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Praise for

APPARENTLY,
SIR CAMERON NEEDS TO DIE

“Come for the silliness, stay for the twists.”

CAITLIN ROZAKIS, New York Times bestselling author of Dreadful and The Grimoire Grammar School

“When times are hard, comedy feeds the soul. I promise this book will make you laugh. The only way it could be improved is with more man-on-vulture action. Five stars.”

ALEXANDRA ROWLAND, author of Running Close to the Wind

“Sir Cameron is one of those heroes that you not only want, but need. Is he brave? No. Smart? Not really. Talented? Absolutely not. Did I relate to him? One hundred percent. He just wants to stay alive, and his antics to do so—like throwing in his lot with an evil sorcerer—lead to a story full of humor, warmth and depth. Stothers takes a fresh slant on time honored tropes, gleefully using them to skewer concepts of identity, gender, class and religion. The result is a hilarious romp full of satire, heart, and the overriding question: who gets to decide what’s evil and what’s good anyway? I thoroughly loved it and recommend it to anyone who enjoys fantasy that makes them laugh.”

LISH MCBRIDE, author of Hold Me Closer, Necromancer

“A rollicking blend of whimsy and madness that kept me on my toes the whole way through. This tale takes the cookie cutter ideal of heroes and villains and twists them into all sorts of new shapes (sometimes quite literally) with delightful results.”

MAIGA DOOCY, Sunday Times bestselling

“From the very first page, I knew I was in for a good time. With vibrant characters, delightfully weird worldbuilding, and an absurd plot, this was one of the most entertaining stories I’ve read this year. If you like outrageous (complimentary) science fantasy, you’re in for an enormous treat.”

KEMI ASHING-GIWA, USA Today bestselling author of The Splinter in the Sky

“Full of cozy heart and charm, with a delightfully hilarious main character—I kicked my feet all the way through.”

CHARLOTTE STEIN, author of When Grumpy Met Sunshine

“A delightfully unpredictable fantasy adventure that turns familiar tropes on their heads in increasingly hilarious ways, Stothers perfectly blends heart, humor, and charming absurdity into your new favorite read.”

CAMILLA RAINES, author of The Hollow and the Haunted
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To Anzu.

You weren’t good at laying eggs, which is the
primary duty of a chicken, but you did have very
pretty feathers. I’m sorry that rats dug into your
grave and ate you. That was unfortunate.
I would say rest in peace, but alas. The rats.
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In Which the Mad Sorcerer Merulo Announces His Nefarious Intentions to the World, Expecting Some Nonspecific Mixture of Fear and Awe, but Is Instead Ridiculed for His Clothing, Which He Chose on the Basis of Wanting to Look Intimidating and Is Thus Rather Sensitive About.
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The man in black waited in line.

He did not look happy to be waiting in line. But then again, few people did.

Chancellor Felix Noor found his eyes drawn to the man, time and again, as he performed his own duties. His clothing is just awful, he thought, straightening his own ermine-lined sleeves. Though what’s worse—to be awful, or to be dull?

A seemingly endless crowd waited in the audience chamber, their murmurs overlapping in a background babble. Their modes of dress varied, but none belonged to the noble lineages of New Albion, represented by the banners that hung from the walls: the eagle of Nasr, the salamander of Falade, the lion of Vaillancourt, and so on.

Nobody, then, worth paying much attention to.

The chancellor sighed and threw back his wine. When he slammed the goblet down against the arm of his chair, the serf at the front of the queue hopped, turned several shades paler, and choked on his tongue. The chancellor’s knights urged him forward, but the serf failed to recover, and his speech stumbled.

This brought Chancellor Felix Noor no amusement; it made the process drag on intolerably. Still, he couldn’t shun his duties. Not with the Church watching.

The man in black was next. He’d jumped the queue somehow, the family of farmers behind him appearing oddly frozen. Without waiting for a summons, he marched forward, his pinched, weaselly face jutting forward with unearned haughtiness.

Chancellor Felix Noor leaned in for a better look. The man’s black robe blended with his dark, limp hair to give the impression of a cowl. Perhaps it was a purposeful perversion of an Elder’s white gown—the chancellor glanced at the Church representative seated to his right, curious to see her reaction.

Elder Beth was busy with a drinks order. A stooge hovered, bent nearly double to better hear the woman, peppering every pause with compliments as to her taste.

“I am the sorcerer Mer—” the man began, his voice raised imperiously over the merchants, farmers, and freshly washed peasantry who waited to be seen behind him.

“Hold on.” Chancellor Noor raised a hand heavy with rings. “Elder Beth. Do you have any thoughts on his robe?”

Elder Beth frowned, clearly annoyed by the interruption. “The shade is unpleasant. What does black symbolize—death and wickedness? And that cut—does he pretend to be a monk?”

The man glared up at the Elder with undisguised hatred. He was lanky and tall, but he stood some feet beneath them, a dais keeping the chancellor and his guest clear of the masses.

“I don’t pretend to be anything. I am the sorcerer Merulo, and I have come to announce my intentions!”

At his proclamation, a hush fell over the crowd. Chancellor Noor thumped his goblet meaningfully against the arm of his chair. In answer, the knights guarding the dais ceased their yawning and scratching of armoured asses, and stiffened, ready to advance.

“Insolent creature. What are your intentions?” The Elder’s words rang clear and strong across the audience chamber.

“I will, eugh—” The man’s voice broke, and he cleared his throat, blinking. His eyes matched his attire, chips of flint in a ghoulishly pale face. “I will kill your God,” he continued, clearly trying to match the Elder’s volume and charisma, “and destroy the world’s magic!”

Laughter came from the queue, some of it nervous, some genuine. The chancellor hid a smirk behind a broad hand. “Now, most people come to me about property lines, or conning merchants. He’s obviously insane,” he added to the Elder, who’d leaned so far forward in her carved seat that it threatened to topple. She looked like a dog pulling at an invisible chain. “Shall we take pity on his lack of faculties?”

“Doing so would be an insult to Order itself,” she growled. Then, louder: “God is everlasting. We shall give you ample time to reconnect with Him through prayer. Escort this man to a holding chamber!”

The chancellor bristled at her giving orders to his men, but such was the way of the Church. To contest its representatives’ will would be akin to blasphemy. Wearily, he swung his attention back to the supplicant—and exhaled sharply. The man glowered up at them without fear, his thin lips pulled back in a flash of teeth.

Of course, the poor idiot lacked all sense. Still . . .

“He did claim to be a sorcerer.” The chancellor glanced sideways at the Elder, fingering an opal in his ring. Projecting his voice, he called: “Hold up, hold up. You can arrest this man in just a moment.”

His knights paused, all but rattling in their armour at the conflicting commands.

Elder Beth’s eyes bulged. “You—”

“I only mean to better evaluate this threat to the Church. Say, sorcerer, do you know any spells?”

“Do I—” the sorcerer spluttered. “Do I know any spells? I am the great sorcerer Merulo—”

“So you’ve said.”

“My magic could have you weeping on your knees!”

“Oh?” said the chancellor, not hiding his yawn. “Could it?”

A poisonous look crept over the man’s face. “Would you like a sample?”

“That’s more like it.” The chancellor sat up and beamed at the Elder, who had turned an interesting shade of maroon. “Shall we see a spell, Elder?”

Before she could respond, several figures stepped forward from the queue, their motions stuttering and faces blank. The knights paused—they had clearly readied themselves for a day of sweating monotony—but the figures showed no such hesitation. Accelerating to a run, they crashed into the line of knights, mouths gaping into splinter-lined cavities. All illusion vanished as they fought. It wasn’t men the knights grappled with, but sickly, twisted trees, given a freakish semblance of life.

The Elder rose, whipping out a wand of carved ivory. She spat an incantation at the sorcerer, and gleaming ice swords condensed out of the air, leaving the chamber dry and staticky. They encircled the black-robed man, stabbing inward—only to shatter into a cloud of refracting droplets at a single barked word.

“Damn.” The chancellor sat back. “He’s good, eh?”

The sorcerer’s next word sent the Elder sailing backward in a billow of white cloth, like a giant swatted dove, to crash against the tapestry-draped rear wall. The chancellor winced in sympathy, but made no move to assist.

“You understand, then?” shouted the sorcerer, panting not from exertion, but from what seemed to be anxiety. “I’ll kill God. Destroy the magic. Yes? I anticipate a timeline of”—he ducked a thrown dagger, one of his wooden servants dashing forward to maim the source—“five years, give or take, so if any infrastructure changes are required—Oh, for fuck’s sake.”

A burly knight had broken through the wooden monsters with great rending sweeps of his axe. He roared, lunging at the sorcerer, who hastily flicked his pale fingers—and the knight collapsed in a clinking heap. The crowd screamed, trampling each other in their rush to escape through the great double doors, forcing the sorcerer to shout at an ever-higher volume.

“Look, you’ve been warned, yes? This is a warning? I have twenty-three more stops to make and can only hope that other rulers treat me with more grace. Goodbye, your Royal . . .” He trailed off. “Why are you shaking your head?”

“Your mistake is flattering, but I’m the chancellor. Felix Noor, advisor to the king. I’ll pass on the bit about infrastructure.”

The sorcerer settled for grimacing in response. Looking somewhat defeated, he muttered a portal into existence, an unfurling hole in reality through which he stormed with an imperious flap of his robe. His wooden servants followed, crawling and leaping, the portal folding shut behind them like the closing petals of a flower.

“Well,” said the chancellor, taking a sip of his wine. Then again, “Well.”

Bodies jammed the double doorway. Too lost in their panic to notice the sorcerer’s departure, the crowd pushed and shouted, worsening the clog. Trampled citizens lay scattered through the room, dead or unconscious, alongside a number of prone knights, while pieces of shattered monstrosities lay twitching in their desire to follow their master. Blood speckled the tiled floor and smeared the tapestry where the Elder had slid down it.

The chancellor took another deep draught from his goblet. “He’s definitely mad,” he murmured, pulling thoughtfully at his beard, “but good show, nonetheless.”











[image: Chapter 1]CHAPTER 1


In Which Forty Years Have Passed and We Meet a Handsome Knight, the Hero of Our Story, Who Is Over Six Feet Tall and Has Straight Teeth and Nice Hair and Wonderful Musculature and Who Is Only a Little Bit Frightened. Not Even Frightened, Really, Just Reasonably Worried. Or Rather, Alert. Yes, Let’s Go with Alert.
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I tried to keep my grimace on the inside, and very nearly succeeded.

In a miraculous act of stupidity, the last scouting group had caught a construct and brought it back to the Order outpost. They’d cleared out a pen of unicorns, locking the peevish mounts into their stalls, and tied the thing to a stake typically used for breaking yearlings.

It glowered. Its eyes spat green flames. Hopping on its remaining leg, it swung the stumps of its wing-arms and seethed at us all.

A crowd formed about the pen, men sitting atop the bars to laugh and throw stones. With ale dispersed and skewered rabbit sourced from the kitchen, the scene had a carnival atmosphere.

I was the only one not caught up in the mood. The construct’s wooden beak jabbed at the air in sudden, unnatural movements that accentuated the artifice of the thing, but that wasn’t the worst of it. The worst was the way it quieted all of a sudden and looked at us—really looked at us, one by one, as though memorizing our faces. For what purpose, I couldn’t say—it would be dead and burned by sundown, and had no means of communicating with its comrades. Still, as those flame-eyes flicked from knight to knight, I found myself shrinking. And when its eyes met mine, the boiling hatred in them made me cry aloud.

Maybe I fell back a little. Maybe the knights behind me provided support until my knees regained their solidity. Who can say? By the time I was paying attention again, those terrible eyes had moved off me, while the eyes of nearly everyone else turned my way.

“Perhaps Vaillancourt can give it a try?” a voice called out, and cheers rang about me.

“Eh?” I said—and then hands shoved at my back, propelling me toward the pen gate. Finally, my brain translated the crowd’s babbling; they’d been talking about fighting the thing, for sport!

My legs locked, and my heels dug channels into the soil, but my fellow knights were all shouting my name now: “Sir Cameron! Brave Sir Cameron! Cameron the lionheart!”

Warmth bloomed in my chest. I could hardly disappoint my peers, who—doubtless in awe of my size, and my flawless golden curls—had elevated me to a status that frankly, I wasn’t so keen on. “Thank you, thank you,” I said, flashing teeth I knew to be a dazzling white. “But I haven’t a sword!”

Something jabbed at my gut, and reflexively I flinched from it. “Take mine,” said the grinning knight, offering the sword again. This time, I accepted the hilt before he could poke me with it.

“Ah.” Sweat was gathering on my forehead. “That’s so generous, really, but what if I chipped it? I really can’t—”

“No bother.” The knight’s smile was too fierce, and too yellow, and stank of onions. “Chip away.”

“Oh God,” I muttered. A final push sent me stumbling, then a click sounded behind me. I was in the pen. And they had closed the gate. “Gentlemen,” I tried, still holding the sword out for someone to take. “I, ah, love the spirit of this, really, but I don’t have my armour—”

“It doesn’t have any arms,” someone shouted, and laughter rippled through the knights. “You make a good pair!”

“I have an upset stomach!” I cried. “I ate a bad trout. Something might happen!”

“We’ll stay upwind,” another voice called.

Slowly, very slowly, I turned to face the construct. My tight-laced jacket—though it looked fantastic—restricted my motions. The stylish sleeves scarcely allowed me to raise my arms above the shoulders, and they expected me to swing a sword?

I mean, I could. Very well, in fact. Just . . . not now. At any other time, though, certainly.

Shouts rose from behind me, taking on a sharper edge the more I hesitated. The pen, already clipped clean by unicorn teeth and trodden into mud, now contained a small ditch where the construct hopped and twisted and clacked its beak. The thing, in its fury, was digging itself into a hole.

I swallowed and marched forward, stepping around heaps of unicorn dung mottled with flies. Their buzzing reflected the keening in my skull as I drew closer and closer.

Twin green flames fixed on me. A chain hooked through the construct’s gut, the other end securing it firmly to the pole. My sword gave me a longer reach than the beast, but if it were to seize me and close that shear-like beak across my face . . .

Sweat loosened my grip on the sword. I clenched my fingers, determined not to fumble.

“It isn’t worth it,” I mumbled, too quiet for anyone else to hear. “Just leave and be humiliated. This simply is not worth it.”

The construct tilted its head, flames wavering with the motion.

I circled it, eyeing the carved-up soil, judging how much leeway the chain gave. On my third circuit, the construct lunged. I fell backward with a shriek, and scrambled away, scarcely keeping hold of my weapon, while on all sides my fellow knights jeered and hooted.

Standing and brushing myself free of dirt, I smiled and waggled the sword at them. Just to make it clear I was a participant in the fun. Then, the construct twitched a claw—I swung back to it, holding the sword at a practiced angle. Noise no longer carried past the pounding in my ears.

Lunge, and swing. Lunge, and swing. That was all I had to do. “Easy peasy,” I babbled.

The construct darted forward, its foul beak stretched in a silent scream. A non-silent scream tore from my own throat. I lunged and swung, impact jarring my elbow.

The construct’s head bounced, twice, before rolling to a stop before my feet. As I stared, the green glow of its eyes faded.

“Oh.” I took quick steps backward, away from the broken thing. Belatedly, it occurred to me that I should wave at the crowd and have them cheer. I held the sword high, where it vibrated with my arm’s trembling. “Huzzah!”

If I didn’t know better, I’d say the men looked disappointed. “Let’s go,” someone muttered, and the crowd began to disperse, knights hopping from their bars and tossing rabbit skewers. It didn’t take long for the area to clear—except for the knight who’d lent me his sword, who waited, palm out. When I placed it in his hands with gracious thanks, he simply grunted and left.

Which left me alone in the pen with the decapitated construct. Deprived of life, it looked no more dangerous than firewood. Yet I could still make out the contours of its empty eye sockets and the gape of its beak. I shrugged off my unease and left, unhooking the gate with only minor difficulty. “They called me a lion,” I muttered, as I followed my stomach to the dining hall. “That was nice. I am a bit of a lion, aren’t I?”

The long, dreary room was already full by the time I filed in, the torchlight flickering with the force of the noise. I slid in beside Sir Babbet, whose silence I could usually rely on. It’d be best if my jangled nerves weren’t rubbed upon any further, at least for the evening.

“Lads.” I nodded in greeting, then leaned over to grasp a plate of roast beast. My fingers brushed the edges of it but couldn’t quite hook on. “Could someone, ah . . .”

A thickset knight pushed the dish toward me with enough force that I flinched. “Sir Cameron,” he boomed. “I caught your performance.”

“Thank you!” I said, before realizing that he’d forgotten to add a compliment.

The knight chewed slowly, flecks of meat occasionally making their way down his chin. “Anyway. Didn’t think we’d be seeing you today.”

“Oh? Why is that, Sir Galahad?”

A nasal voice pitched in from across the table. “When battles brew, you always seem to go missing.”

“Do I?” I filled my plate carefully with slices of roast griffin-duck. The gravy dripped abominably, and I was wearing my best jacket—a scarlet that set off the rosiness of my cheeks, slashed along the sleeves to reveal an underlayer of Vaillancourt gold. “Anyway, who’s fighting?”

A hush fell over the table, and too many heads once again turned my way.

“Cameron,” called that nasal voice again. “We are. With the mad sorcerer.”

I craned my neck until I found the source: Sir Regulus, gravy dripping down his fingers, and splashed liberally through his curling mustache. “Good God, man.” He laughed in a spray of meat. “Did you not know?”

“I only meant”—my face warmed, but my smile remained unwavering—“that I did not know whose squadron had been, ah, singled out for the honour.”

“No one knows.” He shrugged broadly. “But with Elders here, something must be going down. I hear your elf’s been walking about with them.”

“Glenda? She mentioned a meeting, but—”

“Then you don’t know anything?”

“No,” I started—but in confirming my ignorance, I lost their attention. Sir Regulus turned to shout at another arriving knight, and voices rose in an impenetrable wall.

I sliced the griffin-duck into smaller and smaller ribbons while I waited for the noise to subside. A battle . . . usually, I was more on top of those.

Granted, my best source of information had recently been slain in combat: Sir Hamlin, who’d put up a great show of ‘Oh but we can’t do that, we’re both men,’ only to stick his hand down my breeches behind the unicorn stable.

A bead of sweat trickled down the tip of my nose to splatter among the desecrated meat on my plate. I’d been sent here by my father with the expectation that I fall in combat, joining Sir Hamlin, and Sir Wilkin, and Sir Xiu, and . . . whoever else numbered among my dead comrades. Too many to have them memorized. God bless them, and all.

Point was, avoiding that particular fate had become a full-time job.

“Lads,” I said, standing with a screech of my chair, “it’s been a pleasure, but I do think that I, ah, have somewhere else to be.”

Sir Babbet leaned to look at my plate. “Did you even eat any of that?”

“What?”

“Your food.”

“What about it?” I tapped impatiently on the head of my chair. “Look, I’d love to chat, let’s catch up some other time, but for now I’ve got to go. Alright?”

His face screwed up in a sort of bafflement, but I was already on my way.

My first thought was Glenda—but no, she’d still be in her meeting. I sometimes bribed the outpost scribe for intel, but then, the Elders had commandeered him for notetaking, hadn’t they?

Paralyzed by my lack of options, I sprawled across a bench in the common room beneath the banner of the Vaillancourt lion. We’d eaten while the sun was still high in the sky, so the room remained muggy with warmth. Even as I plotted, even as stress ate at me like hunger—as a matter of fact, it probably was hunger—I couldn’t help but succumb to the heat. My eyelids grew heavy, and I yawned.

“Cameron.”

I nearly fell off the bench. “Glenda! You’re back! How was the meeting?”

The elf stood too close, her blue face twisted into a strange expression. “Pack your things,” she said. “We have to go. Now.”
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In Which Our Handsome Knight Is Very Confused as to Why We Had to Leave So Abruptly but Is Committed to Being Charming About It. In Which Charm Might Come Easier if I—I Mean, if He—Knew What the Fuck Was Going On.



[image: Cimage]

The closer we got to the mad sorcerer’s territory, the more malevolent the trees looked. They crowded about us, roots bulging from the soil and daring us to trip.

Glenda walked in silence, avoiding any leaf or twig that might crunch underfoot. It was a wasted effort, as I stumbled over the uneven ground and caught myself on branches with apologetic grunts, but I tried not to fret over the noise. With Glenda at my side, the borderland woods felt relatively safe. The sorcerer’s constructs always fell easily to her flashing blade, and her condescension toward humans meant she thought nothing of me hunkering back while she fought.

Securing her friendship had kept me alive while other, better knights took their rest in the soil—so her current moodiness put me on edge. Since her meeting with the Elders and our hurried departure, Glenda had barely spoken two words. Though when I’d walked out in a padded gambeson (secured with buttons of polished unicorn horn), she’d shaken her head, violently, and told me to change into something lighter.

Had I pissed her off? I always tried not to, elves being a class above even petty nobility such as myself. I peered at her as we marched beneath the bristling trees in the fading remains of daylight. She didn’t seem angry. She looked . . . sad. Loose hairs stuck out from her normally meticulous braid, and she chewed fretfully on her lip. Feeling my gaze, her eyes flicked up to meet mine. I reeled back, pretending to study the flight of a bird overhead.

I did consider, briefly, that her mood might have nothing to do with me; that she might have a life of her own, independent of my existence. Only briefly, though.

“Glenda,” I said, after we’d settled on a spot to spend the night. “I suppose the meeting went . . . ?” She looked at me with red-rimmed eyes, and I lost my nerve. “Ah. Never mind.”

Had she found out about Sir Hamlin? Anxiety filled my mouth with saliva, which I swallowed. Glenda was so . . . passionate in her adherence to Order. Though perhaps it could work in my favour, if I allowed her to guide my ‘repentance.’

With increasing agitation, I built a campfire, cooked her a vegetarian broth, gnawed at my own rations, then dove into my sleeping roll. Roots poked at me through the burnished leather and rabbit skin; it felt like I’d lain across someone’s bony feet. “Glenda,” I tried again, shuffling to get comfortable. “Is something wrong?”

She gave a hiccup of laughter. It had an oddly hysterical tinge.

“Come on.” I raised onto an elbow to squint in her general direction. “I know something’s wrong. My brother sulked just like this when he had to kill one of his fancy goats for Descentmass.”

“Oh.” She sighed, and I heard her rolling to face me. “That’s horrible! If he had a bond with that animal, it should have been respected.”

“Glenda, I won’t let you change the subject. You’re upset about something non-goat related, and I’d really like to hear it.”

Silence stretched, long and tense. Eventually, I gave up and snuggled back into my roll. Too full of nervous energy to sleep, I listened instead for the creak of constructs. They rarely struck at night, and Glenda’s hearing surpassed mine regardless, but logic could only put small dents in my fear.

Then, she spoke, in a whisper so soft I nearly missed it. “Cameron. You’re going to die.”

“Sorry?” I scratched at a bug bite. “I’m sure I misheard you. I’m going to what?”

In response, sniffling, and the crunch of a small body curling inside a hemp bedroll.

I threw back my covering and sat up. “Glenda, come on. Why am I going to die? What does that mean? That’s such an alarming thing to say. Do you mean in terms of our respective lifespans, I’ll die first? Or do you think I have a disease, or . . . ?”

I couldn’t complete my sentence. The Order didn’t execute people for minor sexual deviancies—and certainly not someone of my station. Right? They wouldn’t. They couldn’t.

The shadowed lump, barely discernible as Glenda, remained mute. Of course, with her elven night-vision she could see me perfectly as I gaped at her. “Glenda?” I said again, groping about for a stick to poke her with.

“I’ll tell you in the morning!”

I waited a few beats. “You promise?”

She wailed, then muffled it. Like she’d clamped a hand to her mouth. I fully intended to press, but then the sound of weeping reached me, and I lay back in baffled silence. Glenda’s crying continued for a good while until, after a round of loudly sucking in snot, her distraught breaths evened out. Soft snores filled the air.

Frustration heated me as I lay in the dark. She’d left me to wallow with such a horrible notion while she escaped to dreaming!

But I relied on her. I couldn’t afford to be anything but charming.

All attempts to empty my head proved useless. I cycled in and out of a half-awake state, always conscious of the roots beneath my back, and the itch of mosquito bites, and my own impending death. Especially that last one, if I was being honest.

When the dawn chorus rose, robins and blackbirds and hedge-griffons all chortling and whistling in competition, I wanted to cry aloud. Instead, I began the day.

It made for an easy routine: put the fire back up, comb my golden hair to perfection, and heat Glenda’s breakfast in a little pot—mushrooms and seaweed, with a decadent slice of ginger. For myself, I had a fistful of dried meat. It tasted like shoes.

Eventually, Glenda woke. The morning light filtering through the branches cast dappled spots across her blue skin as she stretched.

I chewed at her, open-mouthed. “So, I’m going to die?”

“Please,” she said, rubbing her eyes. “May I have something to eat first?”

I gestured at the pot, then shoved the jerky into my mouth, whereupon I choked. While Glenda sat cross-legged on her bedroll, weaving her silver hair into an intricate braid, I spat the jerky into my hand and had at it again in smaller, rodent-like bites.

Having made herself decent, Glenda joined me by the fire. She took the bowl I offered, and added something from her pocket—flavouring, I supposed.

I waited impatiently for her to slurp it all down, then tried again. “Why am I going to die?”

Carefully, Glenda set down her bowl. Her overlong eyelashes shuddered as she stared into its empty depths. “Because of the prophecy.”

My first thought was: thank God this wasn’t about Sir Hamlin. With unearned relief, I bumped my leg against hers in a comradely manner. “What exactly is ‘the prophecy’?”

“They made me promise not to tell.”

“But you’ve already told me. You might as well finish the job.”

She tilted her head back, so that her braid hung straight like a noose. “This isn’t a scouting mission.”

Was she looking for a reaction? “Oh!” I provided.

“We’re traveling to a battleground, where our men will fight the sorcerer’s foul constructs, and you—” Her voice cut off in a choking gasp. A fleck of her spit landed on my knee.

“. . . will die?” I completed, wiping it off with a thumb. “Wonderful. Good to know. Obviously, I won’t go, then.”

She burst to her feet, and I flinched back, startled. “You don’t understand! If you don’t die, then none of the rest will come to pass!”

“Oh?” My heartbeat picked up. “And what’s the rest?”

Glenda began to pace tight circles around our clearing. “The Elders,” she said, deftly avoiding a root, “burned the last dragon heart to fuel a powerful magic. In the prophetic vision that resulted, they saw the mad sorcerer defeated, and the world saved.”

“Hey, that’s fantastic!” I said, and succeeded in swallowing ‘Now what the fuck does that have to do with me?’

She nodded, confirming that yes, it was fantastic. I wondered if I should stand too, or if she might perceive that negatively. For a human woman, a man towering over you during a tense discussion might prove intimidating—but for an elf, with their superior strength and magic? I wasn’t sure, so I stayed seated, twisting my torso to follow her movements.

“And they saw the death of a tall, golden-haired knight.” She stopped with a pursed, lemon-sucking mouth. “They saw you.”

“Ah,” I managed. “But how certain can they be? It can’t be completely conclusive, can it? Is it?”

She nodded gravely. “It is. You die in this prophecy with a sword through your throat.”

“No,” I said. It came out like a belch, unbidden. At the look on Glenda’s face, I quickly amended to: “No . . . way! How incredible that . . . what I mean is that . . . that’s such a fantastic amount of detail!”

“Oh yes, the prophetic vision was clear in every particular. The method of your death, the meadow it happens in, even down to the length of your eyelashes. You do have such long eyelashes for a boy.”

No longer able to manage words, I simply nodded with enthusiasm.

The twitchiness of her excitement brought bile to my throat. On some level, the drama clearly appealed to her. “At the meeting with the Elders, they shared the prophecy with me at great magical expense. That’s how I know all this . . .” She spoke in slow, deliberate fragments, drawing it out. “I was even able to assist them in identifying you as the golden knight. Sorry, did you say something?”

I’d let out a small noise. “Nothing. Please . . . please continue.”

She did, frowning. “A prophecy is like a recipe. In order to get the end result, you must follow each step.”

“And I’m one of those steps. What an honour, that it all hinges on my . . . on me.” I cleared my throat, but the lump remained. “And what an honour for you, too. Considering the role you played.”

“I’m so happy you see it that way! Because it is. It is such an honour.” Glenda wiped delicately at one eye. “Once the war is over, I was thinking I could dedicate myself to the arts. And like, sculpt a commemorative statue of you, for people to leave flowers at! That’s why I keep looking at you. It’s to memorize your expressions. How your lips move, how your forehead creases . . .”

“Wow!” I said. “How fantastic that my forehead creases will be preserved.”

She giggled, leaning back against a particularly gnarled and menacing tree. “It’s such a relief to have told you. We should pack up now, if you’re ready?”

How could I ever be ready? Even so, I rose on wobbly legs and obediently kicked dirt over the fire, choking its embers. Scraping out a piece of seaweed from the pot, I carried it to be packed.

“I mean,” I said, finagling the damp metal into my leather bag. “I guess there’s no possibility that I survive this? I’m just concerned, you know, that the sorcerer’s reign of terror might continue unabated.”

“Please don’t worry about that!” Glenda looked up from compacting her bedroll, her mouth open in alarm. “We’ll ensure it comes to pass. If the enemy fails to strike you down, I—that is, someone is assigned to the task. So don’t worry about rushing into battle or standing in a certain position.” She rolled her eyes to show the silliness of the idea. “Just show up and leave the rest to us!”

The muscles in her slender arms flexed as she tightened the drawstrings. I bundled up my own bedding, securing it into the belts of my pack, waiting until I felt certain that my voice would hold. “I suppose you could even be the person who . . . I mean, I won’t be mad or anything, but maybe you, uh. Have further instructions?”

Despite my stumbling, I saw understanding on her face. “It might be better if it’s someone you know. A-and—” she stuttered, and the tears that had threatened all morning spilled down her cheeks. “It should be someone who loves you!”

“Thank you, Glenda. I appreciate you telling me. Now I won’t be scared at all when you stick a sword through my throat.”

She frowned, as if finally detecting my lack of sincerity.

“I mean that sincerely,” I added, shouldering my pack. “Thank you, Glenda.”
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I hadn’t always been afraid of death. Or at least, not so obsessively.

It was like complaining of a disease—‘I wasn’t always stumbling about and covered in sores!’—except that it existed only in my mind, where nobody could see it to spit in disgust. Why I proved weak enough to catch this fear while others seemed immune, I didn’t know.

The moment of infection . . . That I could pinpoint with certainty. It happened during a childhood tutoring session on the Descent. I was sitting in the shadowy depths of our manor’s great hall, while outside I knew it to be sunny and warm, my eyes not quite focused on the man across from me.

At first, I struggled to pay attention. It didn’t help that my tutor-priest spoke wetly, like he was holding a mouthful of saliva. I already knew the broad strokes of his lesson: the ancients, with their heretical devices, pumped poisons into the air and water, and instead of seeking a solution, they simply retreated indoors, leaving the outside world to rot and die. You might imagine that watching all this, God would grow rather fed up, and so He did!

One day, He snapped. Or rather, He Descended. Like a parent storming into a child’s room with a brush, He purified the world, blasting away the blasphemous devices with their gaseous emittances, and banishing the knowledge that had brought them into being. With blue skies and fertile lands restored, His true believers inherited Larnia, and all was paradise, forever and always.

At least, that was the version of events taught to young children. Having recently turned six, and thus passing some necessary threshold of sentience, my teacher could now detail how the ground had cracked and churned beneath the ancients’ feet, and how all who looked skyward saw Him. How, in reshaping the landscape to His Design, vast chasms formed and sealed, the raw fire of Larnia’s core exposed. And how, though all survivors received His Design, not all chose to abide by it, necessitating the hasty formation of the Church of Order, to keep the world on its ordained path by way of sermon and sword.

And despite my tutor’s squelching delivery, and the worn familiarity of our hall, all those ancient deaths linked to the inevitability of my own in a rapture of emotion, like a saint awakening to religion.

The diseased knowledge entered me that every person burned or crushed in the Descent was once a fully realized human being. And that very little, aside from time and luck, prevented me from joining them and becoming similarly nameless and forgotten. From becoming nothing.

Digesting that all, I excused myself from the lesson politely, walked up a flight of stairs, hid inside a wardrobe, and got properly hysterical.

From that day onward, the Fear would descend periodically like the maw of an animal. Caught in its teeth, I’d curl up and sob.

And now, I had not years, but hours before my greatest fear came true. My skull felt tight, tingling, as though in the grip of a hand. Even the whistling of birds overhead sounded mocking. “Are we close?” I asked, hearing my own voice only distantly.

Glenda rearranged the pack on her shoulders. Despite her small size, she carried more than I did—a testament to her elven strength. I’d wasted precious time fretting, wondering why the Order hadn’t drugged me, or at the very least, marched me with a proper escort, but when understanding finally hit it was unwelcome. The short girl walking at my side had nearly a century’s practice in warfare and magic. Add to that her elven sight, speed, and instinctive ability to track . . . If it came to combat, I’d be greatly outmatched. If I fled, she’d be on my ass like a wolf after a three-legged doe. They may as well have hauled me to the spot in shackles.

Besides, the Order probably had precautions in place. Spy animals, hidden troops, spells waiting to be triggered . . . They wouldn’t do it halfway. Not for something this important.

“We are,” Glenda answered, and I started.

My mind buzzed with increasingly ill-advised schemes. She’d said she loved me. Clearly, she didn’t love me enough, given that she planned to butcher me like a goat, but that could change. Perhaps a passionate dalliance on the forest floor would tip the scales in my favour?

I didn’t particularly want to—but then again, I didn’t particularly want to die.

And she liked me like that, she had to. She was always cooing about my looks—about my eyelashes, for God’s sake—and now this love confession. Yes, I had a good shot. All that remained was to execute this plan with maximum skill and charisma.

“Hey,” I said, all light and sexy-like. “Why don’t we take a load off?”

Glenda, who’d been walking ahead for some time while I dragged my feet, glanced back. Her eyes looked sore and red from crying.

“Stop and rest,” I clarified. “Or stop and . . . ah, other activities.”

“We have a schedule to keep,” she said, but something in my face must have convinced her to pause. “If you’re not feeling well, we can rest. Sorry, I sometimes forget how quickly humans tire.”

“I mean. There are some activities where I never tire.”

“Certainly. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise.” Glenda removed her pack in a fluid motion and sank to the ground. She frowned at me. “Cameron, why are you undressing?”

I paused with my shirt half-off, my arms trapped in the sleeves above my head.

“Are you feeling overheated?”

“Yes!” I shouted gratefully. “It’s a hot summer day, isn’t it? And I was just thinking, well, it might be more enjoyable with our clothes off.”

I didn’t typically take the lead in these things. It felt cosmically mean that my life now depended on it.

“That’s . . .” Her face was unreadable. “That’s an interesting thought.”

Dropping my shirt to the ground, I casually flexed one arm to push back the combed waves of my hair. “How interesting a thought is it, exactly?”

“I think there’s a cultural barrier here. I’m not really following.”

Aware of my clenched teeth, I relaxed my jaw. I was a golden lion. Everyone wanted me. Confidence was key.

Loping closer in a leonine fashion, I sank to my haunches and dropped a muscled arm around her shoulders. “I’m sure any barrier can be overcome.”

I moved in for a kiss, and Glenda yelped, her head shooting back so fast that, if not for my arm, she’d have toppled to the ground. I froze, lips puckered.

“I’m so sorry. I’ve, uh, it’s not you. I’ve just never been that attracted to humans,” she said, looking anywhere but at me. This close, her breath smelled strongly of seaweed.

Realizing that my arm still trapped her, I recoiled, leaping to my feet. “But you . . . I mean, don’t you love me?”

“I do! I do love you.” Glenda hugged her knees. “You make me laugh every day. And I’ve had such a wonderful time serving the Order with you at my side. My friends back home, they’re always asking me how to get a human of their own.” She tried to smile, but it wobbled and failed. “They love hearing about you.”

A human of their own? “Isn’t that somewhat bigoted?” I asked. It came out sharper than I intended.

Glenda rocked back like she’d been slapped. “I didn’t mean—that’s not—Cameron, I am going to miss you so, so much, and I will never forget you, I promise!” Her head sank into her hands, her breath coming in gasps.

I realized, as the noises became wet and clogged with snot, that we had entered another round of crying. And back came my anger. I was the victim here. I ought to be the one in tears, and yet here she was again, emotionally incapacitated by the slightest . . .

Hold that thought. She was incapacitated, wasn’t she?

Something despicable occurred to me then, and I immediately accepted it as my best course of action. “Glenda,” I said, fingering the hilt of my sword. “This is my last day alive, and you’ve already ruined it. Would it have been so difficult to peck me on the cheek and lie? Or am I too lowly even to touch?”

Her damned elven hearing could ruin it all . . . but Glenda had her pointed ears covered to better blunt my words, and her own swallowed cries likely drowned out some level of noise.

“You shouldn’t have told me any of this!” I timed my shout with the oh-so-gentle snick of my unsheathing blade. “You broke a promise to the Elders, and for what? Just to scare me before I die?”

This outburst must have been shocking to her—we’d never had so much as a disagreement. But I couldn’t spare any pity.

She belched something that sounded like an apology into her knees, her body quaking. I stood behind her, lining up a shot with the flat of my blade.

“Sorry, Glenda.” And I swung.
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My plan of traumatizing and concussing an elf was a great success.

After she crumpled forward, I thought about giving her another whack, but decided against it. The smear of blood on the blade . . . had I really hit her that hard?

“You were fully planning to murder me.” I rolled her onto her side in the dirt and checked her breathing. She looked like a newborn calf, all gangly limbs. “Fair is fair.”

But still I stood there, peering down at her sadly—until her finger twitched, at which point I bolted with a choked screech. I did not want to be there to receive her bloody rage when she woke.

Some indistinguishable length of forest passed before I realized, with a nasty jolt, that I’d forgotten my pack. But it was useless weight, I reassured myself, full of pointless things. Like food. And water.

I’d also left my shirt, which the heat of my run made me temporarily grateful for. And my sword, God damn it all.

Well, there was no point obsessing over errors. All I could do now was run.

A root caught my foot, sending me crashing to my hands and knees. I scrambled up, panting and swearing, feeling the wetness of my scraped palm but not the pain. My body shook with the urge to keep moving, but instead I pressed myself flat to the trunk of an oak and tried desperately to think. Every second mattered. I had to keep running. But to where?

In early summer, the sun rose in the northeast. Using that as a compass point, I could roughly guide myself to any number of places. But the Order wouldn’t waste time in broadcasting my fugitive status, and their influence extended, well, everywhere.

It felt like probing a fresh wound, but I had to think this through. My only friend wanted me dead. My lord father had always wanted me dead. No God-fearing citizen would shelter me, which wrote off all of humanity and the vast majority of elves. The dragons opposed the Church but, quite selfishly, they’d gone extinct.

Who then, in this entire world, could possibly grant me shelter? I knew who stood to benefit from my death, but from my continued survival, there was nobody, with the obvious exception of the . . . oh.

What a terribly interesting idea.

My paralysis broke, as my feet took me southeast—toward the sorcerer’s territory. I tried not to overthink, focusing on my footfalls even as my breath burned. Every flap of wings overhead, every snap of a twig, sparked fresh surges of adrenaline. I tried not to think of the spy animals that the Order seeded through these woods, or the troops that likely lay in wait, or the knights who could even now be positioning themselves for an ambush thanks to squawked and chittered intelligence.

A robin zipped past my face, its breast an alarming slash of scarlet. Was its flight path unnatural? Had it come too close?

And if the Order had eyes on me, what about the sorcerer? This deep in the border woods, he certainly had spies of his own.

“Hey,” I rasped. I slowed to catch my breath, only to startle back into motion at the whistle of a too-near grackle. “HEY!” I shouted at full bound, sweat-soaked hair matting my forehead. “HEY, MAD SORCERER! HEY, I’M HERE! HELLO!” Every yard brought me closer to his lands, with more chance of passing a construct. “SORCERER, YOU’RE GONNA WANNA HEAR FROM ME!”

If he did appear in a flash of foul smoke, my huffing and wheezing would immediately put the man off. A brief respite seemed more and more appealing, a chance to lie in the dirt and let my heartbeat return to a normal pace. Stripping me of the decision, another root caught my foot.

This time it hurt, my knee crunching hard into the dirt. A wail escaped, not of pain but of frustration. Okay, so I wasn’t particularly valiant, but had I ever done anything that bad? Ignoring the events of earlier (best wishes to Glenda and all that), had I ever done anything remarkable, of any sort, to merit a singling out?

Grasping a nearby trunk, I hauled myself up, testing my leg. Sharp needles ran down my shin, and my eyes prickled with tears. I could run on it, but not fast.

“SORCERER!” I hobbled at a decent clip, grabbing branches and trunks anytime my knee threatened to give. If only I’d given Glenda that second whack to grant myself more time. If only I hadn’t run off blindly like a prey animal. “SORCERER, I NEED A WORD WITH YOU!”

What was his name . . . it started with M, didn’t it? Margaret? Malady?

“MALODOROUS!” I shrieked. “MATTHIAS! MAXIMILLIAN!” Damn it, why did everyone call him ‘the mad sorcerer’? Nobody in recent memory had referred to that blasphemous man by anything but derogatory titles. “MADDOX!” And my knee throbbed so angrily. “MAURICIO!”

Shapes moved in the distance. A pair of armoured men, gleaming visions of death, emerged from the brush. They wore the balancing scale insignia and pristine white of the Knights of Order. Four more appeared, mercenaries or foot soldiers, indistinct at this distance.

They might not have seen me. I sank down, edging toward a trunk. Then a red-breasted robin landed on a knight’s shoulder, all eyes turned toward me, and the last of my hope departed. It was a feeling of increasing familiarity.

The knights didn’t shout as they advanced—they at least had the grace to pretend this wasn’t a hunt. Released from its magic, the robin exploded into the air, disappearing into the canopy with a series of aggrieved cheeps. Having no similar powers of flight, I settled for sagging in place.

“Massimo,” I said weakly. “Malodorous.” No, I’d already tried that one.

As the men drew closer, I recognized a knight from my outpost: Sir Percival, a square-jawed carrot top with an infectious laugh. He looked deadly serious now, his strong features tense.

“Merulo,” I tried. No, not that either. Or—wait. “Merulo!”

The men broke into a trot, reaching for their weapons.

“MERULO!” My voice sounded high and girlish. I suddenly saw myself through the knights’ eyes, shirtless and flushed, with a buckled leg and too-wide eyes. I looked stupid and, despite my size, quite helpless.

Sir Percival brandished his sword, sprinting. They couldn’t kill me here, I knew that, but cutting me to ensure I couldn’t flee . . . ?

“MERULO, GREAT SORCERER, COME TO ME NOW, AND I WILL HELP YOU SLAY OUR GOD!” I roared at the sky, standing as tall as my bad leg would allow.

Sir Percival seemed to trip forward and fall backward simultaneously. I blinked, and his upper body separated from his lower, crashing face-first into the soil as his legs fell comically behind. The other men shouted, swinging at the air.

Constructs. The monstrosities rushed the men with no regard for their wooden flesh. A winged construct plunged with joyful frenzy onto a knight’s sword, writhing down its length to peck at the soft tissue of his eyes and nose. Before his features disappeared entirely, I recognized him as Sir Galahad. He’d been terrible at card games—a deficit I supposed no longer mattered.

“Merulo, Merulo, Merulo,” I moaned as a lupine construct with sharp wooden legs stabbed into a foot soldier, splattering his chainmail red. “Merulo, Merulo . . .”

A construct approached where I clutched, leaden, at a tree trunk. I stared up at the humanoid creature, its scythe dripping Sir Percival’s gore. He wouldn’t be laughing anymore.

“Merulo, Merulo . . .”

The construct hoisted its scythe and like a dam breaking, sense returned to me. My hands shot up in surrender. “I HAVE A MESSAGE FOR MERULO, IT IS OF GREAT IMPORTANCE!”

The scythe did not descend. The construct’s face, a mess of knotted burls and cavities, seemed a deliberate mockery of human features.

“Uh, this is going to sound silly, and honestly unbelievable, but—” I stopped as the scythe moved upward, resuming its swing. “OKAY, short version! The Knights of Order—or rather their Elders—performed a prophecy ritual. Something to do with dragon hearts? Or a singular dragon heart? And it predicts the downfall of the mad—I mean, the Great Sorcerer Merulo, but only if I die. Hence why these knights are, ah, out to get me.” My injured leg shook as I rose slowly, using the tree for support. “That’s why, Merulo, your boss?” I waited for a confirmation that didn’t come. “Well, he should want me alive and perky. It’s in his best interest, after all.”

The construct made no acknowledgement of my words, aside from not killing me, which I did appreciate. The copper smell of blood wafted from feet away, where bodies lay in pieces. Supplementing it was the stench of opened bowels; it summoned memories of a battle I’d deliberately arrived too late to participate in. I’d been surprised then, that a killing field could stink like a latrine.

At some unspoken order, two of the winged constructs erupted into the air, flapping toward me. Talons like tree roots closed around my arms.

I might have screamed and wiggled a bit, fighting their attempts to get me into the air, because the scythe-wielding construct raised its weapon meaningfully.

“Okay!” I said, going limp. “No, for sure, go ahead.” And my feet lifted off the ground.

The constructs smashed through the canopy, drawing me upward. I spluttered, blinded by the wet slap of leaves—then we were out, the trees sinking beneath us into a green patchwork.

With the ascent came rising pain as my shoulders took the full weight of my hanging body. “Please,” I cried. “This actually hurts a lot! Don’t you want me alive, isn’t that the point of this?”

If the constructs understood, they showed no sign of it. I dangled like prey between them, my shoulder sockets crunching, while their leaf-and-mud wings buffeted my hair into disarray. I couldn’t do much but kick my feet and take in the view. Miniaturized in this way, the forest looked like a bed of moss, all puffy greens with the occasional shadowy gap.

Somewhere down there lay Glenda. I’d seen the aftermath of blows to the head; if she woke at all, she’d be aching and nauseous. Assuming she overcame her infirmity, she would follow my frantic, sloppy trail to arrive at its gory termination all alone, with her emotions already a ruin. Ah, poor Glenda.

“Poor me,” I corrected, then frowned. The ground was rising beneath us.

We’d reached the sorcerer’s cliffs.

The infamous fog rose in a white wall before us, which the constructs flew into without hesitation. It closed about me, cold, wet, and blinding. Without warning, both sets of talons released my arms, and I fell shrieking . . . only to land a second later, the ground a mere foot below. Even so, it jarred my knee.

Favouring my good leg, I stood carefully and rolled my shoulders. The constructs circled once, before vanishing upward, leaving me alone in the fog.

“Hello?” I called to nobody, rubbing my arms. Red punctures ringed them where the claws had gripped too tight. I stayed there, rubbing away, for longer than strictly necessary; anything to avoid my thoughts. I’d never been this far into his territory before. Coming within sight of the fog—let alone entering it—was suicide.

Nobody knew what spawned it. Nobody knew what effects it caused when inhaled; nobody had ever come back alive. And here I was, filling my lungs over and over!

A sound broke through my hyperventilation. Distant hoofbeats, growing closer and louder, until a head broke through the fog. Another construct, equine this time, with a body of interlocking driftwood and glowing eyes that cast the fog in green. It clattered to a halt, a steed from a nightmare, and I swayed on my feet in acceptance of my doom.

Nothing happened.

Nothing continued to happen, until I broke. “Did you want me to, uh, ride you?” I asked, evaluating the construct. While I stood a good six feet, it was the height of a war-unicorn. “You’re too big. Could you bend down or something. Please?”

It didn’t move. With some reservation, I approached, pressing my palm flat against its shoulder. It was smooth wood, without any of the warmth or reactivity that would signal life.

“How do I . . .” Usually I had a block, or a convenient stable boy with cupped hands. Tentatively, I dug my fingers into the crevices between its woven branches, then with more confidence at its continued tolerance, I hoisted myself up, up, only to overshoot and half fall down its other side. I’d effectively beached myself across its back. “Shit, hang on, WAIT!”

The construct creaked into motion. I groped at its driftwood ribcage, hooking a foot around its gut so as not to slide off the trotting creature in either direction. Blood rushed to my head, the wood rubbing against my bare chest. “Come on, if I die it’s bad for Merulo. This has far too much potential for bodily harm. Please!”

I bounced, griped, and chafed as the mulch of hooves on grass became the clatter of wood against stone. After an eternity (which felt more and more like divine punishment), the construct slowed to a halt.

I unclenched my fingers from the wood, allowing myself to groan at their stiffness, then pushed backward, sliding down the construct to fall ass-first onto the cobblestones. The blow drove a sick blossom of pain up my tailbone. “Ahhhhhhhh!” I exclaimed, and it helped a little.

Stepping over me with surprising delicacy, the construct clopped away, disappearing into the fog.

“Merulo?” I called, sitting huddled in the featureless space. Slowly, as though sucked in by a giant breath, the fog pulled back to reveal my location. From the escarpment before me rose a castle. Instinctively, I gasped—though my reaction came too early, as the sight was far less awe-inspiring than I’d hoped.

The mad sorcerer’s castle was scarcely larger than a lord’s manor house. Moss blotched its ugly stonework, gashed through by thin windows. If placed beside the castle I’d served in as a squire, it would’ve collapsed from embarrassment.

Occupied with my criticism, I nearly missed the constructs. Pinpricks of green light betrayed their presence first. As my eyes adjusted, I saw dozens of unnatural bodies clinging to the walls and battlements, crawling over one another like maggots on a carcass.

I reached for a sword I didn’t have.

“And who might you be?” came a haughty voice.

My knee nearly gave as I leaped to my feet. Cursing, I limped around to face the man. “Ah, Cameron! I’m Cameron Vaillancourt. Sir Cameron actually, being a knight and all, except I’ve probably been excommunicated on account of not dying.”

This unspectacular man couldn’t possibly be Merulo. He stood about my height, but thin and bent, greasy black hair falling in curtains around scooped cheekbones and white flesh. From the frown lines carved into his brow, he was clearly my superior in age, but inferior in most other respects. A thorough victim of famine and poor hygiene.

“Your robe looks nice. Is that tailored?” I asked, complimenting what I could. It did fit well, a richly dyed black that provided a suitable backdrop for his threatening leer. One of the man’s eyes gleamed oddly. I realized, squinting, that it was stone.

When he didn’t answer, I continued, “Is Merulo around? Do you reckon you could call him?”

“I am Merulo.” With a scowl, he looked me up and down, pointedly evaluating. Perhaps taking in my physique, toned from years of swinging a sword. Or possibly my erect nipples, brought to attention by the recent cold and friction. “I suppose you think very highly of yourself.” His voice held nothing but contempt.

“Absolutely not, I am a worm!” I protested, attempting a military posture. Somehow, he looked even angrier. Should I be addressing the sorcerer by a certain title? “Er, do you prefer ‘sir’ or ‘my lord’?”

“Shut up.” Merulo looked distracted, his inhuman eye flashing.

“Okay,” I said. Then, after a pause, “My lord.”

The thin man muttered, his eye flickering, and his attention diverted from me completely. Occasionally, one of his constructs would swing to glare at me—and the sorcerer would twitch his head in an echo of the movement, his stone eye flaring to mirror the construct’s sickly green.

We’d all wondered at how his constructs took instruction, even shouting in argument over it on many a drunken night. Now, I watched as the mystery became unmysterious, and felt nothing but annoyed. This was top-shelf intelligence! He had a magic rock eye! And the people who’d most like to know would congratulate me for the discovery, pat me on the back, then push a sword through my throat.

Waiting for the sorcerer’s scrutiny to return to me, I stood at straight-backed attention for as long as I could manage. Which, as it turned out, was about four minutes, after which I gave up and sat on the cobblestones.

Merulo glanced at me sharply, though he didn’t cease his muttering or flashing.

“I’m injured,” I explained, pointing to my leg. “But take your time.”

With the sorcerer attending to his business, I held an internal strategy meeting. The man obviously lived a lonely, ill-cared-for life. Certainly, he couldn’t have had his body touched in God knows how long—could I work that angle? He’d taken a nice long look at me, and I wouldn’t mind, if it meant a stay to my execution. And though the Church enforced a certain traditionalism, I couldn’t imagine a mad sorcerer would feel himself constrained.

While I scratched my head, considering, the sorcerer turned his hateful eyes on me, flicked his fingers, uttered something foul, and everything turned to black.
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