
        
            
                
            
        

    



Dedication
For James, again and always.
And for Antonia.



Epigraph
MY LOVE, come away with me
To the palace ’neath the sea
The graven king awaits, in robes of gold;
His tale is never new and never old.
—from “The Garden in Stone,” by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, 82 AD
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One
How strange it is, to live so long in the company of shadows that, without them, one feels bereft and needful of the dark.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 201 AD

UNIVERSITY STUDENTS TAKE AIM AT MYRDDIN’S LEGACY

Two undergraduate students from the University of Llyr have produced documents that, they claim, prove the authorship of Emrys Myrddin’s beloved novel Angharad has been an elaborate, decades-long fabrication. The students allege that Angharad was really penned by Angharad Myrddin (née Blackmar), the late Myrddin’s wife, and that Myrddin and others in his circle conspired to publish it under his name and pass it off as his own original work.

Angharad is a highly acclaimed artifact of Llyrian literary heritage, and Myrddin’s recent interment in the Sleeper Museum reflects the magnitude of the novel’s cultural impact. Originally published in 191, Angharad tells the story of a young woman seduced and held prisoner by the Fairy King, a beautiful but sinister chthonic deity. The novel boasts what literature professor and Myrddin scholar Cedric Gosse calls “universal appeal,” and is celebrated both critically and commercially.

To bolster their claims about Angharad’s authorship, the undergraduate students have proffered a diary and a collection of letters, both purported to belong to Angharad Myrddin, and which, they state, conclusively prove that Myrddin was not the novel’s true author. Copies of the diary and these letters have been exclusively obtained by the Times and are currently under review by our editorial team. They will be vetted by our board, and, if their authenticity can be guaranteed, the Times has been given permission to release the documents publicly.

“The significance of these materials cannot be overstated,” said Gosse, who leads the literature program at the University of Llyr in Caer-Isel. “For the better part of a century Emrys Myrddin has been cloaked in a veil of secrecy and enigma. These letters not only provide insight into the circumstances surrounding Angharad’s writing and publication but into the life and character of the man himself. I must say, I am awash with anticipation. This is the most exciting moment in my scholarly career.”

Thomas Wetherell, the barrister for Myrddin’s estate, declined to comment on the investigation. Angharad Myrddin herself also refused contact.

The Times reached out to her father, Colin Blackmar, author of “The Dreams of a Sleeping King”
and one of Emrys Myrddin’s close associates. He stated that these documents are “without a doubt forgeries” and that he would not hesitate to take legal action against the paper if they were published.

Kitteridge Marlowe, editor in chief of Greenebough Publishing, Myrddin’s longtime publisher, echoed this sentiment.

“These claims are libelous and fraudulent,” said Marlowe, in an incensed phone call, “and these students are nothing but opportunistic rabble-rousers. One of them is a woman, for Saints’ sakes, and the other is an Argantian.”

The Times can confirm that one of these students is a woman—the first to be admitted to the university’s prestigious literature college—and the other is an Argantian national.

As the twelve-year-long war with Argant continues with no end in sight, Myrddin’s posthumously granted status as national author is seen by many to be essential in maintaining the potency of Llyr’s army and the morale of its soldiers. In response to concerns about how these revelations might affect the war effort, Llyr’s Ministry of Defense released a short missive:

“We trust that our colleagues at the Ministry of Culture are investigating these claims with rigorous scrutiny. In order to carry out such an investigation, however, the Ministry must be allowed to work discreetly and without interference and agitation from the public. When the truth behind these claims has been conclusively determined, the Ministry will decide upon a course of action.”

The two students, Euphemia Sayre and Preston Héloury, could not be reached for comment.

 
—article from the Llyrian Times, on the twenty-third day of winter, 238 AD

Effy had never felt so petrified at the sight of her own name. Printed there in stark black ink, it looked like an admonishment. A warning.
“Fogg promised.” Preston’s fingers curled around the edge of the paper, obscuring the article’s title. “He promised he wouldn’t give the Times our names.”
“At least no one has hung up any wanted posters,” Effy said bleakly. Yet.
Preston let out a breath and folded the paper into his satchel. Then he nudged her back under the newsstand’s awning. It was starting to rain.
Rain could never be deferred for long in Caer-Isel, but Effy wished the clouds had stifled themselves for just a few moments more. As it was, she was going to have to sprint across the courtyard and would still arrive late for class, damp-haired and breathless and not at all making the brilliant first impression she’d hoped for.
Preston pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and held them there—a nervous habit that made little pink indentations form in his skin, which looked painful and lasted for days. Effy knew if they had more space under the awning, he would be pacing.
Gently, she grasped him by the wrist and pulled his hand away from his face. As she did, she peeked at his watch. Three minutes.
Preston blinked, suddenly animated—as if roused from slumber—and said, “You have to go. I don’t want you to be late.”
“I know.” Effy bit her lip and looked out at the courtyard. The statue of Sion Billows, the university’s founder, was coated in a layer of frost, but the rain fell like a volley of bullets and was beginning to erode the crust of snow. “Any advice for me?”
“You have Professor Tinmew, right? He’s a formalist, so don’t expect much in the way of dialogue. It’s a straightforward lecture. He takes two questions each class.” Preston’s eyes flickered with faint amusement. “He once gave an assignment of mine an F for style but an A for content—and averaged it to a C. Because my penmanship was sloppy.”
“He doesn’t sound like the sort of professor who appreciates tardiness.”
“No,” Preston agreed, “but he smokes his pipe under the eaves before every class. You’ll be fine—if you hurry.”
Effy felt her heart swell with fondness for him. She pushed herself up onto her tiptoes to kiss his cheek.
“Thank you,” she said. Then she tightened the black ribbon that she used to tie back her hair, took a breath to steel herself, and dashed across the courtyard through the sleety winter rain.
 
The main building of the literature college, being the most prestigious of the University of Llyr’s five colleges, was as sumptuous as the palace of a king. Though Effy had left the architecture program behind without any wistfulness, she could still appreciate the building’s elaborate and opulent architectural features. The cornices were sculpted in great detail, with patterns of winding vines, flowers, and the faces of green men blossoming from beds of leaves. Some of the corbels had been eroded—understandable, as the college had stood against weather and war for over a hundred years—but they could still be mostly distinguished. Seven stone dragons, their long, scaly bodies curled in on themselves like mollusks, supported the lintel upon which the Sleepers’ names were etched.
Aneurin the Bard. Perceval ab-Owain. Tristram Marlais. Gelert Bedwyn-Lawes. Robin Crother. Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale. Emrys Myrddin.
At seeing that final name, Effy stopped cold upon the steps. A sense of wrongness pervaded her, something that seemed to twist and snarl her soul itself. The anger came first, and that was easy, a braid of heat climbing her spine. What came next, the grief, hollowed her. She felt scraped empty, a shell tossed again and again by the tide and worn to translucence.
She was, quite suddenly, very tired.
Effy shook her head. Droplets of water came loose from her damp blond hair. She could not think of Myrddin, not right now, not even as she entered the building upon which his name was carved. She could not allow herself to be distracted, to be cowed. This was her first day as a literature student, and she had decided (with a confidence and resolve she could not seem to summon up at the moment) to be brilliant.
Competent was not enough. She had to be exceptional. She had to prove that she belonged, that she was not too flighty, too vacuous, too vain. For herself, for Angharad, and for all the women who the literature college would admit starting next year. Dean Fogg had promised.
Effy tried not to think of the fact that Dean Fogg had already broken one of his promises. The two students, Euphemia Sayre and Preston Héloury—
Doggedly, she shoved these thoughts from her mind. Then she pushed open the door and stepped foot, for the first time, into the literature college.
The warmth of the lobby was an instant and welcome relief, though Effy was surprised and somewhat horrified to find it empty. She glanced up at the clock. It was two fifteen, which meant that all the other literature students must already be in their seats. Her stomach flipped over on itself. She opened her satchel, checked the syllabus one more time, and then hurried down the corridor to her classroom, the first on the left.
LL101 Introduction to Literature: Theater 113
Effy was certain that she was late, that she would be humiliated on her very first day, but she should have given Preston more credit. Though the seats in the lecture hall were nearly full, there was no one at the lectern. She let out a low breath, relieved.
She made her way briskly up the aisle, chin held aloft, eyes scanning the room for an open seat. She had replayed this precise moment in her mind over and over again, imagining how she would walk in dignified silence, without flushing, without cringing. Even as dozens of heads rose and their leery, hostile gazes fixed on her, Effy had promised herself: do not shrink for them.
They would all know her, whether it was for the scandal with Master Corbenic, or for Dean Fogg’s short and dispassionate missive about a new student—a woman—joining the literature college, or for the article on the front page of the Llyrian Times, now passing through the hands of hundreds of students. She had prepared for the whispers, for the hissed slurs.
Effy had slain monsters and survived drowning. She had beaten back the dark water, she had vanquished ancient evils, and she had wrested the truth free like drawing a sword from a forgotten stone. She could endure this, too.
Yet, as she paced the aisle, Effy noticed something peculiar: all of the students in the hall were dressed identically, in black blazers and black trousers over a white button-down. The jackets had piping of green and gold, with crossover neckties in those same colors, the silk turned glossy in the theater’s low lights, the buttons glittering like beetle shells.
It was not that she didn’t recognize them; she did. They were the uniforms of the University of Llyr, in the literature college’s colors. She had been given her own set upon entrance (in the black-and-red scheme of the architecture college, of course), and although the university handbook technically stipulated that the uniforms were to be worn to all classes, this was an archaic rule that was not enforced. In all her time at the university, Effy had never seen anyone wear their uniform. It seemed out of place, almost juvenile, like the scratchy wool sweaters she had been forced to wear in primary and secondary school, emblazoned with patriotic colors.
Perhaps it was only a custom in the literature college to wear their uniforms? Effy wondered. But surely Preston would have told her that. Bewildered, and feeling humiliation begin to creep like ice through her veins, Effy found the nearest seat and sank down into it. The boy beside her angled his body away, lip curling.
Do not shrink for them. Effy gripped the fabric of her skirt in increasingly damp fingers.
In these moments, moments when she felt herself begin to slip, Effy thought of Angharad. Trapped within the water-bloated walls of Hiraeth Manor, which swayed around her like a drunkard, the floor creaking ever more precariously under her feet, she had fought. She had performed no grand feats—no swords had been swung; no armor had been donned—yet she had borne on, meeting the Fairy King again and again in this quiet but ceaseless war.
What a small battle this was by compare. Effy lifted her head and willed her hands not to shake as she began to remove her books from her satchel.
At that moment, the door to the lecture hall began to creak unpersuasively. One of the students nearest to the entrance leaped up from his seat and flung it open with great urgency. He held the door ajar as, at last, Professor Tinmew began to inch through the threshold.
He was not nearly as old as Effy had imagined, and certainly not as old as his shuffling gait suggested. He was a tall and narrow man with spidery limbs and a wispy crop of gray-brown hair that seemed to cling rather diffidently to his skull. He wore square-rimmed glasses and, indeed, there was a pipe in the breast pocket of his tweed jacket. Even from her seat in the third row, Effy could smell the wafting of tobacco smoke.
Professor Tinmew made his way in this unhurried manner to the lectern. As soon as he arrived there, another student leaped up and placed a mug of tea, still steaming, on the podium. Professor Tinmew lifted it, drank deeply, then set it back down. He dabbed at the corner of his rather wormy lips with a handkerchief, and then, finally, he spoke.
“Unseemly weather,” he remarked, “for the topic of our lecture. An unchanging garden, eternally in bloom.”
The students in the hall crowed with laughter—as if the comment had been some grand jest. Effy blinked, and then tried to force a smile onto her face.
“Right, then,” said Professor Tinmew. “We’ve left off on line four, stanza fifteen. Before we begin to address the meaning, let us recite the scansion.”
Scansion? Frantically, Effy flipped to the page she had marked last night, after skimming through the class syllabus. She was joining in the middle of the semester, and she had not yet had the time to give the text more than a cursory read.
The text was “The Garden in Stone,” a lengthy poem by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale. Laurence Ardor was the sixth Sleeper, so Effy had walked past his glass casket in the museum and regarded his gelid face. It hadn’t made a particularly strong impression on her. His lips were pulled back in an enigmatic sort of grimace, one that might have been either pained or contemptuous; Effy couldn’t be sure.
Before Effy even managed to find her place, the voices of the students rose up around her, in a resonant chorus.
“One, two, four, one, three, two, three,” they recited.
Effy would not have been more baffled if they’d begun speaking Argantian. She looked down at the page, as if she might see the numbers there, but there were only the Lord of Landevale’s words (I found my deathless death in dreams).
Almost numb with shock, and with no small amount of encroaching panic, Effy peered over at the book of the student beside her. Above each word of the text, she saw that he had scratched a number, one to four, in pencil. Numbers, her old nemeses, which she thought she had left gleefully behind when she had quit the architecture program. Now they loomed back up again with malice.
Effy shrank down in her seat. The loud yet utterly unfeeling voices of the students seemed to press in on her and her alone, as if the very air knew she was an interloper. And then, slowly, they began to recede into the background, her ears filling instead with white noise, holding the sounds at a distance. Her body, insulating her mind from the fear and danger.
No, she reprimanded herself sharply. She could not afford to slip away. And anyway, where would she escape to? There was no other world beneath the real one, nothing else but bleak and black oblivion. The Fairy King was gone, and he had taken the dream world with him.
Effy dug her fingernails into the soft white flesh on the inside of her wrist. The pain, keen and sudden, returned her to herself. It restored her senses, depositing her back into the place that held no hatch in the floor and no crack in the wall.



Two
The storyteller is a liar, but the story he tells is true.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 194 AD

“You didn’t tell me you spoke to the paper.”
Like vapor from a cauldron, a plume of smoke nearly engulfed Master Gosse’s head. He exhaled so forcibly on his cigarette that the smoke obscured most of his face, and then wafted malevolently toward Preston, who recoiled and stifled a cough.
“What was that, Héloury?” Gosse asked, voice muffled.
Feeling turned off from the whole enterprise, Preston stubbed out his own cigarette. “The front page of the Llyrian Times. They interviewed you for their piece on Myrddin.”
The smoke dissipated, and Gosse’s face was revealed behind it. His cheeks were taut and always pink, as though he had just come in from the cold. This impression was heightened by his tousled black hair, which looked perennially windblown, and his exuberantly curling mustache, which appeared never to be greased or combed. His eyes were blue, but they had a dim and murky quality that made them appear quite dark at times, like chips of smoked glass.
“I wouldn’t say so,” Gosse replied at last. He took another long drag from his cigarette.
“Wouldn’t say what?”
“You called it a piece on Myrddin,” he said. “I think it was more so a piece on you.”
Preston stiffened in his seat. Leaning forward, he asked, “Did you know, then? That Dean Fogg was going to give the paper our names?”
Master Gosse tapped his cigarette against the edge of the ashtray. He then smiled in an indulgent sort of way.
“Making the front page of the Llyrian Times for your scholarship is quite a feat,” he said. “How old are you, Héloury? Nineteen?”
“Twenty.” Preston forced his jaw to unclench. “And it was hardly an article about my scholarship.”
“Well, I hope you won’t forget your dear old adviser when you’re shaking hands with politicians and posing for magazine covers.” Gosse’s eyes gleamed. “Your compatriot has quite a face for photo spreads, don’t you think? It might warm the masses of Llyr to your cause.”
The very thought of appearing in a tabloid magazine was enough to make Preston feel vaguely nauseated. “Effy and I just want this matter to be handled with the decorum it deserves. This is about truth, objective truth, not gossip and celebrity—”
Gosse chortled. “You should have thought of that before you accused the most famous author in Llyrian history of fraud.” Preston opened his mouth to protest, but Gosse pressed on. “And yes, I know I put you up to it, but every scholar needs a bit of controversy in his career. It’s energizing, like an ice bath.”
“Thank you for the encouragement,” Preston said dully. “Is this why you wanted to see me?”
“No,” Gosse replied. Almost immediately, the glee and humor left his eyes. His face became a mask of solemnity, and his voice took on a grave tone. “Not at all.”
He rose from his seat behind the desk and strode over to the window. Winter rain was stippling the glass, turning it marbled and translucent. Preston hoped that Effy had made it to class before the storm began in earnest, and he hoped, too, that she would be careful when she returned to her dormitory. Slush limned the street corners and the pavement was icy and treacherous.
Thinking of her was always like this: a rush of fondness, and then a bolt of fear. Love poems never seemed to include this thread of terror. Was he uniquely ill-disposed to this sentiment, too uneasy, too anxious for the act of loving without reserve? Or was the object of his affection uniquely vulnerable?
As he had watched her walk away from him that morning, through the courtyard, vanishing into the sleet and the gray mist, Preston had been at war with himself. The urge to protect her fought brutally with the desire for her to be free. If he kept her contained because of his own fear, he would be no better than Ianto. No better than Myrddin.
Gosse stared out the window for a long time, though surely he could not see much except the gathering ice on the panes, or the faint yellow glow of the streetlamps, turned on prematurely to light a path through the fog and the sleet. It was an eerie silence, punctuated by the pattering of rain upon the glass and the serpentlike exhalation of the radiator. Discomfort settled over Preston in a cloak of cold, and he reached over for another cigarette.
At that moment, Gosse turned. “Do you believe in ghosts, Héloury?”
Preston was glad the cigarette hadn’t yet made its way to his mouth, for he would have choked on it. Gosse was a great one for jesting, but Preston perceived no glimmer of humor in the professor’s eyes. Instead, his stare was intense, as focused as a raptor upon its prey.
“No,” he replied when he recovered from his shock. “Not in the literal sense. No.”
“Hm. And what about fairies?”
Preston felt his whole body grow taut. “No.”
“Interesting.” Gosse began to pace back toward him. “No wandering eye for the world’s beguiling obscurities. What do you make of our Sleepers, then? Are their bodies preserved by chemicals, like hothouse flowers—such as the Ministry of Culture claims—or is it magic that keeps them intact, such as the Southern superstitions believe?”
The emphasis with which Gosse said our made Preston feel as if he were not included within the scope of the pronoun. His skin prickled with chill and unease, as if the cold winter air had seeped through the window. But perhaps he was making something out of nothing. Perhaps he was just too keenly aware, in that moment, of being an Argantian national.
“I don’t think there’s anything beyond the capacity of science to explain,” he answered. And yet his voice trembled faintly as he spoke, because Effy was right—he was a terrible liar.
When we were at Hiraeth, and I was sleeping in Myrddin’s study, some mornings I would wake up to the sound of bells outside the window. Did you ever hear them, too?
Even now, the memory of the sound echoed on his mind, resonant and clear. The deep, ancient gonging of a lost city beneath the waves.
No, Effy had replied, and there was such a look of grief on her face that Preston regretted asking. I never heard them.
And so Preston was alone in the knowledge, which felt sometimes like being alone in the world—because he had, unwillingly and with great trial, stepped into a realm that was not governed by reason, where truth and wisdom cracked apart and gave way only to darkness.
“Then you must have found Angharad Myrddin’s diary to be the deranged scrawling of a madwoman,” Gosse said. His tone was light, almost jovial.
Preston curled his fingers into the leather of the armchair. He had known, of course, that this moment would come. He had considered, more than once, whether it would have been wise to redact some parts of the diary. Whether the magic that Angharad wrote of as though it were real would erode the credibility of the rest of her story. The truth was such a fragile thing, slender protection against malicious scrutiny.
But he had never spoken these concerns aloud. He knew that Effy would never allow it, and that it would be a betrayal of Angharad’s faith. Preston wondered if it was cowardly of him, to cling to this notion of truth like a buoy in the thrashing tide, rather than let the waves take him and see if he could survive. Effy had done it all her life, adrift alone in that ruthless water. He could at least try.
Did you ever hear them, too?
Yet for all the rumination he had done on the subject over these past weeks, Preston still found himself floundering.
“She’s a writer,” he said. There was a numb quality to his voice that made his words utterly unconvincing. “A very talented one. She created a metaphorical world where she could express her hopes and her fears.”
“And yet,” Gosse said, “if one were to take her stories at their face—stripped of the safety of allegory—one would find oneself believing in magic.”
Preston leveled his gaze at Gosse. Words came to him, a veritable flood of them, but none that he could arrange into speech. For what felt like an agonizingly long time, the room was blanketed in silence.
“You really are desperately loyal to this notion of truth,” Gosse said at last, in a tone that suggested both fondness and contempt. “Be careful with that, Héloury. You may find yourself worshipping blindly at the altar of reason, just as the pious worship at the altar of their saints.”
“I wouldn’t say those two are equivalent,” Preston replied tersely. And then he said no more. At that particular moment he was wishing that some titanic wave would break through the floor and swallow them both whole. Anything to free him from the tyranny of this conversation, which was feeling more and more like an interrogation.
Rather than reply, Gosse bent over. He removed a small golden key from his pocket, which he fitted into the lock of his bottom desk drawer. He riffled through a number of files there before selecting a thick packet of papers, tied up with twine. He closed the door and stood again, hair slightly mussed with exertion, and placed the bundle on his desk. The key returned to his pocket.
Preston leaned forward in his seat to peer at the papers. The handwriting was instantly familiar, and a jolt of uneasy shock went through him. They were photostated copies of Angharad’s diary.
“Let us take, for example, this Fairy King,” Gosse said. “She writes about him at least as often as she writes about the other individuals in her life, her husband and son. As if he were as real as they are.”
Preston’s jaw tightened. “Both Ianto and Emrys were sources of pain for Angharad. It’s not hard to imagine why she would create this separate entity, upon which she could project all of their abuse and depravity, while maintaining her conceptions of her real family as positive and loving.”
“Ah, so you’re saying she is mad.”
“No,” Preston said forcefully. “I’m saying she did what she could to survive.”
Gosse was quiet a moment. He began to shuffle through the photostated papers. When Preston saw that they had been highlighted, annotated and tabbed, and marked up, an unexpected but powerful fury rose up in him. He had known it would be this way, that the artifacts of Angharad’s life would become the subject of scrutiny and the self-important musings of detached academics, but viewing the proof of it made him sick.
“I’m not your enemy, Héloury,” Gosse said at last. He looked up and met Preston’s eyes in a piercing way that seemed to pin him in place. “Not in this matter nor in any other. Think of it as an exercise in creativity. Indulge me by stretching your imagination. Perhaps it is madness alone that allows the full truth to be seen.”
Preston swallowed. Did you ever—
“Let us assume, for a moment—putting your preoccupation with science aside—that Angharad Myrddin wrote with clear eyes and a sane mind. That these seeming impossibilities of nature can be, and are. That the Fairy King is real, and that there is a world of magic, beyond reason, which lurks somewhere above, or below, or within, the world we have always known.”
“I’m a scholar,” Preston said. Yet his own voice sounded strange to him, distant, like an echo he heard from underwater. “Not a magician.”
But you heard them, his traitorous mind whispered. The bells, the bells, the impossible gonging of the bells.
“Perhaps that is nothing more than a difference in semantics.”
Preston was beginning to wonder whether Master Gosse had gotten an early start on his six p.m. scotch. It wouldn’t be the first time. But every one of his adviser’s words was spoken with consummate solemnity.
“For the sake of argument, then,” Preston said. Weariness had trickled into him. “What would it mean if Angharad’s words were true? What would you do?”
“Well,” said Gosse, “I suppose I would be obligated—as a scholar—to try and find definitive proof of their veracity. The search for objective truth . . . surely you would agree that’s the ultimate aim of scholarship, right, Héloury?”
Wishing for an end to this interminable conversation, Preston gave a reproachful nod.
“And whosoever proved such a thing to be real . . . forget about the puerile squabbling over Myrddin’s legacy.” Gosse’s eyes had grown large, and astonishingly bright. “Forget about playing nice with Dean Fogg, and even about courting politicians and journalists to your side. Whoever could prove such a thing would bring this whole country—this whole island—to its knees.”
Perhaps Master Gosse had been partaking in something even stronger than scotch.
“In the immediate future, my time might be better spent focusing on writing my thesis,” said Preston. “Not, ah, proving the existence of magic and making governments tremble before me.”
Gosse’s eyes flickered over to the window, which was now opaque with frost, and—surely—impenetrable to his stare. Unless he saw something there that Preston could not.
“Very well,” said Gosse, looking back at him. “Keep me abreast of your progress, of course, and do let me know if I can be of any assistance.”
Preston nodded. He made to stand, but Gosse’s lingering gaze seemed to press him back into the armchair and hold him there.
“One more thing,” Gosse said.
Preston paused, half in and half out of the chair.
Moving with deliberation, Gosse bent over again and opened the top drawer of his desk. He took out what appeared to be a bundle of clothes and set them before Preston.
“You do have your college uniform, don’t you?” Gosse asked.
“Yes,” Preston replied, blinking. “But why—”
“New policy,” Gosse cut in. “Or rather not new, but newly enforced. Dean Fogg is sending a missive. All university students are now expected to wear their uniforms to class and to other school events and activities.”
Preston rose from the chair at last and looked down at the bundle of clothes. From within the black folds he saw piping of green and gold, the colors of the literature college. Just like his own, and yet they looked different somehow, smaller—
“These are for your compatriot,” Gosse said. “I don’t imagine she has a set in our college’s colors. And I don’t imagine you would mind bringing them to her.”
The greasily conspiratorial tone in Gosse’s voice made Preston’s skin prickle. He unfolded the fabric. There was a blazer, a tie, and a black pleated skirt.
“Did Dean Fogg give any reason for this new policy?”
Gosse lifted a brow. “I wouldn’t want to bear tales. But with all the commotion you’ve caused and the increasing hopelessness of the war effort, I imagine he’s feeling pressure to batten down the hatches, as it were.”
That was a rather euphemistic way of putting it, Preston thought. The abrupt turn toward traditionalism was obvious. And it really was a turn—university policy regressing to its more conservative roots. To a time when, many reminisced wistfully, there were no women among the student body, no one without aristocratic blood and a family pedigree, and, most certainly, no Argantians.
A muscle throbbed in Preston’s jaw. “I see.”
“I wouldn’t actually take it personally,” Gosse said, his tone light. Then he reached into his pocket. “Or perhaps if you do—this might lift your spirits.”
Gosse held out his hand. On his open palm was a small golden pin in the shape of a dragon. Brightly polished, with a small green stone for its eye, Preston immediately recognized it as the same creature from the sigil of the literature college.
“What is that?” he asked.
“I’m sure you’re familiar with the role of a legate. Along with the uniform policy, I convinced Dean Fogg to revive this tradition as well. As a legate, you’ll be the student head of the college—my eyes and ears among the pupils. Don’t worry, it’s mostly a ceremonial role. Another achievement to pad an already impressive résumé.”
Preston was frozen with shock. Gosse had to grasp him by the wrist, pry his fingers open, and deposit the pin into his hand. Only then did Preston turn over the miniature dragon, feeling the raised texture of its scales. And yet all he could think was that his were the first Argantian hands to ever touch it.
“Well, you could thank me,” Master Gosse said, feigning offense. “Another master might have chosen some sniveling toady . . . like Southey, that fourth-year. But I’ve always appreciated a bit of imperiousness. I’ve often been accused of arrogance and caprice myself, but . . .”
Master Gosse’s voice faded to the background as Preston looked down at the dragon pin. For all its opulence, the untarnished gleam of green and gold, there was something unnervingly lifeless about it. Not the ordinary lifelessness of an object that had never been animate but the grim rigidity of a creature, once alive, now magicked into stone. A mystic undeath.
Preston closed his fingers around the pin, letting its coldness seep into his skin. He looked up at Master Gosse again.
“You’d better get going, Héloury,” Gosse said. “Or we’ll both be snowed into this office with only a quarter of a bottle of scotch for sustenance. And take that uniform for your compatriot.” His lips stretched into a resplendent smile. “You may need to let it out in the bust.”
Face burning, Preston snatched the bundle of clothes from the desk. He tucked the uniform under his arm, planning to protect it as best he could from the fast-falling snow, and then left Master Gosse’s office without another word.



Three
The stone was slow in its spreading,
And thus all the more reason for dreading
The fate of the maiden foretold.
—from “The Garden in Stone” by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, 82 AD

“It couldn’t have been that bad.”
Effy glumly stirred her tea, watching the milk ribbon through the water. Steam rose from the cup when she lifted it, making her eyes sting. She told herself that was the only reason she was close to crying.
“You weren’t there,” she said. “It was humiliating.”
At least she had managed to hold back her tears for the entirety of the class. The very moment the small hand of the clock ticked to six, she had bolted from her seat and rushed to the door. The rows of identically uniformed students had watched her furious exit with disdain, raised brows and smirking mouths, but she didn’t care. As soon as she was out, through the lobby and into the courtyard, the world turned grayscale with the heavy streaks of winter rain, and she inhaled the crackling-cold air and felt her limbs go boneless with relief.
When finally she arrived back at her dorm, soaked to the bone, Rhia waiting with tea and a deadpan joke about the weather, Effy was overcome with a horrible sense of familiarity. She had been here before, drenched and shivering in the corridor, her mind playing the images of so many sneering faces over and over again. She’d been fleeing from the architecture college then—from the cruel slur penciled next to her name—from the terrifying possibility of catching Master Corbenic’s eye—
The players were different now, but the script was the same. And somehow she had slipped back into the very same role herself, with the weary inevitability of a wheel falling into its groove. Only this time, when Effy had reached into the morass of her own mind, searching for the perverse comfort of the Fairy King, her fingers outstretched for his bone-white hand, she had found nothing. She was alone, adrift in an ageless, incomprehensible dark.
“So you didn’t know how to play some stupid counting game.” Rhia raised one shoulder in a shrug. “Men are idiots. They’ll probably forget by tomorrow.”
Effy doubted that very much. Especially not with today’s newspaper making its rounds through the student body, her name printed in that bleak, accusatory ink.
“It is stupid,” she replied, letting out a shakily defiant breath. “If I had known studying literature meant reciting a list of numbers—”
Abruptly she stopped herself. If she had known—then what? She would have stayed in the architecture college? Would she never have gone to Hiraeth at all? Would she have let herself drown in that basement, Preston chained helplessly beside her?
Rhia gave her a searing look, but she raised her cup to her lips rather than reply.
Not more than a moment later, there was a knock on the door. Rhia rose and went to the corridor to answer it, while Effy stared down at the tea in her mug, transfixed by its total stillness on the surface. She had put in too much milk, which had ruined the taste and turned the water too cloudy to see her own reflection.
From the hallway, Rhia called out, “Your partner in academic crime is here.”
“We’ve not committed a crime,” came Preston’s indignant reply.
“No, the Ministries of Culture and Defense are just investigating you for totally innocent reasons.” Effy could practically hear Rhia rolling her eyes. She rose quickly and went into the corridor, hoping to head off the inevitable bickering.
She arrived just in time to catch Preston say sourly, “They’re investigating our documents, not us.”
“Pedantic as ever,” Rhia said. “You could have at least stamped the snow off your boots.”
Preston opened his mouth to answer, but before he could, Effy grasped his wrist and maneuvered him past Rhia, through the corridor, and to her bedroom. “Thanks for the tea,” she called out, before shoving Preston into her room and closing the door firmly behind them.
“I would’ve stamped the snow off if she’d given me half a minute,” Preston muttered.
“Never mind that,” Effy said. She was so glad to see him that she didn’t care that he was dripping water all over her carpet. “Here—give me your coat.”
He shrugged out of it, and Effy took it to hang in the closet. Even soaked, the coat smelled reassuringly of him—tweed and wool and the faint lingering of cigarette smoke. Just to hold it was comforting. She plucked a towel from the back of her door and handed it to him. While he dried his hair—transformed to a heretofore unknown state of messiness by the rain and the snow—Effy carefully plucked his glasses from his face. They were blurred with condensation. She could hardly imagine how he had even navigated the darkening streets in this condition. She cleaned them off and then placed them back on his face, but not before brushing her fingers gently over the twin marks on the bridge of his nose.
“Thank you,” Preston said softly.
She nodded.
“How was class?”
She had known the question was coming, but her stomach still crinkled to hear it. “It was . . . ah . . .”
“It wasn’t all right?”
Preston’s brow was furrowed. With his damp hair curling over his forehead, standing with a slightly apologetic slouch so he could meet her eyes, he looked almost innocent to Effy in a strange way—so earnest in his concern that the last thing she wanted in the world was to disappoint him. To make him worry for her.
“It’s just—we were reading Ardor,” she said slowly, “and I suppose I wasn’t prepared—I only had time to skim it—they just started reciting . . . numbers.”
“Oh,” Preston said. “Line scansion. Tinmew makes all his classes scan for meter before diving into the text.”
“Scansion,” Effy repeated.
“Yes. Determining the meter of verse—based on syllabic stress.” When Effy only stared back at him blankly, he hastened to add, “It’s really quite intuitive once you get the hang of it, I promise. I can give you my copy of Ardor. It’s already been marked up.”
“Very generous of you,” Effy said. She couldn’t keep the edge of bitterness from her voice.
“That’s sort of what I meant when I said Tinmew was a formalist,” said Preston. His tone grew soft—and Effy felt it was almost pitying. “I should have been clearer. Tinmew cares only for the form of language, the style. Not for the historical or biographical context. The form itself is the meaning; the author and everything else is irrelevant. It presents an objective basis for evaluating literature. Like a science.”
Effy inhaled sharply. “If I had known it was all so utterly scientific, maybe I would have stayed in architecture.”
“It’s only one approach, Effy. I can’t say that I’m particularly enamored of formalism myself, but it’s useful to understand the different methods. It’s part of being a well-rounded scholar.”
“Well.” Effy was beginning to feel precisely two inches tall. “I suppose I’ll figure it out. And it’s only one class.”
“Exactly,” Preston said. “Your other classes will be less rote.”
She decided not to mention the cruel stares of the other students—what would it achieve, other than to provoke Preston’s worry? She let her gaze wander, and her eyes landed on Preston’s satchel, which he had left rather unceremoniously slumped against the doorframe. Then she remembered what he had been doing this whole time, and was grateful for the opportunity to change the subject.
“How was your meeting with Gosse?” she asked.
With her question, something in the air shifted abruptly—it gained a sharp quality, almost, like the wind snapping at the hem of a dress. It was very subtle, but she saw Preston flinch.
“It was fine,” he said. “Gosse is swanning in all the attention. If the Times offers him another interview, he might keel over with delight.”
“Better him than us,” Effy said. The thought of being probed by reporters—the thought of facing their flashing cameras and unblinking eyes—made her stomach twinge again. “He’s probably wishing he could put his name on the cover sheet.”
“Something like that,” Preston said. He paused, and did not elaborate further. But before Effy could probe, he added, “That wasn’t all he told me.”
“Oh?” Effy arched a brow. “What is it?”
Preston drew a breath, as if to steel himself. Then, rather than reply, he bent down and opened his satchel. He withdrew a bundle of black clothing and held it out to her. In only the sullen, remote light from her bedside lamp, it took Effy a moment to recognize what it was. She picked up the first item and let it unfold from her hands. A black blazer, just like the ones that the other literature students had worn.
“Dean Fogg is implementing some new policies,” said Preston. “Or rather, he’s newly enforcing some very old policies. Now all students are required to wear their uniforms to classes and to other university-sponsored events.”
Effy’s heart felt crushed—first with dismay, and then with anger. “He couldn’t have mentioned that before I embarrassed myself in my very first class?”
“I’m sorry.” Preston’s voice was tight. “Apparently Fogg sent a missive, but it didn’t reach either of us in time.”
Effy met his gaze and held it. They both knew it was no accident that they hadn’t received the missive. With the scrutiny of the government’s investigation weighing heavily upon him, Effy supposed it should come as no surprise that Dean Fogg would be more than willing to throw two of his students to the wolves. Especially a woman and an Argantian. They were such easy prey for hungry mouths.
She took the rest of the uniform and placed it on her dresser. As she did, something tumbled from its folds and fell to the carpet, bouncing once before settling. Among the rough and stubby gray fibers, it gleamed with an uncommon brightness.
Preston knelt hurriedly—almost embarrassedly—to recover it.
“What is that?” Effy asked.
“Oh, this . . .” His cheeks grew faintly pink. “Another one of the old policies that Dean Fogg is implementing. It’s inane, really. Gosse has made me the student head of the literature college. A legate, as it’s called. He claims it’s just a ceremonial role. A line on my résumé.”
The object lay flat on Preston’s open palm. It was a pin—no larger than Effy’s finger—in the shape of a dragon. Its serpent’s body curved, in bends and arcs that were too uniform to look real, and its mouth was slightly ajar, frozen in a silent grimace. It was nearly identical to the dragon that decorated Llyr’s flag—and its war banners. It seemed to gather all the room’s meager light, holding it within its golden scales, and its emerald eye was so bright it almost burned, like water doused in a witch’s oils.
It was at least half as old as the university, yet it glittered as though it were new. No dust had gathered on it; no rough handling had marred it. Effy had the strange sense that if she touched the pin, her thumb might come away pricked.
Preston, too, seemed unnerved. His fingers quivered a bit as he held it.
“What an honor,” Effy said, and tried a smile. “Though it does seem like a conflict of interest. I expect you’ll have to report all our nefarious doings to Master Gosse.”
“We’re hardly doing anything nefarious,” said Preston. “And like I said, it’s only a formality.”
“So very modest. Shall we see how it looks on you?”
“All right,” Preston said. His voice was low.
Carefully—and not without a moment of hesitation—Effy took the pin. It did not prick her finger, and it did not burn, the way that iron did when it brushed the immortal flesh of the Fair Folk.
She ran her thumb gently along the collar of Preston’s shirt, his throat bobbing with the nearness of her touch. She smoothed the lapel, and then, with clumsy, tremulous ministrations, fastened the pin to the fabric. When she laid her palm there beside it, flat against his chest, Effy felt Preston’s heart skip once, before returning to its steady bragging.
“There,” she said softly. “Do you feel distinguished? Exalted? Ennobled?”
“High marks for vocabulary.” Preston laid his hand over hers. “No, I feel . . .”
At that moment, a high, warbling tune echoed through her bedroom’s thin walls.
Effy almost laughed, for the utter inopportuneness of it. Preston’s brow furrowed. “What is that?”
“Rhia,” she answered, unable to bite back a smile. “She’s practicing for the music college’s showcase. Their version of a final exam.”
“Oh,” Preston said. “Does she practice at all hours?”
“Why?” Effy bit back a smile. “Do you find it . . . distracting?”
She pushed herself up onto her tiptoes, her mouth a hair’s breadth from his. His fingers curled around hers, tightening his grip on her hand, which was still laid flat against his chest. Over his heart. She felt it judder and skip again as she leaned closer, eyes fluttering shut.
But the theater behind her eyelids was not dark, nor was it dashed with red for her wanting, her love for him. Instead, the faces of the other students came bright and clear in her mind. Their scowls and sneers, the fixed probing of their gazes. And then the words from the poem appeared as they had been, ink on the page—and then, astonishingly, echoed in a deep and sonorous voice that was not her own.
I found my deathless death in dreams.
It was not the voice of the Fairy King, either. Effy flinched and stepped back, almost as if struck.
“What is it?” Preston’s voice tipped up with immediate concern. “What’s wrong?”
She let her hand slip from his. “Nothing,” she said. “It’s nothing.”
Preston inhaled. Effy both wanted and didn’t want him to ask again. She both wanted and did not want to be held, to be touched, to be comforted. She was afraid of wanting becoming needing.
And she was afraid, so terribly afraid, that if she needed him, it would be the moment that he slipped away, like twilight dying into total dark.
“I’m fine,” she said, when Preston still did not look convinced. “Really. I’m just tired.”
“All right.” Preston stood stiffly, hands clenched at his sides, as if he, too, feared to touch her. Did he think she would crumble—like weather-weary, ancient stone? Did he think his touch uniquely ruinous, or her especially fragile?
These questions exhausted Effy. She could have circled the same ones endlessly, her mind an ever-turning gyre. Or, she realized, she could simply sleep.
“I think I’ll go to bed,” she said. The words came out in a gentle lilt—the idea was even more delightful to speak aloud than it was to articulate in her own mind.
Preston frowned. “It’s four thirty.”
Was it? The hours seemed to have compressed, folded in on themselves and then around her, like a black shroud. Effy stepped lightly over to her bedside table and picked up the glass bottle of sleeping pills. It was nearly full, and the heft of it in her hands was by itself a relief.
Preston did not speak as she plucked out one of the tablets, placed it on her tongue, and swallowed. He only watched, throat pulsing, as she turned to undress. The space between them—no more than a few feet—took on a bleary feel, as if he were looking at her through the glaze of a half-remembered dream.
At last Effy lay down. She pulled the covers up to her chin and turned away from Preston, facing the wall. Unlike the pink pills, the sleeping pills rarely failed her. Within moments, she was steeped in exquisite, oblivious darkness.



Four
“My darling girl!” the Fairy King gasped, as I shuddered and wept, flooding the tributaries made by the creases of our sheets with salt water. “Do not tremble—do not fear—let my touch chase away the covetous darkness of your dreams!”
—from Angharad by Angharad Myrddin, 191 AD

In all the time Preston had known her, Effy had never slept easily. Always he felt her settling and resettling beside him; between the fretwork of his lashes he saw her shift again and again, gingerly sliding herself out of his grasp. His arms would fall from her waist, and she would move infinitesimally away from him on the mattress. All the while he would feign sleep and keep the feeling of bereftness to himself, no more than a twinging flutter in his chest.
Now Preston was astonished to watch her curl between the sheets, clasp her hands below her chin, and let her eyes flutter shut. Her breathing slowed, chest rising and falling with a measured heaviness. It occurred to him almost as a metamorphosis, like in the old myths: a mortal magicked into a fish or a flower, a maiden transformed into a slender, sinuous laurel tree. One living creature changed to another. Only—the life of a fish or a tree or a flower was nothing like that of a human’s. It was brief, dull, simple. Perhaps blessedly so.
At that thought, Preston suddenly had the urge to wake her. But her sleep seemed peaceful, dreamless. In the pooling lamplight, her golden hair took on the sheen of sunken treasure, bleary and below-surface, a layer removed from his touch. The tip of her nose was pink, which was how he knew she had been crying—or at least close to it—before he’d come in.
Perhaps he should have asked her about it. Perhaps he should have pressed her. He glanced over at her desk and saw Ardor’s book there, tossed hastily, as if in anger, the corner of the cover bent and the pages ruffled. He picked it up and flipped to the dog-eared page, the prologue to “The Garden in Stone.”
When upon your pallid cheek
The purple twilight lay
I came, an errant-knight oblique,
To trespass the gray arch-way
Preston did not remember being especially impressed with Ardor’s work, and reading it now, he found it rather sparse in meaning. Well, it was a first-year’s subject for a reason, he supposed. Settling into Effy’s chair, he smoothed the book flat and picked up a pen.
As she slept behind him, silent and still but for her breathing, Preston marked up the pages of her book, etching in the appropriate number above each syllable. Effy never woke. When he had finished the scansion, he closed the book again and stood. Outside, night had fallen, swift and total in its blackness, and the window glass was opaque with hardened snow.
He checked his watch. It was only past six, but he felt dreadfully weary himself. When he reached down to unbutton his shirt, his finger brushed against the dragon pin. It had warmed with the heat of his body, and now it felt less foreign to him, less unnatural to his person.
Quietly, and with agonizing slowness, Preston slipped into bed next to Effy. She did not stir as he settled himself against the pillows, the ends of her blond hair tickling his cheek. He reached over to tug the chain on the lamp, extinguishing the room’s only light.
Preston closed his eyes and tried to slow his breathing. For all his fretting, sleep found him quickly, too.
 
He woke with his cheek pressed to stone, his mouth tasting of salt and smoke.
Preston pushed himself off the ground, and when he rose, the air—which had been an almost solid thing, dense and brackish—seemed to shift with him, as if he were shaking off a heavy velvet cloak. He blinked, and raised a hand to wipe condensation from his glasses, only to find that he was not wearing them. Yet he could see perfectly well; the details of the world were crisp and clear around him.
That was the moment he realized he was dreaming.
He drew in a breath (a rather briny breath) and began to take in these strange surroundings. He was in a long hall of gray-white stone. Cut into the walls on either side was a series of niches, precise and evenly spaced. Within each niche, half-cloaked in shadow and half-doused in rheumy strains of light, was a marble statue.
Preston took a step forward, to the nearest one. Its plinth was engraved with words that had been worn away by water and by time. He could pick out only a few letters. The statue itself was enormous, at least twice as tall as he was, and his eyes strained to follow the line from base to the lintel.
The statue was of a man—a young man, as far as Preston could make out, wearing what looked like full academic dress, a robe-like gown with a hood, the attire that the university required its students wear for formal events. The statue was unpainted marble, so Preston couldn’t discern the color of the lining, which would have told him which college this statue-man attended. Under one arm was a stack of books, and the other arm was raised outward, brandishing a stave.
The hood of his robe was down, baring his rather untidy-looking hair and his face. His expression was almost defiant, chin held aloft. But as Preston drew closer, squinting, he saw that the statue’s eyes were flung open in awe, as if he were being confronted with something he both feared and longed for beyond measure.
For some unnamable reason, this frightened him. Preston stumbled backward.
His boots scrabbled against the floor, and he barely managed not to fall. All over, there were puddles of clear water, sparkling like bits of quartz. They held the light that came drifting through the windows, one between each niche.
With a bracing inhale, Preston approached the window beside the statue of the scholar. He expected to see clouds, cirrus and white, and scattered patches of sun. Instead he saw only water.
The water rippled very faintly, shifting only just enough to make him aware of how still it was within the castle. The palace. Something had snuck the words into his mind. He would not have thought to call it that on his own. Spidery green seaweed drifted by. A jellyfish, white and diaphanous as a bridal veil, brushed against the window glass. The shadow of something larger—the flank of a fish?—shivered past, briefly casting the hall in darkness.
As Preston watched, transfixed, silence reigned. And then came the sound: impossible, unignorable, and unmistakable. The bells.
They gonged so richly and deeply that Preston felt them in his chest, like a second, shuddering heartbeat. I have to follow them, he thought, and again, it was like the words had been cunningly smuggled into his mind. I have to find them.
He turned away from the window and walked farther down the hall. He passed more niches, and more statues within them. There was a mermaid perched on a rock, surf crashing behind her. The foam-tipped waves were carved in such immaculate detail that it seemed as though they had been frozen in time, magicked to stone by the flick of a sorcerer’s finger. There was an ancient king who sat slumped in his throne. There was a maiden with seashells and kelp braided through her hair. There was a knight in armor, knelt penitently, holding a single rose.
Preston came to an archway of more water-streaked stone. He crossed beneath it, the gonging of the bells growing louder and closer with each step.
In this second hall there were no niches, and no windows. Instead, fixed on the walls were rows and rows of torches, and each one burned with bright green flame.
He would have stopped, taken note of their strangeness, perhaps examined them more closely, if not for what lay ahead. In the very center of the room, set upon an enormous plinth, there was another statue, twice as large as the largest one in the first chamber, so tall its head nearly scraped the ceiling.
No—her head. Standing on the plinth, in a gauzy, fluttering gown, hair unbound and floating as if caught by the wind, hands clasped at her breast, was Effy. Her features, sculpted in white marble, were so perfect, so utterly recognizable—so lovely—that Preston dropped to his knees. He didn’t even feel the pain of the hard stone floor. He was overcome by her majesty. It was almost divinity. He knelt there before her as if she were a saint and he a supplicant.
He stared at her so long, and so intently, that even the gonging of the bells faded from his awareness. The air was still, and so was she. This house—this castle—was infinitely beautiful, and so was she. Whatever passed outside this place, and beyond this moment, was so unimportant that it began to feel unreal.
And then—a crack. Preston’s gaze snapped up. At the very top of Effy’s head, the finest of fractures appeared, lacing across her nose, down her cheek. The gonging of the bells reasserted itself, sonorous and so very close.
He tried to get to his feet, to stammer out a noise of protest. But instantly the edges of his vision darkened. The floor lurched up at him, but before he could fall, he woke.
 
He surfaced from this dream in a cold sweat, teeth chattering. Beside him, Effy stirred, giving a mewling little yawn and propping herself up on her elbows. Golden hair, mussed with sleep, tumbled over her bare shoulder, and in the thin, early dawn light that filtered through the windows, she looked almost like a dream herself, her skin as pale as marble.
As pale as marble. Preston blinked, and the vision of her statue’s face—the cracked facade—flashed through his mind. He blinked again, his vision blurring in its familiar way, turning everything fuzzy around the edges. He felt for his glasses on the nightstand and put them on, exhaling in relief as the world came into focus again.
“Did you sleep well?” Effy asked.
“Oh.” Preston blinked again. “Yes. I slept fine.”
In the back of his mind, the bells were still ringing.
“I wish I could stay here forever,” Effy said with a sigh. She flopped back down on the pillow and rolled over until her back was pressed against his chest. “Don’t you?”
“That would be nice,” Preston said. His voice sounded odd, even to his own ears. Stiff and distant, like an echo from below the water.
He braced his arm around her waist, holding her to him. His heartbeat returned to a steady rhythm; his breathing slowed. Outside, the weather was sharp with its coldness, the ice was slippery and treacherous, the men in their black wool coats brusque and indifferent at best—but here, with him, she was safe. Preston lowered his mouth to place a kiss on the top of her head—
Crack. The image of her stone face, with those hairline fractures, flashed up at him again. He recoiled, heart pattering.
“Effy,” he said urgently, “when you go out, be careful, all right? You could slip and fall. You could crack”—he could barely cough out the word—“your head on the ice.”
Effy looked over her shoulder at him, frowning. “Don’t you think we have more urgent things to worry about?”
“We can’t publish a thesis or defend ourselves against a government inquiry if you’re dead,” Preston said. In his mind, it had sounded darkly funny, but when he spoke it aloud, his tone was strained and bleak.
“Maybe the Sleeper Museum will let me borrow a helmet and a suit of armor,” Effy replied. The corner of her mouth quivered as she tried not to smile.
Preston couldn’t make himself pretend that the thought wasn’t appealing. His whole body felt tense; he was aware of each one of his muscles straining, each tendon pulled taut. He thought of how thin a person’s skin really was, slender protection against the malice and perils of the world.
Finally—reluctantly—he and Effy dragged each other out of bed, Preston only spurred on by the promise of coffee and a morning cigarette. He reassumed his shirt, the dragon still pinned to its lapel. He watched Effy comb her hair and pull on stockings, then the uniform he had brought her. When he recalled Master Gosse’s words—You may need to let it out in the bust—he felt a low, grinding sort of anger that roiled like hunger in his gut.
Effy picked up her bag and slipped Ardor’s book inside. She didn’t seem to notice anything amiss about it. Preston slid his own satchel over his shoulder. The rote mechanics of it all made him calmer.
The dream was just a dream.
He and Effy said their goodbyes just outside her dormitory, beneath a portico that was fanged with icicles. Preston watched her as she walked down the street, the cobblestones shimmering with glacial danger. He didn’t turn away until she had vanished into a crowd of other black-clad students, all pressing toward the library.
Preston exhaled, his breath a wisp of white in the cold. He had foolishly volunteered as a teaching assistant for one of Gosse’s classes, and he had to arrive before the students did, so he had a chance to pass out their papers and monographs.
He shook back the sleeve of his coat and looked down at his watch to see the time. But all three hands had stopped turning, frozen at 6:22. Preston frowned and held up his wrist for closer examination. The face of the watch was filled with water.



Five
All those years I cowered in the eternal night and yearned for the reprieve of the day, but I had forgotten that the light has a certain cruelty of its own. One can shrivel on an arid shore as easily as one can drown in deep waters. I had become a creature of the dark, an ephemeral shade, ill-fit for the waking, sunlit world.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 202 AD

A bitterly cold wind lifted off Lake Bala and nipped at Effy’s nose and cheeks, but she walked with slow, deliberate steps nonetheless. At least until she was out of Preston’s sight. Then she hastened to a brisk pace, pulling her scarf up over her chin and shoving her hands into her pockets. It was no more than five minutes to the library, but by the time she reached the gleaming wooden doors, the chill seemed to have stolen into her very bones.
She didn’t know what had come over Preston. What had evoked such an urgent, unexpected fear. He always fretted and brooded, but this felt different. Sharper and more sudden. It seemed to have stuck him through like a silver blade.
He did have cause to worry, Effy supposed, just not about the perils of the ice. As she’d passed the newsstand, she had glimpsed today’s headline: MASS DESERTION AT THE FRONT LINE PROMPTS NEW RECRUITMENT CAMPAIGN FROM THE MINISTRY OF DEFENSE, REPUDIATION OF RUMORS ABOUT MYRDDIN’S WORK.
Belly churning, Effy had turned away. She thought of that first day at Hiraeth, when she had accused Preston of trying to undermine Llyr’s war efforts, of being a saboteur. She flushed with embarrassment at the memory. How cruel—how deserved—it was to now be accused of the same thing herself.
She shook her head as if to clear it, and climbed up the library’s curving stairs, to the circulation desk. It was currently manned by a very surly-looking librarian, so Effy decided to brave the labyrinth herself. She passed through the door, rode the tiny, clanking elevator, and then, with a deep breath, stepped into the half-lit maze of stacks.
Unlike the vast reading rooms with their shining brown wood and cathedral ceilings, this part of the library was decidedly unglamorous. Shelves stretched out in all directions, the narrow aisles between them illuminated only by weak fluorescent lights. The smell of dust and old leather was overpowering in the windowless space. Effy coughed, and the sound was echoed eerily back to her.
She paced slowly through the stacks, fluorescents buzzing and flickering. This empty, shadowy, silent place was precisely where the Fairy King might have appeared to her, a whisper in the musty air or a flash of black hair between the shelves. And she would have been afraid, but the fear was hers—locked inside the safe box of her mind or within the water-stained pages of Angharad.
Now, without the Fairy King, without the stories, the world was vast and beyond her understanding, beyond her control. It was frightening, and so very wearying. It piled on her like stones.
Despite wishing she were back in bed, asleep, anchored in Preston’s arms, Effy persevered through the aisles until she found what she was looking for. Ardor’s corpus took up an entire shelf of its own, dozens of books both new and old. She plucked up the first one, a rebound edition of his collected poems, excepting his magnum opus “The Garden in Stone.” The note in the front matter told her that “Garden” was too long to be included, and had its own separate edition, supposed to be part of a matched set. Someone—probably another first-year—had checked out that copy of “Garden.”
Effy tightened the ribbon in her hair to keep the loose strands from falling into her face, then slid down to the floor and opened the book in her lap.
The Collected Poems of Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale (Part I)
There was a short introduction, written by a scholar named Francis Rockflower.
The famed Laurence Ardor, future Lord of Landevale, was born Rhodri Morwent II, to a family of modest means in Marshsea. His father was a parish priest who was deeply committed to education, both religious and secular. The senior Rhodri Morwent used his church connections to secure his son a place at Locksley, a private secondary school which, at the time, only served children of Northern aristocratic extraction.
One might imagine that the young boy felt an interloper within this affluent and opulent world, but he was quick to adapt to the social mores of the upper class and became popular with his schoolmates. By his third year, he adopted the Northern name Laurence, and had also begun a relationship with Claribel Ardor, the beloved only daughter of the 1st Baron Landevale.
One might also imagine that an affair between individuals of such disparate backgrounds would be challenged and contested, but Laurence was well-loved by the baron, and he and Claribel were married with much joy and fanfare the week following his graduation. Several years later, the baron took ill. From his deathbed, he named his son-in-law the new Lord of Landevale.
Thus, one of Llyr’s most celebrated and illustrious literary figures was born.
Effy closed the book, her heart racing. According to Tinmew’s stodgy formalist approach, none of this background mattered—yet how could it not? Already rich images were filling her mind, visions of a young boy, knock-kneed and trembling, approaching Locksley’s imposing iron gate. She saw him take a quill and scratch out the name Rhodri and etch Laurence in its place. She saw him, from under a mop of untidy black curls, lock eyes with a young girl. She saw them lace their hands together in a field, a secret meeting place, a crown of flowers woven through her golden hair. She conjured up half a dozen more of these visions, each more vivid than the last.
Enthused, Effy dug through her satchel for her copy of “Garden.” The words of the poem had grown dull to her, grayed out by the dreariness of numbers and rote recitation. Now they felt alive again.
But when she opened the book, she was shocked to see that every page had been inked, every syllable now marked with a number. It took her only a moment to recognize the scrawling but precise penmanship as Preston’s.
He had done the scansion for her, last night while she slept. When the numbness of shock wore off, Effy was surprised to find that she felt angry. She had confided in him, admitted her embarrassment, but she hadn’t asked for his help. Certainly she hadn’t wanted him to just do it all for her, as if she were incapable herself.
A part of her knew she was being unfair. Preston only wanted to make things easier for her, to protect her. But it seemed like a strange sort of betrayal, and bitterness wound around her heart like copper wire.
Jaw clenching, Effy clamped her copy of “Garden” shut and stuffed it back into her satchel. Then she dug out a pen and wrote the name of the author of the introduction, Rockflower,
on her palm. She waited until the black ink dried before she closed her fingers into a fist.
At last, after slamming the other book back onto the shelf, she marched through the aisles, into the ancient elevator, and out of the library, her face so hot that she barely felt the biting cold. She pushed past crowds of tourists, shuffling like yoked oxen toward the Sleeper Museum, and past students hustling to their classes or to coffee and a scone at the Drowsy Poet. She did not stop until she reached the end of the pier.
Effy stood at the edge of Lake Bala, hands braced on the railing. There was a superficial coat of ice over the water, stippled with black-veined cracks. Her reflection, warped and tiny and distant, looked like little more than a passing shadow. Behind her there were the perfunctory sounds of the city: cars crunching down the asphalt, pedestrians shuddering and shouting, store awnings flapping in the wind. But Effy stared down at the ice until her eyes stung.
Once she had looked at the water and wished to hear the bells, the precious signs of life, the proof that magic was real and there was some mystic order to the world. Now she was comforted by the fact that nothing moved below the surface. It had the perfect, shimmering stillness of a dream.
 
With great reluctance, Effy walked back down the pier, toward the literature college building. It seemed wretchedly unfair that she would have to return to Professor Tinmew’s class today, although at least now, with the uniform and with Preston’s help, she would not embarrass herself quite so terribly. Ducking beneath a store awning gave her a slight reprieve from the wind, just enough that she could untie and retie the ribbon in her hair, which seemed determined to keep coming loose.
The building, with its great cornices and curling dragons, seemed no less intimidating to her now. Perhaps more now that she had faced such immediate humiliation within it. But she averted her gaze from the names of the Sleepers and, keeping her head down, began to scale the steps. It was only when she heard her name shouted from behind—like a rough jab to the back—that she turned around.
“Euphemia? Euphemia Sayre?”
Not two paces away was a tall, slim man dressed in a beige coat, with a hat that was—impressively—holding fast to his head despite the wind. He had a very gaunt face, hollowed cheeks that whittled down to a blade-sharp chin. He absolutely reeked of cigarette smoke.
“Yes?” she replied. “Who are you?”
“Roger Finisterre, with the Caer-Isel Post.”
Immediately, Effy tensed. The Post was a gossip rag, known for its sensational (and not thoroughly fact-checked) headlines. In theory, journalism was a noble profession, but the Post seemed determined to quash that notion. After one young actress’s tragic suicide, Effy remembered, the Post began pushing stories that she was involved in a cult, prompting the actress’s family to send a seething cease-and-desist letter, and release public statements decrying the vulgar conspiracy.
Because of this, Effy’s voice was flat and unfriendly when she replied, “What do you want with me?”
“I’d like you to respond to the rumors that you were involved with the dismissal of the architecture college’s dean, Master Corbenic.”
Her chest seized. “I . . .”
Finisterre had taken out a notepad and pen. He inched closer to her and said, “Is it true that he was fired because of your affair?”
“That’s not—” Effy’s face was warm, her heart pounding. “Who told you that?”
“I’m a reporter, Ms. Sayre. It’s my job to know things like this.” His dark eyes gleamed like knifepoints. “There is no shortage of rumors about you, and plenty of people with grievances willing to talk. This is your opportunity to set the record straight. I’ll give you a fair shake.”
Students were milling around them, clambering up the steps to the college, bumping against her in their stiff wool coats. Several of them stopped to flash her unfriendly, irritated looks. A great gust of wind came again, blistering her cheeks, and Effy had to raise a hand to shield her eyes. Which was good enough, because there were tears, hot and humiliating, gathering at their corners.
Even still, she was of sound mind enough to know when she was being manipulated.
“I don’t have any comment,” she replied sharply. “And I have to get to class.”
“Ah, yes,” Finisterre said. “The first woman admitted to the university’s literature college. There are a great many people who find that . . . displeasing. You have more enemies than perhaps you even know. But one interview could be enough to quell dissent and assuage fears. I could do a whole spread. You look like you would photograph well.”
“No,” Effy bit out. It was crude, Finisterre’s manipulation, and she hated that it was working on her, just a little—terror was turning her stomach into an icy pit. “Leave me alone.”
“Are you sure?” Finisterre had his pen poised above the notepad, one brow raised. “You must be aware that I’m not the only journalist after your story—I’m just the first. And, I might add, the most sympathetic. I think you’re a rather courageous young girl. My piece would be very favorable. I don’t think you’re a conniving harlot or a sly political saboteur.”
At that, anger cleaved immediately and forcefully through her fear.
“No,” she repeated, lifting her chin. “No, thank you. I’ll take my chances with your peers. Surely there’s another reporter from a more reputable publication.”
Frustratingly, Finisterre did not react at all to her slight. In fact, a small smile tugged at the corner of his mouth.
“Very well,” he said. “But it’s a pity. We could have worked so nicely together. And, as I’m sure you’re aware, the schedules of first-year literature students are publicly accessible. My peers are certainly not above using that information. Their reputable publications use the same tactics as my—what is the favorite invective about the Post?—slimy little gossip rag.”
Effy’s mouth went dry. On the steps, as the wind shrieked and howled, she felt herself turn to stone.
Finisterre’s smile broadened. “Last chance, Ms. Sayre.”
A pair of students dashed past her, brusquely slamming into her shoulder with enough force that she almost toppled backward. Preston would have a fit of panic if I fell,
she thought, remembering his fear-stricken pleading for her to be careful on the ice. It was precisely this thought that made her turn away from Finisterre, though instead of continuing up the steps, she fled the literature building altogether.
As she paced briskly through the courtyard, maneuvering her way into—and then out of—the press of students, she was walking into the wind. Her face burned with cold, and the tears that fell froze on her cheeks like tiny pearls. And, at last, the wind succeeded in its cruel task: her ribbon was ripped from her hair, snatched up into the sky, and flung out of her sight, lost within moments to distance.



Six
The first-interred, a bard at the court of Llyr’s earliest king. Aneurin is known for his incomplete and fragmentary epic the Neiriad, tracking the king Neirin’s exploits and adventures, particularly his vanquishment of Argantian invaders. His virtue is power, and when he rises from his slumber, he will rekindle the spirit of victory won in this ancient war.
—from the plaque beside the coffin of Aneurin the Bard, in the Sleeper Museum

The classroom was empty when Preston arrived, but Master Gosse had never been what one would call punctual. Half the reason he’d taken on Preston as a teaching assistant in the first place was to compensate for his utter lack of organization and his penchant for tardiness. So Preston was not alarmed by his adviser’s absence. In the meantime, he busied himself by placing the papers and monographs on every desk, and occasionally peering out the frost-rimed window, hoping he would see Master Gosse approaching through the courtyard.
Luckily, there was a clock on the wall, which meant that he didn’t have to look down at his watch. He was trying to convince himself that he had not seen what he saw. His mind was still fuzzy and hallucinatory with sleep. His eyes were still bleary. A dozen more explanations he conjured, yet he could not be moved to believe any of them. And he knew that if he glanced at his watch again, the hands would still be stopped, and the face would be filled with water, and he would have to acknowledge—what? That he was going mad?
It had all started with the damned bells. He wished he had never heard them at all.
Since Master Gosse was still nowhere to be found, Preston picked up a piece of chalk and began writing the day’s assignment on the board. The Early Writings of Aneurin the Bard: A Work in Translation by E. A. Lawes. He opened the book and peeked at the first line, to refamiliarize himself with the text.
Lo! How we have heard the deeds and glory
Of Llyr’s last-and-greatest king;
How he broke the land through the sea
As quick as the spear shafts of his enemies;
How he kept at bay the water
Just as he repelled the savage pillagers
Who spoke the demon Ankou’s tongue.
Students began to filter in. Most smiled solicitously as they took their seats, but others regarded him with furrowed brows and narrowed eyes. One particular student, a stocky boy with tightly gelled white-blond hair, gave him a very probing once-over. His gaze caught on the dragon pin on Preston’s lapel, and the smile he gave was not groveling at all. It was smug.
“Are you our new professor?” one of the students asked. “Where’s Master Gosse?”
“You idiot,” another student whispered audibly. “He’s our age.”
“No,” Preston said. “I’m a teaching assistant. Master Gosse should be here at any moment.”
“He’s the legate,” said the platinum-haired student. His tone was indolent, and he leaned back in his chair, cracking his jaw with a yawn. “Didn’t you notice his little pin? We better keep on our best behavior, or he might report us to Dean Fogg for a caning.”
The other students snickered.
“And who are you?” Preston could not hide the irritation in his voice.
“Southey,” he replied. “Domenic Byron Southey the Second. And you’re Preston Héloury.”
At that moment, and with astonishing suddenness, all the snickering subsided. Twelve pairs of eyes trained on him, unblinking in their shock. Preston knew what had stunned them to silence: the sound of his Argantian name, rolling derisively from Southey’s lips.
The silence wore on, the air growing dense with it. Despite the cold outside, the room began to feel overly warm. Preston’s cheeks were hot.
“And you’re teaching us Aneurin?” came one student’s hesitant question, at last.
“I’m assisting Master Gosse in his teaching, yes,” Preston said, his jaw clenched.
Then came more silence. Southey reclined further, his expression resplendent.
Finally another student cleared his throat. “And you do speak Llyrian fluently—right?”
Preston lifted his gaze slowly, until he met the student’s eyes. They were small and beady, and a washed-out shade of blue. His nose was long but turned up at the tip, a trait Preston associated with Llyr’s nobility, and this impression was further enforced by the gold cuff links he wore, along with a silken pocket square.
Who wears cuff links to class? Preston thought peevishly. Only someone who was desperate to communicate his elite status. Who perhaps worried that his preeminence was being eroded by the influx of lower-class students, of women, of Argantians.
“I’m the college’s top-ranked literature student and I got a perfect score on my entrance exam,” Preston said. “Yes, I’m fluent in Llyrian. And I can read and write in Old Llyrian, too—which you might consider learning if you want to study Aneurin’s works in their original form.”
At that, the student drew in a sharp breath. Preston kept his gaze trained on him, unblinking, until the student averted his eyes, looking down at the floor instead.
Preston did not feel any amount of satisfaction at cowing him. Mostly, he felt nakedly vexed, and slightly humiliated.
“So they teach Llyrian in Argantian schools, then?” It was Southey now who spoke. “I suppose that’s wise, since their front line is crumbling like wet paper. The Times is saying that we may be only weeks away from a surrender.”
Preston stiffened. Heat laced through his veins. “Perhaps you ought to leave the speculation to war reporters and defense ministers. This is a classroom, not a political forum.”
He was thinking that he ought to be given a gold medal for restraint when Southey spoke again.
“I hardly said anything political,” he responded, in that same tone of idle contempt. “Only facts. And surely everyone here would agree that Argant ought to surrender—everyone who is loyal to Llyr and its cause, that is.”
Once more, silence fell over the room, as heavy as a velvet drape. The other students all stared very pointedly at the floor. Only Southey pridefully met Preston’s gaze, a smirk tugging at the corners of his lips. Preston felt his hands start to shake so violently that he had to fold his arms across his chest to disguise their trembling. And inside his sternum, his heart pounded with a dragging, almost painful ferocity.
The clock on the wall ticked past the hour, but Master Gosse never came.
 
When the bell gonged to announce the class period was over, Preston marched swiftly and immediately out of the room. He had done his best to teach the class himself but had ended up doing little more than awkwardly stumbling through the material, all too keenly aware of Southey’s scornful, derisive gaze. And all too aware of the fact that he was, in some tragic, perverse way, sharpening the weapons that would be used against him. Aneurin’s work was a paean to Llyrian nationalism. He was arming the students with its language.
Preston stomped through the corridor of the literature college, not caring who he shoved brusquely past, until he reached Master Gosse’s office. His whole body was racked with tremors of fury, and he didn’t bother knocking. He just pushed in the door.
Master Gosse’s office was in a state of disarray, even more so than usual. The piles of books that usually stood precariously in every corner of the room had been knocked over, and every drawer of his desk was yanked open, the contents strewn about. An ashtray had been tipped, and everywhere Preston walked, he tracked ash onto the carpet. The air stank of scotch.
A fuzzy feeling of bewilderment began to eat through his anger. His heart, which had been pounding erratically, now slowed to an eerie, trepidatious beat.
Preston picked his way through the office, shifting through some of the strewn papers, holding them up to the light and squinting to see if he could find any clues within them. They were torn in places, underlined and highlighted haphazardly. But there was no order to the markings that he could discern, no logic, no reason. He let the pages flutter back to the ground.
Then he rose and walked over to the desk. There were several books lying open upon it. The first was Myrddin’s collection of poems, with a single line underlined: The seafloor is a tomb for dreams. The other was a copy of Angharad, again with one line underlined, rather forcefully, the pen tip pierced through the page. I had not known that the seam of the world was not between the living and the dead, but rather between the real and the unknown.
There was a note, in Gosse’s handwriting, scrawled near-illegibly beside it. Touching the page, Preston could almost sense the heat of his adviser’s excitement; the paper seemed to singe his thumb.
The seam of the world is where the Sleepers dream. (!!!!!)
Preston felt the hair on his neck rise, his skin prickling with cold, as if a draft had blown into the room, even though all the windows were shut. Gosse had made bold claims. And it was obvious where he would go to test their veracity. Preston knelt down, to the bottom drawer of Gosse’s desk, and found that it, too, was wrenched open, the golden key discarded on the floor.
The photostated copy of Angharad’s diary was gone.
 
As always, the line for the Sleeper Museum wrapped around the block, despite the cold, and despite the slushy sprinkling of rain that had begun to fall just as Preston left the literature building. Tourists jostled and rocked back on their heels with impatience. Some opened their umbrellas, which caused a great swell of black in the crowd, like the bubbling of a cauldron’s draft.
Preston shoved past them all and came to the entrance, which was being steadfastly guarded by two beige-clad sentinels. They checked tickets at a leisurely pace, as if luxuriating in this small bit of power.
“Excuse me,” Preston said to the nearest one. “I need to go in. Now.”
One of the guards gave a short, sneering chortle. “You and a hundred others. Get to the back of the line.”
“You don’t understand.” Having run the whole distance from the university to the museum, Preston was short of breath, and he had to pant out the words. “There’s a security threat—inside. Ah, I mean, there’s just someone in there who shouldn’t be, who has the wrong intentions . . .”
The guards both regarded him in a bemused yet contemptuous way. “And who are you, exactly?”
At that precise moment, the doors to the museum burst open rather violently. There was a tall, balding, and well-dressed man that Preston didn’t recognize, and trailing behind him—astonishingly—was Master Gosse.
Given the state of his office, Preston had expected his adviser to look worse for wear, his hair mussed and his cheeks aglow with the red flush of alcohol. But his expression was serene, and when he saw Preston, he smiled brightly, as if he were an old but expected friend.
“Turn the rest of the line away,” the tall man said, gesturing with his chin to the guards. “The museum is closed for now.”
One guard looked as though he might protest, but the other dipped his head right away. “Of course, sir.”
The tall man—who Preston had discerned was the museum’s curator—then looked over at Master Gosse. “Is this the student you were telling me about?”
“Yes,” Master Gosse said, nodding enthusiastically. “My apologies for the delay. My student is a busy young man. Legate of the literature college and all that.” His adviser was practically beaming.
Busy teaching your classes, Preston thought sourly, though he didn’t say it. Instead, he said, with a pointed look at Master Gosse, “I got here as quickly as I could.”
“Well, then,” the curator said. “I’ve closed down the exhibit, as per your instruction . . . take all the time you need.”
“Thank you very much, my good friend,” Master Gosse said, and then he clapped the curator heartily on the back. “You are assisting in the greatest intellectual pursuit of our age!”
Then, leaving the curator to quell the outraged crowd, Master Gosse marched back into the museum. Preston had no choice but to follow him.
He had not been inside the Sleeper Museum since his first year at the college—ever since Myrddin’s consecration, the lines had been staggeringly long, the tickets sold out months in advance. And then, following the revelations of their thesis, he had felt a vague sense of revulsion whenever he thought of entering, of—in any manner—paying respects to the man who had lied and obfuscated and imprisoned and abused, a memorial to achievements he had falsely earned. Now, as Preston trailed Gosse down the long, cavernous hall that led to the Sleepers’ chamber, his chest swelled with a novel sense of dread.
“How did you get the curator to close down the museum?” Preston asked in a whisper. It felt like the safest question.
“I merely told him that I was the nation’s preeminent Myrddin scholar, and that viewing the man in his coffin—in private—was essential to my research.” In the empty hall, Gosse’s voice echoed resoundingly. “I may or may not have led him to believe that I was writing an article repudiating all of the nasty rumors you’ve spread. I daresay it’s a relief that he didn’t recognize you.”
“A relief,” Preston repeated. “Of course.”
The corridor was lined with placards and paintings locked behind protective plastic frames. The frames were smudged with fingerprints, as though the visitors could not help but try to reach what was within them—the portraits of the Sleepers, each one older than the last.
Preston averted his eyes as they passed Myrddin’s. Just before the archway was the painting of Llyr’s very first Sleeper: Aneurin the Bard, who looked preeminent and remote, lyre braced across his middle the way a warrior might gird himself with a weapon.
And then at last they came to the Sleepers’ chamber. The ceiling canted steeply upward, into a vaulted dome. The gray marble lacked any adornments, any intricate engravings, for this was meant to be a tomb, a temporary resting place before the Sleepers rose again, coming to Llyr’s aid when the nation needed them most. It was dim within the chamber, the lights recessed into the walls, and save for the sound of his and Gosse’s footsteps, utterly silent. A prominently placed placard instructed guests not to speak—and then, in a droll note below, added You would not want to disturb the Sleepers before their time, lest they wake in a foul mood!
Gosse maneuvered confidently through the chamber, and Preston followed more slowly behind. The coffins were all set in a circle, with the oldest Sleeper beside the newest, Aneurin the Bard at Myrddin’s right. Again, Preston turned his gaze away from Myrddin’s reposing form. He looked instead at Aneurin, draped in gold-trimmed robes that seemed rather too fine for a court musician, his face obscured by a death mask, a plaster mimic of the bard’s features. Oddly enough, unlike the other Sleepers, his hands were not clasped over his chest. His arms were instead fixed at his sides, and completely hidden by the sleeves of his gown. Not even the tips of his fingers showed.
“Come here, Héloury,” Gosse said, impatience slipping into his tone.
His adviser had knelt down in front of Myrddin’s coffin, but his manner was brisk and businesslike, not reverential. From his satchel he removed a bundle of papers, and spread them out across the floor. Preston recognized them as the pages of Angharad’s diary.
Against all reason, and all good judgment, he knelt down beside Gosse.
“I have discovered it,” Gosse said fiercely. “Uncovered what others could not . . . the truth beneath what scholars believe is the truth. The greatest and most ancient knowledge of the world, which has been left to lie in neglect like sunken treasure. I will paw through the sands of time itself, plunge into the place where dreams roll as high as the foam-lipped tide. A deathless death, an immortal slumber—only I will not be contained, like those who merely sleep. My body will be as still as those in their glass mausoleums, but my mind will be so alive as to rend apart the world.” Gosse paused and stared at Preston, feverish eagerness in his eyes. “You’ve seen it, haven’t you? Magic.”
No, Preston wanted to reply, he had not seen it. But—perhaps he had heard it. The bells. Impossible, yet real, just like the water that had stopped the hands of his watch.
“Right,” Preston said uneasily. “And where did you acquire this, ah, great and ancient knowledge?”
“Why, right here, of course!” Gosse practically bellowed. Preston flinched at the sound. He picked up one of the pages, cleared his throat, and then read: “‘Strange enough, this is something a child understands, and this understanding is drained from us as we grow, as we are taught that the world is ordered and reasonable, as we are taught to leave our dreams in our sleeping minds, and cast them aside in the sharp light of day.’”
Preston remembered this particular entry. “Angharad was writing about the Fairy King,” he said. “About the reprieve of imagination—about how her trauma reverted her to the state of a child—”
“No, no, no.” Gosse shook his head. “Why must you persist in this stubborn allegiance to reason? To order? You spent weeks in that house, on the bleak edge of the world, and watched as it crumbled into the sea. Surely, in all that time, you experienced things that logic could not explain?”
The bells. They gonged now, in the secret vault of his mind. Preston swallowed hard.
“So what is it that you plan to do here?” he asked. “If you can forgive me for being practical—what is the worth of this knowledge?”
“I plan to perform a ritual,” Gosse replied. Carefully, he bent over and smoothed out the pages on the floor. “It isn’t a complex one, but I do need your help. I’m of the opinion that the more people who partake, the more successful this ritual will be; the more people who believe, the more real something becomes. But for now it will just be us two. I can’t entrust this to anyone else.”
Preston’s pulse twinged in his throat. Master Gosse was mad, surely. Anyone else who heard his ramblings would have laughed. Would have left.
But Preston stayed. He wasn’t sure why. The easy excuse was that he could not afford to lose the favor of his adviser. That his position at the university was already precarious enough. Though perhaps the truth was even more perturbing than Gosse’s delusions. The truth was that Preston believed him. And he wanted answers, too. Anything to silence the diabolical bells.
So, very slowly, Preston asked, “What would you have me do?”
“It’s quite simple, really,” said Gosse. “We are here, in the very heart of Llyr’s faith, where those who come all indulge in the belief that the world is a more mystic, a more fantastical place. That in itself is power beyond measure. So it is only a matter of sipping from the well of that power. Close your eyes, Héloury.”
He hesitated. But only for a moment. Then he let his eyelids slide shut, lashes fluttering against the frames of his glasses.
“Remember, if you can, the last time you believed in magic.”
Preston frowned. His thoughts rolled and snarled, an endless and inexorable tide. Had he ever believed in magic, truly? He had been a serious child, more inclined to get along with his teachers than with his classmates, as his mother often teasingly reminded him. As much as he had loved literature, he had always been able to draw firm, stark lines between the real and the unreal.
Then, unexpectedly, one memory cleaved through. He recalled one of the occasions that his father would read to him before bed, from the book of myths that had once been his favorite, their heads nestled close against the pillows. He remembered how his father’s callused hands had thumbed the pages so tenderly, paper turned orange-gold in the pooling lamplight.
“‘But all was not lost, when the city of Ys sank beneath the waves,’” his father read, his voice a low rumble. “‘Under the sea, mermaids pray in the cathedral. Under the sea, fire burns green.’”
Preston exhaled softly. It was the only sound in the room.
And then the bells began to ring.
 
Preston opened his eyes, breathing in smoke and brine. He was still kneeling, but his glasses had vanished. And all around him, walls of gray stone rose; as he lifted his gaze, they seemed to resurrect themselves, as if he were building them with his stare alone. Bleary slants of light cast across the floor, from the window behind which the water rippled and shuddered. The statues were there again, too, in their hive-shaped niches, cloaked half in shadow. Preston found the statue of the scholar again, his marble countenance unchanged, unchanging, unchangeable.
Behind him, someone coughed and spluttered. Preston whipped around to see Master Gosse doubled over, bracing himself on the floor with his hands and vomiting up seawater.
He was here. Inexplicably, impossibly, dreaming the same dream. Whatever his fanaticism, Master Gosse had been right about something.
“Are you all right?” Preston asked. It was the first time he had spoken in this sunken castle. His words soared up, syllables scraping the vaulted ceiling, and then rained back down on him.
“What a question,” Master Gosse said, between gags and huffs. “A mouthful of seawater is a small price to pay for this—this—what is this? Where are we?”
Slowly, Preston rose to his feet. He found that he had none of the shaky nervousness that he expected; while Gosse wretched and writhed, he felt steady, strong. His whole body pulsed with a powerful certainty; there was not even room for the question—is this real?—to form in his mind. He offered his adviser a hand.
Gosse took it, and Preston hauled him up. Gosse’s palms were clammy, and a cold, glistening sweat had broken out across his forehead. Preston had not seen him look worse, even on the days that he came to class half-potted.
“I don’t know,” Preston replied at last. But strangely, his stomach twinged with guilt as he said it, as if he had told a lie. Had he? There was a certain awareness in the back of his mind, gleaming with a lantern’s steady light.
“I can’t say this is quite what I expected.” Master Gosse let go of his hand and began to pace, his footsteps rough and hurried on the stone floor. “But what a magnificent place. What a realm of grand esoterism, beyond the knowledge of any other scholar in the world—think, Héloury, of all the papers on this I could write! Of the influence I could achieve! Such a revelation could bring the world to its knees!”
Vaguely, Preston nodded. The bells were still gonging, faintly but insistently. “Can you hear that?” he asked. “That sound?”
“What?” Gosse looked irritated. “What are you talking about? I don’t hear anything.”
There was a low flutter in Preston’s chest. “Never mind, then.”
Gosse returned to pacing about, going up to each statue in turn and examining it, running his fingers along the bases. When he stroked at the scholar’s robes, Preston felt an unexpected but powerful sense of anger. Where is your reverence? he thought. This place should not be sullied with such banal human urges.
The thought was so unusual that it froze him in place. He was not ordinarily disposed to such sentimentality, such fanciful and archaic ideas about ceremony and tradition and religious-like ritual. But there was something different about this place. It demanded veneration.
Gosse was well-occupied, so Preston began to walk toward the archway, into the second chamber. The sound of the bells grew closer, more insistent—he would find them this time, he told himself, and smash them to bits if he had to, just to stop hearing their damned ringing. Such violent imaginings were also unlike him. Preston flexed his fingers, clenching and then unclenching a fist.
In the second chamber, Effy’s statue still stood, in its place of preeminence. The crack on her face had been mended, and Preston was so relieved to see it that his knees grew weak beneath him. He dropped to the floor again—because the great beauty and the great stillness of her form deserved worship, devotion. Here, she was a princess, a queen, perhaps even a saint.
Set in their sconces, the torches burned with green flame. Just like in the fairy tale, as if they had been lifted from the pages of his father’s book. Preston took a deep, shivery breath.
Once he felt he had paid proper honors to Effy, he rose to his feet again. There was another archway behind her statue, and from it, the sound of the bells called to him. He strode toward it, heart pounding, blood racing. He was close, so close—
And then something moved in the periphery of his vision. A shadow? No, it was more substantial than that. Preston turned around.
A man stood before him. It was not Master Gosse. His was a face Preston had not seen in so long that he feared he might someday forget it, that the details of its features would be lost to him, eroded like a cliffside in a storm. But here he stood, impossibly, tall and broad as Preston remembered, slightly slope-shouldered, olive-skinned, black-haired, with eyes that hovered somewhere between brown and green.
Awe and reverence overtook Preston again. Slowly, tremulously, he reached out his hand.
“Tadig,” he whispered.
Father.



Seven
The purpose of a formalist approach to literature is to ensure that a text stands alone as a complete entity in and of itself. The focus, therefore, is on grammar, syntax, meter, and other elements of style that can be objectively quantified. Matters of culture, societal influence, and even authorship and content must be bracketed. One must operate always under this assumption: that the author himself is an enigma, and only the words on the page are real.
—from A New Introduction to Formalism by Samuel Babbitt, 176 AD

As evening came on and the twilight melted into night, the howling wind subdued itself, like a wolf returning to its den. On the rooftop of the astronomy college, the world was silent and the sky was starless.
The building had been abandoned when the university’s astronomy college was closed down; the dean before Dean Fogg had decided astronomy was too empirical a pursuit, too scientific, and its professors and students had been shunted off to the School of Practical Studies, a rather ignominious demotion that some benefactors still grumbled about.
Now, with its building left to lie fallow, it was common for students to sneak onto the rooftop. Cigarette butts and half-empty bottles of liquor were scattered around the asphalt. Effy figured she was probably the first student who came to the rooftop without the intention of merrymaking.
Instead, she looked out over the city of Caer-Isel. The university’s yellow-stoned buildings rose up from the earth like old grave markers, slightly worn by time but still august and resolute. Much of the snow had already melted, but some remained in clever places, like the cracks in the facade of the architecture college or the basin of the mermaid reflecting pool outside the college of fine art. Little flecks of white in the otherwise bleary and fathomless dark.
Effy remained on the roof for so long that she could not even account for the time passed. She was willing her mind to be blank. To empty it of all memories of Master Corbenic, of the prying eyes of her classmates—of Finisterre.
And she was doing a rather good job of it, of thinking about nothing except the way the golden pools of lamplight looked like coins in a fountain, until she heard door hinges squealing behind her. She turned around with a start.
Preston stood there against the darkness, his navy coat unbuttoned and his hair even untidier than she remembered it being when they had parted that morning. His cheeks were pink and his chest heaved with exertion. Effy stared at him in silent shock, but before she could say a word, he strode toward her and wrapped his arms around her, with such force that he lifted her off her feet.
Effy squeezed him back, pressing her cold face into the crook of his neck. The warmth of his body bled into hers immediately, and the relief at seeing him was so great that her stomach felt hollow with it. She closed her eyes and inhaled his wool-and-smoke smell.
When at last he released her, setting her back down on the asphalt, she asked, “How did you find me?”
“Rhia,” he replied. “She said you wanted to go somewhere that would be difficult to follow. Why?”
The chill air pricked at her eyes. “I was on my way to Tinmew’s class when some reporter cornered me at the literature college. Finisterre. He’s with the Post. He asked me about Master Corbenic.”
Preston inhaled sharply. “What did you tell him?”
“Nothing, of course,” she replied. “No comment, that is. But he told me . . .” She swallowed hard. “He told me that I had more enemies than I know. People who don’t like that I’m in the literature college, and then what we’ve done with Myrddin . . .”
Effy trailed off, her voice fading into the revived night wind. She expected Preston to look at her with despair, but instead his brown eyes were electric with anger. It was an uncommon emotion for him, and she was taken aback at seeing it.
“Cowards,” he bit out. “They’re willing to spew their vile lies as long as they’re shielded by anonymity.”
“Finisterre said he would give me a fair shake.” Effy let out a breath. “I know that’s a lie. What rubbish. He’ll write whatever sells the most papers. Whether that’s telling people I’m a conniving harlot or a political saboteur or some other creative smear.”
“And put it on the front page, I’m sure,” Preston said bitterly.
Effy could scarcely work up the courage to tell him that this wasn’t even the worst part. “Finisterre is just the first,” she said. “There will be other reporters. He said—taunted, really—that my class schedule is public. They’ll be able to find me so easily. I won’t even be able to leave my dorm. I—”
“No,” Preston cut in. Abruptly, he reached out, and pulled her back against his chest, tucking her head under his chin. “I swore I would take care of you, Effy. I meant that. They won’t touch you. I won’t let them.”
She wasn’t sure exactly how he would stop them—but Effy let herself relax against his warm body nonetheless. There was a very faint scent of brine about him, which she hadn’t smelled since they had left Hiraeth. She wondered if her mind was playing tricks on her, making old memories feel new again, muddling reality once more. It was almost a comfort, to recede into an unreal world. A dreamlike recollection. She closed her eyes.
“But at least I didn’t concuss myself,” she murmured into the fabric of his coat. “Aren’t you proud of me?”
Preston’s chest juddered with a weak and shaky laugh. “Well, I suppose. More relieved than anything.”
Effy breathed in his smell again, brine and tweed and tobacco. With black humor in her voice, she asked, “And how was your day?”
At that, she felt Preston stiffen. Frowning, she pulled away and looked up at his face. His brows had drawn low over his eyes, and his cheeks looked suddenly drained of their color.
“It was fine,” he said.
Effy sighed. “You’re still such a terrible liar.”
“Really,” he said, in an utterly unconvincing tone. “Master Gosse continues to be eccentric and elusive, but that’s nothing new. He left me to teach his class for him; he didn’t even have the decency to show up. Which would have been fine, I suppose, if I had been prepared . . .” He shook his head as if to clear it, and then went on, “But none of that matters. I only care that you’re safe.”
His hands moved to cup her face, and his grip was so gentle, his touch so tender, that for some reason it made Effy want to cry. He stared at her intently, as if trying to see something beyond the capacity of mortal perception—and that was strange for him, too, the stubbornly and petulantly rational man that he was. He let a hand slip out from under her chin and brushed his thumb gently across her forehead, smoothing back a loose strand of hair.
“You’re safe,” he repeated, his voice barely more than a whisper.
“Yes,” she replied, a bit taken aback, “I am.”
He exhaled, but Effy could see there was still a tension in him, his shoulders raised tautly and a muscle pulsing in his throat. She pushed herself up onto her tiptoes and kissed him lightly on the mouth, and even then, she felt his rigidity, as if she were kissing something made of stone.
Earlier that day, she had planned to confront him about the scansion, about the marks he had made in her book, but now the quibble seemed petty. They had enemies all around them; why should they make enemies of each other? For now, she was indeed safe—they both were.
“It’s all right,” she said, with more conviction than she felt. “We always knew there would be hurdles. But when people read Angharad’s diary, they’ll see the truth. And in the meantime, I’ll become an expert at dodging reporters and you’ll become an expert at pinning down Master Gosse.”
Effy smiled, and she was relieved to see Preston gave her a faint smile in return. But if there was one guaranteed way to quell his nerves—she reached over into the pocket of his coat where he always kept his cigarettes. She fished about for it, and after a moment, her hand closed around the pack. Yet when she drew it out, she was shocked to see that the paper had gone soggy, the cigarettes damp and crushed and the loose tobacco smeared on her fingers.
“What happened?” she asked.
“Oh,” Preston said, “I, ah, dropped them in the snow.”
He didn’t volunteer any further information. Effy frowned and wiped the tobacco from her hands. “And after all your fretting over my clumsiness.”
“It might surprise you to learn that a pack of cigarettes is not of equal value to me,” he said. He stroked back another strand of her hair, tucking it behind her ears. “Let’s go. You must be freezing.”
She was, but there was something comforting about the cold. If one could outlast the nipping bite of the wind, it turned to a glorious sort of numbness. If she could lie down in the snow and let it close over her, in its obliterating cocoon, she would have. Though of course she did not tell Preston that.
“Just a few more moments,” she said instead, and tucked herself back against his chest. He slid his arms around her waist. She heard his heart, and its beating was steady.
There was an irony to them standing atop the astronomy building when no celestial bodies could be seen. But then the snow began to fall in soft flurries, and the flakes were dappled against the dark sky like stars.
 
The next day, Effy climbed the steps to the literature college again. This time, though, she was hand in hand with Preston. His gaze was electric, darting everywhere, as though he expected someone to come leaping out from behind the building’s columns. But there was no sign of Finisterre, or of any other reporter, and the odd stares they were getting were probably more due to their joined hands, or the dragon pin on Preston’s lapel. It was easy to see the envy in the other students’ eyes.
Once inside the lobby, Preston paused. “You’ll tell me if someone does anything—or says anything—won’t you?”
“What will you do?” she teased. “Challenge them to a duel in the courtyard?”
“No,” he said, without a hint of humor. “I’ll write them up. They can answer to Gosse.”
“Then they’ll hate you for more than just being a saboteur. They’ll hate you for abusing your position.”
“It’s not abusing. I read the student handbook. ‘Students are not to denigrate, persecute, or maltreat their fellow students; the punishment for this behavior may range from writing lines to, in the most extreme cases, expulsion.’”
Effy wondered when he had found the time to read the five-hundred-plus-page student handbook, much less memorize parts of it word for word.
“Well, I suppose that’s good,” she said. “Though it’s hard for me to think of Gosse as a strict disciplinarian.”
Behind his glasses, Preston’s gaze shifted in an unreadable way. “Gosse is full of surprises.”
The bell rang, and with one last squeeze of her hand, Preston departed. Drawing a breath, Effy pushed open the door to Master Tinmew’s classroom. At the very least, attendance was not recorded in these large lectures, so her absence yesterday would not be officially noted—and, she hoped, it was not noticed at all. She strode purposefully up the aisles and found a seat in an empty row, eyes fixed straight ahead, chin held aloft.
Do not cringe for them.
Only a few students glanced up from their books to watch her. She hoped the novelty of her presence was wearing off. It helped, of course, that she had her uniform now, her pleated skirt ironed neatly, her blazer buttoned across her breast. Having lost her black ribbon, Effy had tied up her hair with a white one instead, knotted twice to make sure it held tight. Dismally she realized that she had already gone from wishing to be exceptional to wishing to be invisible. Her hands trembled as she removed her book from her satchel.
As she searched for her place, Master Tinmew dawdled his way to the lectern. He gave a few dry words of greeting and then started the recitation. This time Effy was prepared; thanks to Preston’s carefully inked numbers, she was able to join in without hesitation. Her voice mingled with all the rest, and no one gave her any pointed stares. Invisible indeed. Effy let out a quiet breath of relief.
She’d also had the chance to study Ardor’s poem on her own. After reading his short biography in Rockflower’s introduction, she’d grown genuinely intrigued; the lines had begun to come alive, like vines reaching slowly and hesitantly out from the earth. And she had noticed that certain words were written in bold capital letters. Effy checked her own book against Preston’s and found that it was not an error in her copy. It had to be intentional on Ardor’s part, but she could find no pattern to it, no relation of the words to each other. They did not appear in any consecutive sentences; sometimes she could go for pages without seeing one.
And should it PLEASE the maiden fair—
The rust-checked latch sprang FREE—
And yet more. Effy listened raptly to Master Tinmew’s lecture, hoping that he might offer an explanation. But he only rambled on about meter and rhyme, hardly bothering to inflect his voice with any amount of enthusiasm. The other students took their dutiful notes, and none even so much as glanced her way. Her nerves were beginning to ease. Perhaps she did not need to be so cowardly; perhaps her fears had been exaggerated.
By the end of the class, Effy had built her courage. It burned within her like a live ember. For the last few moments she sat at attention, arm coiled, waiting for Tinmew to ask—
“Now then, are there any questions?”
Effy’s arm sprang up.
Several other students raised their hands, and Tinmew cast his gaze lazily over the crowd. When he spotted her, something flickered in his dull brown eyes—an indulgent sort of curiosity, though Effy supposed it was better than contempt.
“Yes,” he said. “Miss Sayre?”
Effy cleared her throat. Though she looked determinedly ahead, at Professor Tinmew and nothing else, she could feel the stares of the other students on her, raking her like invisible claws. She winced, but managed to keep her voice even as she spoke.
“I had a question about the formatting of the text,” she said. “If you look, beginning on page two and continuing on for the duration of the poem, there are several words on each page that are printed in bold and capitalized. Obviously, since form was so important to Ardor, I wanted to know, what is the significance of the bolded words?”
One of Professor Tinmew’s thin brows arched. There was the sound of shuffling paper as the other students flicked through the pages of their books. After a moment, during which Tinmew seemed barely to be thinking at all, he at last replied.
“Traditionally, one would expect that the bolding and capitalization of text is meant to emphasize the bolded and capitalized words.” His voice had a bored sort of tone; there were several low snickers in the crowd.
“But,” Effy said, “why emphasize these words? They seem chosen at random—”
“Nothing in Ardor’s work is arbitrary, or, as you put it, ‘chosen at random,’” Tinmew cut in sharply. “The visual element of the words, the way they appear on the page, is of utmost significance. If you look at this first word, please, on page two, you can see that when it is capitalized, the arch of the letter P has a more domineering appearance, emphasizing the totality of the curse’s power, which has turned the garden into stone, whereas the L, when capitalized, has a right angle, emphasizing the rigidity of the maiden’s captive state, the unchanging nature of the cursed garden . . .”
And so Tinmew went on, explaining how each of the letters highlighted some difficult-to-perceive quality of the text. Effy looked down at her book and frowned. She traced the letter P with the tip of her finger, trying to internalize Tinmew’s analysis. Yet by the time the bell rang, Effy still found herself unsatisfied. She shoved her materials into her satchel, shrugged on her coat, and walked briskly out of the literature college, back into the unyielding cold.
The ink on her left palm had faded with washing, but the word was still—just barely—discernible. Rockflower. After taking a sweep of the area, checking for reporters cached within the crowd or lurking behind pillars, Effy turned and marched with determination toward the library.
 
Invigorated by this purpose, Effy climbed the steps to the second floor of the library and walked right up to the circulation desk. As she breathed in the scent of old paper and watched the dust motes float through shafts of honey-hued light, her mind was invaded with a memory. Months ago she had been standing in precisely this same place, her body abuzz with nervousness, her heart pounding with a somatic, almost thoughtless terror. She remembered the boy who had approached her, who had inked his number on her hand.
As the student ahead of her in the line thanked the librarian and left, Effy stepped forward, drawing in a breath. That was then, she thought firmly. This is now. The writing on her palm was her own. The fear she felt was an ancient thing, a relic dredged from its sunken tomb. At least, this was what she tried to convince herself of as she greeted the librarian with a shaky smile.
“Good morning,” she said. “I’m looking for some books by Rockflower—Francis Rockflower. Do you have them in?”
Without greeting her in return, the librarian began to page through her enormous ledger book. “Is it his biography of Laurence Ardor that you’re interested in?”
“Yes.”
The librarian peeled off a scrap of paper from a small notepad and scrawled down a series of numbers. “This is where you’ll find it in the stacks. We should have several copies.”
“Wonderful,” Effy said. Her heart skipped, enlivened by this small victory. “Thank you.”
This had gone far, far better than her last trip to the circulation desk, when she had tried to research Myrddin, only to find that all the books on him had been checked out by some dastardly P. Héloury. As she made her way through the shadowy, labyrinthine stacks, the memory occurred to her with a sheepish sort of joy. The past she carried with her did not have to be a heavy thing. And when she needed to rest, she could put it down.
Following the librarian’s instructions, Effy found the book easily. A Complete Biography of Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, by Dr. Francis A. Rockflower.
It was more worn than she expected—its lavender clothbound cover whitening in places and bent at the corners—and also longer. In the shuddery, inconstant light of the stacks, it was impossible to read anything lengthy without straining her eyes. So Effy took the book off the shelf, returned to the circulation desk, and checked it out.
Then, with a spike of adrenaline, Effy did something she had never done before in all her time at the university: she went into one of the library’s large reading rooms.
Until now, she had been far too intimidated to enter them. She had preferred to hide herself away in one of the small, cramped rooms on the library’s upper floors, cached against one of the windows, where she was unlikely to encounter another student. These reading rooms, with their high vaulted ceilings, their long mahogany tables, and their overstuffed leather armchairs, with the busts of great authors and artists resting on marble plinths at the end of each aisle, felt like a world she was not permitted to enter. It had not helped, of course, that these rooms were always nearly overcrowded with students, all jockeying for the limited seats, and often hostile in their single-minded focus on essays or sketches or song compositions.
But it was different now. Effy was a literature student; she had helped to author a groundbreaking thesis, and she belonged here, just as much as anyone else. She had a scholarly inquiry, and a purpose. So, carrying Rockflower’s book against her chest, she sat down at one of the long tables. The student to her right, wearing the sable and white of the history college, did not do so much as glance up, absorbed in his own reading. The student to her left, wearing the music college’s violet, cast her a brief look, appearing more irritable at the interruption than anything, and then returned to his reading as well.
Effy opened the biography and took her notebook out of her satchel. She had thrown out her architecture college–issued journals, with their red covers and stag head embossing, and though she was supposed to have been given green-and-gold literature college journals, they had not yet arrived. This notebook was one she had purchased in Laleston, while she and Preston had stayed in the hotel writing their thesis. Its navy-blue cover was agnostic, neutral—yet it set her apart from her peers, who were all working from their college-issued journals.
Shaking off this worry, and flipping to the section of Ardor’s biography titled “Marriage and Family,” Effy at last set to reading.
There is arguably no force more significant in Laurence Ardor’s life than love, be it romantic or familial; whether for his wife, Claribel Ardor, or for the mysterious “Lady A,” to whom many of Ardor’s later works are addressed. Indeed, Ardor even wrote reverently of his father-in-law, the 1st Baron Landevale, to whom he owed a great debt—not only the transfer of his title and peerage but the latter years of his informal education, at the hands of the baron’s private tutors. Laurence Ardor’s corpus could be said to be one magnificent and encompassing “letter of love” to those around him; or even an ode to the act of loving itself, in all of its forms. A romantic and a Romantic, Ardor’s passionate manner of living is echoed in his poetry.
Yet, just as much as Ardor’s life is marked by love, it is also marked by nearly unfathomable loss. When Ardor was twenty-eight, his father-in-law, the baron, passed away due to a swift and unexpected fever. Seven years later, his wife, Claribel, died in the same manner, leaving Ardor to raise his daughter and only child, Antonia, alone. Only two years after that, another fever struck Ardor himself, and while he survived, he was weakened, bedridden, and blind. It is in this condition that he—astonishingly—composed his magnum opus, “The Garden in Stone.”
 
Effy’s heart raced with this discovery as she clattered down the steps of the library, Rockflower’s biography tucked into her satchel and her notebook brimming with hastily scrawled notes. She had found something, which was not exactly hidden, but which had been kept from her; something that, if she had followed the rote instructions of Professor Tinmew, she would have never happened upon at all.
Ardor’s poem had been written while he was blind, so he could not alone have made such meticulous formatting changes, all those scattered, bolded, and capitalized words. She did not yet have all the pieces to make meaning out of this revelation, but it was enough to set her head spinning, just as it had when she had uncovered another secret, concerning another author—though one that had meant a great deal more to her than Ardor.
Even if things were not perfect, if her new place at the literature college felt precarious and infirm, if reporters were skulking after her and her fellow students were suspicious and cold, it was so much better than the way things had been. Before Hiraeth. Before Preston. When she had been alone, adrift, with only the capricious comfort of the Fairy King and the unreal world she had built up in her mind, like a seawall against the tide.
Effy decided she would allow herself coffee and a scone at the Drowsy Poet to celebrate, after the turmoil of these past few days. She was so absorbed in thinking about Ardor, and about this small reward, that she didn’t notice heads turning toward her as she walked. She didn’t notice the posters until she was right outside the café, hand on the bronze doorknob.
CAMPAIGN FOR REINSTATEMENT OF DR. EDMUND CORBENIC, FMR. MASTER OF ARCHITECTURE
 
UNJUSTLY ACCUSED AND DECEITFULLY REMOVED
 
SHOULD ONE STUDENT’S SCURRILOUS CLAIMS RUIN A SUPERB AND DISTINGUISHED CAREER?
 
SIGN BELOW TO SAVE AN INNOCENT MAN’S REPUTATION AND LIFE!!!
 
DO NOT LET THE ACCUSER—EUPHEMIA “EFFY” SAYRE—GET AWAY WITH HER LIES!!!
Below were two black-and-white photos. One of them was of Master Corbenic, a face-on portrait, his black hair gelled neatly and the corners of his mouth curled up, just slightly, into a dimpled smile. It was both the man she had known and not. His features were familiar, but the camera had not managed to capture the gleam of hunger in his eyes. Effy’s stomach pooled with that old, resurrected terror—the terror that it seemed she would never, ever be free from.
The second picture was grainy and poorly developed, more like a charcoal sketch than a photo. Effy had to squint just to recognize the face as hers. It was taken from the side, and at a slight distance, her blond hair and its black ribbon blurred in arrested motion. Yet it was, unmistakably, her, walking away from the literature college, not more than two days ago. And the camera had successfully managed to capture the fear in her gaze.
For just a moment, Effy felt her heart completely cease its beating.
It sputtered like a cold engine, then roared to life again. Students milled around her, pausing to read the posters that had been plastered on nearly every inch of the Drowsy Poet’s large glass window. Someone began to whisper, and the whispers spread through the swiftly gathering crowd.
Effy’s throat closed in on itself. The corners of her vision darkened. And then she strode forward, pushing through the crowd, grasping every poster she could reach and ripping them from the window in long, ragged tears.



Eight
What is significant is not that the king sleeps but that he dreams.
—from the introduction to The Early Writings of Aneurin the Bard: A Work in Translation,
by E. A. Lawes, 144 AD

With Effy safe—relatively speaking—in Tinmew’s lecture hall, Preston took the elevator to the third floor of the literature college. Just as the doors were about to close, another student boarded with him. A first- or second-year, by the looks of it, and he stared at Preston shamelessly for the entirety of the ride—first at his face, then at the dragon pin, then back at his face again. Preston’s skin prickled; he felt he could almost hear the student’s thoughts.
Saboteur. Traitor. Argantian.
By the time Preston exited the elevator, his hands were shaking. He walked to the end of the hallway and then, with only a bracing inhale, pushed open the door to Master Gosse’s office. He figured he had earned the right to barge in unannounced.
To his surprise and relief, Gosse was there: leaning back in his chair, smoking a cigarette with his feet propped up on his desk. It had to be his third or fourth or even fifth because the room was so suffused with smoke that Preston had to wave his hand in front of his face to clear the air and keep from coughing. When Master Gosse saw him, he swung around in his seat and looked up at him with eager, shining eyes.
“Héloury,” he said breathlessly. “Just the person I wanted to see.”
“We have class this afternoon,” Preston said in a stiff voice. “In case you forgot. Again.”
Gosse chuckled. “Surely you aren’t here to plan a lesson on Aneurin’s early writings. Come. Sit down. There’s so much—so much—we have to discuss.”
With no small amount of reluctance, Preston took a seat in the armchair in front of Gosse’s desk. Gosse bent over, reached into the bottom drawer, and pulled out a half-empty bottle of scotch. He poured himself a generous glass and then looked over at Preston. “Drink?”
“No thank you.” It was ten fifteen.
“Suit yourself.” Gosse took a hearty sip. “I had to down half a bottle just so I could sleep last night. My heart was racing, and my mind was racing twice as fast. I’ve done it, Héloury. We’ve done it.”
After they had both risen—after they had both woken—Gosse had swiftly collected the pages of Angharad’s diary and hurried out of the Sleeper Museum through a side door, Preston following groggily behind. He could not believe what he had seen. What he had dreamed.
“What is it you think we’ve done?” Preston asked.
“Accessed the unreal world, of course!” Gosse boomed. “The realm of magic and myth, where stories are birthed by sea nymphs and then floated up to the surface, given over to the real world like changeling children, to be found by believers and washed up ashore.” He lowered his voice then, and went on, “Surely now you are a believer, aren’t you?”
Preston thinned his lips. He did not blink as he met Gosse’s eager eyes, but he did not reply, either.
He expected his adviser to look exasperated, yet instead, Gosse regarded him with a sort of sheepish affection. “Ah, Héloury,” he said, shaking his head. “You could be struck through the heart with a sword and debate with its steel as you bled out on the floor. You’re so young to be such an ardent unbeliever. Has anyone told you that before?”
“No,” Preston said. “I can’t say they have.” His mother often bemoaned his lack of faith, but she would never express her grievances so poetically.
“Well, my ritual must have been quite potent, then, to overcome the hurdle of your skepticism.” Gosse drained his glass. “The power of the Sleepers—even I was skeptical before, but this is incontrovertible proof. Hmm . . . this does make your denunciation of Myrddin a bit more problematic than I anticipated.”
“You sent me to Hiraeth.” Preston could not help but edge his voice with bitterness. “It was your theory to begin with, your scholarly ambitions—”
Gosse waved his hand. “Let’s not get bogged down in the details. What matters is that we focus all of our efforts on this new line of inquiry. On this . . . this unreal world. This place of mysticism and fascination. This . . . what would you call it, Héloury?”
“It’s a palace,” Preston said. The response was automatic; it was as though the words had snuck into his mouth before they even occurred in his mind. When Gosse merely regarded him with a raised brow, he hedged, “Isn’t it?”
“Hmm” was all Gosse said in reply. “Well, we clearly need to embark upon a concentrated campaign of knowledge gathering! We were only permitted a few minutes of exploration before we were rudely forced awake.” He steepled his hands and rested his chin on them. “We must devise a way to stay longer. A way to bend this unreal world to our whims.”
Preston’s stomach pitted with dread. “You want to return to the museum.”
“Perhaps,” Gosse replied. “Or perhaps not. It may be possible to access this world without the aid and nearness of Sleeper magic. It’s worth an attempt, anyway. It would be rather more convenient to not have to shut down the city’s most popular exhibit every time we want to take a trip to unreality.”
He couldn’t exactly disagree with that. And it would only be a matter of time before the curator recognized him. This was only one of a thousand reasons why Gosse’s plan was terribly ill-conceived. Surely he could not have picked a worse ally in this quest to prove the existence of Llyrian magic. He was not just an unbeliever but Preston Héloury: saboteur, traitor, and Argantian.
But . . . in the underwater world, he was none of those things. There were no passports, no border walls, no sneering students. No such burdens, no such turmoil. He was just a boy—a man?
And he was a son. He could have tried to fool himself into believing that he agreed to follow Master Gosse because he was afraid of his adviser’s anger if he did not. Gosse was his only ally at the university with any influence at all. That was the wise, sensible part of his mind.
But it was the rash, desperate, dreaming part of his mind that took over. The part that just wanted his father again. Even if it was just a fantasy. Even if it defied all the logic and reason that ordered his world.
“All right.” Preston swallowed hard. “I’ll do it. But—shouldn’t we still perform our duties as usual? We don’t want to arouse any suspicion by, for example, failing to show up to teach class.”
The accusation blitzed right past Gosse. He only sighed. “I suppose you’re right. Dean Fogg has his ears pricked for any insubordination. I don’t want to be seen as stepping out of line. Especially when I’ve already stuck out my neck for you.” He gave a pointed glance to the dragon pin on Preston’s blazer. “Well, then! I’ll fulfill my rote obligations, and after today’s class, we will once again journey beneath the waves!”
 
The period had already begun and all the students were gathered by the time Preston herded Master Gosse into the classroom. Being late to one’s own class was embarrassing, but it was better, he figured, than not showing up at all. The students instantly straightened in their seats when they saw Master Gosse enter the room. When they saw Preston enter behind him, their expressions became an amalgam of distaste and suspicion. All except for Southey, who smirked.
“Right, then,” Master Gosse said listlessly, striding up to the chalkboard. “This is a class on Aneurin the Bard—Llyr’s very first Sleeper—and his early writings, which include the fragmentary parts of his epic poem, the Neiriad. We will be reading these works in translation, though of course those of you who have supplemented your coursework with the study of Old Llyrian may get more out of it than others.” It seemed he was not planning to acknowledge his absence yesterday. “Are there any questions?”
To Preston’s great dismay, Southey raised his hand.
“Yes, Mr. Southey?”
“Thank you, Professor.” Southey’s voice had all the grease of a dirty kitchen pot. “I was merely wondering if you would introduce us to your teaching assistant.”
Oh, piss off. The thought occurred to Preston so suddenly that he had to bite his tongue to keep from speaking it aloud. The quick-tempered vulgarity was unlike him. The words didn’t even feel like his own.
“Yes, of course,” Master Gosse said. “This is Preston Héloury, one of my brilliant students. He is also the legate of the literature college, so I hope you’ll all remain on your best behavior.” He waggled his eyebrows playfully, and Preston drew in a breath.
“Thank you, Professor,” Southey said again. “Very nice to meet you, Mr. Héloury.”
Preston couldn’t risk opening his mouth to reply, so he merely gave a stiff nod. Another award-worthy performance of restraint, he thought.
“Now, if that’s all, please open your copies of Lawes to page seven. I believe you’ve read the introduction on your own time”—there was a shuffling of papers as the students found their place—“but if one of you would like to summarize, that would be much appreciated.”
The overdressed student in cuff links raised his hand, and Gosse nodded at him.
“The Neiriad is the oldest piece of extant writing from Llyr,” he said. “It was authored by Aneurin the Bard, who was the court musician for Llyr’s first king, Neirin. It tells the story of how the king built the great city of Caer-Isel and fought off the Argantian invaders, as well as the eventual tragedy of the city’s destruction. The fragmentary epic was recovered alongside the king’s entombed body, and its original resides in the Sleeper Museum, under lock and key. Lawes’s translation is considered the foremost rendering of his work into modern Llyrian, as it makes a great effort to retain the lyricism of Aneurin’s verse.”
Preston barely breathed while the student spoke, beginning to wish that he could melt into the wall and vanish. The students’ eyes kept darting toward him, especially at the words Argantian invaders.
And perhaps, despite all his skepticism, he had been truly naive up until this moment—because he had never thought of himself as one of those intruders. He had believed that he was an equal inheritor to Llyr’s history, its myths and legends. He had a passport that proved his citizenship and grandparents who he had to travel only twelve miles to visit, just a quick trip across an arbitrary border. He had a mother who had sung Llyrian songs over his crib; his blood was as Llyrian as it was Argantian.
But what he had not understood until now was this: he could not make the world see him as he wished. Instead the world pressed in upon him, molding, crushing, until he was the shape they made him. Until he fit the image of the enemy. He could protest, but it would be no more effective than beating his fists against stone walls as they flowered up around him, encasing him in his own living tomb.
Preston stood, in total silence and stillness, as this revelation filled him with a sickish, shackled rage.
Mercifully, he was not asked to perform any tasks or answer any more questions. His hands were shaking in white-knuckled fists, and his breath was coming in short, sharp gasps. Even his brow started to dew with a cold sweat. He was alarmed, for a moment, that the other students would notice, that they would use it as another excuse to smirk and jeer. But none of the students’ gazes lingered. Whatever metamorphosis was happening, it was for Preston to experience alone.
When the bell rang, the students collected their things and bolted to the door. The moment that the classroom was empty, Master Gosse grasped him by the elbow. His adviser did not appear to notice anything amiss, either.
“Come on, young unbeliever!” he said in an urgent, fevered whisper. “We have great depths to plumb!”

 


Back in his office, Master Gosse fanned out the papers of Angharad’s diary, while Preston knelt and still did not speak. Gosse mumbled unintelligibly to himself. He arranged the pages in a semicircle around them, just as he had done in the Sleeper Museum. But his office was a great deal messier, and when he reached up to grasp more pages off his desk, he knocked over a stack of books with his elbow. The copy of Lawes’s translation of the Neiriad fell onto the floor.
“Close your eyes, Héloury,” Gosse ordered.
His adviser’s words drifted over him like a chill wind, and Preston’s skin prickled with anger. He wanted to refuse. He wanted to scatter the carefully arranged papers; he wanted to storm out of his office. Worse, he realized. He wanted to do worse. He wanted to tear apart this cruel and treacherous world itself.
Or perhaps you want to build a new one.
The voice in his head both was and was not his own.
Preston slid his eyes shut. Within a moment, he smelled salt and smoke. And he heard the deep, familiar, resonant ringing of the bells.
 
Preston opened his eyes, his vision sharpening and clarifying immediately, even though, once again, his glasses had vanished. He got to his feet and looked around, gaze running over the now-familiar surroundings: the statues and their enigmatic marble faces, the stone columns climbing to the vaulted ceiling, the archway that led to the second room, where Effy stood preeminent. The bells rang, the sound echoing within him like a second heartbeat.
It was only after a few moments that he realized Master Gosse was gone.
He felt a small flutter of panic. But perhaps his adviser had simply arrived—sunk?—in another chamber. Preston cast his eyes about the room one last time, through the large glass window that held the sea at a slender distance. And then he froze in shock.
Master Gosse floated in the water, his still body gently suspended, eyes closed. Preston approached the window and placed his palms flat on the glass. He opened his mouth, to speak his adviser’s name, but before he could, he heard his own name, drifting over his shoulder in an unfamiliar voice.
He whirled around. Standing before him was a man in long golden robes, a gray-black beard winding down from his chin, held with braided filets. The sleeves of his robe obscured his hands, and he wore an iron circlet set with a single green jewel. Preston had seen his face before, or at least a plaster reproduction of it, fixed to the sleeping body of Aneurin the Bard. But he was broad-shouldered, of a height to Preston, and with the iron circlet girding his brow, he looked less like a court musician and more like a king.
Certainly not who he had expected—who he had hoped to see. Not his father. Disappointment shivered through him, alongside a faint tremor of fear. Real or not, he was staring down one of Llyr’s Seven Sleepers, the man best-known for his hawkish, nationalist polemics. Whose words, over the centuries, had drawn thousands of weapons against the Argantian people.
“You,” Preston whispered. “How are you—what are you doing here?”
But the man smiled pleasantly. “Turn your question inward,” he said. “You are the one who summoned me.”
“No.” Preston shook his head. “No, I . . . that’s impossible. All of this is impossible.”
The man smiled that same resplendent smile. “Young unbeliever, your mind as sharp as steel; it is for you and only you that the great bells peal.”
It had the cadence of a song. A poem. Preston shook his head, more furiously this time.
“Tell me how to make them stop,” he said. “Tell me—what happened to Master Gosse?”
The man glanced dispassionately through the window. “You did not want him here,” he said. “And so he has been kept away. But do not fear for him. He will wake unharmed—unless you do not wish it so.”
“I don’t wish him harm,” Preston replied quickly. But he felt a thrill in his stomach, as if he had told a lie.
“What do you wish, son of Argant, son of Llyr?” the man asked, a gleam in his deep blue eyes. “This world has been built for you. Now you may mold it to your desires.”
“I . . .” It was inconceivable, all of it. Only a dream. Only a dream. Yet the more Preston repeated that in his mind, the less real it felt. They were just words, nothing more than breath and the twinging of vocal cords. Words could not shape the world—any world.
And yet, words tumbled from his mouth anyway. Spontaneous, childish words, in a tremulous but resolute tone.
“I want my father,” he said.
At that precise moment, the air rippled. The man dipped his head in assent, as if—absurdly—he were bending to Preston’s demands, as if he were not the one wearing a crown. As if Preston were some sort of king. He walked away, golden robes trailing through the sparkling puddles on the stone floor, through the archway where the bells tolled their ceaseless melody.
From the same archway where the crowned man vanished, another figure emerged. Preston knew him at once, for his deliberate gait, the way he slouched as if apologizing for his great height—two inches taller than Preston. They had measured themselves back-to-back once, his mother shaking her head and sighing good-naturedly as she looked on, his brother clamoring for his turn.
“Tadig,” Preston whispered as he drew closer. He reached out his hand.
This time, his father did not vanish; Preston was not swept rudely back into reality before they could even exchange words. His father smiled, that same slight, familiar smile that dimpled his cheeks and crinkled the corners of his eyes.
He took Preston’s hand. His grip was tender and his skin was warm; his fingers were callused but gentle. He was solid and real; he breathed and he ran with blood. And there was no distant, inscrutable glaze in his eyes, as there had been in his final weeks, the bleariness that held the real world back, as if he were trying to glimpse it through fractured glass. He was precisely as he had been, before the accident that withered his mind and ate away at his memories, like the ruinous eroding of stone.
“Preston,” he said. “Da garout a ran.”
I love you.
Argantian—the Northern tongue, the language of his grandparents and their snowy mountain village. Preston had not heard it spoken in so long. Even his mother, during their infrequent phone calls, used only Llyrian. The words washed over him and soaked him to the bone.
“I missed you.” Preston’s voice cracked. “Da garout a ran. I missed you. I—”
He took one stumbling step forward, and his father caught him in his arms. He pressed his face into his father’s shoulder, a sob rising in his chest and wrenching from his throat. But no tears sprang to the corners of his eyes. He could not cry here. Preston had built a world for himself that contained no fear, no grief, no weeping. A perfect world, entombed in stone, suspended in shimmering stillness. A world that, he realized with a start, he never wanted to leave.



Nine
As the apocryphal tale goes, upon the death of his wife, Christabel, a weary-looking Ardor said to one of his servants, “Love whispers. Grief shouts.”
From A Complete Biography of Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, by Francis Rockflower, 165 AD

“I took down every one I could find near the music college,” Rhia said. “Maisie helped. Some of them were tacked up on telephone poles. I definitely needed her height.”
Effy just nodded, watching as her friend unwound the scarf from her neck and shook out her hair, damp with melted flakes of snow. She swallowed, and in a scratchy voice replied, “Thank you.”
When Rhia set her satchel down on the kitchen table, it tipped over, and dozens of crumpled posters spilled out. Effy saw her own face, distorted by the creases, looking tiny and terrified.
“Where’s Preston?” Rhia asked. “We could’ve used his height, too.”
“I don’t know. He was helping Master Gosse teach a class this afternoon, and then . . .” Effy trailed off, biting her lip. Then she sent a silent prayer to whatever saint might be listening that he hadn’t seen the posters. He had enough to worry about as it was. If slippery snow was enough to work him into a knot of anxiety, she could scarcely imagine what he would do if he found out about this vigilante campaign.
You’re safe. His strained, breathless whisper echoed in her mind. Suddenly Effy felt monstrous. How unfair, that she had made him care about someone who was so helpless, so weak, who demanded so much labor from his mind and his heart. She was a malignant thing to love, and the more vulnerable she made herself, the quicker the poison would spread. It would kill him slowly.
“Do you want me to look for him?” Rhia offered. Her voice was soft.
“No,” Effy said quickly. “No, you’ve done enough already.”
“I don’t mind. Really. I’d love an excuse to procrastinate on my showcase piece.”
Effy gave her a watery smile. “No. Thank you. I need—I need to find him myself.” And despite her exhaustion, how her limbs felt boneless, her tone was resolute. “I only wish I didn’t have to worry about reporters camped outside.”
“Well, I might be able to help with that,” said Rhia. “Follow me.”
Frowning, Effy trailed her out of the kitchen and down the hall. Rhia led the way into her bedroom, which had grown even more untidy and overcrowded in Effy’s absence. An enormous piano was shoved up against the left wall, providing only a six-inch gap between the bench and Rhia’s bed. Effy couldn’t imagine how difficult it made going to the bathroom at night. They shimmied around piles of sheet music and instrument cases until they were both standing before the closet.
Clearly there was a method to Rhia’s madness, because she immediately began pulling open dresser drawers and flinging out items of clothing. A beige scarf and a camel-colored coat landed on the bed, and a silk kerchief listed to the ground at Effy’s feet.
As she bent to pick it up, Effy said, “I didn’t realize I was sharing quarters with a fashion model.”
Rhia snorted. “My father likes to send me every piece of luxury attire his assistants can get their hands on. I think he believes that he can lure me down the path of wifely domesticity if he just gives me enough new clothes. Or he hopes that I’ll attract a husband by wearing them.” At that, she laughed. “Anyway, try these on.”
Effy regarded her roommate, with her petite frame and—particularly—her slim, delicate bustline. “Erm . . .”
“My father doesn’t even know what size I am,” Rhia said, rolling her eyes. “Talk about money down the drain. Something here will fit you.”
Obediently, Effy pulled the camel coat over her shoulders. It just barely buttoned across her chest. She wrapped the scarf tightly around her throat, and then Rhia came over and began to knot the kerchief under her chin, which covered most of Effy’s golden hair. Rhia looked her up and down with scrutiny, frowning, and then produced an enormous pair of round, dark sunglasses.
“Rhia, it’s almost pitch-black outside,” Effy said.
“Well, they’re not supposed to be functional. Just pretend you’re in a spy movie.” When Effy put on the sunglasses, Rhia clapped her hand over her mouth to stifle a giggle. “Sorry! Sorry. You look like you’re about to film one of those fancy automobile commercials.”
Effy was wondering whether it might end up calling more attention to herself if she dressed like she was walking off a film set, but when she took a glance at herself in the mirror—through the darkened shades of the glasses—she was relieved to see that, at the very least, she did not look like a university student. Most of her was relieved. And a small part of her was secretly delighted to look like someone else. Perhaps, for just a moment, she could forget that she was Euphemia “Effy” Sayre, political saboteur and lying harlot. She wondered if even Preston would recognize her.
“Thank you,” Effy said, feeling her heart swell with affection. “Really, I . . .”
“It’s nothing.” Gently, Rhia reached over and gave her hand a squeeze. “And you can keep the clothes. Good riddance to my father’s deplorable hopes and dreams.”
“Good riddance,” Effy echoed. And then, with one last, deep inhale, she left her dorm and strode out into the wintry darkness.
 
I shouldn’t be so afraid, Effy told herself as she walked, the light from the streetlamps limning the icy puddles in gold. From behind her sunglasses, the figures slouching toward her looked indistinct, fuzzy as thumbprints on a windowpane. If any stopped a moment to stare at her, Effy merely pressed on ahead, the tip of her nose prickling with the cold.
She had defeated the Fairy King, that eldritch monster who was as ancient as the world itself. She had turned him to ash and nothingness. She had drowned her greatest terrors with the ruins of Hiraeth Manor. What did she have to fear from these men and women milling about Caer-Isel? Her enemies were mortal now, flesh and blood.
But perhaps that was the problem.
Even in her disguise, Effy still felt nervous approaching the literature college. Most of the lights in the windows were out; the students and professors had retired for the night. But the doors had not been locked. Effy stepped into the lobby, which was blessedly empty, and took the elevator to the third floor. After deciding she was safely alone, she slipped the overlarge sunglasses off her face, blinking as she readjusted her eyes.
She had never been to this floor of the college. There were no classrooms here, just the offices of professors and administrators. Master Gosse’s was at the very end of the hall. She did not particularly relish the idea of seeing him, but he would tell her where Preston was, and then she could be off again.
At the last door on the left, Effy raised a fist and poised it to knock. But before she could, she heard the murmuring of voices, hushed on the other side of the wood. Master Gosse’s. And Preston’s.
“And if my gambit has failed here, it must be because the proximity of the Sleepers is a necessity—”
“Perhaps. But—”
In an irritated tone, Master Gosse cut in, “Don’t interrupt me, Héloury. Just tell me what you saw.”
“I . . .”
Preston’s voice grew too hushed for Effy to hear. Her heart pattered in her chest as she hesitated to see if Master Gosse would speak, or if Preston would become audible again. But after several more moments of silence, she grew too anxious to wait. She gave one quick rap on the door.
There was a rapid shuffling of papers, the shifting of cloth against cloth. Master Gosse let out a loud, surly breath and muttered something unintelligible. A few more moments passed, and then the door opened, just a crack.
“Effy,” Preston whispered, eyes wide behind his glasses. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to find you,” she replied, frowning. She was put off by his flustered surprise. “It’s ten past six.”
“Oh.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Sorry. I must have lost track of time.”
Effy tried to peer over his shoulder, but he was too tall. All she could glimpse was messy stacks of books. “Are you all right? What’s going on?”
“I’m fine,” Preston said. Very subtly—yet not too subtly for Effy to notice—he maneuvered himself into a position that blocked her view entirely. “I—what are you wearing?”
Her cheeks pinked. She had almost forgotten her silly disguise. Slipping off the kerchief and freeing her hair, she said, “Rhia lent me her clothes. I was afraid there would be some reporters lurking around.” Or worse, she didn’t add. “But I think I ended up looking more ridiculous than covert.”
“I wouldn’t exactly call it unremarkable,” Preston said.
“No,” she agreed. “I suppose you could say it was a failed gambit.”
At that, Preston’s face grew red, all the way to the tips of his ears. Ordinarily Effy enjoyed flustering him. But now she just felt a nervous fluttering in her stomach, waiting to see if he would acknowledge her unsubtly disguised question.
“I suppose,” he echoed at last. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you worry. Master Gosse just wanted to go over some of the course material for the class.”
He was always such a terrible liar.
“Don’t worry about it,” Effy said. Unlike Preston, she was able to keep her tone light, her voice unstrained. “Are you finished now?”
Preston glanced back over his shoulder. Effy still could not see Master Gosse, but of course he was there. Watching. Listening. She imagined him giving a nod of assent.
“Yes,” Preston said, turning around again. “Let’s go home.”
Home. Effy’s mind caught on the word as Preston stepped out of the threshold and closed the door behind him. Neither of their dorm rooms was home, not really. In the strictest sense, her home was Draefen, her grandparents’ townhouse. His was across the border, in Argant. Or was it? Perhaps home was not a place at all. Nothing so common as to be seen on a map.
“Are you sure?” Effy asked. “If you need a few more minutes . . .”
Preston barely broke his stride, hesitating for a single moment. Then he put his arm around her shoulders, hugging her against him, and pressed a kiss to the top of her head.
“I’m sure,” he said, and she felt his muscles tense, as if even his body was growing rigid with conviction. “When I’m with you, I’m always certain there’s no other place I should be.”
 
By the time they returned to her dorm, Rhia was back to practicing her showcase piece. The strains of the melody drifted down the hallway, through the thin wall between Effy’s bedroom and hers, slow and soft and mournful. Sometimes Rhia sang along, but her voice was too low for Effy to make out the lyrics.
Thankfully, she’d had the foresight to dump the posters in the kitchen trash. There was no risk that Preston would see. Effy put water in the kettle and waited for it to boil, then for the tea to steep. She was grateful to have the opportunity to regain her composure. More than the posters themselves, she did not want Preston to see her fall apart. It felt hideously selfish. In that moment, as she stared into the teacups’ darkening water, she hated herself fiercely, for saddling him with the burden of loving her.
Effy exhaled softly. Then she carried the brimming mugs to her bedroom. Preston sat in her desk chair, hunched over, elbows balanced on his knees. He was leafing through a book.
“What are you reading?” Effy asked.
Instantly he snapped the book shut, cheeks reddening as if he’d been caught in some compromising position. “Just the Neiriad,” he said. “It’s what Gosse is teaching this semester. Exploits of Llyr’s ‘last-and-greatest’ king. Have you read it before?”
“Parts of it, in secondary school.” Effy set his mug down on her desk. “‘Silver was the garb of his enemies / and red was the fury of the king.’”
“Argant,” Preston said. “It means ‘silver.’ In our—in the Argantian language. It’s where the name of the country comes from. All the silver mines in the north. Aneurin is talking about Argantians there, of course. I doubt common foot soldiers wore garments of silver. He means it metaphorically.”
“But it’s not a real history, is it?” Effy cupped her tea in both hands. “It’s myths and legends, mixed with some verifiable facts.”
Preston nodded. “Aneurin the Bard was real. His body is in the Sleeper Museum, after all. It would be hard to deny that. But whether he lived contemporaneously with Llyr’s last king; whether he was a dignified court musician or a lowly troubadour . . . it’s unclear.”
Perched on the edge of the bed, Effy bit her lip. A part of her wanted to confront him about what she had overheard—what she knew he knew she had overheard. It was not so much that their conversation itself had been suspicious; it was the fact that he seemed so jittery about it, that he had refused to explain.
But the thought made her very tired. Even more tired when she remembered what secrets she was keeping from him: not just the crumpled-up posters in the trash, but the fact that she seemed scarcely able to keep her head above the water. That the Fairy King was gone, but perhaps an essential part of her had gone with him. Her escape hatch. The crack in the wall.
When Effy looked up, she saw that Preston was watching her intently. In the lamplight, his light brown eyes were flecked with gold, and the freckles on the bridge of his nose stood out like a scattered constellation.
“What are you thinking about?” he asked softly.
I found my deathless death in dreams.
The words slipped unexpectedly into her mind. Shaking her head, Effy replied, “I’m thinking about another Sleeper, actually. Laurence Ardor. I’m reading him for Tinmew’s class . . . as you know.”
She hadn’t meant to sound accusatory, but she could not quite help the edge of bitterness in her tone. Preston took her meaning immediately.
“I thought it would be a help, if I marked up your book,” he said, furrowing his brow. “Scansion is just dull, mindless work—I didn’t want you to have to worry about it.”
His voice was so gentle, and his gaze so sincere. The icy resentment that had frozen around her heart began to thaw. “I know,” Effy said. “It’s fine. I appreciate it.”
“I can explain the theory behind it. If you want. It’s quite simple, really.” Seeing the look on her face, Preston added quickly, “Another time.”
Effy nodded, staring down at her tea. “You remember all those bolded and capitalized words, right? They’re on practically every page. I started to wonder why they were formatted that way. I used my one question to ask Professor Tinmew about them. He gave me some rambling answer about how the shape of the letters reflected the themes of the poem, but . . .” She looked up. “I don’t know. I guess it just didn’t feel convincing. So I went to the library and took out a biography of Ardor.”
She stood, set down her tea, and went over to her satchel. She pulled out Rockflower’s book and handed it to Preston.
“A Complete Biography of Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale,” he read aloud. He examined the cover and spine for a moment and then said, “This does seem to be the consummate work.”
“I hoped so,” said Effy. “I wasn’t able to read the whole thing, of course. But I did read about Ardor’s marriage. About how his father-in-law and wife both died of the same illness that then afflicted him. He survived the illness himself. But he was blind.”
Preston blinked. “At the end of his life, yes. He lost most—or perhaps all—of his vision.”
“No,” Effy said. “Not at the end of his life. He lost his vision before he even started composing ‘The Garden in Stone.’ He wrote it while blind. That’s what Rockflower said.”
Frowning, Preston glanced down at the book. “I didn’t know the exact timeline. Ardor is sometimes given the epithet ‘The Blind Poet,’ but I never really thought to delve deeper than that.”
“I know it’s not your specialty,” Effy said, “but how could he have done it? By touch, or . . .”
“I would suspect through dictation,” Preston replied. “It was actually fairly common for the wealthy to use scribes. Literate servants or slaves who would take down the words of their masters. Though usually it was just for rather quotidian purposes. Letters, accounting, things like that. Not art, per se.”
Effy mulled this all over. “The Ardor household would have had plenty of servants, I suppose.”
“Certainly.”
“Though . . .” She paused, bit her lip. “Doesn’t it seem odd, that he would be so concerned about formatting, if he couldn’t even see the words?”
“A bit odd,” Preston agreed. “To be honest, I never thought much about it. Ardor’s work isn’t . . . especially exciting to me. But,” he hastened to add, “it’s been a long time since I’ve read him. Maybe I could change my mind.”
Effy couldn’t help but smile. The Preston she had met months ago, at Hiraeth—that stodgy and arrogant P. Héloury—would’ve rather perished than so readily admit he might be mistaken. In the lamplight, his eyes were lambent and gentle, searching her face.
“Well, Ardor is a romantic,” she said. “That’s one of Rockflower’s main arguments. Ardor loved widely and deeply, and his work reflects that.” Effy raised a brow. “So maybe that’s why you never found his work exciting or profound. Too much of a cynic.”
“I’m hardly a cynic. At least, not anymore.”
Preston looked more affronted than she’d expected, and he reached out and took her hands. With his thumb, he tenderly brushed over the knuckle of her fourth finger—the absent fourth finger, which the Fairy King had taken from her as a child, both a prize and a promise that she would never belong to anyone but him. It was the finger that, ordinarily, would be fitted with a wedding ring.
It was such a small thing, but as Preston touched the place where he might have—would have—put a wedding band, Effy felt her heart crack. She had been ruined long before he had ever laid eyes on her. How could she have so cruelly beguiled him into loving such a fickle and broken creature?
Lying harlot, indeed. Effy curled her remaining fingers into a fist.
Preston looked up at her with concern. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing,” she said. And in that moment she was as terrible a liar as he was.
“I’m sorry,” Preston said, and the words seemed to rush out of him, desperate and harried. “I think perhaps I’ve been—distant from you. I don’t mean to be. It’s just . . .” His throat bobbed and he trailed off.
Effy was genuinely alarmed. It was so rare for him to be lost for words.
“It’s all right,” she replied. “This has been difficult for both of us. I know it’s burdensome, to feel as if you have to care for me—”
“No,” he cut in. His voice was sharp, and behind his glasses, his eyes flashed. “That’s not it at all. You aren’t a burden to me or to anyone. If anything, it’s the opposite. I don’t want to lay this on you. You’ve been so strong, for so long—stronger than I could be. Than I’ve been.” He swallowed, giving a small shake of his head. “You deserve to rest.”
Effy felt her eyes prick. She wanted to tell him he was wrong, so terribly wrong. That any strength she might have had was withered now, a slow-dying, pale-stalked flower, like those in Ardor’s garden of stone.
She let out a tremulous breath. “You don’t have to worry so much about me.”
“It’s a bit too late for that, isn’t it?” Preston smiled softly, almost sadly. “Whatever faults I might have—and I have plenty—just know that I think of you, always. My mind is never empty of you. Not in waking; not even in dreaming.”
The tears were gathered along her lash line now, threatening to spill over. Effy blinked to hold them back, then leaned forward and kissed Preston passionately on the mouth.
He let Rockflower’s book fall unceremoniously to the floor so that he could fold his arms around her waist. In a deliberate, delicate maneuver, without even breaking their kiss, he drew her onto his lap.
“So you can speak like a poet after all,” Effy whispered, when at last she pulled away.
With her own arms braced around his shoulders, her hands cupping his face, they were pressed together so tightly that she could feel his pulse, fluttering and urgent with her closeness.
“Only for you,” he replied. And then again: “Only for you.”



Ten
The third category of historic surnames from northern Argant include concepts such as personal splendor and brilliance—power, dignity, eminence, veneration. From the old Argantian words heluou (“serious”) and ri (“prince”) comes the rare modern surname “Héloury.”
—from Argantian Patronyms and the Age of Kings, by Yann Arthur, 184 AD

Sleep could not find him. Or perhaps he would not let it. Effy went to the bathroom to take her pills, returning in her lace-edged silk nightdress and a gauzy, cream-colored robe that made something clench in the bottom of his belly. Then Preston watched in astonishment as she pulled the covers up, nestled her head against the pillows, closed her eyes, and slept.
Her hair fell in golden waves over her shoulder, streaming out against the sheets, loose strands feathering about her face. She breathed evenly but heavily, as if every inhale was something of a labor. And, between each breath, Preston’s stomach knotted with worry, with the fear that it might be her last. It was an utterly irrational fear, of course. Sleep was not death—it was death’s distant cousin, as Ardor himself had written. But he could not manage to reason himself out of it.
Preston resisted the urge to run his finger across her flushed cheek, or brush back a strand of hair—anything to disrupt her eerie, ethereal stillness. That instinct, however, he was able to reason himself out of. He slumped back in her desk chair and stared at her, and listened to the nervous pattering of his own heart.
I love you, he thought as he looked at her sleeping form. I love you. For some reason it had become so difficult to speak aloud. Perhaps because his next thought, always, was I might lose you.
His mind was starting to escape him. Surely that was the only explanation. A little bit of madness, carried back from Hiraeth, like poison in his blood. It was splicing his sleep with nightmares. It was making him feel unmoored from himself, moved more easily to anger, to fear.
Yet there were some things for which he could conjure no explanation. The water in his watch. The fact that Master Gosse had been there; he had seen what Preston had seen. Was it possible for two people to experience the same hallucination? The words of the strange man in the palace returned to him.
Young unbeliever, your mind as sharp as steel; it is for you and only you that the great bells peal.
These were not the thoughts of a sane person, surely. Preston’s gaze drew away from Effy, to the bottles of pills on her bedside table. If he put one of the pink tablets on his tongue and swallowed it, would that eradicate these thoughts? Obliterate his imagination? And the white tablets, the sleeping pills—would they allow him one peaceful, oblivious slumber?
After they had returned—after they had woken—Master Gosse had grasped Preston forcefully by the collar. His brow was beaded with sweat; his blue eyes were wild and wheeling.
“Did it work, Héloury?” he demanded in a rasp. “I saw nothing but black—I could sense something, at a distance, but I could not reach it. I could not move. My mind could only turn on in my still body. Was it the same for you? What did you see?”
Preston had swallowed, acutely aware of how Gosse’s knuckles were brushing his throat. “I saw—”
And then, blessedly, Effy had rescued him with her knock on the door.
Remembering it, Preston let out a breath of relief. He could not put off Master Gosse indefinitely, but at least for now, the dream was his own. And it truly was his own—at least, that was what the man in the palace had said. Son of Argant. Son of Llyr. This world has been built for you. Now you may mold it to your desires.
And so he had. His father had appeared to him, just as he had been before the accident, before they had tossed dirt upon his coffin and spoken blessings over his corpse in the old language of Argant. Before his mother had wept and Preston had put his arm around her and pressed her face against his chest to muffle her sobs, because he knew she would have hated the funeral guests to overhear. Before his brother, Oliver, had locked himself in his room for nearly two days and Preston had to break the lock from the outside, just to find Ollie curled on the floor, tracks of salt drying on his cheeks, his gaze glassy and empty.
Preston closed his eyes, willing these memories away. Instead, he filled his mind with the fresh thoughts of his father, the warmth of his embrace within the palace’s marble walls. The dream felt as real to him as any memory. Realer, perhaps.
Still he had more questions than answers. Still the bells rang from that unknown source. And so, sitting there, with the vestiges of the dream washing over him like the foam-lipped tide, Preston decided that he would try to uncover the truth. Just because these occurrences seemed unreasonable didn’t mean he had to be. He did not have to give himself over entirely to fairy tales and magic.
But perhaps that would not be a bad place to begin. His father’s voice echoed, bleary and rippling, as if he were hearing it drift upward from below water.
“‘But all was not lost, when the city of Ys sank beneath the waves. Under the sea, mermaids pray in the cathedral. Under the sea, fire burns green.’”
Preston got to his feet with a start. He dug into his satchel for a handful of change, slipped his coat over his shoulders, and hurried outside, to the nearest phone booth.
 
The wind had gone quiet, but the still air had a sharpness to it, pricking him all over with needles of cold. It was not much warmer inside the telephone booth, and Preston’s stiff fingers shook as he slotted in the coins. Putting the receiver to his ear, he listened to the hum of static and then the grating ring. One. Two. Three.
“Hello?”
He felt so relieved to hear his mother’s voice that his knees nearly buckled. “Mother?”
“Preston?” She sounded both bleary and alarmed. It was late—he must have woken her. “What’s going on? Are you all right?”
He exhaled, a white cloud of breath. “Yes,” he said. “I’m fine.”
In a sense this was true; he hadn’t been physically harmed. Perhaps that was why he managed to make his voice convincing enough for his mother to give a relieved sigh in return. There was some shuffling as she adjusted the receiver.
“It’s so late, lovey,” she said. “What are you doing up?”
Preston swallowed so hard he was certain she would be able to hear it on her end of the line. The soft familiarity of her tone, the term of endearment—all of it made him feel quivery and painfully homesick.
“I couldn’t sleep,” he admitted. “For several days now, actually.”
“I read the article, in the Llyrian Times,” his mother said. He could almost see the way her eyebrows drew together with concern. “They haven’t been bothering you, have they? The reporters?”
“No, not really.” He was not going to tell his mother about Finisterre.
“How about the other students?”
He was certainly
not going to tell her about Southey, either. “They’ve been all right.”
Preston cringed at his own unconvincing voice. Effy was right; he was a terrible liar.
His mother sighed softly. “What about Master Gosse? He’s your adviser and the head of the college. Surely he’s able to help.”
Surely, Preston thought, with no small amount of bitterness. “It’s fine, Mother,” he said wearily. “I was prepared for this. Part and parcel of proposing a controversial theory.”
A brief pause. “And what about Effy? How is she?”
His mother had never met Effy, of course, but Preston had spoken of her often during their phone calls. Often enough that his mother had grown quite invested in their courtship. So invested, in fact, that she had once, in an overly innocent voice, asked if he would be needing her ring—a family heirloom.
No, Preston had answered quickly, a flush prickling his cheeks. And then, with a rush of guilt and sadness, he had thought to himself, I wouldn’t be able to put it on her. He didn’t know what she would do, what she would say—if it would only be a reminder of everything she had lost and could never recover.
“She’s all right,” he said, and in fact, he wasn’t sure if it was a lie or not. Since they had returned to Caer-Isel, she had not spoken of the Fairy King. She had not spoken of her dreams, or her nightmares, if indeed she had any. She had taken her medication fastidiously. She was not enjoying her classes as much as he had hoped, but . . .
He had to believe that Effy was all right. To conceive of anything else was terrifying. It would ruin him. So Preston drew a breath and said again, “She’s doing all right.”
“Good,” his mother replied, and perhaps she knew not to press him. “I was hoping I might get to meet her soon, but I might have to wait a long while.”
Preston frowned. “Why?”
“Argant has suspended all travel visas from Llyr. I suppose it didn’t make it into any of the Llyrian papers.” Preston’s heart dropped, and quickly his mother added, “It shouldn’t affect you, of course. You have both of your passports at hand.”
“Right,” he said in a weak voice. “I’ll still be home for the holiday break, I promise.”
“I can’t wait, lovey.”
“Me either.” Preston shoved up his glasses so that he could rub his eyes. At last he was beginning to feel tired. “Mother, would you be able to send me something from home?”
“Of course. Is it one of your books?”
“Sort of,” he said. “Or, well—I think it’s one of Father’s.”
Instantly there was silence, cleaved through only with the low bristling of static. He heard his mother draw in a very sharp, short breath.
They never spoke of his father, not even obliquely, not even an offhand mention. It was a tacit agreement in his family, one that had been observed since the day of his funeral. It made Preston wonder if they would ever speak of him again. If the passage of time could resurrect, or if it could only bury.
“A book,” his mother said at last. Her tone was blank, almost alarmingly so. “What book is it?”
“It’s that old book of fairy tales,” Preston said. “He used to read it to me when I was young. I can’t remember the title, but I think it had a green clothbound cover. Do you remember it?”
Another long stretch of silence.
“It’s in Argantian,” he said. “Maybe it’s in one of the boxes in the attic . . .”
He trailed off, trying to imagine his mother’s face on the other end of the line. Was it pale, horrified? Was she going to cry? He regretted saying anything at all. This is ridiculous, he thought to himself, suddenly angry. He was a scholar, not a dreamer.
Yet in the back of his mind, the bells rang and rang.
“I know the one,” his mother said. Her voice had grown small and muffled. “Yes, I’ll send it to you.”
She didn’t ask why, and Preston was relieved. It was cruel of him, almost, to prod at this wound. He knew it and still he had done it. Something heavy settled into the pit of his stomach, a slippery weight like black water. He did not like the person he felt as though he was becoming, so easily moved to frustration, so quick to begrudge and to hate. But if he found these answers—if he could stop the damned bells from ringing—he could snuff out these frightful passions. He could be that remote and reasonable man again, steady enough for Effy to lean on, strong enough to carry her.
“Thank you, Mother,” he said. “Da garout a ran.”
 
He was awoken from a deep and dreamless slumber by the sound of brutal, frenzied knocking. Preston shot upward in bed, while Effy stirred more slowly beside him. The knocking ceased for a moment, and then started again with greater fury.
“What in the name of all Saints—” Preston started.
As he drew the covers off and stumbled out of bed, he realized the knocking was not on Effy’s bedroom door. It was on the front door, though the racket was reverberating so loudly down the hall that it seemed just nearby. Preston pulled on a shirt and pants, and Effy wrapped herself in her robe.
He was in such a rush that he almost forgot his glasses, and snatched them at the last second from the bedside table. Effy started first down the hall, and Preston followed, but someone else beat them there. Rhia, dressed quite a bit more appropriately in her school uniform, was standing on her tiptoes and looking through the peephole.
“It’s some deranged-looking man with a black mustache,” Rhia said. “Do either of you know him?”
Dread swelled up in Preston’s chest. “Yes,” he said in a tired voice, “I do.”
“Well, tell him that decent people are trying to sleep at this hour.” Rhia gave him a withering look. “And tell him I can smell booze through the crack in the door.”
Preston let out a breath. With one last glare, Rhia turned on her heel and walked back down the hall. As she passed, Effy mouthed, “I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Rhia said softly back. “It’s his nutter, not yours.”
“Unfortunately,” Preston muttered. Through the peephole, he saw Master Gosse raise his hand to knock again. Before he could, Preston hurriedly jerked open the door.
“There you are, Héloury,” Master Gosse said, and without preamble, pushed his way into the corridor. “I went to your dormitory, but your roommate informed me that you were likely to be with your paramour instead.” He gave Effy a long, probing glare. She flushed and pulled her robe tighter around herself. “Miss Sayre, if you don’t mind—”
“What are you doing here?” Preston cut in sharply. He angled his body so that he was firmly between Master Gosse and Effy, obscuring her from his adviser’s view. “It’s first thing in the morning.”
“Yes, well, I’ve been up all night. After you left me so abruptly last evening, I spent hours ruminating, researching, probing the libraries for all they might offer, scouring the city for any hints and clues that might be useful—”
“And drinking?” Preston prompted.
“It helps oil the gears of the mind,” Master Gosse responded primly. “Anyway, I need you, Héloury. Now.”
Preston inhaled, and with his breath, he felt his anger return to him. The same anger he had felt yesterday, when Southey had poked and prodded at him all through class; the same anger he had felt when Master Gosse had dragged him to his office, forcing him through the motions of this ridiculous ritual. The same anger that had kept Master Gosse at a distance, trapped outside the palace walls, asleep but incapable of dreaming.
Did he really have that power?
Real power, he thought drearily, would be to make Gosse wither and vanish on the spot. Preston wanted nothing more than to shut the door in his face, retreat into Effy’s bedroom, and hold her for just a little bit longer, as the morning light washed over them and turned her hair the hue of bright, untempered gold.
Instead, he said, “Give me a few minutes to get ready.”
He managed to maneuver Gosse back through the door, but before he could close it, Gosse held out his arm and tapped his watch meaningfully. “Well, hurry up. I don’t have all the time in the world.”
Preston felt too weary to even reply. Once Gosse had been herded out, he turned to Effy and said, “I’m sorry.”
“Gosse seems to be in a . . . curious mood lately,” she replied.
Preston would have called it obsessive, demented, harebrained, or loony before curious. Sighing, he told her, “I know. He’s always been prone to flights of, ah, fancy.”
He wasn’t sure exactly how much Effy had overheard of their conversation in his office. Preston had already made the decision to keep her out of all this—well, he still didn’t know what all this even was. But he did know this was a burden she shouldn’t have to bear. She had fought so hard to free herself of the Fairy King and all the evils of the unreal world. What right did he have to plunge her back into it?
Effy’s throat bobbed, and she stared for a moment at the floor. Then, looking up again, she asked, “This sounds silly, but . . . he isn’t harming you, is he?”
It was a question that Preston found unexpectedly difficult to answer.
“No,” he said, his voice a bit thick, “no, he’s just dragging me along with his whimsical schemes. He’s eccentric, but he’s harmless. It’s no worse than being at the mercy of Ianto Myrddin.” He tried a gentle smile.
Effy didn’t smile back. “I would hope that we didn’t just trade one capricious tyrant for another.”
“Capricious, maybe.” Preston reached for her hand, his fingers swanning through the silk of her robe and the lace-edged folds of her nightdress. “But not a tyrant. Just a fanatical dreamer.”
 
I should have known.
It was all Preston could think as Master Gosse led him, still bleary-eyed with sleep, through the streets of Caer-Isel. The morning after a mild snow, the streets had the icy sheen of danger, and he was shocked that Master Gosse was able to navigate them so confidently, given the shakiness of his sleepless night and—from what Preston could smell—a truly astonishing amount of alcohol.
But Preston was so tense with adrenaline that he could hardly feel the cold. And he knew, even before he saw the domed roof of the Sleeper Museum rising up against the gray sky like the scute of a sea monster, that they were returning to the site of the first successful ritual.
This world has been built for you—
It was too early for the museum to be open, which meant the streets and the path up to the main doors were empty, but Master Gosse did not lead him up the main staircase. Instead, he took a sharp turn around the corner of the block and brought him to a small side door.
“What—” Preston began to ask, but before he could finish, Master Gosse was removing a key from his pocket and fitting it into the lock.
“Somervell was kind enough to give this to me,” Master Gosse said, and Preston figured he meant the museum curator, “so I could visit the exhibit at my leisure. A right good chap. He thinks I’m authoring the definitive paper to refute your claims about Myrddin.”
Master Gosse laughed, and Preston’s stomach churned with bile. He could not remember the last time he’d eaten.
The back entrance led them down a narrow, dark corridor, which smelled strongly of bleach and other preserving chemicals. After several moments of walking, they passed a door on the left. Through the door’s small window, Preston saw a lectern, made of shining oak. A very ancient-looking book was laid open on top of it, and it was encased in glass. Otherwise, the room was completely empty.
“What is that?” Preston asked.
Gosse paused in his brisk forward march, looking irritated. “The original copy of the Neiriad,
of course. It used to be on display, but Somervell said he had some concerns about its integrity. They’re bringing in a professional restoration artist to try and keep the parchment from crumbling further. Poor timing, of course. The people and the government of Llyr could certainly use the reassurance of looking upon such a sacred text. The Ministry of Culture must be stewing in frustration. Now come on.”
Preston began walking again, but he cast one last glance at the book. He could see only the faintest lines of text, faded ink in Old Llyrian, too far away to make out. An odd chill shivered through him, making the skin rise on the back of his neck.
At last they reached the chamber of the Sleepers. It was unchanged—of course it was. Most of these men had lain here for decades, for centuries. He followed Gosse over to that same place, between Myrddin’s coffin and Aneurin’s, where they had knelt the first time. Just as before, Gosse opened his satchel and began to spread the papers about. Pages of Angharad’s diary, the essential quotes circled and underlined.
A low, nauseating rage simmered within Preston. He felt the defilement of Angharad’s work like a slow torment of his own, splints jammed under his nails, the constant drip-drip-drip of water meant to drive him mad. This was wrong. It was all wrong.
“Kneel, Héloury,” Master Gosse commanded.
Reluctantly, mutinously, he did. The coldness of the stone floor bled through and into his bones.
“Close your eyes.”
At that, Preston did not hesitate. He should have been thinking of magic, of those long-gone, youthful years when he had believed in more than what he could see in front of him. But instead he was thinking of how Southey had smirked at him, goaded him, how Master Gosse had jerked him forward by his collar, as if he were no more than a rag doll to be arranged at his amusement, and about the words of Aneurin the Bard—the savage pillagers who spoke the demon Ankou’s tongue.
Ankou was one of Argant’s patron saints. His father had a small, carved-wooden idol of him on his bureau. Since his death, it had accumulated a concealing shroud of dust.
Preston inhaled, breathing deeply air that smelled of salt and smoke. In the not-so-distant distance, the bells were ringing their resonant song. But before he could even open his eyes, he felt a gentle hand close around his arm, hauling him to his feet. Once again, his glasses were gone.
At last Preston opened his eyes. His father stood before him, smiling a gentle but canny smile. Master Gosse was nowhere to be seen.
“Degemer mat,” his father said, clapping his other hand warmly against Preston’s shoulder.
Welcome home.



Eleven
Swear fealty to no cause but knowledge.
—the motto of the University of Llyr, as translated from Old Llyrian

When Master Gosse had gone, taking Preston with him, Effy walked, as if in a trance, to the bathroom. She bent over the tub. She was scarcely even aware of what she was doing as she turned the faucet, and was only jolted into complete wakefulness when she put her hand below the stream of water and felt it scald her skin. She retracted her hand, wincing.
As the tub filled, Effy stripped off her robe and her nightgown. She hung them on the towel rack, where the folds of white silk rippled like a restless spirit. Then, after testing the water once more, she stepped into the tub and sank down, drowning herself up to the throat.
Her hair rose to the surface and drifted out around her, golden flotsam on the tide. The water seemed to caress her limbs, and the weightlessness made her eyelids feel paradoxically heavy. Of course, there was a simple explanation for why she was so tired, though she was loath to admit it even to herself.
Last night, she had taken her bottle of sleeping pills to the bathroom—out of Preston’s sight—and placed two of them on her tongue and swallowed. Her doctor’s instructions had been clear; she was to take only one tablet each night, just to make her tired enough to sleep, to smother the anxious thoughts that seethed and whispered in her mind. But since returning from Hiraeth, since the vanishing of the Fairy King, one tablet had not been enough.
Two, however, was enough to put her under, to obliterate her imagination. But the effects of the pills were slow to wane, and in the mornings, Effy felt their residual exhaustion. It made her brain fuzzy and her movements clumsy. It made her always on the verge of tumbling back into sleep. So far, at least, Preston had not noticed.
He seemed to have plenty else to worry about. As he had vanished through the door with Master Gosse, Effy could remember what it felt like to be afraid—afraid she would lose him to this strange affair, the details of which he refused to share. Yet when she tried to grasp for that emotion, that terror, it seemed as though it were being held behind a pane of glass, out of reach. The fear was only a memory. Perhaps even a dream. The sleeping pills were putting a numbing distance between her and the world.
Effy did not know how long she stayed in the tub, staring blankly at the cracked plaster ceiling. It was only a knock on the door that jolted her from her reverie.
“Effy? Are you in there?”
Rhia’s voice. Effy sat up, which created a small tempest, water sloshing over the tub’s edges. Without her even noticing, it had grown as cold as ice.
“Yes,” she called back. “Sorry. I’ll be out in a moment.”
 
“What on earth is going on with Preston and his adviser?” Rhia asked as she buttoned up her coat and wrapped her scarf tightly around her throat. “Blackmail? Induction into a secret society?”
“The university doesn’t have any secret societies,” Effy said. She glumly gave her tea a stir. “Blackmail is more likely.”
“Have you asked him?”
“Sort of.” Effy was reluctant to admit that she hadn’t exactly been intrepid in finding out the truth. That perhaps she was better off knowing as little as possible. “He’s being rather cagey.”
“Of course.” Rhia rolled her eyes. “Well, I’m off to class. If I see any more posters, I’ll tear them down.”
“Thank you,” Effy said, in a very heartfelt way. “Truly. I’ll see you tonight.”
Her roommate left in a bustle of dark curly hair and rose-pink wool, a fox-fur muff to keep her hands from the cold. More gifts from her overbearing father, Effy presumed. She was in awe at how Rhia managed to shoulder that burden, how she seemed never close to breaking under its weight. She’s so much stronger than I am, Effy thought. A sideways glance from a classmate was enough, these days, to make her falter.
As soon as Rhia shut the door behind her, Effy abandoned her tea and went to the trash pail. She dug out one of the crumpled posters and flattened it as best she could onto the table. The photo of her was almost indistinguishable, with all the creases, and the ink barely legible.
Still, she managed to find the phone number, tucked into the bottom right corner.
They win, Effy thought as she bundled up and tied her hair back with a white ribbon. Myrddin, Blackmar, Master Corbenic, Dean Fogg—they win if you don’t fight back. They win if you don’t even try. She braced herself and stepped out into the sharp morning cold, the sunlight harsh enough to make her squint. Luckily, the phone booth was only half a block away.
Once inside, Effy slotted in her coins and picked up the receiver. Before dialing, she let out a long breath that clouded the glass. She had to run through the words in her mind, practicing to make sure she would have the confidence to speak them aloud.
Steeling herself, she dialed the number and lifted the receiver to her ear. It rang only once before someone picked up.
“Roger Finisterre, investigative reporter with the Caer-Isel Post.”
“Hello, Finisterre,” Effy bit out. “It’s Effy Sayre.”
She could almost see his mouth stretching into that wide, gaunt smile. “Effy,” he said. “I’m surprised to hear from you.”
“No you’re not,” she replied acridly. “You put up those posters as a taunt. You knew that I would call.”
“I had hoped you would call,” Finisterre corrected her. “I hoped you were smart enough to discern my plot.”
“You’re not nearly as clever as you think, and nastily underhanded besides.” Anger was starting to burn in her chest, but she managed to keep her voice level, proud that she was able to remain articulate. “Can’t you get a good story without resorting to cheap tricks?”
“One man’s cheap tricks are another’s brilliant gambits. You’re talking to me now, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Effy admitted, “but I’m not going to give you an interview. All of this is off the record.”
“Very well,” Finisterre said, in a perfectly casual tone. “I have no shortage of ink and printer paper.”
Her stomach squeezed with nauseous fury. “Don’t you dare.”
“All I want is an interview, Ms. Sayre. In fact, I’ll settle for as much as a tip. Something that no other paper has been able to cover yet.”
A frigid wind whipped by, so fierce that it rattled the glass panes of the phone booth. Effy shivered. Those same words echoed, threading through her mind with the steady rhythm of embroidery.
They win if you don’t fight back.
“You’re a disgrace to your profession,” she said bleakly. She was not going to let Finisterre win. Then she slammed the receiver down.
 
The domed roof of the administrative building rose up gray against the grayer sky, supported by six grooved columns and an intricately engraved lintel. There were six distinct carvings in the sumptuous frieze: a stag for the architecture college, rearing its great antlered head; a mermaid for the fine art college, her tail patterned with serpentine scales; an ermine for the history college, twisting its lithe body; the dragon of literature, breathing a volute of flame; a swan for the music college, its slender neck bent into the shape of a musical note. And then there was the unicorn of the defunct astronomy college, wearing a bridle of stars.
Effy climbed the steps with purpose, energized by the seemingly relentless surge of adrenaline. As she passed under the cornice, she glanced up at the university’s motto, etched into the stone in Old Llyrian. Swear fealty to no cause but knowledge.
In Old Llyrian, the words for knowledge and truth were the same. Fealty to truth indeed, Effy thought bitterly as she pushed through the oaken double doors and into the warm, softly gleaming lobby.
Everything was gold-hued oak, which caught and held the light from the lamps and from the fireplace. The tongues of flame leaped and crackled, yet stayed fettered behind their iron grate. Effy stopped to stamp the snow off her boots before she could track it onto the lovely plush carpet, and then was annoyed at herself for the urge. She was not here to be polite.
With a loud, disdainful breath, she marched over to the secretary, who sat behind a very large but uncluttered desk. Envelopes were stacked in neat piles; papers were held together with clips or sorted into appropriate folders. The secretary, a woman in her mid-twenties—seemingly not much older than Effy herself—looked up and gave a small but decorous smile.
“How can I help you, miss?” she asked.
“I need to speak to Dean Fogg,” Effy replied, forgoing pleasantries. “Immediately.”
“Do you have an appointment?” the secretary asked.
Her voice was cheery enough to grate on Effy’s frayed nerves. “No,” she replied. “But this is an emergency.”
“Well, I’m afraid he’s rather booked today,” the secretary said. “You can make an appointment for . . .” She opened a memo book and began to flip through its pages. “Next month?”
“No,” Effy repeated, her chin starting to quiver. “This really can’t wait.”
The secretary’s smile was still unflinchingly polite. “I have to follow procedure, miss. I’m sorry. The dean isn’t even in right now—”
“Then I’ll wait right here until he returns,” Effy cut in.
The secretary winced, as if cowed by Effy’s insistence. Hesitantly she indicated a circle of armchairs on the other side of the lobby. They were arranged around the hearth, their leather gleaming with firelight. Effy turned to sit, but before she did, she gave the papers on the desk a cursory glance. It was no more than idle curiosity, but her gaze landed on a rather tightly packed folder, which read, in careful letters across the top, CORRESPONDENCE FROM BENEFACTORS.
With that, Effy sank into one of the overstuffed armchairs, letting the heat of the fire warm the cold tip of her nose and her fingers. It would have been pleasant, if not for the extenuating circumstances. Above the fireplace hung the university’s enormous coat of arms, the sigils of the original six colleges represented in evenly divided sections of the shield, which made for a rather busy design. And the motto again, draped across in a banner: Swear fealty to no cause but knowledge.
The grandfather clock in the corner seemed to tick with agonizing slowness, but luckily Effy had come prepared for this potential circumstance. She reached into her satchel and drew out Rockflower’s biography of Ardor, shaking off some of the dust it had gathered. Then she flipped to the marked page and began to read.
Following the death of his beloved Claribel, Ardor became something of a recluse. He rarely left his bedroom and—owing to his blindness—required the near-constant attention of carers and housekeepers. This time of his life is not well-documented, but one of his maids, a woman by the name of Maud, reported that he kept the window beside his bed open at all hours, and in all temperatures. Through the window he fingered the leaves of a nearby tree, and each morning when she came to give him his breakfast, he reported on the minute changes that had occurred to the tree overnight. The dying of leaves, the withering of branches by the encroaching winter winds.
“His world may have been small then,” Maud said, “but it was not shallow.”
One can imagine, then, why he would have been inspired to compose “The Garden in Stone,” a work about a frozen, unchanging garden, trapped in the sinister rigidity of time. Within the garden, the maiden sleeps and dreams, her mind at work even when her body is magicked to immortal stillness. And, of course, there is the gallant knight who comes to her rescue, ultimately freeing the maiden and her garden from this ill fate.
Composing this poem while blind was of course no mean feat, and Ardor employed an amanuensis to accomplish it. An amanuensis—
“Dean Fogg?”
It was the secretary’s voice. Immediately, Effy’s head snapped up. Over the back of the armchair she saw the door to the office open and the dean come striding out. His gait was hurried, and his hair was shockingly white against the backdrop of shining tawny wood.
Her chest burned with humiliation and jilted anger; he had been in his office the whole time. Stumbling a bit, Effy got to her feet. Dean Fogg was approaching the secretary’s desk, and he didn’t even notice her until she practically threw herself into the path of his gaze.
“Excuse me,” she said breathlessly. “Excuse me, Dean Fogg—”
The dean inhaled sharply and recoiled from her in surprise. “Miss Sayre,” he said. Then, turning to the secretary, he asked, “What’s all this, then?”
“My apologies, sir,” the secretary said, with a brief but baleful glance at Effy. “This student entered in a hurry, demanding to see you at once. I explained that you were booked, but . . .”
“This is improper, Miss Sayre,” said Dean Fogg coldly. “If you wish to speak with me, you may make an appointment—”
“This is an emergency,” she interrupted. To her surprise, her voice didn’t shake. “It really can’t wait.”
Dean Fogg stared down at her, his watery blue eyes unblinking. And Effy met his gaze and did not cower or flinch. She might have—would have—once. But that cringing girl had perished at Hiraeth, along with the Fairy King. Effy tried not to think what other parts of her had perished there, too.
“Very well,” Dean Fogg said at last, and he was the one to break off his stare. To his secretary, he said, “Do I have any urgent correspondence?”
“Yes,” she replied, and reached into the marked folder. She pulled out a single sheet of paper and held it face down, but Effy still managed to glimpse just a peek of it. There was a seal at the top, not unlike the university’s coat of arms. She couldn’t quite make out the details, only the line printed below: From the desk of Lord Benedict Byron Southey, 8th Baron of Margetson.
Dean Fogg took the paper and folded it in his fist. Then, in an unmitigatedly disgusted tone, he said, “Come with me, Miss Sayre.”
 
Dean Fogg’s office was no different from how Effy remembered it—when she had sat there with Preston upon their return from Hiraeth, Master Gosse pacing about in excitement, Dean Fogg frowning over his tea. Some time had passed, but her position, she realized, was no different. Here she was yet again, bargaining for her humanity.
Only this time, she was not offered any tea.
Dean Fogg set the letter down on his desk and gestured vaguely toward one of the armchairs. But Effy did not sit. She stood, facing him directly, and said, “What’s taking the Llyrian Times so long?”
“Excuse me?”
“The paper,” Effy said. “You gave them Angharad’s letters and diary, and they said the editorial board was ‘vetting them for authenticity.’ But it’s been weeks now. Shouldn’t they be finished already?”
Dean Fogg’s lips pressed into a thin line.
“Your entitlement is unbecoming, Miss Sayre,” he said. “The editorial board at the Times does not work according to your whims. Besides”—he cleared his throat in a meaningful way—“have you not been given enough?”
Effy looked down at her uniform, the blazer edged with the literature college’s colors. She thought about—or at least she imagined—what Master Corbenic’s empty office would look like. His books would be cleared out, his framed degrees removed from the walls. The green chair would be gone. Her stomach shriveled. Was Dean Fogg right? Was she demanding too much?
“It’s just a question,” she said, trying to level her voice. “If you gave me the phone number, I could call and ask them directly—”
“No,” Dean Fogg cut in, shaking his head with such emphasis that his bright-white hair grew tousled and disarrayed. After much consideration, Effy was now almost certain it was a wig. “That would be unacceptably impertinent. I won’t have you further smearing the good name of this university.”
That had always been his greatest concern—that Effy would shame the university and, by extension, its dean. She admittedly did not know very much about Dean Fogg, but she did know that he was new at this position, relatively speaking, and eager to establish his reputation. His predecessor, Dean Licenfed, was so old he had literally died in his office chair, in the middle of signing papers. Dean Fogg was younger, and when he had been sworn in, he had promised progress, innovation, a farewell to stuffy traditionalism. It was the only lever of control Effy had over him.
And yet . . . now he had reinstituted uniforms, had brought back legates. It was a demonstrable heel turn. Was it all pressure from the government, the Ministry of Culture, now that her and Preston’s accusations about Myrddin had been made public?
The gears in Effy’s mind began to turn. She took a step closer to Dean Fogg’s desk, until she was near enough to place her hands on the wood. Dean Fogg drew in a warning breath.
“Fine,” she said. “I suppose I’ll just have to stop by your office regularly for updates, then.”
Dean Fogg’s eyes narrowed to slits. “Very well. Goodbye now, Miss Sayre.”
 
As Effy left the administrative building, she found herself shockingly calm. The adrenaline had ebbed; her limbs no longer quivered. Even the wind had quelled itself and, from a distance, she could see that the iron-colored waters of Lake Bala were as smooth and still as an oil painting.
She descended the steps, passing by the stone dragons that reposed on either side. A trio of students sat astride the statues, smoking. Where their jackets flapped open, Effy could see that their blazers were edged with the yellow and blue of the fine art college.
The nearest phone booth was just down the street, its glass translucent with condensation. Effy closed herself inside, slotted in her coins, picked up the receiver, and dialed.
“Roger Finisterre, investigative reporter with the Caer-Isel Post.”
“Hello, Finisterre,” Effy said pleasantly.
“Euphemia ‘Effy’ Sayre,” said Finisterre, and she could easily imagine the smile that was stretching across his wan face. “How lovely to hear from you again. I presume you’ve changed your mind about our interview?”
“No,” she said. “Not quite. But I do have a tip for you. Something exclusive.”
“Oh?”
Effy inhaled, the cold prickling her nose as she gathered her words. As she had leaned over Dean Fogg’s desk, she had taken the opportunity to give the letter another glance. She had not been able to read it all, but she had gotten the gist of it. Enough to know that it was most certainly something that Dean Fogg would not want aired publicly.
“Yes,” she replied. “Get out your pen and paper.”



Twelve
The warrior-king called upon his liege-man,
Who retained his consciousness, and [ . . . ]
Brandished his war knife, battle-sharp,
With the luster of [ . . . ] and love [sic] in his eyes.
—from the Neiriad, by Aneurin the Bard, est. 202 BD

Without letting go of his father’s hand, Preston turned about slowly, taking in the now-familiar details of the chamber. The statues stood proudly in their niches, the puddles on the floor gleamed crystalline, and the window—again he saw Master Gosse drifting outside it, his body suspended in the green-blue water, eyes closed and face in peaceful repose. Sleeping.
And he heard, of course, the bells.
“Father,” he said, his voice low and breathless. “What is this place?”
“Don’t you remember?” His father cocked his head. There was that canny gleam in his gaze, which Preston had not seen in so long. Which had been stolen from him, in those wretched weeks preceding his death. “You’ve known all along. You’ve known since you were small.”
He used the Argantian word for small, which intimated more than just physical size. When you were a child, a baby, a little boy. Preston felt warmth pulse from his chest.
“I think I’m starting to remember,” he said. “I think I’m starting to—to know.”
To believe, he didn’t say.
His father smiled at him—warmly, sagely. Nothing empty in his eyes. “Would you like to see the rest?”
“Yes,” Preston said, his voice eager. “Please.”
With another warm smile, his father began to lead him through the first chamber, and beneath the archway to the second. Preston’s heart was racing, stuttering unevenly. He was so close now. Soon he would see them, and he would understand, and then—
They came to the pedestal of Effy’s statue. It was carved so cleverly, so intricately, that every detail of her face was captured: the pertness of her nose, the slightly defiant slant to her chin. Her hair streamed down her shoulders in arrested motion, like falling water frozen by the sudden advent of winter. The curve of her cheek, the slant of her collarbones, which were exposed by the rather flimsy dress she wore, sleeveless, much like a nightgown. Her feet were bare.
Preston paused there, and examined the statue for cracks. For anything that might threaten its soundness. Not even moisture or dust had gathered on the marble, no barnacles or moss smothering her, no seaweed entangling her . . . he let out a long, low breath of relief.
“You love her.”
He turned. His father had his face tilted up, admiring the statue.
“Yes.” Preston swallowed. “More than anything.”
“I can see that,” his father said gently.
“But I’m so afraid,” he whispered. “Every time I leave her—even sometimes when I’m staring right at her—I’m so afraid that I’ll lose her.”
He had never confessed this to anyone, of course, and he could never, ever say it to Effy. She would think herself a burden to him. It all felt so fragile. Even this statue, made of impermeable marble, seemed as though it could crack and shatter at any moment. This place, which supposedly bent to his whims, still could not keep her safe. His very imagination was strangled by fear.
“That may be what it means,” his father said, “to love.”
Preston’s throat grew too tight to speak. He only stared at his father, intact, whole, but only in the palace of his mind. When he woke and returned to the surface, he would be gone again.
“And how are we meant to bear it?” Preston asked at last.
His father did not answer his question directly. Instead, he said, “Tell me about her.”
“She’s brilliant.” His voice cracked a bit. “She can read a passage once and know its meaning. She can get at things I would never even think to consider.” He couldn’t help but smile a bit, remembering how she’d quoted Myrddin at him, word for word, the challenge in her green gaze. “She’s brave. She doesn’t believe that she is, but . . .” He trailed off, suddenly suffused by the agony that was his affection. Then, thickly, he went on, “It takes strength, to feel so much. To feel so deeply.”
His father looked at him fondly. Waited.
“There’s just so much of her,” Preston said, the words pouring out of him, as if they came not from his head but had risen straight from his heart. “She makes me feel things I never thought I could feel, want things I never thought I would want—believe things I never thought I . . .” His gaze caught on the emerald-colored flames, flickering in the torches that smoked on the walls. “‘I am seized by such love, I vow / that I must come to ruin now.’”
He spoke in Argantian, these lines from an old Argantian poem—a lai, as it was called in his tongue. He had learned the lai
in secondary school, his father bending over the table as he paged through the book, pointing out subtleties he had missed.
This small memory cut him like a shard of glass. His father would never do such a mundane thing as help him with his homework again.
Or—perhaps he could. Here, in this palace beneath the sea. In his dream.
“She sounds like a girl you ought to marry,” his father said teasingly.
“Maybe.” Preston looked back at his father, or rather, at the space between them. The salt-suffused air. “I wish you could have known her.”
“I do know her a bit now,” his father said. He reached out his hand. “Shall we go on?”
 
Measuredly, his father led him toward the threshold of the second room, beneath its stone archway. Preston had never ventured this far on his own. The sound of the bells grew louder, until it was a thrumming beneath his feet, a reverberation through the gray floor.
So close now.
This third chamber was the largest so far, stretching vast in all directions. There were more niches, and more statues set within them, more torches of green flame, yet Preston could not stop to examine them. His gaze was drawn upward, to the ceiling. It was made entirely of glass, so transparent that it seemed nothing at all was holding the water back, as if it might pour down and drown him at any moment.
The sea shifted and rippled. A school of pale-bellied fish quivered past, momentarily obscuring his view. And then, when they departed, Preston saw straight through the glass, and through the shuddery green water, into the inner chamber of the Sleeper Museum.
In shock he stumbled backward, furiously blinking his eyes. “How—”
Like so many things it seemed impossible, and yet it was. He saw through the floor of the museum and to his own resting body. He saw Master Gosse splayed beside him, the papers of Angharad’s diary strewn about. For so many slow, dragging moments, he watched himself sleep there, beside the greatest authors of Llyr, and felt a thudding in his chest that was louder than the sound of the bells.
The bells.
Preston turned, and looked upon them at last. They rose up, through the glass roof of the chamber, in a crumbling gray tower. Though they were unprotected, their ringing was not slowed at all by the torpid water, and their sound was not at all diminished. They rang and rang, and the sea pulsed out from around them. Their noise could be perceived not only by his ears but by his eyes as well.
Until now, their tolling had seemed staggered and inconsonant. Now he heard the rhythm and the music. It sang in his bones.
“You can hear them, too, can’t you?” Preston asked his father desperately.
“To hear them in their own palace is one thing,” his father replied. “To hear them from above the water is another.”
He did not elaborate, and Preston could think of no way to reply. Instead, he took a hesitant step forward, farther into the chamber. The bells were not the only thing of note within. In the distance, past every niche, every green-smoking torch, was the largest statue he had yet seen.
As if in a trance, Preston approached it. Its plinth alone was taller than Preston. His gaze followed the statue up, from its slippered feet, along the line of its robes, to its coiled beard, to the crown it wore upon its head. A king.
What was curious about the king was his stance. He did not have his sword drawn out; he did not look over the room with an unperturbed expression, wise and preeminent. Instead, his face was turned to the side, his lips pulled back in revulsion and horror. His legs were set apart and his robes billowed out, as if he were fleeing from something. As if he were being chased.
A fearful king. It made Preston’s skin prickle with cold.
The statue had one arm drawn to his chest, clutching something there that Preston could not make out. An amulet? A coin? His other arm trailed behind him, the sleeve of his robe rucked up to reveal the length of his forearm. Only unlike the rest of the statue, it was not made of marble. His hand and arm were made of pure silver, which gathered the light and gleamed.
“What is this?” Preston whispered, turning to look at his father. “Who is this?”
His father gave him a gentle smile. “You already know.”
He didn’t. There was indeed something familiar about the king, but he couldn’t place it. His mind seemed to clench emptily. Preston’s gaze drew back to the statue. He had not noticed before that there was a wooden chair set beneath it. It was carved intricately with waves and its back was inlaid in pearl. Not an ordinary chair, no—a throne.
The sight of the empty throne was somehow terrifying to him. And perhaps it was that terror that made Preston begin to feel unsteady on his feet, his knees quivering, his skin growing slick, as if overtaken with the chill sweat of a fever. He was fading.
“No,” he said, his voice cracking, “I don’t want to go.”
His father gave his shoulder a squeeze, his hand warm and heavy. “You’ll be back.”
 
He awoke to being shaken rather violently, with the stench of alcohol wafting over his face. Preston’s eyes fluttered open, and he was met with Master Gosse’s wild, wheeling stare. His adviser’s hand gripped the collar of his shirt.
“Well?” he rasped. “What did you see, Héloury? What did you see?”
Preston tried to extricate himself as decorously as possible, but it was difficult, given that Gosse was holding on to his shirt as if it were his lifeline in a storm. He had also shoved him up against one of the coffins, his shoulder blades digging painfully into the marble that supported the sleeping body of Aneurin the Bard.
“N-nothing,” Preston stammered out. “Just . . . just darkness.”
It was perhaps his most unconvincing lie yet. Luckily, Master Gosse was in no state of mind to suss out his dishonesty.
“Something has gone terribly wrong,” he muttered, and at last loosened his grip on Preston’s collar. “I performed the ritual just as I performed it before—in the hall of the Sleepers—in the lambent pulse of their magic—and yet . . .”
Preston pushed himself clumsily into a sitting position. His chest was heaving; his limbs felt numb and needle-pricked. Letting out a tremulous breath, he said, “Perhaps that first time was only a fluke.”
“A fluke?” Gosse whirled on him. “Ah, you must be the weak link, Héloury! You unrelenting unbeliever. There’s no curriculum for dreaming. No refined academic method. If you cannot accept this, well, I shall have to soldier on in this enterprise alone.”
Preston’s stomach crinkled. It was hard for him to feel relief. Could Gosse succeed, if he continued to try these rituals alone? Or was it true that the palace beneath the waves was his world, fitted to his unconscious desires? Preston looked down at the floor, as if he could somehow glimpse the castle below, the seam between dreams and reality. But he only saw hard, solid stone.
If he pressed his ear to the ground, would he hear the bells?
Master Gosse stood, letting out a breath that intimated deep frustration. Preston was left to gather the papers of Angharad’s diary, bundling them up and handing them to his adviser. Gosse did not say another word as he led Preston back through the dim, narrow corridor, out of the museum, and into the sharp, cold daylight.
 
Preston returned to his dorm, hoping for a warm shower and several hours of uninterrupted, untroubled silence. But his hopes were dashed before he could even open the door. He smelled an overwhelming rush of cigarette smoke, and, through the thin wood, he heard tussling and thudding, and then a muffled giggle.
Solitude and tranquility there would not be. With a deep, steeling breath, Preston pushed open the door.
Slush was tracked through the corridor, which was not unusual, but beside the melting footprints, there was a trail of rumpled clothes: a fallen blazer there, a balled-up blouse, a limp pair of black trousers with the belt still looped through. He would not even deign to describe what else he found there on the floor. Preston picked his way around the clothes and walked to the door of his roommate’s bedroom.
He waited there for a moment, listening to the hushed laughter on the other side, and then gave a brusque rap upon the wood.
“Ah, fuck,” came a familiar voice. “Hold on a moment.”
There was more shuffling, a few urgent shushing sounds. Then the door was flung open, revealing the disheveled but smiling face of Lancelot Albyric Grey, heir to the earldom of Clare.
“Hello,” Preston said flatly.
“Hello,” his roommate replied, in a cheerful and breathless tone. “How can I help you?”
“I live here, if you recall.”
“How could I forget? You’re the only reason I haven’t failed out yet.”
Perhaps, although Preston was not exactly doing the best job of it lately. It was ten thirty, the middle of the week, and given that he had, by now, memorized his roommate’s schedule, he knew that he was missing class. Again.
There was only so much he could do, of course. Preston helped him keep track of his assignments, devotedly filled out a planner (which he never used), and, more than once, had physically dragged him out of bed for an early-morning seminar. He refused to let his schoolwork be copied, but they had spent uncountable hours at the kitchen table, Preston explaining themes and motifs and symbols, while his roommate took sloppy, disinterested notes. But with Preston having been gone for so many weeks, and neglectful of this duty, the current situation was dire.
“Lancey?” someone called from the bedroom. “Are you coming back?”
“No,” Preston said through the door, before his roommate could reply.
The nickname Lancey had always seemed overly twee to Preston, although it was what all the girls—and sometimes boys—his roommate brought back called him. Preston had his own nickname for him: Lotto. It felt appropriate, given how his entire life seemed to be no more than lucky collisions with fate. The luckiest incident, he supposed, was having been born the eldest son of one of the wealthiest aristocrats in Llyr.
Lotto huffed a laugh. “You’re having none of my nonsense today, are you?”
“You’re supposed to be in class. Professor Damlet will have a conniption—”
“I’ve missed the last seven of his classes,” Lotto said. “Surely he’s given up hope by now.”
Preston pushed up his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose, his temples beginning to throb. He was going to have to coin a specific term for Lotto-induced headaches. Perhaps he would consult a medical textbook.
“The semester’s more than half over,” said Preston. “You’re going to have to buckle down just to get a passing grade.”
“Now that you’re here to keep me in line.” Lotto’s grin widened. “Oh, I missed you, Héloury.”
Despite everything—despite the daggering pain behind his eyes—Preston had to admit there was something relentlessly charming about Lancelot Grey. Perhaps it was no more than his well-formed face: his proud patrician nose and sharp, canny jawline, his black hair, which was cut rakishly to his shoulders, and his snapping dark eyes. He always looked on the edge of a smirk. He was not quite as tall as Preston, but he was broader and more muscled, owing to many years of rugby and polo and probably other sports that were too upper-class for Preston to even know.
“Perhaps you should start by dismissing your, ah, guest,” Preston said.
“If you insist.” Lotto turned around and spoke in hurried whispers to the person in his room. Several moments later, a girl staggered out, her hair mussed and her expression jilted. She gave Preston an enormously foul look as she passed by.
Once she was gone, Preston said, “I’m serious. You’re at risk of academic suspension, or even expulsion.”
“Dean Fogg wouldn’t dare to insult the Earl of Clare like that.”
“There is a precedent for expelling even the most blue-blooded students,” Preston said. “Silvanus—”
“Yes, yes, Silvanus Chatterly, the infamous forger,” Lotto cut in. “You’ve told me before. But I’m not at any risk of being caught out for plagiarism. That would require me to actually turn in my work.”
Fair enough, Preston thought. But it wasn’t Dean Fogg who Preston was concerned about. It was the Earl of Clare himself. Lotto’s father was, even for an aristocrat, exceptionally cold and demanding of his son. He showed no pride in Lotto’s rare achievements, and no mercy for his many mistakes.
The Earl of Clare had visited the university once, his nose wrinkling as he surveyed their shared dorm, his frown lines deepening as he saw Lotto’s slovenly bedroom. Preston had stood anxiously against the wall, saying nothing, feeling like a serf in the presence of a king.
But then, just before the earl had departed, he had approached Preston and put a hand on his shoulder.
“I hear you’re the top-ranked literature student in the college,” he had said.
“Yes, sir,” Preston had replied, unnerved.
“I also hear you’re responsible for keeping Lancelot’s grades in the passable range.”
“Well, ah, I suppose . . .”
“You’re a good boy, then,” the earl had said. “The sort of boy any father would be happy to have. I can only hope my own son can pick up some better habits from you. If he were even half as much . . .” The earl trailed off, giving a long and weary sigh.
And then—and without even one more glance at Lotto—he had left.
Preston cringed at the memory. Lotto should be more worried about being disowned than expelled. But as remote and dispassionate as the earl had been, there was one thing Preston had to give him credit for: he had not once remarked on his accent, or on his Argantian blood.
“Regardless,” Preston said at last, “Damlet is a patient professor, but his compassion isn’t endless. You should at least try and make it to class next week.”
“I’ll give it my best effort,” Lotto said. “But you can protect me now, can’t you? Legate of the literature college and all that.”
“I can’t abuse my position to help my friends,” Preston replied stonily. It was the sort of thing one might get away with if they were the son of an earl, not the only Argantian student at the university, regardless of what his college rank might be.
“Of course not.” Lotto came fully out of his bedroom, closing the door behind him. His hair was mussed, lips slightly swollen, and his shirt only half-buttoned, but at least he was wearing pants. “Luckily I have Damlet and not Gosse, eh? He came around this morning looking for you.”
“Well, he found me,” Preston said. “Unfortunately.”
“What is Gosse tormenting you about?” Lotto asked.
His vision was starting to glaze, as if he were tired, only—he wasn’t. His eyelids didn’t feel heavy; his muscles didn’t ache for relief. It was that the real world, Lotto’s face, the plaster-cracked walls of their dorm, were starting to shudder away. In its place, the glimmering marble chambers of the palace rose up. The image was translucent, so he could still see what was real, but only just.
Preston blinked, and the vision dissipated. He gave a low sigh of relief.
“Just another one of his fanciful schemes,” Preston said, which was not at all a lie, though his stomach fluttered nonetheless.
“Hopefully this one won’t end with you being menaced by reporters and making enemies of the culture ministry.”
“I don’t think it will.” He didn’t mention that he was more likely to end up in a locked psychiatric ward.
“At least there’s that,” Lotto said. He patted the pockets of his pants, as if searching for something, and then said, “How’s Effy?”
Preston hesitated. His chest suddenly felt very tight. “She’s all right,” he said after a moment, and this time, he was unsure whether it was a lie.
“Good,” Lotto said. He located the packet of cigarettes in his back pocket and pulled them out. Holding them flat on his palm before Preston like an offering, he asked, “Smoke?”
“Yes,” Preston replied gratefully. He was surprised at the way his body seemed to relax, his taut muscles unclenching. Perhaps this was better than stewing in silence, with nothing to distract him from the memories of the palace chambers, the statues, his father, that shimmery gray unreal world. If nothing else, Lotto was always enlivening company. “Thank you.”



Thirteen
The blood remains within your veins,
Your lashes pale upon your cheeks, as dead wheat on the plain.
How sad it is, to see a maid so shackled to her form!
—from “The Garden in Stone,” by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, 82 AD

“A
loyalty pledge?”
Preston stopped dead in the middle of the sidewalk. They had been wandering along the street that lined Lake Bala, warming themselves with cups of coffee, trying to ignore the menacing bite of the wind. Preston was doing a better job of that than Effy. But when they’d passed by a newsstand where that day’s issue of the Post hung front and center beneath the awning, Preston had frozen in his tracks like a deer.
Effy grimaced. She had not wanted to admit that she had been at Dean Fogg’s office, that she had fed Finisterre the tip. It all felt very slimy. And, she suspected, it would only add to Preston’s neuroses if he knew she was engaging in these sorts of perilous and underhanded tactics.
DEAN FOGG TAKING ORDERS FROM WEALTHY BENEFACTORS—WHO REALLY CONTROLS THE UNIVERSITY OF CAER-ISEL?

Below, there was an inked drawing of Dean Fogg with exaggerated proportions—including an enormous white hairpiece—suspended limply on strings like a puppet. Holding the strings was a cackling, maniacal-looking figure, wearing a gargantuan brocade robe and powdered wig, cartoonishly representing the outdated dress of the aristocracy. A bit on the nose, Effy thought, but it certainly got the point across.
The first paragraph read: Lord Benedict Byron Southey, 8th Baron of Margetson, has been discovered pressuring Dean Fogg to institute conservative reforms at the university, in exchange for a generous endowment. One of these proposed reforms is a university-wide pledge of loyalty, which all students will be instructed to sign, demonstrating their unflinching fealty to Llyr in the face of its ongoing war with Argant.
Preston looked so baldly outraged that, for a moment, Effy didn’t dare speak. Choosing her words deliberately, she said, “It’s good he’s been caught. I hope he and Dean Fogg are both humiliated.”
“A loyalty pledge is just tyrannical and primitive,” Preston said. “We’re university students, not political agitators, not soldiers. ‘Swear fealty to no cause but knowledge,’ indeed.” He gave a disgusted shake of his head. “Finisterre is trickier than I imagined. How do you think he found out?”
In the end, she could not bring herself to lie so openly and so elaborately. And so, with a pit in her stomach, Effy confessed all. Preston watched her with increasing horror as she spoke.
“Effy, why?” he asked in dismay when she had finished. “You shouldn’t be getting involved with a reporter like Finisterre. He can’t be trusted.”
“Don’t you think I know that? I didn’t have much of a choice.”
With great reluctance, she finally mentioned the posters. By this point, Preston’s face was white.
“You should have told me,” he said in a quiet voice. “I could have helped. I could have done something—”
“No,” she said gently. “You couldn’t have. This is rather beyond the purview of a college legate.”
Preston’s face fell and instantly Effy felt remorse. She hadn’t meant it to sound so dismissive, and she opened her mouth to correct herself, but then—
“Still,” Preston said. His fingers clenched and unclenched at his sides. “Don’t hide things like this from me, all right?”
“All right,” she agreed. “But it’s fine now, isn’t it? Finisterre has been satiated, and Dean Fogg can’t implement the loyalty pledge without embarrassing himself. It’s over. I killed two birds with one stone.”
“I hope it’s that simple,” Preston said. He drew a breath and glanced out over the water. Through the wreaths of mist that hovered over the lake, and into the distance, where the black peaks of Argant’s mountains could just barely be seen, hardly clearer than a charcoal smudge on a windowpane. Effy sensed the feeling of loss radiating from him. The grief. She reached out and took his faintly trembling hand.
“Everything will be all right,” she said, with a conviction she didn’t quite feel herself. Her teeth were starting to chatter.
“Maybe.”
Preston’s expression didn’t shift, even as a gelid wind blew past them, making the flaps of his open coat whip and judder. His hair, always a bit mussed even in the best of times, was beginning to reach new heights of unruliness, which, admittedly, Effy found rather charming.
Now she frowned. “Aren’t you freezing?”
“No,” he replied, turning back to her. “In Argant this time of year everything would be slicked in ice. In the north, where my grandparents live, there are only a few hours of daylight. Just this shy creeping of yellow over the mountains.” His voice took on a scratchy quality. “My brother and I would sled down the hill outside their cottage, while my mother would be making chocolat chaud—hot chocolate—inside. We’d come in and peel off our snowsuits and warm up, then go back out again, until the sky was black and we were exhausted. And my father—”
He broke off, looking away from her again. Effy held his hand and waited.
“My father would be doing the crossword. He could fill in the entire grid in a matter of minutes. And then, after dinner, he’d try and lure people into playing chess. My grandfather would always say, Riwan, stop looking for victims, because nobody could ever beat him. But I would always try. I stalemated him once, and I was proud of that.”
“Well, you were a child,” Effy said. “That hardly seems fair.”
Preston shook his head. “Even when I was eighteen. I could never do better than that against him. At least he wasn’t the type for boasting or showboating. He always told me I played a good game, even when he checkmated me within three turns.”
Effy felt a lump forming in her throat. “I wish I could have met him.”
“So do I.” Finally, Preston looked away from the lake and the distant, mist-wreathed mountains, and into her eyes. “He would like you—would have liked you, I mean.”
The slip from present to past made Effy’s heart throb. “He would have found me an easy victim, that’s for sure.” She tried a smile. “I’m terrible at chess.”
Preston let out a breathy laugh. “It’s silly. I haven’t touched a board since he died. I’m probably terrible now, too.”
“I doubt that.”
There was a low groaning sound as the sheet of ice on the lake began to crack, showing veins of blue-black water. Preston gave himself a brisk shake, as if to banish the thoughts from his mind, and said, “Isn’t it time for Tinmew’s class?”
He peered over her head, squinting at the clock that hung above the Segrave-Sayre Savings Bank, rather than looking down at his own watch. Effy had noticed he hadn’t been wearing it lately.
“Yes,” she replied dismally. “I should go.”
 
It was with great reluctance that Effy climbed the steps to the literature college, her gaze on the ground as she passed beneath the lintel with the names of the Sleepers. Aneurin the Bard. Perceval ab-Owain. Tristram Marlais. Gelert Bedwyn-Lawes. Robin Crother. Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale. Emrys Myrddin. She had been taught a song in primary school to memorize them, and even now the rhythm hummed in the back of her mind. Her newfound knowledge of scansion began to descend over it, numbers applying themselves to each syllable and beat.
What a bunch of rubbish, she thought bitterly. Scansion. The Sleepers. All of it. She had tried so terribly hard to get into the literature college and had thought it would soothe that deep ache in her soul. Now she felt only a scraping emptiness.
She made her way through the crowded, tobacco-scented lobby, ducking below elbows and darting around wool-clad bodies, and into the classroom. With only the melody of the song in her mind, and nothing more, Effy climbed to her usual seat and sat down. She pulled out her notebook and her copy of “The Garden in Stone,” flipping to the marked page.
It was only then that she noticed the swelling, seething silence around her.
Skin crawling, Effy looked up. Students were in their seats, or walking in through the door, but none of them spoke. None of them even shrugged out of their coats or unwound their scarves or ruffled their papers. They were utterly still, and they were all staring at her.
As Effy looked around the room, the emptiness within her filled, like water flooding its accustomed tributaries. It filled with terror and it filled with pain and it filled with grief. So much that it seemed to fill her physically, too, her gorge rising and tears leaping to the corners of her eyes.
Had they seen the posters? Had some other, awful rumor spread since then? Had Finisterre reneged on his promise and done something worse? She didn’t know. But, she realized with sickening dread, it was far from over. She had been a fool to think it would be so easy. Her throat shrank in on itself so that she could barely breathe.
The two seats beside her that were normally occupied were empty. The other students were giving her a wide berth, as if she were sick with something they could catch. Their gazes were varied—some suspicious, some probing, some vividly disgusted—but each one seemed to drive splinters into her skin. Not again, she thought, remembering her name on the class roster in the architecture college, Sayre crossed out and replaced with Whore—
She wanted to get up and bolt, but she couldn’t. Leaving would be even worse. It would make her look frantic, unstable, guilty. Afraid. She had to stay, and sit with her head held high, as if no pairs of eyes were trained on her, as if none of their silent accusations would stick.
And so, Effy stared straight ahead at the chalkboard, unflinching and waiting. Months ago she would have fled without looking back. Now—just barely—she managed to hold on. For better or worse, she now had an ironclad grip on what was real.
Professor Tinmew entered several moments later, walking unenthusiastically to the lectern and clearing his phlegmy throat. Effy could feel each staggered, painful beat of her heart.
“Now, if you’ll open to page forty-two, we can begin the scansion . . .”
Even as the voices of her classmates rose, dutifully counting off their numbers, there was something thick and perturbed in their tone. Without looking around, Effy knew that their eyes had not left her. But at the very least, Professor Tinmew did not notice any disturbance and did not pay her any mind. He cleared his throat again and then began his lecture, which, as much as Effy tried, she could not manage to hear. Her heart was pounding too loudly in her ears.
She wanted Angharad, and Angharad. Her well-loved copy was back in her bedroom, tucked beneath her pillow, as it always was. She wanted to feel the familiarity of the pages and think of the woman who had written them, her steady green stare, like a lighthouse in the dark. But it had been hard to look at the book as of late. Because even though Angharad’s autograph was on the title page, the front cover still said Emrys Myrddin, and when her eyes passed over the words—“I will love you to ruination,” the Fairy King said—she felt the most awful, perverse longing for him, which sickened her like a fever.
But the Fairy King was gone and he had taken the magic with him. But—perhaps books could still offer her a way to survive. They could anchor her in the real world instead of giving her an escape into a false one. After all, that was the point of Tinmew’s approach, wasn’t it? To do away with dreams?
And so, with trembling hands, she reached into her satchel and removed Rockflower’s biography of Ardor. She placed it noiselessly on her desk and turned to the marked page.
One can imagine, then, why he would have been inspired to compose “The Garden in Stone,” a work about a frozen, unchanging garden, trapped in the sinister rigidity of time. Within the garden, the maiden sleeps and dreams, her mind at work even when her body is magicked to immortal stillness. And, of course, there is the gallant knight who comes to her rescue, ultimately freeing the maiden and her garden from this ill fate.
Something began to settle in Effy as she read. A calmness as she was removed a layer from reality. Her grip began to slacken.
Composing this poem while blind was of course no mean feat, and Ardor employed an amanuensis to accomplish it. An amanuensis is an individual who is hired to transcribe what has been dictated by another. Historically, this was often a slave or a servant; however, in Ardor’s case, there is no record that any of his servants were literate. It is therefore generally agreed that his amanuensis was his own daughter, Antonia. 
At that, what had been calm within Effy began to pulse, like a passel of birds taking flight. She flipped more hurriedly through the book, searching on every page for the word, the name, Antonia. Whenever she saw it, she tore out a scrap of paper from her journal and used it mark the place. This provided such a welcome distraction that, when Professor Tinmew finally dismissed the class, she was the last one up out of her seat, scrambling to exit the lecture hall and far less concerned about the students’ prying eyes.
 
The library. It had not become a safe place to her, despite her best efforts these past few weeks, but Effy let her determination cleave through her fear. She clambered up the steps, her cheeks pink and stinging from the cold, crammed herself into the elevator, and rose into the stacks. They were as they had always been: nearly as dark as a dungeon, musty, and silent.
Effy made her way to the A section, stepping through the weak, rheumy pools of lamplight. There, she ran her finger across the spines of the books, organized by the authors’ surnames—Aldrich, Amity, Appleton, Ardor. There were six titles under the surname Ardor.
She had not consulted the librarian before heading into the stacks, so this had been a gamble, but astonishingly, it seemed to have paid off. The very first book was a slim paperback, its maroon cover laminated, like a reading primer. Effy rubbed off the dust with the sleeve of her sweater.
Letters & Annals, read the title, by Antonia Ardor.
Judging by the dust and by the sealed plastic cover, this was a book that had remained untouched for a very, very long time. The library stamp on the title page indicated that it had been brought into the university’s collection nineteen years ago. Since then, Effy wondered, had anyone checked it out? The pages were stiff and unwrinkled, and they stuck together when she tried to flip through them. The spine gave an audible and oddly satisfying crack.
The 22nd day of Summer, 79 AD
Dear Diary,
I am thirteen today. A number of ill portent; I know, yet in spite of this, I am hopeful. Perhaps foolishly so. Clementina says that Grandfather’s death has marked our family for further doom, and I came back from our tea crying, but Miss Maud told me that Clementina speaks in superstitions overheard from her parents, and has no wisdom herself. Then Miss Maud made me scones with clotted cream, though I felt too ill to eat.
But that was yesterday, when I was twelve. I am thirteen now and—Mother says—nearly a woman grown. I don’t know if this is true, or what it means, if so. I still have my dolls and my velvet rabbit with buttons for eyes. I still have my book of fairy tales, which is falling apart for how much I have read it. I do so like the story of Ys. The city that fell. Father says I should read the Neiriad (?) if I want the full tale, but when I tried to read the dusty old copy from his library, it made me tired. There are no mermaids in the Neiriad.
For all this talk of being a woman now, Father still tucked me into bed last night. Perhaps it was the last time? I do like it when he reads to me, and there is a quote from the Neiriad that has been stuck in my mind. “A king can reign a thousand years from a castle built on clouds.” If only girlhood were such a kingdom. Nothing would ever change.
Until next time, Diary

—A.A.




Fourteen
Such a blood-frenzy was the battlefield that the king—in agitation—near turned his blade inside himself.
—from the Neiriad, by Aneurin the Bard, est. 202 BD

Once he had seen Effy off to class, Preston—against his better judgment—returned to the newsstand. Snow had begun to fall, very light and cottony, each flake as white but as insubstantial as a cloud. It was not quite cold enough to stick, but it made the cobblestones damp and slick and dangerous. He walked more slowly than he would have liked, paid the man at the newsstand for a copy of the Caer-Isel Post, then stood beneath the awning to read.
Lord Benedict Byron Southey, 8th Baron of Margetson, has been caught pressuring Dean Fogg to institute conservative reforms at the university, in exchange for a generous endowment. One of these proposed reforms is a university-wide pledge of loyalty, which all students will be instructed to sign, demonstrating their unflinching fealty to Llyr in the face of its ongoing war with Argant.

The article did not say how the paper had come to this conclusion, only that it had been sourced from an “anonymous tip.” It also said that both Dean Fogg and the Baron Margetson had refused comment. No surprise there, Preston thought. And he wished he could feel pleased, even perversely so, that they had been caught out like this. But he only felt a jostling nausea in his belly.
It was not helped by the fact that he would have to face Southey himself very soon. He glanced at the clock above the bank. Twenty minutes until class began. He hoped—prayed, even, to saints he didn’t believe in—that Gosse would show up this time. That he would be a shield, however flimsy, between him and Southey and the other students who were just as eager to smear him, to paint him as a betrayer and an outcast and a saboteur.
A university-wide pledge of loyalty. Preston was the only Argantian student at the university. There was no way to deny this targeted him and him alone.
Preston crumpled up the newspaper until it was small enough to fit into the rubbish bin. Then, his fingers shaking, he pulled out a cigarette and lit it.
As he smoked, and as the snow fell, he saw around him not the gray, banal streets of Caer-Isel but the palace with its great vaulted ceilings, rising up around him. He smelled its sharp salt air. He felt his father’s hand on his shoulder, warm, steady, as real as the sensation of the cold and the wind that made the dead leaves clutch and rattle. He heard the bells. It had been three days since he had visited the underwater world, and it felt both the length of a lifetime and as if no time had passed at all.
You’ll be back.
The cigarette burned to its blackened end.
 
When Preston arrived in the classroom, Master Gosse was there. Relief filled him, very briefly, and then dissipated again, when he saw his adviser’s dour face. He certainly had not forgotten their experience at the museum. And it seemed he certainly still believed that his failure was Preston’s fault.
“Hello there, young unbeliever,” he said acridly. “Will you finish writing today’s assignment on the board?”
Preston nodded wordlessly and picked up the chalk. He was grateful for something to do rather than standing in awkward silence. Lines 1124–1367,
he wrote. Neirin’s first skirmish with—
“Héloury.”
Preston’s head snapped up. “Yes?”
“Tell me something, will you?” Master Gosse stepped closer to him. Uncomfortably close, really. “Is it only darkness that you see when we perform the ritual?”
Preston drew in a breath. His adviser’s head barely reached his chin, and he was stout as a result of a too-permissive diet, and his lassitude showed in the deep circles under his eyes. He looked feeble. Mortal. This seemed to occur to Preston all at once, and for the very first time. A man like this could rule him in the real world, but in the palace under the sea, he was no king. And the membrane between these two realities felt so very, very thin.
“Yes,” Preston replied, surprised by the smoothness of his voice. “You said it yourself, after all. I’ve no imagination.”
Gosse regarded him in an inscrutable way. He opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, the door to the classroom swung open, and the first of the students began to arrive. Most of them slouched to their seats without giving Preston more than a single glance, but when Southey sauntered in, the air in the room suddenly charged.
Preston could not say anything to him directly, of course—not in front of an audience. So he bit his tongue and schooled his expression into one of placidity. No small feat, as when Southey passed by, he gave him an unabashed smirk.
“Right, then,” Master Gosse said. “Settle into your seats. Today we’ll be discussing lines eleven twenty-four to thirteen sixty-seven. These lines recount Neirin the Old King’s first struggle against the enemy, during the earliest years of his reign. The juxtaposition between his title—the Old King—and his youth in this section is poignant. What else jumps out at you about this section?”
Several hands were raised. Gosse nodded toward one of them.
“Well,” the student began, “Aneurin the Bard doesn’t name the Enemy; he only continues with their depiction as being ‘garbed in silver.’ There are so few proper names in the Neiriad, generally. There’s only Neirin the Old King—otherwise it’s the Enemy, and the Daughter—archetypes, not characters.”
“Good,” Master Gosse said. “This is typical of this era of epic poetry. We only begin to see the genesis of modern conceptions of character in the work of the fourth Sleeper and playwright, Gelert Bedwyn-Lawes. What else?”
Gosse called on another student, the one who flashed his cuff links.
“This is the first section where the established meter changes,” he said. “It reverts to its original meter a few hundred lines later, but . . .”
“Exactly right,” Gosse said. “It’s been suggested that Aneurin the Bard wrote nonlinearly, returning to adjust timelines. The Neiriad was, of course, composed over the course of many years, wherein the Bard’s sensibilities could have shifted. Anything else?”
To Preston’s great dismay, Southey raised his hand.
“This passage contains heavy foreshadowing,” Southey said, “with the line ‘for it being more dangerous to entertain sympathy with the Enemy than to loathe them wholly.’ Ultimately, it is this foolish compassion for the Enemy that causes the city and the Old King to fall. At least, that’s how I read it. Perhaps our teaching assistant has some insight to add? Is the Neiriad taught differently in Argant? Is it taught at all?”
At that, silence fell over the classroom. Every head in the room turned to Preston, even Master Gosse’s.
“I suppose it’s not so appealing,” Southey went on, his tone light, “to see your people painted as the Enemy.”
What could Preston say in reply? He could tell the truth, which was that no, the Neiriad was not taught, but Argant had analogous literary traditions, works similar in style and content, differing only in minor details. That their own stories had just as much richness and depth, that Southey was a small-minded and prejudiced cretin for thinking otherwise. He could only imagine the discourse passed down from the Baron of Margetson to his son. That Argantians had no great literary heritage of their own, only what they had siphoned slyly from Llyr.
It was all a lie, but Preston could not refute it. He hated to admit what he now knew: that truth withered in the face of power.
“Very profound analysis,” Preston said. At his sides, his hands were shaking. “The Southey line has produced such rarefied and insightful scholars.”
 
Preston was not terribly surprised that, at last, Southey confronted him face-to-face. After class was dismissed and Gosse had departed, when Preston was left to erase the chalkboard and collect the remaining books, Southey parked himself in front of the door, barring Preston’s exit.
As if he could delay the inevitable, Preston put on his coat and slung his satchel over his shoulder in languid, deliberate movements. Then, when there could be no more reasonable idling, he turned to Southey.
They stared each other down in silence, both unwilling to capitulate to the other by speaking first. But Preston was patient. And Southey was an infantile and overindulged aristocrat, too used to instant gratification.
“You must think yourself terribly clever,” Southey bit out.
“No, not especially,” Preston replied. “Your scheming is just crude.”
Southey’s mouth gaped briefly. It was obvious that he was also unused to being so openly challenged. “And why shouldn’t your allegiance be questioned? A loyalty pledge is perfectly reasonable when Llyr is at such a crucial point in its war. A war that we never asked for, I should add. Your people are just so belligerent.”
“Yes, Argant clearly wanted war from the beginning,” Preston said dryly. “That’s why it put its border so close to Llyr’s military outposts.”
The sarcasm was not lost on Southey. A vein in his temple began to throb visibly. “You’ve made a mockery of my father, and he won’t forget it.”
“I didn’t do anything,” Preston said, which technically was true. “Your father should have been more subtle. If even the Caer-Isel Post can deduce his conspiracies, well . . .”
“Oh, I don’t believe it was you,” Southey cut in. “You have your allies. That insufferable Grey . . . and your sweet little bimbo, of course.”
Preston stilled.
“She’s in a terribly vulnerable position, isn’t she? What with being the only female student at the literature college. But you’re a clever man. I don’t need to tell you that whatever you do may come back to haunt her, too.”
Southey’s smile was wide and resplendent. He had been gratified after all.
But Preston would not give him the satisfaction of showing a single quiver of fear. Without another word, he stepped pointedly around Southey and out through the door of the classroom. He walked down the corridor, not pausing for a moment, and not looking back. It was only when he was outside the literature college, the snow piling wetly on the gray steps and his breath turning white-plumed in the cold, that he allowed himself to pause, bracing himself with one hand on the wall, feeling sick with all his swallowed rage.
 
As was often the case, Lotto’s troubles provided a much-welcome distraction.
Preston had gone to the porter’s lodge to pick up the package from his mother, but when he arrived, he found his roommate there, seated glumly on one of the benches. His chin was cupped in his hands and his expression was both defiant and doleful. He looked like a primary school student who had been sent to the principal for paddling.
“Lotto,” Preston said in surprise. “What are you doing here?”
He looked up morosely from beneath dark brows. “I should’ve listened to you after all, it seems . . . I tried to go to Damlet’s class, but he wouldn’t have me. Said I’d missed too much. And perhaps—perhaps—there were several choice words I shouldn’t have used in reply . . .”
Preston sighed.
“He told me to wait for him in the lobby,” Lotto went on, “and when he was finished with class, he’d come out to speak with me. But I knew he’d just send me to Master Gosse for discipline, and Gosse would write a letter to my father, so I thought, well, I’ll just preempt that, and write to my father myself, but I didn’t have any paper and he”—Lotto cast a sullen look at the porter—“wouldn’t loan me any.”
“This isn’t a stationery shop,” the porter said in reply. His accent, like that of all the university’s workers, was nearly incomprehensible, the drawl of Llyr’s lower class. They also seemed to enjoy being as rude and short with the students as possible, perhaps their petty vengeance against the aristocrats they were forced to serve.
Preston had never much minded their rudeness. He was very aware that his financial status was closer to the porters’ than it was to Lotto’s or Southey’s or even Effy’s. So, with another sigh, he opened his satchel and said, “Here. I have some paper.”
“Thanks,” Lotto muttered. “Perhaps you can advise me on how to inform my father that I’m a rotten failure without sounding like, well, a rotten failure.”
As Preston tore a page from one of his notebooks and handed it to Lotto, he considered his friend’s predicament. It was only when he shifted and felt the dragon pin press against his chest that he landed upon a solution.
“Tell him I’ve been made legate,” Preston said. “Tell him that from now on I’ll be enforcing your schedule and disciplining you accordingly. Master Gosse won’t have to be involved at all.”
“Oh, my father will love that,” Lotto said. “If he could alter the course of fate and make you his son instead of me . . .”
Lotto trailed off, and Preston looked uncomfortably away. He was not picturing the earl in his mind. Instead he was seeing his own father, surrounded by those imperturbable and glorious walls of marble. He was seeing the torches that flickered with green flame.
After Lotto finished his letter—which Preston checked over for grammar and spelling—stuffed it into an envelope, and handed it to the surly porter, Preston placed his own hands on the porter’s desk and asked, “Is there a package for me?”
“Héloury, right?” The porter squinted. Preston nodded. “Yes. Just a minute.”
The porter vanished into the mail room. Preston waited, while Lotto paced and huffed and murmured to himself in a very distracting way. After a few moments, the porter reemerged, bearing a sloppily wrapped and battered-looking package. He set it on the counter.
The box was torn in several places, and the tape had clearly been broken and then hastily rewrapped. His mother’s return address was smudged and nearly unreadable. Preston frowned. “What happened?”
“They’ve been checking all the packages from Argant,” the porter replied. “At the border. Looking inside. Making sure there’s no”—the porter appeared to be struggling with the word—“contraband.”
That familiar nauseous feeling of anger overtook Preston. He snatched the package off the desk and marched out of the porter’s lounge without another word. Lotto followed, hastily pumping his legs to catch up with him. When Preston paused down the corridor, slightly breathless, his friend asked, “You all right?”
“Fine.” Preston’s voice cracked. He sat down on one of the benches and began to unwrap the package. His fingers were shaking, making his movements clumsy. After a few moments, Lotto reached over tentatively and helped him peel off the tape.
Preston couldn’t articulate his gratefulness; he was too on edge. He pawed through the crumpled-up paper his mother had used to protect the cargo and pulled out the clothbound book.
It was precisely as he had remembered it: the battered green cover, the spine coming undone, the corners of the pages creased with so many markings. Les Contes de Fées d’Argant, it read, par Ulysse Guégan. The cover had an intricate border of winding vines, surrounding a stamped drawing of a young woman with a serpent’s tail, her golden hair arranged conscientiously to cover her bare breasts.
“What’s that?” Lotto asked.
“Fairy Tales from Argant,” Preston translated. “It’s just a book I read with my father when I was young. I wanted to have it for, ah, sentimental reasons, I suppose.”
“Looks like a rollicking good time.”
Preston let out a short laugh. “Yes, it’s full of drama and intrigue.” He placed the book on the bench and stood to throw the box away. But when he lifted it, he heard something else rattle inside.
He fished through the paper until his fingers closed around something solid, small, and square. He lifted it out and held it up into the light. It was a pocket-size velvet box, which was held with a golden clasp.
Preston knew what it was before he even flipped it open. Nestled within, between folds of velvet, was his mother’s engagement ring. An oval blue sapphire, on a silver band, ringed with smaller cut diamonds. The light played off it, patterning the wall of the porter’s lodge with a quivering rainbow.
He didn’t say a word as he stared at the ring. He only felt a great sadness rise up in him, a longing for things that he had once had, but never would again, and for things that he imagined, but which could never be real.



Fifteen
When the snow fell and the tide pools froze, I was lost to myself, more alone than I had ever been. I had only my captor’s dreams for company.
—from Angharad by Angharad Myrddin, 191 AD

THE LITERATURE COLLEGE AT THE UNIVERSITY OF CAER-ISEL
INVITES YOU TO
ITS ANNUAL MIDWINTER BALL
on the eve of Midwinter
Please come in your formal dress
This year’s theme is FOLKLORE
The Midwinter Ball committee had spared no expense. Uncaring of printing cost, the posters were elaborately decorated, with intricate borders of crisscrossing vines and a backdrop of white birch trees. The font was so stylized as to be nearly unreadable. In the center, next to the flame-breathing dragon of the literature college, was the depiction of Saint Guyon, patron of chivalry, in a full suit of mail and gleaming armor.
“They’re going all out this year, it seems,” Rhia said.
Effy turned away from the poster to her friend. “What about the music college? Have they announced their theme yet?”
“Yes,” Rhia said. “It’s ‘Midnight.’ Whatever on earth that means. At least they haven’t chosen Saint Guyon to put on their posters. I think I would vomit.” She wrinkled her nose.
The patron saint of chivalry was not who Effy would have chosen, either. It seemed quite a conservative choice, especially for the first year that women were to be admitted to the college. With a sinking feeling, she realized that was probably the point.
“Midnight,” Effy mused. “What, are you supposed to come dressed as clocks?”
Rhia laughed. “I’ll have to commission an appropriate gown. Though I think they might mean it in the fairy-tale sense. So not quite as different a theme from yours.”
Effy looked back at the poster, studying its details. Saint Guyon’s position was penitent, crouched on his knees with his sword driven blade-first into the ground. The grill of his helmet obscured his face. Squinting her eyes, Effy saw something that had slipped below her attention before—there was a shadowy figure lurking behind him, clad in black with skin as white as a bolt of lightning.
The Fairy King.
She was so shocked she almost stumbled backward, her breath catching in her throat. The crown of antlers, the tattered black hair—it was all so familiar to her. Painfully, wonderfully familiar. She couldn’t stop staring into his false inked eyes.
Effy had grown so paranoid over these past weeks that at first she wondered if it were a taunt. But how could the Midwinter Ball committee have known? The theme was Folklore, and the Fairy King certainly fit. She let out a stuttering, uneasy breath.
“Are you all right?” Rhia asked.
“Yes.” Effy choked on the word. “Yes, I’m fine.”
Rhia did not look convinced. She blinked, and then went on, “I suppose I could go dressed as a frog.”
It took Effy a moment to remember where their conversation had left off. But when she did, she managed a smile.
“I’m voting for the clock,” she said.
“Maisie will have to be the tiebreaker, then.”
Rhia tucked her chin and nose into her scarf just as a blistering gust of wind swept through the courtyard. It rattled the icicles that hung from the extended arm of the statue of Sion Billows, founder of the university. Effy self-consciously reached for the back of her head, making sure the white ribbon was still in place.
They were standing on the steps of the library, where a number of posters had been hung against its gray exterior wall. At least all of Finisterre’s flyers had been removed, every last one. She wished she had not had to tell Preston about them, but it was over now. She would never have to speak to the slimy reporter again, and Southey’s loathsome plan had been wrecked.
All was well, for now. Effy wished she didn’t feel such a pit of dread in her stomach.
“Do you still want to go in?” she asked.
Rhia nodded. “I need to get something from the stacks. I’m this close to finishing my piece for the showcase.”
“Will you let me hear it, at some point?”
“Of course. I’ve tormented you enough with my practicing, after all. I promise it will sound much better when it’s done. And when you’re not listening through a layer of drywall and plaster.”
 
While Rhia scoured the stacks, Effy found a nook in one of the rooms on the upper floors. She hated that she felt like she had been chased out of the main reading room, but she couldn’t bear to confront any of her fellow literature students. She couldn’t bear the feeling of those prying stares. So, as she had done so many times before leaving for Hiraeth, she tucked herself into a dusty corner, underneath a dusty, ice-rimed window, and took out her copy of Letters & Annals.
It was not exactly that she knew what she was looking for in Antonia Ardor’s book, but rather that she felt she would find something. Surely she would have written about serving as her father’s amanuensis. Surely she would have had her own feelings about it, her own ruminations.
Surely, Effy thought, she was owed some amount of recognition. If Effy had not picked up Rockflower’s biography, she would never have even known Antonia Ardor’s name. She was not even a footnote in her father’s famous poem, the one that she herself had transcribed.
With long, low breath, Effy opened to her marked page.
The 13th day of Winter, 80 AD
Dear Diary,
She is dead. My mother. Technically, she has been dead for four days and sixteen hours now, if the physician is to be believed, if I am calculating exactly from the moment that she drew her final breath.
Though four days have passed—both too quickly and also as slow as a drip of honey from a spoon—she has not been buried yet. Father refuses. He says we must wait until the sculptor fashions her death mask, but I suspect he simply cannot bear to part with her body, when he knows he will never see her again. She will be interred in the Ardor mausoleum with Grandfather, in the field where the asphodel and infant’s breath bloom. The crypt is of white marble, such that it is almost camouflaged amidst all those ivory blooms. And due to the shelter of a flowering pear tree, their petals are arranged neat and uncommonly still. Even in such bitter winds, the daisies never blow.
In this garden of stone, someday I will be laid to rest, too. Miss Maud tells me not to think of it, but how can I not? The only inevitability of our existence is death. I wish I did not carry this knowledge at only age fourteen. I can only imagine that it will get heavier and heavier as I grow old.
Until next time, Diary

—A.A.

Effy felt something rise and thicken in her throat. She turned over the book to look at Antonia Ardor’s portrait on the cover. She had a long oval face, her wheat-colored hair pulled back in a loose, shiny chignon. Her shoulders were draped with a thick gray shawl and her hands were steepled contemplatively under her chin. The portrait had been done from the waist up and nothing below could be seen. What struck Effy was that she could not at all discern how old Antonia would’ve been when it was painted. Her wide eyes made her appear youthful, but her pursed, worrying mouth seemed to belong to another woman entirely, a woman many years her elder.
Effy flipped back to her page and read on.
The 23rd day of Winter, 80 AD
Dear Diary,
Mother has been interred at last. It was all arranged to Father’s specifications. Her body in its coffin, posed to look as though she is sleeping. The purple hyacinth bouquet in her cold hands. The engraving which reads CLARIBEL TRYPHENA ARDOR, DAUGHTER, WIFE, MOTHER, and below it, a quote of Father’s choosing. “All precious things are fleeting as twilit rays of sun.” I do not know where it is from. It is not what I might have chosen, but none of this has been my choice.
Until next time, Diary

—A.A.

 
The 29th day of Winter, 80 AD
Dear Diary,
In the time since Mother was interred, I have not been able to find sleep. It eludes me, like a passing shadow. Miss Maud has sat at my bedside for many nights, trying to lull me to sleep with songs and stories and warm milk, but even though my limbs are heavy with exhaustion and my eyelids ache to shut, my mind cannot cease its restless turning.
My mind carries me through the asphodel and infant’s breath, through that garden of stone. It carries me into the mausoleum, at the feet of my mother’s tomb. And, like words on the wind, it carries Clementina’s voice—your family is marked for further doom.
Father cannot sleep, either. I hear him pacing the halls; I smell his candles burning to their ends. He has called on the physician, but so far, none of his remedies have been strong enough to induce sleep. Perhaps Miss Maud knows some clever peasant healing tincture. I will ask her.
Until next time, Diary

—A.A.

Through the door, Effy could hear the shuffling of footsteps. She froze momentarily, to see if anyone would emerge in the threshold. But the footsteps passed, and she relaxed again, sidling closer to the cold glass of the window. She turned the page.
The 31st day of Winter, 80 AD
Dear Diary,
Relief, at last. This past night I slept—not fitfully, not inconstantly, but in oblivious repose.
The solution, as it turns out, is not a peasant healing tincture nor the intervention of the physician, but rather, the joining of two souls who share the same grief. While I lay awake last night, tossing and turning in my bed, I saw the gleam of my father’s candle slip through the crack in the door. I heard him pause and, from the other side of the wood, draw in a breath. I froze, my own breath caught, waiting.
I do not recall wishing consciously for him to enter, only that when he did, I felt both enlivened and relieved. He stood at the foot of my bed in his robe and slippers. I sat up, my hair loose about my shoulders. I wore the puff-sleeved, flowered nightgown of a little girl, and I recall feeling oddly embarrassed by that fact.
For several long moments, no words passed between us; no sound, even, save for the brief flitting of a moth against the windowpane, and no movement, save for the guttering of candles.
“Antonia,” Father said at last. Grief strangled his voice. “You look so much like your mother in this light.”
There was a soft pulsing in my chest. “Please,” I said, “will you stay?”
He set down his candle and came to my bedside. He laid his hand gently over mine, where it rested on the coverlet. And for the ensuing hours of the night I was not alone.
Until next time, Diary

—A.A.

The door to the small room swung abruptly open. Effy’s head snapped up. But it was only Rhia who stood in the threshold, a book tucked under her arm.
“Ready to go?” she asked.
Effy nodded and rose to her feet. A faint sensation of disgust prickled her, Antonia’s words running through her mind. She glanced back down at the portrait on the front of the book, at the girl—the woman—who now was beginning to feel so real to her. Whose grief and fear had reached forward through the centuries and touched her.
Outside, the snow began to skim like white-winged insects against the window glass.
 
Effy and Rhia returned to their dorm, Rhia to practice her piece, and Effy to sit soberly in her room. She took Letters & Annals from her satchel and laid it on her desk, but she could not bring herself to open it. To turn back to that page. It was almost a bodily revulsion, something she felt in her stomach and her chest but could not quite make sense of in her mind.
Moved by this unconscious sentiment, she took out her copy of Angharad and placed it beside Letters & Annals. Their spines touched. Effy ran her fingers across the covers, one clothbound, one wrapped in protective plastic. And then something unfolded before her eyes. She would have called it a hallucination, but she had been so diligent about taking her pink pills, and she had not seen anything unreal since they’d left the Bay of Nine Bells.
She saw the face of Antonia Ardor rise up, her portrait on the cover becoming a mirage-like wisp of smoke. And beside it, a vision of Angharad rose as well, the young version from the book, the girl Effy’s age. They trembled in the air, like twin ghosts.
There was a knock on the door. The images dissipated. Effy shook her head, blinking, as if just roused from a dream.
“Come in,” she said.
Preston pushed the door open. Standing there in the threshold, snowflakes clinging to the unruly strands of his brown hair, his glasses faintly misted, he smiled at her. It was a hedging, hesitant smile, as though he couldn’t yet discern her mood—but it had been more than a day since Effy had last seen him and she was so relieved that she bounded over and buried herself into his chest.
He wrapped his arms around her and held her tightly. “Are you all right?”
“I’m fine,” she said, her voice muffled against the wool of his coat. “I suppose this means you’re free from Gosse’s tyranny for the day.”
Very subtly, she felt him tense. “Yes, I suppose.”
It was not late at all, just past suppertime, but in the depths of winter, the sky was already black, though flecked with swirling flakes of snow. The early darkness of winter days made Effy tired. She led Preston to her bed, where they both perched on the edge, facing each other. There were those familiar red marks on the bridge of his nose, where he had pressed his glasses too forcefully against his skin. The smell of tobacco—earthy, bitter—was stronger than usual. His stress even made his shoulders rise around his ears.
“You can take off your coat, you know,” Effy said. “Don’t be a stranger.”
“Right.” Preston shrugged out of his wool overcoat, but his nervousness didn’t abate. When he spoke again, his tone was tinged with worry. “How was Tinmew’s class?”
Effy’s heart sank. It was the last question she wanted to answer. The truth was, she had not been to Professor Tinmew’s class in over a week. After that last time, with all her fellow students staring, she couldn’t bear it. Whenever she thought of it, nausea swirled in her stomach and her throat began to narrow and her breathing grew strained and hot. That old somatic terror, as ancient as the world: her body telling her she was in danger.
Tinmew’s class was such a large lecture that attendance was not taken, so—presently, at least—all Effy had to lose was her dignity. But with each passing day even that was slipping away from her, too.
“Rather dull,” she replied at last. “As usual. Though—I think I’ve finally stumbled on something interesting.” She rose and went over to her desk, where Letters & Annals lay. She picked it up and handed it to Preston. “Remember that biography of Ardor I was telling you about? Well, it said that Ardor used his daughter, Antonia, as his amanuensis. She transcribed all of ‘The Garden in Stone’ for him.”
“Oh.” Preston turned the book over in his hands. “And this is all of Antonia’s extant writing?”
“I think so,” said Effy. “It’s the only thing I could find attributed to her in the library. I haven’t gotten up to the part where she starts transcribing the poem, but her recollections of her childhood . . . they’re very vivid. They’re arresting. I wonder if she had any input on the poem’s content. Or form,” she added, rolling her eyes.
“I suppose it’s possible,” Preston said. “If so, it’s not attested. Of course.” He let out a breath. “What sorts of things does she write about?”
“Her mother’s death. She passed when Antonia was fourteen. It affected her deeply. Well, obviously it would affect anyone, losing their parent, especially that young . . .” Effy trailed off, realizing with a sudden deep flush that she had quite poignantly put her foot in her mouth.
But Preston just nodded. There was a soft, distant look in his brown eyes. “Ardor had quite a tragic life, didn’t he?”
“Yes.” She recalled Antonia’s words with a prick of pain. The only inevitability of our existence is death. I wish I did not carry this knowledge at only age fourteen. I can only imagine that it will get heavier and heavier as I grow old. “I think maybe—”
Before she could finish, there was a loud, discordant warbling that reverberated through the walls. Effy flinched; Preston almost jumped. It was Rhia, tuning her piano.
“Oh,” Preston said, once he recognized the sound. “This again . . .”
“She’s practicing for her showcase,” Effy reminded him, wincing in apology. “You don’t have to sleep over, if you don’t want.”
“No,” Preston said hurriedly. “It’s all right. I do.”
As Effy undressed and dressed again in her nightgown, her mind was not at all focused on what she was doing. She was thinking about Antonia Ardor, fourteen, sleepless in her bed while her father paced the halls outside her room. She was thinking about the pale, oval-faced girl in the portrait, neither old nor young, frozen in time, trapped in ink and paper. And then, abruptly, she thought of Angharad.
I was a girl when he came for me, beautiful and treacherous, and I was a crown of pale gold in his black hair.
In the bathroom, Effy filled her glass with water, hands trembling faintly. The Fairy King was gone, but his words were with her still. Because they were written, they were eternal. As unchanging as a garden of stone.
More than one hundred years had passed, yet here was another sleepless girl, her mind a gyre of grief and confusion. Only Effy had tools that Antonia Ardor had not—far better than peasant remedies. She uncapped the bottle of sleeping pills and poured out three into her palm. Up until recently, one had worked just fine, but over the past weeks, she needed more and more to quiet her thoughts. To smother her dreams.
Effy swallowed the pills and welcomed their oblivion.



Sixteen
This collection of fairy tales, compiled both from the existing work of folklorists and by transcribing, for the first time, oral traditions from across the most far-flung provinces of Argant, represents an effort to articulate an Argantian “national character.” These tales, where beauty is a sign of grace, where destiny is formed at youth, where the humble peasant may one day become king, all represent fundamental truths about humanity, unifying principles, and even ethical doctrines. If there is one thing I have learned, in the years I have spent studying and anthologizing folklore, it is that fairy tales are real.
—from the introduction to Les Contes de Fées d’Argant, by Ulysse Guégan, 144 AD

Preston had begun to feel envious of Effy’s easy, seemingly untroubled sleep. Over these past few weeks he had seen her, inexplicably, slip into the most effortless and tranquil slumbers. It was utterly unlike her, and though Preston should have been cheered by this seeming progress, there was something eerie about it.
Perhaps it was finally vanquishing the Fairy King that had done it for her. If that was so, Preston had to imagine that he now had his own demon that needed exorcising. But was the demon Master Gosse? Was it the king beneath the waves? Was it his own father?
Was it something that lived within him, like a pearl ossifying with every bitten-back word, every hot flash of anger that he couldn’t let himself speak aloud?
And when had he begun to believe in any of this? He was afraid to sleep. Afraid to dream. Afraid of what seemed, moment by moment, to be becoming more real.
As Effy settled into bed—undisturbed by the lamp still aglow on her desk—Preston sat and watched and waited until her eyelids fluttered shut. Until her breathing grew heavy with sleep. She was safe there, cocooned in white sheets, and he felt the stress coiled in his muscles begin to unwind.
Then, when he was satisfied that her slumber was deep and complete, he took Les Contes de Fées out of his satchel. Preston brushed his thumb briefly across the clothbound cover and felt a memory surge up. A memory of his father, arms braced around him as he read. It was often said that Argantian was nasal-sounding, guttural, but to Preston it was lilting and rhythmic, as comforting as a lullaby.
He opened to the index and ran his finger down the list of tales. He stopped when he found the one he was looking for: “Ville d’Ys.”
Ker-Is, it would be, in Argant’s more provincial northern tongue. In Llyrian, it was Caer-Isel, for which the country’s brutally contested capital had been named. Then he flipped to its page and read.
There was a king who reigned in the age of old, and he was known as a great king, a king for all the island, beloved and wise. He built a grand city of marble and stone. His city bustled with artisans and craftsmen, with bards and poets. It was called the city of Ys. He brought silver from the north and gold from the south to adorn himself and his only daughter, Dahut.
The king was a widower, and so he loved his daughter as well as he had once loved his wife. But Dahut was young and spirited and not always mindful of her duty. She often wandered from her tower in the king’s glorious castle, the tower which rang sonorously with the city’s bells. And during one of these wanderings, she encountered a handsome youth.
The youth loved her at once for her beauty, and she at once loved the youth for his graces and the dreams he put in her head of adventure and freedom. Dahut and the youth began to meet secretly at night, in only the silvery gleam of the moon. He swore he would keep faith with her always, and she swore in turn that she would renounce her crown and her title and live with him as a common maiden, not a princess.
But Dahut knew her father would never relinquish her, and, imprisoned in that gray tower, her days were ill and her nights worse. Her father came and went from her chamber as he pleased. And so, one evening, Dahut stole her father’s silver key and plotted her escape.
The youth came to the castle to aid her, but the king’s men caught him. He was dragged to the throne room, where he confessed all. Dahut was forced to watch as her father killed her life’s great love, and her screams could be heard through every corridor of the castle, her sobs for the dreams that had been stolen.
The king reached out, to take hold of his daughter’s hand and drag her back to her tower. But Dahut had now tasted true passion and pure love and would not be imprisoned again. From the king’s belt she wrestled his sword, and she cut off her own father’s hand to free herself from his grasp.
Distraught by the loss of her lover, Dahut fled the castle and dove into the ocean. The saints took pity on her and, rather than let her drown, transformed her into a mermaid. The king was fitted with a silver hand but, so aggrieved by the loss of his daughter, he never lifted a sword again. Indeed, he rarely left his chambers, and the great city of Ys began to wilt and decay, as a flower garden left dry and unattended.
In retaliation for the king’s cruelty and apathy, it is said that the sea itself rose up and swallowed the city. The great stone cracked and the artisans and bards were drowned.
But all was not lost when the city of Ys sank beneath the waves. Under the sea, mermaids pray in the cathedral. Under the sea, fire burns green. Under the sea, its great bells still toll. And it is said that the city may one day rise again, lifting from its ocean tomb, and whoever first hears the music of the bells will be its new king.

 


It was so easy now, to slip into the sea-green water of his dreams. He no longer needed the rigid structure of Master Gosse’s ritual. Preston only had to lie down beside Effy, feeling the brush of her warm body through the sheets, and close his eyes. Within moments, the real world shuddered away. He was kneeling on hard, cool stone. Brine and smoke drifted into his nose. And when he opened his eyes, he saw the rising of the gray walls without the aid of his glasses, every detail crisp and sharp, just the same as it had been since the very first time.
And he did not even need to think of it to summon his father: already he stood before him, that warm smile on his face, and reached out a hand to pull Preston to his feet.
A part of Preston had hoped he would not hear them—the bells. But in the background, from that third chamber, they rang as sonorously as they ever had. His stomach turned, empty and sick with bewilderment and fear.
“It isn’t true, is it?” he asked. “I mean, it can’t be—none of this is real.”
His protests were pitiful, even to his own ears. He had stepped too far into the waters of magic, of unreality, that he could not return to the shore. A distant memory returned to him, an echo of his words, which he had spoken so many weeks ago to Effy at Hiraeth.
I think magic is just the truth that people believe.
He had been more right and more wrong than he even knew.
“It is whatever you wish it to be,” his father said.
Preston looked out the window. The ocean shivered and glistened with beams of light from the distant surface. A school of fish, a white-bellied dolphin, something he couldn’t quite make out with bright green scales all darted past. No Master Gosse. If this was really Preston’s kingdom, he had succeeded in banishing his adviser at last.
“So if this is the drowned city,” Preston said slowly, “then where is its king?”
He had seen him once. Preston now knew that was the man who had appeared to him, with his braided beard and his iron crown, with his deep blue eyes. And he had also seen the statue, the marble reproduction of the king in that moment of fear, when his daughter, Dahut, had struck him the terrible wound and fled. Or perhaps it was the moment that the king realized his city was sinking, that the saints were making him pay for his sins.
As if he could read his thoughts, his father replied, “The king is no man.”
“Then who . . .”
“Isn’t there something else you’d like to know?” his father cut in, not harshly, not unkindly. “You haven’t come here because you believe in fairy tales.”
“No,” Preston admitted. “I came here because . . .”
Because reality is too much to bear. Because everything else is too fragile, too changeable, too frightening. Because I have no power there.
He did not need to speak any of this aloud; his father knew the thoughts in his mind as if they were his own. The corner of his mouth lifted. He said, “Shall we go, then?”
Preston nodded. And then they walked through the archway, together, into Effy’s chamber and beyond. As they walked, they talked, but only occasionally. For the most part, Preston was content to be silent. His father’s mere presence was enough. The knowledge that he was safe here, and that he would remain here, as long as Preston willed it. In this world, in the drowned city, there was not even any silver in his father’s hair.
 
Preston woke to the sound of Effy’s soft weeping.
It was so muffled and quiet that at first he thought he had misheard, or that it was the vague vestige of a dream. But as his eyes fluttered open and his vision adjusted to the light, he knew it was real. He fumbled for his glasses on the nightstand and then sat up, heart thumping in alarm.
“Effy?”
Her face was still buried in the pillow. She drew in a breath that made her shoulders tremble and, without turning toward him, she said, “I’m fine.”
Hesitantly, he reached for her. Once it had felt so daring to touch her, so perilous. He had been afraid of hurting her. Now he was afraid that no matter what he did, he could not help her. That he was not strong enough to save her. She had saved herself from the Fairy King; didn’t she deserve someone who could protect her in the aftermath, someone to keep her safe from the cruel realities of the world without its sheen of magic? He understood now—perhaps better than he ever had before—how hard it was, to be without it. How much the most mundane, most banal things could hurt, when there was nothing to paint them in gold.
“It’s all right, sweetheart,” he said softly. “Whatever’s wrong—”
“That’s just it.” She turned over at last, the tip of her nose pink and her cheeks shiny with tears. “There’s nothing wrong, especially . . . it’s just too much. It’s all too much.”
It would be useless, Preston realized, to prod her. What could he make her say that they didn’t both already know? That there were the newspapers, her fellow students, Dean Fogg, Finisterre, Professor Tinmew, Master Gosse . . . she was right. There was nothing more to say except that it was all too much.
So instead, Preston just sank back down into the bed. He wrapped his arms around her and held her to his chest. He didn’t speak, and neither did she. And all the while Preston was thinking—with no small amount of guilt—that perhaps it would be all right, if only he could keep her here forever, unchanging and as still as stone.
 
They both managed to fall back asleep, and his slumber, at least, was finally dreamless. But when, hours later, the beams of white wintry sun snuck through the gaps in the curtains and planked across Effy’s face, she still did not wake.
Preston jostled her shoulder gently. “Effy? It’s time to get up.”
That was when he realized that she was awake; she just had not opened her eyes. She hardly shifted at his prodding. She only gave a slight shake of her head.
“Come on,” he said, keeping his tone as soft and light as possible. “There’s work to do, and you have Tinmew’s class . . .”
Still, Effy did not open her eyes.
A slow sense of alarm was beginning to creep coldly up Preston’s spine. “We can get coffee,” he proposed. “We can stop at the Drowsy Poet.”
Effy made a small sound of protest. Preston just watched her. Waiting. Hoping. Minutes ticked by—minutes that he could not count with his broken watch—and then, finally, Effy shifted and opened her eyes.
“Fine,” she said weakly, and nothing more. She rose in utter silence and began to dress. Her blond hair tumbled over her shoulders in unkempt waves, and she made no attempt to neaten or comb it or tie it back in its customary ribbon. She just put on her uniform—it had been discarded in a crumpled pile on the floor, which left the fabric creased—and then pulled her wool coat over her shoulders. Her movements were somehow both sluggish and overly mechanical.
Preston dressed and didn’t dare to speak. Effy wound a scarf tightly around her neck and, her voice muffled through the fabric, said, “Let’s go, then.”
They stepped out into the bright and brisk winter morning. It was too cold, even, for mist to rise from the surface of the lake. The water was frozen over in a layer of thick, solid ice.
“Would you mind waiting a moment?” Preston stopped in front of the telephone booth. “I have to give my mother a call. It’ll be quick.”
Effy just nodded, half her face hidden beneath her scarf.
Acutely aware that he didn’t want to leave her out in the cold for long, Preston hurriedly slipped into the booth, inserted his coins, and dialed. It was going to be a brief call, just to thank his mother for sending the book and assure her that it had arrived safely. He did not want to talk about the ring, and he was hoping that he could give an excuse to end their conversation before she brought it up.
But when his mother answered, her voice was thick with tears and threaded with panic.
“Preston? Is that you?”
“Yes,” he replied, a mirrored panic rising in him. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Haven’t you read the news today?”
Preston’s heart skipped. “No, I just woke up. What do the papers say?”
“A draft.” The words came out in little more than a whimper. “Llyr has claimed that it’s planning a full-scale invasion, so Argant has decided to implement a draft.”
“That’s . . .” Preston started, and he had to swallow hard before he could speak without faltering, “that’s terrible, but it hasn’t anything to do with us. I have an automatic exemption, remember? Because I’m a university student.”
“No,” his mother said. He could hear the receiver rustling as she shook her head. “Not you—Ollie.”
“What? Ollie’s only sixteen.”
“I know,” she said tremulously, “but there’s been talk—talk about lowering the age of eligibility. It’s in all the papers in Argant today. Surely it’s been covered in Llyr as well.” She let out a choked half sob.
“It’s all right,” Preston said. But his heart was still skipping in his chest. “It’s going to be fine. Mother, don’t worry.”
He was as terrible a liar as he had ever been, and his mother was too far gone, anyway. She began to weep in earnest now, her breathing labored and short. He had not heard her cry this way since his father’s funeral.
The sound hollowed him, like the scrape of a carving knife against bone. He would have said anything, done anything, just to make her stop. Selfishly—because what assurance could he offer her that wouldn’t be false hope, a false promise? A lump formed in his throat and his own breath became strained.
“Don’t worry,” he repeated, with difficulty. “It’s not a guarantee. Llyr’s claims are only, well, claims. We don’t know what their true plan is yet. And we don’t know if there will be a draft at all, or if they’ll really lower the age of eligibility . . .”
But his mother’s grief and terror was too thick; his words couldn’t penetrate it. Eventually, she was the one who pushed him off the phone, claiming that she needed to pick up Ollie from school, that she didn’t want him out of her sight until this matter was settled, as if he might be stolen from her, too, without even giving her a chance to say goodbye.
Irrational, Preston thought bleakly. But his mother hung up the phone before he could try to talk her down.
His mind was overloaded as he stepped out of the phone booth. A numbness had spread through his body, making his skin prick with pins and needles. It was all too much.
Effy was waiting on the sidewalk, hands tucked into her pockets and her unruly hair blowing about in the freezing wind. When she saw him, her face instantly turned white. “What’s wrong?”
Preston opened his mouth to reply. But before he could speak, there was a deafening noise overhead. He and Effy both lifted their gazes to the sky.
Two fighter planes shot through the air like loosed arrows, propellers whirring. They flew low and close, their sleek metal bodies glinting in the harsh sunlight. They passed over the city of Caer-Isel, over the domed roof of the Sleeper Museum and the clustered stone buildings of the university, racing toward the black mountains of Argant in the distance.



Seventeen
The man who I thought had saved me was in truth the one who had caged me. With that epiphany, I drifted and was lost. There is no bleaker darkness than that found when the light of love is snuffed out.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 201 AD

AS WAR WITH ARGANT INTENSIFIES, LLYRIAN GOVERNMENT ORDERS RESTRICTIONS ON CULTURAL ACTIVITIES

Last week, as the Llyrian army launched a new offensive that aims to breach the border with Argant, the Ministry of Defense and the Ministry of Culture released a joint statement announcing a nationwide restriction on all activities that could be seen as dissident. This includes a curtailment of certain publications, including this newspaper’s planned exposé on Emrys Myrddin.

At the beginning of winter, two students from the university of Caer-Isel contacted the paper with documents that, they claim, prove that Emrys Myrddin is not the author of the seminal novel Angharad and possibly other work attributed to him. Our editorial board has vetted these materials carefully and initially planned to publish the findings by the end of the year; however, this new measure by the government has delayed our article indefinitely.

Emrys Myrddin is the seventh Sleeper of Llyr, interred at the museum only this past year following his death. His consecration was widely viewed as a boon to Llyr’s war effort, providing the army with a much-needed boost in morale, and—if the government and the more superstitious among us are to be believed—bestowing Llyr with a boon of magic.

But the recent controversy has cast a pall over the nation, allegedly weakening this enchantment and enervating morale at a time when, according to the missive from the Ministries of Culture and Defense, “it can hardly be afforded.” The newspaper reached out to the office of the culture minister, Stuart Skirclaw, for further comment.

“This is the moment for the nation of Llyr to unite in common cause,” Minister Skirclaw said. “It is of grave importance to conclude this war as quickly as possible, with as few casualties on either side, and this temporary ban on seditious activities is intended to minimize the cost of this prolonged conflict. Indeed, the sooner Argant surrenders, the sooner full civil liberties will be restored.”

When asked whether the missive was specifically targeting the press, Minister Skirclaw replied, “Naturally, some cultural institutions will be more affected by these restrictions than others. Our ministry understands and acknowledges that newspapers will bear the brunt. However, we ask that you hold tight for the sake of your fellow countrymen, and pray for an expeditious end to this war.”

The Times and other newspapers are not the only institutions that have been forced to make swift adjustments. At the University of Caer-Isel, a number of classes have been canceled for being “detrimental to the spirit of national unity,” and others have had their coursework modified to ensure “conformity with the new restrictions and unflagging loyalty to the government and the war effort.” The Times reached out to the university’s dean, Quincy Fogg, but his office did not respond to our request for comment.

Other measures that have been implemented at the university include a ban on correspondence; the porters’ lodges have reportedly been told to stop accepting post marked for Argant, and to turn away any mail coming from the enemy nation. The Times spoke to one university student, Domenic Byron Southey II, son of the 8th Baron Margetson, who said that these measures are “long past due.”

“The university has fostered an overly permissive environment where sedition has festered among its student body,” Southey said. “Hopefully with these restrictions we will see these traitorous elements silenced.”

Two weeks had passed since those first planes flew overhead. Since then, the sky had rumbled almost incessantly with the sound of jet engines, like encroaching thunder. Yet, on the ground, the entire city of Caer-Isel seemed to be blanketed in a fearful silence.
It was the small things that preyed on Effy. The way the corner store had stopped selling flowers, its winter camellias wrapped up and put away, as if it was seditious to even appreciate beauty. The way the menu at the Drowsy Poet had shortened to include nothing more than black tea, black coffee, and plain scones. The way the smoking spots on campus all seemed to be abandoned; where crowds of students had once gathered to enjoy their cigarettes between classes, the pavement was now gray and empty.
Nearly a third of the university’s classes had been shuttered, including the one Preston had been helping Gosse to teach. “Probably for the best,” Preston had said, flicking ash from the end of his cigarette. “Southey and his little cabal can’t get at me now.” But Effy didn’t miss the faint tremor in his voice.
Effy’s class hadn’t been canceled, but she didn’t know if the curriculum had been adjusted. She hadn’t shown up to Professor Tinmew’s lecture in almost three weeks.
She hadn’t meant to stop attending entirely. But the more days that passed, the more frightened she became. Everything felt terrifying, even the brief walk from the door to her seat. Her mind generated a thousand catastrophes: that she would be tripped, that she would be laughed at, that she would be mocked or prodded with pencils, summoning up memories of primary school bullies. Some of these worries were more rational than others; Effy just couldn’t distinguish them. Again—again—the line between fear and reality was blurring.
Preston didn’t know that she was skipping class. Every morning, they would see each other off, and Effy would walk vaguely toward the literature college building until she was out of Preston’s sight. Then she would creep surreptitiously back toward her dorm and crawl into bed, pulling the covers over her head and opening up Antonia Ardor’s book beneath the sheets.
It had become the only thing that held her attention in the waking world. In truth, she had become rather obsessed with Antonia’s writings, the way she once had with Myrddin’s.
The 1st day of Spring, 81 AD
Dearest Clementina,
I know it has been some time since I last wrote, but it was not for lack of news, nor for lack of love for you, my oldest and most cherished friend. It is only my own defects that have stopped me from lifting my pen. Yet now I feel as though I am at last emerging from a dense and debilitating fog, the mists of my misery cleared.
I grieve my mother still, of course. There is no grief which mere time itself can erase; my soul has only strengthened with the passing months, growing hearty enough to bear it. As the first flowers of spring bloom, those purple hyacinths we once picked and put in our baskets, I feel I have almost become a new creature entirely.
I am writing to you today, on the first day of spring, for I know that the courting season has now commenced. I remember how we schemed and planned for this moment, how we awaited it so eagerly, imagining what color dresses we would wear and how we would weave ribbons in our hair! We practiced the steps of our dance together and envisioned our future mates, these dream-conjured men we hoped would ask for our hands.
And yet now I find myself in the regrettable position of having to renounce these dreams.
I have not come to this position easily, nor has it been my choice. After these past months, and the terrible toll my mother’s death has taken on him, my father has become a fearful and distrusting man. He is racked with terror that I, too, will be taken from him, his only surviving family, his only daughter. I understand: it has been the closeness of our bond that has weathered him through his grief; he has only slept easily when I am at his side. And so, he says, he cannot entertain the thought of my leaving.
My dear Clementina, I have wept over this, and, in secret, only within the lockbox of my mind, I have even raged. I have grown weary of my own grief and wearier still of my father’s. I do not wish to be a spinster, locked in this manor with only him for company. I can only hope that next year, when the courting season comes again and the purple hyacinths bloom, that he will have exorcised this spirit that seems to possess him, this grim specter of neurosis and fear.
And I do hope, in the meantime, that your own dreams are fulfilled.
All my love,

A.A.

 
The 7th day of Spring, 81 AD
 
Dearest Clementina,
Thank you so much for your swift and gracious reply. Just as I hoped, it is still true that you understand the inner workings of my soul better than any other living being.
The same certainly cannot be said for my father, whose temper seems to worsen by the day, even by the hour. Just last evening I tried to go for a stroll about the grounds, relishing in the newly warm temperatures, but before I could even put on my walking shoes, he was upon me. He told me that springtime was the time for ripening illness, that fever comes in blooming with the irises. He said the physician has warned him against too many hours spent out of doors . . . so now it has been near a week that I have not been permitted to leave the manor. Miss Maud has been taking my letters and bringing my meals to my bedroom door.
I have begun to feel—not feverish, but sick in a different manner, nauseous with fettered anger. Yet every night when my father comes to me I cannot refuse him. It would only make his temper worse. And so, I will continue to bear through it all, and hope that I might begin to subtly dissuade him from these fixations and fears.
All my love,

A.A.

 
The 31st day of Spring, 81 AD
 
Dearest Clementina,
Forgive me for this latest lapse in reply; things have gone from bad to worse with my father, and he has banned me from writing to you at all. I am penning this letter surreptitiously and will pass it to Miss Maud when he is otherwise occupied. I hope that it reaches you.
My father has begun to refuse all callers, distrusting even the couriers and carriage drivers. He has dismissed a number of our serving staff, out of suspicion that they might infect him with fever—or, I think, that they will put in my mind dreams of defiance. I know I will suffer terribly if he somehow discovers that I am still writing to you.
I have begun feigning sleep when he visits my room at night, though even this does not dissuade him. Presently, I have also begun to ruminate on a philosophical matter: Does grief alter one’s spirit, or does it merely reveal one’s fundamental nature? The creature who comes to me is not one I recognize, not the father I once loved, who once read to me by the soft gleam of candlelight.
Please, Clementina, pray for my deliverance from these abhorrent circumstances. You know that I am not such a one for prayer, but I have been calling upon Saint Britomart daily. I must believe that the patroness of chastity has not abandoned me.
All my love,

A.A.

 
The 19th day of Summer, 81 AD
 
Dearest Clementina,
This may be the very last letter that I write. My father has come down with a fever. All our servants have been dismissed, save for Miss Maud, and the physician who comes and goes, but only at my instruction. My father says he trusts no one else but me to tend him, though he is delirious and half the time speaking gibberish. When he is more lucid, he calls out my mother’s name. He mistakes me for her, often. I suppose that he has for quite a long time. As the years have passed, I have become more a wife to him, and less a daughter.
You were right, Clementina, when you said that my mother’s death marked my family for further doom. It is here now, my father’s death. Mine will follow soon after. I pray to Saint Calidore for the courage to face it when it comes. For the courage not to flinch when death knocks at my door.
All my love—and enduring beyond the veil,

A.A.

 
And then, with alarming quickness, the night of the Midwinter Ball was upon them.
Effy had half expected the university to cancel it, but Dean Fogg had instead sent a missive about the importance of keeping tradition alive in the face of a crisis of morale. Meanwhile, she had done little in the past weeks other than read Letters & Annals and sleep.
She had never been able to sleep during the day before, but now she realized that all she had to do was take a sleeping pill or two or three and she could knock herself out like a light. Hours would pass while she drifted in the dreamless dark. She had begun to feel out of sorts in the real world, mechanical in her motions. More like a ghost than a living girl.
But Effy wasn’t sure if she would have prepared for the ball any better regardless. Preparing would have involved calling her mother and asking her to send a dress, and she felt that she’d sooner jab splinters under her nails than pick up the phone.
Luckily, Rhia was there again to rescue her.
“I put together several options for you,” her roommate said, opening up her closet and flipping through the hangers. “It’s a shame we don’t have time to get anything tailored, but I’m confident that at least one of these will work.”
Rhia flung three dresses onto the bed, one after another, where they landed with very soft thuds. Effy picked up the first one. It was a buttercup yellow with a ruffled taffeta skirt, but the size of the bodice didn’t look promising. She gave Rhia a grim shake of her head and put the dress aside.
The second was moss green and made of heavy draped velvet. The color was so similar to the dress of Angharad’s she had worn at Penrhos. Effy flinched at seeing it. The girl she had been felt to her like a stranger now, and it caused a deep ache in her chest.
“Not this one,” she said hurriedly. “Not—not green.”
Rhia nodded, and kindly didn’t ask her to elaborate. “Well, the last one is my favorite anyway.”
Effy didn’t feel too hopeful as she lifted the dress off the bed. The fabric unfurled from her hands.
It was an ankle-length, A-line dress with two layers. Underneath was a sleeveless shift of pale pink silk, and over it, a swaddling of baby-blue tulle. The effect was that it looked like the sky at sunrise, a filmy mass of tender dawn hues. Crystals were woven through the tulle, giving it a very subtle shimmer when the fabric shifted. Effy let out a quiet breath.
Clearly, that was all the encouragement Rhia needed. She grinned and began to rummage through her large jewelry box.
“I thought you could wear it with these,” she said, holding up a delicate string of seed pearls. “I have matching earrings, too.”
Fifteen minutes later, Effy was buttoned up into the dress and Rhia was helping her twist her hair into a loose chignon. It had been weeks since Effy had worn her hair pulled back, smooth instead of in tangled waves around her face. There was something of a relief about it, a literal weight lifted from her shoulders.
“Thank you,” she said to Rhia, in a very heartfelt way. “Truly—I don’t know what I would have done without you.” Would do, Effy thought, but didn’t add.
“It’s nothing,” Rhia said, waving a hand. “I never would’ve worn this anyway. Not my color season.”
Effy finished the outfit with her own nude, patent leather heels and white elbow-length gloves. And when she regarded herself in the mirror, she didn’t entirely hate what she saw. Indeed, she even managed to force a small smile onto her face.
Rhia had, of course, put together her own elaborate outfit. The dress was a strapless gown with a tightly laced bodice and a full skirt, in a shade of rich, deep red. Over her shoulders she wore a matching gossamer shawl, with black velvet gloves and a glamorous choker of ruby and gold.
“It’s supposed to be romantic,” Rhia explained. “Like a kiss at midnight.” She paused, brow furrowing. “I suppose it’s a very loose interpretation of the theme.”
“I love it,” Effy said. “You look beautiful. Maisie will be thrilled.”
Rhia reached out and grasped her hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. Then they both bundled up in their coats and scarves and stepped out bravely into the night. It was remarkably still, the snow on the sidewalks banked and days old, the sky clear and lustrous with stars.
At the end of their block, Rhia departed for the music college, where Maisie waited, leaving Effy to make her way alone to the literature building. As she passed beneath the lintel upon which the names of the Sleepers were carved, Effy thought of how impermanent it all was, in the end. Every bit of marble would one day crumble. Every engraved name would be erased by weather and time. Every hero’s light would fade.
In a sense, she was lucky that her own heroes were already lost to her. She was so accustomed to the grief that she almost felt like she had been made for it. She knew it as well as she knew the bragging of her heart.



Eighteen
There is a small but influential contingent of scholars whose work has focused heavily on the relationship between Neirin’s daughter and her lover in the Neiriad. This narrative arc, they insist, exemplifies the core themes of Aneurin’s epic and is more salient than the tales of Neirin’s military exploits. Their scholarship argues that the Neiriad is, in fact, not a war story but a love story. That it ends tragically is often the sticking point, as most literature considers a happy ending to be fundamental in defining a romance.
Can one still cherish a love that ends in grief?
—from “In Defiance of Death, and of Genre: The Neiriad as a Romance,” by Dr. Morgan Malory, collected in The Llyrian Journal of Literary Criticism, 198 AD

“Come on, mate. You have to go.”
Preston and Lotto were both standing in front of the full-length mirror in the hallway of their dorm. Preston was staring skeptically and slightly morosely at his reflection. Clad in a suit and dress robes, he looked obscure to himself, like a stranger. Lotto had slung an arm over his shoulder and was patting his head in an affectionate way that slightly mussed his hair. It helped that Lotto had been steadily drinking since the early afternoon.
“There’s really no reason,” Preston said. “It’s just another outdated tradition. And now it’s being trotted out as a morale-boosting exercise, which really just means a crude display of nationalism and xenophobia.”
“That’s all the more reason to go,” Lotto said. He stood up straighter, letting his arm slip from Preston’s shoulder, and adopted a more solemn tone. “They win if you just hide yourself away. Southey and his lackeys. That self-important cu—”
“All right, stop,” Preston cut in, the back of his neck prickling with heat. “I’ll go. But you have to be on your best behavior.”
“I’m always on my best behavior,” Lotto lied shamelessly.
Preston gave him a death stare.
But Lotto backed off, and, as he adjusted his bow tie and tried vainly to smooth his hair, Preston recalled their previous two Midwinter Balls. Their first year Lotto had gotten so drunk that he had tripped, falling in such a dramatic way that he splattered his glass of wine all over the portrait of Corentin Eresby, one of the former masters of the literature college. The Earl of Clare had not been happy when he was made to pay for it.
Their second year was arguably worse. Lotto had not gotten quite as drunk, but that only meant he was more solicitous, strutting about the ballroom and flirting with whoever would give him a moment’s attention. The night ended with him taking another student’s date home. That had made both him and Preston quite unpopular with their peers; for weeks afterward, Preston had been shunned and whispered about while walking through the college halls.
As much as Preston wished he didn’t, he felt a sort of responsibility for Lotto, a desire to keep him from his worst impulses. Perhaps it was because his own brother was so far away, across the unbreachable border, and Preston couldn’t help or protect him. Somehow, Lotto had carved his way into a place in his heart that previously Preston had reserved only for family.
And, of course, he couldn’t leave Effy out in the cold. Likely she had already arrived at the ball and was waiting for him. That was the thought that energized him at last, and Preston took his coat from the rack and put it on. Lotto was pouring himself another drink; Preston snatched the glass from his hand and herded his roommate toward the door.
Right before he crossed the threshold, Preston took one quick glance back in the mirror. Somehow, his reflection seemed foggier to him than before, as if his glasses were misted with condensation. But if the mirror wasn’t working as it should, plenty of voices piled in his ears, telling him who and what he was: Saboteur. Traitor. Argantian. Young unbeliever.
King.
 
The ballroom was already packed when they arrived, abuzz with voices, the mass of bodies shifting beneath the gleaming golden lights. Drinks were raised for toasts, and women lifted their gloved hands to cover their mouths when they laughed. From the corner where the orchestra sat, there was the twanging of harp strings and the warbling of the violins.
Preston and Lotto checked their coats and then Preston cast his gaze across the ballroom, squinting as he searched. His vision still felt oddly blurred. He took off his glasses and was cleaning them with the tail of his shirt when he heard her voice.
“Hello.”
He put his glasses back on hurriedly and turned. Effy stood before him, her golden hair gathered and pinned up in a shiny chignon, her throat ringed with pearls. Her lips were painted the soft color of a just-budded rose. And her dress—a floaty, delicate mesh of sky blue and pale pink, shimmering in subtle, clever places between the folds of fabric. It looked like sea-foam, like the ocean at dawn. It was as if she had come right out of the water, a mermaid with her tail magicked away, taking her first hesitant steps to shore. She belonged more in that palace beneath the waves than in this bleak, banal human world. He felt it was rude, almost cruel, that somehow she had been forced into it.
Preston’s breath caught in his chest. He could not say everything he was thinking, much less everything he was feeling, and so he said what was simplest and the truest: “You’re beautiful.”
“Thank you.” A faint flush colored her cheeks. “It’s all thanks to Rhia, really. And her magical depthless closet.”
Preston reached for her gloved hand. But before their fingers could touch, Lotto was bullying his way between them.
“Effy Sayre,” he said, and he took her hand, raising it to his mouth for a polite kiss. “What my good friend Preston means to say is that you look ravishing, sublime, ethereal—”
“If only you could apply this eloquence to your coursework,” Preston interrupted. He was surprised by the faint tremor of anger he felt. He knew there was nothing threatening about Lotto’s shameless flirtation, and yet—
But Effy was smiling good-naturedly. “You heard him, Mr. Héloury. If you don’t lavish compliments on your date, Lancelot Grey will do it for you.”
Preston let out a breath. “You have no idea how utterly true that is.”
Lotto led the way into the ballroom, and Preston took Effy’s hand at last and walked in with her. He was grateful that the other students were already far too deep into their drinks to pay any mind to them, though he couldn’t stop scanning the room, trying to make sure he and Effy weren’t the target of any glares. He saw the top of Southey’s white-blond head, but his attention was elsewhere, with his friends and the bottom of his glass. Preston exhaled quietly with relief.
“Shall I get us drinks?” Preston asked.
Effy bit her lip, hesitating. He knew she rarely drank and he didn’t want to force her. After a moment, she said, “All right. But no scotch or whiskey, please. Something . . . something sweet.”
“I suppose I could ask the bartender to spike your drink with six sugars, just the way you take your coffee.”
“Oh, be quiet.”
Preston bit his lip on a smile, then leaned over and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll be right back.”
Effy nodded, but Preston couldn’t help hesitating, for just a moment. The room had been adorned in false vines, ribbons of green silk that draped over the paintings and the wall-mounted candles. There were artificial trees placed at the chamber’s edges, their branches spreading, garlanded with fairy lights and synthetic moss—all of it to, rather dubiously, fit the folklore theme. When he saw Effy standing among it, shadowed slightly by the tree canopy, and close enough that the hanging vines nearly brushed the crown of her head, a tremor of unease ran through him. He thought of her at Hiraeth, in the damp, verdant woods beside the cliffs, eyes wide and wheeling as she tried desperately to convince him that the Fairy King was real. That he was coming.
He had been so fearful of losing her then, to magic or to madness. And now the memory struck him through like an arrow, piercing him with the very same fear.
But he could not speak it aloud. What good would it do to remind her of it, to poison her with his paranoias? Blinking away the memory, Preston turned and maneuvered through the crowd, toward the bar. He tried to be as unobtrusive as possible, but he ended up catching an elbow to the shoulder, and a girl in a bright purple dress turned around and glared at him. Then her date turned, too, and before Preston could hurry away, he thought he saw recognition flash in the other boy’s eyes.
He ordered drinks—a whiskey, neat, for himself, and a gin with soda water, syrup, and lemon for Effy—and leaned against the long oak bar to wait. With the sound of the music and all the muffled conversations, he couldn’t make out any individual words, any invectives against him.
It was only when the bartender returned, sliding the drinks across the counter, that Preston found himself confronted.
“Argantian?” the bartender asked.
Preston blinked. “Excuse me?”
“Your accent,” said the bartender. He was a man who looked to be in his middle twenties; unlike the porters, he had the affect of the middle class. “You’re Argantian, aren’t you?”
Preston had taken hold of the drinks, and the glasses suddenly felt very cold against his palms.
He had always prided himself on the subtlety of his accent, had thought that it was scarcely noticeable. Especially in this loud, overcrowded room, how had the bartender managed to discern it? Once he might have felt flustered.
“None of your damn business,” he bit back. He only felt angry. The force of his rage surprised and terrified him.
And then, before the bartender could reply, he turned and shoved his way back through the crowd. His pulse was pounding in his ears, drowning out even the sound of the music. He willed himself to calm down before he reached Effy. The last thing he wanted was for her to see him out of sorts. To see him enraged.
She had pressed herself against one of the far walls, kneading her gloved hands together. Relief blossomed on her face as he approached.
He handed her the gin cocktail and said, “Something sweet.”
Effy took it. They clinked glasses, and then each took a long drink. With only one sip, her cheeks had already begun to pink. “Now it’s a proper party,” she said.
“Better than Blackmar’s banquet, I’ll give you that,” Preston replied.
“Well, you do have a suit that fits this time.” She smiled over the rim of her glass. “And at least one friend.”
Effy tilted her head toward Lotto. He had already amassed a small crowd as he slouched against one of the busts of a previous college master, one arm thrown over the statue’s shoulder, wineglass in his hand. He gestured animatedly, clearly telling some theatrical tale, and the men and women around him watched with transfixed stares.
“He better not be trying to steal someone’s date again,” Preston said, with a weary shake of his head.
“Did he really do that?”
“Yes. Last year. There was nearly a full-out brawl.”
Effy glanced up at him, then at Lotto again, then back to Preston. A smile played at the corner of her mouth. “You love him, don’t you?”
“Well—” Preston started. He looked over at Lotto, who now appeared to be miming some sort of rugby move, head down, shoulders raised and in a pouncing pose. “I suppose. Unfortunately. And against my will.”
“Unfortunately?” Effy echoed.
“It would be easier,” Preston clarified, “if I didn’t care at all. If I could choose . . . I certainly wouldn’t have chosen someone who was so determined to sabotage himself at every turn. So unable to hear reason.”
Effy fell silent, and it seemed, for a moment, that she had taken the music and the conversation with her. He couldn’t hear anything aside from the uneven beating of his heart. Reminding him, with every beat, that he was alive, and that one day he wouldn’t be. That all this would be gone.
“I didn’t realize it was so torturous for you,” she said at last. “Maybe I should just go.”
“No,” he said quickly. “Effy, no. That’s not—I would love you even if it was killing me slowly. Even if it ruined me. Don’t you know that?”
Her gaze dropped to the floor; she wouldn’t meet his eyes. “I don’t want to ruin you,” she whispered. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry that it’s difficult to love me.”
“It’s not difficult. It’s the easiest thing in the world.” His voice lowered. “Sometimes it’s the only thing I’m certain about—that when I’m with you, it’s the right place for me to be.”
Effy brushed her eyes with the pad of her thumb, though Preston didn’t see any tears. At last she looked up at him again. “I don’t believe you. You’re always looking for the discrepancy. The exception. You don’t think that anything is so simple that it can be boiled down to an axiom.”
Preston had never really thought about himself that way. But he supposed that, in a sense, she was right. He had always needed an escape hatch.
There were no universal truths. And it made him feel so very tired, tired of being in his own head.
“But perhaps that’s how I know that I love you,” he said at last. “Because it is simple. Because all the quibbling in my mind goes silent when I look into your eyes.”
And it was true. When he looked at her he knew—he knew—beyond the shadow of a doubt, even when everything he did was always couched in exceptions, in what-ifs—that it was exactly where he belonged. Golden light danced in her eyes, and they gleamed like the green-fire torches in his underwater world. In his palace, where he worshipped her like a saint. His fairy-tale girl.
“I mean it,” he said softly, when Effy still didn’t reply. “Can’t you believe me? You know what a terrible liar I am.”
She believed in fairies, in monsters, in magic, but she couldn’t believe that he loved her completely and without reserve? It made him tired, too. And mournful.
“I’ll try,” she replied finally, her voice little more than a whisper.
“All right,” Preston said. What more could he ask? He took the last sip of his drink and then set it down on a nearby table. “Will you dance with me?”
Effy nodded. She put down her glass, still half-full, the ice melting, and took his hand. He led her out onto the dance floor, surrounded by swaying couples, sequins glinting in girls’ dresses and fabric swishing, wool against silk. Preston braced his arm around her waist, and she curled hers around his shoulder.
For several moments, they danced in silence, keeping pace with the couples around them. The music lulled and then swelled. It was a slow song, and a sad one, at least to Preston’s mind. His face was so close to Effy’s that he could see the fluttery shadow of her lashes against her cheek, the single strand of golden hair come loose and now feathering against her jaw. He could see the way the pearls gleamed against her skin, smooth and marble pale.
“Do you remember,” she said, “the last time we danced?”
“Of course. Blackmar’s party. After Marlowe . . .”
“You saved me,” Effy broke in. “I felt safe with you. It was the first time I realized—the first time I knew that I wanted . . . you.”
Preston smiled. “Then you were slower to come around than I was.”
“Oh?”
“I told you,” he said. “I wanted you since the very first day. Since I wrote your name on that paper.” He felt his cheeks warm. He knew it was silly, to be embarrassed by that now, but he went on, “I almost kissed you that night, at Blackmar’s.”
The corner of her mouth quivered. “Why didn’t you?”
“I was afraid, I suppose. Afraid that you wouldn’t want me to. Afraid that I could hurt you.”
“Well,” she said slowly, as the song neared its end, “you don’t have to be afraid of that now.”
She pushed herself up, onto her tiptoes, and Preston dipped his head, lowering his mouth to hers. All around them, other couples dipped and whirled. But in the filmy darkness behind his eyelids, it was only Effy’s face he saw, her golden hair, her wide, dreaming gaze.
She was sheltered here, in his arms, at least for the moment. When he opened his eyes again, the candles on the wall seemed to burn faintly green. He blinked, and the illusion vanished, but the sense of contentment remained. Effy was safe in that underwater palace, in the realm where he was king. He would keep her safe in this world, too. At any cost.
 
As the hours wore on, the crowd on the dance floor began to thin. Couples instead lined up against the walls, the girls taking off their heels and wincing as they rubbed their sore feet, the boys offering their arms for balance. Half-empty drinks were scattered around, and the air grew hazy with cigarette smoke. The music played on, but conversation dulled to little more than a murmur.
He and Effy finished the night chatting with Lotto, who was the perfect amount of drunk to be buoyant and full of mirth. Just a bit more alcohol and he would’ve turned lazy and morose, and Preston would’ve had to sling his arm over his shoulder to ferry him home.
His own head was buzzing, the corners of his vision turned pleasantly blurry. While Lotto recounted a story about being found in a compromising position with the Viscountess of Blount, a married woman twice his age, Effy put her hand to her mouth and giggled. Preston realized it had been a while since he had heard her laugh so openly. A relief settled in him, a sense of peace. He leaned closer to listen to Lotto’s tale.
“—her husband was approximately five feet tall, even his heeled velvet slippers—”
“Hey! Héloury.”
Preston whirled around.
Southey was sauntering toward him, looking rather worse for wear. His drunkenness was obvious—his face was bright red, with a sheen of sweat across his forehead; his bow tie was undone and his cummerbund was loosened, sagging from his hips. He had two other boys trailing him, one of them the cuff link student from Gosse’s literature class.
Preston tensed. “What do you want?”
A lazy smirk emerged on Southey’s face. “No need to sound so hostile. I’m here to inquire about your well-being.”
“I highly doubt that,” Preston replied coldly. “Now leave me alone.”
“Yes, go away,” Lotto called, loudly enough that several heads turned. “You’re not welcome here.”
“Ironic, isn’t it?” Southey raised his brow. “To tell me that I’m unwelcome here, when your friend has decided to show his traitor face.” His tone was still maddeningly casual. “You don’t have to bum about with Argantians, Grey. I can’t imagine the Earl of Clare is very pleased with your choice of companion. Though I suppose he’s not pleased by anything you do.”
“Shut up, you twat,” snapped Lotto, who was far too drunk by now to have an eloquent rejoinder. “And piss off.”
Southey ignored him and stepped closer. Preston willed himself not to flinch.
“I am concerned about your mental state, Héloury,” Southey insisted, a smile playing at his lips. “The Argantian front line crumbling, the government instituting a draft—you must be miserable, imagining the wretched fates of your countrymen. Unless, of course, you’re drinking yourself blind to forget.”
Preston said nothing. He figured it would confound Southey more than anything, to be faced with passionless silence. But his blood was pulsing hotly and his heartbeat roared in his ears.
Southey was undeterred. “You don’t seem too impaired to me, though you pride yourself on your restraint, don’t you? But you’d have to be potted and mad to think that you deserve her.”
Very pointedly, Southey’s gaze slid over Preston’s shoulder, to Effy. She had one hand clasped in her pearl necklace, anxiously twisting the strand. Her face, which had been ruddy with laughter, now turned utterly pale.
Preston’s voice came out in a rasping whisper. “What did you say?”
“I said, you must be delusional, if you believe you’ve the right to bed a pure-blooded Llyrian girl,” Southey said. “What does her father think of you defiling his precious daughter?” He gave Effy a languid, lecherous stare. “You’re too beautiful to waste yourself on him. Come on, then—I’ll show you what it’s like to lie with a baron’s son.”
He took a step toward her, arm outstretched. What overcame Preston then was beyond thought, beyond reason, beyond even articulation. It was pure, white-hot rage that rose like bile in his throat. A single beat passed, the tick of blood behind a bruise.
And then he had his hands at Southey’s throat.
His fingers bunched the front of Southey’s shirt, forcing him backward. He slammed him into the wall, hard enough to make the paintings rattle on their hooks.
Southey was at first too bewildered to fight back, too drunk. He started to claw at Preston’s grip in a clumsy way, only managing to nick him with his fingernails. But he was spitting, choking, foaming with fury. He swiped the side of Preston’s face, hard enough to make his skin sting, and that was enough—enough to make Preston’s rage rise and consume him. With his hands still grasping the front of Southey’s shirt, he hurled him to the ground.
The other partygoers—Southey’s friends—leaped out of the way. With Southey supine on the floor beneath him, Preston raised his fist and brought it down fiercely upon Southey’s face. Southey howled.
The impact reverberated through Preston’s own arm, but he couldn’t feel the pain. He couldn’t feel anything except the surging, nauseous pulse of adrenaline. And anger. And hate. The thought flitted through his mind, like a bird thudding against a windowpane.
I could kill him.
But he was snapped quickly from that preoccupation. Southey had managed to get his arm up and strike him back. It was not a solid, knuckled punch—instead, he jammed the flat of his hand under Preston’s nose.
His glasses shattered, and blood spurted everywhere.
Vision rippling, shards of glass crunching, blood making his own skin and Southey’s slippery, Preston struck him again. And again. In the slightly removed part of his consciousness, he heard Effy screaming. He heard Lotto cheering. And then, at last, two strong-armed porters, who had been supervising the ball, gripped him by the shoulders and hauled him off Southey.
Southey remained moaning and twitching on the floor, while the porters heaved Preston to his feet. He didn’t realize how hard he had been breathing until he was upright again, coughing and spluttering, and still shot through with the bitterest, blackest hate.



Nineteen
Dearest Clementina,
We read fairy stories and dreamed of those knights in shining armor. Brave, loyal, clever, and good. They littered the earth with the corpses of slain dragons and climbed the ivy to reach us in our secret towers. Now, in my advanced age, I have come to wonder what lies beneath the helmet and mail. These knights—are they rageful? Are they callous? Or worse—are they simply mortal, given to all the passions and tempers of ordinary men? I find such a thought so difficult to bear. Would that I could still believe in the untarnished gold of our girlhood heroes.
—from Letters & Annals, by Antonia Ardor, 124 AD

Effy was shaky and almost numb. She watched, unable to move, almost unable to breathe, at the scene unfolding before her.
After several moments straining against the porters’ grip, Preston’s body at last went limp. He stopped struggling, and the porters hesitantly let go of his arms. He stumbled slightly forward, hand raised to stanch the flow of blood from his nose.
Lotto moved to catch Preston before he tipped over, slinging Preston’s arm over his shoulder, while Effy knelt to the ground. Her brain was not working, only her body. She picked up the mangled remains of his glasses—the lenses cracked and shattered, the frames bent beyond repair.
“Effy, stop.” Preston’s voice was muffled but sharp. “It doesn’t matter.”
But you can’t see without them. She couldn’t manage to find the words. Instead, she stood up, trembling, cradling the crushed glasses in her hands.
Southey scrambled to his feet. Blood ran down the front of his shirt and there was already a garish purple bruise swelling his left eye.
“You could’ve killed me!” he screeched. “Argantian scum—”
“Oh, like you weren’t begging for it,” Lotto shot back.
“Enough,” broke in one of the porters. “You’re both in deep trouble.”
“He started it!” Southey bawled. “I was just making idle chat—”
“You’re a liar,” Lotto snapped. “A liar and a fucking c—”
“Enough!” the porter shouted. He shoved his way between them, one hand on Preston’s chest and the other on Southey’s. “The two of you are getting written up and sent straight to the dean’s office tomorrow morning. You’re lucky I’m not putting a call in to the police station.”
“Please,” Effy said, recovering her voice at last. “Please don’t.”
The porter’s gaze flickered to her. It was utterly cold. He looked her up and down and said, “Perhaps you shouldn’t dress like this. What do you expect two red-blooded males to do? I’ve half a mind to report you to Dean Fogg, too.”
 
The three of them stumbled through the cold, back to Preston and Lotto’s dormitory. No one spoke. Lotto supported Preston with his arm, though he was not having trouble walking, and Effy held her hand at his nose, though it had ceased bleeding. In her other hand, she carried his broken glasses. When they reached the dorm at last, Preston gave Lotto a pointed stare and, taking the hint, he retreated to his bedroom.
That left Effy and Preston to return to his bedroom, still in complete silence. Once the door closed behind them, Preston sank down into his desk chair. He bent over, head in his hands, obscuring his face. The only sound was his labored, raspy breathing.
With nowhere else to sit, Effy dropped to her knees before him, so they were almost at eye level. For a long moment, she just looked at him, at the slivers of face she could see between his fingers. His faintly tanned skin, the freckles that had faded with winter.
“I’m sorry,” he whispered at last, without removing his hands. “About your dress.”
Effy looked down. The front of her gown was splattered with his blood. It was drying in streaks over the taffeta and had soaked even to the silk shift below.
“It doesn’t matter,” she said. “Rhia won’t care.”
“I care.” The word was bitten out, and bitter. “I ruined it. I ruined everything.”
“No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s not your fault. Like Lotto said, he was begging for it—”
“No,” Preston cut in. “It is my fault. I could’ve just walked away. I should’ve . . .” At last, he removed his hands from his face. His eyes were glazed and bright. “What’s wrong with me, Effy?”
Her heart ached. “Nothing,” she said firmly. “Southey deserved it. He deserved worse, probably.”
He just let out a slow, shuddery breath. “I never thought I’d be capable of something like that. I still . . .” Preston squeezed his eyes shut. “I don’t know who I am anymore.”
Slowly, Effy reached up. She peeled his hands from his face. Her white gloves were sticky with blood. Then she cupped his cheeks, feeling the warmth of his skin through the red-stained fabric, fevered with drunkenness, with the vestiges of rage.
“I know who you are,” she said softly. “You’re brilliant. Infuriatingly so. You’re principled. You’re honest and you’re good. And you rescue people. You rescue Lotto from his worst impulses. You rescued me, in every way that could possibly count.”
Preston closed his eyes again, a furrow carved deep in his brow. Effy watched him intently, fingers brushing his cheekbone, preparing to wipe away his tears. But she had never seen him cry.
And he didn’t now. Instead, he opened his eyes again and tilted his face, pressing his lips to her palm. Effy felt so much love surge up within her that it was almost painful. He had been her rival once. Then her ally. Then her friend. Her lover. Her protector. Her savior.
She leaned close, until their foreheads were touching. Then she kissed him tenderly, but without contrition, as if she could infuse that painful swelling of love into him through her touch.
He kissed her back, hesitantly at first, and then with greater passion, cradling the back of her head and curling his fingers into her hair. The pins that Rhia had carefully arranged to keep her chignon in place dislodged, and her hair fell loose around her shoulders.
Effy pushed herself up from the floor, so their faces were truly level.
“What is it that you told me once? That Argantian saying?” Effy traced her finger over the indentations on the bridge of his nose. “‘One must know before loving.’ I know you, Preston. And I love you.”
A swallow ticked in his throat. His eyes were shining, but still no tears fell.
“I love you,” he whispered. “For however much it’s worth . . . my heart is yours.”
Effy leaned forward and kissed him again. With careful maneuvering, Preston braced his arms around her waist and pulled them both to their feet. His hand brushed the line of pearl buttons down her back. Effy, without breaking the kiss, began to pull at his tie, loosening it from the collar of his shirt. She could feel his pulse, racing now, stammering, as his fingers deftly worked to undo each button, one at an agonizing time.
Finally her dress fell from her shoulders and pooled at her feet. Preston shrugged out of his jacket, and Effy helped him peel off his shirt.
When her hands dropped to his belt, he suddenly reached out and gripped her wrist. Effy looked up at him, a silent question in her eyes and her heart coming to a brief, stuttering halt.
“Wait,” Preston said, his voice slightly strangled. “Effy, are you sure?”
She nodded, and held his gaze for a long moment, so he would be sure that she meant it. He released her wrist. And then she continued, undoing his belt, then the button of his pants, until they were both divested of all their clothes and standing before each other bare.
With utmost tenderness, Preston brushed her hair back from her shoulders and kissed her throat, then her collarbone. Her pulse twinged and that place in the bottom of her belly grew taut. He bore her down onto the bed, and in a matter of moments, they were both swathed and tangled in the sheets.
Effy had been with him enough times to know that he would be gentle. She knew the manner in which he would slide his arm beneath her and tilt up her hips, the way he would duck his head into the curve of her shoulder, breathing hard and huskily until they were both wrung through. But he seemed to hold her even tighter now, as if he could bear no space between them.
When the theater behind her eyelids was flickering with false stars and Preston had collapsed beside her, panting, Effy reached over and placed her palm flat on his chest. Over his heart. They were both still, illuminated only by the pale, pooling moonlight that slanted through his window. It clung to the curves and valleys of Preston’s face in profile, making him appear even more still, somehow, like a marble statue veined in silver.
In a swift and sudden motion, Preston reached up and clasped her hand in his. It was her left hand, with its absent ring finger. He didn’t speak, but Effy was afraid that he had come to think of it the way she did. That he had come to believe she was ruined long before they had ever known each other.
But Preston never said a word. And he held her hand until they drifted into their twin, moonlit slumbers, carrying them both into the refuge of dreams.
 
The next morning was cold and bleak. It was too cold, even, for snow to fall, and what remained on the sidewalks had ossified into banks as hard as bone. Effy’s breath streamed out from her face in white clouds as they approached the administrative building, Preston’s hand in hers, and Lotto in tow.
She was trying to guide Preston carefully around the obstacles on their path because he was not wearing his glasses. They had been left, broken and mangled, on his nightstand. Effy knew how terrible his vision was without them. But he maneuvered himself with remarkable certainty, as if he were not impaired at all by their absence. It unnerved Effy—was he so distraught that he didn’t care if he tripped, fell, or worse?
When they reached Dean Fogg’s office, they found Southey already waiting for them. His eye had swelled to a degree that would have been funny in another circumstance, the rough size and blue-black color of a plum. His other eye was narrowed to a slit. As they entered the room, he drew in a breath, as if preparing to speak, but he was cut off by another voice.
“Good to see you decided to turn up.” Master Gosse’s tone was light, almost nauseatingly so. He leaned back against Dean Fogg’s desk and fiddled with an unlit cigarette. “Imagine my surprise, to receive a call in the middle of the night that my favorite student and advisee had landed himself in such an unfortunate and compromising situation.”
“It wasn’t his fault,” Lotto shot back. “Southey was being his usual self, an unabashed prick. He was taunting him.”
“Have you mistaken this university for a seedy pub, Mr. Grey?” It was Dean Fogg who spoke now, and his tone was all ice. He rose from his chair and walked around his desk, gesturing to the chairs that had been set before it—four of them, in a neat row. “Do we settle our disputes with drunken brawls? Sit. All of you.”
Muttering to himself, Lotto dropped into his seat. Effy followed, lowering herself slowly into the middle chair, and Preston filed in after her, perching stiffly on the edge of his seat. Southey watched them balefully before at last taking the chair to Lotto’s left.
“I don’t expect I’ll get the full truth out of any of you,” Dean Fogg said. “But the porters relayed to me what they observed. Mr. Southey approached Mr. Héloury, who were both inebriated. Brief words were exchanged. And then Mr. Héloury tackled Mr. Southey to the floor.” Dean Fogg’s gaze fixed on Effy. “The porters said it was a fight over a girl.”
“That’s a lie,” Effy bit out. “Preston was drinking, but he wasn’t drunk. But Southey was practically slurring his words. He was taunting him. He called him—” Effy cut herself off, her throat suddenly too tight to speak. Remembering the way Southey had sneered Argantian scum made her skin prickle with rage.
“Regardless,” Dean Fogg said, “it’s clear that Mr. Héloury was the one who escalated the situation to physical violence.”
All the eyes in the room turned to him. For the entire time they had been inside Dean Fogg’s office, Preston had not said a word. At some point, he had folded back into his seat, bent over with elbows on his knees, hands obscuring his face. Even now, he didn’t so much as flinch.
“Héloury?” Master Gosse prodded. “Suppose you explain your side of the story?”
There was a long beat of silence.
“It’s like you all said,” Preston whispered at last. “Southey taunted me. I attacked him.”
This time, the silence was not quite so long, but it was infinitely more uncomfortable. Effy felt her stomach churning. Dean Fogg’s gaze flickered in a bewildered way.
“And do you have any defense for your actions?” he asked.
“No.” The word dropped like a cold stone.
“I want him expelled,” Southey snarled. “Once my father hears about this—”
“Oh, shut up about your father,” Lotto said, rolling his eyes. “Can’t you fight your own battles?” He paused, and then with a snicker and a glance at Southey’s eye, he went on, “Evidently not.”
“That’s enough, Mr. Grey,” Dean Fogg cut in. “The porters’ story has been corroborated. I’ll have to call a meeting of the disciplinary board, who will decide upon a course of action. Until then, Mr. Héloury, I have no choice but to suspend you.”
“What?” Effy leaped to her feet, with so much force that her chair toppled to the floor. Her heart was pounding in her ears. “That’s completely unfair.”
“Sit down, Miss Sayre,” Dean Fogg said.
“No.”
She had been here before, in this very same room, in these very same chairs, fighting for Angharad. For herself. Preston had helped her fight then, but now—he still sat in that same hunched position, his hands over his face, the only sign of life the faint rise and fall of his shoulders as he breathed.
“You should hear what he said to me.” Her voice shook, but she didn’t relent. She looked over at Southey, who was glaring defiantly back. “The disgusting things he—he proposed. He should be suspended at the very least, too.”
“Yes,” Lotto spoke up earnestly. “Punish him for being a lout and a bigot.”
But it was Master Gosse who replied, ignoring both Effy and Lotto entirely. “Chin up, Héloury. A suspension isn’t the worst thing in the world. Take the time to clear your head. Perhaps you’ll emerge from this fallow period a changed man, as a flower blooms from desolate fields of ash.”
Effy was in no mood for whimsical and overwrought metaphors. “It’s not fair,” she repeated. “Preston wouldn’t have done it if not . . .”
If not for me. The thought, as it occurred to her quite suddenly, made her almost sick with revulsion. Revulsion for herself, because here she was again, a burden. If Preston had never known her, had never loved her, none of this would have happened. She—in some indirect way—was responsible for this. For hurting him.
Mollified by the realization, Effy sank back down into her seat.
“Leave now,” Dean Fogg said. “All of you. And for the sake of all the Saints, stay out of trouble for at least the next two weeks. The board will reach its decision by then.”
 
Effy returned to her dorm feeling empty. She was a shell that had been scraped clean, worn to translucence by the relentless, tossing tide. All she wanted was to sleep. But, with great effort, she gathered up her clothes and her towel and headed for the bathroom. After last night—and with Preston’s blood still staining the crevices of her palms—she needed a shower.
For some reason, she had not been expecting Rhia. She had assumed she would sleep over at Maisie’s, and it was only just after dawn. But she bumped into her roommate on the way to the bathroom.
Not even the shock of seeing her there made Effy startle. She was beyond—or perhaps beneath—the basic instinct of fear. But alarm crossed Rhia’s face at once.
“Effy,” she said. “What’s wrong? What happened?”
Her roommate was still wearing last night’s ball gown, lipstick smudged. She had divested herself only of her gloves and shoes and jewelry, and the pins that had held back her thick curly hair. All the remains of joy and merrymaking. Beside her, Effy felt like a ghost.
“Ah, well . . .” Effy began.
She would have to tell her. Rhia would see the blood on her borrowed dress. And already she knew her friend saw the haunted look in her gaze. She could not hide.
But Effy was past the point of tears, too. Her eyes remained dry as she told Rhia everything, her voice monotone and growing quieter and quieter, until it was little more than a whisper. And while she felt no emotion—at least none she could discern or put a name to—she did feel some part of her slipping away, like a spirit vacating its vessel. She was not even a specter. She was a body without a girl inside it.



Twenty
The sleeping body of Aneurin the Bard was discovered in the second century BD, beneath a green knoll in the most remote hills of Southern Llyr. But, according to the Southern Llyrians of the area, this was no secret—they knew, all along, that the king’s bard was asleep under the hill. They simply also knew not to disturb him. Indeed, these peasants all bore a consistent tale: that, if one were to encounter a fairy in the woods or on the moors, the fairy would ask the question: “Does Aneurin the Bard still live?” The only way to keep from being killed or ferried away to the realm of the fae was to reply, “For now, he sleeps, but he will wake again, to reign and to conquer the world.” Then the fairy would allow you to pass unharmed.
—from Myths and Legends of Southern Llyr, by Perceval Haldane, 101 AD

“Héloury. Wait.”
He was half in, half out of Dean Fogg’s office. Southey had already pushed brusquely past him, scowling and muttering swears, and Effy and Lotto were just ahead of him, down the hall. Dean Fogg had returned to his desk and was gathering tobacco for his pipe. It was Master Gosse who grabbed him by the forearm and halted him there in the threshold.
“What is it?” Preston asked. His voice was flat and tired.
“Will you come with me to my office a moment?”
Preston looked down at his adviser. Former adviser, he supposed. Now that he was suspended.
Despite it being so early, there was no sense of weariness about Master Gosse. His mustache was waxed and curled. His eyes were bright and flashing, no purple crescents of sleeplessness beneath them. And Preston could see all of this clearly, even without his glasses.
He did not know how it had happened, that suddenly he didn’t need them. He saw as sharply and perfectly as he could in his underwater world, in his palace. Ordinarily he would have interrogated this in his mind; he could never take something that appeared to be a miracle at face value. But now he was simply too tired.
And perhaps part of him did already know. The real world was breaking apart under his feet, and his fantasy, his dream, was surging up in its place. The world where he was king. He was infected with this delusion of power. It was turning him into a creature he did not recognize.
A creature that had beaten a man nearly to a pulp. Who had thought of killing him.
Preston glanced down the corridor. Effy and Lotto were waiting there expectantly. He caught Effy’s eye, and gave her a silent nod of assurance. Her brow knitted with worry and she didn’t move.
So Preston’s gaze slid to Lotto instead, and he hoped that his roommate could read his silent entreaty. Please, he thought, just get her out of here, take her somewhere safe. He was no longer certain that he could keep her that way. He was no longer certain of anything.
And, to his great relief, Lotto nodded back. He put his arm gently around Effy’s waist and began to lead her away. But Effy watched him over her shoulder, never turning once. Her lower lip wobbled.
In the end, it was Preston who had to break his stare. Every part of him protested it. It felt so utterly, viscerally wrong. But he did not know anymore what was right. He only knew that he wanted her away from harm.
He turned and followed Master Gosse out of the administrative building.
 
In Master Gosse’s office, Preston sank into one of the armchairs. He expected Master Gosse to sit behind his desk. Instead, he perched on the chair beside Preston’s, so that their faces were level. He was silent for a long moment. The radiator hissed and rattled.
Then, at last: “What’s wrong with you, boy?”
There was no cruelty in his voice. In fact, there was something approaching concern. Preston could not meet his gaze. He stared blankly down at the floor.
“Come on, then.” Gosse put a hand on his shoulder and gave it a gentle shake. “Speak.”
“I don’t know.” Preston’s eyes were beginning to sting for how long he had gone without blinking. “Dean Fogg should have expelled me.”
“Oh, be serious now, Héloury,” Gosse said exasperatedly. “Do you think this is the worst thing one of his students has ever done? This doesn’t even come close. Once a second-year tore up his professor’s office in revenge for a bad grade, and all he received was an admonishment.”
“He was an aristocrat, I’m sure.” Preston’s tone was too hollow to be bitter. “A Llyrian.”
At that, Gosse let out a breath. Silence fell over them again.
“Yes, well, it is what it is,” said Gosse, after several moments of contemplation. “You can’t change your country of origin. And perhaps it would have been better if you’d scrapped with anyone else but the son of a baron. However, I’m very much inclined to believe that Southey deserved what he got.”
Preston looked up. His adviser had a rather indulgent smile on his face. He waggled a brow.
“It doesn’t matter,” Preston said. “Whether or not he deserved it . . . nothing will happen to him. But even if I’m not expelled, this will go on my permanent record, and—”
“Don’t worry about that.” Gosse waved a hand. “I’ll keep it off your record.”
Preston simply stared at him in disbelief.
“That is,” Gosse went on, “if you agree to perform a service for me in return.”
Of course. Preston tensed in his seat. Warily, he replied, “What sort of service?”
“Helping me with my work, of course. You’re still my teaching assistant in spirit, if not in law.”
“Your work,” Preston repeated. He suddenly felt odd, almost numb. “I can’t anymore. I won’t be allowed into the classroom—”
“Oh, don’t play coy,” Gosse cut in. “You know exactly what I mean, and it isn’t grading papers or preparing lecture notes. I mean the work of fantasy. The work of dreams. That world of myth and magic, running underneath our conscious reality. I have tried mightily over these past weeks, but I have not been able to access it without you. Unbeliever or not, you are the key. I don’t have the faintest idea of why, but it seems I can’t do it without you.”
Preston fixed his gaze on his adviser for a long, long moment. In the back of his mind, the bells were echoing. He could even see them now, brass and bold, gonging impossibly from beneath the waves.
“It can’t be me,” he said. “It shouldn’t be. Like you said, I don’t believe, so . . .”
“Yes, it does seem rather perverse, doesn’t it? Perhaps the world of magic has a sick sense of humor. Your mother—she’s Llyrian, isn’t she?”
“Yes,” Preston replied, his tone guarded. “What does that have to do with anything?”
Gosse smiled. “Oh, I’m not sure yet. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything.” He glanced down at his watch, then back up at Preston. “I’d say we should renew our efforts now, but you look a bit worse for wear, and I need you in tip-top shape for where we’re going. Say you meet me here at my office tomorrow morning, bright and early?”
Preston felt very weary. But this world held no escape hatch, no secret door in the wall. Here, he was mortal, and utterly at the whims of those who held power over him. And they kept pressing him, molding him, until he fit the shape that pleased them.
“All right,” he said. “Tomorrow.”
“Excellent.” Gosse rose, rubbing his hands together and beaming with a childlike anticipation. Preston rose as well, eager to be dismissed. But before he could make it to the door, Gosse said, “Wait just a moment.”
Preston turned, dread pooling in his stomach.
“Now, you know this isn’t my choice. If it were up to me, you’d have gotten off with a finger wag and a warning. But Dean Fogg is at the mercy of his benefactors, and ultimately, he is a weak man. It’s better that we appear to bend to his orders, at least for now. We wouldn’t want him to grow suspicious and impose on our important work.”
Preston waited without a word, his body tensed.
“Which means, unfortunately, that I must relieve you of your position as legate,” Gosse said. “Just temporarily. Just until this matter is sorted.” Gosse paused expectantly. “So, if you would turn over your pin . . .” He held out his hand, palm open. There was yet another small silence.
“I don’t have it with me,” Preston said. And then, before Gosse could speak, he wheeled around and shoved his way through the door.
 
Preston was aware of how chill the air was on this bleak gray morning, but he couldn’t feel the cold. His coat was unbuttoned and flapped open as he walked, at a brisk pace, along the sidewalk that ran parallel to Lake Bala. The ice had cracked open in places, and enormous chunks of it were floating like buoys, the dark water suspended and still in the crevices.
He paused there, on the pier, and looked out over the lake. In the distance, the charcoal-colored mountains of Argant smudged the skyline. He could see—just barely—the snow that ringed their peaks, making them appear like dark figures with beards of white. He was astonished by just how well he could make them out, even from so far away. Even without his glasses. In fact, the world seemed sharper now than it did with his glasses, somehow.
Without taking his eyes off the mountains of Argant, Preston reached into his pocket. His fingers closed around that piece of cold metal and he drew it out. The dragon pin stared up at him, its emerald eye glinting with an impossible canniness.
He clutched it in his fist for a moment, squeezing until the metal dug into his skin. Then he pulled back his arm and flung it, as hard as he could. It skittered against one of the ice floes and then plunged into the water, sinking irretrievably within the depths of the lake.
 
Preston did not return to his dorm, where Lotto would be waiting with either a keep-your-chin-up chorus of encouragement or more righteously angry rants on his behalf. Preston couldn’t stomach either. His other option was Effy’s dorm—it was where he should go, really, to comfort her. Southey’s words rang in his head, exacting more fury from him with each repetition. I’ll show you what it’s like to lie with a baron’s son.
He looked down at his hands, at his bruised knuckles, which really ought to have hurt more than they did. He couldn’t trust himself. If he had done this, what else could he do?
So Preston walked on, smelling the brine that lifted from the lake. He wasn’t walking anywhere in particular because, he realized, there was nowhere in this world he wanted to be. Not anymore. There was only one place he belonged. One place where the terms like Llyrian and Argantian had no meaning, where nothing changed except by his hand.
He smoked a cigarette with shaking fingers while standing at the very end of the pier. It calmed his nerves just enough that he could construct some sort of half plan.
With this new course in mind, he stamped out his cigarette and turned back toward the university. He kept his head down as he walked, though he didn’t suppose most people would recognize him without his glasses. The morning was misty, making even acquaintances strangers to each other when they passed on the street. He climbed the steps of the library and pushed through the door.
Preston wasn’t sure if his suspension would ban him from the library or other campus buildings, but the security guard said nothing as he entered. Nor did the librarian, when he passed by the circulation desk and stepped into the cramped, juddery elevator.
He found the most isolated, half-lit corner that he could and slid down to the floor. He had only a few scraps of paper with him, and a nearly dry pen, but it would have to do. His eidetic memory helped as he began to scratch out words.
The Neiriad—written by Aneurin the Bard, approx. 101 BD (?). The Old King, Neirin, repels the “silver-clad” Enemy who speaks Ankou’s tongue (Argantians). His Daughter (nameless) is seduced by the Enemy into betraying the King, which causes his city to fall beneath the waves. 
Les Contes de Fées d’Argant—contains a similar story, only the daughter is given a name and portrayed in a more sympathetic light. The sins of the king are instead blamed for the fall of the city of Ys—Ker-Is—Caer-Isel— 
He is fitted with a hand of silver
Of silver
Of silver
Preston scarcely realized he was etching the same words over and over again until he blinked the fuzzy exhaustion from his eyes. He recalled a line, then, from an entirely different work—“The Garden in Stone,” by Laurence Ardor.
The trail of SILVER light 
Confounds the errant-knight.
The maiden seeks to follow
But in her bed she wallows.
It was simple word association, at best. What did it mean? What did it prove? Preston folded the paper up and crammed it into his pocket. He was missing something essential. He just didn’t know what.



Twenty-One
Upon her bed of flowers and vines,
The maiden slept, an idol in its shrine.
The errant-knight cut through the thorns,
And knelt, as if to mourn.
Both a HERETIC and a supplicant,
Struck as much by love as he was by SCORN.
—from “The Garden in Stone,” by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, 82 AD

One day seemed to bleed seamlessly into the next, unmarked by the usual qualities that indicated the passage of time. The sun must have risen, and then fallen, consumed by the star-pricked night, but Effy would not have known. She kept the curtains in her bedroom drawn. She left only to drink, when her throat was so parched she could scarcely swallow, and to eat, though her stomach rarely grumbled with demand. She went through these motions unconsciously. Her mind was entirely occupied by the words of Antonia Ardor.
The 2nd day of Fall, 81 AD
He lives. He lives, but only by technicality. The functions of his body are still performed but his soul is gone from him. Even the physician says as much. He urges me to do what I can, to return my father’s spirit to his physical self, to rouse him with emotion, to infect him with sentiment.
Has all my labor not been enough? Have I not struggled and toiled at this task since my mother’s death? While Miss Maud brings him sweet milk and soft bread to nourish him, and the physician brings him elixirs to ease his pain, I am the only one who tends to his soul. I am the one who provokes his passions. I am the one who bends to his basest needs.
The sickness has spared me, for now, but I feel that I live on borrowed time. I go to my father at night, and, even blind—the fever has robbed him of his sight—he seems to know and desire every contour of my form. Saint Britomart, I am not too far gone to despair to beseech you still. Please—free me—free me—how much longer must I endure this posthumous existence?
 
The 13th day of Fall, 81 AD
Something has begun to enliven my father’s soul again. I cannot say precisely what it is. But when he called me into his chamber this morning, he told me to bring a pen and parchment. He told me that he wished for me to write down the words that he spoke.
“A poem,” he said. “I have it in my mind. It will be the greatest work of my life. I only need you to transcribe it for me, Antonia. Stay silent and still; move only the quill across the page.”
I thought—but did not say—that I have had much practice all this time in staying silent. He then began to speak, his voice hoarse and raw-sounding, And I listened, and obeyed, as I always do.
 
The 15th day of Fall, 81 AD
This poem has become my father’s obsession. He wishes for me to transcribe it at all hours. In truth, it is often difficult for me to translate his raspy ramblings to lines of verse with proper rhyme and meter, so I must make some adjustments of my own, in order that the poem should be comprehensible.
I have begun to feel a certain passion rise in me as well, though it is a tangled and winding thing, sometimes perverse. I am helping to create something that I believe—truly—will be a great work of art, which will reverberate beyond the years of my life and into eternity.
Yet this passion twists itself sometimes and becomes akin to rage. This happens most often when I think of my mother in her tomb. I realize that I am angry at her. It is an anger beyond reason, and yet—
I shan’t forgive you, Mother, for leaving me in this stone garden with its cruel sculptor—for did I ever solicit him?—did I ask, even, to be shaped from your clay and his chisel?
Effy put the book down. It was twilight. A time of hopeless heaviness. Dusk—an obliteration of the day’s labors and longings. She could now go quietly and unrepentantly into her dreams.
 
“Effy?”
The familiar voice stirred her from her slumber. She lifted her head, neck aching, and pulled back the covers. Preston was standing in the doorway.
Her throat was almost too dry to speak. She swallowed once, twice, and then said in a hoarse voice, “What are you doing here?”
“It’s the day of your meeting,” he said, frowning. He looked down at his watch, furrowed his brow in some secret annoyance, and then looked up again. “Isn’t it?”
Bewildered, she pushed herself up on her elbows. The very faintest rays of light were filtering in through the drapes, painting the room in a pale white-gold that almost appeared like a layer of dust. Blinking sleep from her eyes, she said, “Erm . . . what meeting?”
“With Tinmew. To discuss your paper.”
Dread pooled in the pit of Effy’s stomach. But even that was hardly enough to crack the facade of numbness about her. It was a tiny prick of pain and little more. She was well-insulated by her exhaustion.
“I don’t want to go,” she replied flatly. “There’s no point.”
Preston approached her slowly, as one might a wounded animal. He hesitated for a moment, then perched on the edge of the bed. She stared up at him, finding something slightly off. His glasses, she realized numbly after a moment. Since the ball, he hadn’t been wearing them. But the concern and curiosity she should have felt about it simply lilted away, like dead leaves from a vine.
Without his glasses, Preston’s gaze was different. More intense. Probing.
“Of course there’s a point,” he said. “You don’t want to fail the class.”
He didn’t know, of course, that Effy had stopped attending weeks ago, and she certainly wasn’t going to volunteer the information now. She felt a twinge of guilt at her deception. He didn’t deserve this. He didn’t deserve any of this. The miserable work of caring about her.
If she thought about it that way—if she thought about it as doing it for him—it made everything bearable. Possible. Effy drew in a weary breath. But then she began to sit up, in stiff, agonizing increments. Preston put his hand against the small of her back to steady her.
“I can’t go like this,” she muttered. “I look . . .”
She hadn’t glanced in a mirror in days, but she could feel her long hair falling matted down her shoulders. Her dry, cracked lips hurt whenever she spoke. And she was certain that, despite how much sleep she had gotten, her eyes would still be ringed with deep, dark crescents of violet.
“I’ll help you,” Preston said. “All right? I’ll help.”
And so, as Effy sat there, hunched on the bed, Preston went about the room, gathering her clothes. He dressed her, maneuvering her limp body with great gentleness. He even ran a brush through her hair, careful not to tug at the knots. When he was finished, he brushed the loose strands back from her face. Then he picked up the length of white ribbon from her dresser.
“Do you want this?” he asked.
Effy shook her head.
He brought her tea and tried to make her drink it. Effy could only manage a few sips; even with sugar and milk, it tasted like nothing and dissolved on her tongue. Then she caught her reflection, dull and rippling, in the surface of the pale brown water. She looked very, very tired.
 
Preston led her, on unsteady legs, to the literature building. She had managed to make it just in time for her meeting. Pausing at the door of Tinmew’s office, he gave her hand one last squeeze and said, “I’ll be waiting outside.”
Effy nodded. She couldn’t quite manage to thank him.
She would have been more afraid to enter had she not still felt overwhelmingly numb. Effy pushed through the door. Professor Tinmew’s office was smaller than Dean Fogg’s, but it was all shining mahogany wood and brown leather, and it smelled of pipe smoke. He was seated behind his desk, a book open in front of him and a pen beside it. He looked up when Effy stepped inside.
“Euphemia,” he said. “Sit.”
He didn’t comment on her weeks of absence—perhaps he simply hadn’t noticed. As Effy moved toward one of the armchairs, she noticed for the first time a figure in the corner. He was another student, in the literature college uniform, his arms crossed over his chest and watching her intently.
“Who’s that?” Effy blurted.
“My teaching assistant,” Tinmew replied, in a clipped tone. “After your . . . involvement with Master Corbenic, I decided it would be to both of our benefits to have a witness to what transpires.”
Effy’s face burned. She sank down into the chair, trying not to slouch and willing herself not to give it all up and just flee. She was good at escaping. That was one option that was always left to her.
“So let’s discuss your paper, then,” said Tinmew, closing the book in front of him. “I hope you’ve come here today with your topic.”
White noise crackled inside Effy’s head. She cleared her throat and said, “The ethics of an amanuensis. That’s my topic.”
Professor Tinmew gave her a contemptuously befuddled look. “What was that?”
“An amanuensis,” she repeated. “A scribe. Ardor used one, when composing ‘The Garden in Stone.’ His daughter, Antonia. I found a copy of her letters and diary entries in the library. She discusses the writing process. How she helped him, how she even made edits and additions of her own. It seems like an ethical issue, doesn’t it? Ardor is seen as the sole author, but he isn’t—or, well . . .”
Effy trailed off, shrinking under Tinmew’s remote stare. His eyes had narrowed to slits, but he didn’t say a word. He steepled his hands and rested his chin upon them, as if waiting for her to go on.
“I have the book,” Effy said, leaning down and wrestling it from her satchel. “Antonia writes about her father’s illness, his blindness, and how she transcribed the poem for him. I asked you once, why you thought some of the lines were bolded or capitalized. I think Antonia was secretly leaving her mark, indicating where she was adding her own words.”
Still, Tinmew didn’t speak, but, suddenly blustery with confidence, Effy met his stare. The only sound in the room was his teaching student, shuffling and clearing his throat.
At last, Tinmew said, “This class operates under the theory of formalism, Miss Sayre, in case you’ve forgotten. These outside influences—Ardor’s illness, his relationship with his daughter—are all irrelevant to analysis of the text. Your paper should be focusing on grammar, syntax, meter, rhyme . . . not this supposed ethical dilemma. It is beyond the bounds of this class’s subject matter.”
Effy felt a twinge of frustration. “I think that the circumstances and the means of composition influence the work produced. In inextricable ways.”
“Then I imagine you will enjoy the pedagogical approach of some of my colleagues far more,” Tinmew said. He arranged the papers on his desk in an inane way, as though to signify his boredom with their conversation. “This is an introductory lecture. It is not for you to debate philosophies or take aim at entire schools of thought.” He looked up and raised a brow. “I’m aware that you’ve already established a reputation for yourself as a maverick in the field, but please leave your puffed-up ego at the door. You’ve done your dirty work against Myrddin; I don’t think that Ardor needs to receive the same injurious treatment.”
Effy was stunned into silence. The teaching assistant gave a choked little gasp of shock.
“I didn’t mean to be disrespectful,” she said, and then quickly added, “Sir. I was just enthusiastic about the subject matter. I’m not trying to take aim at Ardor . . .”
Yet Antonia’s words echoed in the back of her mind.
Please—free me—free me—how much longer must I endure this posthumous existence? Did her agony at her father’s hand not matter at all? Was it possible for her pain to coexist with the great art it had produced?
Was there any way to protect books, poems, paintings from the ugly, banal reality in which they were composed? She had discovered the truth, about Ardor, about Myrddin, but at what cost? It was not just the soul of the nation she had wounded. It was her own heart, her own mind, all of it going to ruin now, because there was nothing left that she could love without a footnote or an asterisk.
Perhaps there was something to be said for Tinmew’s formalist approach. Effy didn’t think she could bear it. Not again, not anymore. Not another girl.
She was so tired.
“I’m glad to hear it,” Tinmew replied, in a tone of icy condescension. “But I suspect that you haven’t actually been attending my lecture in quite some time. If you had, you would be aware that the syllabus has been modified. We are now studying Colin Blackmar’s seminal work ‘The Dreams of a Sleeping King.’”
Effy was so taken aback she could no longer be bothered to playact politeness. “What?”
“Surely you’re aware that with the government’s new restrictions, the university has imposed temporary measures to prevent loss of morale.” Tinmew leaned back in his chair, now steepling his hands over his stomach. “Dean Fogg saw it as imperative to adjust the curriculum of our class accordingly. Ardor’s work, while influential, lacks the strongly nationalist character of Blackmar’s.”
“But he’s a joke,” Effy broke in. “We studied that poem in primary school.”
“Yes, well, we all must suffer the costs of war. This is a relatively minor burden to bear. Particularly compared to the trials put upon our enemy. The draft and all that. What a pity.” His voice reflected no pity at all.
Effy’s skin prickled. She thought of Preston emerging from the telephone booth, his expression one of blank horror, of shock. She swallowed down the rising knot of anger in her throat and, with a pointed stare, she said, “It’s always a tragedy when young men die in an old man’s war.”
She was perversely pleased to see a faint flush appear on Tinmew’s face. He stiffened and sat up, placing his palms flat on his desk with force.
“I believe we’re finished here, Euphemia,” he said. “Why don’t you make an appointment to return when you’ve come up with an essay topic on ‘The Dreams of a Sleeping King.’ And I’d suggest putting in a bit more effort to show your face in my lecture hall. I don’t enjoy failing first-years, but there are always exceptions to be made.”
Effy stood, cheeks heating. She gathered up her book and her bag, and stalked out of the room without another word.
 
“Do you want to tell me about the meeting?” Preston asked as she emerged from Tinmew’s office.
“No,” Effy said. The last thing he needed to know was that she had burned seemingly yet another bridge at the university. How long would it be, she wondered, before Dean Fogg had enough of a reason to suspend her, too?
She was only slenderly protected by the attention of the media; she could always take her grievances to Finisterre again and shame him. But as time wore on, and as the war effort intensified, the less powerful that trump card became. The more readily she could be painted as a saboteur, and any empathy for her cause would evaporate.
“All right,” Preston replied, tone uneasy. “Shall we get something to eat? Some coffee, at least?”
Effy had not felt truly hungry in weeks. She wondered whether her weight loss had become noticeable. To put off Preston’s worry, she replied, “Yes. Fine.”
As they walked past the Drowsy Poet, its lights turned low inside, Effy paused to catch her reflection in the window. Once she would have seen the Fairy King, rising up behind her in his robes of black, colorless eyes flashing and clawed hands reaching. She would have been half horror, half relief.
Now she saw . . . nothing at all. Just her own face staring back, pale and gaunt, and, even with Preston at her side, alone.



Twenty-Two
What became of the mermaid, Dahut? Was she caught in some sailor’s net and carried to shore as his unwilling bride, like a selkie stripped of its skin? Did she wash up on the dry-cracked shore and die of thirst, the water just a finger’s reach away? Or did she remain beneath the waves, in a palace of alabaster coral, a labyrinth of her own design, never again straining for the light of the sun? Mermaids can breathe water as mortals breathe air, but all living creatures can drown.
—from Les Contes de Fées d’Argant, by Ulysse Guégan, 144 AD

“Shall we begin?”
Preston was in Master Gosse’s office, again. A mere day had passed since he had helped Effy to her meeting with Tinmew. The pages of Angharad’s diary and the open copy of the Neiriad were spread out across the carpet. Wearily, Preston shifted from the armchair and to the ground, kneeling among the papers, the back of his neck prickling. Master Gosse lowered himself to the floor beside him.
It was morning, but the shades were drawn, and the room was illuminated only by the small desk lamp, which emitted a filmy and indistinct light. The walls, with their dark wood, seemed tight and close, as if they were pressing in on him. Still, it was better than the museum, where Preston had more to fear than Master Gosse’s fevered delusions. His adviser, too, had been spooked by the tightened restrictions, that terrible missive handed down by the Ministry. It would be tempting fate far too much to try to sneak in an Argantian saboteur. Even Master Gosse had his limits.
Gosse’s eyes gleamed with eagerness as he stared at Preston. “Héloury—”
“Why me?” Preston broke in. His voice was strangled. “Why am I the one who . . .”
He trailed off, unable to complete the thought. Yet it was the question that had preyed on his mind more than anything over these past weeks. Why had this happened to him? Why did he hear the bells when no one else did? Or, perhaps better—perhaps worse—this had not happened to him, and he had done it to himself, simply because he could not bear the world as it was, and wanted to exist in a better one.
Son of Argant. Son of Llyr. This world has been built for you. Now you may mold it to your desires.
“I have my theories,” Master Gosse replied. “Of course I have my theories. What sort of academic would I be if I didn’t? And surely you have theories of your own.”
Preston swallowed.
“Close your eyes,” Master Gosse said.
He did. And the real world slipped away from him at once.
 
This time, when Preston opened his eyes, he was not alone amid the brine and smoke and the rising marble walls. Master Gosse was kneeling beside him, coughing and spluttering, as if his journey to the palace beneath the sea had not been nearly so easy as Preston’s. In fact, his dark hair flopped over his forehead in soaked curls, and his skin had a sheen of dampness. Preston stood as Gosse remained doubled over, swearing.
“Saints be damned,” he rasped. “It doesn’t get any better, does it?”
Preston didn’t reply. Instead he offered his adviser a hand and pulled him to his feet.
After a moment catching his breath, Gosse glanced solicitously around. “Let’s take our time now, shall we? I’m sure there is so much left to see.”
Something occurred to Preston then. A little flicker of realization, which darted and spasmed through his mind like a moth mid-flight.
“You know where we are, don’t you?” Preston shifted in front of his adviser, barring him from stepping farther through the chamber. “You’ve always known.”
“Well, yes,” Gosse replied easily, “in a sense. It’s clear that this is the sunken palace of Neirin, or at least, it is one’s imagining of such a place. The once-great city fallen beneath the waves.”
“One’s imagining,” Preston repeated. “So you think this is—what? A little boy’s fantasy?”
“You aren’t a little boy, are you?” Master Gosse smiled at him congenially. “I think that nearly anyone on this island, Argantian or Llyrian, young or old, would imagine it much the same. The question is why you are here, and they are not.”
Preston was surprised by the surging of rage he felt. Yet it was becoming more familiar, this fury. He had certainly felt it when he tackled Southey to the ground. He thought: This is my dream. You’ve sullied it. But in the end, he stepped away, and let Master Gosse wander farther through the chamber.
Still, the anger smoldered within him like green fire.
Gosse hummed as he strode about the room, occasionally stopping before a statue, examining it and mumbling to himself. Preston stood in silence. And when Master Gosse tired of the first chamber, and walked through the archway to the second, Preston followed without speaking.
Right away Preston noticed something different in this room. There was a heaviness in the air, a moisture, as if water were beginning to leak through the cracks in the walls. The torches on the wall were burning low, more smoke than flame. In the bleary half darkness, Preston made his way to the plinth upon which Effy’s statue stood.
A protective instinct rose in him—he did not want Master Gosse to see it. Did not want his adviser to know that this was his heart, laid bare, that above everything else, this was what he cherished, what he would do anything to protect. He didn’t trust Gosse with the fullest extent of the truth. He had seen what Gosse had already done with incomplete confessions and bald lies.
But Master Gosse didn’t pay the statue any mind. He merely paced on past it, into the third chamber.
And Effy still stood, to Preston’s great relief. He peered up, following the line of her marble body from her bare feet to her face. There were no fissures he could see, but where previously there had been no accumulated grime, nothing to mar her, moss and barnacles now grew along her arms. Seaweed was draped over her shoulders, and a dead, desiccated starfish clung to her cheek. Panicked, Preston stumbled back.
“No,” he whispered, into the sodden and clammy air. “Please . . .”
If Effy wasn’t safe here, in his dreamed kingdom, then she wasn’t safe in the real world. She wasn’t safe anywhere. His heart started to pound, as loudly as the bells in his ear.
The bells.
He looked back up at Effy, and then through the archway to the third chamber, where Master Gosse had disappeared. Preston dropped to his knees, as if through penitence he could reverse the damage, make the statue clean and whole and new again.
But as he knelt to the ground, he caught a glimpse of something gold and glittering on the marble floor. He reached over and grasped for it. The metal bit into his fingers, and when he opened his hand, he saw the dragon pin—shiny, unmarred, the emerald in its eye still gleaming. Its fall beneath the waves had not damaged it.
Yet it felt cold in his hand, like a dead thing. Preston let it drop to the floor again. Master Gosse noticed nothing; he had nearly reached the threshold to the hall of the king.
Preston looked back up, desperately, at Effy’s statue one last time. Still nothing had changed. It was only now that he saw one more horrifying detail: her eyes were closed.
He got to his feet unsteadily, movements clumsy with fear. It was that fear that sent him clambering after Master Gosse, reaching his adviser just as they both came through the archway and into the third chamber.
The king’s statue was where it had been, silver hand pooling with the light from the green torches, the massive bells above him ringing. Preston didn’t have to ask Master Gosse whether he heard them. His adviser paced forward as if the walls themselves were not shuddering with the sound, as if their peals did not seem to risk cracking the window glass and letting the water pour in.
Master Gosse paused at the foot of the king’s statue. “Neirin,” he said in a friendly way, as if he and the dead ruler were old acquaintances. Then he turned to Preston, an enigmatic smile on his face. “Don’t you think?”
Testily, Preston replied, “Who else could it be?”
“I just find it interesting,” Master Gosse said, putting a hand under his chin, “that you would dream him this way. The way he is portrayed in the Neiriad.”
Preston ignored the implication—which felt almost like an accusation—that this was his dream. He could not fight that now. It was plain for them both to see. “How else should I have imagined him?”
“Perhaps less like the Old King of Llyr and more like the true figure he was.” Gosse stepped closer, until he was close enough to touch the king’s silver hand. “Even in your own mind, he maintains the prejudicial nationalism that is imposed on him.”
“I don’t understand,” Preston said, beginning to feel slick and nauseous, as if with a fever. Gosse was ruining all that he had built here, all that he had imagined.
“You will,” Master Gosse said. “I don’t doubt that, Héloury. You’ve always been too clever.”
Not clever enough, Preston thought. Not clever enough to change his fate in the real world. He’d had to retreat into the safety of his dream.
“The hand is silver,” Gosse went on, in that same infuriatingly casual tone. “Haven’t you ever wondered why? It could have been iron, to represent strength, or gold, to represent luxury, but as Aneurin tells the tale, it’s silver. Come now. Think.”
“Silver for Argant,” Preston said. That much was obvious. “His enemies are ‘silver-clad,’ an obvious epithet for Argantians. And they speak ‘the demon Ankou’s tongue.’” He frowned. “And his daughter betrays him when she falls in love with an enemy prince, an Argantian, so perhaps the hand is silver as a reminder of the evils of Argant . . .”
A look of pleasure and pride touched Gosse’s eyes. “Just so, Héloury. Just so. It’s almost as though Aneurin crafted his story for the precise purpose of demonizing the enemy.”
“But . . .” Preston glanced over the statue of the king, his fearful gaze and defensive pose. “It’s the truth. The kingdoms have been at war for centuries.”
And yet—how had the story, so similar in its contours, found its way into a book of Argantian fairy tales? Frustration began to simmer within him. He wished Gosse would just speak plainly.
But he would not get the truth from his adviser so easily. And their time was running out. As Preston’s anger grew and reached its pitch, he could no longer support the architecture of his dream. This was meant to be a world without such confounding emotions, such displeasing sentiments. The walls were not built to withstand such rage.
When Preston opened his eyes, he saw the gloaming darkness of Master Gosse’s office, the burnished wood and brown leather, the leather-bound books lining the walls. But when he blinked, the image of Effy’s statue flashed through his mind—its corroded marble, its shuttered face. Preston swallowed hard. He had been cast out before he could ask the most important question of all.
How can I save her?
Master Gosse was still slumped over, eyes shut and taking labored, inconstant breaths. He had kept him there—or at least, his subconscious mind had kept him there, in the dream world, while Preston did what needed to be done.
Preston rose and, with his heart pounding in his ears, began to rifle through the papers on Gosse’s desk. When he could not find what he was looking for there, he opened each drawer, checking them thoroughly. At last, in the very bottom drawer, he found what he was seeking. It glinted at him through the dark. Before Master Gosse could wake, he grasped it and shoved it into his pocket.
 
Preston bid Master Gosse a hasty farewell, promising vaguely to return when he was needed again, and then rushed through the cold to Effy’s dorm. His boots slid on the ice-slicked pavement, but he arrived fully intact, if short of breath. He rapped loudly on the door, and to his dismay, it was Rhia who opened it.
“Oh,” she said, upon seeing his face. “It’s you.”
“Where’s Effy?” Preston asked.
“She’s in her bedroom,” Rhia said. But she didn’t move from the threshold. “She’s been there for weeks. I don’t think she’s been going to class. She’s barely even been speaking to me. Why haven’t you done anything about it? She’s not well. Can’t you help her?”
Preston felt his chest collapsing in on itself. Something vital inside him, crumbling. He had known it—at least in some manner—for a long time. That Effy wasn’t well. But he hadn’t wanted to believe it. All his life he had believed himself loyal to the truth. Yet now here he was, rejecting what he could not bear, armoring himself in imagination and lies.
And Effy was the one to suffer for it.
“Let me in,” Preston said. “I’m going to help her, Rhia. I promise.”
Rhia let out a long, low breath, her tiny frame still blocking the door. “I don’t know what she needs. But you can’t leave her alone.”
“I would never do that.”
Finally, and with another sigh, Rhia shifted to let him through. She stood there in the corridor, her stare lingering on him as Preston strode quickly to Effy’s bedroom. Not bothering to knock, he pushed open the door.
Effy was lying curled on her side in bed. Her hair, long and matted once more, streamed out across the pillows. The covers were drawn up to her chin. The only light in the room was the lamp on her bedside table, and it flickered weakly, the bulb nearly dead.
Panic tightened Preston’s throat. But when he approached her, he realized she was not sleeping. Her eyes were open, though she stared straight ahead, gaze unfixed.
“Effy,” he said—soft, strangled. “I’m here now.”
There was no response at all, not even a shift in her muddled gaze.
Preston hesitantly lowered himself onto the edge of the bed. “Can you sit up?”
Nothing.
Gently, he laid a hand against her cheek. It was warm, as if with a fever, though her skin was blanched and colorless. If only she were sick, he thought bitterly. There was medicine for a fever. A simple, facile cure.
That thought made another rise in his mind. Preston glanced around the room until his gaze landed on the glass bottles of pills, lined up on her dresser. The pink tablets that kept the Fairy King and his unreal world at bay. The white tablets that smothered all her wicked thoughts and lulled her to sleep. Both of the bottles were no more than a quarter full.
If even that can’t save her . . .
Preston did not allow the sentence to go on. Instead, he brushed a strand of golden hair from Effy’s face, and said lowly, “Won’t you speak to me? Please?”
At that, Effy finally shifted, just slightly, to meet his gaze. Her eyes were glazed and terrifyingly empty.
“I don’t know what to say,” she mumbled.
“Just tell me what I can do. How I can help.”
She shook her head, gaze lowering again. “You can’t. You should just go.”
“Come on, Effy,” Preston said. His voice was rising in octaves, strained with desperation. “I’m not leaving.”
“I thought I could do it.” A small, choked breath. “I thought I was strong enough to survive all of this. Anyone else could. There’s just something wrong with me. Something that can’t be fixed.”
“There’s nothing wrong with you.” Preston’s fingers curled into his palm. “And you are strong. You’re stronger than anyone I know. It’s not a fault, to be in pain. It’s braver to hurt than to feel nothing at all.”
“No,” she whispered. “Don’t try to make it into something noble . . . I’m a burden to you. I always have been.”
Preston didn’t know what to say. How to make her believe it was not true. Words, always his most faithful allies, were insufficient now. He leaned over and, very tenderly, folded her into his arms.
“I chose this,” he murmured, his lips brushing the soft hollow of her cheek. “And I would choose it again, every time. You can’t take that away from me.”
Her chest swelled with a deep, tremulous breath, and for a moment Preston thought she was going to cry. But no tears fell from her eyes. There was only the bleak swelling of silence, blanketing the room like a heavy flurry of snow.
 
Preston managed to cajole Effy to her feet, and then to the bathroom. He filled the tub and she sat, hunched and naked within it, the notches of her spine pressing up through her skin. He hadn’t noticed the frightening extent of her weight loss until now.
He washed her, and brushed the tangles from her long hair. Preston would have carried her, had he been able, but as it was he managed to bundle her up in her robe and help her walk on unsteady legs back to the bedroom. He was reluctant to let her crawl into bed again. Instead, he maneuvered her toward her desk chair and sat her down in it. Her gaze had grown distant and bleary again, fixed on nothing.
He was desperate to keep her with him, to get her engaged in something. He cast his eyes around the room. And then he saw Antonia Ardor’s book peeking out from under one of the pillows on her bed. Preston retrieved it and opened it to the page she had marked.
“‘Nothing is ever lost, only changed, and grief is no more than the knowledge that a wilted flower cannot be made again to bloom,’” Preston recited. “You’ve been reading this?”
Effy nodded.
His heart skipped a little bit as he read on. “‘Time even warps the panes of hothouse-glass, till they may be shattered with a wanting breath.’ She writes beautifully. Antonia.”
Again Effy nodded. There was a small silence, and then she said, in no more than a whisper, “There are bits of ‘The Garden in Stone’ where she made her own edits and additions. Like here . . .” She reached onto her desk for the copy of Ardor’s book, thumbed through it, and then read aloud: “‘The trail of silver light / confounds the errant-knight / the maiden seeks to follow / but in her bed she wallows.’”
Recognition lit up in his mind, sparking like a live wire. “That line?” Preston asked. “You’re sure she wrote it?”
“I think so.”
“May I look?”
Effy passed him the book. His eyes scanned the page, and indeed, the word silver was capitalized and bolded. His memory had not failed him there. And if what Effy said was true, that this was Antonia’s addition . . . Preston knew that he was coming upon that essential knowledge, but he was not quite there yet. He was overturning stones and soon he would find what he was looking for—
There was a knock on the door.



Twenty-Three
She was like a mermaid for her beauty,
And kind and just and good;
But all such virtues pale against
The could and would and should.
Now we say with puffed-up pride,
And none of Dahut’s pain:
She could have stayed,
She would have reigned,
She never should have loved.
—from “Wayward Daughter: A Melody for Dahut,” by Rhiannon Beddoe, 212 AD

Effy heard the frantic pounding against the door of their dormitory, and then Rhia’s loud, exasperated sigh as she went to answer it. Her footsteps shushed against the wooden floor. And then, after a few moments more, the door opened, and she let out a groan.
“Not you.”
Effy pricked her ears to listen for the answer. It was a familiar voice.
“Did you know you’re the first girl who’s ever looked disappointed to see me, Beddoe?”
She would have recognized the coy and jesting tones of Lancelot Grey anywhere. Rhia made a noise of disgust.
There was another set of footsteps on the floor—and then an almost identical sound of revulsion. “Oh, Saints. What are you doing here?”
Maisie. Effy hadn’t even known she was at the apartment.
Preston, still holding Antonia’s book in his hand, sighed. “I should go see about Lotto. Will you be all right?”
“Yes, I think I’ll survive your thirty-second absence,” Effy replied, but her voice was too weary for the humor to come through.
Preston pressed a kiss to the top of her head and then darted out of the room. In another moment, she heard him say, “Lotto, this really isn’t the time.”
“Why?” Lotto asked, sounding truly dejected. It surprised Effy—she couldn’t picture a hangdog look on his face; he was always so defiant and jubilant. “I need your help.”
Preston’s reply came in a terse tone. “Help with what?”
Before Lotto could answer, Maisie cut in, “Does this conversation really have to happen here?”
“Don’t be so needlessly cruel,” Lotto said—and this time, Effy could easily envision his facetious pout. “It’s freezing outside.”
“What do you want, Lotto?” Preston prompted again.
A beat of silence. And then, in a truly uncharacteristically desolate voice, Lotto said, “My father is coming.”
At that, there were no barbed replies, no japes. In fact, a hush fell over the hallway. Even Maisie had no rejoinder.
With some difficulty, Effy stood. She pulled on a pair of trousers and a sweater, letting her damp hair tumble over her shoulders. When she stepped out of the bedroom, four heads turned at once to look at her.
“Hello, Effy,” Lotto said despondently. “I don’t mean to deprive you of Preston’s wonderful company, but I’m having a bit of an emergency.”
“So I heard.” Her voice was scratchy with disuse; she had to swallow before continuing. “Why is your father coming?”
“Apparently,” Lotto said, “my last letter was insufficiently reassuring. He’s afraid I’m on the verge of failing out. I suppose he thinks that a face-to-face visit will give me a renewed sense of purpose.” Lotto shook his head. “Or frighten me into obedience, more like. I’m not exactly anticipating an inspirational speech. It will probably be more along the lines of the threat of disownment.”
“Surely this can’t come as a surprise,” Maisie said flatly. Her auburn hair was pulled back into a sleek, high ponytail, and her arms were folded across her chest; with her impressive height and her neatly pressed uniform, she gave the impression of a disdainful schoolmistress. “Perhaps if you spent less time bedding half the university—”
“My irresistible charms are both a blessing and a curse.”
Maisie snorted. “Irresistible is one word for it.”
“Enough,” Preston said tiredly. “What do you want me to do?”
Lotto cleared his throat. “Ah, well, I thought that maybe you could—if you were so inclined—perhaps you wouldn’t mind speaking to him for me. Explaining the situation.” Lotto looked at Preston, bald pleading in his eyes. “He likes you quite a lot. More than he does me.”
“That’s not true,” Preston said. But, as always, he was an unconvincing liar. Effy could well imagine that the earl would hold Preston in high esteem. Top literature student, Master Gosse’s favorite, legate, consummately responsible and frustratingly brilliant. He was a son any father would be happy to have.
At least, before he met her. Now he was suspended, likely to be expelled. The thought made a lump form in her throat. She was dragging him down, burdening him with her ineptitude and her sadness. He didn’t deserve that—and she didn’t deserve him.
“It’s at least half true,” Lotto said. His brow wrinkled. “Please?”
Several moments passed in silence. Preston looked at Lotto, and then glanced over at Effy, as if for permission. She nodded, even as the lump in her throat grew and nearly choked her.
“All right,” Preston said at last. “Just tell me what you want me to do.”
 
The five of them made their way into the kitchen. Rhia, ever the enthusiastic hostess, put on a kettle for tea. Lotto slumped into one of the chairs, not even bothering to shrug out of his coat. Preston pulled out a chair so that Effy could sit, and then he sank down beside her. Maisie stood slightly off to the side, arms still folded peevishly across her chest.
The table was a cluttered mess of papers. Frowning, Effy began to thumb through them. There were some torn-out notebook pages, covered in Rhia’s hasty scrawl, but most of it was sheet music. Effy lifted one paper from the pile.
“‘Wayward Daughter,’” Effy read aloud. “‘A Melody for Dahut.’ What is this?”
“Oh,” Rhia said, turning away from the teakettle. “That’s my piece for the showcase. Was my piece. They canceled the showcase because they were afraid that not everyone would perform banal songs of patriotism.” She rolled her eyes.
Effy bit her lip. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s nothing,” Rhia said. “And it’s not your fault. I could still let you hear it, if you want.”
But before Effy could reply, Preston had snatched the page from her hand. She was too surprised to be offended. He squinted his eyes—still managing, somehow, without his glasses—and then looked up at Rhia with urgency. “You’ve heard of Dahut?”
“Well, yes,” Rhia replied. “And so have all of you. She’s King Neirin’s daughter. I know that Aneurin doesn’t give her a name in the Neiriad, but in our Southern folktales, we call her Dahut.”
“And your song is about her?”
Rhia nodded. “I always thought Aneurin never gave her a fair shake. Her portrayal is rather one-dimensional, his version. The evil girl with the traitorous heart. But in a lot of the folklore of the South, Neirin is portrayed in a less favorable light. He’s crueler, especially to his daughter. So when she flees, it’s to escape her tyrannical father. And the city falls in retaliation for Neirin’s crimes.”
“And what happens to Dahut?” Preston asked.
“The saints take pity on her and, instead of drowning her, they turn her into a mermaid,” Rhia said. “I wrote lyrics about that. And the youth that she loved. Their story seemed as much a tragedy as the city falling.”
“Silver,” Preston murmured.
Rhia cocked her head. “What was that?”
“Silver,” Preston repeated, more clearly this time. “In your Southern iterations of the myth, is the youth silver-clad, the way he is in the Neiriad?”
“No. I don’t think so.” Rhia frowned. “And he’s not a prince or an enemy soldier in disguise. He’s just an ordinary boy who falls in love with the proverbial princess in the tower. Why?”
“Because.” Preston lifted his gaze, his voice grown solemn and deep. “We have the same version of the myth, in Argant.”
There was a silence, inflected only by the burbling of the kettle. Rhia moved it from the burner and onto the counter, her lips pressed into a thin line.
“That can’t be,” she said at last. “It’s our story—no offense. The story of the last king of Llyr.”
“Allegedly,” Preston said.
And then it was Maisie who broke in, exasperatedly. “What do you mean by that?”
“I mean,” said Preston, “I think we’ve all been lied to.”
Another swelling of silence. Effy glanced over at the paper in Preston’s hand. Rhia had penned in lyrics beneath the musical notes. My love, come away with me / to the palace ’neath the sea. With a start and sudden catch of her breath, Effy realized that she recognized them.
“That’s from ‘The Garden in Stone,’” Effy said, pointing. “That line. ‘My love, come away with me / to the palace ’neath the sea.’ Is that where you got it?”
“‘The Garden in Stone?’” Rhia echoed, a furrow in her brow. “No. I haven’t read it. That’s just what Dahut says, when she calls out to her lover’s spirit. At least, in the myth that I grew up with.”
Effy’s mind lit up—wonderfully, painfully. It had been weeks since she had felt this way. Alive.
“It was Antonia,” she said. “Ardor’s daughter . . . she must have heard the Southern version of the tale somewhere. Maybe from her father. Ardor was a Southerner, remember? He was born Rhodri Morwent. And Antonia identified with Dahut—a girl kept prisoner by her tyrant of a father.”
At that point, everyone in the room was staring at her with rather blank expressions. All except Preston. He was smiling a proud and affectionate smile.
Lotto, who had his chin resting on the table, let out a breath that made the papers rustle. “So what does it all add up to? That Aneurin the Bard embellished a bit? The Neiriad isn’t real history. We all know that.”
“Yes, we do,” Preston said. “All of us in this room, and likely everyone at the university. But not everyone in Llyr. And that’s what matters. With each day that passes, with each man killed on the front line, the greater incentive there is to conflate myth with truth. Because the truth is detrimental to patriotism, to national unity, to everything that supposedly makes Llyr great and strong and enduring and exceptional. And everything that makes Argant its one-dimensional enemy.”
For a moment, they all looked among each other, cowed by Preston’s eloquence. Effy felt her own heart ache with love for him. She wanted to reach out, to take his hand, but her next thought stopped her, like a hard jab between the shoulder blades. You don’t deserve him.
“Well, not to be a killjoy,” Maisie said, “but even if that’s true, how are you supposed to prove it?”
“Oh, please,” Lotto muttered. “You relish being a killjoy.”
Maisie glared at him, but before she could reply, Effy cleared her throat.
“Maisie is right,” she said. “We’ve had a hard enough time trying to convince the world that Myrddin is a fraud. To come out and say that Llyr’s founding myth was cobbled together from peasant folktales and that identical ones exist in Argant . . . you once told me that magic is just the truth most people believe. No one will want to give up that version of the story. They’ve believed it for so long, and so passionately, that it’s become the truth to them, and that belief has shaped it into magic. Why would they let that go?”
Preston looked down at his hands quite intently. It was almost as though he were seeing something there that the rest of them could not. Even Effy could not guess at the thoughts in his mind.
“Because,” he said at last, “I have to believe that things can change. That people can change. And I think I have a way to prove my point.”
“Preston Héloury,” Effy said, with a small smile, “I think you may be an idealist after all.”
Preston lifted his gaze to meet hers. “Maybe so.”
The teakettle abruptly stopped its bubbling. There was only the faintest scent of smoke in the air. But the smoke had a strange tang to it, almost like the salt of the sea.
“How do you intend to prove your point?” Rhia asked.
Preston drew in a breath. Then he reached into his pocket. After a moment’s searching, he held out a small golden key. All four gazes in the room strained to see it; even Maisie abandoned her post against the wall to crane her neck over Preston’s shoulder.
“This is the key to the Sleeper Museum,” he said. “The curator gave it to Master Gosse, under the pretense that he was writing some article about Myrddin and needed off-hours access.”
“So Master Gosse gave it to you?” Effy frowned.
“Well,” Preston hedged, “not exactly.”
At that, Lotto straightened up in his seat. “You stole it from him? Nice.”
“It was mostly just to avoid an awkward conversation,” Preston said hurriedly. “I’m going to return it to him, of course. Just as soon as I . . .”
“Break into the Sleeper Museum?” Maisie finished.
“I don’t think it counts as breaking in if he has a key,” Lotto said.
“Yes, I’m sure the police will care very much about the technicalities.” Maisie rolled her eyes. “I’ve heard a lot of bad ideas in this kitchen, but this one might be the worst. What sort of proof do you even expect to find?”
“Gosse will protect me, if the police somehow do show up,” said Preston. And then, with greater certainty—as if to convince himself as much as the rest of them—he added, “He will. Gosse owes me.”
For what? Effy wanted to ask. But she didn’t speak. Just as when she had overheard Preston’s conversation with Master Gosse in his office, she was afraid to know the answer. And an even greater part of her felt she did not deserve to know. If Preston refused to tell her, surely he had a reason. Was it to protect her?
Or, a small, nasty voice in her mind said, he’s shutting you out. He’s going to leave you. Why would he stay?
Effy squeezed her eyes shut, willing the voice into silence.
“As much as I love a foolhardy plan,” said Rhia, “I think you might be overestimating Master Gosse.”
“I’m not.” Preston swallowed, throat bobbing. “And I know that it doesn’t quite make sense. I can’t explain right now, I just—I need to do this. I can’t dream or wonder anymore. I have to know. This is the only way to find out the truth.”
“Potentially ruining your life in the pursuit of esoteric knowledge is very academician of you,” Lotto said, nodding sagely. “I would expect nothing less from Preston Héloury. That said, this is quite a terrible idea, so I’m coming with you.”
“No,” Preston said quickly. “You shouldn’t. Your father is on his way to Caer-Isel. He could be here as early as tomorrow and if this doesn’t work, or something happens—”
“Then I’ll fast-track my way to disownment.” Lotto waved a hand. “I know. But what’s a life without a little risk? And what’s friendship if not the renouncing of one’s lesser ties?”
“Careful, Grey,” Rhia said. “You’re almost sounding wise.”
“Well, I’m not going,” Maisie cut in, voice flat. She gave Rhia a stern look. “And neither are you.”
“No,” Rhia agreed. “I’m not. I’m staying here with my best friend.”
At that, she dropped herself soundly into the chair beside Effy’s, and covered Effy’s hand with hers. She gave it a gentle squeeze.
Effy felt her throat tighten. For weeks now she and Rhia had barely exchanged a passing word. She had shut her roommate out, just as she had shut out everything else. Yet still she tried. Still she cared. Tears—which had not fallen, or even threatened to fall, in so long—now crowded the corners of her eyes.
“Yes, you have to stay,” Preston said. His eyes were on Effy, with that same intense, probing look that was no longer hampered by—or perhaps hidden behind—his glasses. “Please. I need you safe.”
It was the first time he had articulated the sentiment so plainly. But as much as Effy tried, she could not receive it as love.
“I’ll stay,” she murmured, averting her gaze. “I’d probably get in the way.”
 
At the door, Effy stood silently and watched as Lotto and Preston donned their coats and scarves. There was shakiness to Preston’s movements, his breathing brisk and labored, as though he had run a long distance.
“Are you sure you have to do this?” Effy asked. “It seems . . .”
“Ill-conceived. Potentially dangerous. I know.” Preston hurriedly buttoned his coat.
“It seems like the sort of thing that you would panic over, if I told you I was planning to do it.” Preston certainly looked jittery, but not panicked. The buzz about him was more anticipation. Eagerness, if anything.
His fingers shook as he tried to clasp the final button. Effy reached up and fastened it for him, her thumb brushing the column of his throat. She felt his pulse, uneven, unquiet.
Before Effy could let her arms fall, Preston grasped her fingers and held them there, against his chest.
“I love you,” he said. “I’ll be back.”
Effy swallowed hard.
“Don’t you believe me?”
She wanted to. More than anything. What she wouldn’t do, what she wouldn’t give, to take away this fear that seethed and hardened inside her, as immutable as a wall of stone.
When she didn’t reply, Preston leaned over and kissed her on the forehead. “I’ll be back,” he said again. “I promise.”
And then, with Lotto holding open the door, he vanished through the doorway.



Twenty-Four
The Neiriad forces us to accept what might be considered facile reasoning: that if a king is good, the land will prosper; that acts of bravery are always rewarded and acts of treachery punished; that there never lived a hero who shirked his duties or who faltered in battle. Why is this so? Because it has always been. Why must it be true? Because we, who read, desire it to be. Our belief in a world that is just and perfect gives us strength to survive in a world that is anything but.
—from the introduction to The Early Writings of Aneurin the Bard: A Work in Translation by E. A. Lawes, 96 AD

Daylight died early in the winter, so by the time they reached the museum at closing hours, the sun was setting, the shadows lengthening, the light filmy and inconstant. The wind swept day-old snow from the sidewalk into the air, where it danced and swirled, white flecks against the darkness. The cobblestones were slick and black enough that Preston could see his reflection in them, though it looked bleary and strange.
All around them, crowds of commuters milled, older men in top hats, women in fox-fur stoles, students in their uniforms, their faces stony and silent and their breath pale in the cold. The people of Caer-Isel seemed like entirely different creatures to Preston. He felt, for a moment, that he was not an interloper in their world, but rather they were foreign entities in his.
The seam between the real and the unknown was pulling apart.
Lotto didn’t let him linger in these thoughts for long. “Is there a side entrance?” he asked as they approached the Sleeper Museum. “Or are we just marching through the front doors like conquerors?”
“No, there’s a side entrance.” Preston felt for the key in his pocket, and as they approached the small door, his heartbeat quickened.
We’re not doing anything illegal, he reminded himself. Technically. The curator had given the key willingly to Master Gosse. And for all he—or the police—knew, it had then been passed willingly to Preston. It was just as much a matter of Master Gosse owing him as it was that he knew his adviser would not want to be embarrassed by the fact that one of his students had stolen the key from him so easily. If Preston was sure of nothing else about Master Gosse, he knew that he was a man of enormous ego.
And—well. Preston finally had a trump card. He was Master Gosse’s only way into the underwater world. He would not want to compromise that.
Preston slipped the key in the lock, turned it, and pushed. The door swung open without a sound.
The corridor, long and half-lit, was just how he had remembered on his previous visit with Master Gosse. He forged ahead, Lotto following him with uncharacteristic hesitation.
“I’m assuming you have a plan if we encounter a night security guard,” Lotto said in a low voice.
“Of course,” Preston said, with more certainty than he felt. “All we need to do is explain that we’re here on behalf of Master Gosse. I’ve met the curator, Somervell, so . . .”
Lotto gave a slight grimace. “Not that I doubt your poise and diplomacy, but let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”
Poise indeed. Preston’s hands were shaking so hard that he had to return the key to his pocket so he wouldn’t risk dropping it.
They walked on for several moments in silence, until they came upon the door on the left. Through the small window, Preston glimpsed the lectern upon which the original copy of the Neiriad sat.
“Wait,” Preston said suddenly. “Let’s just see . . .”
He had meant to go directly to the Sleepers’ chamber, but there was some force within him—something greater than mere opportunistic curiosity—that made him pause. The manuscript seemed to emit an energy of its own, a low humming sound, like electrical wires. It called to him, a wordless siren song.
And so, with Lotto at his back, he opened the door.
There was nothing else in the room aside from the lectern, though it stood rather ignominiously on a dusty linoleum floor. Preston approached, his heart hammering in his throat. This isn’t for me, he thought, suddenly and with great bitterness. I don’t belong here.
But didn’t he? The blood that sang in response to the Neiriad was just as much Llyrian as it was Argantian. He was his mother’s child as well as his father’s son. And so he did not pause or slow his pace until he was standing just before the lectern, staring down at the book through its protective case of glass.
The book was lying open, its pages yellowed and water-stained, the ink faded and nearly illegible in some places. Preston squinted. He could read Old Llyrian, but the lines were crammed together, little space between the words, and with its baroque flourishes, the text was almost impenetrable. Perhaps he could have used his glasses after all.
Over his shoulder, Lotto was squinting, too. “I should have paid more attention in my language classes. I can’t make out anything.”
So Preston leaned closer, until his nose was practically pressed against the glass. The manuscript was open to its very first page; he could, at least, recognize the Neiriad’s famous opening lines.
Lo! How we have heard the deeds and glory
Of the last-and-greatest king;
How he broke the land through the sea
As quick as the spear shafts of his enemies;
How he kept at bay the water
Just as he repelled the pillagers
Who threatened his supremacy.
Preston almost stumbled back in shock. These were not the words he had read a hundred times—at least, not quite. What had happened to that final line? The one that described the king’s enemies as those who spoke the demon Ankou’s tongue? The one that established, beyond all doubt, that Argant was Llyr’s bitterest, most ancient rival? And for that matter, there was no reference to Llyr in the second line, either. The way he had learned it was Of Llyr’s last-and-greatest king.
“Am I going mad?” Preston asked aloud. “Lotto, look—the words aren’t right.”
He maneuvered his friend over the lectern, until he was bent close enough to—just barely—make out the letters. Surely even Lotto would know them. These lines were drilled into the minds of every child of Llyr from the time they learned to read. Lotto certainly didn’t have his eidetic memory, but still. These were arguably the most famous lines of literature in Llyr’s history.
Or was it Llyr’s history?
After several moments of staring, brow furrowed in concentration, Lotto straightened up again. His face had gone ashen.
“This is fucked, Héloury.”
“It’s all fucked.”
The swear felt strange on Preston’s tongue. He never cursed—at least, the old version of himself never did. Now . . .
A chilling silence swept through the room. It was as if someone had opened a window and let in a cold breeze from outside. But the room had no windows. It was as small and enclosed as a tomb.
“I don’t like this,” Lotto said, shifting anxiously. “Maybe we should just go—”
“No,” said Preston sharply. “There’s something more I have to see.”
And so, with no small amount of reluctance, Lotto followed him out of the room and back into the poorly lit corridor. It led them straight to the chamber of the Sleepers. It was just as cold inside, and the skin on the back of Preston’s neck rose in gooseflesh.
Please be silent as you observe the exhibit. You would not want to disturb the Sleepers before their time, lest they wake in a foul mood!
Preston’s gait did not falter as he walked around the circle of coffins until he arrived at the foot of Aneurin’s. He did not even glance at Myrddin, or any of the other Sleepers. He looked only at the bard, in his gold-trimmed robes, with the sleeves that obscured all of his body, even the tips of his fingers. He stared down at the bard’s death mask. There was nothing that could be discerned in it, no expression, only what one’s imagination could impose. Depending on who looked at it, and how, the bard could have been either peaceful or defiant.
He had come to expect it, by now, and it did not come as a shock at all, when the bells began to ring in the back of his mind.
“What am I meant to be seeing?” Lotto’s voice was a whisper.
“It’s not what can be seen,” Preston replied, “but what cannot.”
It had the cadence of a song—mystic, portentous. He did not know what compelled him to speak this way. The words had seemed to simply emerge, fully formed, on his tongue.
It was against the museum rules, and it felt almost sacrilegious, but Preston placed both of his palms on Aneurin’s coffin. He half expected some electric shock to his skin, or some alarm to sound. Yet there was nothing. No sound, except the softness of his and Lotto’s breathing.
The glass itself was almost as cold as ice, and just as fragile. Preston’s heart pounded viciously. And then, summoning up a memory of Effy—of her in that secret room behind Ianto’s bookshelf, where they had discovered Myrddin’s diary—he brought down one of his fists with all the force he could muster.
The glass shattered.
“Preston!”
It was impossible. It shouldn’t have broken so easily; these corpses were Llyr’s greatest treasure, more precious than any sum of gold. He was not especially physically strong. And yet the glass had almost leaped apart under his hand.
“Oh, fuck,” Lotto was chanting. “Oh fuck, oh fuck, oh fuck—”
But Preston didn’t turn around. He reached down instead, fingers quivering as they neared Aneurin’s body. The bells were ringing almost deafeningly.
He lifted Aneurin’s death mask from his face. Only—there was no face beneath. There was not even a blanched skull, the bone made fragile and translucent with time. There was nothing except a pit of blackness, an absence where a body should have been.
Preston didn’t even have time to react before the alarms sounded.
 
Lotto grabbed him by the elbow and hauled him back toward the dimly lit corridor, Preston stumbling as he tried to break into a run. The alarms were loud enough to drown out the sound of bells, and his heartbeat was even louder, the panicked pulse of blood in his ears. He struggled to keep up with Lotto—who, for all of his drinking and smoking, could not shed the athleticism of his juvenile years on the rugby field—but they managed to reach the side door before even glimpsing a security guard. Lotto shoved the door open and they burst out, gasping for breath, onto the sidewalk and into the frigid night air.
“Oh, shit,” Lotto panted. He bent over, resting his hands on his knees, shoulders rising and falling with great strain. “Do you think they saw us?”
“No,” Preston choked out. Shot through with adrenaline, he could barely feel the cold. “We’re—we’re safe.”
Until, of course, the security guards discovered the shattered coffin and dusted Aneurin’s death mask for fingerprints. But his mind did not even allow him to think beyond that. He was still focused on what he had seen: nothing behind the mask, no corpse. Whatever had been stuffed under his robes to give the appearance of a slumbering body, Preston did not know. He only knew that Aneurin the Bard was—in the truest sense of the word—gone.
He and Lotto walked back in silence, both of them still breathing hard. It was not until they reached the entrance to Effy’s dorm that Lotto stopped suddenly and turned to face him.
“You saw it, didn’t you?” Lotto asked. He braced one hand on Preston’s shoulder and squeezed. “You saw . . . there was nothing there.”
Preston nodded, his throat tight.
“It wasn’t a hallucination. It wasn’t a dream.”
Of that, Preston was slightly less sure. The barrier between this world and the one beneath the water had broken, like a seawall against the ceaseless tumult of waves. But if Lotto had seen it, too, then it had to be real. Could two people have the same hallucination?
“So what does it mean?” Lotto pressed. “Is it all a lie? Every Sleeper just a lump of clothes in an easily breakable coffin? Most of them seemed pretty convincingly, well, corpse-like.”
“I don’t know.” Preston inhaled. Again, he felt like he was close, but still missing something essential. There was one more piece to this puzzle. Yet now, he was at a loss for where to turn.
“Fuck,” Lotto said, shaking his head. “Well, I suppose we might as well go inside. It’s miserable out.”
But Preston hesitated. He was still short of breath and—more alarmingly—he felt almost close to tears. His mind was racing, his thoughts scattered, and he was certain his distress would show on his face. He looked down at his own shaking fingers.
He couldn’t return to Effy this way. The last thing she needed was to see him like this—frantic, fevered, halfway to despair. She was already burdened enough.
“Wait,” Preston said, the word barely choked out. “Just—wait a moment.”
Lotto paused. He looked Preston steadily in the eye. And, for all his flaws, it could not be said that Lancelot Grey did not sometimes know exactly what to do. Because he didn’t speak; he simply reached out and laid a hand on Preston’s shoulder. He squeezed it, and they both stood there in silence, in the star-pricked darkness, in the swirling flurries of snow. Lotto’s touch was solid and warm. Preston breathed in deeply.
“All right,” he said at last, straightening up to his full height. “Let’s go.”
Lotto hesitated a moment more, and then his hand dropped from Preston’s shoulder. Snowflakes had lilted gently into his dark hair, and his gaze was steady, almost serene. It was precisely what Preston needed it to be. He wished he were not so far gone to voice his gratitude. But for all that he loved literature, loved language, words seemed to be failing him as of late. And so he turned toward the dormitory without speaking.
Together, they entered the building and climbed the stairs to Effy and Rhia’s second-floor apartment. It would have been wise to take a key, but as it was, Preston had to knock. His rapping against the wood was weak. He felt very, very tired.
It was Maisie who answered the door, her mouth set in the same humorless line. Preston had never seen her smile. But now, there was something slightly panicked in her gaze, just a flare of worry in her blue-gray eyes.
“What is it?” Preston asked. “What’s wrong?”
Before Maisie could reply, Preston heard it. Muffled but unmistakable. Effy’s low, soft weeping.
Unconcerned with rudeness, Preston pushed past Maisie and hurried down the hall. Effy was still in the kitchen with Rhia, in the same spot where he’d left her, Rhia still holding her hand. Only she was curled up in her seat, knees against her chest and chin wedged in the crevice between them, tears streaming down her cheeks.
“It’s all right,” Rhia was saying. “Really, it’s not the end of the world.”
When Effy saw him there in the doorway, she looked up. Her cheeks were flushed, and her green eyes were made even brighter by the glaze of tears. There was none of the frightening hollowness in them that he had witnessed earlier. Instead they were alert, and fearful.
Preston approached her, his own fear rising in him. “Effy, what’s wrong?”
“I ran out.” More tears fell in shiny rivulets. “Of my medication, my sleeping pills. Or—I’ve almost run out. I’m so stupid. I only just realized.”
“Oh.” Preston blinked. “Well, that’s not anything to worry about. Surely you can get more—”
With a shocking suddenness, Effy burst from her seat, almost exploding into a standing position. Rhia jerked backward in surprise.
“I can’t,” she cried. “I don’t know how. My grandfather always got the prescription for me. From my doctor in Draefen. I don’t have a doctor here, in Caer-Isel. I can’t sleep without them. I don’t know what to do.”
She began to weep heavily then—but weeping felt like an insufficient word. She was inhaling in strained, gasping breaths, choking out the sobs, her whole body shuddering with the exertion. Quickly, her breathing became even more labored, to the point where Preston feared she was not managing to get enough air in at all.
And, for a moment, he was frozen where he stood. His mind could not think; even the panic passed through him, like air through a clutch of dead leaves. He did not know what to do.
All he could do was this: he approached Effy and took her into his arms. It was unexpectedly difficult; her whole body was tense and taut with her despair. It was like holding a statue of marble. She wept inconsolably, burying her face against his shoulder, until her tears soaked his shirt. Time dragged past, every second an agony. And then finally—finally—she went limp.
Preston slid to the floor, still holding Effy against him. Her tears began to subside to whimpers. He held her there, without words, one hand braced around the back of her head and the other around her waist.
Lotto had come to stand in the doorway. He stared in silence, his face grown pale. Maisie’s expression was remarkably solemn, and she did not speak, either, though there was a slight tremor in her chin. And Rhia—ever cheerful, ever easygoing Rhia—watched from her chair without words, looking as if she might come to weeping, too.



Twenty-Five
I may have been a girl when he came for me, but I am most assuredly a woman now. I had thought I might grow strength in my years, as an oak tree thickens and spreads its roots, but I feel in many respects weaker than I ever was before. If there is one great virtue of girlhood, it is the insulation of dreams. We are protected, as children, by our belief in the unreal. In moments of solitude I can turn back time and imagine myself as young again: my bare feet in the grass, a crown of white flowers and juniper berries in my hair. I can make myself believe in knights and heroes, in such sweet-voiced and pure-hearted saviors. I take refuge in these dreams. I dive eagerly into unreal waters. But when I return, dragged unwillingly to the shore like a mermaid in a net, I am bereft again. Womanhood has left me with no place to hide.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 199 AD

Effy managed to calm her breathing just enough for Preston to help her to her feet. Her limbs felt numb and heavy. Her throat had a crackling ache and her cheeks stung from being washed with tears. Her lashes were spiked into wet daggers, and they made her flinch every time she blinked.
Lotto, Maisie, and Rhia watched her without speaking, their expressions all some degree of horrified. It was Rhia’s face that made Effy’s heart crumple. She looked like a wounded animal, in half disbelief that she had been shot through the heart.
Effy could not bear to see it—another person she had hurt, something else she had ruined and done all wrong. She turned away and, without a word, allowed Preston to lead her into her bedroom.
Once inside, he left her to stand and went to examine the bottles of pills on her dresser. Both were about a quarter full, ordinarily no need for immediate concern—but Effy had gotten to the point where she needed three sleeping pills, sometimes four, just to knock her into oblivion. At this rate, she would run out in less than a week.
Preston picked up the bottle and turned it over, frowning. “Do you have the number for your doctor in Draefen?”
Effy shook her head. “No, I . . . I never called him myself. My mother or one of my grandparents always did it.”
He was being careful, Effy could tell, to keep his expression schooled and neutral, unperturbed. But she heard him give a soft exhale.
“Could you give them a call, then?” he asked. “Then they can call the doctor—”
“No.” Tears leaped back into Effy’s eyes, and her throat tightened with renewed panic. “I can’t, I can’t talk to my grandparents, or my mother—they’ll be so angry at me. They’ll tell me I’ve been irresponsible for letting it get this far . . .”
She trailed off, her brain clouding with sudden weariness. If she couldn’t hold herself together in front of Preston, she wouldn’t be able to pretend for her mother or her grandparents. They would know within moments how feeble she’d become.
“You mean, irresponsible for relying on them for just one thing?” Anger pitched in Preston’s voice. “You never ask them for anything, Effy. Never. That’s just absurd.”
“But that’s what they’ll think.” She was weary, too weary to explain further. And even if she had the strength, what would she say? This was something Preston would never understand. He had a family who loved him. A mother who would never have left him out in the cold. This barrier between them felt as real and tangible as glass, like she could press her fingers against it but never break through.
Preston let out a disgusted breath. It was rare for Effy to see him so boldly, nakedly angry. Even if it was on her behalf, it unnerved her.
Then, as if sensing the need to calm himself—almost as if he could read her thoughts—Preston closed his eyes, pinched the bridge of his nose—still unoccupied by his glasses—and said, “I could try and call.”
“What?”
“What if I called them?” Preston looked up at her, suddenly determined. “I’ll just explain the situation. Would that make it easier?”
“Well . . .” Effy swallowed. “Maybe. I suppose.”
“All right, then,” Preston said. Relief was clear in his tone and on his face. “Let’s go.”
 
She followed him outside, into the cold and then into the telephone booth, its glass panes turned nearly opaque with frost. Her breath came out in white clouds, and her hair, still slightly damp, only made her chillier. Teeth chattering, her hands stuffed into her pockets, she gave Preston the phone number to her grandparents’ house.
Effy hoped it would be her grandfather who answered. He was least likely to berate or lecture her. Being rather distant and cold, he would probably just shake his head in dismay and then snap an order to his secretary. Better than her grandmother, who would not let her get away without a scolding.
And both were better than her mother.
In the small booth, Effy could easily hear the dial tone and the staticky ringing on the other end, even though it was Preston who had the receiver against his ear. It rang once, twice. Three times. And then—
“Hello?”
Her mother.
“Hello, Ms. Sayre?”
“Who is this?” her mother asked, naked irritation in her voice. It was around eight fifteen, which meant she was likely a glass or two deep into her gin. Effy felt her stomach flip; this was the worst possible time for her mother to be interrupted.
“It’s Preston—Preston Héloury. I’m your daughter’s—”
“Boyfriend?” her mother finished.
“Well, yes.” Preston was clinging to the receiver so tightly that his knuckles turned pale. “It’s nice to sp—”
“What’s Effy gotten herself into now?”
At that, Preston stiffened, his shoulders drawing up around his ears. He was angled slightly away from her, so Effy couldn’t fully read the expression on his face. But she heard the barely restrained frustration in his tone when he replied, “Nothing. She hasn’t done anything wrong. She just needs the prescription for one of her medications refilled.”
Her mother let out a long, loud sigh, crackling through the receiver. Perhaps Preston’s indignation had been too palpable. Effy’s stomach knotted with worry. If her mother refused—
“And I suppose it’s an emergency now, isn’t it?” She dragged out the word, her tone labored with annoyance. “Because she didn’t have the foresight to call sooner . . .” A pause. “Is she all right?”
Preston glanced at her for a long moment. Effy felt as if she were frozen, rooted to the ground.
“She’s fine,” Preston replied at last. “She just needs the prescription filled. Could you please give her doctor a call, or give me the number so I can—”
“Listen,” her mother cut in. “I can see that you care about her. It’s very kind. But Effy needs to learn how to take care of things herself. How to get better herself. It’s not fair to you to take on this burden. It’s generous of you, to have even gone this far. But just because you love her doesn’t mean you can help her. It doesn’t mean you can save her.”
Preston fell silent. He did not speak for so long that Effy worried her mother would give another disgusted sigh and hang up, but there was no click of the receiver. There was only the sound of the wind, beating at the glass of the telephone booth, making it shudder around them. Her damp hair had begun to freeze in the cold, tiny crystals of ice forming like dewdrops on morning grass.
Effy remembered what it felt like, to be this cold. She remembered sitting on the riverbank, staring down at her hands as her fingertips grew redder and redder. Her pain then had been partially eclipsed by bewilderment, by a child’s dim understanding of the world. She had thought her mother would be back at any second.
And Effy remembered the exact moment she realized she would not. She looked up from her numbing fingers and out over the dark, surging water, iridescent under the moonlight, like a serpent’s tail. She had wished for another savior and then there he was, his crown of bones rising from the waves. His hand outstretched, reaching, reaching.
Effy squeezed her eyes shut, as if she might be able to trick herself into believing again. As if she could will the Fairy King back to her. But when she opened her eyes, there was only Preston, clutching the receiver in a white-knuckled grip.
“Just give me the number, please,” he said—hollowly, bitterly. “Then I won’t bother you again.”
Her mother said something in reply, but Effy could no longer make out any words. Her hearing had grown muffled; there was a hum of static in her ears, drowning it out, holding the world at a distance.
Free me, Antonia had written, and if Effy managed to speak, it was what she would have said, too. How much longer must I endure this posthumous existence?
Outside the telephone booth, the wind howled on and on.



Twenty-Six
There are versions of the story where you save her. You climb the ivy to her tower and she follows you down again—neither of you look back. When the waves drag at you and the storm beats down, you keep hold of her hand. You escape the flooding city moments before it crumbles into the sea. You kiss her and she wakes. You find a horse, a carriage, a ship, or even just a hatch in the floor.
But the versions where you lose her are the oldest stories in the world. The ones where you fall, where you drown, where you let go of her hand. Where you kiss her but she remains as cold and still as stone. There are no horses or carriages or ships to bear you away. There is no hatch in the floor.
—from “The Prophecy,” by Taylor Cardew, collected in The Scribe Review: A New Journal for Creative Nonfiction, 210 AD

The nighttime sky was cloudy, charcoal gray and starless. As Preston hung up the phone and exited the booth behind Effy, he felt a slow sense of dread unfold from him. He was not naive enough to believe that Effy had not heard every word her mother had spoken.
He had managed to get the doctor’s number from her, eventually. Her mother’s voice had grown slightly slurred by the end—she was drunk, but what did it matter? Preston had been drunk enough times to know that honesty came most easily three glasses deep. He was also not naive enough to think that her mother had not meant everything she had said.
Just because you love her doesn’t mean you can save her.
Preston had stammered his way through the rest of the call, his tone low and unabashedly furious. If her mother noticed, she didn’t comment on his vitriol. Perhaps it had been too subtle after all. But what else should he have done? Cursed her? Slammed down the receiver in furious protest?
Maybe. He looked at Effy, standing still in the street, her lips nearly blue. He wanted her to know it wasn’t true. That he would never believe it. And yet when he tried to speak, he found the words strangled.
His vision suddenly blurred, as if from tears, though none were pricking his eyes. He wondered briefly if he had begun to need his glasses again after all. But it was merely the underwater world, surging up in place of the real one, marble walls rising around him, statues arranging themselves in their niches. In that world, Effy was safe. In this one—
I’ve wrecked it, he thought. When the glass of Aneurin’s coffin had shattered under his hands, he knew that he had ruined everything. If the police did not find him then he would still have to face Master Gosse. If Master Gosse decided he had gone too far then he would be expelled, arrested, deported, even, torn away from Effy and thrust over the unbreachable border fence.
Yet he feared more than these mundane, mortal consequences. The stories of the Sleepers might not have been true, but they were real, at least in the ways that mattered. They were the magic that gave the ordinary world its protective luster. The people needed them as much as Effy had once needed the Fairy King. Perhaps still did. He had destroyed it all in pursuit of the truth, to sate his own desperation, to quell his own terrors.
Selfish, a voice in his head whispered. You don’t deserve her. It would be better if you stayed away.
Preston squeezed his eyes shut and opened them again. The dream world vanished. Effy reappeared before him: thin, shivering, and so very, very fragile.
He swallowed hard to clear his throat. “You’re not a burden,” he said at last, weakly.
Effy didn’t reply. Her eyes were hollow. He heard the faint sound of her teeth chattering.
“Why don’t you go inside? It’s freezing.” Preston reached out and rubbed her arms briskly up and down, at least to generate some superficial heat. “I’ll be there in just a moment.”
Still, Effy did not speak, but she went back toward the building without hesitation. Preston watched her until she vanished through the door. Then he let out a breath, which plumed white in the winter air, feeling just the smallest measure of relief.
Relief that she was safe, at least for now. And relief that he could have just a few moments for himself.
He felt ill, almost to the point of retching. Her mother’s casual cruelty had infected him like a fever. And there was a small, shameful part of him—the same small, shameful part that had shown itself the night of the Midwinter Ball—that was pure rage, that wished Effy’s mother physical harm.
Preston leaned against the building and took a cigarette out of his pocket with shaking fingers. He lit it and inhaled. At the very least, it settled his stomach.
Then he tried to force his mind to make a plan, but it was like revving a cold engine. His thoughts would not order themselves. They floundered and scattered. He had the doctor’s number, etched hastily in ink on his palm. It was too late to call tonight, but tomorrow he could wake up first thing. He had checked; Effy had more than enough pills to get through the night.
The memory of her statue kept returning to him—its time-whitened, water-stained, algae-covered face. The evidence of the slow wearing-away of the stone. The danger was deep enough to penetrate his dreams. The fear was so real that even that meticulously crafted fantasy world could not keep it at bay. He had done it himself—shattered Aneurin’s coffin and, with it, the refuge of magic. He might as well have plunged the great city of Ys into the ocean with his own hands.
Preston listened for the bells. They were duller now, as if slightly removed, but still unmistakable. And somehow, strangely, they had become a comfort.
He finished his cigarette, stubbed it out, and then went inside.
 
Lotto stood in the corridor, arms crossed and gaze downcast. When he heard Preston come in, he pushed himself off the wall and, with his dark eyes flashing, asked, “Are you all right, mate?”
“Fine,” Preston lied hopelessly. “Where’s Effy?”
“She came in a few minutes ago. She went to her bedroom, I think.”
Preston nodded. He felt too weary to speak, so he merely left Lotto there by the door and continued down the hall, on the way to Effy’s bedroom. But he paused as he passed the door to the kitchen.
Rhia and Maisie were still inside, huddled by the stove. Maisie had her arms around her, and Rhia’s face was half-hidden against her chest. Maisie spoke in words Preston could not make out, but the tenor of her voice was soft. Comforting. And Rhia only whimpered in reply.
They had not noticed him there, and Preston did not announce his presence. He felt as if he had intruded on an intimate moment, especially when Maisie bent down and took Rhia’s face gently into her hands. She murmured more unintelligible words of comfort, and Preston felt his throat grow thick.
This was too much for them, too. And it was his fault—he had let it get this dire. Shame heating his cheeks, he turned away from them and continued down the hall.
The door to Effy’s room was open just a crack. He stepped in, expecting to see her curled on the bed, or perhaps at her desk with Antonia Ardor’s book, but she was not there. The room was empty.
Preston was too bewildered to be immediately concerned. Lotto had seen her come in. She was here somewhere—his body, seemingly untethered from his mind, carried him back down the hallway to the kitchen. Rhia and Maisie were still speaking in hushed tones, and when they saw him in the threshold, both of their heads turned. Rhia’s cheeks were shiny with tears.
“Where did Effy go?” he asked. His voice was more tense than he had meant it to be.
Rhia blinked. “Isn’t she in her bedroom?”
“No.”
“She must be in the bathroom, then,” Maisie said. Yet for once, she didn’t scoff or roll her eyes.
Right. Preston turned, still feeling oddly bodiless, almost numb. He came to the bathroom door and put his hand on the knob.
It was locked.
He tried the knob several more times, then knocked urgently on the door. “Effy? Effy?”
There came no reply.
Panic remained at the edges of his mind, but it was closing in faster and faster. There were no thoughts at all, only the shuddery adrenaline of fear. Preston rattled the doorknob with greater ferocity, and when that did not give, he thrust himself bodily against the wood, jamming his shoulder so hard that the door seemed to shake on its hinges.
He felt no pain. Again and again he thrust himself against it, and the sound brought Lotto, Maisie, and Rhia all bustling into the corridor. They were speaking, but the words just ran over and around him, like water, nothing penetrating.
At last, the wood cracked and the door gave way.
Preston could only take in bits and pieces of the scene before him: Effy’s hair spilling out across the tiles. Her fingers still clenching weakly at the empty pill bottle. Her face drained of all color, her eyes closed, lashes not even fluttering.
Yet he could not have mistaken her as sleeping—it was nothing so peaceful as that.
He dropped to his knees. He shouted for Rhia as he gathered Effy’s cold body into his arms. He couldn’t even hear himself, and he was only vaguely aware of Rhia’s own cry of horror as she came into the room. Lotto was stammering something out, too, wordless sounds that again couldn’t pierce Preston’s mind, but had the same tenor of horror and panic.
It was Maisie who kept herself composed enough to race for the phone.
 
The next hour unfolded in flashes, one moment lurching unsteadily to the next. They were like scenes from a film with a damaged roll, fuzzy and skipping. The blue-and-red ambulance lights patterned against the exterior of the building, casting the room in a neon glow. The rough, heavy footsteps of the paramedics as they moved in and around him, swarming the bathroom. One of them knelt and pried Effy out of his arms. Then her body vanished behind them, obscured by the brisk but shockingly detached motions that were employed to keep her heart beating.
Rhia, Maisie, and Lotto were removed from the bathroom with the same dispassionate maneuvering. A police officer parked himself in the corridor with his notepad and began taking down witness accounts. Rhia was sobbing; Lotto was doubled over, hands on his knees, as if he might retch. Even Maisie looked rather ill as she explained what had happened.
Preston was then forced to his feet by two of the paramedics. They pressed in on him with questions: how much did she take, when, how—that still felt unnervingly impersonal. As if they were working with machinery rather than human beings and were simply trying to mend a malfunctioning part.
One question they did not ask was why. Preston was grateful for that, because he would not have been able to answer. It was not that he didn’t know—in truth; it was that there would have been far too many reasons and it would have delayed the paramedics by hours. It was that he knew Effy’s greatest fear was being declared mad, of being strapped into a straitjacket and forced into a windowless room with padded walls, locked away and forgotten. So already Preston was trying to come up with an alternative explanation.
If he could convince the rest of the world that it was an accident, perhaps he could convince himself, too.
 
The bright-white sterility of the hospital felt almost hostile. While Effy was wheeled through the double doors, Preston tried to follow, but a paramedic clapped him firmly on the shoulder and directed him toward the waiting room instead. “We’ll have the doctor come out and update you,” he said.
Preston sat. He was aware of almost nothing aside from his own breathing. If, for a moment, he allowed his mind to wander, the thoughts that occurred were too much to bear. You left her alone. You couldn’t give her enough. This is your fault.
“Preston Héloury?”
“Yes?”
A white-coated physician stood above him with a clipboard. He had slicked-back gray hair but otherwise a surprisingly young-looking appearance, no age spots on his skin or lines around his eyes. His gaze held the faintest suggestion of gentleness. Or perhaps it was pity.
“I’m Dr. Quinbern. I’ll be responsible for Miss Sayre’s care.”
Preston swallowed, his voice hoarse as he asked, “Is she going to be all right?”
“That remains to be seen. We were unable to rouse her, so she’s in a semicomatose state for now.”
Semicomatose. “She’s asleep?”
“It’s rather more than that,” Dr. Quinbern replied. “But I suppose you could say that she’s in a deep and—at least at the moment—imperturbable slumber.”
“But,” Preston started, and then had to swallow once more, around the lump in his throat, “you can wake her, can’t you?”
“We will do our very best,” Quinbern said. “Unfortunately, this is one of those situations where the patient must be relied upon to do most of the work herself. Our hope is that, as she remains in this semicomatose state, her body will begin to recover its functions and she will grow strong enough to wake.”
Preston looked at the doctor for several moments without speaking. This man was old enough to be his father—perhaps exactly the right age to be his father. He had kind-looking brown eyes, light brown, a similar shade to Preston’s own. His name even sounded vaguely Argantian.
“The best thing you can do for her is to remain positive,” the doctor said, when it was clear Preston was not going to reply. “She’s young. In all other respects, she appears physically healthy. It will just take time.” He paused and gave Preston a rather probing once-over. His gaze landed on Preston’s hands, clenched in his lap. “Did you hurt yourself? Let me have a look at those.”
Instinctively, Preston drew his arms up to his chest. His knuckles were stippled with small cuts that he hadn’t even noticed before. From breaking Aneurin’s coffin, he realized dimly. He felt almost ashamed of them. Pitiful wounds. For what he’d done, he deserved worse.
“It’s nothing,” he said. “I’m fine.”
Dr. Quinbern’s stare was unconvinced. “Are you certain?”
Preston nodded. His vision was starting to grow cloudy, though he felt no instinct to cry. “Can I see her?”
Quinbern tilted his head in a very sympathetic way. “Yes, son. Of course. But I expect you’d like to let her parents know. You shouldn’t be left to manage this alone. There’s a phone at the nurse’s station.”
 
Effy lay against a bastion of pillows in a half-upright position that was too awkward and stiff to appear at all peaceful. It did not help that there were wires crisscrossing her unmoving body, one to the IV in her wrist, and the other to the oxygen plugs in her nose. Preston recognized both—recognized everything, almost—from when he had visited his father in the hospital after the accident. There was the noxious smell of cleaning solution, the low but insistent beeping of machines, the rumpled hospital gown, and most of all the complete and utter stillness, as if the room were cast in a layer of unmelting ice.
Preston approached her, his heart thrumming like the beat of blood behind a bruise. He sat in the chair that had been pulled to her bedside, close enough that he could reach out and touch her easily—if he dared. The tips of her fingers, minus that missing fourth one on her left hand, were blue, as if frostbitten. Her lips were chapped and white.
He tried to remember the last time he had kissed her there; he even lifted a finger to his own mouth, as if he could recall it through touch alone. But all the memories that came were distant, fuzzy, and vaguely unreal, just as the memories of his father had been. When was the last time he had been checkmated in chess? When was the last time he had seen his father smoke a pipe over the morning newspaper? When had he last pointed out one of the rabbits on their lawn?
Preston lowered his head into his hands. The beeping of the machines reasserted itself, to the point that he could hear nothing else. Not even the bells.
He couldn’t have begun trying to estimate how much time he spent there, hunched over in the chair. His watch was filled with water and its hands had not turned in weeks. There was no clock on the wall. Even when he closed his eyes, the white lights burned through his lids, and every breath that came up his throat felt like a scraping rasp. It was all too much and too close and the naked reality was too painful to bear.
Effy breathed, but only barely. Her chest hardly rose and fell. This state she existed in was deeper than sleep and too far gone for dreams.
Hours must have passed in this manner, because the next time Preston raised his head, it was to a knock on the door. Blearily, he tried to peer through the window, but the shape on the other side was muddled in the frosted glass. The door opened anyway.
And then there she stood in the threshold, slim and silver-haired. She wore an unshowy overcoat of gray and had her face half-hidden beneath a beret, though it could not truly disguise her, at least not to his eyes. She pulled off the hat and held it in her hands.
“I’m sorry,” Preston managed, in scarcely more than a whisper. “I didn’t know who else to call.”
“Don’t be sorry for anything,” Angharad said.
She approached him, and Preston grew suddenly still, tense in his chair. As seemed to happen so often lately, words failed him. He just let Angharad wrap her arms around his shoulders and stroke back his hair as if he were a little boy again.



Twenty-Seven
There is only so much any mind can endure before it must reject reality. Before it must reject wisdom and reason. I have always found my fragments of freedom in fantasy. It has served me better than any shield or sword, and certainly better than any of the laws of men. I have lived and died by quill and ink. And how could I ever begrudge myself this? Even moths and cormorants are thought by the naturalists to dream.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 207 AD

“You don’t have to tell me everything,” Angharad said. “If it helps, we don’t even have to speak.”
She had pulled over a second chair to the other side of Effy’s bed and was leaning forward, hands resting just on the edge of the mattress. Still nearer to Effy than Preston dared. She had taken off her wool coat and draped it over the back of the chair, and her white silk blouse shimmered under the relentlessly bright lights.
At first Preston let the silence go on, not because it helped but because he could think of nothing that was not too painful to say. Several moments passed before he lifted his head and said hoarsely, “It was my fault. I left—I shouldn’t have left her alone.”
“Don’t say that,” Angharad replied in a sharp voice. “Don’t think that. I’m sure you did all that you could.”
But wasn’t that worse, Preston thought to himself, to have done everything and have it still not be enough? He recalled her mother’s words with a sickly feeling in his stomach.
Just because you love her doesn’t mean you can help her. It doesn’t mean you can save her.
He looked over the bed at Angharad, letting his gaze run over her scrutinously. Even in her trendy blouse, tucked into pleated slacks, even with her cropped hair, ending in a glossy bob just below her chin, there was something irrepressibly ethereal about her.
It was not her beauty alone—those wide-set green eyes that shone out of her almost agelessly pale face, her pearl-like complexion, which was hardly wrinkled at even more than sixty—but something intangible, something Preston could not name or describe. It was as if she had not traveled here by train or by car but rather had stepped out straight from the realm of the Fair Folk, materializing within a mushroom circle or a dew-brightened field. As if she did not belong in the real world nearly as much as she belonged in that proverbial castle in the air.
I had not known that the seam of the world was not between the living and the dead, but rather between the real and the unknown.
He could ask her, he realized. About that entry in her diary. About the bells. About the dreams. She was probably better equipped than anyone else to answer his burning questions. But Preston could not make himself speak. Not when Effy lay between them, trapped precisely in that murky seam between the living and the dead.
“You must be exhausted,” Angharad said at last, when it was clear Preston was not going to answer. Her tone was low and gentle now. “I’ll stay with her, if you’d like to get some sleep.”
Exhaustion lay upon him like a heavy cloak. His eyelids felt as if they were weighted with lead. He was tired, but he was afraid of sleeping. Afraid of losing his already tenuous grip on the real world completely. He looked back at Effy again, her skin washed as pale as ice under the blinding hospital lights. He waited, as if he could wake her just by staring. Just by wanting.
Each moment that passed in which she did not wake was more agonizing than the last. He couldn’t bear it. In halting, painful motions, Preston rose from his seat.
“You’ll call me, won’t you?” he asked, voice breaking between syllables. “If she wakes up?”
“Of course.” Angharad reached out and laid a hand over Effy’s. “You won’t miss a thing.”
 
When Preston walked through the corridor and back into the waiting room, he was shocked to see three familiar faces turn toward him. Maisie, Rhia, and Lotto all snapped their heads up as he entered, each wearing an expression of concern and haunted grief.
“What happened?” Lotto asked, rising from his seat, at the same time that Rhia asked, “Is she all right?”
“She’s asleep,” Preston replied. “They don’t know if—when—she’ll wake up.”
The words seemed to drift emptily to the floor. For a long moment, no one moved or spoke. Then:
“I’m sorry,” Rhia choked out. “I shouldn’t have let her go off alone. I should have watched her.”
“She went to the bathroom,” Maisie said, though her voice was gentle. She rubbed a hand on the small of Rhia’s back. “It’s not like you could’ve known.”
“She’s right.” Preston rubbed his eyes wearily. They stung, not from tears, but from the lack of them—as much as he blinked, he couldn’t bring any moisture to the surface to relieve the dry, prickling pain. He realized then that he couldn’t remember the last time he had cried.
“Well, come on, then,” Lotto urged softly. “It’s six in the morning. You should get some rest.”
The blinds in the waiting room were drawn, but in the gaps between them, the very faintest rays of morning sun were showing themselves, a pale buttercup yellow. It would be a rare cloudless day, sharp and bright and unforgivingly cold. No flurries or mist to disguise the warplanes, no thunder to muffle their rumbling.
Preston let Lotto lead him out of the hospital and into the cruelly real world. The earliest commuters were already milling about on the streets, bakers on the way to warm their bread, shop owners to draw up the grates of their storefronts. Yet there was still the eerie, halting near-silence of a city at war. Everyone kept their eyes trained on the ground. Even the people walking in groups did not speak to one another.
As they passed the newsstand, the headline of today’s paper leaped out at Preston. LLYR LAUNCHES MAJOR NEW GROUND OFFENSIVE AGAINST ARGANT, WHICH MAY IMPINGE ON CITIZEN AREAS. Below there was a grainy photograph of Ellsworth Grindal, Llyr’s defense minister, in full military regalia, his aged, pouchy cheeks held taut as he gave a grim salute.
Preston’s gaze also skimmed over the date, and something flickered in his mind—a sense of awareness, of familiarity—but it quickly vanished, like a spark being snuffed. He was so tired.
They arrived back at their dorm just as the sun finally crowned the horizon. Mechanically, Preston went through the motions of showering and changing his clothes, yet when he thought of crawling into bed, a feeling of dread pooled in his belly. When he thought of sleeping alone. The sheets would be cold without Effy. And he would not be able to stop thinking about her blanched, silent face, her arms, wrapped in wires, like tree branches strangled by thorns. Alone. Adrift in waters that he could not reach.
So instead Preston sat down at his desk and began aimlessly turning through the pages of books he had left strewn there.
But all was not lost, when the city of Ys sank beneath the waves. Under the sea, mermaids pray in the cathedral. Under the sea, fire burns green. Under the sea, its great bells still toll. And, it is said, that the city may one day rise again, lifting from its ocean tomb, and whoever first hears the music of the bells will be its new king. 
Drivel, nonsense, the stuff of fairy tales, the refuge of the weak-minded, or so Preston would once have thought. Now he knew there was something essential here, something that could not be perceived with the eye. That could only be seen in the deepest depths of his dreams.
And yet—what was the use? He still did not know how to save her.
Preston’s head began to loll forward, almost unconsciously, as exhaustion overtook him. No matter how much his mind protested it, his body could not be prevailed upon to stay awake. And so Preston rose, unsteady on his trembling legs, and stumbled toward his bed.
Before he could reach it, there was a very sudden and disruptive racket in the hall.
It came in the form of a crashing door and a hurried rush of voices—one familiar, and one not so much. Preston could not make out the individual words, but he did hear the desperate, pleading tone of Lotto’s voice. And then the gravelly, furious whispers of the Earl of Clare.
In any other circumstance—or if he were not so tired—he would’ve found a bitter humor in the horrendous timing of it all. Preston leaned closer to the door and listened. He caught a few snatches of their conversation, term and grade and Damlet and, over and over again, failure, and as the Earl of Clare went on, raising his pitch, Lotto’s voice grew tremulous before he fell to utter silence.
That was when Preston, against all better judgment, opened the door and stepped out into the hall.
The Earl of Clare had not even taken off his overcoat before beginning to berate his son. He was still clad in his sleek brown fox-fur stole as well, his chin held aloft, the nostrils of his aquiline nose flared. He was the very picture of remote, patrician disdain; the only way he could have appeared even more an aristocrat was if he were wearing a powdered wig. Preston froze half in and half out of the threshold, cowed beneath his dark, glittering stare.
“Mr. Héloury,” the earl said, “how nice to see you again.”
The frostiness of his tone did not imply that there was anything nice about it. Preston cleared his throat and replied, “It’s, ah, nice to see you, too, sir.”
“Of course, I would have preferred us to meet under less ill-contrived circumstances,” the earl went on. “As it is, my duty here is grim. I’m sure, as his roommate, you’ve had plenty of occasion to know how miserably my son has been behaving. Botching every opportunity afforded him—privileges that others would beg for—and putting a stain on the name of our family. Pitiful, isn’t it, that he can’t seem to be prevailed upon to do something as simple as attend class?”
Preston drew in a breath and looked over at his roommate. Lotto had completely drawn into himself, shrinking back against the wall, shoulders up around his ears and gaze cast dismally to the floor. Lotto’s eyes were bloodshot from his own exhaustion and his face was pale, his hair untidier than usual. How long had he sat in the hospital, waiting for Preston to emerge? How many times had he asked about Effy, tried to draw Preston out of the anxious morass of his thoughts, to shuck his worries, to have fun? Lotto had defended him before Dean Fogg, before Master Gosse, even when Preston could not make his own tongue move, when he was too filled with despair to speak.
And so, with a rush of what could only be described as love, Preston said, “It’s not like that—sir. Lancelot has been working much harder lately. Really, he has. And he can do better. There’s still time left before graduation, still time to make up for what’s been lost. He’s a good man. A good friend. You can trust him.”
The words came out rather hurried, and slightly slurred with exhaustion, but the earl appeared to be listening intently. Something shifted behind his eyes. Lotto looked up hopefully—gratefully—through his lashes, biting his lip like a chastened schoolboy. Preston’s heart fluttered as he waited, fearing that he had spoken out of turn, that he would only make things worse for Lotto. But then—
“Very well,” said the earl. “I suppose I will let him finish out the academic year. But one more slipup and you’re coming home to Clare.”
Preston blinked, thinking at first that he had misheard. Surely his lack of sleep was, by now, making him slightly deranged. He glanced over at Lotto, and his friend’s face was equally stunned. Then Lotto’s expression softened, into one of relief. Of gratitude. And, Preston realized with an ache in his chest, of love.
Weakly, Lotto said, “Thank you, Father.”
“Thank Mr. Héloury. He’s a good friend to you.” The earl cast his gaze up and down Preston probingly, with an expression that seemed almost like affection. “It’s only a shame that I had to make such an inconvenient trip on a Tuesday morning.”
Tuesday morning.
“Oh,” Preston choked out. “It’s Tuesday?”
“Yes,” the earl replied, frowning. “What’s the matter?”
Preston felt the words turn to stone in his throat. But Lotto rescued him. Because—of course—Lotto remembered.
“It’s the day of your suspension hearing,” Lotto said quietly. “We’re meant to meet with Dean Fogg and Master Gosse at the administrative building in thirty minutes.”
Preston couldn’t even manage to nod. Surely he had disgraced himself in the earl’s eyes; perhaps he had even ruined all that he had said in Lotto’s defense. And now he was meant to appear in front of a board that would decide his future at the university with no sleep, with his mind half-lost to dreams and fear, with the parts of him that mattered still back in Effy’s hospital room.
As it was, Lotto grimaced—realizing, too late, that perhaps it might have been better to lie. But by now he was likely as weary as Preston was. Impulsive as his nature was even at the best of times, the lack of sleep was surely not helping.
“A suspension hearing,” the earl repeated slowly. “Over what matter?”
“It wasn’t his fault,” came Lotto’s immediate, hearty response. “All semester Domenic Southey has been taunting him—over his heritage, out of bitterness and jealousy. There was a bit of a scuffle at the Midwinter Ball. Southey was appallingly drunk . . .”
“Southey, you say?” The earl arched a brow.
Feeling numb, Preston nodded.
The earl drew in a breath, the tenor of which could not be discerned, at least to Preston’s ears. Disappointment? Impatience? Disdain? Yet nothing in the world could have surprised him more than what the Earl of Clare said next.
“Then I imagine the Baron Margetson will be there as well.” The earl paused, waiting for Preston to nod again in response. “Hmm. Well, this isn’t something a boy your age should be facing alone. Your family must be barred from crossing the border at the moment. Let me come with you instead.”
 
Preston was still feeling numb with shock as they walked toward the administrative building, the sunlight cold and pure white. He and Lotto walked on either side of the earl, and every time he heard his velvet-trimmed overcoat swish, Preston had to blink to clear his mind of disbelief. He was on his way to a hearing over his suspension and he was being accompanied by one of the most preeminent aristocrats in Llyr. Nothing about the moment felt quite real.
The steps up to the building were already crowded with students, leaning against the marble statues and smoking. But, to his further shock, Preston realized that the crowd was more than just students—there were a number of other people who appeared to be administrators, professors, and even some assortment of Caer-Isel residents. Their gazes fixed on him as he walked, probing and obtrusive.
A very tall, thin man pushed his way to the front of the crowd.
“Mr. Héloury,” he said, thrusting out a hand. “Roger Finisterre, with the Caer-Isel Post.”
Preston stiffened. “Finisterre. What are you doing here?”
“We’re all here for the show,” he replied pleasantly. “The newspapers received an anonymous tip that there would be a suspension hearing held to mediate a dispute between the son of the Eighth Baron Margetson and the university’s only Argantian student.” He cast a glance over Preston’s shoulder, to where the Earl of Clare stood. “And now another aristocrat has turned up! What an affair!”
It wasn’t hard to imagine who had sent in that anonymous tip. Bristling, Preston jerked away from Finisterre.
“Step away, sir,” said the Earl of Clare, in completely undisguised annoyance. “This is no business of yours or your gossip rag. Go trawling for stories somewhere else.”
Finisterre’s mouth opened dumbly, like a gutted fish. And then, before Finisterre could reply, the earl put a hand on Preston’s shoulder and guided him farther up the steps. By the time they reached the landing, Preston’s knees were trembling.
“Don’t worry, son,” the earl said as he pushed open the door. “Fogg won’t allow observers or reporters inside. He’ll want to maintain that this is a private university matter.”
“It’s going to be hard to maintain that when Finisterre breaks the story.” Preston squeezed his eyes shut. “Llyr’s distinguished and venerable aristocratic family against an Argantian saboteur. It’s exactly what the public is clamoring for.”
The earl gave him a bracing smile. “Yes. The narrative is quite of the moment. But it’s not yet time to fall to despair. You’re more than your heritage. Blood isn’t destiny. Finisterre’s story will only be one version of the tale—you will have your own.”
With that, the earl gave Preston’s shoulder one more bracing squeeze, and two university clerks held open the double doors to the hearing chamber.

 


It was grander than Preston had expected inside. Indeed, it looked precisely like a courtroom, complete with a judge’s bench, a viewing gallery, and a witness stand, all furnished in dark, gleaming mahogany. All that was missing were the barristers and the black-robed judge. Instead, it was Dean Fogg who sat behind the desk on the dais, hands steepled in front of him.
The benches on the left side of the aisle belonged to Southey’s contingent. It was Southey himself—the faint bruise of the black eye still visible from the right angle—and his father.
The 8th Baron Margetson was, admittedly, not what Preston had expected. He was shorter than his son, with a slightly hunched posture, and scarcely any hair left on his head. The white-blond strands had receded completely from his temples, and a bald spot on the crown gleamed under the lights. Preston felt a very petty and perverse sense of satisfaction knowing that Southey’s hair might start to vanish in the same manner soon.
Southey looked up as he passed, meeting Preston’s gaze without blinking. It was a baleful stare, though surprisingly restrained compared to the spitting rage Preston had braced himself for. Perhaps he was more subdued in the presence of his father—or in the presence of the six university administrators, who were seated in what looked like a jury box. The administrators who would vote on Preston’s expulsion.
Lotto and the earl filed into the benches on the right side of the room, and more slowly, Preston followed. Dean Fogg narrowed his eyes as he saw the earl, but he didn’t protest or even remark upon his being there. There was too much funding at stake, Preston figured, and then felt a jolt of bitterness. This hearing would not be decided by justice or reason. It would be decided by money and influence, by nationalism and fear.
There was something deeply ironic about the university’s motto etched in the marble lintel above Dean Fogg’s dais. Swear fealty to no cause but the truth. Once upon a time, Preston had ardently believed those words. Now they felt utterly empty, no more substantial than a fairy tale.
Once Preston was seated, Dean Fogg cleared his throat.
“We are gathered here to discuss the matter of the recent misconduct and physical altercation between two of the university’s students, Preston Héloury and Domenic Byron Southey the Second. Over the past weeks, the board of administrators has thoroughly examined the facts of the occasion and is prepared to make its recommendation for how to proceed with the punishment phase. Today is merely an opportunity for each student to make his case for leniency, or to advocate for a particular outcome.” Dean Fogg paused, as if he expected some interruption, some protest, but even Lotto remained silent. Then, turning to the left side of the room, he said, “Mr. Southey, you may go first.”
With a toss of his head, Southey rose, and strode confidently up to the witness stand. He gave Dean Fogg a deferent nod, bright blue eyes gleaming with the assurance of his victory.
“This recent incident has left me physically scarred and shaken,” he began, in a tone so level that it belied his professed distress. “I fear that further attempts might be made to harm me, if the student in question is to remain on campus. The university has already failed its duty to protect me and to ensure that I can learn and thrive in an environment without intimidation, threats, or violence. I am appalled that the safety of its students is not the university’s top priority, particularly in this moment of political strife. I do not believe it is a stretch to imagine that Mr. Héloury could become even more hateful and potentially vengeful as his home country is forced into surrender. And so I call upon the board of administrators to deliver a decree of expulsion, effective immediately.”
As he spoke, Preston wondered where the slavering idiot he had perceived Southey to be had gone. He realized that he had been naive to think of him that way, to believe that bigotry and fanaticism could not be cloaked in eloquent language. And perhaps that misbelief would be his downfall.
When he was finished, Southey drew in a breath and puffed out his chest, as if he expected to be showered with applause. Instead, Dean Fogg merely nodded and said, “Thank you, Mr. Southey. You may sit now. Mr. Héloury, you will speak next.”
But before Southey could even depart the witness stand, the baron rose noisily to his feet.
“Excuse me, sir,” he said, “but I must protest the entire premise of this so-called hearing. My son is the victim. The facts are plain. Why are you allowing his aggressor a platform to defend himself? He should have been expelled on sight.”
Dean Fogg’s face turned a pale shade of purple. “Well, my lord, I am merely following the disciplinary process outlined in the university handbook. Whenever there is an altercation between students—”
“This was no altercation! This was an act of unprovoked violence that ought to have been considered a matter for the police!”
Somehow, in the midst of this, Preston felt himself begin to slip. Perhaps it was pure exhaustion. He could scarcely keep his eyes open. His gaze muddied and then sharpened and then muddied again. Rising up around him were marble statues and marble pillars, the unreal world layered translucently over the real one. He wasn’t afraid of it anymore. He wanted to sleep. He wanted to dream.
It was the earl’s voice that broke him from this reverie.
“If you’re so certain of your righteousness,” he said, “then why not give the boy a chance to speak? Surely, if you are correct, the judgment will land on your side regardless.”
Across the room, the gazes of the baron and the earl met, with a crackling like static. There was a long stretch of silence as they both stared at one another, these two great men, armored in their ancestral titles and robed in clothing that likely cost more than the monthly lease on Preston’s mother’s house. Not even Dean Fogg dared to speak.
Finally, the baron bit out, “Fine. Speak, then. Argantian.”
Preston cast a look of gratitude at the earl and then rose to his feet. His gait felt unsteady as he walked to the stand, but he wasn’t sure if it was just his own perception, his own vision still slightly blurred. He was all too aware of the eyes of the administrators on him, all too aware of his own loudly beating heart. And when he reached the stand at last and looked out over the room, he felt a sense of despair and loss that was almost overwhelming.
Lotto was there, and—still hard to believe—so was the Earl of Clare, his most unexpected ally. But otherwise his side of the aisle was empty, poignantly and painfully empty. His father was gone. His mother and brother separated from him by that unbreachable border wall. And Effy—
Preston squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, trying not to think of her pale, still body in the hospital bed. What did any of this matter if he lost her? If he couldn’t save her? It all felt not only hopeless but also pointless. Learning and wisdom and reason and scholarship, these things he had prized for so long beyond measure . . . it all crumbled in the face of love.
When Preston opened his eyes again, to the chamber’s dim, recessed light, and to all those unblinking, ambivalent stares, he said, “Lord Southey is right. The facts are plain. I won’t dispute what I did or justify violence. And maybe”—he paused and swallowed—“maybe I don’t belong here.”
He heard Lotto make a choked sound of protest, but Preston didn’t glance over at him. He stared down at the wood of the witness stand, following the pattern of grain with his eyes, yet not seeing it. Not really seeing anything at all.
Dean Fogg cleared his throat bewilderedly. “So are you saying you’ll accept a decree of expulsion, Mr. Héloury?”
“I . . .”
Very faintly, in the back of his mind, he heard the ringing of the bells.
Then there was another sound—utterly out of nowhere, but most certainly real. A side door opened beside the dais, and Master Gosse stepped into the chamber.
“My apologies,” Gosse said in a breezy voice, “I overslept.”
That, Preston realized, was probably true. His adviser’s face looked uncommonly pale, the normal ruddiness of his cheeks blanched and faded, and there were gray circles under his eyes. His hair was not combed and his mustache was not gelled. And there was a bleariness to his gaze that Preston recognized at once, with a jolt of alarm: it was the leftover haze of a dream.
My body will be as still as those in their glass mausoleums, but my mind will be so alive as to rend the world apart.
Had Gosse managed to do it? Had he parted the veil on his own?
“Well,” Dean Fogg said, disgruntled, “it’s good of you to show up, though you may be too late. Your student has just told us that he will accept his expulsion.”
“Oh,” Gosse said, with the calmest of smiles, “that would be rather unwise.”
Master Gosse strode to the center of the chamber and paused in front of the dais. Then he turned to face the benches, hands open and palms skyward, looking like an orator from ancient times. And when he spoke, it was with all the passionate articulation of a robed philosopher.
“Mr. Héloury is my very best student,” he said. “He may well be the very best student that this university has ever seen. Not only has his groundbreaking scholarship uncovered a conspiracy regarding one of Llyr’s most prestigious authors, but his current work, on the subject of Aneurin the Bard, promises to be even more revolutionary. For the past weeks we have been pursuing the greatest academic project of our age. This is a project that will bring the university fame and fortune beyond measure, and of course reflect highly upon its current dean and faculty. But I assure you, I will not be able to continue this endeavor without Preston’s help.”
“This is nonsense,” Baron Southey cut in. “The ramblings of an eccentric lunatic.”
Master Gosse only smiled placidly at him. “Small-minded traditionalists always reject what they don’t understand.”
“Cedric,” Dean Fogg said hurriedly, clearly hoping to prevent an open shouting match, “you’ve never mentioned this new research topic to me. If it is indeed so groundbreaking, why keep it a secret?”
“‘All precious things shatter, if they are found too soon,’” Gosse replied. A quote from Ardor’s “The Garden in Stone.” “My work has already brought prestige to this university. Surely you can trust me to deliver yet more quality scholarship, given time. And,” he added meaningfully, “given the proper assistance. You see, Mr. Héloury is essential to my research. It is only with his aid that I was able to develop what I am tentatively calling A New Theory of Dreaming.”
Preston’s heart began to beat crookedly. He wanted to speak, but no words would come.
“A farce!” the baron bit out. “No scholarship should come at the expense of a student’s safety!”
Dean Fogg’s gaze wavered back and forth, between Gosse and the baron, between Preston and Southey, between the administrators and Lotto and his father. His throat bobbed and the silence grew thick.
Then, astonishingly, the Earl of Clare rose to his feet.
“Dean Fogg,” he said, “I see that you are struggling with how to resolve this difficult matter. Allow me to make it simpler for you: I am prepared to provide a generous donation to the university, if you are to drop the charges against Mr. Héloury, expunge this from his record, and restore his full status as student.”
All that happened next unfolded in a blur. Voices ran over Preston, muffled and distant, as if he were trapped below water. He was only vaguely aware of being ordered from the witness stand by Dean Fogg, of the administrators standing and filing out of the room, of Southey and his father charging toward the dais to register their snarled protests. He was aware of Master Gosse fishing in his pocket for a cigarette.
Numbly, Preston approached Lotto and the earl. He opened his mouth to croak out a thank you, though it seemed insufficient. And before he could, the Earl of Clare gave him a gentle but bracing pat on the shoulder.
“Don’t worry about it, Preston,” he said. “That Baron Margetson is a real bastard, isn’t he? I always have thought so.”



Twenty-Eight
I have been long at work on the task at hand; longer still have I pondered the true purpose of it. We are not an inordinately unhappy nation, at least that I can see, though the limits of my position perhaps prevent me from perceiving the grueling indignities and daily turmoils of, say, a peasant in his sinking hovel. They who know as much of the lives of kings and heroes as a flea knows of the Saints’ liturgies—perplexingly I am told that it is them who I write for, they who cannot even read.
I think I have been misled in this matter. Those who style themselves kings are the ones who require reassurance of a king’s inviolability, of his immortality. The aristocrats in their wigs, the princes in their palaces—all the virtues and blessings of mortal life they have attained, and yet still they are so afraid.
I write to reassure them of their own immortality. They are all little men, in truth, frightened of death and more so of insignificance, no different from the peasants they scorn. They are afraid to accept that a king can die. They are afraid to accept that, in the end, all kings must.
—from The Writings of Tristram Marlais, 135–156 BD, ed. by Dr. Finn Worlock

“Héloury.”
Preston had barely taken a step out of the chamber before Master Gosse approached him. Some color had returned to his adviser’s cheeks—aided, he was sure, by the cigarette he was now smoking heartily—and his gaze was smug. Proud.
“Master Gosse,” Preston said. His voice was creaky with exhaustion. “I . . .”
“You don’t have to thank me,” he said, and waved a hand. “This is a matter of principle. Expulsion should never have been on the table.” He rolled his eyes and took a long drag from his cigarette. The smell of smoke curled into Preston’s nose and made his empty stomach churn.
“Well—” Preston began uneasily.
“You don’t have to thank me,” Gosse interrupted, tone still mild. “However, you do have something that belongs to me, and I would appreciate if you returned it.”
Preston froze.
“Come on, then, Héloury. You can’t have believed I wouldn’t notice.”
Skin prickling, Preston dipped a hand into his pocket. His fingers closed around the museum key.
“Give it here,” Gosse said. “You know, I never took you for a pilferer. It was rather bold of you to swipe it straight from my desk. Bolder still to use it.”
His mouth went dry. “Somervell told you.”
“Of course. Since there was no evidence of a break-in, he knew that whoever entered the museum must have had a key.”
Preston’s fingers curled, the metal digging into his palm. “And what did you tell him?”
Gosse smiled beatifically. “I didn’t sell you out. Don’t worry.”
“But—”
“And the news won’t reach the papers,” Gosse went on. “Somervell will make sure of that. Think for a moment. The public would be horrified and outraged that their precious Sleepers were violated. Somervell would be removed from his post at once. The Ministry of Culture might consider having him killed.” Gosse chuckled darkly. “No, what you did will remain a secret between the two of us.”
“What about what I found?” Preston asked, lowering his voice. “You saw it, too. Aneurin . . . unmasked.”
Gosse’s expression became inscrutable. A shadow passed over his face briefly, and the light in his smoked-glass eyes flickered.
“Yes,” he replied at last. “But seeing is one thing, believing another. Are you a believer now, Héloury?”
“I believe that we’ve been told lies all our lives,” he said. “About the supremacy of Llyr and its supposed king. About the bard that wrote songs in his name. And you’ve known all along, haven’t you? That the stories aren’t true?”
“I’m the most celebrated professor of literature in the country,” Gosse said immodestly. “Of course I’m privy to what lurks beneath the lies that our politicians tell to maintain peace and unity.”
“No,” Preston said. “Not peace. They’re justifications for war.”
“Well, in some instances, yes,” said Gosse. “When the government wants its citizens to rally behind the cause, then it behooves them to paint a certain picture of the island’s history. A certain picture of its enemy. It can’t come as such a terrible shock to you, really. The Neiriad is fragmentary. Later scholars filled in the blanks. It was the third Sleeper, Tristram Marlais, who made some of the very first additions.”
“And redactions.” Preston’s tone was cold. “The real story of the king’s daughter, the one that lives on in local myths and legends—in Argantian myths and legends—doesn’t make Neirin look very noble and saintly.”
“That sounds like a good topic for a paper,” Gosse said with a thin smile.
“I’m not writing a fucking paper.” The bright lights of the corridor felt like needles jabbed in his eyes. Preston squeezed them shut for a moment of reprieve. “Just tell me the truth. Now. Tell me everything.”
Gosse’s brow raised. “I thought you were first and foremost a scholar.”
Preston didn’t know what he was anymore.
“I’ll tell you what,” Gosse went on. “You give me what I want, and I’ll give you what you’re asking for. An even trade. Doesn’t that seem fair?”
Opening his eyes, Preston drew in a breath. His fingers were still clenched around the key in his pocket. As Gosse watched him intently, he removed his hand, holding the key out flat on his palm.
“Good boy,” Gosse said. “But you know that’s not all I need from you.”
The bells rang richly and sonorously in the back of Preston’s mind. “I know.”
“So let’s go, then.” Gosse snatched the key from him and pocketed it. “No time like the present and all that.”
“Wait.” Preston lifted his head and at last met Master Gosse’s stare without flinching. “I’ll join you at the exhibit. There’s something I have to do first.”
 
The snow had begun to fall in rushed flurries, carpeting the cobblestones with frost that was too wet to stick and instead melted into a dangerous shine. Floes of ice groaned and cracked on the surface of Lake Bala. And in the distance, the artificial thunder of warplanes and rolling tanks rumbled.
Preston closed his ears to it all and tried not to slip as he ascended the steps to the hospital. They recognized him at the door and let him through, the nurses at their station casting him pitying glances. He shook out his damp hair and turned down the corridor to Effy’s room.
She lay in her bed in that same perfect, suspended stillness. Her eyes were closed, her breathing slow and labored. What little color had remained in her cheeks seemed to have vanished entirely.
Angharad had not moved from her post. She sat at Effy’s bedside, bent over a book in her lap. When Preston entered, she snapped it shut and looked up at him.
“It’s my book,” Angharad said, flushing a little. “I know it seems a bit self-important, but I thought it might help. If she could somehow hear me reading it aloud . . .”
Preston lowered himself into the chair on the other side of Effy’s bed. “‘I had not known that the seam of the world was not between the living and the dead, but rather between the real and the unknown.’”
Angharad drew in a breath of alarm. “What did you say?”
“Your words,” Preston replied. “From your diary. I understand now. This world isn’t safe. No one can survive reality. We have to find our solace in dreams.”
The corners of Angharad’s mouth turned down and her chin quivered as she swallowed. For a long moment she did not speak, and when she did answer at last, her voice was thick with emotion.
“If only it were possible,” she said, “to shelter in dreams forever. But we have to live.”
“I know,” said Preston. “I understand that now, too.”
The machines connected to Effy’s body beeped their relentlessly steady rhythm. She was as white as marble and, when Preston dared to brush his thumb against her hand, she felt just as cold.
His heart seemed to be sinking slowly down into his stomach. He looked up at Angharad and said, “Do you mind if I have a minute alone?”
“Of course,” she said softly, and rose to her feet. “I’ll wait just outside.”
 
When Angharad was gone, Preston remained, for several moments, completely still. He listened to the rhythmic pulsing of the machines. He felt Effy’s chilled skin under his palm. Then he scooted his chair closer, until he was near enough to the bed that he could lower his head onto the sheets.
“It’s hard,” he whispered, voice muffled by the fabric. “I know it is. I know. It’s hard holding on. But it’s harder letting go.”
There was no response, of course, from Effy’s unmoving body. Preston curled his fingers around her cold hand. And then, at last, he let his heavy eyelids slide shut.
 
He tasted the salt and smoke of the air before he even opened his eyes. Briny condensation gathered in freezing droplets on his skin. His knees smarted against the marble floor.
Without any of his earthly unsteadiness, Preston rose. The walls of the palace erected themselves around him, as if he were building them with his gaze alone. There were the statues that he recognized: the young man in academic garb, the mermaid perched on her rock, the ancient king slumped on his throne, the knight in armor, and the maiden with seaweed in her hair. The chamber was just as he recalled it, just as he had always dreamed it.
Except for one thing. Several yards ahead, gleaming in the impossible light that beamed through the windows, was a glass coffin.
His legs suddenly became shaky as he approached it. His heart pounded in his ears, loud enough, for once, to drown out the incessant sound of the bells. He knew what he would find, but the knowledge did not lessen the pain.
Effy lay inside the coffin, hands clasped over her chest. Her golden hair streamed out around her, tangling with the pale flowers that were scattered within: winter camellias. She wore a gossamer nightdress, half-sheer, itself a relic of another time, or perhaps another world—one that was both impossible and eternal. Her face was white and her eyes were closed, in a deep and imperturbable slumber.
Every dream is a living death.
Trembling, Preston knelt. He laid his palms flat on the glass. He could not tell if Effy breathed; he could not discern even the faintest rise and fall of her chest or the slight parting of her blanched lips.
Preston leaned over until his forehead was pressed against the glass. His throat began to tighten, the corners of his eyes began to sting, and, at last, he wept.
It was weak at first, restrained, and then all at once it was not. Sobs fell from his lips, tears wetting and blurring the glass. He wept at the astonishing beauty of her humanness. What a ruthless privilege it was, he thought, to love.
“I love you,” he whispered. The words came so easily now he couldn’t even fathom what had stopped them before. “I love you. Please come back.”
Tiny fissures began to appear in the glass, as thin as strands of spider silk. Preston lifted his head a moment and watched in awe as the barrier between them shattered. And when the glass broke apart, the shards did not fall; they merely vanished, leaving no remains of the coffin that held Effy’s sleeping form.
He waited, his breath squeezed agonizingly in his chest. Effy’s expression did not shift. Moments seemed to drag past, like some heavy flotsam caught in the drift. The green-fire torches smoked in their braziers. The sea remained at a slender distance, kept at bay by the marble walls.
“Please,” Preston said. “Don’t leave me here alone.”
Even the bells, he realized, had gone silent.
He leaned forward again, resting his head on Effy’s pillow, among the tangles and folds of her golden hair. More tears came, streaking his face with salt.
And then he felt it. The subtlest shift, like water moving under its mantle of ice. Preston looked up, and—
Effy took a breath and opened her eyes.
“Oh,” she whispered, before he could react, before he could even speak. “You’re here.”
“Yes.” He let out a shaky sound that was almost a laugh; he was so delirious with relief that it just bubbled out of him. “I’ll always be here.”
She reached up a hand, fingers quivering, and brushed them across his cheek. “You’re crying.”
“I know.”
“I’ve never seen you do that before.”
He let out another tremulous breath. He grasped Effy’s hand and held it there against his face. Tears trickled between their dovetailed fingers. “I know,” he said again. “It’s because I love you.”
Her throat bobbed as she swallowed. “I don’t want to make you cry.”
“It’s all right. There’s always a chance that you’ll cry when you let yourself love someone.”
Effy nodded, and then tears sprang to the corners of her eyes, making their green color shine. “I want to go home,” she said. “Will you—will you take me home?”
“Yes.” He tasted the salt on his tongue. “Always.”
He bent over and lifted her—he would not have had the strength to do it in the real world, in the world above, but this realm had been built for him and, within it, whatever he wished would come true. He slung Effy’s arms around his shoulders and braced his own around her back and below her knees. The bridal carry, he had heard it called. The long, diaphanous train of her white nightgown skimmed the marble floor.
Preston walked from the first chamber without looking back. He left behind the statue of the scholar and the mermaid and the maiden and the knight and the king. He left them behind in their eternal sleep.
 
The second chamber was not as it had been before. The green torches on the wall burned low, more smoke than fire, casting the room in a filmy light. The air was dense and humid, the scent of salt so thick that Preston struggled to breathe. His clothes grew damp; there was a cold sheen on Effy’s skin.
Panic stirred in Preston’s chest as he looked around. The marble walls were fissuring with cracks. The window glass seemed to have grown thinner, rippling like wax paper. Water was leaking in through narrow spaces, deepening the puddles on the floor, making everything hazy and dim and close. The world pressed in on him from all sides.
Effy clutched weakly at his shirt, her lashes fluttering. He tightened his grip as he walked forward, to the base of her statue. Again, he knew what he would see when he reached it, but there was nothing that could assuage the agony he felt when he laid eyes on it, through the briny smog.
Her statue was cracked, right down its center. The crevasse went from the top of her head to her bare feet, and in it grew moss and algae and tiny white barnacles. Seaweed strands were draped over her limbs, dead starfish pasted to her cheek.
Horror rooted Preston to the ground, and for a moment he couldn’t speak. Effy shifted against him, pressing her face to his shirt and giving a soft, plaintive mewling sound. Her fingers slackened slightly.
Whenever he had lingered here before, he had been so desperate to stay, so reluctant to return to the real world in all of its banal miseries. But now, as he walked, he kept squeezing his eyes shut, hoping that, at any moment, he would be thrust back. That he would wake.
You’re running out of time, some voice from within him said.
“Effy.” Preston jostled her slightly. “Stay awake, all right?”
“I’m trying,” she murmured.
He could hear them again now—the bells. Stumbling against the slick ground, Preston turned away from her broken statue and walked toward the archway to the final chamber. His heart thudded unevenly, out of rhythm with the music of the bells. Out of rhythm with his own labored breathing.
Preston stepped into the third chamber and found that he was not alone.
The king’s statue was in the distance, and the bells swung and tolled above, but before him, in the very center of the room, stood Master Gosse.
His adviser turned to him. His face had a ghostly pallor and was dewed with sweat, but when he saw Preston, he smiled.
“Héloury,” he said, “I didn’t expect you so soon.”
Preston looked up, through the glass ceiling and through the shuddering blue-green water. He saw the inner chamber of the Sleeper Museum, just as he had before, and Master Gosse’s body lying prone on the floor next to Aneurin the Bard’s shattered coffin.
“Well?” Master Gosse prompted. “Aren’t you going to ask how I managed to get here on my own?”
“No,” Preston said. “All this time you’ve been telling me it’s about belief. In fairy tales. In magic. But that’s not true. It’s about desire. If anyone wants it badly enough, they can make it here, too.”
“Perhaps so. But not everyone can mold this world so immaculately to their will. Were this my dream”—Master Gosse gestured about the chamber—“I would have decorated a bit differently.” At that, he laughed, a high, thin sound that made Preston’s skin prickle.
“It doesn’t matter.” Preston drew Effy closer to his chest. “You’re leaving. And so am I.”
Master Gosse cocked his head. “And why on earth would you want to do that?”
Overhead, the bells groaned, as if at last their ancient quality was showing. There was a layer of rust that Preston hadn’t noticed before. And the glass ceiling seemed to warp and strain, the water pressing in on it, fighting to be let in.
“Because this is a dream,” said Preston, “and you can’t live in dreams forever.”
“Surely by now you understand that this is no ordinary dream.” Master Gosse turned, and with a flourish he indicated the statue of the king. His silver hand glinted in the rheumy beams of light. “This place has a power that can touch the real world. We have barely tapped its potential. There is so much left for us to do—”
“No,” Preston bit out. “It’s not just touching the real world—it’s tainting it. It’s tainting both of us. You’re speaking madness.”
“Perhaps it is madness alone that allows the full truth to be seen.”
Preston just shook his head. The ceiling creaked, small cracks spidering through the glass. The sea rushed and rushed against it, foaming like surf break.
“You’re wrong,” he said. “There’s no truth here. Only the comfort of fantasy. The comfort of believing in stories.” With his chin, he indicated the statue of the king. “All of this has been built on a lie. There was no Aneurin the Bard.”
Master Gosse looked unperturbed. “Well, no, not in a literal sense. There was no singular man who penned the epic poem. He is a composite of many different authors; more likely than not, a school of poets. It was embellished over the centuries by other writers. But the character of Aneurin the Bard is real—as real as Angharad’s Fairy King. As real, and as necessary. The people of Llyr need him. He is the soul of the nation.”
“If the soul of a nation requires an enemy, then it has no right to exist at all.” Preston’s stomach was churning now, all the anger he had bottled for so long rising in him. “Neirin was king of all the island. We’re supposed to believe that the war between Llyr and Argant is some ancient blood feud. That every Llyrian and Argantian should feel their enmity for the other deep in their bones. But the truth is more mundane than that. It’s about wealth and territory and all the other ordinary, worldly things that don’t fit neatly into a fairy tale. The island was united once. There’s nothing natural or inevitable about its division. Just the lowly work of men.”
“Yes,” Master Gosse said. “Human caprice and greed lie beneath what is supposed to be a just and noble war.” He shook his head in a vaguely revolted way. “All the more reason to seek your refuge here, no? Son of Argant. Son of Llyr. This is the only world where you will ever truly belong. In this world, you might very well be king.”
Something thickened in Preston’s throat. He had to swallow hard before he could manage to reply, “I don’t want to rule. I just want . . .”
He was cut off by a deafeningly loud crack. One of the bells had broken, right down the center, and it now ceased its ringing.
Master Gosse let out an exasperated breath. “It’s her, isn’t it? You would give this all up for her?”
Preston looked down at Effy in his arms. Her body had gone very still again, and her grip on his shirt had slackened. She felt limp, and a thrill of fear went through him. Her eyes had fluttered shut.
“Yes,” he said, lifting his gaze to meet Gosse’s. “I’d give it all up. I’d give everything.”
“Everything,” Gosse echoed. “Everything?”
His eyes flickered somewhere over Preston’s left shoulder. Preston turned. Standing behind him, in a pool of bleary light, was his father.
Preston’s heart stuttered. “Tadig . . .”
His father did not reply. He did not move toward him; he only smiled in that familiar way, his cheeks dimpling. It was the same smile that Preston had seen grace his face when he won a game of chess, when he glimpsed a rabbit on the lawn, when he kissed the top of his mother’s head before retiring to bed.
“So?” Gosse asked. “Surely you don’t want to give up everything this world has to offer.”
Tears blurred Preston’s vision as he stared at his father, mere steps away. The instinct to reach out to him was great. He wanted to be taken into his father’s arms, to be held again, to be loved by someone who knew him to be more than an Argantian saboteur and a stodgy literature student and a man who would not allow himself to weep. He wanted to be held like a little boy again, a little boy who lived half in dreams.
But that boy was gone and so was his father. This was a story that had reached its final page.
“I’m sorry,” Preston whispered. “I’m sorry. I love you. Da garout a ran.”
His father didn’t answer. He just kept smiling, but love emanated from him, in a warmth that was almost visible, like a pulsing of light.
Preston tightened his hold on Effy. Her body felt heavier now, more pliant. Her breathing was low and labored.
He turned back toward Master Gosse.
“I suggest you wake up, professor,” he said. “This dream is coming to an end.”
Preston drew his gaze upward, and Master Gosse’s eyes followed. The glass ceiling was cracking like a sheet of ice. And, beyond it, the floor of the Sleeper Museum was cracking, too. There was a rumbling sound, loud and close, and as the marble walls of the palace began to break and shatter, so did the walls of the museum. Pieces of plaster rained down on Master Gosse’s sleeping body.
His adviser stammered out a noise of alarm. “Héloury—”
“Wake up, professor,” Preston repeated. “Unless you want your sleep to be eternal.”
He did not wait to hear Master Gosse’s reply. Preston only closed his eyes. The bells were too broken to keep ringing. But in the moment before he was thrust back into the waking world, he felt the water begin to pour in all around him.
 
He woke with his cheek still pressed to the sheets, his breath coming in ragged gasps. Slowly—slowly—he raised his head.
The white room was bewilderingly fuzzy. Preston blinked and blinked, as if he could clear the glaze from his vision, but it all remained a blur of colors and shapes. He could not make out the numbers on the beeping machines, or the words on the cover of the book Angharad had left on the bedside table. He could not even see the details of Effy’s face.
Effy.
Preston rose and shifted to the head of the bed, leaning over, his own breath close enough to feather Effy’s cheek. Close enough that he had the privilege to see this: her eyes, fluttering open.
A sob choked from his throat. “Effy.”
Her green gaze was still muddled with sleep. But her pale lips parted and she whispered back, “Preston.”
Had she seen it all? Did she know? There was no recognition in her filmy stare, no unspoken question. Had she already forgotten everything: the emerald-hued torches, the statue in her likeness, the glass coffin, the confrontation with Master Gosse?
The bells?
Preston couldn’t hear them. Not even the faintest, most distant ringing. And so he knew it was over. He knew, too, because he couldn’t see anymore. He needed his glasses again. He almost laughed. What a mundane thing to happen, in the end.
He bowed his head and clasped Effy’s hands in his. Her skin was warmer now. The pale blue color had receded from the tips of her fingers.
“My love,” he murmured. “Please don’t go.”
Effy’s throat bobbed as she swallowed. In a scratchy, almost inaudible voice, she replied, “All right. I’ll stay.”
A single tear ran a path down Preston’s cheek. They were not safe. Perhaps they never would be. But the walls had crumbled and they were free.



Twenty-Nine
He had raised me up high and put a crown on my head, and thus when he crumbled, so did I. My fall from heaven hurt more than all my days of living hell. But lying there, my ribs cracked, the ashen remains of the Fairy King scattered around me like blown wheat, I drew my first true breath in decades. Every inhale ached. And yet that was how I knew I was alive. How I knew I was free.
—from Angharad by Angharad Myrddin, 191 AD

The white light burned her eyes when she opened them, as if she were an infant, new to the world and just as fragile. There was no peacefulness in her waking, not as there had been when she slept. The silent, velvet dark released her, and reality took hold again, with all its banal little pains and indignities.
The bite of the IV needle in her arm. The hoarseness in her throat. The stiffness of her disused muscles. The faint throbbing behind her temples. Effy breathed in, then out again, the air itself prickling. The antiseptic smell of the hospital made her feel vaguely ill.
Sleep had been simple. Sleep had been easy. She had not even been vexed by dreams.
She woke to Preston holding her hand, to the gentle pressure of his fingers around hers. He had pulled her—somehow—from that oblivious, ageless darkness. And there was his face, beautiful, familiar, streaked with the sheen of tears. She remembered that, and only a little bit more: the words that had fallen from his lips, soft but urging.
My love. Please don’t go.
And then her own reply, in a voice hoarse from disuse:
All right. I’ll stay.
 
It took the better part of an hour for Effy to even manage to sit up on her own; even longer before she could take a sip of water. Preston held out the cup in front of her while the doctor watched and waited, gaze solemn but gentle.
“Welcome back, Miss Sayre,” he said.
She couldn’t croak out a reply, so she just nodded. That, too, made her head throb.
“I’m your primary physician, Dr. Quinbern. We’ll speak soon about your treatment. How much do you remember?”
Effy coughed to try to clear her throat. Her mind, still muddled, reached backward—and found nothing. She could only recall the feeling of the glass bottle in her hand, and then her cheek against the cold tile of the bathroom floor.
“Not very much,” she replied hoarsely. “Just . . .”
She trailed off, her chest suddenly a stricture of fear. If she told the truth—that she had swallowed all those pills on purpose—what would become of her? It was the greatest and most shocking act of madness, she knew, one that would doom her if it was seen for what it was. She would be, always and forever, a mad girl, locked away, humiliated, forgotten. This type of infirmity was unforgivable in a woman.
Yet in a strange way, almost beyond articulation, Effy felt that she had come so far from the girl she had once been. The girl who had drowned herself in stories, who had both dreaded and craved the Fairy King’s ruinous affection. She had dragged herself from the water, like a selkie to shore, and she was ready now at last to face the pain of it all. The aching of a mermaid’s first mortal breaths.
She did not know if these doctors—these men—could be persuaded to see it that way. If they would see only her pain and not her strength in the face of it. If they would see only that she was broken, not that she was healing.
But—astonishingly—Dr. Quinbern seemed to read the terror in her eyes. In a steady voice, he said, “There will be plenty of time to discuss this later. For now, focus on your recovery.” When still Effy didn’t reply, he went on, “I make a point to listen to my patients, Miss Sayre. Whatever you wish to say—or not to say—is your choice. You won’t be forced. And in the meantime . . .” He glanced over his shoulder, to the door. “You have a visitor.”
 
Angharad’s silver hair shone under the lights. She entered slowly, cautiously, silent as she lowered herself into the chair beside Effy’s bed.
“You came.” Effy’s voice was thick.
“Of course,” Angharad said. She glanced over at Preston—a glance filled with affection. “He called, and I got here as quickly as I could.”
All this time, Preston had not taken his eyes off her for even a moment; he had scarcely shifted in his seat. Tears blurred the corners of Effy’s vision and guilt wound through her stomach.
“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I wasn’t strong enough. That I’ve been a burden; that I’ve hurt you—”
Angharad shook her head gently. “You are strong, Effy. Look at all that you’ve done. But no one survives this world alone. I certainly couldn’t. You two saved me. And now, because of that, I’m here. To be with you.” She reached out for Effy’s hand.
Effy surprised herself, in that moment, by thinking of Antonia Ardor. Even in such bitter winds, the daisies never blow. Effy could have stayed, asleep in her own garden of stone—never grieving, but never growing. Never aching but never blooming. Tears began to roll down her face.
“I’m afraid,” she said. “I’m afraid I’ll hurt more than I’ll ever heal. More than I’ll ever love.”
“I think we’re all afraid of that.” Preston’s eyes lifted to meet hers. “It’s all right, Effy. Really. The fear doesn’t have to break you. You deserve to live anyway.”
Angharad nodded. “It’s all right, to be afraid. I was, too. I am still, sometimes.”
They talked for a while, low and soft, after that. There were so many things to be said that were neither joyous nor painful; that simply were. The seemingly interminable snowy weather. The very questionable-looking mushy peas on the Styrofoam tray of hospital food. The rosy pink shade of Angharad’s blouse, which reminded Effy of the sky at sunrise.
Eventually, a weariness began to overtake Effy. It was a physical exhaustion, overwhelming the thoughts in her mind and the capacity for speech. Angharad gave her hand one final squeeze and rose to go, though she promised to return in the morning. And then she and Preston were alone again.
She did nothing but look at him for a long time, unable to summon words. There was weariness on his face, dark circles beneath his eyes. His skin was paler than she could ever recall it being, his freckles faded in the insufficient winter sunlight. But his gaze was steady, unblinking, and bright.
“It was all just too much,” Effy said quietly. “I didn’t think I could bear it for even one moment more.”
Preston nodded. His throat pulsed. Then he said, “If it’s too much, then let me carry it for you. Please.”
Her mother’s words returned to her, so sharp and so quick that it almost left her breathless, like a blow to the back of the head. It’s not fair to you to take on this burden. Just because you love her doesn’t mean you can help her.
“Why did you do it?” she asked at last. “Why have you done—any of this? Why did you stay?”
He let out a breath, almost amused. “Because I want to. Because there’s nowhere else I’d rather be.”
Effy felt a knot swell in her throat.
“It’s simple, Effy. Don’t ever let anyone make you think otherwise. I love you. And that’s all you need to know.”
She blinked back the wetness from her eyes. They were stinging with the piercing shine of the lights. She ached all over, but especially in her chest. In her heart. After a beat, she whispered, “Will you come here?”
Preston nodded again. The next few moments unfolded in silence. He rose, and first reached over to the light switch on the wall. He flipped it down and plunged them into a hazy, incomplete darkness, illuminated still by the eerie green glow of the machines. They continued to give off a low, staticky hum. Preston sat down on the edge of the bed. Effy shifted over.
He reclined slowly, his head resting back on the pillow beside hers. He propped up his legs. The bed was too small for there to be any space between them; his arms came around her waist and Effy raised her hands to cup his face, brushing her thumb across the bridge of his nose. There were no small indentations in his skin. He hadn’t worn his glasses since the night of the Midwinter Ball.
“How have you been able to see anything?” she murmured, frowning.
“I’m not sure. Well—I can’t see much. Not really. Not anymore. I suppose I need to get new glasses.”
“You don’t say.”
He laughed softly. Effy recalled the first time they had been this close. The first time they had shared a bed—back in Penrhos, all those months ago. She had wanted so badly to touch him but had never thought she would get the chance—had never thought he could be persuaded to love such a weak, flighty thing like her. Now she only had to incline her chin an inch for their lips to meet, if she wished.
“Do you remember anything?” Preston’s tone took on an urgency that almost startled her in the dark. “From when you were asleep?”
“No,” she said. “It was . . . nothingness. Oblivion. I didn’t even dream. Why?”
“It doesn’t matter. I was just curious.” His grip tightened around her waist. “You can rest now. I’m here.”
Exhaustion was making her eyelids feel as heavy as lead. “I’ll wake up,” she said, her voice slurred slightly with weariness. “I promise.”
Sleep washed over her—over them both—like the slow hushing of the tide.
 
On the orders of Dr. Quinbern, Effy would have to remain in the hospital for days, perhaps even a week, while she regained her strength. She was transferred to a larger room with a window, allowing her a view of the smoke-gray sky and the flurries of snow, of the gloaming streetlamps that burned like embers at dawn and at dusk. She could see the pedestrians in wool coats bustle through the streets and the rain-slicked hoods of the cars as they crunched down the cobblestones. From behind the glass, she watched the pulsing hum of the city’s life. It carried on, despite the cold, despite the war, despite all the small agonies and injustices.
As promised, Angharad returned. She sat at Effy’s bedside and read aloud to her, since Effy’s head still throbbed and her vision still blurred when she tried to squint at the words. Preston had brought her an enormous stack of books to keep her occupied—among them, Antonia Ardor’s Letters & Annals. Effy had never finished it.
“Had you ever heard of her?” Effy asked as Angharad thumbed through the pages.
“Not by name. I knew Ardor had a daughter, but . . .” Angharad sighed. “These are the sorts of stories that most people would rather not know. I understand it better than most. They don’t want their heroes to lose their shine.”
“It’s hard,” Effy said. “Letting go of what you believe in. The way you make sense of the world.” She felt a tug of grief in her stomach. “Even I was afraid, I think, to find out the truth. To see how her story ends. I know it’s not a happy one, but . . . will you read it anyway?”
“Of course.” Angharad propped up the book against the bed. “Mourning is nothing new to me. Though even now . . .” She paused, closing her eyes for a moment. “My father is dead.”
Effy drew in a shocked breath. “Blackmar—he’s gone?”
Angharad nodded. “Just a few weeks ago. I’ve tried to keep it out of the papers. Goodness knows there have been plenty of other stories to occupy the public’s mind. And I suppose it’s not too much of a shock, when a man of ninety-eight finally passes.”
“I’m so sorry,” Effy said. She frowned. “Should I be?”
“I’m not sure. I’m not even sure if I am.” Angharad let out a soft laugh. “But as I’m his only living family, his estate has been left entirely to me. I never thought it would end up this way, so I don’t know what I’ll do with it all. There’s more money than any one person could possibly ever need.”
Effy’s gaze passed over Angharad—her face, lovely as ever, her skin smooth and almost pearlescent, her green eyes bright. She had an unworldly quality about her, as if she were neither old nor young, or perhaps both at once.
Then Effy’s gaze lowered, to the book in Angharad’s hands. Antonia Ardor’s words wound familiarly through her mind.
I am helping to create something that I believe—truly—will be a great work of art, which will reverberate beyond the years of my life and into eternity.
“I hope it isn’t too forward of me,” Effy said at last, lifting her head, “but I think I might have an idea.”
 
Angharad returned that evening to her hotel, and aside from Preston, Effy had not been expecting any more visitors. The day was waning, heavy clouds of dusk gathered over the bone-white roofs of the university buildings, which Effy could just barely glimpse from her window. Preston was reclined in the chair beside her bed—he had left the hospital only once since she had woken, to bring books to keep her occupied. Now the door open and his head snapped up.
Dressed immaculately in a fur-trimmed coat and matching muffler was Rhia. When she saw Effy, she drew in a sharp and sudden breath, as if she had lost her nerve to speak.
“Do I really look so terrible?” Effy asked.
Rhia let out a tremulous laugh. “No. Well—sort of. You look terrible, but also wonderful. Alive.” And then her voice cracked and caught.
“I’m sorry,” Effy said softly. “For all that I’ve put you through . . .”
“Don’t be sorry.” Rhia stepped farther into the room and began to unwind her scarf. “I’m just so relieved that you’re all right. And don’t scare me like that again.” She smiled, but her voice was still shaky.
“I won’t.” Effy swallowed. “I promise.”
It was easy enough to say in the moment, but she knew it would be a harder vow to keep. When the water began to beat at the walls, when ghosts rose from their graves, when cold winds came to kill the flowers in their buds. When she left the hospital and returned fully to the living, waking world.
Hard—but not impossible. Preston reached over and squeezed her hand.
Rhia gave her a resolved nod. “I’ll be here, you know. You can’t get rid of me so easily.”
“Why would I ever want to get rid of you? You’re my best friend.”
“Oh, stop it.” Rhia fanned her face dramatically. “You’re going to make me cry.”
Feeling tears began to form at the corners of her own eyes, Effy beckoned Rhia over. She sat down in the chair on the other side of the bed and set her purse on the floor. She bent over and shuffled through it for a moment before producing a folded, crumpled newspaper.
“I thought you might want to know what you missed, while you were . . . out,” Rhia said. “It’s been quite a time.”
Effy picked up the newspaper and shook it open. The ink was slightly blurred, likely from being crammed into Rhia’s purse, but the stark black headline was still clear and large enough for Effy to make out.
SLEEPER MUSEUM DESTROYED IN FREAK ACCIDENT

Effy nearly dropped the newspaper in shock. “What?”
“I know,” Rhia said. “I couldn’t believe it, either.”
“Let me see that,” Preston said.
Effy passed him the paper. He had to hold it close to his face, near enough that his nose nearly brushed the page, because he was still bereft of glasses. He stared in silence for a moment, then cleared his throat and began to read aloud.
“‘On Tuesday evening, an unexpected and devastating tragedy befell Llyr’s beloved Sleeper Museum, when, without warning, the building crumbled and then sank into the waters of Lake Bala. The museum was closed at the time and no staff or security were on the premises, so no injuries or casualties have been reported. However, the museum itself has been utterly destroyed.’”
Bewilderment crackled like static in Effy’s mind. “I don’t understand,” she said. “How is that possible?”
Preston read on.
There seems to be no explanation for this sudden collapse, and when our editorial team spoke with Bastien & Lewis, the architectural firm that designed the building, they were adamant that it could not be due to any structural defects.

“The Sleeper Museum is our firm’s greatest achievement,” Benedict Crother, a spokesperson for Bastien & Lewis, stated. “We are confident that there is no design flaw that could have caused this tragic incident. The current leaseholder is responsible for the building’s upkeep.”

“The museum was examined last spring and was up to code in all areas,” said Roderick Somervell, the museum’s curator. “Nothing had fallen into disrepair.”

Our reporters also reached out to a team of naturalists at the School of Practical Studies, to investigate whether or not there could be a climatological explanation for the occurrence. They suggested that perhaps the unseemly winter weather had weakened the structure of the building or that the recent large accumulations of snow put undue pressure on the foundation. However, they were puzzled by the suddenness of the occurrence.

“If this terrible tragedy is due to environmental factors, it certainly would not have happened all at once,” said Dr. Alby Crane, the leader of the team. “There would have been significant damage—cracks in the stone—to foretell the building’s destruction. Unless, of course, there were warning signs that were missed by the museum staff.”

Somervell is insistent that there were no such warning signs. “I have been in charge of this museum for over a decade,” he stated. “It has prevailed and flourished under my care.” When asked for his guess as to how this incident occurred, Somervell replied simply, “The only explanation is either foul play or magic.”

“Magic,” Rhia echoed, rolling her eyes. “Can you believe that? These so-called adult professionals will sooner believe it was the will of the Saints than that some inspector bungled their job. What rubbish.”
Preston leaned closer to the page.
As for the accusation of foul play, Somervell refused to elaborate, stating only that “we all know Llyr’s true enemy.” This sentiment has been echoed by a number of citizens—in a flash poll, 62 percent of respondents stated that this was the result of an Argantian plot to destroy Llyr’s most celebrated and hallowed landmark.

Effy let out a disgusted breath
as Preston went on.
But there is no evidence of this assertion, nor any suggestion as to how an alleged act of intentional destruction would have been committed, given that the Llyrian-Argantian border has been closed for months. It seems the only remaining explanation—which can be neither proven nor disproven—is that which Somervell himself proposed: magic.




Thirty
The swirling surf shielded the king’s death,
His body buried in its salt grave, the tide to pick his bones—
For so great a man, he was made small in his ending,
Small as any peasant, low as any serf.
He had no song to sing, no [. . .] to behold,
It was only his daughter, lonely Dahut [sic], who trilled on,
In the swell of the Sea [sic], yearning still for her lost lover.
Her song was love, and it was eternal.
—from The Neiriad, as attributed
to Aneurin the Bard, date unknown

Preston had three appointments that day, and a fourth if he could make the time.
The first was with the optometrist, to replace his glasses. It would not do to continue stumbling about the city half-blind. He was fitted with a new pair within the hour, and when he put them on, the world was clear and bright again, all its edges sharp. He had to blink, to adjust his eyes. In the days since he had destroyed the dream world, he had grown almost used to seeing only blurred shapes and colors.
It was not only his renewed eyesight that made the city look different. It was different, in ways that could be perceived and in others that were invisible to the senses. The tense, fearful silence that had fallen over Caer-Isel was beginning to lift. People spoke to each other as they walked down the street. Gazes lifted from the ground. The snow was melting on the pavement, icicles vanishing from the eaves. There were flowers being sold in the corner stores again. Baby’s breath and winter camellias. He even happened to catch a bundle, inexplicably, of out-of-season daisies.
As Preston passed by the newsstand, he caught the headlines out of the corner of his eye.
LLYRIAN GROUND OFFENSIVE FALTERS—

 

MORALE DROPS AMONG INFANTRY AS NEWS OF SLEEPER MUSEUM DESTRUCTION REACHES FRONT LINE—

 

AFTER UNEXPECTED LOSSES, DISCUSSIONS OF ARMISTICE RENEWED—

He drew in a breath that made his chest swell with something like hope. It was as if a spell had been lifted. It was as if the whole city were awaking from a deep and heady sleep.
 
His next appointment was at the jeweler’s. Preston had called ahead; he knew what he wanted and it had already been set aside, in a small velvet box. He paid and as he exited the shop, he opened the clasp and peeked at what lay inside. The chain gleamed in the midday sun like a vein of silver ore.
Preston tucked it into his pocket and walked on. He arrived at the Drowsy Poet, which was once again serving a full menu, replete with sugary drinks and even sweeter pastries. But he ordered his coffee black, like he always did, and sat down at one of the tables by the window. He was just removing one of his cigarettes from the pack when the door clattered open and Lotto entered in a rush.
“Sorry I’m late,” he said, dropping wearily into the seat across from Preston. “Professor Damlet was relishing the opportunity to berate me.”
“I hope you didn’t have any choice words for him in return this time.”
“No,” Lotto said. “I was as quiet as a mouse and as penitent as a nun.”
Preston looked at him skeptically.
“Really,” Lotto insisted. “You should have seen me. You would have been impressed. And anyway, it was enough for Damlet, because he said he wouldn’t flunk me if I could produce an abstract for my thesis in the next week.” Without asking, he snatched up one of Preston’s cigarettes, lit it, and took a long drag, letting out a satisfied breath. “So, that’s cause for celebration, in my book.”
Preston plucked up a cigarette of his own, but didn’t light it. “I’m glad for you,” he said. “But that means you’ll have to get to work at once.”
“I know. And my father certainly won’t let up the pressure, either.” Lotto exhaled. “None of this is really that important, though, is it? Not in the grand scheme of things.”
The staff hadn’t allowed Lotto into Effy’s hospital room, but he had waited for hours in the lobby, just so he could walk Preston home when he was ready to go. Just so he could help him navigate without his glasses.
“It’s not exactly a matter of life and death,” Preston said, “but it matters.” He lit his cigarette. “All the little things do, in the end.”
They were both silent for a moment, smoke curling into the air over their heads. Then Lotto said, in a low voice, “It feels strange now, though. Writing a thesis on Llyrian literature when all of it has just crumbled under our feet. But I suppose you already know the feeling. Since Myrddin . . .”
There had been no official statements by the university, by the literature department, or by the Llyrian government. No one guessed at the truth. And Preston was no longer arrogant enough to believe he knew what the truth was. All he knew was that it was over. He had not heard the bells in days. And when he did sleep, it was solid, dark, and dreamless.
 
When Preston finished up with Lotto, there were still a few hours left of daylight. Long enough for him to make that fourth appointment. He bid his friend goodbye (making him promise he would go straight to the library to work on his abstract) and walked away from the café, away from the university, toward the pier that overlooked Lake Bala.
The thick sheet of ice trapping the water beneath it had melted. In its absence, the lake was remarkably clear, more blue than green, and holding the reflection of the cloudy sky like a mirror. His hands tucked into his pockets, Preston made his way to the very end of the pier—not so that he could see the lake, but because from this vantage point, he could glimpse the ruins of the Sleeper Museum.
The three blocks leading up to the museum had been completely closed off, with metal barricades and endless wreaths of yellow caution tape. Dozens of police officers lined up around it like border guards, their faces impassive. Preston would not be able to get close enough to see anything, and he didn’t much relish the thought of being recognized by Somervell if he arrived at an inopportune moment.
But as Preston approached the end of the pier, he found that he was not the only one to have this idea. Standing there, silhouetted against the sunset, arms folded and leaning forward on the railing, was Master Gosse.
His adviser looked more than a little worse for wear. His hair and mustache were uncombed and his left eye was swollen with a pulsing purple bruise. A bandage had been wrapped haphazardly around his head, the dark shape of dried blood showing through the gauze. It seemed he had made it out of the Sleeper Museum only just in time.
“Héloury,” Gosse said in a hoarse voice.
“Gosse,” Preston said, inclining his chin.
“You shouldn’t be here,” said Gosse.
“And where should I be?”
“Asleep,” he replied. “Dreaming.”
Preston glanced out over the water—not toward the Sleeper Museum, not yet, but toward the mountains in the distance, black peaks sharp against the gray sky.
“What did it mean for you?” he asked. “Was it just your fantasy of power, of infinite knowledge? Or was it something more?”
“What could be more than infinite knowledge?”
“Peace,” Preston said. “Safety. Love.”
Gosse let out a breath. “What a sap you are after all, Héloury.”
“Maybe.”
The water itself was uncommonly still. There was not even the faintest ripple of a current. The only illusion of movement was in the reflection of clouds, which shifted across its surface in wisps of white. A perfect imitation of the blustery sky.
“So what now?” Gosse’s tone was both bitter and plaintive. “You’ve ruined it. Taken a brusque pen to our oldest myths and dulled the shine of all our heroes. What are people meant to think now that the Sleepers are gone? How are they meant to still believe in magic—when it was real, but not strong enough to save them? When, in the end, it all crumbled at your direction? Not that anyone will ever know it was you, of course. They’ll call it a freak accident, a spell, an act of terror. They won’t know it was just one boy who did it all for the sake of just one girl.”
Preston had expected to feel anger at Master Gosse’s words. Instead, he felt pity. A twinging of grief.
“Aneurin the Bard isn’t the only hero who’s lost his shine,” Preston said. “I used to admire you. You were so willing to do whatever it might take to uncover the truth, even if it meant tearing down Myrddin’s legacy. But there was nothing principled behind it. Only your vain quest for fame, glory, and power.” He shook his head. “You’re no true scholar. You never have been.”
“Oh, and you are? No, Héloury—you’re just an ungrateful, self-important whelp from Argant who I was beneficent enough to take under my wing. You would be nothing without me.”
“And yet I was the one who dreamed your precious palace into being,” Preston said. “I was the one who heard the bells.”
“What bells?” Gosse snapped.
“Never mind.”
At last, Preston turned, just slightly, so that he could see the ruins of the Sleeper Museum. He was shocked by what little remained. No more than the skeleton of the building, its scaffolding like a naked rib cage, and all around it, a graveyard of crumbled yellow stone. He was not near enough to discern whether anything else was intact—the coffins of the Sleepers, their falsely preserved corpses. But he couldn’t imagine they had survived. When he had stood in the underwater palace and wished for the end to this story, he had wanted no epilogue, no addendum, no sequel. A blank page, upon which a new tale could be written.
“You’re not fool enough to think that people will stop believing entirely—despite your best efforts,” Gosse said. “Just because some building has been wrecked . . . myths and stories can’t be broken down like stone. Would that it were so simple.”
“Of course not,” Preston said. “‘A king can reign a thousand years from a castle built on clouds.’ That’s what faith is—belief in what can’t be felt or seen. But it’s enough to give their faith a little shake. Enough to make some of them start to doubt. The real magic was never the men themselves. It was their stories.”
“You’ll be taking away the only thing that keeps many people alive. What gets them through the day. All those Southerners in their sad, fish-stinking little hovels, reeling in nearly empty nets, praying to their saints at night . . . they need Aneurin and Myrddin more than a bunch of snot-nosed university students do.”
“Then they’ll have to find something else to believe in,” Preston replied, lifting one shoulder in a shrug. “Something that doesn’t justify warplanes and border walls.”
“Ah, so this is clever sabotage from an Argantian infiltrator.”
Preston gave him a disdainful look. “That’s beneath you, Gosse.”
Gosse’s gaze in response was inscrutable. He was silent for a long moment, staring into Preston’s eyes.
“Is this truly what you want?” he asked at last. “You’re Llyrian, too. I haven’t forgotten that. What would your mother think?”
“I’ll have to ask her,” said Preston, “when the peace treaty is signed and I can cross the border freely.”
To Preston’s surprise, Gosse chortled at that. “Very well. It seems you’re outwitting me at every turn.”
“Isn’t that the dream of every teacher? For their students to someday surpass them?”
“I think they say that about fathers and sons,” Gosse replied. “Goodbye, Héloury.”
And then Gosse turned to go. Preston watched as he walked down the boardwalk, his figure shrinking into the distance. But, at that moment, a bit of light pierced through the covering of clouds, surprisingly bright with the nearness of sunset. It outlined Gosse’s retreating back in gold.
 
Preston remained on the pier as the day died into twilight. The streetlamps flickered on with a low hum and glow. Seabirds circled the remains of the Sleeper Museum, occasionally landing on an outstretched piece of ruined scaffolding and then taking off again, dipping and wheeling through the air. He was reminded of Saltney, of Hiraeth Manor, of the cliffs that looked down into the roiling, treacherous waters below.
When Preston opened his eyes again, they were stinging. He pushed up his glasses and wiped at the tears gathering along his lash line. It had become so easy for him to cry now.
He was distracted, trying to peer through the surface of the water, to see if he could perhaps glimpse Neirin’s palace—so distracted that he didn’t hear the footsteps approaching. He only turned around when he felt a tap on his shoulder.
Effy stood there before him, as impossible as a mirage on the misty horizon. She wore a powder-blue wool coat and her hair was combed and tied back with a white ribbon. For a moment Preston wondered if he had fallen into his illusory slumber once again; she was his pipe dream, his castle in the air.
But then he reached out and touched her and she was solid and real.
“Effy,” he breathed. “What are you doing here?”
“Dr. Quinbern discharged me this afternoon,” she said. “I wanted to surprise you.”
There was color in her cheeks, a rosy pink flush from the cold. Her eyes gleamed like green fire. Preston stepped closer, close enough to take both of her hands in his.
“How did you know where to find me?” he asked.
“I thought you would want to see it.” She glanced out over the water, toward the distant ruins where the seabirds were still alighting. “I suppose I wanted to see it, too.”
“It’s all gone.” Preston’s throat grew tight. “The Sleepers, their magic—if you believe in such a thing . . . it’s been destroyed.”
Effy was silent for a moment, her gaze still fixed on the crumbled building. “There’s a term in Llyrian,” she said. “I don’t know if you’ve heard it before. In the Southern tongue it’s tylwyth ynys. Fairy isle. It means an illusion that you see when you look out into the sea on a misty morning, when the sun parts the clouds in exactly the right way. Sometimes there appears to be an island on the horizon, rising up amid the waves. But it’s just a trick of the light. Or so the naturalists say. Do you have a word for that, in Argant?”
“Fairy isle,” Preston echoed. “No. I don’t think so. But there is another story. It’s about a sunken city that might one day rise again. I’ll tell it to you sometime, if you’d like.”
“I would like that.” Effy averted her gaze from the lake at last, and gazed up at him through her lashes. “But the point is that the fairy isle isn’t real—so nothing worldly can destroy it. It’s a fantasy, which means it always lives on. It’s like a memory that you never lose.”
“If only it were always so easy,” Preston said, “to tell fantasy from reality.”
A smile quivered at the corner of Effy’s lips. “Well, yes, that’s the problem, isn’t it? People lingering too long in their dreams.”
She remembered nothing of the underwater palace, or so she said. Perhaps none of it had been real to her; perhaps that version of Effy had existed only in Preston’s mind. He had dreamed her into his world so that he could save her. And, in the end, perhaps it was better that she would never know. It would make the dream that much easier for him to leave behind.
Preston tightened his grip on Effy’s fingers, feeling a nervous flutter in his stomach. “Can I ask you something?”
“Yes.” She frowned. “Of course. What is it? What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong,” Preston said, and almost laughed as the nervousness shifted into a shuddery sort of adrenaline. “Don’t look like that. It’s just . . .”
He kept hold of Effy’s fingers with one hand as he dropped to his knees. With the other hand, he drew the small box from his pocket. He fumbled for a moment before managing to open the clasp. And there, nestled in the bed of velvet and glittering in the rays of dying sunlight, was his mother’s ring.
“Oh,” Effy choked out. “Oh—”
“Effy,” he said softly. “Will you marry me?”
She had grown tense; he felt her fingers clench and stiffen in his grasp. There was a shimmery wetness in her eyes.
“Is this . . . is this really what you want?” she asked in a whisper. “You know that I’m not—I can’t even wear that.” The sudden pitch of despair in her voice made Preston’s heart sink.
“It’s what I want, Effy,” he said. “More than anything. And look—” He let go of her hand for a moment to reach into his other pocket, for the second box, which he had just purchased that day. “—you can.”
Inside was that simple chain of silver, and when he held out both boxes together, he hoped Effy would understand. Her gaze ran over them questioningly for a moment, a swallow ticking in her throat.
Then her eyes shifted to meet his, that green-fire shade from the kingdom of his fantasy. He had dreamed her there because he could not live without her. Not in this world or in any other.
At last, slowly—slowly—she nodded.
“Yes,” she said, with a tremulous breath. “Yes. I’ll marry you.”
Preston rose to his feet and caught her up in his arms. He kissed her as the wind picked up and threaded salt water through her hair. He kissed her as the gulls and cormorants called to each other and as the sea sang in both their veins, the shared memory of their very first meeting atop those cliffs, their very first kiss, in that drowning house on the edge of the world.
But Preston did not hear the bells, as he had at Hiraeth. He only heard the determined pulsing of his own heart, and with each beat he thought, I love you. I love you. I love you.



Thirty-One
Let no one say that I am weak. I am fearful, and therefore brave. I am wounded, yet all the stronger for it.
—from the diaries of Angharad Myrddin, 203 AD

PEACE TREATY SIGNED, ENDING TWELVE YEARS OF WAR BETWEEN LLYR AND ARGANT

As of this morning, a peace treaty has been officially signed by dignitaries from the governments of Llyr and Argant, putting an end to a twelve-year-long war between the nations. The full text and provisions of the treaty have not yet been made public; however, the Llyrian Times has learned exclusively that it includes a restoration of the border to its 196 lines, an easing of sanctions, and a reinstitution of diplomatic relations. The Llyrian government has also agreed to pay the government of Argant an unspecified amount to aid in reconstruction of civilian areas that were damaged in the conflict.

This treaty comes after unexpected and heavy losses to the Llyrian side in a recent skirmish, during which the Llyrian army was forced into a temporary surrender. Prior to this battle at Four Crosses (in Argantian, Quatre-Croix), Llyr’s military leaders projected confidence, leading many to believe that victory was assured and would be definitive, perhaps even ending the war in Llyr’s favor.

The crushing defeat—and subsequent armistice—has left the nation reeling. It has long been accepted that Llyr’s army is superior, with greater stores of wealth upon which to draw and state-of-the-art military technology that outclasses that of Argant. By contrast, Argant has often relied on irregular tactics, such as ambushes and surreptitious attacks on supply lines.

None of these tactics were on display in the Battle of Four Crosses, however. The Argantian and Llyrian armies met in open battle. Thus far there has been no official statement on the cause of Llyr’s hasty and conclusive defeat; however, morose speculation hangs in the air. The timing is all too convenient to ignore: the Battle of Four Crosses took place a mere day after the sudden, devastating destruction of Llyr’s Sleeper Museum.

The more superstitious citizens of Llyr will say that our nation has lost something far more essential than the war. Indeed, while tanks can be refurbished and army ranks replenished, there is no easy remedy for the ruination of faith. The Llyr that emerges from this war will be unquestionably changed. It remains to be seen how, exactly, our nation restores its sense of self. What will be the new foundation of our country’s character? Who will be our heroes now?

 
The sun was shining and Effy was standing on the steps of the university’s administrative building, before a large and jittery crowd. Reporters, their notepads out and their pens poised above the page, made up the first row. She glimpsed Finisterre among them, his dark eyes shining apprehensively out of his gaunt face.
But her gaze didn’t linger there. Instead, she looked out over the rest of the crowd—the bobbing heads of students, professors, bureaucrats, ministers—and found familiar faces. Rhia. Lotto. Maisie. Preston. They stood slightly off to the side, and when Effy met each of their stares, they smiled.
She held Preston’s stare for the longest. It was steady, gentle, and full of love. Almost unconsciously, Effy raised a hand and grasped the ring, which hung from the silver chain around her throat.
Just to her left was a podium with a microphone, and that was where Dean Fogg stood, looking—admittedly—slightly mutinous. A bit of nervousness stirred in Effy’s stomach. But all she had to do in order to dispel it was to look past Dean Fogg, to the other side of the lectern, and catch Angharad’s eyes. They gleamed emerald green in the sharp midday winter sun.
Dean Fogg leaned into the microphone and cleared his throat, causing the crowd to grow silent.
“Thank you all for being here,” he said. “The matter of this address is to inform the university—and representatives from the press—about upcoming changes that will be made to the literature college. Here to herald these changes is Angharad Myrddin.”
His introduction was terse, but Effy had not really expected anything less. It had been no easy task to convince him to make a public statement at all. Yet, as always, money was what greased the wheels in Dean Fogg’s mind.
“Thank you,” Angharad said as she took Dean Fogg’s place at the lectern. “And thank you all for being here. My name is Angharad Myrddin, and my late husband was Emrys Myrddin. I am the true author of the celebrated novel Angharad.”
A ripple of shocked gasps went through the crowd. Effy felt her breath catch in her throat. Angharad had not shared her speech ahead of time, and Effy had to confess that she, too, was surprised at its boldness. Yet at the same time, a shiver of pride went through her. Angharad’s gaze did not falter. Her voice did not shake.
“I have chosen today to make my first public appearance because, tomorrow, the Llyrian Times will publish the thesis statement of two university students, Effy Sayre and Preston Héloury, which proves definitively my claims of authorship.”
Angharad paused there, to allow for more noises of disturbance from the crowd. The reporters’ pens raced across their pages. There was the flicker and flash of cameras, which made Effy’s vision blur for a moment. When her eyesight returned, Angharad was pressing on.
“My deepest and most sincere gratitude goes to Ms. Sayre and Mr. Héloury,” she said. “They are brilliant, innovative scholars and courageous individuals. They have given me a voice, after all these years of isolation and silence. And I will continue to speak, to tell my story, and to make sure my name is not forgotten.”
The crowd stirred again, feathering the air with whispers and sharp breaths. Nervousness twitched in Effy’s stomach. But Angharad’s expression was placid, almost serene. She shifted her gaze very slightly, to meet Effy’s eye. And Effy, though her heart beat fast and unevenly, gave her a nod in return.
“The trouble is,” Angharad continued, “that I am far from the only woman whose work has been stolen and whose voice has been silenced. It is not enough that I alone am compensated for what I have lost. There are so many others, whose memories have been suppressed, whose graves are untended, whose legacies are left to rot and ruin. And it will happen again and again, unless we do something about it.
“And so I leave my inheritance to the university.” Angharad held her chin aloft. “This grant will establish a program within the literature college dedicated to studying the writings of female authors and producing academic work on the subject. This grant will heretofore be known as the Antonia Ardor Memorial Endowment, and the first work it will produce is a paper by Effy Sayre, entitled ‘The Ethics of Amanuensis.’”
The crowd was abuzz—cameras flashing, pens scratching—but Effy seemed to soar above the sights and sounds. They were held at a distance as she looked at Angharad, so strong, so assured, so proud. With her cropped hair and her stylish clothes, she was so different from the woman Effy had first met at Hiraeth all those months ago—her untamed mane of silver, her bare feet, her tangled white nightgown, her wild, slightly unreal beauty. She had been a creature straight from a fairy tale, out of place, out of time.
And yet . . . even now, there was something more than mortal about her. She seemed to emit a strange and subtle glow. Like a tylwyth ynys, she might just shimmer and fade out of sight. Nothing worldly could quite touch her; she was more powerful than that. More eternal.
“The people of Llyr are afraid,” Angharad said. “Our army has fallen and our Sleepers have been put to their watery graves. Just this morning, the Llyrian Times published an article which asked how we will define ourselves, now that we have lost so much of what we believe makes us who we are. It asked who our new heroes will be. I say, these are our new heroes. The young students who are clever enough to ask questions, who are brave enough to venture into the dark corners of the world for answers, and who are strong enough to survive when the foundation of everything they know crumbles from beneath them. To Effy Sayre and Preston Héloury. To all who came before, and all who will come after.”
 
That night, the air was so clear and crisp that the sky seemed almost riotous with stars. They laid a silver cast over Caer-Isel, limning every surface in an ethereal, unworldly light. And yet within the back room of one of the city’s oldest and most well-loved pubs, the air was warm and close, and the light from the oil lamps was a gleaming, languid gold.
Angharad sat at the head of the table, and the rest of the seats were occupied by Effy, Preston, Rhia, Maisie, and Lotto. Plates lay mostly cleared, glasses half-empty. A pleasant sort of weariness had settled over them all, making the voices that had once been raucous grow low, the laughter to turn soft, and making Effy lean over, resting her head on Preston’s shoulder.
“Are you tired?” Preston asked. “Do you want to go home?”
“No,” she replied. “Not now. Not yet.”
Rhia, meanwhile, was examining Effy’s ring with equal parts awe and outrage. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell me immediately,” she said. “What, was I supposed to find out when you sent the wedding invitations? Oh, and there better be a proper wedding.”
“Well, these past few days have been rather busy,” Effy said.
“No excuses.” Rhia gave her head a prim shake. “And no protests when it comes to dresses and flower arrangements and sampling cake. You deserve all of the extravagance.”
“If you say so,” Effy replied, but she smiled. Rhia handed her the necklace and Effy looped the delicate silver chain back around her throat. The ring settled against her breastbone, a welcome and familiar weight. Just inches above her heart.
“And no protests from you when it comes to the stag night,” spoke up Lotto, who had probably had too many drinks. He pointed accusingly at Preston. “The least I can do is show you a good time.”
“Let’s save that topic for later,” Preston said hurriedly, and Maisie rolled her eyes, but Effy saw Rhia stifle a giggle.
Effy turned to look at Angharad. She had been subdued throughout dinner, though not unhappy. She seemed merely content to watch as they talked and laughed and ate, as they drank more than they should and stayed up later than was wise. She had her hands clasped under her chin and was resting her elbows on the table. Effy lifted her head from Preston’s shoulder and shifted her chair closer to Angharad’s.
“Are you all right?” she asked softly.
“Yes,” Angharad replied. “Yes, more than all right. I’m happy. I only hope that you are, too.”
In this moment, it was easy to say yes. But Effy knew it would not always be so simple. She would need one pill or another. She would hear the siren song of an oblivious, dreamless slumber. She would need books and fairy tales to build a seawall around her, to hold against the vicious, rising tide.
And she would need a hand, a voice, a promise—something from the outside to pull her from the darkness. That, perhaps, was what she would need the most. Yet it was the most difficult truth to swallow. It was hard, letting go. But it was even harder holding on. Reaching out. Needing.
“I am,” Effy said at last. “I am happy. Right now. And maybe that’s all I can ask for, really. Maybe that’s enough.”
Effy’s hand was on the table, her four-fingered hand, which always seemed so freakish to her, so loathsome. In this light, though—and perhaps with the help of the wine she’d drunk—it didn’t feel quite as objectionable. It seemed . . . almost ordinary. Hardly worth remarking upon.
If you can learn to love that which despises you, that which terrifies you, you can dance on the shore and play in the waves again, like you did when you were young. Before the ocean is friend or foe, it simply is.
And so are you.
Angharad laid her own hand over Effy’s.
 
Back in their dorm, Effy gave Rhia and Maisie one last weary wave and then retired to her bedroom with Preston. Their shared exhaustion made the air feel heavy, almost fuzzy, and their movements clumsy and sluggish. Preston shrugged off his coat and kicked off his shoes and sat down on the edge of the bed. Effy collapsed into her desk chair.
“That was nice, wasn’t it?” Preston said. “How do you feel?”
“Glad,” Effy replied. “Glad for everything. Good food and good company—what more could you wish for, really? I’m tired now, though.”
Preston was silent for a moment. His throat pulsed. “Tired enough to sleep?”
“I hope so,” she said, biting back a smile.
While Preston undressed further and settled beneath the covers, Effy turned around to her desk. Letters & Annals lay open to the page she had marked. A sense of eagerness overtook her—yet it was a strange eagerness, twined considerably with grief. Effy began to flip through the book, until she reached the very final page.
The 1st day of Spring, 93 AD
My dearest Clementina,
It is long since I have written you, but I was far from well all winter—the doctors say it is not the same illness that struck down my mother and grandfather, and which plagued my father so, but rather a rheumatism of the nerves, and this region’s dry, irritating air was not fit to soothe them.
You have no doubt seen the clamor which has ensued since the publication of “The Garden in Stone,” and how they speak of my father’s interment among Llyr’s Sleepers when the hour of his death comes. Is it not funny, how eagerly all now speak of his end? How even my father anticipates the expiration of his mortal form, so that he may shuck it like an old worn cloak, and inhabit a shape which is made for eternity? A statue which never cracks, a daisy which never blows. He will be greater in death than he is in life. Life is fleeting, after all, and death is eternal.
And you, my dear Clementina, how is it with you? Is your health good? How is your little brood—your three sweet daughters? Your husband, Lord Milton, do his fields prosper? I shall be so glad to hear from you.
Just now I have begun to dream the strangest dreams, the visions from which follow me even through my waking hours. They are not unpleasant dreams—no, far from it. In these fantasies, I “wake” inside a coffin of glass. This may seem a frightful occurrence, but my heart and mind are absent of fear.
When I open my eyes, the glass shatters and vanishes. I rise. I am in a grand hall of statues and I can taste the brine of seawater in the air. The statues are too numerous to count, though I can recall a few which have made a special impression upon me: a king, sitting slumped in his throne; a mermaid perched on a rock; a maiden with seashells in her hair. These statues are all rendered in such immaculate detail that they seem to be more living things, magicked to immortal stillness, than objects carved from stone.
I walk through the halls and observe still more statues. There are great glass windows, through which I can see the shifting green waters of the sea. It is a sunken palace, a forgotten structure beneath the waves. With each dream I strive further, exploring more of this mysterious place. I have found thus far a library of waterlogged books, and a greenhouse where a number of the most exquisite white flowers grow.
I must confess that I am stunned that my own imagination could conjure such a vast and elaborate fantasy! I am eager now each night for sleep, anticipating the chance to see more of the world my mind has built for itself. My favorite of all the statues is that of a knight robed in armor, kneeling penitently and holding a single rose. I feel emanating from him a sense of nobility, of sacrifice, and of love. He is a hero who will rescue the girl in the tower and swear to her his unyielding devotion. He will cut away the thorns that ensnare her; he will wake her from her infinite slumber with a kiss.
I have begun to take great solace in these dreams, Clementina. Where I have not known such love in the waking world, I can indulge in it now; I can drown myself in it. This is not the life I planned for myself when we were girls, giggling and braiding daisy chains—I had never imagined I would be twenty-eight and a spinster, with little else to show for my time on this earth than some contributions to my father’s work that will never be acknowledged.
And yet . . . I can still dream. This is a power that no man, no mortal force, can take from me. While the sickness corrodes my body, it has left my mind untouched.
So here I am, in some ways still the girl I was all those years ago, hoping, believing. I am feeling quite well just now. When I close my eyes, I see that grand palace, those statues with their mysterious virtues, their pulsating sentiments; indeed, their love. Their beauty is all around me.
I must mark this as a peaceful and happy hour.
Affectionately yours,

A.A.

That was the very last page. A small footnote indicated that Antonia Ardor had passed away in her sleep not long after this final letter was written. Effy traced her finger over her initials, A.A., as if she might feel some of Antonia’s peace, some of her love.
But Preston’s voice broke her from her reverie.
“Effy,” he said, “won’t you come to bed?”
And, with one last glance back at the book, she did.



Epilogue
Here the darkness, there the light,
Here the lady and her knight.
As petals scatter out to sea,
Their tale folds into eternity.
—from “The Garden in Stone,” by Laurence Ardor, Lord of Landevale, 82 AD

Spring came late and hesitant in Argant, but it did come. And it always began with the snowdrops blooming.
They dappled the cliffsides in a flurry of white, standing out against the still-dead grass, which was dry and deep brown from the season’s lack of rain. But the ground beneath was damp, the soil rich and webbed through with roots. Soon the seed hulls would crack and the green vines would nuzzle up blindly from the earth and the lilacs and crocuses and daffodils would show themselves, too, turning the mountains into a riot of color.
For now, though, only the snowdrops grew in the graveyard.
They edged the path that Preston walked, hand in hand with Effy, his mother and brother trailing behind. It had been the better part of a year since Preston had visited, though he knew the route by heart. Past the mausoleums of aristocrats, underneath the spreading branches of the pear tree, made bare by the winds of winter. He hardly felt his feet touch the earth. When he arrived at his father’s marker, all the world seemed to grow silent.
For a long moment, he just stared—at the gray stone, flecked with moss, stained by streaks of rain. He was amazed that it had taken so little time for the stone to show its age.
Effy didn’t speak, but she squeezed his hand. Preston lifted his gaze from the gravestone and turned to look at her. Outlined against Argant’s black mountains, her golden hair held back in its white ribbon, her green eyes wide and bright, she looked illusive, an interloper from the fairy isle that was only real when you saw it in a certain light. He had never imagined that he might see her here someday, in his homeland, over the thorny border wall, past all of its stiff and spiritless guards, arranged like toy soldiers. He had never imagined that she would want to be here, with him.
Yet here she stood, slightly unreal, like all good things in the world.
“What does it mean?” she asked softly.
It took Preston a second to realize that she meant the engraving on the headstone. Beneath his father’s name, and his dates of birth and death, it read—
“‘So runs this tale, like a stream into the sea,’” Preston recited, translating into Llyrian as he did, “‘not to fade, but to change and to be free.’
It’s from his favorite poem. I can show you the book when we get back to the house.”
Effy nodded. “It’s lovely.”
Ollie came to stand beside him, and then his mother, more slowly. When they had first met, Effy had remarked on how much he looked like her—his mother—and it had struck Preston as strange. He had always thought he more resembled his father.
“He would like this weather,” his mother commented quietly. “Soon there will be all the lambs frolicking on the hillside and the baby rabbits nibbling the grass.”
“It’s beautiful here,” Effy said. “It seems like the perfect place to be when spring comes.”
His mother gave her a quivering smile, her eyes watery. “Yes. The winters are so much more mild in Llyr, of course . . . but then the spring isn’t nearly as wonderful. Each year it seems like almost a miracle.”
“And the lakes,” Ollie spoke up. “They’re in practically every valley. When the snow melts, the water is as clear as a mirror.”
“I’d love to see them someday.”
“Of course,” his mother said. “You’re welcome to stay as long as you’d like. You’re family now.”
Preston listened to their conversation, but he didn’t see them, not really. Instead, an image rose up in his mind. It was of the palace beneath the waves and its hall of statues. Only this time it was not populated by the statues he knew—the kneeling knight, the perched mermaid, the maiden, the scholar with his stave. The vision rippled like water, and he saw instead his father, made into a cast of marble.
He closed his eyes and felt a wash of calm. His father’s statue stood in the very center of the chamber, in a pale, silent shaft of light from the sunken window. His posture was proud, his chin held aloft. In his arms he cradled a book, though as much as Preston squinted, he could not discern the title. On his head there was a simple circlet, a crown.
In this world, Preston thought, you are a king.
In this world that never was, and so would always be.
Preston opened his eyes and felt the sudden shiver of wind through the bare branches, ruffling his hair. He heard distant, trilling birdsong. And then he heard Effy say, very gently, “Are you ready?”
“Yes.” Preston turned away from the headstone. “Let’s go home.”
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