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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      To those fans of Arthurian legend who are excited about my exploration of the Fisher King, I warn you now that this is absolutely and entirely inaccurate. I started out by trying to remain close to the legend and then decided that the legend needed to fit my book. From here on in, expect no accuracy in that regard. Actually, this is fantasy, and from my mind, no less, so I wouldn’t expect much accuracy to any sort of legend or myth at all. Sorry.

      - E.G. Stone
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      I was late. Not just five minutes late, but over an hour late. Normally, I wouldn’t worry too much about it; marketing was rarely a job that involved punctual daily schedules. But when it was my monthly dinner with my mother—who terrified both Life and Death—then being late was akin to a death sentence.

      Perhaps literally.

      “This is your fault,” I growled at Baz as we hurried down the street.

      “Come on, Cal, how could I know that the portal wasn’t calibrated properly?” my cousin complained.

      “Because you’re the one responsible for calibrating it!” I wiped at my face, feeling a drop of moisture that hadn’t been there moments before. A quick glance upward had another raindrop splatting right on the lens of my glasses. Great. Just great.

      Some days, I hated London. When I was running late, there were inevitably no cabs to be found, not even a rideshare available, and the tube was under maintenance, not to mention that now it was raining. I really, really hated London.

      I skidded around the corner to my mother’s street and immediately slowed my pace. I straightened my tie, tugged at my vest, adjusted my jacket, and took a few calming breaths. Baz, on the other hand, just squinted up at the sky. “Do you know, that storm doesn’t look normal.”

      I ignored him and walked up to my mother’s front door with as much dignity as possible, given that the rain was starting to fall in earnest. I knocked. The door swung open.

      “Calvin Montgomery Thorpe, you are late.” My mother, tall, her brown hair swept up in a neat chignon, wearing wide-legged trousers and a loose silk blouse in true sartorial elegance, was intimidating at the best of times. When I was late? She was positively terrifying.

      “Hello, Mother.” I leaned in, kissing her cheek. “I brought Baz.”

      My cousin, the immortal embodiment of Justice, fairly cowered before my mother. “Hi, Aunt Teresa. We would have brought some wine, but, ah, there was a mishap with the portal, and⁠—”

      “Get down!” my mother screamed. She grabbed my arm, grabbed Baz by the collar of his shirt, and dragged us both through the door. The lightning bolt that had been aiming for one or both of us cracked ineffectively against the pavement. I could feel the magic tingling through my teeth, but it couldn’t cross the barrier of the threshold.

      The sky let out a furious rumble, something like a hiss and a snarl. The clouds flashed a shade of orange that was definitely not seen in any natural storm. Lightning streaked across the sky, illuminating the shape of a massive creature. Then, with a sound that fairly rattled the world, everything went back to how it should be.

      Rain splattered on the scorched pavement, getting the entryway wet.

      “W-was that a dragon?” Baz nearly screeched. His reddish hair was sticking up at all angles and he looked like he’d nearly had a heart attack.

      I surreptitiously smoothed down my own hair, just in case. “Calm, please, Baz. You know full well that abject panic will do no one any good in a situation such as⁠—”

      “Oh, stuff it. Just because you’re no longer possessed of human panic doesn’t mean that I can’t indulge.”

      “Boys,” my mother said. She was unusually pale, and I detected a faint tremor in her hand, which was still clutching my sleeve. It was the most distressed I’d ever seen my mother. In fact…

      “You screamed,” I said, frowning. “You’ve never even so much as raised your voice at me.”

      My mother blinked. She released my sleeve, took in the rain now spilling into her house, and promptly slammed the door. “I think we should talk,” she said, turning away from us. “Clean yourselves up and we’ll have dinner. Shoes off, please. I don’t need dirty water spreading all over the house.”

      She vanished into the kitchen.

      Baz and I gaped at each other. We both looked towards the kitchen, then back.

      “Maybe she’s just had a bad day?” I suggested.

      “Seriously? That was a dragon. I think that might transcend having a bad day.”

      “So…do you want to tell her about my losing my humanity and being Death’s heir, or shall I?”

      Baz punched me in the arm. “Take off your shoes and don’t be an idiot.”

      I left my shoes on the mat and followed my cousin into the kitchen. It would be up to me to break my news to my mother, then, and I had a feeling it wasn’t going to go well. Not after whatever had just happened. Whatever that was.
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        * * *

      

      Dinner was a monthly affair that had begun shortly after my mother learned that I hadn’t actually been killed, but hired on by Death to be his marketing agent. Since then, things had gotten more complicated. I became a Grim Reaper, a sort of magical entity that stood between Life and Death. I had accidentally gotten my cousin a job as Justice. There were various other, ah, incidents as well, the latest leaving me without whatever remained of my humanity and therefore in line to be the next Death.

      Through all of this, monthly dinners with my mother had been constant.

      They always started with my mother taking a good look at me and then declaring me either acceptably dressed—a true compliment—or looking terrible—the more common pronouncement. Then, we would dish up whatever food had been ordered from the local Indian restaurant, as neither my mother nor I could cook and indulge in banal discussions of her job at the local library or my marketing work.

      Baz attended on most occasions, which invariably made the dinners far more entertaining. My cousin had lived in my family house since we were teenagers and his own parents kicked him out for getting expelled. Twice. He and “Aunt Teresa” were more adversarial than otherwise, but it was a cheerful thing born of Baz’s incomprehensible chaos and my mother’s, well, dislike of incomprehensible chaos.

      Tonight, though, we dispensed entirely with the personal appraisals. We dished out the food in complete silence, and when we’d all had enough of silently poking at our plates, all broke out talking at once.

      Baz, of course, was the loudest. “That was a freaking dragon!”

      “Cal, kindly explain what your cousin meant by you not being possessed of human panic.” My mother managed to cut through Baz’s declaration with pure steel.

      “What do you know about the Fisher King?” I asked. Both my mother and Baz turned to me, looking confused.

      “The Arthurian legend?” Baz asked.

      My mother rolled her eyes. “It’s far more than a mere ‘Arthurian’ legend. It has origins that date back to the early days of Wales and Scotland, with the grail sometimes being considered a cauldron, and the guardian losing his head. The Percival and Galahad versions of the story come much later.”

      “Uh…what? What does a grail have to do with the Fisher King?” I asked around a mouthful of curry. I received a withering look from my mother for that. I swallowed my food, the spice hitting me all at once. Eyes watering, I repeated my question.

      She took a delicate sip of her wine, studying me. “Very well. I will answer your questions first and then you shall answer mine.”

      Baz and I nodded eagerly.

      “The Fisher King is a legend that dates back more than a thousand years. Now it is most commonly associated with Arthurian lore and the search for the holy grail. However, it first began as a more…wild tale. Legend says that the Fisher King is possessed of a cauldron—or a grail—that can heal and sometimes resurrect the dead. The cup of life. However, he is wounded in the thigh—a euphemism for being infertile in medieval times⁠—”

      “I didn’t need to know that,” Baz muttered, earning a severe glance.

      “He is unable to produce an heir and therefore his line and sacred guardianship of this cauldron will end. His lands are tied to his health, and so they suffer for it. The only salvation for the Fisher King is to have someone, usually a hero archetype, come and fulfil a quest or answer a question which will restore his health and his lands. Then he will bestow the cauldron, or grail, upon the hero. Sometimes. The legends are a bit unclear as to what happens once the lands are restored. Wealth, glory, success, power, it’s all a bit…muddled in the various retellings. Later legends have him bringing down the curse on his lands not through infertility, but being struck by the Lance of Longinus, the spear which pierced Christ’s side. Whatever telling you wish to follow, the end result is the same: a hero must fulfil some task for the Fisher King to restore his kingdom and gain control of the cauldron or grail.”

      I winced. I’d learned, from a Fae lord known as the Shadow King, that the other Reapers were not gone from this world, but trapped. The only way to rescue them was to venture past the land of dragons and seek the Fisher King. Which, according to my mother, meant a quest of some sort. I hated quests. They inevitably ended up with more chaos and the ruination of my wardrobe.

      Death had also made the rescue of the Reapers my first task as his apprentice.

      He had been quite insistent about it, too. Insistent was perhaps the wrong word. Bringing down the sky in a fit of fire and fury was more accurate. Whoever had trapped the Reapers had acted against both Life and Death. Needless to say, he was not pleased.

      “Medieval history is complicated,” Baz complained, stuffing his mouth with samosas. He had never done well in history class.

      “That’s what happens when you get people retelling and reshaping myths to their own desires. I don’t dare contemplate what this modern wave of ‘fairytale retellings’ will do to future historical records.” My mother was an avid reader, and I had been on the receiving end of her rants regarding the decline of civilisation before. It didn’t stop her from devouring the latest romance novels, though.

      “Now, I believe I have been more than patient, Cal. Kindly explain what your cousin meant regarding your humanity.”

      I felt my heart beating loudly in my chest. I rubbed my sternum, trying to best figure out how to explain things to my mother. “So…ah…”

      “Without prevaricating, if you please.”

      “A while back, Death lost my soul. As you know. Well, I went on a quest to get it back, and in doing so I had to take Death’s heart along as a beacon to attract Fate, since she was the only person who knew where my soul was. There was an…incident, and I had to, ah, put Death’s heart next to my own in order to protect it from an angry witch who was trying to kill my soul. Anyways, as you know, I got my soul back, but I couldn’t remove Death’s heart because it was now part of me and…uh…” I took a breath, studying the woodgrain of the table with great interest. “A couple of months ago, I got put under a blood spell by, er, my doppelgänger who was trying to steal my humanity so that he could have my life, which he would have had except for the interference of Fate, only it ended badly and I had to use my Reaper powers on him and killed him, only I was still connected to him by blood magic, so IendedupkillingoffmyhumanityandnowI’mheirtoDeath.”

      My mother took another sip of wine. She inhaled through her nose, as if sampling the bouquet of the cheap corner store liquor. Then, ever so carefully, she set the glass on the table. Adjusted it so that it was in perfect alignment with the dinner plate.

      “I believe I taught you to enunciate, Calvin,” she said carefully. “It helps to prevent miscommunication in situations such as this. For example, I believe I just heard you say that you destroyed your own humanity and are now the heir to Death.”

      “That’s correct.”

      My mother quirked one perfectly sculpted brow. “I wasn’t aware that Death required an heir.”

      “Everything dies,” I murmured. “By taking Death’s heart into me, I set off a chain of events that culminated with my loss of humanity. I am…I am now a force of the universe, and there is no space for me except as Death’s heir. Therefore, one day, he will simply fade away and I will take his place. We don’t know when. And Life has to find her replacement, because she’s tied to this Death. And…and…I’m sorry I didn’t tell you earlier.”

      “Quite right, you should be sorry,” my mother snapped, once again showing more emotion than I’d ever seen her display. “We may not have a conventional familial situation, but I am still your mother. I would prefer to know these things.”

      “In any case, Death has set my first task as finding the Fisher King,” I said. “I have to go beyond the land of dragons and⁠—”

      “Yes,” Baz said, propping his elbows on the table and earning a sharp look from my mother. “Speaking of dragons, what was that all about at the door?”

      My mother reached for her wine glass, but her hand was shaking and she knocked it over instead. I’d never seen her clumsy. Never.

      She stared at the pool of red on the table like she’d spilled blood there. She didn’t reach for a napkin or towel, just watched the wine pool onto the table. “I…may have, accidentally, angered the dragons. Severely.”

      “How?” Baz asked while I mopped up the spilled wine with a napkin. “I mean, last time we saw dragons, you saved a whole clutch of their eggs, which seems kind of significant. Especially since you’re some sort of mythical Knight or something.”

      My mother winced. “Your great aunt Elspeth died.”

      I blanked. There were a great many relatives of the Thorpe clan, and frankly, I had a terrible time keeping track of them all. Family reunions were something I avoided with great relish.

      Baz, on the other hand, just nodded. “Great Aunt Elspeth, with the bizarre collection of weapons?”

      Okay, I definitely would have remembered her. “Did I know her?”

      “She was my aunt on my mother’s side. I think she visited once or twice. Certainly after you went away to university.” My mother shook her head. “Always an eccentric. Collected weaponry from history, everything from slingshots that were nearly dissolved with age to rifles from the 1930s criminals that ran amok in the States at the time.”

      I shuddered, having had personal experience with the spirit of one of those criminals.

      “I liked the wall of swords,” Baz said with a wistful smile. “Very threatening.”

      “It turned out she was a Knight. Her, ah, eccentricities were all to do with being the last Knight. Or so she thought. When she died, I became the last Knight, and somehow the dragons knew this. They have been hunting me down ever since.” My mother rolled her eyes almost theatrically, as if it were nothing more significant than an infestation of squirrels.

      “Why?” Surely she wasn’t doing the dragons any harm here in London, working at a library.

      “Supposedly, whoever kills the last Knight will be immediately elevated to leadership over the other dragons,” my mother said.

      Ah. Things were about to get even more complicated, then.
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      “Hold on. Just wait a second. Being a Knight is a family thing, right? Shouldn’t Cal be part of that?” Baz asked.

      “Calvin has…other traits, likely inherited from his father,” my mother said, looking me over. “Certainly he didn’t get any of the Reaper abilities from my side of the family. Not to mention that now he’s done away with his humanity, he can’t be a Knight.”

      Being talked about as if I weren’t there. Always a good thing. “Mother, perhaps I should talk to Death and see about getting you some protection.”

      “Aunt Teresa can take care of herself,” Baz insisted. “Though…it is dragons we’re dealing with.”

      My mother sighed. “Do you honestly think that any protection you or Death can provide would be sufficient? Knights and dragons are natural enemies, and there is no one in Elsewhere who can stand against them. Or have you forgotten the effect of dragons on the world?”

      She had a point. The last time I’d encountered a dragon, they had nearly shattered reality just by crossing between realms. Just listening to their voice was painful. I doubted I could even find someone willing to stand up against a dragon, let alone do it long term while staying with my mother.

      “So what do you propose?” I asked drily. “Shall I just leave you here to your fate? Let you carry a sword every time you leave the sanctuary of this house? Watch as the entire neighbourhood crumbles under the wrath of the dragons? Or do you intend to stay inside and have groceries delivered rather than get in their way?”

      “Don’t be impertinent,” my mother snapped. She folded her napkin primly. “I’ll be coming with you on your quest, naturally. The only way to deal with this is to go to the source, and since you must pass through the lands of the dragons to find the Fisher King, then I will accompany you.”

      Had I been drinking something, I would have choked. As it was, I nearly fell off my chair. Baz was silent for a moment, staring at me from behind his ever-present sunglasses. If I could see his eyes, I’m sure they would have been enormous. He made a choked sound in the back of his throat, then quickly excused himself and darted down the hall to the bathroom. Before the door slammed closed behind him, I heard howls of laughter.

      “I don’t see what’s so funny,” my mother said, scowling in his direction. “It’s the logical thing to do.”

      “Logical, yes,” I replied absently. All I could think was that my mother was going to accompany me on a quest set by Death himself. I wasn’t sure if I should be terrified or humiliated, and for once I was grateful that my humanity had been stripped away or surely I would have melted into the floor by now. Instead, I managed to take several deep breaths and was left feeling merely discomfited.

      “That settles it, then. I’ll pack a bag and we can be off in the morning.” Without waiting around to hear my response, my mother picked up her plate and vanished into the kitchen to clean up. I stared at the remains of my dinner, unable to move.

      Eventually, my cousin returned, a grin splitting his face. “So. This will be an adventure, won’t it?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re coming, too,” I grumbled. My mother would be bad enough. Baz, though at least familiar with Elsewhere, would make the situation untenable.

      “Relax, I won’t be there to snicker at you at inopportune times. I have an assignment from Life. Something to do with the Americans and their leadership. It’s all a bit of a mess, frankly.” Despite the casual tone he used, I could tell that Baz was concerned. I knew that he wasn’t normally handed out assignments from Life directly. Those that were usually involved an assassination of some sort. I knew it had happened only a couple of times since my cousin took on the role of Justice, but every time it had, he’d come to my office thoroughly drunk and shaking.

      We never talked about it once he sobered up.

      “How am I going to explain this to Death?” I asked. “You know what he’s like when dealing with her.”

      “I’ve never seen someone acquiesce so quickly before,” Baz agreed. “It was like he’s scared of her or something.”

      “Or something. Do you know, this might actually be a nightmare of mine?” I hesitated. “Back when I could dream.”

      It was one of the more noticeable differences in my new, full-immortal life. Dreams were now beyond my grasp. Occasionally, I fell asleep to memories playing behind my eyes, but full dreams? Even nightmares? Not anymore.

      For a brief instant, I wondered what my life would have been like had I never met Death, never taken this job.

      “Maybe this will be a good thing,” Baz said after a moment. He sank into the seat next to me. “After all, it could be useful to have someone who even Death is scared of accompanying you on your quest.”

      “It’s not that she’s not capable, because if anyone could do what she wants, it’s her, but…Baz, she is all that I have left of my human life. You are nearly as immortal as I. Neja? Yolanda? Agravane? Everything I have now came after my hiring by Death. If my mother is gone, then I won’t have anything to tether me to this place.”

      My humanity was gone, irrevocably, but I still thought of the mortal realms as a place to call home. My mother was here, after all, demanding that I attend a monthly dinner.

      “Cal, you’re heir apparent for Death. I think you have more ties to this place—to every place—than anyone else besides Life and her heir, whoever that turns out to be. And while I understand and share your fear for Aunt Teresa in Elsewhere, she is more capable than most humans.”

      “She is still human, though,” I murmured. “Fragile. I hadn’t realised how fragile humans were until my own hold on such things was gone.”

      I didn’t wait for a response. I wasn’t sure there was one Baz could give that would make me feel better. No, it was simply best that I accept things. I could argue with my mother, leave her behind while she slept, do a thousand things that would keep her out of harm’s way, but the truth was that she was in danger just remaining here. Bringing her to find the Fisher King with me might be dangerous, but at least I would be there with her.

      And if her human frailty proved to be her undoing?

      Then it was nothing more than the way of things. Everything died. I knew that.

      But I would pretend otherwise for as long as I could.

      I took the rest of the dishes into the kitchen and helped my mother wash up. She and I didn’t speak, instead falling into a pattern that was comfortable and familiar. She washed, I dried, putting everything away neatly and exactly in its place. It was something I had done as soon as I was tall enough to reach the cabinets as a child, and countless times since. It was as familiar to me as breathing, a pattern so ingrained that I could likely move about with my eyes closed and⁠—

      I dropped a plate.

      The familiar feeling fled until I was standing there, watching things happen without any real interest in them. Putting the dishes away was just an action. One belonging to someone now gone. The dropped plate wasn’t startling, but just another event that would splinter off into a thousand other events, a thousand other possible futures.

      “Ah,” I said, a bit distantly. “Interesting.”

      “Interesting?” my mother bit out. “That was from my favourite set! And you stand there like it’s nothing.”

      I saw more emotion flicker across her features than I’d seen since the day my father walked out on us. This whole evening, in fact, had been full of emotion. For her, for me, yet she was the one who looked like she might cry while I just stood there.

      “I’ll clean it up,” I said after a moment, and I think we both knew it wasn’t so much an apology as an acknowledgement of all that I’d lost, that gulf which now lay between us.

      My mother nodded and dried her hands before slipping from the room. I heard murmuring from the hallway and left Baz and my mother to their conversation. I cleaned up the plate, finished the dishes, and fell asleep on the couch.

      I didn’t dream.
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