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            Dedication

         
         
            For James

            This is a love story.

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Epigraph

         
         
            “I refuse mirrors,” the Fairy King said. “I refuse them for you, and I refuse them for me. If you want to see what you are,
               look into the tide pools at dusk. Look into the sea.”
            

            From Angharad by Emrys Myrddin, 191 AD
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            One

         
         
            It began as all things did: a girl on the shore, terrified and desirous.

            From Angharad by Emrys Myrddin, 191 AD
            

         

         The poster was as frayed and tattered as a page torn from someone’s favorite book. Surely, Effy thought, that was intentional.
            It was printed on a thick yellow parchment, not unlike her drafting linens. The edges were curling in on themselves—either
            shyly or protectively, as if the parchment had a secret to hide.
         

         
         Effy used both hands to smooth the paper flat, then squinted at the curling script. Handwritten, it was smeared in several
            places. It was further obscured by a water stain of no discernible shape, like a birthmark or a growth of mold.
         

         
         
            To the esteemed students of the Architectural College,

            The estate of Llyr’s national author EMRYS MYRDDIN is soliciting designs for a manor home outside the late author’s hometown
                  of Saltney, Bay of Nine Bells.

            We ask that the proposed structure—HIRAETH MANOR—be large enough to house the surviving Myrddin family, as well as the extensive collection of books, manuscripts, and letters that Myrddin leaves behind.

            We ask that the designs reflect the character of Myrddin and the spirit of his enormous and influential body of work.

            We ask that the designs be mailed to the below address no later than midautumn. The winner will be contacted by the first
                  day of winter.

         

         Three conditions, just like in one of Myrddin’s fairy tales. Effy’s heart began beating very fast. Almost unconsciously, she
            reached up to grasp at her knot of golden hair, tied back with its customary black ribbon. She smoothed down the loose strands
            that floated around her face in the drowsy, sunlit air of the college lobby.
         

         
         “Excuse me,” someone said.

         
         Effy’s gaze darted over her shoulder. Another architecture student in a brown tweed jacket stood behind her, rocking back
            and forth on his heels with an air of obvious irritation.
         

         
         “Just a minute,” she said. “I haven’t finished looking.”

         
         She hated the way her voice shook. The other student huffed in reply. Effy turned back to the poster, pulse ticking even faster
            now. But there was no more left to read, only the address at the bottom, no signature, no cheery best of luck! sign-off.
         

         
         The other student began tapping his foot. Effy reached into her bag and pawed through it until she found a pen, uncapped and
            clearly unceremoniously abandoned, the nib thick with dust. She pressed it against the tip of her finger, but no inkblot appeared.
         

         
         Her stomach twisted. She pressed again. The boy behind her shifted his weight, the old wood under him groaning, and Effy put the pen in her mouth and sucked until she tasted the metallic bite of ink. 

         
         “For Saints’ sakes,” the boy snapped.

         
         Hurriedly she scrawled the address on the back of her hand and dropped the pen into her bag. She tore away from the wall,
            and the poster, and the boy, before he could do or say anything more. As she walked briskly down the hallway, Effy caught
            the end of his muttered curse.
         

         
         Heat rose to her cheeks. She reached her studio classroom and sat down in her customary seat, avoiding the gazes of the other
            students as they shuffled to their places. She stared down, instead, at the bleeding ink on the back of her hand. The words
            were starting to blur, as if the address were a spell, one with a tauntingly short life span.
         

         
         Cruel magic was the currency of the Fair Folk as they appeared in Myrddin’s books. She had read them all so many times that
            the logic of his world was layered over hers, like glossy tracing paper on top of the original.
         

         
         Effy focused on the words, committing them to memory before the ink could run beyond legibility. If she squinted until her
            eyes watered, she could almost forget the boy’s whispered slur. But her mind slipped away from her, running through all the
            reasons he might have scoffed and sneered at her.
         

         
         One: She was the only female student at the architecture college. Even if the boy had never so much as glimpsed her in the halls before, certainly he had seen her name on the exam results, and then, later, on the college roster in the lobby. Three days ago, some anonymous vigilante had taken a pen and turned her last name, Sayre, into something lewd, preserving the last two letters.
         

         
         Two: She was the only female student at the architecture college, and she had placed higher than him in the entrance exam.
            She had scored high enough for the literature college, but they didn’t accept women, so she had settled for architecture:
            less prestigious, less interesting, and, as far as she was concerned, monumentally more difficult. Her mind didn’t work in
            straight lines and right angles.
         

         
         Three: He knew about Master Corbenic. When Effy thought of him now, it was only in small pieces. The gold wristwatch nestled
            in the dark, thick hair of his arms. The adultness of it had shocked her, like a blow to the belly. Few of the boys at her
            college—and that’s what they were, boys—had such thick arm hair, and even fewer had expensive wristwatches to nestle in it.
         

         
         Effy squeezed her eyes shut, willing the image to vanish. When she opened them again, the chalkboard in front of her looked
            glassy, like a window at night. She could picture a thousand blurry, half-seen things behind it.
         

         
         Her studio professor, Master Parri, was running through his usual introduction, only in Argantian. It was a new policy at the university, instituted only at the start of her first term, six weeks ago. Officially, it was out of respect for the university’s few Argantian students, but unofficially, it was out of a sort of preemptive fear. If Argant won the war, would they impress their language upon all of Llyr? Would children grow up shaping its vowel sounds and verbs instead of memorizing Llyrian poetry? 

         
         It might be a good idea for everyone at the university to have a head start.

         
         But even when Master Parri lapsed back into Llyrian, Effy’s mind was still turning, like a dog unable to settle itself down
            to sleep. Master Parri wanted two cross sections finished by the end of class. She had chosen to do a redesign of the Sleeper
            Museum. It was the city of Caer-Isel’s most beloved tourist attraction, as well as the alleged seat of Llyrian magic. There,
            the seven Storytellers slept in their glass coffins, silently warding Llyr against threats and, according to some, waiting
            for the country’s bleakest moment to rise again and protect their homeland. It was either provincial superstition or gospel
            truth, depending on who you asked.
         

         
         Ever since Myrddin had been laid to rest, just before the start of her term, tickets had been sold out and lines for the museum
            wrapped around the block. Effy had tried three times to visit, waiting for hours only to be turned away at the ticket booth.
            So she had simply had to imagine how the Storytellers would look, penciling in the features of their slumbering faces. She
            had taken extra care with Myrddin’s. Even in death, he appeared wise and gentle, the way she thought a father would.
         

         
         But now, while Parri’s voice rolled ceaselessly over her like low tide against the shoreline, Effy opened her sketchbook to
            a new page and penciled in the words HIRAETH MANOR.
         

         
          

         After studio, Effy went to the library. She had turned in only one of her cross sections, and it wasn’t very good. The elevation was all wrong—lopsided, as if the museum were built on a craggy cliffside instead of the meticulously landscaped center of Caer-Isel. The university buildings curled around it like a conch shell, all pale marble and sun-blanched yellow stone. 

         
         She never would have dreamed of turning in such shoddy work at her secondary school back home. But in the six weeks since
            she had started university, so much had changed. If she had come to Caer-Isel with hope, or passion, or even just petty competitiveness,
            it had all eroded quickly. Time felt both compressed and infinite. It rolled over her, like she was a sunken statue on the
            seafloor, but it tossed and thrashed her, too, a limp body in the waves.
         

         
         Yet now the words Hiraeth Manor snagged in her mind like a fishhook, propelling her toward some purpose, some goal, even if it was hazy. Maybe especially
            because it was hazy. Bereft of vexing practical details, it was much easier to imagine that the goal was within her reach.
         

         
         The library was no more than five minutes from the architecture college, but the wind off Lake Bala lashing her cheeks and
            running its frigid fingers through her hair made it feel longer. She pushed through the double doors in a hurry, exhaling
            a cold breath. Then she was inside, and the sudden, dense silence overwhelmed her.
         

         
         On her first day at the university—the day before Master Corbenic—Effy had visited the library and loved it. She had smuggled in a cup of coffee and found her way to one of the disused rooms on the sixth floor. Even the elevator had seemed exhausted by the time it reached the landing, groaning and heaving and giving a rattle that sounded like small bones being shaken inside a collector’s box. 

         
         The sixth floor housed the most ancient books on the most obscure subjects: tomes on the history of Llyr’s selkie-hunting
            industry (a surprisingly lucrative field, Effy had discovered, before the selkies were hunted to extinction). A field guide
            to Argantian fungi, with a several-page-long footnote on how to distinguish Argantian truffles from the much-superior Llyrian
            varieties. An account of one of Llyr and Argant’s many wars, told from the perspective of a sentient rifle.
         

         
         Effy had folded herself into the most concealed alcove she could find, under a rain-marbled window, and read those arcane
            books. She had looked particularly for books on fairies, and spent hours thumbing through a tome about fairy rings outside
            Oxwich, and then another long-dead professor’s ethnography on the Fair Folk he encountered there. Such accounts, centuries
            old, were written off by the university as Southern superstition. The books she had found had been spitefully shelved under
            Fiction.

         
         But Effy believed them. She believed them all: the rote academic accounts, the superstitious Southern folklore, the epic poetry
            that warned against the wiles of the Fairy King. If only she could have studied literature, she would have written her own
            ferocious treatises in support of her belief. Being trapped in the architecture college felt like being muted, muzzled.
         

         
         Yet now, standing in the lobby, the library was suddenly a terrifying place. The solitude that had once comforted her had become an enormous empty space where so many bad things could happen. She did not know what, exactly—it was only a roiling, imprecise dread. The silence was a span of time before inevitable disaster, like watching a
            glass teeter farther toward the edge of a table, anticipating the moment it would tip and shatter. She did not entirely understand
            why the things that had once been familiar now felt hostile and strange.
         

         
         She didn’t intend to linger there today. Effy made her way up the vast marble stairs, her footsteps echoing faintly. The arched
            ceilings and the fretwork of wood across them made her feel as if she were inside a very elaborate antique jewelry box. Dust
            motes swam in columns of golden light.
         

         
         She reached the horseshoe-shaped circulation desk and placed two hands flat on the varnished wood. The woman behind the desk
            looked at her disinterestedly.
         

         
         “Good morning,” Effy said, with the brightest smile she could muster. Morning was generous. It was two fifteen. But she’d only been awake for three hours, just long enough to throw on clothes and make
            it to her studio class.
         

         
         “What are you looking for today?” the woman asked, unmoved.

         
         “Do you have any books on Emrys Myrddin?”

         
         The woman’s expression shifted, her eyes pinching with disdain. “You’ll have to be more specific than that. Fiction, nonfiction,
            biography, theory—”
         

         
         “Nonfiction,” Effy cut in quickly. “Anything about his life, his family.” Hoping to endear herself to the librarian, she added,
            “I have all his novels and poetry already. He’s my favorite author.”
         

         
         “You and half the university,” the woman said dismissively. “Wait here.”

         
         She vanished through a doorway behind the circulation desk. Effy’s nose itched at the smell of old paper and mildew. From
            the adjacent rooms she could hear the flutter of pages being turned and the slowly scything blades of the ceiling fans.
         

         
         “Hey,” someone said.

         
         It was the boy from the college lobby, the one who’d come up behind her to see the poster. His tweed jacket was under his
            arm now, suspenders pulled taut over a white shirt.
         

         
         “Hi,” she said. It was more of a reflex than anything. The word sounded odd in all that quiet, empty space. She snatched her
            hands off the circulation desk.
         

         
         “You’re in the architecture college, right,” he said, but it didn’t have the tenor of a question.

         
         “Yes,” she said hesitantly.

         
         “So am I. Are you going to send in a proposal? For the Hiraeth Manor project?”

         
         “I think so.” She suddenly had the very strange sensation that she was underwater. It had been happening to her more and more
            often lately. “Are you?”
         

         
         “I think so. We could work on it together, you know.” The boy’s hand curled around the edge of the circulation desk, the intensity of his grip turning his knuckles white. “I mean, send in a joint proposal. There’s nothing in the rules that says otherwise. Together we’d have a better chance at winning the contract. It would make us famous. We’d get scooped up by the most prestigious architectural firms in Llyr the second we graduate.” 

         
         The memory of his whispered slur hummed in the back of her mind, quiet but insistent. “I’m not sure. I think I already know
            what I’m going to do. I spent all of studio class sketching it.” She gave a soft laugh, hoping to smother the sting of the
            rejection.
         

         
         The boy didn’t laugh, or even smile back. For a long moment, silence stretched between them.

         
         When he spoke again, his voice was low. “You’re so pretty. You really are. You’re the most gorgeous girl I’ve ever seen. Do
            you know that?”
         

         
         If she said yes, I do, she was a conceited harpy. If she shook her head and rebuffed the compliment, she was falsely modest, playing coy. It was
            fae-like trickery. There was no answer that wouldn’t damn her.
         

         
         So she said, fumbling, “Maybe you can help me with the cross sections for Parri’s studio. Mine are really bad.”

         
         The boy brightened, drawing himself up to his full height. “Sure,” he said. “Let me give you my number.”

         
         Effy pulled the pen out of her bag and offered it to him. He clasped his fingers around her wrist and wrote out seven digits
            on the back of her hand. That same rainwater rush of white noise drowned out everything again, even the scything of the fans.
         

         
         The door behind the circulation desk opened and the woman came back through. The boy let go of her.

         
         “All right,” he said. “Call me when you want to work on your cross sections.”

         
         “I will.”

         
         Effy waited until he had vanished down the stairs to turn back to the librarian. Her hand felt numb.

         
         “I’m sorry,” the librarian said. “Someone has taken out everything on Myrddin.”

         
         She couldn’t help the high pitch of her voice when she echoed, “Everything?”
         

         
         “Looks like it. I’m not surprised. He’s a popular thesis subject. Since he only just died, there’s a lot of fertile ground.
            Untapped potential. All the literature students are clamoring to be the first to write the narrative of his life.”
         

         
         Her stomach lurched. “So a literature student checked them out?”

         
         The librarian nodded. She reached under the desk and pulled out the logbook, each row and column filled out with book titles
            and borrowers’ names. She flipped open a page that listed a series of biographical titles and works of reception. Under the
            Borrower column was the same name, inked over and over again in cramped but precise handwriting: P. Héloury.
         

         
         An Argantian name. Effy felt like she’d been struck.
         

         
         “Well, thank you for your help,” she said, her voice suddenly thick with a knot of incoming tears. She pressed her fingernails
            into her palm. She couldn’t cry here. She wasn’t a child any longer.
         

         
         “Of course,” said the librarian. “I’ll give you a call when we get the books back in.”

         
          

         Outside, Effy rubbed at her eyes until they stopped welling. It was so unfair. Of course a literature student had gotten to the books first. They spent their days agonizing over every stanza of Myrddin’s famous poetry, over every line of his most famous novel, Angharad. They got to do every day what Effy had time for only at night, after she’d finished her slapdash architecture assignments.
            Under her covers, in a pale puddle of lamplight, she pored over her tattered copy of Angharad, which lay permanently on her nightstand. She knew every crack in its spine, every crease on the pages inside.
         

         
         And an Argantian. She couldn’t fathom how there even was one at the literature college, which was the university’s most prestigious, and especially one who was studying Myrddin. He
            was Llyr’s national author. The whole thing seemed like a terrible knife-twist of fate, a personal and spiteful slap in the face.
            The name in its precise writing hovered in the forefront of her mind: P. Héloury.

         
         Why had she even thought this might work? Effy was no great architect; she was only six weeks into her first semester at the
            university and already in danger of failing two classes. Three, if she didn’t turn in those cross sections. Her mother would
            tell her not to waste her time. Just focus on your studies, she would say. Your friends. Don’t run yourself ragged chasing something beyond your reach. She wouldn’t mean it to be cruel.
         

         
         Your studies, her mother’s imagined voice echoed, and Effy thought of Master Parri’s disdainful glare. He had held up her one cross section
            and shaken it at her until the page rippled, like she was an insect he was trying to swat.
         

         
         Your friends. Effy looked down at the number on the back of her hand. The boy’s 0s and 8s were bulging and fat, as if he had been trying to cover as much of her skin as he could in the blue ink. All of a sudden, she felt very sick. 

         
         Someone shouldered roughly past her, and Effy realized she had been blocking the doorway to the library. Blinking, embarrassed,
            she hurried down the steps and crossed to the other side of the street, darting between two rumbling black cars. There was
            a small pier that overlooked Lake Bala. She leaned over the railing and rubbed at the third knuckle of her left hand like
            a worry stone. It ended there, abruptly, in a shiny mass of scar tissue. If the boy had noticed the absence of her ring finger,
            he hadn’t said anything about it.
         

         
         Pedestrians brushed past her. Other students with leather satchels on their way to class, unlit cigarettes hanging out of
            their mouths. Tourists with their wide-lensed cameras moving in an awkward, halting mass toward the Sleeper Museum. Their
            odd accent drifted toward her. They had to be from the southernmost region of Llyr, the Bottom Hundred.
         

         
         Beneath her the waves of Lake Bala lapped timidly at the stone pier. White foam frothed like spittle in a dog’s mouth. Effy
            sensed a dangerous frustration under the meekness of the tide, something fettered that wanted to be free. A storm could come
            on as quickly as an eyeblink. The rain would cause a sudden bloom of black umbrellas to rise up like mushrooms, and it would
            wash all the tourists out of the street.
         

         
         Just faintly, through the ever-present rheum of fog, Effy could glimpse the other side of the lake, and the green land that lay there. Argant, Llyr’s belligerent northern neighbor. She used to think the problem was that Argantians and Llyrians were too intractably different, and that was why they couldn’t stop going to war and hating each other. Now, after living in the divided city for six weeks, she understood that it was the opposite problem. Argant was always claiming that Llyrian treasures and traditions were really their own. Llyr was forever accusing Argant of stealing their heroes and histories. The appointment of national authors, who would eventually become Sleepers, was a Llyrian effort to create something Argant couldn’t take. 

         
         It was an archaic tradition, but dutifully followed, even if most Northerners didn’t believe what Southern superstition said:
            that when Llyr’s tanks rolled across that green land, when their rifles peeked up from the trenches they had dug into Argantian
            soil, it was the magic of the Sleepers that protected them. That when Argantian guns jammed or an out-of-season fog crept
            across the battlefield, that was Sleeper magic, too.
         

         
         For the past several years, the war had been at a standstill. Occasionally the sky rumbled with the sound of distant gunfire,
            but it could easily be mistaken for thunder. The inhabitants of Caer-Isel, Effy included, had learned to treat it like the
            white noise of traffic, vexing but unavoidable. With Myrddin’s consecration as a Sleeper, she hoped the odds might turn in
            Llyr’s favor.
         

         
         She had no choice but to believe in the Sleeper magic, in Myrddin’s magic. It was the foundation her life was built upon.
            Though she had read Angharad for the first time at thirteen, she had been dreaming of the Fairy King long before that.
         

         
         A spray of salt water kissed her cheeks. To hell with that literature student, that Argantian, P. Héloury. To hell with Parri and those terrible cross sections. She was tired, tired of trying so hard for something she didn’t even want. She was tired of being afraid she might see Master Corbenic in the hall or the college lobby. She was tired of the memories that swam behind her eyelids at night, those little pieces: the enormous span of his fingers, knuckles whitening as his fist clenched and unclenched. 

         
         Effy stood up and retied her hair. Overhead the sky had turned the color of iron, clouds swollen with ominous fury. The tram
            clanged down the street, louder than the nearing thunder—real thunder this time, not gunfire. She buttoned her jacket and
            hurried toward her dorm as the rain started to fall.
         

         
          

         She staggered into her dormitory damp-haired, water dripping off her lashes and pooling in her boots. Effy yanked them off
            and hurled them down the hallway, where they landed with two empty thuds. Of course today would end with her getting caught
            in one of Caer-Isel’s miserable autumn downpours, despite rushing to escape the rain.
         

         
         Having exhausted a bit of her jilted fury, Effy hung up her jacket more calmly and squeezed out her hair.

         
         The door to her roommate’s bedroom creaked hesitantly open. “Effy?”

         
         “Sorry,” she said, a flush creeping up her neck. Her boots were still slumped at the end of the hallway. “I didn’t know you
            were home.”
         

         
         “It’s all right. Maisie is here, too.”

         
         Effy nodded, and went to retrieve her boots with a numb sort of embarrassment. Rhia watched from the doorway, dark curls askew, her white blouse buttoned haphazardly. Not for the first time, Effy had interrupted something private between Rhia and her paramour, which made the situation all the more humiliating. 

         
         “Are you okay?” Rhia asked. “It’s wretched outside.”

         
         “I’m fine. I just didn’t have an umbrella. And I also might be failing three classes.”

         
         “I see.” Rhia pursed her lips. “It sounds like you could use a drink. What’s that on your hand?”

         
         Effy looked down. The rain had made the blue ink run all the way down her wrist. “Oh,” she said. “I was mauled by a giant
            squid.”
         

         
         “Terrifying. If you towel yourself off, you can come in and have some tea.”

         
         Effy managed a grateful smile and went into the bathroom. Everyone had told her the university dorm rooms were disgusting,
            but when she arrived, she’d thought of it as sort of an adventure, like camping in the woods. Now it was just boringly, inanely
            gross. The grout between the tiles was filthy, and there was a sickly orange ring of soap scum around the edge of the tub.
            When she yanked her towel off the rack, she saw a preternaturally huge spider scuttle away and disappear into a crack in the
            wall. She didn’t even have the energy to scream.
         

         
         When she stepped back into the hallway, drier, Rhia’s door was flung open, her room filled with soft yellow lamplight. Maisie
            was perched on the edge of the bed, steaming mug in hand, auburn hair swept up into a hasty bun.
         

         
         “I saw Watson in there,” Effy said, collapsing into Rhia’s desk chair.

         
         “No, I squished Watson, remember? That’s Harold.”

         
         “Right,” Effy said. “Watson went out in a blaze of glory.” The black mess of him had taken ten minutes to scrub off the bathroom
            wall.
         

         
         As Rhia filled Effy’s mug, Maisie asked, “How come all the spiders are men?”

         
         “Because then it feels more satisfying to squish them,” Rhia said, flopping down beside her on the bed. Seeing her curled
            around Maisie like that, with such casual intimacy, Effy had the sudden sensation of being an intruder.
         

         
         It was an eternal feeling, this sense of being unwelcome. No matter where she was, Effy was always afraid she was not wanted.
            She took a sip of tea. The warmth helped ease some of her discomfort.
         

         
         “So I think I’m failing three classes,” she said. “And it’s only midautumn.”

         
         “It’s a good thing that it’s only midautumn,” Maisie said. “You have lots of time to make it up.”

         
         Rhia played absently with a strand of Maisie’s hair. “Or you could just quit. Come join us in the music college. The orchestra
            needs more flutists.”
         

         
         “If you can teach me to play the flute in the next week, consider it a deal.”

         
         She didn’t say that frustrating as it was, architecture felt less like giving up than music would. The architecture college was the second-most prestigious at the university. If she couldn’t study literature like she wanted, at least she could pretend architecture had been her first choice all along. 

         
         “Not sure that’s entirely realistic, my love,” Maisie said. She turned to Effy. “So what are you going to do?”
         

         
         Effy almost told them about the poster. About Emrys Myrddin and Hiraeth Manor and the fresh drawing in her sketchpad. Rhia
            was impulsive and always full of wild ideas, including but not limited to I’ll teach you to play flute in a week and let’s sneak up to the rooftop of the astronomy college, but Maisie was almost annoyingly reasonable. She would have told Effy it was a mad thing to even consider.
         

         
         Right now the possibility of Hiraeth Manor, the dream, belonged to her and her alone. Even if it was inevitable that it would
            come crashing down, she wanted to keep dreaming it a little while longer.
         

         
         So in the end she just shrugged, and let Rhia try to talk her into taking up the organ instead. Effy finished her tea and
            said good night to the other girls. But when she got back to her room, she did not have the remotest desire to sleep. The
            itch of frustration and yearning under her skin wouldn’t fade.
         

         
         She sat on her unmade bed and picked up her battered copy of Angharad instead.
         

         
         Angharad was Myrddin’s most famous work. It was the story of a young girl who became the Fairy King’s bride. The Fair Folk were vicious, shrewd, and always wanting. Humans were playthings to them, amusing in their petty, fragile mortality. The Fair Folk’s glamours made them appear hypnotically beautiful, like a gaudily patterned snake with a deadly bite. They used their enchantments to make humans play the fiddle until their fingers fell off or dance until their feet bled. Yet Effy found herself half in love with the Fairy King sometimes, too. The tender belly of his cruelty made her heart flutter. There was an intimacy to all violence, she supposed. The better you knew someone, the more terribly you could hurt them. 

         
         In the book, the protagonist had her tricks to evade and ensorcell the Fairy King: bread and salt, silver bells, mountain ash, a girdle of iron. Effy had
            her sleeping pills. She could swallow one, sometimes two, and fade into a dreamless slumber.
         

         
         She turned to the back flap of the book, where Myrddin’s author photo and biography were printed. He had been a hermit and
            a recluse, especially in the last few years before his death. The newspaper articles written about him were stiff and formal,
            and he had famously refused all interviews. The black-and-white photo was grainy and taken at a great distance, showing only
            Myrddin’s profile. He was standing at a window, his silhouette dark, face turned away from the camera. As far as Effy knew,
            it was the only photo of Myrddin in existence.
         

         
         Any house that honored Myrddin would have to be similarly mystifying. Was there any other student at the architecture college
            who understood that? Who knew his works back to front? Effy doubted it. The rest of them just wanted the prestige, the prize
            money, like the boy in the library. None of them cared that it was Myrddin. None of them believed in the old magic.
         

         
         Her sleeping pills lay untouched on the dresser that night. Instead, Effy pulled out her sketchpad and drew until dawn.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         
            Storytelling is an art deserving of greatest reverence, and storytellers ought to be considered guardians of Llyrian cultural
               heritage. As such, the literature college will be the most exclusive of the university’s undergraduate programs, requiring
               the highest exam scores and fulfillment of the most stringent requirements. Pursuant to that, it would be inappropriate to
               admit women, who have not, as a sex, demonstrated great strength in the faculties of literary analysis or understanding.
            

            From a missive by Sion Billows upon the founding of the University of Llyr, 680 BD

         

  
         “So you’re really going,” Rhia said.

         
         Effy nodded, swallowing a burning sip of coffee. All around them, other students had their heads bent over their books, pens
            gripped in ink-stained hands, lips bitten in concentration. There was the grind and hum of the coffee machine and the sound
            of dishes clinking as tarts and scones were served. The Drowsy Poet was the favorite café of students in Caer-Isel, and it was a mere block away from the Sleeper Museum.
         

         
         “I’m not trying to rain on your parade—or, Saints forbid, sound like Maisie—but don’t you think it’s all a bit odd? I mean, why would they pick a first-year architecture student for such an enormous project?” 

         
         Effy reached down into her purse and pulled out a folded sheet of paper. Maneuvering around her coffee cup and Rhia’s half-eaten
            pastry, she smoothed it flat on the table, then waited as Rhia craned her neck to read what was written in neat, dark ink.
         

         
         
            Dear Ms. Sayre,

            I am writing to congratulate you on the selection of your proposal for the design of Hiraeth Manor. I received a great many
                  submissions, but yours was far and away the one I felt best honored my father’s legacy.

            I happily invite you to Saltney, to speak with you in person about your design. By the end of your stay, I would hope to have
                  a set of finalized blueprints so we can break ground on the project swiftly.

            To get to Hiraeth, please board the earliest train from Caer-Isel to Laleston, and then switch to the train bound for Saltney.
                  I apologize in advance for the long and arduous journey. I will have my barrister, Mr. Wetherell, pick you up at the station.

            With greatest enthusiasm,

            Ianto Myrddin

         

         As soon as Rhia looked up from the letter, Effy said in a rush, “I’ve already shown it to Dean Fogg. He’s allowing me the
            next six weeks to go to Saltney and work on the house. And he’s making Master Parri count it as my studio credit.” She tried to sound smug, though mostly she felt relieved. She wished she had been there to see Master Parri pinch his nose as Dean Fogg delivered the news. 

         
         “Well,” Rhia said after a moment, “I suppose that sounds legitimate enough. But the Bottom Hundred . . . it’s quite different
            from here, you know.”
         

         
         “I know. I bought a new raincoat and a dozen new sweaters.”

         
         “Not like that,” Rhia said, with a faint smile. “I mean—back home, every single person believes the Sleepers are what’s stopping
            Argant from just bombing all of Llyr to bits. Saints, my parents were convinced that there was going to be a second Drowning,
            before Myrddin was consecrated. Here no one believes in the Sleepers at all.”
         

         
         But I do. Effy kept the thought to herself. Rhia was a Southerner, and often spoke with disdain about her tiny hometown and its deeply
            religious people. Effy didn’t feel right trying to debate her—and she didn’t want to confess her own beliefs, either. That
            sort of superstition didn’t suit a good Northern girl from a good Northern family at the second-most prestigious college in
            Llyr.
         

         
         So Effy kept her true thoughts to herself, and instead said, “I understand. But I won’t be there for long. And I promise not
            to come back smelling of brine.”
         

         
         “Oh, you’re going to come back half a fish,” Rhia said. “Trust me.”

         
         “Which half?”

         
         “The bottom half,” she said, after a moment’s consideration.

         
         “Think of how much money I’ll save on shoes.”

         
          

         The library was blessedly empty, probably due in part to the cold. Mist rolled down from Argant’s green hills and hung about Caer-Isel like a horde of ghosts. The university’s bell tower wore its fog as if it were a widow’s mourning veil. Students stopped smoking underneath the library portico because they were afraid of getting impaled by hanging icicles. Every morning the statue of the university’s founder, Sion Billows, was caulked in a layer of new frost. 

         
         Effy had never gotten a call from the librarian about the books on Myrddin. Whoever P. Héloury was, clearly he was not relinquishing
            them anytime soon. The knowledge had eaten at her for three weeks, a low, simmering anger in the bottom of her belly. She
            practiced arguments with him in her mind, imagined scenarios where she emerged from these verbal spars preening and victorious.
            But none of that really eased any of her fury.
         

         
         Today, though, Effy was at the library for a different reason. She took the elevator up to the geography section on the third
            floor. The room was crammed with a labyrinth of bookcases, which created many dusty, occulted corners. She pulled down a large
            atlas from a shelf and found herself one of those corners, right beneath an ice-speckled window.
         

         
         She opened the book to a map of the island. There was the river Naer, which cut straight through it vertically, like the blue
            vein on the back of her hand. There was Caer-Isel, of course—with a footnote reminding her of the city’s Argantian name, Ker-Is—a
            large piece of flotsam in the center of Lake Bala.
         

         
         The official border between Llyr and Argant was a large steel fence, topped with coils of barbed wire. It gashed through the center of the city, almost right through the Sleeper Museum. Effy had gone to see it during her first week at the university, and the stark authoritativeness had stunned her. A number of gray-clad security guards were stationed along the fence, unsmiling under their fur hats. She had watched as a small group—a family—came up from the Argantian side and began the long process of unfolding papers and passports, the guards’ movements brisk and the children’s faces growing redder as they stood out in the cold. Above them, the two flags warred with one another, and with the wind: the black serpent on a green field for Argant, and the red serpent on a white field for Llyr. After a while, it had become too difficult to watch, and Effy had left in a hurry, feeling an odd sense of shame. 

         
         Her finger traveled down the map. Northern Llyr was verdant hills, a patchwork of sunlight and mist, pocked with squat trees
            and stone houses, small towns with narrow streets, and the largest city, Draefen. It was the administrative capital of Llyr,
            and the site of her family’s townhouse, where Effy had grown up with her mother and grandparents. Draefen sat snugly in a
            valley between two mountain peaks, spanning both sides of the Naer. The sky was clouds and factory smog, and the line of the
            horizon was cut up with the crests of white sails, like the fins of lake monsters that no one from the North believed in anymore.
            She had thought seeing it, even as just a sketch on parchment, might make her feel homesick, but mostly she remembered the
            smells of oil and salt and fish guts. Effy’s eyes moved past it quickly.
         

         
         And then, south of Draefen, south of Laleston, the last town that anyone with good sense had reason to visit, was the Bottom Hundred. The southernmost hundred miles of Llyr were all ragged coastline and fishing villages, crumbling white cliffs and brusque, ugly beaches with pebbles that cut right through your boots. Even the illustration seemed hurried, as if the artist had wanted to be done with it and move on to something better. 

         
         The Bay of Nine Bells looked like the bite a dog had taken out of a rotted old piece of meat. Effy brushed her thumb along
            it, tracing the serrated outline of the cove. And Emrys Myrddin was from here, the very bottom of the Bottom Hundred, a place so dismal and remote, Effy could scarcely even hold it in her mind. It was
            so different, it might as well have been another country, she thought. Another world.
         

         
         The sound of the door creaking open made Effy jump. She peered out from behind the bookcase and saw another student enter
            the room, peacoat held under his arm, still breathing hard from the cold. He put down his coat and satchel on one of the tables
            and moved toward her, and a chill shot up her spine. The idea of him coming upon her, tucked on the floor in her corner, was
            both embarrassing and strangely terrifying. Effy stood up and tried to move quietly out of sight, but he saw her anyway.
         

         
         “Hey,” he said. His voice sounded friendly enough.

         
         “Hi,” she said back slowly.

         
         “Sorry—you don’t have to leave. There’s enough room here for the two of us, I think.” He smiled, showing just the faintest
            edge of his teeth.
         

         
         “That’s all right,” she said. “I was leaving anyway.”

         
         Effy tried to move past him, to return the atlas to its place on the shelf, but the boy didn’t step aside to accommodate her until the very last second, so their arms brushed. Her heart jumped into her throat. Stupid, she chided herself immediately. He hasn’t done anything wrong. Still—the air in the room suddenly felt solid and thick. She had to get out.
         

         
         Then her eye caught the patch on his jacket. It was the insignia of the literature college.

         
         “Oh!” she said, abruptly and too loudly. “You study literature?”

         
         “Yes.” The boy met her gaze. “I’m a first-year. Why?”

         
         “I was just wondering . . .” She hesitated. She was sure the request would seem odd. But the morbid, bitter curiosity had
            pricked at her for so long. “Do you know any Argantian students in your college?”
         

         
         He frowned. “I don’t think so. Well, maybe a couple, in their second or third years. But it’s not common. I’m sure you can
            imagine why. I mean, how many Argantians want to study Llyrian literature?”
         

         
         Her question exactly. “So you don’t know any of them by name?”

         
         “No. Sorry.”

         
         Effy tried not to look visibly disappointed. She knew it was childish to make P. Héloury the avatar of all her bitterness. But it was just so wretchedly unfair. Argant had been Llyr’s enemy for centuries. Why was it that an Argantian could study Llyrian literature, just because he was a man, but she couldn’t because she was a girl? Why didn’t it matter that she knew Myrddin’s books back to front, that she’d spent almost half her life sleeping with Angharad on her bedside table? That once she’d tried to fashion a girdle of iron for herself and laid boughs of mountain ash at the
            threshold of her room?
         

         
         “That’s all right,” she said, but the chagrin crept into her voice anyway. The boy was looking at her with bewilderment, so
            she felt the need to explain. “It’s just, I was trying to take out some books on Myrddin—”
         

         
         “Oh,” he cut in. “You’re one of Myrddin’s devotees.”

         
         His tone was disparaging. Effy’s face warmed. “I like his work. A lot of people do.”

         
         “Lots of girls.” An expression she couldn’t quite read came over his face. He looked her up and down. “Listen, if you ever
            want to pick my brain about Myrddin, or anything else—”
         

         
         Her stomach lurched. “Sorry,” she said. “I really have to go.”

         
         The boy opened his mouth to reply, but Effy didn’t wait to hear it. She just dropped the atlas on the table and hurried out
            of the room, blood roaring in her ears. It was only once she’d made it down the elevator, out through the library’s double
            doors, and back into the biting cold that she felt she could breathe again. That same inner voice told her she was being childish,
            absurd. Just a few words, a narrow-eyed look, and she’d reacted as if someone had jabbed her with a knife.
         

         
         Her vision was blurry for the entire trek back to her dorm. Rhia wasn’t home, and her own room was nearly empty, everything
            packed away in the trunk that she would take with her to Saltney. The only thing left out was her copy of Angharad, dog-eared at the page where the Fairy King bedded Angharad for the first time. Beside it, her glass bottle of sleeping pills. 

         
         She poured one out and swallowed it dry. If she didn’t, she knew she would dream about the Fairy King that night.

         
          

         There remained one thing to do.

         
         The door to her adviser’s office seemed wider and taller than the rest of the doors on the hall, like one of the ornamental
            letters on an old manuscript, embellished and baroque and huge compared to the small, ordinary text that followed.
         

         
         Effy raised a hand and laid it flat on the wood. She had meant to knock, but somewhere along the way her body had given up
            her mind’s goal.
         

         
         It didn’t matter. From the other side there was a shuffling sound, a muttered curse, and then the door swung open.

         
         A blinking Master Corbenic stared down at her. “Effy.”

         
         “Can I come in?”

         
         He nodded once, stiffly, then stepped aside to let her through. His office was how she remembered it: so cluttered with books
            that there was only a narrow path from the door to the desk, dusty shutters pulled down so that only a knife of light squeezed
            through. Framed degrees lined the wall like taxidermy animal heads.
         

         
         “Please,” he said, “sit down.”

         
         Effy stood behind the green armchair instead. “I’m sorry I didn’t make an appointment. I’m just . . .” She trailed off, hating
            the smallness of her voice. Master Corbenic’s sleeves were rolled up to his elbows, exposing the swathes of dark arm hair
            and the golden watch glinting within it.
         

         
         “It’s not a problem,” he said, though his words had a chill to them that made Effy want to shrink down and vanish through that tiny gap in the shutters. “I figured you would come back sooner or later. I heard about your little project.” 

         
         “Oh.” Her stomach knotted. “I suppose Dean Fogg told you.”

         
         “Yes. He’s speaking to me again, miraculously.” Master Corbenic’s voice had grown even colder. “Saltney is a long way from
            the big city.”
         

         
         “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.” She picked at the loose fibers on the back of the armchair. “Dean Fogg said I
            could have six weeks starting with the winter holidays, and he made Master Parri agree to count it as my studio credit, but
            I still—”
         

         
         “He wanted your adviser to sign off on it,” he finished tonelessly. His fingers, crumpling the white fabric of his shirt,
            looked enormous.
         

         
         She drew a breath, steadying herself against the armchair. She had pulled out so much of the green thread that it looked like
            she was clutching a tangle of vines. But the armchair had been in tatters since the first time she saw it. At the beginning
            of the semester, whenever Effy came back from Master Corbenic’s office, for hours she would find these small green threads
            caught in her hair.
         

         
         Slowly, she reached into her pocket and took out the folded parchment. “I just need your signature.”

         
         There. She had said it. Immediately her chest felt lighter. The grandfather clock in the corner ticked past the seconds, each
            one plinking down like a droplet of rainwater on the floor. Her hand shook as she held the paper out to him, and for a while
            he said nothing, did nothing, until all of a sudden he lurched forward.
         

         
         Effy took a stumbling, instinctual step back as he grabbed the paper from her hand.

         
         Master Corbenic gave a low, short laugh. “Oh, for Saints’ sakes. There’s no need to act like a blushing little maiden now.”

         
         Her pulse was so loud and fast that she scarcely heard herself say, “You’re still my adviser—”

         
         “Yes, and isn’t that a wonder—I was sure Dean Fogg would have dismissed you, or had me sacked.”

         
         “I didn’t tell anyone,” she managed, her face burning.

         
         “Well, word still got around, didn’t it?” Master Corbenic said, though he deflated visibly, leaning back against his desk.
            He ran one enormous hand through his black hair. “I met with Dean Fogg last week. He was apoplectic. This could have cost
            me my career.”
         

         
         “I know.”

         
         She knew it so well, it was all she had thought about, when he stood over her in that armchair. When he palmed the back of
            her head, when the weak sunlight glanced off his belt buckle, all Effy had been able to think about was how dangerous it all
            was. Master Corbenic was young, handsome, a darling of the faculty. He and Dean Fogg took tea together. He didn’t need her.
         

         
         But oh, he had made it seem like he did. “You’re so pretty,” he had said, and had sounded almost breathless. “It’s agony to
            watch you come in here every week, with your green eyes and your golden hair. When you leave, all I can think about is when
            you’ll come back, and how I’ll survive seeing something so beautiful I can’t touch.”
         

         
         He had held her face in his hands with as much tenderness as a museum curator would handle his artifacts. And Effy had felt her heart skip and flutter the same way it did when she read her favorite bits of Angharad, those permanently dog-eared pages.
         

         
         “Is this all you need from me?” Master Corbenic slashed his pen across the page and thrust the parchment back to her, then
            huffed a lower, shorter laugh. “You know what I think, Effy. You’re a bright girl. You have potential, if you keep your head
            out of the clouds. But a first-year student, taking on a project of this scale? It’s beyond you. I can’t fathom why the Myrddin
            estate would put out a call for students in the first place. And—I assume you’ve never been south of Laleston before?”
         

         
         Effy shook her head.

         
         “Well. The Bottom Hundred is the sort of place that young girls escape from, not go running off to. It would be easier to
            just stay here in Caer-Isel and try to get your grades up. If you need tutoring in Master Parri’s class, I can help you.”
         

         
         “No,” Effy said quickly, pocketing the parchment. “That’s all right.”

         
         Master Corbenic stared at her inscrutably, the late-afternoon sunlight pooling on the face of his wristwatch. “You’re the
            sort of girl who likes to make life more difficult for herself. If you weren’t so pretty, you would have failed out already.”
         

         
         *  *  *

         Effy left Master Corbenic’s office with her eyes stinging, but she refused to cry. On her way back through the college lobby,
            she saw the class roster, her last name crossed out and replaced with whore.

         
         After checking to make sure no one was coming, Effy tore the paper down, balled it up, and carried it out of the building. Her heart was pounding. The Bottom Hundred is the sort of place that young girls escape from, not go running off to. Perhaps she was running away. Perhaps she was making life more difficult for herself. But she couldn’t bear it, the rush of
            floodwater in her ears, the haze that fell over her eyes, the nightmares smothered only by the annihilating power of her sleeping
            pills. She wasn’t a Southerner, but she knew what it was like to drown.
         

         
         She walked past the library and out onto the pier. She stood there, leaning over the railing, wind biting her cheeks, and
            then she threw the crumpled paper into the ice-choked waters of Lake Bala.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            What is a mermaid but a woman half-drowned,

            What a selkie but an unwilling wife,

            What a tale but a sea-net, snatching up both

            From the gentle tumult of dark waves?

            From “Elegy for a Siren,” collected in The Poetical Works of Emrys Myrddin, 196–208 AD

         

         Effy tucked her copy of Angharad into her purse. Her trunk was packed full of trousers and her new turtleneck sweaters and warm woolen socks. Rhia went with
            her to the train station.
         

         
         “Are you sure I can’t convince you not to do this?” Rhia asked.

         
         Effy shook her head. Passengers milled past them in blurs of gray and tawny. Rhia was generous and open-minded and clever,
            and kind enough to never mention the rumors about Effy and Master Corbenic.
         

         
         But she didn’t know about the pink pills, the ones Effy kept at her side always, in case the edges of things started to blur.
            She didn’t know about the Fairy King and had never read a single page of Angharad. She didn’t understand what Myrddin meant to Effy, and she didn’t understand what Effy was escaping from. Rhia was a Southerner—but she didn’t know what it was like to drown.
         

         
         A woman in a blue cloche shoved by and stepped on Effy’s foot. “I’ll miss you. Tell Maisie she can have my room.”

         
         “I will.” Rhia chewed her lip, then managed one of her incandescently bright smiles as the train sang like a teakettle behind
            them. “Be safe. Be smart. Be sweet.”
         

         
         “All three? That’s a lot to ask.”

         
         “I’ll settle for just two, then. Your pick,” Rhia said. She reached around Effy to embrace her, and for a moment, with her
            eyes shut and her face pressed into Rhia’s fluffy brown hair, Effy felt calmer than the windless sea.
         

         
         “That’s far more reasonable,” Effy mumbled. They broke apart as a mother  trailing two ornery-looking children shouldered
            past them. “Thank you.”
         

         
         Rhia frowned. “What for?”

         
         Effy didn’t reply. She didn’t really know. She was just grateful not to be standing on the platform alone.

         
         The other passengers were breathing in clouds of white, belts and wallet chains jangling, high heels striking the tiled floor
            with a tinny sound. Effy dragged her trunk on board and watched from the window as the train pulled out of the station. She
            didn’t look away until Rhia, waving, vanished into the crowd.
         

         
          

         She’d meant to work on the train; she’d even brought her sketchpad and pen in her purse. But as soon as the train started down the bridge that led south over Lake Bala, her mind filled with a vague yet obliterating dread. The blank white page of her sketchpad and the bright midmorning light glancing off the lake made her eyes water. The woman sitting next to her crossed and recrossed her legs over and over again, and the sound of silk hissing against leather was so distracting, Effy couldn’t think of anything else. 

         
         Northern Llyr spooled past her, emerald green in the winter. When she had to switch trains in Laleston, she shuffled off and
            crossed the platform in a haze, dragging her trunk behind her. Though she couldn’t see outside, the air felt humid and thick,
            and there was rainwater trickling down the windows.
         

         
         They arrived in Saltney just as the clock ticked past five. In Caer-Isel, even in winter, the sun would have still been holding
            stubbornly to the line of the horizon. In Saltney, the sky was a dense and dusky black, storm clouds roiling like steam in
            a pot.
         

         
         As the last few passengers disembarked, Effy stood in a rheumy puddle of lamplight, staring down the dark and empty road.
            She didn’t know where to go.
         

         
         Her mind felt cloudy. Even though she’d read Ianto’s letter so many times, now she couldn’t remember the name of his barrister,
            who was supposed to pick her up at the station—Wheathall? Weathergill? No one had given her a number to call. And as she peered
            down the dimly lit street, there were no cars in sight.
         

         
         There was only a row of small, dingy buildings, their doors and windows as black as mounds of dirt. Farther down, she could
            see a cluster of thatched-roof houses, rising out of the stubbly grass like broken teeth. There was the faint, distant sound
            of water breaking on rocks.
         

         
         The wind picked up, and it seemed to blow right through Effy’s coat and thick woolen sweater, lashing her hair around her face. She could taste the sea salt in it, grit gathering on her bottom lip. She squeezed her eyes shut, but a tremendous pain was sharpening in the center of her forehead, right between her brows. 

         
         There was only the wind and the cold and the dark, stretching out all around her, solid and endless. There would be no other
            trains before morning, and what would she do until then? Maybe no one was coming at all. Perhaps the whole project had been
            a farce, a joke played at a naive first-year’s expense.
         

         
         Or, worse: a ruse to lure a young girl to a faraway and dangerous place she’d never come back from.

         
         Everyone had said there was something off about the whole affair. Something strange. Rhia had warned her; even Master Corbenic had warned her. And yet she had flung
            herself toward it like a sparrow against a windowpane, oblivious to the sheen of glass.
         

         
         A panicked sob rose in her throat. Through the glaze of unshed tears, she could see a rectangular blur in the distance. She
            shuffled closer and it took shape: a telephone booth.
         

         
         Effy picked her trunk back up and dragged it with her into the booth. With shaking fingers, she reached into her pocket and
            pulled out a few coins, cramming them into the slot.
         

         
         She hesitated before dialing. One part of her wanted to slam the phone down; the other was desperate just to hear a familiar
            voice. So she dialed the only number that she knew by heart.
         

         
         “Hello?”

         
         That familiar voice split through the silence. “Mother?”

         
         “Effy? Is that you? Where are you calling from?”

         
         “I’m in Saltney,” she managed thickly. “In the Bottom Hundred.”

         
         She could almost see the little pinch of her mother’s brow. “Well, what in the name of all Saints are you doing there?”

         
         At that, a strange hollow opened up in Effy’s chest. She shouldn’t have called.

         
         “There’s this project I’m doing,” she said. “For the estate of Emrys Myrddin. A bunch of architecture students sent in designs,
            and they picked mine.”
         

         
         There was a stretch of silence. Effy could almost see her mother curled up in her armchair, one sip of gin still left in her
            glass. “Well, then why are you crying?”
         

         
         Effy’s throat felt very tight. “I’m at the train station. I don’t know if anyone is going to pick me up, and I don’t have
            a number to call . . .”
         

         
         Her mother drew a quick, sharp breath. And then: the sound of ice clinking as she poured herself a new glass. “You didn’t
            think to get a phone number before you went to some no-name town—what, six hours south of Draefen? I can’t listen to this
            right now, Effy. It’s just bad decision after bad decision with you.”
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“As merciless as a rising tide and as beguiling as a fairy
—MELISSA ALBERT, New York Times bestselling author of The Hazel Wood
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