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For James, again and always.

And for Antonia.





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





THE UNIVERSITY OF LLYR IN THE CITY OF CAER-ISEL

presided by the Honorable Dean Fogg

COLLEGE OF ARCHITECTURE

Master—Master Corbenic (former)

Colors—crimson and black

Sigil—stag

Words—From castle to crypt
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Master—Master Shanks

Colors—sable and white
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Words—Wisdom over wealth
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Master—Master Beilock
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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.
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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.
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THREE
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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.
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