

[image: Cover of Sister Wake by Dave Rudden. A man and a girl ride horseback down a mountainous road, led by a robed man with a spear. In the misty mountains behind them, a hooded man is visible. Iron chains wind along the sides of the cover.]






Dave Rudden is the author of the award-winning Knights of the Borrowed Dark trilogy, as well as multiple works in the Doctor Who universe and the middle-grade horror series Welcome to Darkisle. He has written extensively for stage, screen and role-playing games, and is the 2025 artist-in-residence at Dublin City University.





Also by Dave Rudden

 

Knights of the Borrowed Dark

Knights of the Borrowed Dark

The Forever Court

The Endless King

 

Doctor Who

Wannabes

Twelve Angels Weeping

The Wintertime Paradox

Origin Stories

 

Tales of Darkisle

Conn of the Dead





Sister Wake

 

 

Dave Rudden

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Hodderscape logo]

 

www.hodder.co.uk





First published in Great Britain in 2026 by Hodderscape

An imprint of Hodder & Stoughton Limited

An Hachette UK company

 

Copyright © Dave Rudden  2026

 

The right of Dave Rudden to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

Map illustrations by Dewi Hargreaves

Cover illustration © Kerby Rosanes 2025

Cover design by Natalie Chen

 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

 

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

 

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

 

ebook ISBN 978 1 399 73263 5

Hardback ISBN 978 1 399 73261 1

Trade Paperback ISBN 978 1 399 73262 8

 

Hodder & Stoughton Limited

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

 

www.hodderscape.co.uk





On compatible devices, you can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.





For Sarah, a chuisle mo chroí





The Irish for history is star.

The Irish for teach is moon.

The Irish for light is loss.

The Irish for secret is ruin.

 

‘False Friends’, Doireann Ní Ghríofa
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Before

 

 

It’s a beautiful morning to be a human sacrifice, the girl thought bleakly, trying to get the shackle off her leg.

It was the right thought to be having. It was the obedient thought.

‘The gods were not miserly when they gave us this island.’

That was what Brother Caid had said. Kneeling at her feet. Fastening the manacle tight enough to bruise.

‘We owe them.’

Worm lips moving in his worm head.

‘You owe them.’

A familiar catechism. She and Da had uttered much the same every evening as they dotted honey on their little shrine to Queen Anu. That was what obedience had meant, before Brother Caid had dragged her from her bed. The kiss of honey. A prayer with Da before going to sleep.

And in fairness, this place would put obedience on you, if you hadn’t it already. The mountain of Crom Dubh would have been spectacular even if it wasn’t sacred – a hoary old grandfather of a peak, all black granite and stubborn scabs of snow, soaring up from the heathery plain of Umhaill like a thorn from the stem of a rose.

By itself, it would have been beautiful. But Crom Dubh was holy, and that made it oppressive in its splendour. This barren knob of a summit was where Anu, Mother of Mysteries, had first made herself known to her people. This was where Ogma had first shared the art of poetry, where Smithing Brí had taught the forging of swords.

In every way possible, Crom Dubh loomed. Children had nightmares about it. The girl certainly remembered hers. And now, from this wind-scraped holy place, she could see the whole island of Croí fall away before her, rumpled and patchwork as her father’s léine on her back.

The dawn was spectacular too, not that it was much of a comfort. She’d had ample opportunity to observe it, huddled in the shadow of the altar, trying to keep the wind from freezing her dead.

That first blush of light on the horizon, like milk feathering in tea. The deep purple bowl of Scáthach’s Plain below her filling up with golden light, the silver line of the Dunadhach the only flaw in the curve.

Brother Caid preached that the day and night were enemies, but the generosity in the dark’s retreat reminded the girl of nothing so much as her parents navigating each other in the doorway, perfectly and lovingly aware of where one ended and the other began.

It was all, she conceded, very fucking beautiful. And yet her hands kept straying to the manacle and the chain.

Checking for weaknesses. That’s all. That was another good and obedient thought to have, so she continued having it. Brother Caid had explained the significance of the ritual on the long walk up, and she hadn’t been able to get the cloth gag out of her mouth to disagree with him.

It all had to be perfect. Queen Anu loved the dawn. Only the right and proper sacrifice would court her tabharthas – her blessing – for the harvest. Keep down the crithir fola in the sheep. Guarantee good births, presumably so they too could be sacrificed in their turn.

It was all so practised. So confident in the terms. A better harvest. A kinder winter. Not a wish but a ritual, not a hope but a bargain. Give and take. Conditions of sale, perfect and proper.

The girl’s fingernails were split where she’d tried to prise a chain link away from itself. And if I somehow manage to escape, then maybe conditions aren’t perfect after all.

And maybe I could just go home.

‘Shit. Shit! Shitshitshit . . .’

The girl only realised she was shouting when a claggy knot of rust broke under her stamping heel and took some skin with it. The chain wasn’t strong, and the fastening ring set into the anchor stone was rough and weather-gnawed, but it didn’t matter. The chain didn’t need to be strong. It just needed to be stronger than her.

She blasphemed a couple more times, half because it made her feel better and half because there was nobody to hear her but the mountain and the altar and the chain. The gale was plastering Da’s léine to her collarbone, rolling around the sky like a miser scraping up soup. Grass rippled, grey-green in the half-light.

It could have been peaceful. It might have been beautiful. Except for the prickling knowledge that the sun was rising, and the girl began to imagine that she could see it, the actual point where the day began, coming towards her like an axe –

The altar. A white star of torcstone twice her width and half her height, named for the thick neck rings the old gods had worn. One end in one world, one end in the other, so they said. It wasn’t finely carved or set with gold like altars in the stories, but it gleamed so bright against the black granite summit you could see it for miles around.

She could push it. Couldn’t she? They must have gotten it up here somehow. Unless it had been fucking Anu. Maybe the grass was slick enough from dew that she could get it moving. The mountain’s steepness would do the rest.

And maybe, just maybe, she wouldn’t lose her leg.

Chain clinking, she approached the stone like a skittish horse, and then braced her knees and pushed.

Nothing. Not an inch. Not even when she strained until the terror came up her spine and out of her mouth in a scream that would have done damage to that fucker Brother Caid.

They had come for her in the night when Da was away, because he was big and strong, and she hadn’t licked her disobedience off the turf. She hadn’t screamed when they’d caved in the door. This was firstly because she was from the west, and screaming was not in the culture, and secondly because she had been in shock.

It wasn’t that she didn’t believe. The Answermen had outlawed worship of the old gods, but every Croí house had a hidden shrine and every Croí child knew the stories.

Sacrifice was important. The gods of Croí were a hungry lot. They drank and they feasted and they brawled through the stories, so you left out sloe wine and fresh bread and whatever clothes you could spare.

But then there were the hard winters. Failed crops. Answering tithes. And nobody in the village would say a thing if maybe, just maybe, you went up to the altar after the gods failed to appear and took back a loaf to feed your starving wains. What would be the point of doing otherwise? Surely the gods didn’t want you to starve?

Ten years since Brother Caid last set foot in the túath. Ten years, because he had a hundred tiny villages up and down the coast to cover, and the Answermen to avoid as well. A Brother’s scalp would get you a farm.

Old red stained the white stone. If I live, I’ll take his scalp for free.

Oh, the girl was in the full tilt of blasphemy now, and who could blame her? In those ten years Brother Caid had become like the gods themselves. A story you told. A shrine in a window, worn smooth by touch.

But not real. Not something to fear, no more than you feared Macha of Summer, or Ragwort Laughing, or the Cailleach, who could kill with a look.

The stains on the stone were ten years faded. Everyone said the O’Cuain girl had just run away.

What story will they tell about me?

And then she felt the hands on her back.

‘C’mon now, girleen,’ Da said into her shriek, like he was offering her a mug of tea. ‘We’re going home.’

He had a hammer and chisel in his hand.

It was like permission. The girl had been braver alone. But Da had arrived, solid as the altar and tougher than the chain, and the first thing he did was swirl his thick brat around her and swaddle her in it like a baby. The gentleness of it took the lid off her terror, and suddenly it was all she could do to not take the chisel to the chain or her shinbone, whichever would give way first.

‘You weren’t there,’ she babbled. ‘You weren’t there, and they broke our door . . .’

‘I’ll fix the door,’ Da rumbled. She wasn’t sure why she found that small invasion so upsetting. ‘Or maybe we’ll just leave, hah? Go down the coast to Érainn. Or become sailors. How about that? Head across the Unbeknownst Sea where there’s no priests at all, and I’ll wake you every morning with a song.’

‘Please don’t,’ she said, but with a snuffling kind of laugh. ‘What about Brother Caid?’

‘I’ll fix him too.’ She hadn’t heard that voice since Mam died. ‘Watch me.’

Da bent down, chisel in hand, and the relief came out of the girl in sobs. Suddenly the mountain was beautiful. The wind was softening. The sun was rising, fierce and fast, and she could feel Da’s heartbeat pounding through his shoulder as he sawed.

There was no bargain. There were no gods. It was just priests. Just men, men who liked stories and power and the sound of their own voices. That was all it had ever been. Girls with chain on their legs, and priests slaking a thirst for blood and sweet sloe wine.

‘Nearly there,’ Da muttered. ‘Nearly . . .’

And then . . .

A quiver.

A tremble.

A sound beneath sound.

‘Da?’

‘Close your eyes,’ he hissed. ‘Now.’

She obeyed without thinking, squeaking as his huge arms drew her close. The brat was suddenly stifling, scratching her forehead, making her twist and duck her head away.

Da’s eyes were closed too. She could feel it in the tension of him. The heat and the fear.

Another rumble rang both their bones at once, mashing her further against the wool of the cloak. She struggled, pushing herself back so she could breathe, wondering at the impossibility of a mountain shaking under her feet.

Crom Dubh. That black and hateful spike. It shook.

Something was coming.

The gods. The words arrived so cold and clean they might have been Brother Caid’s. There had been a promise. A contract. And now it was not Queen Anu who had come to punish her for it. The girl knew the sermons. She knew what happened when a bargain was broken.

Folded into the hugeness of her father, she opened her eyes to see the hot little cave between his chest and her nose fill with frosting breath. Winter’s cold, on a summer dawn.

It was the Cailleach. The Hag of Winter, who dragged icy chains in her wake.

‘Close your eyes,’ her father whispered.

The Cailleach, who could kill with a look.

The girl could see nothing but Da, the wool pile of his cloak spiking and stiffening with unnatural cold. Could feel his heart through his léine, battering like a bird in cloth. Could hear the Cailleach perfectly, because nothing that enormous could be anything less than deafening.

The bellowing rasp of air through lungs.

The cold that beat off her in waves, cold so cold it had a sound, like the noise in your ears when you cricked your jaw.

The rattle and creak of freezing chains.

The gods were real.

The gods were real, and they had come for the girl.

‘Da,’ she said, suddenly, madly brave. It’s my mistake. My blasphemy. Maybe there was a chance. A way to make things right. ‘Let me go. It’s me. I’m the—’

‘Sacrifice,’ he finished, taking the words out of her mouth. ‘Fair enough.’

He lifted his head, and the tension in his arms went away.

‘No!’

The heat in Da drained into her. The heartbeat stuttered out.

Perfect conditions.

One little change can make the whole world wrong.

Da fell backwards, and the girl looked up at the Goddess of Death.

It was as if someone had taken every single cruel story about an old woman, every mean and monstrous caricature, and stacked them thirty feet tall. The Cailleach’s skin was as translucent as fly wings. Her remaining teeth were grey with mould. Her hair had the surprising beauty old women’s hair sometimes possessed – a fine gauzy veil, covering her naked body like fog.

Her eye sockets were black and empty as kicked-in doors.

And it was scant comfort to see that Brother Caid had only gotten it half right. The Cailleach didn’t drag chains. Her left arm was a chain – fat links of dirty ice, metre upon metre of them furrowing the earth behind her.

‘Go on then,’ the girl whispered.

The cold beating off the goddess was a physical weight. It pinched the sweat in the girl’s armpits. Turned the tears on her cheeks tight and crunchy with frost. She could feel particles of it on her tongue when she spoke.

‘Isn’t that why I’m here?’

The Cailleach glared down at her silently, and the girl met that gaze because it was better than looking down at the body at her feet.

‘Take me too.’

It was a plea. A prayer. And then the goddess moved, ponderous as a glacier, and stepped over the girl like she wasn’t even there. She was so huge the girl could hear every creak of muscle, every sinew tense and release, as a hand came down, gripping the altar . . .

The chain.

. . . then picked it up and flung it hard.

Just a little tug to her ankle, enough to make the girl stumble. That was all. The chain must have been nearly cut through.

And then it was over. Dawn became day. Purple became gold. The goddess strode away up the slope, dragging her chain behind her, freezing the grass beneath her feet.

This was supposed to be a story.

The girl’s knees gave way. Suddenly she was on the grass, and the frost in her eyes must have spread, because she could see nothing but the white fronds of her breath wisping away. Thank you, she thought. The Cailleach had killed her. It had just taken a little longer.

The prayer left her lips in a plume of smoking cold, and then the dawn took that as well.





I

A Good and Obedient Thought





1

Sister Wake

The attack would happen today.

Sister Wake could feel it. She’d been awake for hours, listening to the army prepare outside the walls of her little wooden wagon. The smiths’ hammers, the cough and clop of horses, the bellow of livestock and the constant, rattling mutter of thousands of men and women being men and women – there was no one difference to point at, but every note of the song had changed key. It was the difference between a conversation and an argument.

The attack would happen today.

Hissing at the early-morning cold, she wriggled out of her blankets and began to dress. First the black wool trews, before lifting up her arms and letting the long black léine billow down her short, compact frame. Then her half-tanned leather boots, a splash of frigid water from her little tin bowl, and two daubs of black ink under her kingfisher-blue eyes.

Finally, she settled the rough-red brat around her shoulders; a heavy square of a cloak that sat across back and chest like a breastplate, thick enough to turn a knife.

It was the only piece of clothing she’d brought from her old life into the new. The only thing she owned not clumsily dyed some shade of black. Brother Wight had told her it ruined the effect. She’d told him to fuck off. In the end, they’d agreed to disagree.

She was in the middle of scraping her short red hair into spikes with the last of her precious little bowl of beeswax when the knock came, loud and sharp. She let him wait, placing her meagre belongings into her shoulder sack one by one. There wasn’t much – her beeswax, a knife, a couple of Answering half-scruples she’d picked up off a corpse. Everything that made Sister Wake useful was inside her own head.

Only when the sack was across her shoulder, and she’d taken a steadying breath, did Sister Wake reach out and open the wagon door. Beyond was a figure cast in silhouette by an achingly bright dawn.

‘Bag,’ said Brother Wight, holding it out. ‘Now.’

Sister Wake put on the bag, gingerly resting it on her spikes. At least they wash it, she thought. Things could have been worse.

Find pleasure in small rebellions. That was what Mother Promise said, and as someone who’d spent their whole life rebelling, she should know. Sister Wake could have railed at her confinement. Three weeks in this wagon, rattling around like a bean in a jar, only leaving to stretch or piss or advise warriors who sweated with fear at the sight of her.

Three weeks of the bag. Of speaking only when spoken to. Of wondering would the cold ever leach out of her father’s brat.

But admitting that weakness to these warriors was an honour they didn’t deserve. Instead, Sister Wake stepped from the wagon like it was an Answering sedan chair and wished they could see that she was smiling.

It took a moment to adjust to the dark. Year’s end was coming, and the morning was crisp. A breeze flattened the rough canvas of the bag against her cheekbones. Sounds felt distant yet magnified, a dull roar of competing noise punctuated by sudden clarity – shouts, yells, clatters, clanks. A boy cursing as he dropped his spear. Someone’s boots fitting worse than the day before. Nobody liked a soldier called Maeg, and nobody ever would.

Everyone sounded very alive. Sister Wake liked that. By noon, they could all be dead.

It had taken a year to assemble this army. A year of threatening and cajoling and begging and bargaining, of hidden troop movements and training. Of rousing speeches in forest clearings and the back of barns, trying to convince farmers to leave their fields and herders their flocks. A year of forging and fletching in secret so at least a scattering of these souls would have weapons suited for more than slaying wheat.

Most of that had been before Sister Wake had been recruited. She was a latecomer to this war, insomuch as any Croí could be late to it, when it was all any of them had known for three hundred years. Maybe that was why it sat ill with her that, one way or another, how many died this morning was up to her.

That’s my burden, she told herself. My sacrifice. And there was no sacrifice too great for the Rising. That was what Mother Promise said too. If the island of Croí was to throw off its oppressors, every man, woman and child would have to find their own ways to serve.

And though Sister Wake couldn’t help but turn over everything the old woman said like a gardener looking for thorns, she also couldn’t help but agree. It felt churlish to whine about a bag when surrounded by those who would do the actual fighting and the killing and the dying. If the army were so superstitious of the Cailleach’s sight they had to put a bag on Sister Wake, they were welcome.

It didn’t hide a jot. When an army marched, the first thing it murdered was the land.

Every blade of grass trampled underfoot. Every head of cattle butchered for the long march east. Every tree felled for kiln fuel and every stream emptied of fish. Even the squirrels the sons of the ríthe shot for sport. Despite her locked, windowless cage, Sister Wake heard every death.

The notes of a song sung just for her.

Even now, deaths burbled and nagged for her attention like conversations in another room. A warrior killed a grass snake with a boot knife. Somewhere above, a kestrel smashed a thrush out of the air. Sister Wake would not pick up a blade today, like so many of those around her, but sensing those deaths was her way to serve.

Sister Wake resettled her brat around her shoulders and stepped down onto the earth, holding her arm out stiffly for Brother Wight to take.

‘Good morning.’

His only answer was a hard grip on her arm. He led her through the camp, Sister Wake trusting living obstacles to get out of her way and Brother Wight to lead her around everything else. She was a figurehead of this Rising. Appearances had to be maintained. It wouldn’t do her air of eerie grace much good if she fell over a tent peg.

‘Did you sleep well?’

Brother Wight slept under her wagon with one eye open in case someone tried to murder her in her sleep, and they both knew it. Not all Croí believed in the Rising. Some were so afraid of the boot on their neck they’d kill their own people to keep it there.

Sometimes Sister Wake could hear him, awake and listening on the other side of the wagon slats. The squeak of leather as he gripped his sword hilt. Sometimes, on cold nights, she thought she could feel the warmth of his breath.

‘Would you rather a place in the vanguard?’

Another avenue of attack. Brother Wight did not respond to this one either.

‘If so, I formally release you from your geis. You no longer need to serve me, Knight of the Hollow Eye. You can die in a fight of your choosing, covered in Answermen blood.’

Silence. Sister Wake formally released Brother Wight from his geis about five times a day. So far, it had not taken. His hand tightened on her arm to let a troop of warriors pass, close enough that she could smell the clean saltiness of their sweat.

She was blessed with more senses than the five with which she’d been born, but to picture Brother Wight in that moment, all she needed was memory. He’d been assigned to her along with her belongings – dark of hair and eye and mood, as if chosen to match the clothes they made her wear.

Maybe that was why she clashed with him so much, in the hope that she’d move his blunt and unlovely face to something other than simmering contempt.

‘Go,’ he murmured, his fingers hot on her skin. It was always her arm, or her wrist, or her shoulder, she noted. He never took her by the hand.

He had spoken, though. A minor victory. Sister Wake tried again.

‘Do they look ready? The army, I mean. Do they look . . .’

There had been rebellions against the Answermen before. The Waxmelt Campaign, the Tumult of the Dál Riata – you were taught their names, and you were taught how they ended. In some places, the bodies still swayed.

Their weaving passage through tents became a straight line across firm, tramped ground. They were in a different part of the camp now. The wind was sharper, carrying with it the thick, warm smell of horses. The raucous shouting of warriors had been replaced by knots of quiet, urgent conversation. She could barely even smell middens any more.

‘Have you eaten?’ she continued, changing tack. ‘I’ve heard warriors say they can’t eat before a battle, but you should have something before—’

‘Stop it.’

They must have been close to the ríthe. Sister Wake knew from experience that, were they alone, Brother Wight could ignore her for days.

‘Stop what?’

‘Trying to be friendly.’

‘I’m naturally friendly,’ she said airily. ‘People don’t know that about me because I so often have a bag on my head.’

Two hands then, gripping her elbows, and though Sister Wake could not see him, she knew Brother Wight was glaring at her so intently that the canvas between them could have flashed into flame.

‘This moment does not require friendly,’ he said flatly. ‘This moment requires dignity. And reverence. And silence. If you know what that is.’

And then his hand was on her neck, gentle as his words were sharp, guiding her head under a trailing edge of fabric. The sounds of the camp became muted. Sister Wake shivered against his fingers.

It always felt like a ritual.

‘My ríthe,’ said Brother Wight, and suddenly his voice was rich and warm, in a way it never was when he spoke to her. That was his side of the performance. The other half of their strange duet. ‘Attend upon Sister Wake, living saint of the Goddess of Death.’
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