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2 MARK LAWRENCE

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 dont 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 wodd 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, awkrarard 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

pangraph or page. Not even d chapter could hold them. But maybe

an entire book could do it . . .
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4 MARK LAWRENCE

Molly sipped her ulik and made aface. 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 ro,rnd, 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 ho'opened Molly's mouth but she bit down on it and shaped

a kr'. 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 ^i 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 tighdy 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 awaybypassing seasons.Worn awayby 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 stifflegs. A mercenarywouldnt raise many eyebrows

in the cities of the west, but out in the sticks where an oddly
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CHAPTER 2

Que

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 ofa 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 motded patchwork shows

litde exposed flesh: muddy homespun, bloody shawls, grey hair here,

darker locks there. No warriors these, just peasants. Hard lives and

easy kills.

Cauuzo?The crow looks up to where afigtre looms at the grave's

edge, dark against the sky's pain as the last of the sun's Jight bleeds

away. Here stands a man of wag 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 doesnt challenge the lie. But its gaze frickers 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

faithfirl call my name.'
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tJ MARK L,AWRENCE

within the corpse heap were still among the living, then the cold

Iight burning in her eves would have persuaded them to play dead

a little longer.

Rue had been born screaming at the rvorld with an anger that took

slxty years to f,ade. Even then her ner.v neighbours had knolvn that

though she might look like them, she carried something else within
her. Hard as nails, they said. ,4 mean .rtreak. Scmething in the taay .rhe

looks at you. Had they known how deep that difference ran, they

r,vould 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 wouldnt 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 birdt 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.'Whoresonsl'

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 stili the strangest thing to have happened.

'Don't test me, bird.' She e1'ed 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 cornplaints - fbr 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
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10 MARK LAWRENCE

'Why didnt 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 againsl 6s-' 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 wasrit didnt 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 frater-
nity 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 adversiry 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

agalrn.

Another wave of pain flooded her head. Rue snarled and bared

her teeth, challenging any more sentimentality to try its luck.
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