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To Brittney—who read some of my first stories, followed me into an old copper mine, and never drop-kicked me out of a second story window.










Prologue


The farmer had four ordinary children, which was why the magic of the fifth came as a surprise.


The daughter was born with hair too dark to be golden but too light to be brown. She was a clear-eyed little thing who sat quietly in her mam’s arms. That night, the farmer brought the child outside. Omen-seeking was unpredictable and the results often vague—putting snails beneath a basin in hopes the trails of slime would spell out a beloved’s name; grass taken from beneath holly trees; knotted yarn trailing from windows to see what might be caught.


There were more certain ways to test for magic, but the farmer could not afford a hedgewitch.


It was said that in the cities magic had been tamped out. The tylwyth teg had been banished by iron on every street corner, by roads made of rock instead of packed earth, and by the sheer prevalence of humans. But in the wild country, the expanse of rolling hills and old forests seemed to invite the unexpected. Parents brought their babes out to meet the night—and see what awaited them. The farmer had heard tales of a neighboring village where a newborn had been visited by a flock of ravens. That lad had grown up to sow such death upon the battlefield that several princes sought his services—until a poisoner slipped something into the lad’s cup of ale.


The farmer waited with his newborn daughter, but there were no flocks of birds nor strange colors in the sunset. He was about to take the babe indoors when a friendly call stopped him. A weaver from the village had come to deliver a gift of a blanket for the new babe. She cooed over the small child, and in those moments before the farmer could ask her inside, rain began to fall.


It was the thick, misty rains that often sank upon the lands. The farmer raised his arm to shield his daughter, but then he realized there was no need.


The rain did not touch him. It fell—and then seemed to hit some invisible roof, sloughing away without splashing upon him or the babe. The weaver, who stood an arm’s length away, was flecked with rainwater. Her gaze fell on the babe and she drew in a sharp breath. “Take her inside,” she told the farmer, her voice low. “Take her inside and do not tell anyone.”


The farmer was startled. “What?”


“If the prince finds out what she is,” said the weaver, her face drawn tight, “he will want her.”


“Why?” asked the farmer.


The weaver shook her head. “Do not let her swim. Keep her away from rivers and creeks.”


The farmer was frightened by the weaver’s sharp words, so he agreed. He never spoke of the encounter with the weaver, instead treating the babe as if nothing had happened.


And for a time, all was well.


At first glance, the farmer’s fifth daughter looked an ordinary child: She played with her siblings, helped herd the chickens into the barn, threw clods of dirt at passing foxes, and chatted with those who came to buy crops from her father. The farmer could not afford to keep a strong child indoors and unseen—he had need of another pair of hands.


But as time wore on, it became clear why the weaver had been so troubled.


Rain never touched the girl. She could stand in a thunderstorm and remain utterly dry. She found small streams in the woods, tracing them to their source with as little thought as finding her way home. She charmed her siblings with dancing mud puddles. She froze small pools of water so that they could slide across the ice. She played in creeks, directing the ebb and flow of the water to her whims. When the summer became overlong, she brought water up through the soil to the dry crops. Her father tried to stop her, told her that such magics were dangerous, but the girl reveled in her power.


She was a headstrong girl whose fingers were gentle when taking eggs from beneath the warm hens—but if she saw cruelty, her temper flared to life. When she found a handful of older children kicking a stray dog, she picked up a stick and tried to drive them off. They laughed and tossed her to the ground, and she committed their faces to memory. For a month afterward, the dirt outside of their front doors was churning, sucking mud that stained their boots.


And when she was eight years old, she saved a child.


The winter rains had lashed the lands for weeks on end, leaving the river a churning, muddied mess. The child was little more than a babe, toddling too far out of his mother’s grip. He slipped on the mud, slid into greedy waters that pulled him away too quickly for his parents to save him. The boy was yanked downstream, too frightened to utter a cry.


It was the farmer’s daughter who heard the shouting of the parents. She ran barefoot to the river. She felt the raw power of the seething water up through the soles of her feet as she raced toward the overrun banks. Ignoring the warnings of the other villagers, the girl stepped into the river. The froth and foam calmed around her, going unnaturally still. The girl hastened to the boy, pulling him into her arms. She was barely old enough to carry him to safety, but she did it. And the moment her feet left the river, it returned to rushing and pushing at its banks.


The boy’s parents were grateful and thanked her again and again, but those who had seen began to whisper among themselves.


Magic.


There was magic in that girl.


Whispers traveled all the way to the nearest city and to the ears of the ruling prince. The prince of Cantre’r Gwaelod was young, come into his throne when his father took ill. But he knew what the rumors meant—diviners were rare but not unheard of. His father had kept a diviner of metal, using magic to weld signet rings to his most trusted servants. When the prince heard tales of a girl who tamed a river, he sent his spymaster for her.


One afternoon, the farmer returned from his fields with dirt-crusted nails and a sweat-dampened brow. He caught sight of a strange man in his yard, and without even speaking a word, the farmer understood. The spymaster wore clothes finer than anyone in the village, bore a signet ring welded to his left index finger, and carried several knives at his belt. The farmer could no more have challenged him than he could have shouted down a storm.


A purse of coins exchanged hands—gold to soothe the sting of the loss.


The girl kicked and struggled, but the spymaster paid her no heed. He carried her to a horse and galloped away. The girl threw one last look at her home before they rode into the forest.


The spymaster was wary, knowing that he had to get the girl to the prince’s castell, behind siege walls and iron-clad guards. He rode his steed hard, keeping off the well-worn roads. But whispers of a water diviner had spread past the borders of Cantre’r Gwaelod, to the ears of royals who would not see such a girl fall into the wrong hands. That is to say, any hands but their own.


On the second day of travel, an arrow slammed into an oak tree. The spymaster cursed and urged his horse on, racing through the thick forest foliage, hoping to lose his pursuers. The girl pressed her face into the horse’s mane, squeezing her eyes closed.


She never saw the arrow that felled the horse.


The girl and spymaster crashed into the undergrowth—the former falling harmlessly into a patch of moss while the latter cracked his head against a tree. He lay there, trying to recover his senses, while their attacker slid off his own mount. He wore the colors of a neighboring cantref and there were blade scars across both hands. He drew a hunting knife from his belt and made for the girl.


The girl saw him coming. She tripped on a tree root and fell. Her heart hammered in her chest, and she called for her father and mother, for the strange spymaster, for anyone—


But no one came.


And she realized no one would come.


Her fingers curled into the moss, into the familiar dampness of rain-soaked earth—and a thought occurred to her.


The girl had used her magic to care for plants, to amuse her siblings, and to aid her family. Water had seemed a gentle magic, a trickle of power.


Now, gazing at her attacker, the girl looked at him and saw everything. Veins flowed like rivers through him; every gusting breath carried droplets of spittle; his eyes were damp after the hard ride.


The girl raised her hand, moss still tangled around her fingers, and called to her magic.


It was more difficult than affecting a stream or puddle. The iron in his blood dragged at the magic. But she gritted her teeth and called every drop of water she could find, forcing it into his lungs.


A terrible gasping sound emerged from the man’s lips. The knife hit the dirt, falling harmlessly to the ground. He clutched at his chest, at his throat, trying to breathe.


Perhaps she should have released the magic.


But the girl was angry. No one had protected her, not like they were supposed to. Her parents had given her into the care of a spymaster and even he couldn’t protect her.


She would have to protect herself.


So she did.


It was the spymaster who found her afterward. She sat beside a corpse, her face almost as pale as the dead man’s. But she did not cry, nor did she protest when the spymaster bundled her in a cloak, murmuring quiet reassurances. She didn’t listen.


It was that day the girl learned that water could save a life—or take it.


It was a lesson she wouldn’t forget.










The Diviner










CHAPTER 1


The third time a customer grabbed her, Mer considered drowning him.


It was an idle thought—the way a gardener might have pruned a weed or a painter covered a smudge. It would be a simple thing; a twitch of her fingers could have drawn the ale from his mouth into his lungs. Everyone would say it was a shame that Rhys had choked on his own tongue.


But someone might realize how strange it was for a man to drown on dry land.


It was that chance that stayed Mer’s hand.


That and killing him would be wrong. On principle.


She yanked her arm free. “Rhys,” she said, her voice icy, “I told you to wait. I’ll have your order in a moment.”


Rhys gazed at her from across the bar. He slouched over his drink, eyes glazed. He had broken blood vessels at the corners of his nose, sunspots flecked along his cheeks, and a mean cunning in his eyes. Mer had known men like him before—dissatisfied with their lot in life, so they snarled at those who had little recourse. “ ‘M been waitin’ for hours,” he said.


“You haven’t finished your last drink yet,” she replied, glancing down. Rhys followed her gaze, squinting at the tankard between his hands.


The Scythe and Boot was always bustling during the evening hours. Many a crop-cutter or traveler would stop by the tavern for a cup of ale and a bit of gossip before ambling home. Mer nimbly carried several drinks to a table of off-duty soldiers, keeping her head down and gaze averted. “Sorry for the wait,” she said quietly.


“Think nothing of it, lass.” The one who spoke was a woman; she had the calloused hands of someone who’d spent years holding a sword. “You look as though you could use a cup yourself.”


Mer wiped the sweat from her brow with a forearm, then touched her fingers to her hair to make sure it was still in place. She kept her hair long, carefully arranged so that it covered the corner of her left eye.


The air was thick with steam and the scent of lamb cawl. It was served in chipped bowls, most of them scavenged from abandoned homes. More and more of those who lived near the borders of Gwaelod were fleeing, leaving behind that which they could not carry. More for us, Carys had once said. She was a sturdy woman with thick forearms and hair cropped short. No one quite knew how she had managed to take ownership of the tavern, but none dared question her.


Mer had arrived three months ago with only a few coins in her purse and blisters on her heel. She came to the Scythe and Boot looking to rent one of the upstairs rooms for a night. She’d stayed for three before Carys asked her if she had naught elsewhere to go—and when Mer couldn’t answer, Carys pushed two full tankards of ale into Mer’s hands and said, “Table in the far right corner.”


Mer had stayed. She served drinks and swept floors. Her pay wasn’t much, but she was given an upstairs room as compensation. The Scythe and Boot had once been a barn, and the rough wooden walls were still studded with metal hooks for tack and hinges where stall doors had penned in animals. The place smelled of damp hay, and when the wind howled in from the west, the building made odd whistling sounds. But Mer liked it. The tavern felt like the closest thing she’d had to a home in years.


Or it would have felt like a home, if not for the drunkards.


Rhys reached for her a fourth time and Mer ducked out of his grasp, resisting the urge to seize his wrist and bend it back.


“All right, all right,” she said, taking his tankard and carrying it to one of the full casks. She refilled it, then slid it back to him.


Rhys gave her a watery glare. “ ‘Bout time. You’re paid to serve this swill.”


“Don’t let Carys hear you say that,” said Mer. She grabbed an old cloth rag and began wiping down the bar, her gaze sweeping across the tavern. There were the soldiers, a group of merchants, and two men dicing in the far corner. Everyone had food and drinks, and they looked content. She had a moment to catch her breath.


Mer walked into the kitchens. At once, the smell of fat on the griddle made her stomach ache with hunger. A young man stood in the small kitchen, sleeves rolled up around his elbows and dark hair gone curly in the steam. Elgar was quiet and kept to himself, but he could throw together a meal out of nothing but a handful of flour and leftover vegetables.


“What are you making?” Mer said, setting her tray down.


“Leek and oat cakes,” said Elgar. He picked up a bowl, full of batter, and began to pour dollops onto the hot griddle stone. “You think they’ll sell?”


“I think we’ll have customers starting fights over them,” she said.


Elgar threw her a shy smile over his shoulder.


“Shall I bring them out now?” asked Mer.


Elgar nodded. “They’re best warm. Oh, and I left you a plate on the table—over there. A few of the cakes, and some of the lamb bones I used for the cawl. I thought you might want them.”


“You think I like to gnaw bones?” asked Mer, leaning against the counter.


“I saw you feeding that dog near Hedd’s farm,” said Elgar, flushing.


It was true—she had been bringing scraps to an old sheepdog that lived in the barn nearby. The family that used to live there had been taken by illness, and no one seemed to remember the sweet sheepdog. Mer had seen the hound wandering the fields, and the next time she had taken a walk, Mer brought scraps of meat too gristly for the stew. The dog would only take the food if Mer put it on the ground and backed away. Since then, Mer had visited every day to bring more. Every time, the dog had become a little friendlier, and Mer hoped that soon the sheepdog might allow her close.


Mer liked animals. There was a simplicity to them, an innocence she never found in people.


“Why not take the hound for yourself?” asked Elgar. “No one would mind. Even Carys would agree, although she’d probably spend a good fortnight blustering on about it.”


Mer let out a breath. “I—I am not suited to take care of a dog.”


“You are taking care of her,” said Elgar, pointing a wooden spoon at her.


“Not forever,” said Mer. “Just until . . .” She had to run again. “. . . someone else takes a shine to her.”


Elgar shrugged. This was something she liked about him: He didn’t ask too many questions. Maybe because he was afraid of people prying into his own life.


Mer carried a tray of the fresh oat cakes into the dining room. At once, a few of the regulars turned their heads toward the smell of warm food. She walked to one of the tables, prepared to tell the customers the cost and how delicious the cakes would be—


The tavern door opened. Mer felt it, even if she couldn’t hear the creak of old hinges above the din of chatter. There was a gust of cold air that carried the scents of mist and rain. Mer put the tray down as she glanced up to see where the newcomer would sit.


Her heart gave a horrible lurch.


The man who stood in the doorway had dark blond hair fading to a pale gray. His ears were too large and his mouth was all in his lower lip. Even so, he had a sharp focus and confidence that drew people to him. He wasn’t handsome but he didn’t need to be.


It was a face she had not seen in four years.


Renfrew.


Keeping her gaze averted, Mer murmured to the table, “Enjoy the cakes, compliments of the Scythe and Boot.” She set the oat cakes down, and before any of them could comment, she turned so that her back was to the door and hastily made for the stairs. The hayloft had been divided into rooms for rent. She kept a key tied to her wrist and she used it to unlock her door, peering inside.


Her room was empty. No soldiers awaited her. Shoulders sagging with relief, Mer stepped inside and shut the door behind her.


It was a simple room: an old bed frame with a straw mattress suspended on ropes, a single candle, and a sack with the rest of her belongings. She had never unpacked it; unpacking was a luxury Mer could not afford. She swung her pack over one shoulder.


She couldn’t go back downstairs—she would have to leave through the window. She took a steadying breath. Outside was a rain-slick roof and a cloud-heavy sky. The drop from the roof to the ground would be a steep one, but she could make it. The windows weren’t glass—merely a wooden panel that could be opened on sunny days.


Mer unlatched the window and began to push it open.


But it wouldn’t budge.


Mer rammed her shoulder against the wood. It hurt, but the window still wouldn’t open. As if it had been jammed shut from the outside. Which meant—


A clicking sound came from the door behind her. She whirled, heart hammering against her ribs. Renfrew had planned this. He had known she would try to flee out a window, so he must have scaled the roof and jammed every single window shut before he allowed himself to be seen. It was the methodical attention to detail that made the old spymaster so good at his work.


And she’d played right into his hands.


The door swung open and Renfrew stood there, a lockpick’s wrench between his fingers.


“I thought I taught you better than this,” he said, gently chiding. “Always have at least two methods of escape.”


Before he had finished the sentence, Mer’s hand was at the back of her belt. Her fingers found the hilt of a knife—she spent months training with them, learning the heft and balance of the steel. She threw it as hard as she could.


The blade sank into the wood of the doorway, only a finger’s width from one of Renfrew’s ears. He did not so much as flinch. He reached over and began to pry the knife free. “You missed.”


Mer didn’t bother to reply. She hadn’t meant for the knife to hit him. A distraction, nothing more.


His heavy leather boots had been doused with rainwater. Her hand reached out—and in the same moment, she closed her eyes and called to her power.


To divine a thing, one must find it within themselves. She remembered those words from an old book in the prince’s library. It was not just rhetoric. To control water, a diviner needed to pull from that ocean within themselves. If she used too much of her magic, it left her parched and with a throbbing headache. All divining had a price, and she’d heard of how others had suffered—metal diviners weak from little iron in their blood; fire diviners chilled to the bone; wind diviners who died for lack of breath.


At least water was simple to replenish. All she had to do was drink it.


She froze Renfrew’s boots to the floor. He tried to lift one of his feet but couldn’t.


“I thought I taught you better,” Mer said coldly. “If you wish to confront me, you’d best dry your boots first.”


She reached down, picking up her pack. She didn’t have much—firesteel, a knife, a few clothes, a water flask, and coin. That was all a person needed, and the rest could be bought or stolen. She would smash her window open.


“Mer,” said Renfrew, and then he did something that made her go still. He laughed. A warm chuckle, the kind that came up through the belly and could not be forced. “I have missed you.”


Gazing into Renfrew’s face made her feel like a child again: torn between a simmering resentment and a yearning for approval. He was the only father she’d known since she was eight. And despite herself, she felt that old tether behind her ribs, a tug of memory that made her want to soften toward him. But she couldn’t afford that. Not if she wanted to keep her freedom.


“I’m not going back,” she told him, even as her heart pounded. Saying the words was a risk; part of her wanted to pretend that Renfrew’s arrival didn’t mean what she knew it did. “I’ll die before I go back to the prince’s service.”


“Will you kill me?” asked Renfrew idly.


Mer hesitated only a moment. “No. But I will hold you in place while I run.”


Renfrew exhaled. “Look at me properly before you make any hasty decisions.”


It felt like a trick, but Mer’s gaze swept over the man. He wore tattered clothing, but that was no surprise. He could not wear his spymaster finery amid this small town, not if he wished to go unseen.


And that’s when she saw the missing finger. It was his left index finger, the foremost upon his dominant hand. It had always been the finger that had borne the heavy signet ring, the one that marked him as belonging to Prince Garanhir. The prince’s father had paid a hefty sum to a metal diviner to have his rings welded to the fingers of his inner circle. The only way to remove it would be to—


Remove the finger.


It made her breath catch. That finger had been cut off and cauterized recently—within the last year, at the earliest. Mer knew how slowly burn scars healed.


“You see,” said Renfrew, voice still soft, “you are not the only person who has cut ties.”


It could not be true. Renfrew had served the royals of Gwaelod all his life. He had been shadow and knife, poison and steel. He would often be sent into the field by the prince, only to return with bruised knuckles and dark hollows beneath his eyes. Entire wars had been averted because the right throat had been cut or the correct sheaf of parchment stolen.


There were those who said that Renfrew did not have a heart. That only someone who did not care could commit such atrocities. The truth was simpler and more frightening: He did such things because he cared.


A person with a knife was one thing. A person with a knife and a cause could topple kingdoms.


“You’re lying to me,” she said.


Renfrew shook his head. “I have never lied to you.”


And that was true. There were times when Mer had wished he would lie, to smooth over the harsher edges of their lives. But that did not mean he told her everything. “If you’re telling the truth,” Mer said, “then tell me this. Did you know?” The words came out low and harsh.


Renfrew tilted his head in silent question.


“What the prince was using my power for,” Mer said, unable to keep the throb of hurt from her voice. “When I was sent into the field. Did you know?”


There was a long pause. Renfrew suddenly looked ten years older. “No,” he said. “I did not know.”


All the air left her lungs. Something deep within her unclenched—a muscle she’d been holding tight for years. If he hadn’t known—


She still couldn’t trust him. But she could probably let him go.


Mer released her grip on the magic. The ice crusting his boots melted, water draining into the cracks of the floor. Renfrew lifted his foot, shaking the last of the water away.


“If you didn’t come to drag me back to the prince,” said Mer, “then why are you here?”


One corner of Renfrew’s mouth twitched. “I missed you.”


“And?” she prompted.


“And I need someone with your abilities,” he said.


She crossed her arms, felt her expression hardening. She should have known this wasn’t solely about seeing her—Renfrew never did anything without at least two motives.


“I have a job,” said Renfrew. “One last job. It will pay handsomely enough for you to do what you could not manage here.”


“Serve drinks?”


“Disappear,” he said. “With enough coin, you could go anywhere in the isles, build yourself a fortress if you liked. Sail to the continent.”


“How do you know I’m running?” she asked.


“Because it is the only thing you can do,” he said. “Run or die. Garanhir made sure of that when he—” His fingers reached out, but Mer took a step back before he could touch her hair.


She wanted to deny his words, but they rang true. The prince had all but ensured she would live the life of a hunted rabbit.


Mer had small dreams. She dreamed of a house, of a place that could be wholly hers. A place where she could grow things, tend to things. Maybe it would be a short walk from a village, so she could buy what she needed on her own. When she couldn’t sleep, she would spend hours imagining what the cottage would look like and what she would do with it.


Even as she craved that home, she knew it wasn’t a place she was looking for.


She wanted safety. She wanted to wrap it around herself like a warm cloak.


“One last job,” Renfrew repeated softly. “And you can buy your way to freedom.”


Mer considered him. “I don’t use my powers, not anymore.”


It was mostly true—charming the dampness from her socks didn’t count.


“You managed to capture me rather handily,” said Renfrew.


“Yes, well,” said Mer, “you’re the exception.” She licked her lips; she tasted the salt of her own sweat. If she closed her eyes, she could sense all the water in this room—not only here but below in the tavern: the ale sloshing in tankards, the brine of sweat, the slight droplets in the air, the fog of the windows.


Water was everywhere, if one knew how to find it.


“Why me?” she said quietly, leaning forward. “There’s another up north. I heard he was offering his services to—”


“Dead,” said Renfrew. “Found with both his purse strings and throat cut.”


She hadn’t heard that. “Then what about the woman south of—”


“Also dead,” said Renfrew, without even waiting for a name. “An illness—or that was how the poison made it look. A cough that wouldn’t leave her. And before you suggest the elderly man living near the docks down south, he suffered what appeared to be an attack of the heart.”


It felt as though someone had wrapped an iron band around her chest. There were only three others like her.


“Garanhir has been busy in your absence,” Renfrew murmured. “If he could not have a water diviner, he wished to ensure that no one else would.”


That band around Mer’s lungs seemed to cinch even tighter. “He’s been hunting them?”


The look that Renfrew gave her was calm and unwavering. “You’re the last.”


She had to put her hand against the wall to steady herself. The last—she was the last living water diviner in the isles.


Which meant she was all the more valuable. She would be hunted by Garanhir and his rivals alike, because if she were to side with another kingdom, it could change the balance of power. She would never be safe here, never be safe anywhere. Even if Renfrew was right about this job paying well, there wasn’t time to take it.


She had to run. Tonight.


“I can’t,” she said. “Renfrew—I’m sorry, but—”


“Mererid,” he said. Her name rolled off his tongue, soft and familiar. “Do not apologize. That’s the one thing I wish I could have taught you. Never apologize for what you have to do.”


She looked at him. He was father and not-father, friend and enemy, and the one person in the world she’d most wanted to please.


“I have to run,” she said. “If Garanhir is truly as desperate as you say, I can’t stay. I wish you well, but I cannot help you.”


Renfrew inclined his head in a nod. “I understand, dear child.” Then he took a step back, so the way through the door was clear. “Take care.”


She was taken aback for a heartbeat; she half expected him to argue further. But he merely stood there, accepting of her choice.


Gratitude tangled up with resentment—she didn’t want to be thankful toward him nor owe him in any way. Chin held high, her pack slung over her shoulder, she walked past him and into the narrow stairway. She hurried, taking them two at a time, not daring to look over her shoulder. If she looked, her heart might soften. Her steps might slow. She could not afford that. The only reason she’d survived this long was that she’d left sentiment behind.


She pushed through the old canvas cloth that hung at the bottom of the stairs. Keeping her head down, she strode for the front door. Maybe if she was quick about it, she could slip out with only a few of the regulars seeing.


A hand caught her around the elbow.


Mer’s pack slipped from her shoulder, thudded against her hip. She turned her head, fully expecting to see Renfrew behind her.


It was Rhys. His face was red with drink and anger, and he looked about as friendly as a wild boar. “Where’ve you been?” he snarled. The words rubbed against one another, barely distinguishable. “Needed a drink.”


“Get off of me, Rhys,” said Mer, trying to yank her arm free.


“S’posed to serve.” The man was surprisingly strong and he gave a hard pull. She stumbled back, caught off balance. She couldn’t break his grip, not while holding on to her pack. She twisted her arm, craning his wrist at a painful angle. Any other man would have cried out and released her, but the drink must have dulled Rhys’s senses.


“Leave off!” There was a yank, and then Mer found herself freed. Elgar had come up behind them both, holding a rolling pin.


Rhys blinked a few times, touching the back of his head, then glared at Elgar. “Cheeky little—” He fumbled at his belt and came up with a knife. All the folk carried knives around here. One never knew when they might need to whittle or pry open a bottle. This knife looked old, sharpened to a thin edge.


Rhys was drunk and furious—and Mer knew those two things never boded well. There had been a few brawls in the tavern, but never one involving blades.


Elgar brandished the rolling pin like a sword. “Get out, Rhys, or—”


“I’ll not have a cook speaking to me like that.” Rhys’s face reddened with anger. He lunged forward.


A knife like that could slide up between Elgar’s ribs. He was a good sort, a kind friend who’d given Mer table scraps for that dog and always asked after her.


Old instincts flared to life.


Mer dropped to a crouch to duck beneath the knife, slammed her fist into Rhys’s elbow, and then drove her shoulder into his gut.


Disarm, disable, escape.


It had been her first lesson in fighting, and it came back as easily as breathing.


Rhys fell to the floor, wheezing. The knife skittered away and another patron picked it up. Mer pushed the hair from her eyes as she sat back, grinning. She turned to glance at Elgar, to make sure he was all right.


But the smile died on her lips.


Because the tavern had gone utterly silent. It was the kind of heavy quiet that hung around graveyards. And then Mer realized what she had done. She had pushed her hair back from her left cheek.


She knew what they saw: the ugly kiss of hot iron against the corner of her left eye. The brand bore the same emblem that had marked Renfrew’s signet ring—that of the royal family of Gwaelod.


She felt as though she had been the one encased in ice this time. Cold stole through her belly, up into her arms. There were too many people in here, too many obstacles. She’d been taught to slip in and out of danger the way a needle threaded cloth—she was a tool, not a blunt instrument.


She kicked a chair at the nearest soldier. It hit him at the knees and he fell into the man behind him, causing both to stagger against the bar. It drew the eyes of the other patrons, made them look at the new commotion rather than the young woman crouching on the floor. Mer used the distraction to scurry to her feet and dart toward the front door.


She made it three steps before someone grabbed for her.


Mer tried to break free, but then lightning cracked through her skull. She was on the floor again, staring up at the ceiling. She’d been struck from behind, she realized belatedly. The thought was distant, coming to her as if through thick water. One of the soldiers had struck her with the pommel of his sword, brought her down before she could fight back. Before she could summon even the smallest bit of power.


A second soldier reached down, pushing Mer’s hair back. He let out a hiss.


“She’s got the prince’s mark on her. We’ve got an escaped prisoner here, lads.”


“No.” Mer barely managed to speak the word. It hurt; her jaw ached and her skull throbbed. But then another soldier was hauling her upright, taking her pack and pulling Mer’s arms tight behind her.


It was every nightmare she’d woken from in a cold sweat. The sense of entrapment, of helplessness, was galling and terrifying and made her want to spit like an angry cat. She couldn’t be taken back to the prince, she couldn’t. She tugged at the water in the air, tried to pull it around herself. If she could just call up a mist, it might startle them long enough for her to escape.


Iron closed around her wrists—and her connection to the magic snapped.


Mer staggered, twisting to look over her shoulder. Iron. The man holding her had iron worked into the knuckles of his gloves. Cold iron had pulled the magic from her like leeches pulled blood. She could not use her magic so long as he held her.


“Come on,” snapped one of the soldiers. It was the woman, the one Mer had smiled at and served drinks. It had been such a friendly interaction, and yet here they were.


Mer looked about desperately. She half expected to see Renfrew coming to save her, but there was no sign of the spymaster. He would have slipped out the moment he heard the commotion; he had as much to lose as Mer.


All the faces staring back at her were mixtures of astonishment, disgust, and confusion. Rhys just looked irritated, like he knew he wouldn’t be getting another drink any time soon.


The only kind face belonged to Elgar. “Mer?” he said.


There was no time to apologize to him or Carys. To tell them she was grateful for even this short time when she’d had something close to a home.


“Take care of the dog at Hedd’s farm!” She threw the words at Elgar over her shoulder. Before she could utter more, she was dragged from the tavern into the cold night.










CHAPTER 2


Mer was eight years old when she was given into Renfrew’s care.


She’d been a slip of a child, with unruly gold-brown hair and muddied feet. Her nights were sleepless, filled with memories of a hunter chasing her through the woods and of her father’s face when he gazed at her one last time. It had been an eight-day ride to the prince’s castell in Caer Wyddno, and Mer remembered those days of hoofbeats and the blur of green countryside. Her journey ended when the bare soles of her feet touched cold, clean stone and she found herself gazing into the face of a prince.


She had heard of princes. Her mam and da told stories when they weren’t too tired by the end of the day. Mer had always thought princes were a little like the otherfolk—something not quite real, not quite touchable, caged within the boundaries of word and myth.


But Prince Garanhir looked like any other man. He had dark hair and his features were sleek as a ferret. He was surprisingly young, come into his power when his father took ill. Garanhir had given Mer a cursory examination, discovered she was little more than a child, and instructed the servants to take her. The prince had no room in his life for children—he filled up his days in a war room, a heavy oaken table laden with tiny carved figures and maps. Once Mer was old enough to be made into one of those figurines, powerful enough to be a piece on the board, then he would take notice of her.


The servants dressed her in stiff, uncomfortable clothing, shoes that felt wrong on her feet, and gave her a room that was only hers. Solitude was a luxury she’d once craved, but now she longed for the presence of her siblings, for her mother and father, for anything warm and familiar.


Mer did not sleep well in the castell. The rumble of the nearby ocean kept her awake and she flinched every time a servant passed her door. She took to wandering at night, when there were neither servants to force her into uncomfortable shoes nor nobles to ask her awkward questions. Mer slipped through the corridors like a tiny wraith, wearing nightdresses stained at the hem with courtyard dirt.


One night, she found herself standing before the door to the prince’s war room.


It was forbidden, locked, far beyond her reach.


Something had awoken inside her that day in the woods—a fury so potent that she had left a man dead upon the ground. And now, that same anger sparked to life. All these people at the castell weren’t her family and they could not tell her where and where not to go.


So Mer had placed her hand upon the door and let her power sink into the wood.


All wood had water in it. And in this castell—built into a sea cliff, full of mists and spray and salt—Mer had no lack of water to work with.


She called to the small droplets clinging to the floor, to the walls, even to her own bare feet. The water sank into the wood, expanding it. Water did that—she knew because at home, her front door had always stuck in the rainy seasons. But now, she could use that to her advantage. She listened to the creak and whine as the fine grains of oak were forced apart. Mer then called all the water out from the door, straining the wood even further. Something cracked.


Mer grabbed the knob and pushed as hard as she could. The door sagged, scraping over the floor, but it opened.


She stepped inside. The room smelled of candle wax and parchment, and her footsteps were muffled by a soft rug. It was a beautiful room—draped with tapestries embroidered with the lineage of royal families and artwork depicting heroes slaying dragons. Mer gaped at the study; no wonder the prince spent so much time in here. She would, too, if she had such a room. She walked farther inside, transfixed by the wealth and beauty.


A voice rang out. “It is lovely.”


Mer’s heart lurched with fear. She turned so swiftly that she nearly fell over, preparing to rush for the door before someone caught her. But a hand snagged in her dress and she found herself pumping her short legs and getting nowhere, caught like a rabbit in a snare.


She looked up and saw him.


It was the man who’d brought her to the castell, who’d taken her from her family. Renfrew. The prince’s spymaster.


He did not look like a spymaster. He had rather plain features and big ears. But his eyes were sharp and keen as a hawk, and his mouth was upturned in a smile.


“That door was locked, was it not?” he asked.


Mer considered lying, but her mother had told her never to lie. She gave a decisive nod.


“Ah,” said Renfrew thoughtfully, but not as if he spoke to her. “I thought so.” He cleared his throat, and this time he was most definitely speaking to Mer. “You found your way in—but how were you planning to escape?” He released her and Mer stood there, arms at her sides, cheeks flushed with defeat.


“Same door,” she said.


He tsked a few times. “That was your one mistake. Never leave the same way you came in. You should have at least two points of escape.”


Mer looked at him in confusion; she’d expected to be punished for sneaking into the war room. But Renfrew seemed to approve of her boldness. He squatted down before her, so that their eyes were nearly of the same height. “I wanted to see what was in here,” she said, lifting her chin stubbornly.


“Do you know what those maps mean?” he asked. “Or those notes? Can you read?”


She shook her head.


“Do you wish to learn?” he asked.


Mer squirmed, unsure of herself. She didn’t care about the maps or notes—but Renfrew was offering her something. And even if she was too young to understand what his teaching would entail, she had wanted to belong to someone. Her parents had given her up and the prince did not care for her. This spymaster was the only one who had taken notice.


“Yes,” she said.


And that was how Mer’s education had begun.


 


Water dripped from the bars of the prison wagon.


Mer listened to the rhythm of the soft plunk-plunk. If not for the manacles around her wrists, she could have used that water—forcing it into the planks of the wagon, cracking the wood.


But pure iron rendered her just as helpless as everyone else.


There were many words for what Mer could do.


The nobility called such people diviners. Mer had always scoffed a little at that term; she could do much more than simply divine the presence of water. City men and traders preferred to call people like Mer dowsers. Which was slightly more accurate. She could dowse a person if she wanted to—in both senses of the word.


But then there were those who lived nearest the wilds. Who still kept the old ways and the old tales. When they heard of someone like Mer, they would cast a look in the direction of the eastern mountains.


Other-touched.


Magic was not a human trait. It was other; it was something to be feared and wondered at. Anyone who found themselves with the gift was viewed with equal parts distrust and avarice. It was said that some of the otherfolk walked through human lands and when the mood struck them; they would touch the swollen belly of a pregnant mother—gifting that child with magic. Or perhaps it was simply a bit of luck, a slip of fate that certain people found themselves with the gift.


Mer leaned back against the side of the wagon, trying to keep her breathing steady. They’d be leaving in the morning. Mer had overheard the soldiers. They wanted a good night’s rest so only one of them stayed behind to guard the wagon. But one was enough. None would be enough, as her talent was negated by the presence of iron against her skin.


She had to get free. She couldn’t let herself be taken back to Prince Garanhir—she hadn’t lied to Renfrew when she said she would rather die.


Mer’s fingernails bit into her palms.


The night was a cold one. Summer was only for the afternoon hours, when the sun would break through the gray clouds. Autumn was damp and cold and hers—but it was beyond her reach.


She tried to call for her power. All she got was a sharp pain through her skull. She winced, glared down at the manacles, and then exhaled hard. It could be worse. The first time she had escaped Garanhir, it had been much worse. Despair had dragged at her every step and she hadn’t slept a single night without dreaming of—


Bodies strewn about a well, soldiers feeding the corpses down into the water.


—all that she’d been responsible for.


There had been days she’d considered not rising from her bed, to just let the exhaustion have her. Let the winds and the rain and the ache in her belly lull her into a dreamless sleep.


In the end, it was not bravery that saved her. It was sheer stubbornness.


People wanted her dead.


And in her contrary heart, that made her want to live.


Grimacing, Mer tugged on the chains again. If she had a piece of metal, she might be able to pick the cuffs—


There was a soft sound outside.


She never would have heard it if she had not been trained to listen. There was a footfall that did not belong to a soldier—there was no telltale clank of armor nor a whisper of chain-mail links rubbing against one another.


Mer’s breaths came faster, her body attuned to the sudden absence of noise. The guard standing outside had gone utterly quiet: no grumblings, no shuffling on his feet, nothing at all.


She shifted, using her legs to press her back up against the wagon’s wall. It was all she could do to ready herself.


The wagon door swung open.


And Renfrew stepped inside.


Mer let the tension fall from her shoulders. “Renfrew.”


“Mererid,” he said chidingly. “Look at you. All trussed up like some hen that’s stopped laying and ready for the stew.”


“Not quite ready,” she replied.


“I thought not.” Renfrew had to duck a little as he walked into the wagon. He settled on the bench across from her like it was a comfortable chair and not the place many a prisoner had been chained. “How have they treated you?”


“As well as to be expected,” she said. “No water nor food. I’m to be taken to the prince.”
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