the small town, the villagers were less willing to share their food, and she knew they disliked her even more than the other strays. The half loaf was a gift she’d make last as long as she could. It’d be a rough winter, but she’d survive this one, too.

From the corner of her eye, the alley’s shadows moved. Blackrock’s people were clumsy and went as quietly through their lives as any rabbit in the wolf’s clearing; most of them had no use for silence, whereas Rachael depended on it. She didn’t need to watch the shadows in the alley closely to know they were there. If they shifted, she knew.

Her stomach was still begging for more, but she was used to the feeling and wrapped the rest of the bread in her blanket for later. Holes punctured the fabric all over, and it was wearing thin, but it had kept her warm all her life. Old and ineffective as it was, she wasn’t willing to steal a new one. It was her only memory of her parents, save for the rare hazy dream of a woman humming a soothing melody. Rachael couldn’t even remember her last name. This blanket was something real, something physical she could cling to. It was in bad shape, but so was she. They were perfect for each other.

She sank into the thin fabric and held one hand to her pounding head. Her last nightmare had been bad and left her bruised in some places. Her head had smashed into a small rock on the frozen ground when she had thrashed around in her sleep, and her right ankle had rammed into a wall. The pain in her foot had woken her. The dream left her aching, her nose bleeding, and her head thrumming so hard she saw stars, but then again, hers weren’t normal dreams.

She’d dreamed about a merchant from Blackrock’s wealthier quarter, who was about to leave town with his wife and two children. They were heading to Tramura across the Boneanvil Mountains. In her dream, she saw them get attacked, robbed, and murdered before they reached the safe end of the narrow mountain pass.

A long time ago, Rachael had warned the villagers. They had ignored her, believing she was just another homeless child craving attention. When the first woman whose death Rachael had foreseen died, they blamed her.

The gift, called magic by some and a curse given by the Dark One Himself by others, was a terrifying thing for most people, including Rachael. They didn’t understand how it worked, and neither did she, but they understood that Rachael had seen a death before it happened. It was easiest to blame her.

She’d tried to help once more after that. In response, the villagers had tried to burn her alive. Rachael had spent months in hiding before she dared step out into the daylight again. The people had moved on to some new gossip and a new tragedy and had paid her no mind. From overheard whispers, she knew they’d decided it’d be in their best interest to leave her alone, and so life had continued. Rachael was a bad omen, but as long as she found enough food to survive, she didn’t care. There were enough people left who took pity on her, like the baker’s wife who had given her a whole half loaf. If she lost their charity, she’d have to get more daring, but for now, it would do. She was more scared of what lay beyond Blackrock’s walls than she was of their hatred. Their loathing, at least, was familiar.

Nothing good had ever come of helping others. Rachael knew better than to get involved. The merchant and his family would have to die in the Boneanvil Mountains. She didn’t like it, but there was nothing she could say that they wanted to hear.

The shadows darted out of the alley, but she was faster. Two men, taller and much stronger than her, reached her spot on the frozen cobblestones within seconds, but Rachael was already on her feet and prepared.

‘What d’ye think? Ye wanna go first?’

Men like them had frightened her once. But then she’d grown up, and now they were just another nuisance, like fresh snow or several days without food. They were annoying, but she could cope.

The man’s friend grinned, exposing several gaps in his teeth and a smell bad enough to make a finer lady faint. Lucky for her, life on the streets had sharpened her edges so much that it didn’t bother her.

‘Aye, I think I will.’ He grabbed for her with two beefy hands, but Rachael had seen it coming. As scared as the villagers were of her, there’d always been other strays like these two who wanted her bread or her body. They were taller than her and stronger, but clumsy. Rachael was fast and flexible, and the harsh terms of her survival had been a good teacher.

She moved aside, stepped behind him, and laid her hands on his arm and shoulder. She pulled with everything she had, causing him to stumble and fall face-first onto the cobblestones. There was a crunch as his nose broke. It would never have worked had he been prepared, but people had a habit of underestimating starving strays.

His friend stood stunned for only a second before letting out a drunken laugh and grabbing for her. His arms lunged forwards, but he never stood a chance. Rachael flew around him and kicked his back towards the ground, shoving him down next to his friend.

The first man was unconscious. A small pool of blood stained the snow underneath him. Rachael kicked him onto his side so he wouldn’t drown in it; no matter what the villagers wanted to believe, she was no murderer. The second man was still moving. She kicked him in the head. It would buy her enough time to get away. They wouldn’t try to rape or otherwise hurt her again. Most men were embarrassed to be defeated by a girl—a homeless orphan no less, whose feet were blistered from the cold and whose body was dangerously thin. Plus, no one knew Blackrock like Rachael did; she could easily disappear for a while if their pride hurt worse, after all. Usually, their first attempt was also their last. None of them were willing to admit they’d been bested so easily—by Blackrock’s bad luck charm, of all people.

Rachael wrapped her blanket around herself, imagined it was her mother’s hug, and cradled the rest of her bread in her arms. It was time to find a new hiding place until the next shadows watched her.
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Only two days after Rachael had abandoned her previous hiding place, new, uncertain steps followed her. At first, Rachael thought the men had come back for revenge, but the more she listened to the tiny footsteps in the shadows, the more she realised this follower wasn’t as clumsy as the men had been. No drunk waddling. No alcohol on the breeze. Just careful silence in the fresh snow that had barely fallen enough to cover the cobblestones, and the hasty brush of fabric against air whenever Rachael turned around. This follower was smaller, lighter, and scared of her.

That wasn’t unusual. All kinds of people followed her for all kinds of reasons. Most were like the two men, but sometimes other orphans followed her. Sometimes, people who wanted to kill her followed her home and waited until she slept. Rachael always watched them and never relaxed until their anxious breathing had left her alleys. Once they vanished, so did she. It wasn’t safe to stay in places others had tracked her to with knives and prejudice.

But this one was different, their footsteps more cautious. Rachael was curious, but she wouldn’t approach them while they hid; she had learned not to bother people who bothered her only indirectly.

Her frost-blistered feet carried her past the market and into the dark back alleys. Blackrock could be a treasure trove of free food scraps—one just needed to know where to look. Today, the pavement was empty. Her stomach complained, but Rachael paid no attention to it. It always hurt more when she did.

Tired and hungry, she returned to the small spot she called home for now. It was a good spot because most people avoided this part of the town. Not because it was dangerous or unsavoury. There was simply nothing here. If she was lucky, she’d be able to stay for a while.

But she wasn’t alone today. Her silent follower was still there. They were more persistent than most, but then most would have attacked by now. This shadow was watching her from a distance, and it put Rachael on edge. She preferred honesty, even when it involved sharpened blades—or perhaps especially then. It was better to know where she stood.

‘You might as well come out,’ Rachael said to the shadows. ‘I know you’ve been following me all day.’

A small girl tripped into sight, clutching a stuffed bear that had seen better days. It looked like her dress—like it had cost a lot of money once, but the girl had dragged it through mud, snow, and fear. The baker’s daughter. As far as Rachael knew, her father kept a tight leash on her and her siblings. Both parents were alive—the one baker in town who had never given Rachael or the other strays anything. Their bakery was always busy, but the girl didn’t look like the child of a rich man.

She nearly fell when she tripped but caught herself just in time and clung to her bear all the tighter. Younger than Rachael by at least five years, her tiny frame was more fragile but better fed—if she was homeless for whatever reason, she hadn’t been on the streets for long. Her eyes looked a watery red even from this distance, and bruises lined her shaking arms.

She was the most vulnerable thing Rachael had ever seen.

Dirt covered her face and feet, her free hand holding a loaf of bread. Rachael’s mouth watered.

‘What do you want?’ The girl didn’t look dangerous, but looks could be deceiving. Suspicion was healthy and could be the difference between dying and surviving another day.

‘I…’ The girl shot nervous glances back the way she’d come. Instinctively, Rachael knew why the girl was here. It had happened before, more times than Rachael cared to count.

‘If someone has sent you on a dare, you can go. You’ve seen me; there’s nothing more for you here.’ Children with families and warm homes had made a game out of sending shy or unpopular children to her on a dare. They considered seeing Blackrock’s bad omen up close brave. Talking to her earned them respect. Of course the baker’s daughter was with them—all the rich kids were.

‘I…’

‘Go away.’ Being harsh was often the only way to get rid of people. Rachael refused to be nice to someone who’d only come here to prove her courage, dangling a tasty loaf of bread before her just to taunt her.

The girl took slow, uncertain steps towards Rachael. She ripped the bread in two and laid one half at Rachael’s feet when Rachael didn’t take it from her outstretched hand.

‘I’m not scared of you, and—’ Her shaking body and thin arms wrapped around herself told a different story. The girl swallowed, like the lie had cost all her nerves. ‘And I want you to have this.’ She spun around and ran off before Rachael had the chance to reply. 

This was the strangest dare Rachael had ever seen. The bread by her feet commanded her attention. The snow gently melted around it and washed its fleeting warmth to Rachael’s feet; it was fresh as could be. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had such a big piece. Why would the rich kids bring her food? They rarely cared.

The smell reached her nose and made her mouth water. Her stomach tightened, urging her to take a bite. What if it was poisoned? Maybe the two men had been so humiliated they put something in the dough and paid the girl to bring it to her, knowing fully well Rachael would be too hungry to resist. Was it possible the villagers had given up trying to kill her with knives and had thought up this new plan? Perhaps that night they’d tried to burn her hadn’t been forgotten after all.

But her hunger was too strong. She finished most of it within a few short minutes and wrapped the rest in her blanket for later, if it didn’t kill her in the meantime. Any food was valuable; she couldn’t afford to waste any. This loaf might have been the only food she’d get all week. If it killed her, she’d at least die with a full belly.

Rachael sought the dark alley ahead of her for the girl, but she had disappeared. She heard a boy teasing and laughing, but for all she knew, it was unrelated. The loaf had been nothing to the girl—her rich parents could easily bake more. They were human; she was a stray and an unwelcome reminder that magic was dangerous. If someone wanted to poke her with a sharp stick, they’d prod until she bled, and no one would step in to save her. If someone had poisoned the bread, it was too late to worry about it. If it wasn’t, it had been a taunt, a reminder of what she couldn’t have whenever she needed it.

Rachael had learned a long time ago that the only one who could save her was herself. The bread hadn’t been a kindness; her survival was up to her alone. Hoping for anything else was foolish and an unwanted child’s tear-stained dream. For the first time in a long while, Rachael fell asleep with a full stomach. Her thoughts wandered to the girl as she drifted off. She couldn’t shake the thought that the girl hadn’t looked like a baker’s daughter. Not well-groomed, like the many times Rachael had seen the family around town. She had looked poor and dirty, like Rachael. And she’d been bruised. Maybe there hadn’t been a dare after all. Maybe she was just another unwanted child, cast out by her father when he couldn’t afford to feed them all. The youngest were often the first to go. Rachael had seen it before.

Rachael couldn’t care. There were too many strays for her to take pity on one, and no one had ever taken pity on her. Survival on the streets, especially during winter, was only learned the hard way.

And yet a thin girl with black-and-blue limbs haunted her dreams that night, clutching her stuffed bear like Rachael clutched her hole-ridden blanket.
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A hot, searing pain burnt through Rachael beyond anything she’d ever felt before. She was used to blistered feet, frozen ankles, and an empty stomach; this was worse, cut deeper. Frantically, she looked around, spread out her hands hoping to find something she could hold on to, but if anything was there, she didn’t reach it. The darkness was too perfect. 

A shadow stepped into view above her. It wore the baker’s daughter’s face, her eyes dead and empty and not her own. They saw into her soul and terrified her more than anything she’d ever experienced. There was no getting away this time. The darkest shadow finally had her where He’d wanted her. His promise of unimaginable suffering, of her begging him to stop, echoed in her numb mind.

Rachael’s heart pounded with fear. She felt so empty, she wanted to vanish. She was hollow, a disappointing shell of the girl she was supposed to be. She should have faded away a long time ago, but He’d kept her alive for this moment, for this glint of the impossible sword above her heart.

She had run so very far. None of it mattered.

Someone screamed. She wanted to help, but she couldn’t move. Rachael had thought she knew despair in Blackrock, but it had been nothing compared to the end of days. Her body wouldn’t obey, and her mind was slipping away from her into His control, even as He dragged the screams farther away from her. Or perhaps they died along with her friend? She hoped they died.

She screamed, begging Him to end it with words that wouldn’t come, but the darkest Shadow had disappeared. 

Desperate to get away, her legs eventually responded. Her head felt ready to burst, and her nose was bleeding for reasons she couldn’t remember, only that the two were linked.

A door—her door—scraped over cold stone floor, and she braced herself. A demon entered.

This was it—the end she had prayed for. Everything she’d fought for was over. 

Black mists closed around her hair and dragged her across the floor. Rachael cried; it didn’t matter now, no one could see her.

 

Rachael woke with a silent scream that died in her throat. Cold sweat drenched her body, and she shivered.

That hadn’t been a nightmare. It had been one of those dreams, only this time it had been about her.

None of it made sense, least of all the shadow wearing the baker’s girl’s face—whatever that meant—but she knew it had been her. These dreams always left her a little shaken, but she felt better when she woke. This time, it had rattled her to the core, and she couldn’t escape the feeling that it had cost her something she’d never get back.

The only thing she understood was that she couldn’t trust the girl. She was the only part Rachael had recognised, and it had terrified Rachael. The rest didn’t matter. If she avoided the girl, she’d avoid the dream.

The place had felt like a prison or a dungeon, but there were none like it in Blackrock. Unless… Blackrock used to be a mining town. Rachael knew where the old entrance to the mines was, but she’d never been inside, and as far as she knew, neither had anyone else in at least ten years. The place in her dream had been dark and filled with shadows. A space below Blackrock? But no, that wasn’t right. She relied on the shadows; she didn’t fear them. But, to be on the safe side, she’d avoid the mines, and she’d avoid the girl. Nothing would happen if she stuck to herself.

Something moved between the buildings before her. Rachael jumped to her feet and wiped her cold tears away with one hand while reaching for a loose brick with the other. After the dream, she wasn’t willing to take chances. 

The shadows stilled. Maybe she had overreacted after last night. She still felt the dream in her bones, so perhaps she’d panicked when it was just a gust of wind. But the harder she stared into the dark alley ahead of her, the more she made out a tiny frame. Someone was there, and they were watching her.

‘Come out.’ She didn’t trust her voice enough to shout. The small silhouette jumped but didn’t come closer. She wasn’t in the mood for playing games. ‘I know you’re there. What do you want from me?’

Her eyes flicked to the frozen brick in her hands. She didn’t want to use it, but she’d defend herself if she had to. She’d never seriously injured anyone, but she had hurt people enough for them to leave her alone. 

The small frame walked out of the darkness with scared steps. The little girl from before. The one she’d feared in her dream. The other children sent no one to her on a dare more than once. It had to be related to her dream.

‘Please don’t hurt me,’ the girl said. ‘I’ve got a weapon too. I’ll use it if I have to.’

Rachael had never heard a bigger lie. She’d also never felt this conflicted. The girl’s whole body was shaking, and she was stammering, but Rachael didn’t know if that was from the cold, out of fear, or a condition she had.

‘What do you want?’ For now, the brick stayed in her hand. Hunger could drive even the youngest children to desperate crimes. Maybe the girl had returned for the bread, having realised she needed it herself. How would she react when she learned that Rachael had eaten it all? Angry enough to make her nightmare come true?

‘I want to talk. Please, don’t hurt me.’ 

No one had ever approached her like this before. Was it possible that the girl really meant her no harm? Her gut told Rachael not to let her come any closer, but how dangerous could she possibly be? Rachael’s instincts had never let her down before. Despite her warning, the girl didn’t have a weapon. She was just a young girl in rags, arms closed around her stuffed bear.

‘Fine,’ Rachael said. ‘But if you try anything, I’ll defend myself.’

The baker’s daughter crept closer to Rachael but stopped when Rachael raised her brick in warning. The girl from her nightmare flinched. Rachael sighed and, as a sign of goodwill, put down her brick. She hoped she wouldn’t regret it.
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Rachael motioned for the girl to come closer. ‘Come here.’ 

Being an orphan in Blackrock had taught her how to react when someone was making fun of her, when someone was avoiding her, or when someone tried to rob her or worse, but not once had something like this happened. People fearing her had become an inevitable part of Rachael’s life, and it hadn’t bothered her in a long time. That it bothered her now made her feel like a child again, newly abandoned and unused to being shunned. Too vulnerable.

The girl inched closer without taking her eyes off the brick. When it stayed on the ground, she cast an uneasy glance at Rachael and sped up until they stood next to each other. Rachael wanted to step away—a habit born of survival—but showing weakness or her own fear was a mistake the streets never let go unpunished.

‘Have a seat,’ Rachael said. There was only really her old blanket, but Rachael feared the girl might collapse if she stood much longer.

The girl did as Rachael told her, but remained silent, chewing on her bottom lip. 

‘Are you here on another dare?’

The girl shook her head and stared at her shuffling feet.

‘Then what are you doing here?’ Rachael scolded herself for letting a stranger come this close to her. Caution was best, but she’d learned that not everyone was the same. This girl was a first. Rachael’s gut told her that aggression wasn’t the way to go if she wanted answers or for the girl to leave her alone, uncomfortable as the closeness made her. If the girl had a shiv inside her stuffed bear, Rachael would struggle to dodge. 

Then again, the only people who’d tried to come this close were those who came to rape her, and she couldn’t imagine this girl had followed her for that.

‘I…’ Her shaking voice was as tiny as her thin body.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Cephy.’

Progress. ‘How old are you, Cephy?’

‘Ten.’ Cephy kept her eyes fixated on the frozen ground. She looked more out of her comfort zone than Rachael had realised. Neither of them was used to this. 

‘How long have you been homeless?’ 

Cephy was seven years younger than her and didn’t carry herself with that special confidence only orphans who had survived long enough could muster. 

Intriguing as it was, it didn’t explain why Cephy had come to her. Twice. Even if the other orphans hadn’t sent her on a dare, she must have overheard them talking about Rachael—Blackrock’s omen was never far from anyone’s lips.

‘Three weeks, I think.’ 

Rachael watched Cephy with curiosity. It was hard when you first became homeless. Not knowing where to sleep or where to find your next meal was difficult in any season, but to become homeless at the beginning of winter must have been worse. Rachael remembered her first season well. It had been warm, and finding water had been more important than finding food. She’d got lucky—it had rained often that summer. But she hadn’t seen it as lucky, not having known any better. She’d only known fear and cried herself to sleep every night, praying for help. When the few trees in Blackrock had shed their first brittle leaves, Rachael accepted that no one listened to her prayers and her parents weren’t coming back. She’d been five years younger than Cephy, but she had coped. She had made it work. If she went easy on Cephy, the girl would never learn how to take care of herself.

‘What do you want from me?’

‘I…’ Silent tears ran down Cephy’s flushed cheeks. 

Rachael didn’t know what to say. She’d never offered her sympathy before. What if her understanding got Cephy killed? Kindness wasn’t the rule on Blackrock’s street—she’d spent many nights as a child praying for that to be different.

‘Go live with the other homeless kids. They’re your age, they’ll take you in.’ There were groups of strays all over Blackrock. They stuck together for safety and always took in new kids. Unlike her, they knew how to deal with something like this. 

‘I don’t want to die.’

Something inside Rachael ached worse than anything she’d ever felt. This was the monster she’d feared in her dream?

‘You know where to find food,’ Cephy said. ‘You sure know how to defend yourself. I thought, maybe, if I watched you… 

‘I brought you this.’ Cephy took a small loaf of bread from under her dress, which she’d hidden behind her stuffed bear. It didn’t seem to be warm anymore, but it still looked good. ‘You sure were twitching in your sleep a lot, and you were crying. I… was scared. I thought about getting help, but then you woke up, and you looked scared, too.’ 

Rachael stared at Cephy, lost for words. Cephy wouldn’t have found anyone willing to help Rachael, but that wasn’t the point. No one had ever wanted to help her before.

‘I was having a bad dream,’ Rachael said. 

Although in the cold light of winter’s morning, the nightmare no longer seemed scary. Cephy nodded like she understood. Rachael was glad she didn’t.

Rachael nodded at the bread. ‘You brought this for me?’ She hoped to lighten the mood a little. The faint blush on Cephy’s cheeks told her it had worked.

‘Mmhm. And I want to tell you something.’

‘Oh? And what could that be?’ Rachael was getting more and more comfortable talking to the girl. The queasy feeling in her gut was still there, but the more they talked, the more natural it felt. Her gut feeling had never been so conflicted, and Rachael saw it as a good sign. If Cephy was all bad, it wouldn’t tear Rachael’s instincts.

‘I’m not scared of you.’ Cephy’s voice was as delicate as frost’s first soft touches.

‘That’s not convincing when you’re shaking. You can’t even look at me.’ Although Cephy wasn’t shaking as much as she had been. Still, Cephy was lying. The villagers had made it clear to her that there was no kind word for her here, and she reminded herself that she couldn’t blame them—it was in their nature to fear what they believed to be evil. Cephy had only been homeless for three weeks; her parents would have taught her.

‘I’m cold, is all,’ Cephy said. ‘I know how the mean kids make you feel. The grown-ups, too.’

Rachael scowled. ‘I doubt you—’

‘They are mean to me too.’

She knew Cephy meant well, but Cephy didn’t understand. How could she? They hadn’t tried to burn her alive for trying to help. 

‘It’s not the same.’

Cephy’s eyes glazed over with the shadow of a painful memory. ‘They said I’m a monster. They said I should go to you so we can go to the Mists together.’ 

Rachael shivered and hugged her legs a little tighter. ‘Why would they say that?’

‘My father kicked me out when I set fire to my bed.’ Cephy was staring at the ground again, her hands balled into fists. 

‘Accidents happen. He shouldn’t have left matches lying around.’ Rachael wasn’t sure if Cephy was the youngest in her family, but either way, it was a stupid thing to do with young children in the house. Even worse, to punish her for his mistake.

Cephy shook harder, and her bottom lip quivered. ‘I didn’t mean to. Father was shouting at me, at my mummy, and it scared me. Suddenly, everyone was screaming, and Father threw me over his shoulder. He shoved me into the street. Mummy told him to stop, but he pushed me so hard I fell.

‘It wasn’t his fault. See?’ Cephy held out her hand to the pile of wet branches Rachael had been struggling to light since it had started snowing, opened it—

and fire flared to life. Rachael jumped to her feet and stepped back, eyes wide and heart pounding. How could the villagers fear her dreams?

Cephy hugged herself and cried. ‘I hoped you’d understand.’ 

Her dream made more sense now, but Cephy hadn’t set fire to her then. She hadn’t even sounded like herself. Rachael had never seen such a pitiful creature. Wasn’t it possible that her dream had only shown her Cephy because they’d met that day, and Rachael had been thinking about her? Yes, she had lit wet branches on fire with a thought, but more than anything, she seemed terrified. In her dream, she hadn’t thought of Cephy as herself but as some shadow wearing her face. That had to be all it was. 

Rachael sat next to Cephy and pulled her into her arms. Rachael held her so tight, Cephy couldn’t have got away if she’d wanted to.

‘I do understand,’ Rachael said. ‘I think. But how did you do that?’ She knew many people had the gift—merchants returning from farther south talked about it—but she’d never met anyone else who had it. It had only ever been her and her dreams of death.

‘I don’t know, I just do.’ 

Rachael didn’t know what to do with a crying child, so she held Cephy until her tears stopped flowing and her shaking calmed. 

‘I want to stay with you,’ Cephy said. ‘Can I? Please?’ 

Rachael was about to agree when her stomach twisted into a painful knot. Her bad gut feeling spiked, its message clear. Cephy was a danger to her. If she stayed, Rachael would face the dark despair from her nightmare one day. 

Rachael couldn’t help. She hated Cephy feeling as lonely and unwanted as she had all her life, but she feared that place from her dream more.

Gently, Rachael pushed her away. ‘No.’ Saying it out loud didn’t make her feel any better. The pain grew worse when she saw the desperate look in Cephy’s eyes.

‘I thought you understood.’

‘I do, but you can’t stay with me. I’m sorry.’ Rachael sighed and hoped her excuse would be convincing enough. ‘I barely find enough food for myself. I have no shelter, just this blanket. It’ll be easier without me.’ Their eyes met just in time for Rachael to see Cephy’s eyes glaze over with the same acceptance she’d felt herself so often. There was no love for her in Blackrock. No place to call home. Cephy’s last hope shattered inside her, and Rachael was the one who’d swung the hammer.

Cephy stood and walked away. ‘Keep the bread. I’ll get a new one tomorrow.’

Rachael wanted to stop her, to say she’d changed her mind, but every time she opened her mouth, fear punched her in the gut. The pain only stopped once Cephy was out of sight. 

Rachael hated herself for it. She’d had the chance to spare Cephy the same loneliness she had suffered for so long, and she had refused. It wasn’t right, but what else could she have done? She’d never experienced a reaction like that; she’d be a fool to ignore it. 

Rachael sat on her blanket and stared at the alley Cephy had disappeared into. She wished Cephy came back, that things were different. Cephy’s fire was still burning strong despite the snow, which was falling thicker every minute. It wasn’t enough to keep the chill out of her bones, so she wrapped herself in her blanket and ignored the torn feeling that she’d made a terrible mistake and saved her life in the same frost-kissed breath.


[image: Image]

A week went by with no sign of Cephy. If it wasn’t for the small presents of still-warm bread Rachael received every day, she’d have wondered if Cephy was dead. They were waiting on her blanket when Rachael returned after searching for food, or a few feet away from her on a bed of bricks, when Rachael woke up. She’d been wrong about Cephy; the girl could look after herself. Her excuse that she was struggling enough to find food for herself rang hollow in her ears.

Rachael wasn’t used to feeling so conflicted. Life on the streets had simple rules: trust no one, stick to yourself, and survive by any means necessary. They had served her well. So, even though she often caught herself wishing she could talk to Cephy again, she was grateful the girl was staying away. 

And yet she’d felt guilty ever since Cephy had walked away from her, that delicious loaf of bread by her feet. The gift that should have swayed her but hadn’t. All her life, Rachael had hated Blackrock’s people for being cold to her. She’d had a chance to be better, and she hadn’t taken it. She didn’t even want to stay away from Cephy. Talking to her had made Rachael long for a friend again, and while she knew it was safer on her own, she couldn’t convince herself that wanting a friend was wrong. 

Another loaf of bread was waiting for Rachael when she returned to her hideout. Two days after she’d told Cephy to leave, she had moved again, hoping that would be the end, but the girl had found her. The abandoned firewood store behind the empty house was a tight squeeze, but it protected her better from fresh snow and the breeze than the open air did. She felt bad about eating the bread, but her hunger convinced her not to care every day. She was in no position to waste food, and Cephy brought her more than Rachael had ever found on her own. 

It was just getting dark when Rachael settled on her blanket and tore a chunk off the bread. The sun dipped the town in an orange-pink too pretty for Blackrock. Rachael felt watched but ignored it. If someone had followed her, hoping to hurt her, she’d do better once her stomach was full.

But then she heard a faint whimpering, and her heart grew heavy as stone. Usually, she left crying children alone since there was nothing she could do for them, but this time her gut urged her to investigate. The sound was soft, so the child must have been close, or Rachael wouldn’t have heard it. Her heart told her it was Cephy, but her mind insisted on caution. She’d look but only help if it was Cephy. She owed her that much. 

It wasn’t difficult to follow the crying. At this time of day, the silence of families having dinner inside their homes settled over the town; the crying stood out. Rachael followed it into the dark alley off to the left from her hideout and into a narrow alley between houses on the right halfway down the first. Cephy was curled up on the ground, quietly sobbing into her stuffed bear. 

When Rachael took a step towards her this time, her body didn’t respond. She felt nothing but pity. Rachael didn’t know what she’d say when she reached Cephy, but she wouldn’t turn her away again. 

‘Cephy?’ Rachael wanted to hold her and comfort her, but it was one thing to take her in and quite another to grow attached. Most new strays didn’t survive their first winter, with or without help—the emotional strain often proved too much, and Cephy looked at the end of what she could take. Cephy didn’t seem to even hear her. 

Rachael moved closer and put a gentle hand on the girl’s shoulder. ‘Cephy? Can you hear me?’ 
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